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1. Summary
1.1. Two weeks of non-intrusive fieldwork funded by Historic Scotland were conducted in 
and around Loch na h-Àirde on the Rubh’ an Dùnain peninsula of SW Skye between 24 April 
and 9 May 2009. This followed the discovery in 2000 and 2006 of medieval boat remains 
there by Dr David MacFadyen, and the earlier recognition by Roger Miket of the site’s 
probable historical association with watercraft, manifested by the conjunction of a dun, what 
have been identified as two boat docks (nausts), and a partly artificial channel linking the loch 
to the sea. The survey included a visual search of the loch bed, EDM plotting of the loch, 
canal, and adjacent topography, high-level panoramic photography, and plane-table and 
PhotoModeler surveys. This programme was substantially completed, although time, access 
difficulties, weather, and other constraints have left some aspects of the work unfinished. The 
survey was complemented by a preliminary environmental sampling of sediments in Loch na 
h-Àirde and a small un-named lochan nearby. Aerial reconnaissance was subsequently 
conducted in collaboration with RCAHMS. Off-site work has included a search of the 
muniments at Dunvegan and other documentary sources, and the recording and analysis of the 
previously found boat timbers.

1.2. The site has clearly been a focus of maritime activity for many centuries, reflected by 
physical evidence and its traditional associations with the MacAskills and Macleods. It is 
likely that the loch and canal were used for the secure wintering of vessels, and perhaps for 
their construction and maintenance, possibilities reinforced by the identification of the 
remains of a now-submerged stone-built quay just beyond the canal’s entrance into the loch. 
The associations of these various features, and their chronological relationships, have the 
potential to reveal aspects of the use of watercraft on Scotland’s western seaboard in the 
medieval period, and perhaps during the early historic and prehistoric eras as well. No directly 
comparable site in Scotland is known. The discovery of diagnostically-significant medieval 
boat timbers, which are extremely rare in Scotland (they are known elsewhere only from 
Eigg, Loch Laggan, and Perth High Street), is of considerable significance in itself.

2. Introduction
2.1. Previous work: A galleried promontory dun (NMRS site NG31 NE1) was noted in the 
RCAHMS Inventory of 1928 (144, No. 483). A chambered cairn (NMRS site NG31 NE2) 
was also noted in the Inventory. Other features, including vernacular buildings and cultivation 
traces, are listed in NMRS. The cairn was excavated by W.Lindsay Scott in the 1930s (PSAS 
66 (1932), 183–213; ibid., 68 (1934), 194–9). Scott also excavated a cave, Craig a’ Chapuill 
(NMRS site NG31 NE5) (PSAS 68 (1934), 200–23). This revealed evidence of iron-working 
and the finds included a wooden blade-like object which has been further studied by R. 
Mowat (1966, 36–8).

In the late 1980s Roger Miket, then working on Skye, began investigating the site, and in 
March 1995 commissioned a survey of the loch, canal, and adjacent features by Adam 
Welfare and D. Kear (Fig. 1). This was subsequently published in Miket and Roberts (2007). 
In July 1995 Dr Nicholas Dixon of the Scottish Trust for Underwater Archaeology was 
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commissioned to carry out a preliminary underwater search of Loch na h-Àirde. Some boat 
timbers were observed on the shallow silty bottom but left in situ. In 2000 Dr David 
MacFadyen, of Tarskavaig, Skye, exploring the reeded margins of the loch when its level was 
exceptionally low, recovered an oak boat timber (Appendix C) which was subsquently lodged 
in the Inverness Museum and later radiocarbon dated to c 1100 AD (Appendix E). The piece 
can confidently be identified as a bite—the transverse timber which joined the upper midships 
strakes of a clinker-built boat in the NW European tradition. Its configuration and dimensions 
suggest that it was part of a vessel similar in construction and size to the faering (6.1 x 1.38m) 
found in conjunction with the ship burial of c. 900 AD from Gokstad in Norway (McGrail, 
1974). In 2006 Dr MacFadyen discovered two more pieces of timber, one of which is the 
frame of a substantially larger clinker-built vessel (Appendix C). It has not yet been dated.

Figure 1. The 1995 survey, from Miket and Roberts (2007), p.xi.

2.2. Background to the present project: Following an initiative by Roger Miket, Historic 
Scotland hosted a meeting of potentially interested parties at Longmore House on 2 
September 2008, under the chairmanship of Philip Robertson. Those attending included 
Roger Miket (the Gefrin Trust); Dr Nicholas Dixon and Ms Barrie Andrian (Scottish Trust for 
Underwater Archaeology); Dr David Caldwell (National Museums of Scotland); and Dr Colin 
Martin (Morvern Maritime Centre). Roger Miket tabled an outline proposal for an 
interdisciplinary investigation of the loch and its surroundings, involving marine, terrestrial, 
and environmental archaeology supported by documentary, cultural, and place-name research, 
and this was unanimously endorsed. Philip Robertson confirmed that Historic Scotland would 
encourage the development of such a project, and those present expressed their willingness to 
become involved as appropriate. Colin Martin undertook to prepare a bid to cover preliminary 
work in 2009 for submission to Historic Scotland. This was subsequently formulated under 
the aegis of Morvern Maritime Centre, a charitable company registered in Scotland, and the 
submission was successful in obtaining funding to carry out an assessment survey in 2009.

2.3. Local involvement and support: A follow-up meeting was held at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig (the 
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Gaelic College on Skye) on 16 September 2008, chaired by Gavin Parsons of the College. 
Those attending were: Dr Noel Fojut (Historic Scotland); Dr Hugh Cheape (Sabhal Mòr 
Ostaig); Hugh Macleod of Harris and Dunvegan (landowner); Martin Wildgoose and Stephen 
Birch (Skye-based archaeologists); Drs Colin and Paula Martin (Morvern Maritime Centre); 
and Dr David MacFadyen (Skye). The research potential of the site was discussed, and the 
College expressed interest in adding its expertise in local studies, Gaelic language and 
literature, place-name studies, and material culture to the interdisciplinary mix. This was 
warmly received. Operational and logistical aspects of the project, and the need to respect the 
sensitivities of environment, wildlife, and farming activities, were then considered. It was 
agreed that the project would liaise with the farmer, Hugh Macrae, and the local SNH officer, 
Alex Turner, on these matters. Subject to this requirement being met, Hugh Macleod was 
extremely supportive of the project, and emphasised the desirability of carefully-managed 
publicity to avoid any negative impacts on the site, offering his expertise as a former media 
professional in helping to secure this. He also generously offered the project free access to the 
Dunvegan archives.

2.4. Location of the study area: The main area of the survey is centred on Loch na h-Àirde 
(NG 3940 1620) and a radius of some 350m around that point (Fig. 2). Less intensive (and 
lower priority) survey is proposed for the peninsula as a whole, defined by the Slochd Dubh 
(Black Dyke) which cuts it off on the E, running from NG 4010 1740 to 4985 1635, with 
particular interest focused on the main settlement centred on 4015 1650 (Fig. 3).

Figure 2. The end of the peninsula, showing the dun, loch and canal (Colin Martin).

2.5. Duration of work: A preliminary visit to the site was made by Colin Martin on 19 
November 2008. The main season took place between 23 April and 9 May 2009, based at a 
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self-catering cottage at Carbost. Those involved were Dr Colin Martin (23 April–9 May), Dr 
Paula Martin (24 April–9 May), Edward Martin (23 April–8 May), Peter Martin (24 April–8 
May), Roger Miket (27 April–7 May), Dr David Caldwell (27 April–7 May), and Dr Chris 
Burgess (1–5 May). Dr Richard Tipping (University of Stirling) carried out a reconnaissance 
coring of loch-bed sediments on 6 May.

Figure 3. Main area of settlement (Colin Martin).

2.6. Access and logistics: The site lies to the SW of the Cuillin massif, some 6km from the 
nearest road access at Glenbrittle (Fig. 4). There is a track for much of the way which Hugh 
Macrae has improved to accommodate all-terrain farm vehicles, and he kindly gave us 
permission to use it. However the LandRover Discovery hired for the operation proved unable 
to negotiate the first ford about 1km up the track, and we were obliged to walk from this point 
each day. This reduced working days on the site by up to four hours which, coupled with an 
unseasonally poor spell of weather, seriously restricted the amount of work that could be 
accomplished. The option of using boat transport had been considered but the exposed 
conditions at the head of Loch Brittle and around the site created a high risk of losing whole 
days because of weather, and was therefore rejected. However our small inflatable boat 
proved invaluable in transporting heavier equipment to the site (and getting it back), and 
supporting search and coring operations in the loch. A tent was maintained on site for the 
overnight storage of equipment and team comfort during breaks.

3. Objectives and methodologies
3.1. Overall strategy: The primary aim of the project is to obtain, through intensive non-
intrusive survey, as full an understanding as possible of the site and its potential for future 
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research. This information will be used to identify any threats to the site, whether human or 
natural, and inform future decisions on its protection, access, and management.

Figure 4. The peninsula from the air, Glenbrittle towards upper left. (Edward Martin)

3.2. Search of the loch: A datum line 220m long was established on the axis of the loch, 
between NG 3945 1610 and 3935 1631. This datum was used to project lines running at right-
angles from it in either direction at each end, along which corresponding paired opposing 
points were marked with pegs at 3m intervals. Angle-iron holdfasts located sequentially on 
these points were then used to stretch a rope defining search lanes which were moved 
progressively across the loch. The loch is extremely shallow, most being less than 1.5 m deep 
under normal conditions. Much of its floor is covered with weed, which militates against the 
recognition of timbers or other evidence, though there are substantial areas of unencumbered 
silt (Fig. 5). Although the water is generally clear its shallowness means that the bottom 
sediments are easily disturbed. Moreover the interface between the loch’s largely fresh water 
make-up, derived from drainage from the c.1 km2 basin surrounding it, and the salt water 
ingress which occurs during high tides and floats on top of the fresh water, is easily disturbed 
by a swimmer or boat. When mixed it forms an opaque partial solution not unlike the effect 
obtained by adding water to whisky. These characteristics make free-swimming snorkel 
searches guided by the datum lines difficult, since the shallow depth makes it easy to disturb 
the bottom sediments with finning, while the mixing effect of salt and fresh water, though it 
does not seriously restrict the forward view of a swimming snorkeller, is triggered whenever 
he stops to examine something more closely. These difficulties were partially solved by using 
a small inflatable raft on which the snorkeller lay prone, pulling himself along the line. Aerial 
photography has since provided more information about the underwater morphology of the 
loch, and this, together with observations made during Nick Dixon’s 1995 search, will assist 
future work (Fig. 6).
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Figure 5. Loch na h-Àirde, showing underwater topography and vegetation. (Colin Martin)

Figure 6. Snorkeller on raft following datum line. (Colin Martin)

3.3. Survey of the canal: 
Three separate survey techniques were applied to the canal (Fig. 7). A conventional plane-
table survey with self-reducing alidade was conducted by Martin Wildgoose to a scale of 
1:100 (Fig. 8). The canal was also surveyed, together with adjacent features and the major 
part of the loch’s margins, by Chris Burgess using a Leica TCRP1205 = R1000, 5” (1.5mgon) 
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Figure 7. The canal and its immediate surroundings. (Colin Martin)

Figure 8. Survey of the canal and associated features. (Martin Wildgoose)
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total station with reflectorless EDM, automatic target recognition, PowerSearch, and laser 
plummet.Leica had provided this equipment at a reduced charge in return for publicity, 
together with an undertaking to conduct the necessary post-survey processing of the data. 
Unfortunately the processing had not been completed at the time of writing, which in turn has 
delayed production of a third set of survey data. This is a PhotoModeler record of the canal 
undertaken by Roger Miket, who received training in the technique and the calibration of his 
camera prior to the project. He was assisted in the field by David Caldwell and Peter Martin. 
The fieldwork involved the careful setting out of the canal feature with datum markers and 
lines, tied in with the EDM survey and coupled with the taking of a large number of calibrated 
digital photographs. Thus, although the required data has been obtained, its final resolution 
awaits the completion of Leica’s processing of the EDM survey (Fig. 9).

Figure 9. Left: reflectorless EDM survey. Right, setting out datums for PhotoModeler survey
(Colin Martin; Edward Martin)

3.4. Photography: Under Edward Martin’s direction a 15m Easy Up photographic mast was 
deployed on site to take high-angle obliques of archaeological features, some of which were 
processed into panoramas using Photoshop (Fig. 10). These included views of the canal, dun, 
loch, quay, and settlement. Conventional photographs were taken as appropriate during all 
stages of the survey, recording not only archaeological features but also the various 
methodologies employed. Underwater photographs were taken of the quay. Pictures were also 
taken for publicity purposes.

3.5. Loch-bed coring: This was conducted by Richard Tipping on 6 May, assisted by Peter 
Martin who acted as boatman. Richard’s report is attached as Appendix A.
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Figure 10. Photo-mast at the dun. (Colin Martin)

3.6. Archival research: This was conducted in the Dunvegan muniments and elsewhere by 
Paula Martin. A full report is attached as Appendix B.

3.7. Aerial reconnaissance and photography: Through an arrangement kindly made by Dave 
Cowley of RCAHMS, the Commission’s aircraft was made available to the project while it 
was based at Connel airfield near Oban. On 31 May Colin Martin, accompanied by Edward 
Martin and piloted by Ronnie Cowan, undertook a 2½-hour sortie to photograph the features 
at Rubh’ an Dùnain. On the way opportunity was taken to photograph the site at Laig on Eigg, 
where early boat remains were discovered in the 19th century. Some close parallels with 
Rubh’ an Dùnain were noted (see Appendix D). 

3.8. The Rubh’ an Dùnain boat remains: On 24 August Colin Martin visited Martin 
Wildgoose on Skye to examine and record the ship timber found by David MacFadyen at 
Rubh’ an Dùnain in 2006, and on 2 September he travelled to Inverness to record the 2000 
find. A full report (Appendix C), and the radiocarbon dating certificate for the 2000 timber, is 
attached (Appendix E). 

4. Contextual framework for the 2009 survey (Roger Miket)
4.1. The generic site reference and fieldwork season is RD09. This is sub-divided into 
Terrestrial Survey (RD09.TS) and Marine Survey (RD09.MS). Further sub-divisions are, for 
the Terrestrial Survey: GPS plots (RD09.TS,GPS); Alidade Plane Table Survey 
(RD09.TS,Al); and PhotoModeler Survey (RD09.TS,Pm). For the Marine Survey there is 
Visual Search (RD09.MS,VS); Sub-Bottom Search (RD09.MS,SB); and Core Sampling 
(RD09.MS,CS). Photography references will cover the project as a whole (RD09.Photo) apart 
from aerial and underwater photographs, which will be identified by the suffixes ‘AP’ and 
‘UW’ respectively. Additions and adjustments to the system will be made as required.
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5. Description and preliminary analysis of the canal and associated features 
(David Caldwell)

5.1. Rubh’ an Dùnain is a headland lying at the tip of a peninsula in the SW of the Isle of 
Skye, beneath the peaks of the Cuillin Mountains. It is in the district of Minginish and Parish 
of Bracadale. The name Rubh’ an Dùnain also refers to a farm which has been of considerable 
extent, but for the purposes of this survey it is used in the more limited sense of the area from 
the headland eastwards to the Slochd Dubh.

5.2. The survey in 2009 concentrated on one relatively small area of Rubh’ an Dùnain 
consisting of a flat bottomed gully, some 40m wide. At the S or seaward end it is protected by 
a rocky hill 17m above sea-level on which stands the ruins of a dun. At the N end it opens out 
into Loch na h-Àirde, a shallow expanse of water about 300m across, with its main axis 
running SE-NW and E-W. Through this gully is a watercourse linking the loch to the sea, 
apparently a natural feature later enhanced and canalised. It keeps close to the W side of the 
gulley and turns SW round one side of the hill with the dun. Its egress into the sea is sheltered 
by a low rocky islet called Sgeir Mhòr. On the W side the gully is defined by low rocky 
escarpments and slopes up to low moorland. On the E side it is bordered by cliffs. Its floor is 
encumbered by large blocks of basalt which have fallen from the cliffs, many perhaps before 
the human activity described in the rest of this report.

5.3. The dun (Figs 11–13)consists of a curved wall, thrown across the neck of a small 
promontory at the seaward end of a flat-topped hill. There are remarkable views from it to the 
neighbouring coasts of Skye, to the mainland, to Soay, Eigg, Rum, Canna and Barra. It is 
bounded on all sides except the landward by sheer high cliffs, and much of it may have been 
lost by the collapse of these cliffs at various times. At present the interior space is 
approximately triangular in shape, 28m along the inside face of the wall and 14m from the 
wall to the apex at the cliff end. Its defensive wall varies in thickness from about 3m to 4m 
and is composed of large rectangular blocks of basalt quarried in the immediate vicinity. 
These blocks are up to 1m long and 0.5m high and laid in courses with some smaller blocks 
used as pinnings to even up the courses. The work now stands to a maximum of 13 courses 
with a height of 3.5m, and the front face is battered at a slope of about 0.2m in 1m. In front of 
it is a spread of tumbled blocks suggesting it was originally several courses higher. The wall 
has an outer skin over 1m thick and the interior portion has included chambers and/or 
passages. About 10m in front it a series of stones form an arc, perhaps the remains of an 
outwork.

The entrance to the dun is near the W end. It is 1m wide with jambs 1.15m deep. The entrance 
passageway then broadens out to about 1.8m, and a large broken slab here is probably one of 
the lintels that formerly covered it. In the eastern jamb there is an aperture, 0.4m high by 
0.14m across with a depth of 0.3m, which may have been a bolt hole. Another behind the 
eastern jamb is 0.23m high by 0.16m and at least 0.32m deep. In the thickness of the wall to 
the E of the entrance there is a mural chamber, largely collapsed and missing its roof. It is 
1.17m wide and extends now for a distance of about 2.3m to what may be a collapsed stair up. 
The entrance to this chamber from the interior of the dun still has its lintel in place but it is 
only about 0.3m above the present ground level. This entrance splays from an external width 
of 0.9m to an internal width of 0.65m.
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Figure 11. The dun promontory from the west. (Colin Martin)

Along the E edge of the interior turf-covered stones suggest a protective wall, and there 
appears to have been another along the edge of the cliff within the entrance through the main 
landward defensive wall. Other portions of this walling may have fallen away in cliff 
collapses. There are tenuous traces of structures within the dun interior, particularly a building 
with an overall length of 8m, width of 4.75m and walls 0.9m thick running back at right-
angles from the interior face of the main defensive wall.

Figure 12. Dun wall from interior looking north-west. (Edward Martin)

5.4. Between the dun summit and the neighbouring rocky hill to the NE is a flat-bottomed 
gully with good cropped grass. It forms an extension at a slightly higher level of the main 
gully connecting Loch na h-Àirde with the sea and is separated from it by the collapsed 
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remains of a wall, 0.9m thick with two faces of large blocks and boulders and a core of 
smaller rubble. At the seaward end there is another wall of similar character acting as a barrier 
to the boulders and cobbles washed up by the sea. The main access to the dun was probably 
by a narrow path up the cliff side from the area within these walls which is about 27.5m long 
and 10.5m across.

Figure 13. The dun from the north, with its prospect towards Rum. (Edward Martin)

Within the main gully, on the E side of the watercourse, there is evidence for several phases 
of human activity, none of which can presently be closely dated with any confidence. Early in 
the sequence are two sets of nausts formed by digging out long hollows in gently sloping 
ground and heaping the spoil along the sides, thus forming low banks. These were then faced 
with large stones on both sides, though few are now in situ (Figs 14–15). The naust nearer the 
dun (no 1), running approximately SW-NE, has a width of about 3.5m and appears to have a 
smaller naust branching off it in a SE direction (though this might merely be a hollow way 
created by a path running up to the dun). The other naust (no 2), approximately parallel to the 
first, widens out to about 5m perhaps to take two boats alongside each other. Its size seems to 
be defined or controlled by the distribution of large tumbled blocks of rock which may have 
been firmly embedded prior to naust construction. A retaining wall, now visible as a line of 
blocks, has nevertheless been constructed at the rear of this naust, presumably to keep out 
further slippage.

Figure 14. Panorama of the canal from the east, showing the dun, the nausts, the blockage in the 
canal, and the loch. The apparent curvature is perspective distortion. (Edward Martin)
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5.5. Between the two nausts is a spit of land up to 12m wide, the portion of which nearer the 
watercourse is flat with cropped grass fringed by rocky outcrops. On the sloping upper section 
of this space there are the grass-covered foundations of a barrel-shaped house (no 3), the long 
NW side of which overlies the bank of naust no 1. It is 10.5m by 6m at widest with walls 1m 
thick. Its entrance is midway in its SE wall, 0.9m wide splaying in the way to 0.6m. Built over 
the ruins of this structure, in its N corner, is a smaller rectangular building (no 4), 5m by 4m 
with its entrance at the SW end of its SE wall. It is constructed mostly of smallish field stones, 
and it SW gable is substantially complete, standing to a height of 1.4m.

To the SW of structure no 3 the spit between the two nausts is scattered with tumble from 
built structures. There is also a group of large rocks which have fallen from the cliffs, 
probably in ancient times. The foundations of a building (no 5), apparently about 5.5m by 6m 
with walls 1.5m thick, can be recognised. Its walls are composed of massive slabs of basalt in 
each face with a core of smaller rubble. This is only clear in the case of the NE wall. The rest 
is rather tenuous. Its NW wall would seem to have been built into or over the mound along 
the side of naust no 2. There appears to have been a slipway, 2m wide, partially cut in the 
rock and lined with large boulders, extending S from the S corner of structure no 5 to the 
bottom end of naust no 1. This has later been infilled with large boulders.

Figure 15. Panorama of the canal from the west, showing the nausts. (Edward Martin).

5.6. The bottom ends of the nausts have, perhaps some time after their initial construction, 
been lined with stone, creating small inlets into which it may have been possible to float small 
vessels at certain stages of the tide. In the process the bottom end of the spit between the 
nausts has been built out an extra 2.5m on its NW side, possibly creating an actual jetty. The 
stonework is mostly composed of large blocks and boulders of basalt, and where the faces 
survive relatively intact it can be seen that these stones have not been faced in anyway, and 
have been deliberately placed diagonally or upright rather than horizontally in courses. This 
may have been in an attempt to lock them more securely in place. The stone facing on the N 
side of naust no 2 appears to overly the naust bank.

5.7. The gully on the E side of the watercourse, from the nausts N for a distance of about 
30m, is relatively unencumbered with rock-fall, apparently because much of it has been 
cleared, perhaps quarried for building purposes. There are the foundations of a wall across the 
gully that mark the end of this cleared zone. Beyond it to the N there is a heavy concentration 
of tumble. The wall is 1.5m thick with two faces of large blocks and a rubble core. It is not 
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possible to see what relationship, if any, it had to the canalised watercourse or a dam across it. 
Within the cleared area there are limited signs of human activity including a small cairn, 
perhaps of very recent date, and a possible setting for a shelter or hearth, partially surrounded 
by large rocks and otherwise by a setting of stones. There is a narrow path which turns up 
through a cleft in the cliffs to the summit of the hill and indications of fire-blackening under a 
slight overhang in the cliffs which may have offered some shelter.

In the gully to the W side of the watercourse the only obvious man-made structure is a 
building (no 6), reduced to its grass covered foundations, just where the watercourse joins 
with the loch. It is rectangular with rounded corners, about 9m by 5m overall.

5.8. The watercourse running through the gully has been canalised at some stage, possibly 
about the same time as the mouths of the nausts have been encased in stonework (Figs 14–
15). The walls lining the canal are, however, different in character, in that the stones are 
roughly dressed with flat faces, and generally of smaller size. They are positioned in a similar 
manner, often diagonally or in an upright fashion. The W canal wall stretches from opposite 
the spit between the nausts into the loch. Further towards the sea it consists mostly of natural 
rock, probably improved by quarrying to create a channel of 6m or more in width. The bank 
of the watercourse has probably been cut back to create a vertical face with the wall facing 
being built in front of it, and the narrow gap between the two being packed with small pieces 
of rock. About the mid section, where the bank is particularly low, the canal wall has been 
built with two faces.

Figure 16. The canal blockage and associated features. (Edward Martin)
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The E canal wall stretches from the N corner of naust no 2 to the loch. The canal has a width 
of 3.5–4m for much of its length, but widens out to 6m before entering the loch by stepping 
back its E side about half way along its length. It has all been reduced to its foundation and 
the stonework left in a low heap on the low natural bank behind it.

5.9. The canal is blocked by a substantial dam, 6m wide, which does not stop, only slows, the 
flow of water from the loch (Fig. 16). At high tides the incoming water rises above the dam 
and keeps the water-level in the loch relatively constant. The dam is made up of large blocks 
and boulders with smaller rubble, and may have contained a mill leet. Although surface 
tumble has obscured the structural details of the dam, part of what may be one side of such a 
channel can be traced in it.

5.10. Some suggestions for the function, phasing and dating of these structures can be offered. 
The nausts appear to be amongst the earliest features, and the possibility should be born in 
mind that they could relate to the Iron Age occupation of the dun. A second phase involving 
improvements with stone lining and the canalisation of the watercourse could well be 
medieval in date. The barrel-shaped house is clearly later than the nausts. Houses of this 
shape have been shown at Finlaggan on Islay to be as late as the 15th century. Structure no 4 
within it seems to be much later, and is likely to be of 18th or 19th century date. Structure no 5 
is also later than the nausts and could also be medieval. Its substantial walls, relative to its 
size, might suggest it had more than one storey, was even some sort of tower. The dam in the 
canal may be of relatively recent date, perhaps for a mill in the 18th or 19th century, though the 
possibility of its earlier use as a means of maintaining a constant water-level in the loch to 
facilitate the management of vessels inside it should be borne in mind.

The canal might have provided access to the loch for galleys and birlinns in the Middle Ages, 
not so much that they could be moored there but possibly for repair or to be pulled out the 
water during the winter months. Perhaps shipbuilding may also have taken place here.
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6. The quay

Figure 17. Canal entrance to loch (left); the line of the quay can be seen
beyond marked by ranging rods. (Edward Martin)

6.1. During the underwater search of the loch a stone-built linear structure was identified just 
beyond the northern end of the canal, apparently the revetment of a quay the tumbled upper 
courses of which lie scattered across the loch floor. The feature extends some 80m in a SW-
NE direction, with a gap across the entrance to the canal, and it peters out some 15m short of 
the eastern shoreline. It is built of medium-sized boulders, roughly coursed, and its upper 
surviving course stands some 0.75m above the silty loch-bed, at which point it comes to 
within a few centimetres of the present water-level at high tide (Figs 17–18).

6.2. It should be noted that although there is some seepage of water through the canal 
blockage when the water-level on its seaward side is lower than that in the loch, the loch-level 
falls only a few centimetres over the course of the tidal cycle, and is replenished each high 
tide. Whatever the date and function of the blockage, it seems clear that one of its purposes 
was to retain water in the loch at a constant level. Without this arrangement the quay would 
have no purpose, for the ground beside it and indeed across most of the loch would be dry and 
inaccessible to vessels except only briefly during very high Spring tides. It follows that the 
blockage and the quay are either contemporary and complementary, or that the blockage pre-
dates the quay. The most likely interpretation is that the blockage was part of a mechanism by 
which the level in the loch was maintained so that shipping could manoeuvre there at all states 
of the tide, and enter or leave via the canal during high water. This would have required some 
kind of sluice arrangement, perhaps controlled by a gate.
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Figure 18. The face of the quay in situ. (Colin Martin)

6.3. The bite found in the loch, identified as probably coming from a four-oared clinker-built 
boat, has a radiocarbon date of c.1100 (No 1 in Appendix C). This suggests that control of the 
loch level has been exercised since the medieval period. This argument does not amount to 
conclusive proof, but further investigation of the blockage structure is clearly called for.

Recommendations
The 2009 survey and supporting investigations suggest that this site, which has no known 
surviving close parallels in Scotland, has been associated with the management and perhaps 
maintenance and building of watercraft since at least the 12th century AD. The two vessels so 
far represented by isolated components, provisionally identified as a small four-oared rowing 
boat and a larger sailing vessel, are unlikely to have been intended for use in this tiny and 
shallow loch which leads nowhere other than to the adjacent sea. They must therefore have 
either been built there with the intention of bringing them to the sea along the watercourse 
(which at some point has been canalised) between the loch and the shore, or they must have 
been brought from the sea into the loch. From this interpretation the following research 
questions emerge:

• What are the dates of construction and subsequent phases of the dun, nausts, canal, 
canal blockage, quay, and adjacent buildings? 

• What were the functions of these features, and what associations between them can be 
demonstrated?

• What evidence of boat and ship structures survives in the loch sediments and margins, 
and how can this best be investigated? Was boatbuilding or maintenance carried out 
here? If vessels were built here, where did the materials come from?

• What is the environmental profile of the study area, and how does it relate to human 
settlement on the peninsula from prehistory to its final abandonment in the mid 19th 

century?
• What contributions can be made to a fuller understanding of the site and its 

environment by documentary sources, folklore, material culture studies, and 
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toponymy?
• How do answers to the above questions contribute to wider issues concerning the 

history of maritime cultures and communities on the western seaboard of Scotland and 
in NW Europe more generally?

• What other individuals or organisations might be contacted for advice or 
collaboration?

It is believed that aspects of these questions can usefully be addressed by further fieldwork, 
involving survey, geophysical prospection, environmental sampling, and perhaps some small-
scale targeted excavation. Because, for the reasons explained above, some of the work 
commissioned by Historic Scotland in 2009 has not yet been completed, it is proposed not to 
apply for further funding for the 2010 season but to concentrate on finalising the 2009 work 
and to conduct further field survey aimed at defining detailed proposals for an intensive 
season in 2011. The interim season will enable us to explore ideas for improving logistics and 
methodologies on this challenging site, and to seek additional sources of funding.

Publication and outreach
Although publicity has been kept low-key to avoid stimulating excessive visitor pressure on 
this environmentally-sensitive site, positive coverage for the project has been generated. We 
have developed a friendly relationship with the MacAskills of Rubh’ an Dùnain Society, and 
one of our photographs has been selected for their 2010 Society Calendar. Historic Scotland’s 
Members’ Magazine carried a picture spread on the project in their Autumn 2009 issue, while 
BBC Alba filmed our activities on-site for transmission around the end of the year. Articles 
are currently being prepared for submission to History Scotland and Current Archaeology. 
Although the journal(s) to which final publication will be submitted have not yet been decided 
upon (should the material justify it, a monograph will be considered), an obvious outlet would 
be the Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, while any boat-related topics 
might merit submission to the International Journal of Nautical Archaeology. 

Colin Martin
Project Co-ordinator                                   21 September 2009
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