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[1] Introduction 
 
A detailed measured survey has been undertaken of Allt Ratagan Bridge (NG 916 194), 

an unusual early 19th century high-arched road bridge situated on the N-facing slopes of 

Sgurr Mhic Bharraich above Loch Duich in Glen Shiel (see illustration 1). The bridge 

survives as a coursed faced rubble bridge with single short span segmental arch 

springing from massive rubble abutments that rise from the steep sides of the gorge 

(see illustration 2). It has been bypassed by the modern road and has seen some 

consolidation in the past. The bridge now stands unused - but is a significant designated 

historic asset on the national forest estate (‘B’ Listed structure number 7221). Recent 

conservation management (vegetation clearance and scrub / sapling removal) has 

opened up the site to view and has enabled this survey. The survey aims to provide a 

baseline record of the surviving structural features and inform both general conservation 

management and any required consolidation works. The survey was undertaken by the 

author on the 30th May 2011 using a dumpy level and the tape-and-offset method.  

 

Illustration 1: location map (Allt Ratagan highlighted by red star) (Crown copyright FC 

100025498 2011) 
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[2] Objectives 
 
Archaeological survey and record is of great importance in the context of the 

management of the historic environment. An understanding the historic environment is 

fundamental to an understanding of our society, both past and present. Detailed records 

provide an objective basis for all assessments of the value of the historic environment - 

and an awareness of the nature and condition (both in terms of change or stability) of 

any historic environment feature is fundamental to the allocation of resources for its 

management, protection and conservation.  

 
Illustration 2: overview of Allt Ratagan Bridge (October 2010)  
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[3] Methodology 
 

[3.1] Introduction 
 
“To understand how and why a building or monument has been designed or altered, and 

to appreciate as fully as is reasonably possible its social and economic context, including 

its date, phasing and function, demand a depth and accuracy of physical record and 

historical research” (RCAHMS Survey and Recording Policy 2004, 12). 

 

The measured survey of the bridge has been undertaken alongside supporting structural 

masonry elevations and photography. The work has been carried out to RCAHMS Level 3 

building survey standards (RCAHMS Survey and Recording Policy 2004, 13) and 

comprises a full photographic record; descriptive and analytical text; and measured site 

plan and elevations surveyed at 1:200. Detailed depictions of significant masonry have 

been recorded on these more detailed elevations, in order to illustrate a representative 

sample. Architectural features have been photographed and afforded a brief written 

description.  

 

The RCAHMS Level 3 building survey standards note that “the basic text may be a 

largely descriptive commentary, but generally the emphasis of such narratives is on 

historical, functional and structural analysis, based upon: the observation and recording 

of detail and sequence; and the critical evaluation of documentary source material and 

comparative evidence” They note that “measured and graphic surveys and records range 

from dimensioned sketches through to full sets of plans, elevations, sections and details, 

all drawn to standard scales and sometimes including suggested reconstructions;” and 

that “photography… has a similar broad range, particularly where interiors, sculpture and 

other subjects demanding special lighting effects are concerned” (RCAHMS Survey and 

Recording Policy 2004, 14). The RCAHMS Level 3 building survey is equivalent to the 

English Heritage Level 3 Analytical Record (2006, 14). 
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[3.2] Archive Research 
 
A simple map regression was undertaken on the site using publicly accessible maps from 

the National Map Library of Scotland including all pre-Ordnance Survey maps and 

historic Ordnance Survey maps. These are represented chronologically, where 

referenced in the text. Additional sources were examined to identify in more detail the 

history and development of the road and to place the bridge into context. Secondary 

sources and previous studies were consulted in the library of the RCAHMS, the National 

Library of Scotland and Inverness Library.  

 

[3.3] Archaeological Survey 
 
The survey was undertaken by the author on the 30th May 2011 using a dumpy level and 

tapes, following tape-and-offset principles described in ‘Unravelling the Landscape’ 

(1999). Steep slopes and fallen timber precluded survey on the SW side of the bridge. A 

horizontal datum was established across the top of the bridge and a 50m tape laid out. 

The datum established that the bridge surface gradually rose 0.7m in height from SE to 

NW. Survey points were then offset at regular intervals (usually every 2m) and the plan 

and elevations drawn at a scale of 1:200. The final inked plan and elevations were 

particularly informed by reference to the RCAHMS publication ‘Monuments of Industry’ 

(1986) and the English Heritage booklet ‘With Alidade and Tapes’ (2002). 

 

[3.4] Photography  
 
General and detailed photographs were taken of the bridge using a 35mm single lens 

reflex digital camera (Nikon D70) where access allowed. No scale measure was used on 

account of the ranging rod having been left in Inverness (argh). A register of all those 

photographs taken can be found in Appendix 1; and some of the digital photographs 

have been used to illustrate this report.  
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[3.5] Written record   
 
A written record of the bridge was made on site with comment on condition, 

construction, architectural and historic features, structural features and any evidence for 

phasing or function. In addition, each specific feature of the bridge was given a feature 

reference (A - E) which can be cross-referenced between the text and the illustrations. 

The general written record is represented in the main body of this report.  

 

[3.6] Archiving  
 
The project has been archived with the Highland Council Historic Environment Record 

and an entry has been submitted to Discovery and Excavation in Scotland (DES) 

publication for inclusion in the forthcoming 2012 volume.  

 

 

[4] Historical Background 
 
Before 1724 there were no roads in the Highlands beyond Dunkeld in Tayside, with few 

bridges and many ferry crossings and sea journeys. Travel within the Highlands was 

done on foot or by horseback. 

 

In 1724, General George Wade was appointed Commander of the Forces in North 

Britain, following the Jacobite uprisings in 1715 and 1719. He began construction on the 

military road network and, between 1725 and 1733, had built over 400km of road and 

about 40 bridges, linking the four barracks at Fort William, Fort Augustus, Inverness and 

Ruthven (Close-Brooks 1995, 64). The Highland military road network outlived its 

military purpose and enhanced communications and development throughout the region. 

The network was greatly extended by General Caulfield between 1740 and 1767. 

Caulfield constructed the Fort Augustus - Bernera military road in 1748-53 to link the 

garrison at Fort Augustus to the barracks in Glenelg some 70km to the west. A drove 

route from Skye and Glenelg was utilised and metalled for troops, carts and artillery. The 
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road appears only partially constructed on Roy's military survey of 1747-55, the road 

seeming to fade out just above Ratagan (see illustration 3).  

 

The military road network in the Highlands ceased to be maintained after 1784 as the 

Jacobite threat dissipated. Maintenance proved difficult and by the end of the 18th 

century most were unfit for wheeled traffic. In 1803 the Commission for Highland Roads 

and Bridges had been established by Parliament in order to improve communications 

(and enhance the region’s economy), with half of the cost of any new roads and bridges 

to be borne by government and half raised locally. Thomas Telford (1757 - 1834) was 

appointed Engineer and, between 1803 and 1828, c. 1480km of Parliamentary Roads 

were built, alongside the construction of eleven major bridges and over a thousand 

smaller bridges, much to the north and west of Inverness (Close-Brooks 1995, 66). Upon 

completion, over £500,000 had been spent (Haldane 1973, 195). The new road network 

sat alongside the Caledonian Canal and many improved harbours and piers - and 

Thomas Telford had done “more for opening up the Highlands than any other individual” 

(Gibson 2007, 122).  

 

Illustration 3: an extract from the Roy Military Survey of Scotland, 1747-1755 
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The route from the Great Glen through Glenmoriston and Glenshiel to Loch Duich (above 

which Allt Ratagan stands) and the Skye ferries was one of the first to be brought to the 

attention of the Commission (see illustration 4) (Haldane 1973, 61). A road was urgently 

needed to help the increasing droving traffic from the Islands and the growing coastal 

fishing trade. A Memorial respecting the Isle of Skye Roads of 1804 reads “that the 

inhabitants of the very large and populous parts of the County of Inverness, 

comprehending the whole of the isle of Skye and the Isles of Uist and Harris, and the 

extensive grazing Estates of Glenelg and Lochalsh, have been always in the practice of 

sending their Cattle (the principle source of Revenue of that County) by the Ferry of 

Kyle-Rhea, Bernera, and along the Military Road leading by Fort Augustus to the markets 

in the low Country…the only practicable line for driving Cattle to market; and for want of 

Roads through Skye, and from the Military Road having gone into decay, the loss of 

Cattle has been very great.” A new road would, as the Memorial petitions, “be of very 

great benefit and utility” (Haldane 1973, 219-20). It was roads such as these - built 

concurrently with impressive effort and planning throughout the Highlands over the 

twenty five years of the Commission’s active road construction - that changed the face 

of Scotland forever.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4: a map depicting the roads 

bridges and harbours in Scotland made or 

improved by the Parliamentary 

Commissioners 1803 - 1828 with the Glen 

Shiel - Kyle-Rhea ferry route highlighted 

in red (after Haldane 1973). 
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However, there were numerous difficulties involved in building roads and bridges in the 

Highlands. Experienced contractors were preferred and specialist raw materials were 

required, such as lime mortar and dressed arch stones for the bridges. They were 

brought as far as possible by sea and then transported overland by packhorse. Local 

stone quarries were opened up for the road materials, but even this could be arduous to 

transport. Two bridges to the mile was the general average and skilled bridge builders 

were scarce (Haldane 1973, 120). In the early days of the Commission, separate 

contracts were made for the construction of the road and for the bridges. This lead to 

arguments and inefficiencies and “the Commissioners found it more satisfactory in their 

later work to include in the road contracts all but the larger bridges, preferring the 

possible lack of experience of one man to the quarrels of two” (Haldane 1973, 120). 

 

Thomas Telford described the Glenelg road in ‘The life of Thomas Telford written by 

himself’: “the Glenelg Road (11 miles 824 yards) between Shiell-House and Kyle-Rhea 

[crosses] the mountainous ridge called Marn-ratachan [which] extends itself from north 

to south, and cannot be avoided by circling round the coast on its declivity, because such 

a road would be overwhelmed and obliterated by the decomposed rock, which is there 

put in motion by every violent storm. The Glenelg road, therefore, is made to ascend the 

face of the mountain, not without many windings, and taking advantage of every 

favourable slant of surface, requiring, indeed, patient labour in the traveller, but 

affording him a secure passage to Glenelg, to the Kyle-Rhea ferry, and thus into the Isle 

of Skye. This road was not quite finished till the autumn of 1819, and at a considerable 

loss to the contractor and his cautioners, which must account for the unexpected delay; 

and this is another case in which we have to regret the loss incurred without being able 

to give any hope of indemnification” (Rickman 1838, p 385).  

 

By the time the Commission’s road building programme got into full swing, people began 

to notice the improvements. In 1818, William Larkin wrote in A Tour in the Highlands 

that “in the Highland of Scotland, where the memory of man neither a good road or a 

good inn were to be found, the roads are now the best and the inns among the most 

convenient and comfortable in the whole world” (1818, p. 24). Of course, the roads 

opened up the Highlands to more than simply tourism and soon there were visible 
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agricultural, economic and social improvements (Pearce 2001, 22 - 4). The ‘New’ 

Statistical Accounts of Scotland written by Ministers of parishes in the 1830’s speak 

almost uniformly of the great changes brought about by the roads since the previous 

Statistical Account written in the 1790’s. In his account of 1834-5 of the Parish of 

Glenshiel (Statistical Accounts of Scotland vo. 14 p 181 - 210), the Reverend John 

McRae wrote that “the nearest market town is Inverness… [and] communication is by 

means of a parliamentary road constructed in 1815, through the valley of Glenshiel to 

Glenmoristone. It runs for 18 miles through the parish, sending off a branch at 

Shielhouse westward to Glenelg and Skye” (1835, 207). He goes on to describe the 

post-office and inns made possible by the new road - and notes that, for some years 

after its construction, the road was the principal means of communication between 

Inverness and Skye but that “it’s utility in this respect has been in a great measure 

superseded by the steam vessels which now ply weekly between that island and the 

Clyde” (1835, 207).  
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[5] Architectural Discussion 
 
Allt Ratagan Bridge (NG 916 194) is an unusual early 19th century high arched road 

bridge situated on the N-facing slopes of Sgurr Mhic Bharraich above Loch Duich in Glen 

Shiel. It bears the road that crosses from the Great Glen through Glenmoriston and 

Glenshiel to Loch Duich and the Skye ferry at Kyle-Rhea. Although Allt Ratagan is itself 

not illustrated, there is a similar high arched single span bridge in the Atlas from ‘The life 

of Thomas Telford written by himself’ at Aultmore, near Nethy Bridge (NJ 004 215) (see 

illustration 5).  

 
Illustration 5: The bridge over the 
Aultmore (NJ 004 215) from ‘The life of 
Thomas Telford written by himself’ 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Allt Ratagan Bridge is depicted on the Ordnance Survey 1st edition 6-inch map (Ross-

shire 1880, sheet cxxviii) (see illustrations 6a and b). A similar but smaller bridge is 

depicted (and still survives) immediately to the NW. The Ordnance Survey recorded Allt 

Ratagan Bridge in 1966 and noted that “this single span stone bridge of unknown date, 

3.6m wide, has a very high arch. This arch is beginning to crumble, the parapets are 

disintegrating and vegetation can be seen growing out of the stonework. It has now 

been superseded by the modern road and bridge and carries what remains of an old 
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metalled road. This road extends for a short distance on either side of the bridge.” The 

bridge was listed in 1982 (the ‘B’ Listing description states: “circa 1815. Rubble, single 

narrow arched bridge and causeway; overall height approximately 40', bridge 35' high 

by 10' wide. Low parapet with sharp bend at SE end and widely splayed at NW”). 

 
Illustration 6a: extract from OS 6-inch map (Ross-shire 1880, sheet cxxviii); Allt 
Ratagan is the larger of the two bridges and is situated on the bottom centre right.  
 

Illustration 6b: extract from OS 6-inch map  
(Ross-shire 1880, sheet cxxviii). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 7: Allt Ratagan 

Bridge, detail of NW abutment 



 

13    |    Allt Ratagan Bridge    |    Matt Ritchie    |    16/06/2011 
 

Allt Ratagan Bridge 

Allt Ratagan Bridge measures about 40m in length from NW to SE and between 8m and 

5m in width over a parapet measuring between 0.5m and 0.6m in width (see 

illustrations 8a-c). The bridge stands 13m at its highest. The segmental arch spans 4.2m 

with a rise measuring 1.5m; it springs from battered causewayed abutments of coursed 

faced rubble construction (see illustration 7). The bridge has been constructed with 

metamorphic rock of the Proterozoic Moine sequence (Hyslop et all 2006, 45) and lime 

mortar. The NW causewayed abutment has a pronounced bulge in its lower NE facing 

side. Each abutment has a batter and measures 5m in width at its top and 7.2m in width 

at its base (this batter has not been drawn on plan). There are 28 regular courses of 

quoins forming the corners of each abutment. The upper reaches of each inner abutment 

face includes four constructional springing stones above four putlog holes that would 

once have supported the timber scaffolding for the arch (see illustration 9).  

 

Illustration 8a: plan of existing remains 
 

The parapet is decayed but, in those places where a more recent capstone and cement 

repair survives, measures up to 0.7m in height (see illustration 10). The arch has been 

supported with five iron brace fixtures, each comprising two external braces tied 

internally through the bridge core and externally along the soffit face by long pins (see 

illustration 11). A similar crude (but effective) repair can be seen at the 18th century 

military bridge of Garva Bridge (NN 521 947) (see illustration 12). The upstanding 

parapet was recorded by photography as sections A - E. The carriageway surface has 
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been laid with gravel and tarmac, likely at the same time as the parapet was repaired. 

The northwest approach is supported by a partially faced embankment; the southeast 

approach is bounded by a turf covered wall (an extension of the parapet) that extends 

about 25m to the NE from the end of the bridge. The well-preserved bridge is of 

significance as an unusual and evocative remnant of Thomas Telford’s Highland road 

network, an engineering achievement of national importance.  

 Illustration 8b: NE elevation    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  Illustration 8c: section through arch (view facing NW side) 
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Although the disparate surviving elements of the extensive Highland network cannot now 

be compared to the “linear archaeological zone consisting of a range of monuments, 

including… bridges, toll-houses, weigh-bridges, embayments (depots), cuttings,  

embankments and wayside inns” (Newman 2001, 170) that comprise the remarkable 

surviving features of Telford’s Holyhead road in North Wales, those elements in the 

Highlands of Scotland that do survive are worthy of protection.  

 

 
Illustration 9: Allt Ratagan bridge: detail of arch, soffit, constructional springing stones 
above putlog holes and previous repair work. 
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Writing on historic bridges in The Hub of the Highlands, a collection of papers published 

by the Inverness Field Club on their centenary in 1975, Dr James Bruce noted that 

“many of these bridges, situated in places of great natural beauty, have a grace and 

simplicity which are a source of pleasure to the traveller, but the ravages of time, 

neglect and modern vandalism have resulted in once soundly-constructed works 

becoming ruinous and decayed” (1975, 220). 

 
Illustration 10: detail of modern 
parapet repair with cement and 
coping stones. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Illustration 11: detail of the 
iron brace fixtures, each 
comprising two external braces 
tied internally through the bridge 
core and externally along  
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Illustration 12: Steel braces inserted as repair work at the Wade 18th century military 
bridge of Garva Bridge (NN 521 947, Highland Historic Environment Record). 
 
 

[6] Conclusions and recommendations 
 
Allt Ratagan Bridge is in a generally stable condition. However, although it is structurally 
sound, consideration must be given to a sympathetic repair of the parapet (in part also 
replacing sections A - E of the previous repair) using local stone similar to the bridge 
construction and lime mortar; and to repointing the bridge masonry where necessary. 
Allt Ratagan bridge is an impressive remnant of the early road network in the Highlands. 
It is readily visible from the road and should be kept clear of invasive scrub and saplings. 
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Appendix 1 
 
Photographic register 
  
Photograph Description 
01 Overview (view facing SW) 
02 Detail of northwest abutment (view facing SW) 
03 Detail of southeast abutment (view facing SW) 
04 Overview (view facing S) 
05 Overview (view facing W) 
06 Detail of soffit (view facing W) 
07 Detail of northwest approach 
08 Detail of carriageway (view facing NW) 
09 Detail of carriageway (view facing SE) 
10 Detail of NE-facing abutment (SE side) 
11 Detail of NE-facing abutment (NW side) 
12 Detail of soffit 
13 Detail of soffit 
14 Overview of NE-facing abutment (NW side) 
15 Overview of immediate setting to NE 
16 Detail of tarmac and gravel carriageway 
A Detail of parapet at A (SE end) 
A Detail of parapet at A (SE end) 
A Detail of parapet at A (central) 
A Detail of parapet at A (NW end) 
B Detail of parapet at B 
C Detail of parapet at C 
D Detail of parapet at D 
E1 Detail of parapet at E 
E2 Detail of parapet at E including gravel core 
 

 
 

 


