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Assynt community celebrates successful local effort to save historic sites

An Assynt community project is celebrating saving three of the most historically important buildings in the North of Scotland from possible collapse through a successful local campaign to restore and preserve them for future generations. Historic Assynt, formed in 1997 is staging a special gathering today (Tuesday, 12th September) to mark its completed restoration projects on the Old Kirk at Inchnadamph and the ancient ruins of Ardvreck Castle and the 18th century Calda House on Loch Assynt.
In recent years all three buildings were assessed as being under severe threat of collapse after decades of neglect had allowed them to deteriorate badly. Despite being important sites at the centre of Assynt’s history, fears that these historic buildings could become mere rubble prompted locals to set up Historic Assynt with the aim of restoring and preserving them.

Since the launch of Historic Assynt in 1997 the project team has worked painstakingly to conserve and consolidate each of the buildings in an appropriate way whilst ensuring the monuments remain for both visitors and locals to enjoy. As the only complete building the Old Kirk, unused for thirty years, has been completely restored and remodelled to create a beautiful new history, genealogy and interpretation centre for the area.  
The Old Kirk will also host a special public open day on Saturday 16th September as a feature of Scottish Archaeology Month and Highland Archaeology Fortnight, to which all locals and visitors are welcome. 

Chris Rix, chair of Historic Assynt says “By conserving Ardvreck Castle, Calda House and restoring the Old Parish Kirk, Historic Assynt has ensured the survival of three of the North Highlands’ most significant sites, enhanced our understanding of their history and that of the less obvious remains such as the Laird’s mill and kiln barn at Ardvreck and the gardens at Calda House, and also provided an interpretation centre and community facility in the Old Kirk.”

Before work could start Historic Assynt set about acquiring the title to all three sites whilst raising the necessary funding for the project.  As Ardvreck Castle and Calda House were already scheduled, the group made the case for the old churchyard and the MacLeod vault to be added to this list of ancient monuments of national importance, and for the Old Kirk to be added o the list of Category B historic buildings.  As well as consolidating the buildings Historic Assynt has conducted a series of archaeological surveys of the sites and unearthed new clues to the communities which had lived in the area over thousands of years.

Now this phase of the work is complete, including a car park and interpretive panels by Loch Assynt, the group intend to publicise their achievements at today’s gathering to encourage people to visit these historically important monuments and learn more about their place in Assynt’s history.  
Historic Assynt’s Project Leader Gordon Sleight says:  “There is still much to do.  There have been human settlements around Inchnadamph for at least six thousand years and it was clearly the very heart of the area in the Neolithic era and again from the early Middle Ages through to the clearances in the early nineteenth century.  The burial vault of the MacLeods of Assynt needs to be conserved.  The homestead moat close to the church needs more investigation; it may have been used as a MacLeod residence before the building of the castle, but its low lying, watery site close to the spot of an early medieval Celtic Cross may hint at earlier origins.”

Having achieved their primary targets Historic Assynt is now looking for new challenges to take forward in the area. Gordon Sleight continues:

“There are hundreds of archaeological sites throughout Assynt which have never been really investigated, like the important Iron Age Broch at Clachtoll which is being damaged by the increasing numbers of visitors who climb over it. Its investigation and conservation are urgently needed and the whole site would benefit from better interpretation facilities for the public.  Together with Comunn Eachdraidh we hope to further research, protect and make accessible the rich Assynt archaeology for many to enjoy.”
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