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CONSERVATION REPORT ON CLACHAN CHURCH, APPLECROSS  ‐ PART I 
 
 
1 Preliminaries 
 
1.1 Purpose of the report This report has been requested by the Trustees of the Scottish Architectural Churches Heritage Trust following 

an application having been lodged for grant assistance in relation to the replacement of the windows of the 
church. The purpose of the report is to advise on the conservation issues to be addressed for the repair of the 
fabric of the church in the longer term, and on priorities and conservation standards to be met. A letter of 
instruction was received dated 13 March 2007. Numbers of photographs throughout this report are shown in 
heavy type.  

 
1.2 Basis of the report The findings that have led to the recommendations at the end of this report are based on a meeting on site with 

members of the Applecross Trust and local community which took place on 03 April 2007, and from an 
inspection of the fabric carried out on the same date. It should be noted that the inspection was not exhaustive, 
and could not therefore be deemed to equate to a structural survey, or the type of survey carried out as a 
quinquennial report. No access was possible to the roofspace of the church where it is concealed from view, 
and neither were conditions examined below floor level. 

  
1.3 Documentation examined The application form submitted to SCAHT was available prior to carrying out the site visit, and relates primarily to 

the replacement of the windows. Subsequent to the site visit the Applecross Trust forwarded supplementary 
information which comprised of drawings and an evaluation of the fabric of the church prepared by the project 
architect, together with a schedule of proposed repairs and improvements. These documents incorporate 
proposals for improving the setting of the church and for limited repairs to the chapel to the west of the church. 
The report prepared by Alder Timber Preservation Ltd has also been examined. 
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1.4 Those present  Following the site inspection a meeting took place at the church to explain the preliminary findings with 

representatives of the Applecross Trust, and those with an interest in the future of the church – Archie 
MacLellan, Factor, Alistair McCowan of the Heritage Centre, and Murdo Finlayson, Chairman of the Community 
Council. 

 
1.5 Professional advice The design team is led by David Somerville, of David Somerville Architects, Abriachan. Proposals for the 

landscaping of the site have been prepared by Calum Anton Architects, and quantity surveying services by Ray 
Llewellyn.  

 
1.6 Care of the fabric The church was declared redundant for the purposes of worship after World War II. A further lease of life was 

granted in the 1970s when the fabric was converted to a chapel for use in conjunction with the Outward Bound 
School and the building is currently in use for ecumenical worship. There is considerable community interest 
and involvement in the care of the building; approximately ten years ago the gables were harled. Repairs to roof 
slating is organised on a regular basis. It is understood that woodworm infestation was treated many years ago. 
Limited repairs have been undertaken to the skews at the wallheads. In the early winter the windows were 
strengthened on the inside with timber framing to prevent being blown in due to their rapidly deteriorating 
condition.     

     
1.7 Status of the church As noted above the church used for ecumenical worship, for weddings and community events. It sits within an 

active burial ground under the care of The Highland Council. The church is owned by the Applecross Trust. 
 
1.8  Statutory designations The church is B-listed, and the burial ground a scheduled ancient monument. 
 
1.9 Status of tender Tenders have been returned for the replacement of the windows of the church, which is the subject of the 

current application to SCAHT. The design of the windows replicates an earlier known state, but includes 
ventilation and double glazing. The lowest competent tender for this work has been submitted by McGregor 
Construction (Highlands) Ltd in the sum of £17,938, exclusive of VAT. 

 
1.10 Brief history and significance The present building was erected in 1817 on the site of an earlier parish church, noted in the Old Statistical 

Account entry as being a ‘skeleton’, the fabric having been condemned in 1788. Somewhat unusually the date 
is recorded on the skew putts of the south elevation, reading ‘18’ and ‘17’ respectively 1. It is well built, with 
walls of local Torridonian sandstone and dressings of yellow sandstone of good durability, shipped in from, 
presumably, one of the established quarries in Argyllshire or the Clyde. The dressings are droved with highly 
distinctive patterns 2. 

 
  The site is of immense historic and archaeological significance, having supported a monastic establishment 

founded AD673 by the Celtic saint, Maelrubha, whose grave is believed to be within the burial ground, to the 
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southwest of the ruined chapel. A large carved stone marks the entrance to the burial ground, incised with a 
Celtic cross 4. The chapel is believed to pre-date the Reformation and, because of its orientation (North-South) it 
is unlikely to be an earlier church; in the 1790s it was noted as being ‘an old religious house’ with evidence of 
former crucifixes within it . It is presently heavily overgrown with ivy, causing structural damage 3. 

   
  The church has been described as a ‘Georgian preaching-box’, and might have been assumed to have been 

such originally, with two galleries to either side of the pulpit positioned between the third and fourth windows of 
the south wall. However, even allowing for the fact that there might have been a reordering along ecclesiological 
lines in the late 19th century, there is no evidence to suggest that it had ever followed the archetypal Post-
Reformation layout – there is no window at the west gable matching that at the east (nor evidence of one having 
been blocked up), no evidence of beam seatings for an east loft, and no evidence of stone stairs leading up to 
one matching the arrangement at the west end 5. Further, the shallow slope of the floor of the west loft 
suggests that the pulpit had been located always on the east wall. Seemingly it had been positioned just to the 
left of the window opening before it was moved to the northeast corner where it sits, rather uncomfortably, 
following the reworking of the interior in the 1970s. The loft houses a laird’s pew, embellished with a reeded 
frieze 6. The pews remain here even though they have been stripped out in the remainder of the church when 
the ground floor was renewed. The underside of the loft has been boarded off creating a narthex, probably in the 
late 19th century 7. It is reasonable to assume that the gothick patterned windows appearing in the historic 
photographs (and which the applicant proposes to reinstate) were the original ones, consistent with what must 
have been a fairly unusual liturgical layout for the time (the church is roughly contemporary with James Gillespie 
Graham's work for the 2nd Lord Macdonald on Skye). Before they were replaced the windows incorporated pink 
and yellow coloured glass.  

 
  Changes effected in the 1970s were far-reaching. The internal wall surfaces were removed in their entirety, 

presumably because of dampness from prolonged water penetration. Internal masonry was left unpointed. Wall 
surfaces had been plastered on hard originally. It appears that the exposed trusses were lined in flush boards 
giving a modern appearance, and the internal woodwork (including the pulpit and sounding board), previously 
varnished, were painted white 8. As a consequence some of the significance of the interior has been lost, but it 
is capable of being recovered to a limited degree. Externally the roofs were reslated in West Highland slates and 
clay ridge tiles introduced, and the windows replaced. For many years the church had been hidden from view 
from the bay by a commercial plantation which has been felled in recent years, restoring the open setting of the 
church as it appeared in the historic photograph.  

 
2 Observations on the fabric       
 
2.1 Date of the inspection 03 April 2007   
 
2.2 Weather conditions Dry, sunshine.  
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2.3 Orientation For the purpose of the report the church is deemed to be on an east-west axis, with the west end coinciding with 

the main entrance into the church. 
 
2.4 Brief description The church shares its setting with the former manse of 1796, to which symmetrical front wings were added in 

1816. The church and burial ground are approached through a pair of beehive gate piers that may have 
belonged to the earlier church on the site. 

 
  See 1.10 above for a description of the former liturgical arrangement. 
 
  There is a single gallery at the west end, approached by stone steps with a distinctive timber baluster pattern. 

Due to concerns over the decay of structural members embedded in the external walls the gallery has been 
closed to public access. The roof is of iron banded kingpost trusses and purlins, boarded on the underside; only 
the lower half of the trusses is exposed to view from within the church. A bellcote of unusual plainness is 
positioned above the west gable 9, and although the bell is retained within the adjoining heritage centre there 
seems to have been little or no evidence in the masonry of where, or how, it had been fixed. 

   
  The nave floor has been renewed with a suspended timber floor, while the floor of the narthex has been 

replaced in concrete. The sanctuary area appears somewhat makeshift and the pulpit and sounding board 
relocated in the corner unconvincing. The east entrance door is used no longer. 

 
2.5 Church exterior The church is situated on ground sloping gently to the north. Behind the church the slope of the ground is more 

marked, rising to meet a steep bank 10. From the plants that have colonised the ground beyond the rear wall it 
is clear that the ground must be saturated with a consequent risk of water movement onto the building 
foundations. Ground levels to the rear and to the gables are raised slightly in comparison with the front wall. A 
drainage trench to intercept ground water would need to be constructed which must be capable of being rodded 
to be effective. Work in excavating the trench would need to be carried out in accordance with an archaeological 
brief, and may be combined with the disturbance for the proposed foul drain to be introduced to serve the new 
WC compartment to be introduced below the gallery.   

 
 Although the roof was reslated around thirty years ago, and some sarking renewed at that time, it is clear that 

there have been problems of water penetration causing damage to the internal boarded linings. Although the 
roof finish looks generally sound, there are problems with slate thicknessing, more particularly on the south 
elevation with slates sitting up 11. Slating repairs are needed frequently as this roof is exposed to the prevailing 
wind. It is unlikely that the slating will be in other than galvanised nails and these may be subject to 
deterioration due to the aggressive marine environment. Although an argument might be made that the slating 
should be left undisturbed, in view of the problems that have happened in the past, and the level of risk, I agree 
with the architect that it would be wise for the roofs to be reslated, and this will permit the problematic detail at 
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the skews to be investigated thoroughly. When reslating is carried out the clay tile roof ridge should be replaced 
with lead taking into account the extreme exposure of the site and the need for clipping at close centres. If 
underslating felt is to be used it must be breathable to encourage air movement through the roof. There is a 
high risk that some of the sarking boards will be affected by woodworm, and there should be a presumption 
towards retaining boards rather than stripping and replacing them as some of the original boards are of 
considerable width 12, provided always that board that are retained are capable of holding slating nails in the 
longer term. Slating nails should be either stainless steel, or copper. At the junctions with the skews lead 
soakers should be introduced, to be disguised by the haunching. All leadwork should be carried out in 
accordance with the Lead Sheet Manual, and detailed accordingly. 

 
 The evidence from within the building suggests that the flat skews have been a longstanding cause of water 

entering the building at high level. The skew stones appear to be in remarkably good condition. They have not 
been subject to movement to date, but they must be porous. Although it may be claimed that problems have 
been overcome with the application of a silicon treatment to the surface of the skews and with changes being 
made to the lead flashing below the haunching, this can be regarded only as a temporary solution, and the 
application of a waterproofer cannot be recommended as good conservation practice. Leaving the skews 
without remedial work will constitute an unacceptable level of risk given the other works that are proposed. 
Consideration should be given to introducing a DPC below the skew stones in such a way that a slip plane below 
the skews is avoided. Skew stones should be secured with appropriate dowels and cramps in stainless steel to 
deter movement at the wallheads. The skew stones are reasonably thick and true and so should not suffer from 
trapping moisture at the interface with the wallhead. Considerable care will need to be taken at the skewputts, 
and at the intermediate kneeler block when detailing any DPC below the skew stones. 

 
 The ashlar to the bellcote appears to be in remarkably good condition and joints appear sound from ground 

level. However it was observed that the stonework is held by iron cramps and these may need to be checked out 
at close quarters for evidence of rust expansion – any embedded ironwork should be replaced with stainless 
steel cramps. The bellcote appears to be a source of water penetration to the interior of the church and the 
open platform should be checked out for defects; protection by a lead tray may have to be considered.    

 
 I am largely reliant on the report prepared for the architect by the timber preservation company in terms of the 

integrity of the roof timbers. Given the degree to which there has been water penetration at the highest levels of 
the gables it seems likely that there will be rotten ends to structural timbers at the heads of the gables. Repairs 
to structural timber should be the minimum necessary, consistent with good conservation practice. It would be 
desirable in my view to engage limited conservation engineering advice over the repairs to the roof timbers and 
the failed beam and joist ends to the gallery. At the south end of the gallery the joist ends have been subject to 
wet rot and loss of strength, which has affected also the embedded wallplate 13. A conservation approach 
should be adopted, looking at the performance of the building fabric as a whole in terms of reducing risks of 
dampness and timber decay, and not one based on the provision of a standard industry guarantee. The 
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performance of the roof timbers appears satisfactory, as there is little evidence of lateral movement from roof 
thrust at the gable wallheads. As highlighted in the timber infestation report the roofspace is a bat roost and this 
will need to be taken into account when programming roof repairs.  

  
 The poor state of the rainwater goods has been a factor contributing to levels of internal dampness at the 

corners of the building 15. The system is in need of overhaul, and downpipes should connect to effective 
soakaways. Once more work disturbing the ground should be subject to an archaeological brief. The system 
should be in cast iron, as the architect proposes. 

 
 The arched openings to the windows have been subject to structural movement to varying degrees, but it is 

thought that this is unlikely to have been caused by defects in the roof, as noted above. Some of the cracks 
have been pointed up rather obviously in dense cement mortar. There is a suggestion that the west gable is 
moving in relation to the side walls; engineering advice should be sought, and on whether there is a need to 
reset masonry at the heads of the arches where either the keystones or voussoirs have slipped 16. In general 
the original lime pointing of the front and rear walls is sound, and repointing might be restricted to where the 
integrity of the mortar has been lost at the wallheads 14 and where unsightly repointing has been carried out in 
cement. The rear wall would have been harled as the gable walls originally, and as there is little evidence that 
this is contributing to the problems of dampness to the interior, consideration should be given to retaining the 
finish as found. Both gable walls have been harled in a dense cement render, which has bossed in one or two 
areas; the masonry paint finish has washed off, leaving the aggregate exposed with the appearance of 
pebbledash 17. It is probable that this finish is contributing to the problems of dampness of the interior as any 
water entering the walls will be trapped, unable to evaporate other than through the interior surfaces. The 
harling should be stripped off carefully, avoiding damage to the underlying masonry, and the walls reharled in 
lime with a limewash finish, as the architect is proposing. The mortar mix should be based on analysis of the 
original mortar. It should be noted that there had been a good limestone quarry in the vicinity (this is recorded in 
the entry for the Old Statistical Account) and so it is unlikely that the original mortar had been formed from shell 
lime. At the junction with the exposed quoins and window dressings the finish should be feathered off and not 
left proud, as it is most unattractively at the present.  Wall ventilators should be retained – where perished they 
should be replaced with traditional castings and should not be modern galvanised ventilators.       

 
 At present there is an element of conjecture in the replacement of the windows, notwithstanding that the 

proposed pattern replicates an earlier known design. What is not known is how the pink and yellow glass was 
configured within the overall window pattern – oral history (provided by Alistair McCowan, who had worshipped 
in the building as a boy) suggests that the lower panels had not been coloured and were of opaque acid etched 
glass, in which case they might have been replaced at some stage, possibly in the late 19th century. If the 
coloured glass had been installed as quarries, most probably they would have been installed as leaded lights, 
possibly as diamond panes. Apparently a black and white feature film had been shot in the area in which the 
church appears. It was agreed with those present that it would be desirable to seek out this evidence in the 
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absence of definitive information. As designed with double glazing and opening sashes the windows do not 
achieve the desired authenticity and cannot be considered grant eligible as yet, but the need to replace them in 
the short term is acute. They are presently rotten in areas, and the astragals are of a plain, heavy, modern 
pattern 18. External doors and ironmongery may not be in their original form, but should be preserved and 
repaired.  

 
 There may be inconsistency in the claim that electricity had been brought to the church possibly as early as the 

1950s in the knowledge that the church had closed for worship around this time; it is conceivable that the 
transformer and overhead line was installed in the 1970s when the interior of the church was converted. The 
electricity pole is located too close to the building and creates a safety hazard. The proposals to run the cable 
underground should be supported – once again this will require the work to be carried out to an archaeological 
brief.     

 
2.6  Church interior  There have been longstanding problems of water penetration to the internal fabric for which temporary solutions 

appear to have had limited effect 19. All of the internal plastered surfaces have been hacked off, revealing 
masonry that was not intended to be revealed, appearing unfinished especially around the window reveals and 
cills which are made up of rubble masonry. The architect is proposing to apply limewash to the internal masonry, 
and this would be supported, but only when the walls have dried out from the necessary external fabric repairs. 
Repointing of the internal walls in lime mortar would be recommended before applying limewash for reasons of 
structural integrity and for regularising the visual appearance. 

 
  The relocation of the pulpit and sounding board into the corner of the sanctuary places it at risk of damage from 

contact with damp walls. Consideration should be given to restoring it in the original position, while at the same 
time reordering the sanctuary area, which should not be considered in isolation of any decision to replace the 
chairs (which are affected by woodworm infestation).  

 
  Light fittings throughout the church are based on oil lamps wired for tungsten lamps – there have been 

problems with the globes falling out of the bezels and this is considered a safety hazard. An appropriate new 
lighting scheme for the interior should be considered with any reorientation exercise. 

 
  Heating is currently by a mixture of night storage electrical heaters in the nave, and radiant panel strip heaters 

at wallhead level. The system must be expensive to run, and does not provide adequate comfort conditions. 
Proposals for a new heating system to be installed will be justifiable, although the impact on the internal fabric 
of the church may require to be quantified. A flue passing through the rear slope of the church roof is shown on 
the architect’s drawings from what appears to be a solid fuel stove in the nave; other forms of heating that avoid 
this requirement should be explored. The architect's plan shows a small room adjacent to a proposed WC 
compartment below the gallery at the north end of the narthex for hot water storage, possibly as part of a 
ground heating system. The introduction of a WC in this location would appear satisfactory, subject to the 
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drainage route to the septic tank and reed bed avoiding disturbance to the archaeology of the site. Presumably 
the proposals for building services to follow the path to the front door will require scheduled monument consent 
to be applied for. There is a strong possibility that archaeological deposits will be encountered at lower levels 
below the former path given the time over which the site has been used as a burial ground. Ground levels are 
noticeably higher than the adjoining ground to the south beyond the burial enclosure. 

 
2.7 Ruined chapel It is assumed that this structure will be covered by the scheduled area, and therefore scheduled monument 

consent would be required for the proposed works, which appear to consist of cutting back ivy and carrying out 
minimal repairs. From the schedule that has been provided the proposals do not appear to conform with the 
principles set out in the Historic Scotland publication The Conservation of Architectural Ancient Monuments in 
Scotland. The proposed use of galvanised steel angles for masonry support and cement racking to the 
wallheads should be proscribed, and the ivy should be subject to a controlled process of removal, poisoning and 
repairing damaged masonry where it has been invaded, possibly over time. In addition, the structure should be 
subject to recording and survey carried out by an archaeologist before works commence, which should be 
undertaken to an archaeological brief. The structure is a rich resource for interpretation.     

 
3 Principal conclusions and recommendations for conservation work 
 
3.1 General Clachan Church is a distinctive landmark in an area of great natural beauty. It is on a site of considerable 

historical and archaeological importance. The fabric is fragile from years of neglect through lack of use. 
Although the building has been somewhat devalued by the alterations carried out in the 1970s, they had the 
virtue of prolonging the life of the structure. The proposals by the Applecross Trust, working with the local 
community to restore some of the lost significance of the building, and in ensuring its continued use, is to be 
welcomed, and supported. 

   
  In general the proposals set out in the programme of work scheduled by the architect are sensible, based on a 

careful analysis of the problems of the building. I believe the approach adopted to be the correct one, 
envisaging a comprehensive scheme of repairs to resolve the problems of the building in the longer term, but 
there are potential conflicting requirements in terms of adopting conservation standards. Almost certainly this 
will lead to further work having to be carried out once the structure is opened up, leading to a corresponding 
increase in costs, which may suggest that the Trust should seek funding from other agencies, including Historic 
Scotland. The applicant has been made aware of the requirement for schemes funded by Historic Scotland to 
be led normally by an accredited conservation professional; it is also a requirement that professional fees may 
require to be tendered competitively. In this instance I understand fully the desire for the applicant to continue 
with the appointed design team, and mentoring in terms of conservation input would be desirable and may be 
possible under the circumstances. For any work affecting the scheduled burial ground and ruined chapel 
archaeological input will be required, and scheduled monument consent should be sought in addition to listed 
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building consent which may be required for the alterations to the windows. Further, it is my view that the 
structural repairs to the fabric merit the input of a conservation engineer, but probably only for a limited service. 

 
  The first priority must be to ensure that the property is fully wind and watertight, requiring high level repairs to 

be tackled as the first priority. Internal repairs and improvements would be best tackled once there is certainty 
that the fabric has dried out, for which regular monitoring may be required. 

 
  Although it may fall outwith the interests of the SCAHT it is worth mentioning that, in my view, the ruined chapel 

on the site is worthy of being preserved to the highest conservation standards. Further discussion may be 
merited with Historic Scotland on the works to be carried out to the chapel, and on how they might be funded. 

 
  As a place of assembly, compliance with the Disability Discrimination Act 1995, and consideration of safe 

means of escape from the building will require to be taken into account. The opportunity should be taken to 
review arrangements for fire fighting and detection, given the remote location of the building. The current level 
of insurance may not, in my view, cover adequately the potential loss of fabric and its reinstatement were a 
catastrophe to occur.    

 
3.2 Recommendations (urgent) 3.2.1 A comprehensive scheme of high level repairs appears to be justified in order to provide long term 

solutions to limit dampness to the interior of the church, comprising 
• Repairs to the bellcote, and prevention of water penetration at the gable head 
• Lifting skew stones, resetting over a DPC, ensuring stability through cramps and dowels and 

ensuring that lead soakers are fitted to the roof slating 
• Reslating the roof over breathable felt and carrying out sarking repairs, salvaging existing 

slates and making up quantities in matching material 
• Repairing decayed joist and beam ends to conservation engineer's details 
• Replacing the roof ridge with lead  
• Overhauling all rainwater goods, repairing and renewing in cast iron 

 
  3.2.2 In conjunction with the renewal of rainwater goods 

• Installing effective subsoil drainage leading to soakaways, having regard to the potential for 
underlying archaeology 

• Installing a cut-off drain to the rear of the property (and ditto) 
 
  3.2.3 Remedial works to external walling 

• Repointing wallheads, open joints behind downpipes, and replacing cement repairs in 
matching lime mortar 

• Structural repairs to minor movement to window arches and at the return walls to gables 
guided by a conservation engineer 
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• Removal of cement harled surfaces to the gables and renewing in lime harling to receive a lime 
washed finish 

 
  3.2.4 Replacement of the external windows, to patterns, profiles and glazing based on historical precedent 
 
  3.2.5 Monitoring of internal surfaces for dampness  
 
3.3 Other recommendations 3.3.1 Consider the reorientation of the interior of the nave, which should include 

• Restoring the pulpit and sounding board to its original location 
• Reorientation of the sanctuary area and furniture to suit the intended uses and to improve the 

ambience of the interior for worship 
 
  3.3.2 Carry out repairs to structural timbers to the gallery in accordance with details prepared by a 

conservation engineer 
 
  3.3.3 Once the internal walls have dried out, undertake 

• Repointing of internal walls with lime mortar, and consider 
• Applying limewash to internal wall surfaces 
• Rebuilding the angled window cills to a smooth lime rendered or plastered surface 

 
  3.3.4 Consideration to be given to removing, or replacing, the plain board linings to the roof trusses 
 
  3.3.5 The level of insurance should be checked, having regard to the fact that the site is remote, and that the 

building is listed Category B. 
      
 
   
 
 Andrew PK Wright OBE BArch RIBA PPRIAS FRSA FSA Scot 
 
 18 April 2007 
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