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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Marine Harvest (Scotland) Ltd will be developing land to the east of the Inn at 
Lochailort for a Salmon Smolt Recirculation Unit (NGR: NM 767 817: Fig. 1). The 
area to be developed covers c.3 hectares and was previously used as a military 
training camp during World War II. The work was commissioned by Marine Harvest 
(Scotland) Ltd. 
 
Highland Council Historic Environment Team (HCHET) requested a programme of 
archaeological work in advance of development, which included a metal detector 
survey across the site to recover artefacts relating to the military use of this site, 
followed by post-excavation analysis of the material recovered.1 This report should be 
read in conjunction with those reports. 
 
 
2. DESK-BASED ASSESSMENT 
 
2.1 Historical Background 
 
The history of the area in which Inverailort is situated really begins in the twelfth 
century when Sumarliði mac Gillebrigte (Somerled) first enters the historical record 
as Rí Airer Goidel (king of Argyll). Killed in 1164, his sons and grandsons are 
traditionally thought to have lent their names to the three major kindreds that 
dominated the west coast of Scotland for the next 150 years or so until the beginning 
of the wars of independence in 1306. These three kindreds were Clann Dubhgaill (the 
MacDougalls - possessing Lorn, Benderloch, Lismore, the Garvellachs, North Jura, 
Mull, Tiree, Coll, and the Treshnish Isles), Clann Ruairidh (the MacRuaris - 
possessing Garmoran, Arisaig, Moidart, Morar, Knoydart, the Uists, Benbecula, 
Barra, Rum, Eigg, and probably St Kilda), and Clann Domhnaill (the MacDonalds - 
possessing Islay, South Jura, Colonsay, Oronsay, part of Kintyre, Ardnamurchan, and 
Morvern).2 Loch Ailort itself sits between Arisaig and Moidart and the River Ailort 
formed part of the boundary between these two medieval lordships that belonged to 
Clann Ruairidh.3 
 
These Clann Ruairidh lands are usually together described as the lordship of 
Garmoran but there is little actual evidence to connect Clann Ruairidh to these areas 
before the Treaty of Perth in 1266, when the kings of Norway ceded the western Isles 
and parts of the western mainland of Scotland to King Alexander III (1241-86). In 
actual fact, during the earlier part of the thirteenth century Ruairi was described as 
‘lord of Kintyre’, so it has been suggested that he received Garmoran, Arisaig, 
Moidart, Morar, Knoydart, the Uists, Benbecula, Barra, Rum, Eigg, and St Kilda in 
return for surrendering Kintyre to the crown after 1266. A very much later source 
records that Ruairi took these lands by force by killing one Muchdanach, ruler of 

                                                      
1  S, Anderson 2011 Lochailort, Highland: Archaeological Metal Detecting Survey. Post-Excavation 
Archive Report. CFA Archaeology Ltd, Report No. 1932. 
C Hills 2011 Lochailort, Highland: Archaeological Metal Detecting Survey. CFA Archaeology Ltd, 
Report no. 1885. 
2 Jean and R.W. Munro, Acts of the Lords of the Isles (Edinburgh, 1986), xx, [hereafter: Munro, Lords 
of the Isles]. 
3 NAS, GD201/5/391. 
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Moidart and Ardnarnurchan, but this latter option remains unproven. In any event, 
post-1266 the leaders of Clann Ruairidh can be found acting as loyal subjects of the 
Scottish crown, witnessing marriage treaties and killing troublesome foreigners.4 
They fought in Ireland for Edward Bruce during his campaigning there and in 1318 it 
is recorded that a MacRuairidh died alongside Edward Bruce during the battle of 
Dundalk.  
 
By that time, however, the direct male line of the heads of Clann Ruairidh had failed 
and the heiress was Christina, filia quondam Allani filii Roderci (daughter of the late 
Alan son of Roderick) married to the earl of Mar. Sometime during 1309 she 
surrendered all her lands to the crown and they were then re-granted out to Cristina’s 
half-brother Roderick, likely de facto head of the kindred at that time. From him the 
Clann Ruairidh lands passed to Ranald (likely a cousin) who was granted ten 
dabhaichean (davochs) of land in North Argyll (Kintail - Wester Ross) by the earl of 
Ross in July 1342. One year later Ranald was granted Uist, Barra, Eigg, Rum, 
Moidart, Morar, Arisaig and Knoydart by King David II.5 At this time Clann Ruairidh 
were also encouraged to move eastwards and expand into the earldom of Atholl when 
Robert Stewart, earl of Atholl, granted the thanage of Glen Tilt to Ewen MacRuairidh, 
brother of Ranald.6 
 
This replacement direct male line of Clann Ruairidh also came to an end during the 
wars of independence when Reginald MacRuairidh was murdered by the earl of Ross 
at Elcho in 1346. Thereafter his sister Amy inherited the Clann Ruairidh lands. Amy 
had been married to John MacDomhnaill, Rí Innsi Gall (king of the Isles of the 
strangers) since the 1330s so, upon her brother’s death, the Clann Ruairidh lands were 
merged with those belonging to Clann Domhnaill.7 John and Amy together had a 
number of children and their direct descendants included the MacDomhnaill families 
of ClanRanald and Glengarry.  
 
The inheritance of these children was further complicated by July 1350 when John 
MacDomhnaill (described in Latin as dominus Insularum – lord of the Isles) received 
Papal dispensation to marry his second wife, Margaret Stewart, daughter of Robert 
Stewart, the future King Robert II. To solve an impending dynastic crisis, the sons of 
John’s first marriage to Amy inherited the original Clann Ruairidh lands (to be held 
from the lord of the Isles); the eldest son of his second marriage became the next Rí 
Innsi Gall. In this way both Arisaig and Moidart among other lands were confirmed to 
Ranald, John and Amy’s second son, in January 1373 by King Robert II.8 He and his 
descendants (Sliocht Ragnaill – Clanranald) largely retained control of these lands 
until the nineteenth century.  
 
Throughout the late-medieval and early-modern periods Sliocht Ragnaill were 
significant political players. For example, in 1504 in the aftermath of the forfeiture of 
the Lords of the Isles they were ordered by the crown to attack and pursue Lauchlan 
MacLean of Duart and Ewan, son of Allan [Cameron of Lochiel], traitors, and destroy 

                                                      
4 John Raven, Medieval Landscapes and Lordship in South Uist (unpublished PhD thesis, 2 vols., 
University of Edinburgh, 2005), i, 54-60. 
5 Munro, Lords of the Isles, 208. 
6 Stephen Boardman, The Early Stewart Kings (East Linton, 1996), 7. 
7 Ibid., 285. 
8 RMS, i, no.520. 
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their lands.9 Over 100 years later, during the Covenanting period, Clanranald raised 
the men of Uist, Eigg, Arisaig, and Moidart to support Alasdair MacColla (and 
Montrose) in their fight against Covenanting forces. The Clanranald estates, including 
Arisaig and Moidart, suffered systematic devastation as a political price for this 
support, and in 1649 Clanranald was forfeited by parliament for the following 
reasons: 
 

[...] he and his accomplices committed many and various murders, slaughters and 
other insolencies upon his majesty's lieges; likewise the said John MacDonald of 
Eilean Tioram, with his aforesaid accomplices, was with the said James Graham 
and his rebellious army at the battle of Inverlochy in February 1645 where the said 
rebels fought against the forces and armies of this kingdom; likewise the said 
captain sent his eldest son and his aforesaid followers and accomplices to join with 
the said rebels, who joined with them at Methven Wood at the time when the 
estates of parliament were sitting at Perth in the month of July or August 1645 and 
were with the said rebels at the battle of Kilsyth which was upon 15 August 
1645.10 

 
Within a month Clanranald had written to parliament to apologise for his actions and 
he was pardoned, provided he gave surety to the earl of Argyll for his future 
behaviour to the tune of 100,000 merks (£66,666). Quite remarkably, perhaps, 
Clanranald seems to have avoided prolonged forfeiture by literally saying ‘sorry’.11 
Perhaps more gallingly, however, Clanranald also had to accept Argyle as his feudal 
superior. After paying 37,725 merks to Argyll by October 1657, in addition to the 
£40,000 Scots paid by MacDonald of Sleat to Argyll in his name for Sleat’s wadset of 
the Sliocht Ragnaill lands of Arisaig and Moidart, Clanranald clearly felt hard done 
by.12 
 
Thereafter, Sliocht Ragnaill seem to have managed to stay out of trouble until the 
‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688, during which they came out in support of King James 
VII and fought alongside Montrose for the Stuart (Jacobite) cause.13 By 1695 the 
Captain of Clanranald was in exile in France and he, along with many others, had 
been charged with treason for fighting against King William.14 Sliocht Ragnaill again 
supported the Jacobite cause in 1715 and Clanranald’s estates were once again 
forfeited after the failure of that rising. Lady Clanranald was subsequently re-united 
with their estates.15 Sliocht Ragnaill again supported the Jacobite cause in 1745-46 
but avoided forfeiture by virtue of the chief staying at home in England while his clan 
fought for Prince Charles. It was certainly thought by some in the British government 
that these actions warranted forfeiture, and the Commissioners for the Forfeited 

                                                      
9 The Records of the Parliaments of Scotland to 1707, K.M. Brown et al eds (St Andrews, 2007-2012), 
A1504/3/82. Date accessed: 16 January 2012. 
10 The Records of the Parliaments of Scotland to 1707, K.M. Brown et al eds (St Andrews, 2007-2012), 
1649/5/196. Date accessed: 16 January 2012. 
11 The Records of the Parliaments of Scotland to 1707, K.M. Brown et al eds (St Andrews, 2007-2012), 
1649/5/340. Date accessed: 16 January 2012. 
12 NAS, GD33/65/81. 
13 The Records of the Parliaments of Scotland to 1707, K.M. Brown et al eds (St Andrews, 2007-2012), 
A1690/4/19. Date accessed: 16 January 2012. 
14 The Records of the Parliaments of Scotland to 1707, K.M. Brown et al eds (St Andrews, 2007-2012), 
A1695/5/11. Date accessed: 16 January 2012. 
15 Robert Fitzroy Bell (ed.), Memorials of John Murray of Broughton (Edinburgh, 1898), 442 & 481. 
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Estates subsequently surveyed the Clanranald estates, even if the actual process of 
forfeiture was not completed.16 Evidence has been found to show that there was a 
small-scale military action at Inverailort a few days after Prince Charles escaped by 
sea in 1746. The English ship Furnace landed a force of over sixty men who engaged 
with Jacobites under the command of ‘Young ClanRanald’, the latter being driven 
away with the aid of grape-shot fired from the ship.17 
 
In the first half of the nineteenth century the running of the Sliocht Ragnaill estates 
was taken over by trustees and large portions, like South Uist and Benbecula, were 
sold off to avoid bankruptcy.18 Clanranald himself blamed his trustees and lawyers, 
both for the demise of his landed estates and for his declining finances, so much of 
which had been built upon the kelp industry.19 It was during this period that the 
Inverailort estate of 8,000 acres was purchased by Maj. Gen. Sir Alexander Cameron, 
who bought it from Clanranald in 1828 for £8,000. Iain Thornber has written about 
the subsequent history of the estate and the Cameron-Head family in a number of 
publications.20  
 
2.3. Kinlochailort / Inverailort 
 
While there are a number of references to both Arisaig and Moidart in official crown 
records like the Register of the Great Seal to c.1670, there is absolutely no mention of 
place-names like Kinlochailort or Inverailort. Indeed, Inverailort House itself can only 
be dated back to 1756.21 So, without archaeological investigation, it is currently 
impossible to state how old those settlements may be and whether they were primarily 
arable or pastoral. The latter may, however, be the favoured option since a description 
of the lordships of Arisaig and Moidart, written c.1630, notes that while there was an 
abundance of milk, fish and deer, there was little arable.22 This assessment was 
confirmed over 100 years later by a surveyor for Manufactures in the Highlands who 
also noted that both Arisaig and Moidart possessed little arable ground.23 At this time 
(the 1750s) the inhabitants of Arisaig and Moidart imported potatoes from Rum and 
Eigg (also part of the Clanranald estates), presumably because they could not grow 
enough to satisfy local demand.24 The same surveyor also reported that the inhabitants 
of Arisaig and Moidart manufactured small amounts of kelp which they sold to 
merchants from Liverpool and Ireland for 40-50 shillings per ton, though it is not 
clear just what proportion of this industry was conducted in and around Loch Ailort.25 

                                                      
16 A.H. Millar (ed.), A Selection of Scottish Forfeited Estates Papers, 1715; 1745 (Edinburgh, 1909), 
312 & 346-46. 
17 Denis Rixon, Arisaig and Morar, (East Linton, 2002), 78. 
18 "NOTICE to CREDITORS.-All persons having CLAIMS against the ESTATE of Right Hon. 
MORRIS,." Times [London, England] 30 Apr. 1829: 3. The Times Digital Archive. Web. 15 Jan. 2012. 
19 "Highland Estates And Their Landlords." Times [London, England] 24 Oct. 1846: 5. The Times 
Digital Archive. Web. 15 Jan. 2012; THE CAPTAIN AND CHIEF OF CLANRANALD. "To The 
Editor Of The Times." Times [London, England] 10 Jan. 1850: 3. The Times Digital Archive. Web. 15 
Jan. 2012. 
20 http://her.highland.gov.uk/SingleResult.aspx?uid=MHG22014; Iain Thornber (ed.), The Cameron 
Collection (Oban, 2007), 6, n.1, [hereafter: Thornber, Cameron Collection]. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Arthur Mitchell, Geographical Collections Relating to Scotland (3 vols., Edinburgh, 1906-08), ii, 
167-68. 
23 Martic Rackwitz, Travels to Terra Incognita (Berlin, 2007), 309. 
24 Ibid., 383. 
25 Ibid., 439. 
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At this time, however, there were already extensive salmon fishings in Loch Ailort 
and in the River Ailort because when parts of the Sliocht Ragnaill estates were rouped 
in 1824 these were reserved.26 What form these fisheries took is unknown but it must 
be presumed that those in the loch either took the form of boat-drawn nets or a 
permanent fish-trap, while the River Ailort may have had fixed traps like cruives. If 
there was a fish trap and/or cruives, there may still be some archaeological evidence 
of them that survives, despite all of the changes that have occurred on the site over the 
years. 
 
The earliest cartographic evidence is also not clear on the matter of settlement around 
Kinlochailort because General Roy only records settlements on both sides of the River 
Ailort, with rig and furrow agriculture (but no associated buildings) on the site later 
occupied by Inverailort Castle and the army camp.27 If this is an accurate picture that 
General Roy presents of the head of Loch Ailort, it may be that the site was more 
valuable as a source of fishing, mixed pasture (both sea grass and fresh-water 
meadow) and arable to settlements elsewhere.  
 
Unfortunately, the surviving Clanranald papers are not extensive so it is impossible to 
be precise about exactly how the Arisaig and Moidart portions of the estates were 
managed across time and how such management strategies may have changed over 
the centuries in response to changing political and economic circumstances. What is 
clear is that the financial problems of Sliocht Ragnaill began as early as the 
seventeenth century when, for example, some of the Uist lands together with both 
Arisaig and Moidart were wadset (mortgaged) to Lord Lorne for over £26,000.28 
Financial difficulties surfaced again in the 1680s and by 1700 Clanranald owed 
Macdonald of Sleat £64,000.29 
 
Such long-term indebtedness may help explain why by the second half of the 
eighteenth century Clanranald was clearly attempting to diversify the economic 
portfolio of his mainland estates. The first record of this dates to 1762 when he 
granted a tack of all Oak and Rowan (Ash) trees growing in Arisaig and Moidart for 
seven years in exchange for £800.30 This initial contract for wood extraction was 
likely extended. Ten years later in 1772 all of the woods in Arisaig and Moidart with 
the exception of Oak, Ash, and Elm and such parcels of timber that his tenants might 
need, to charcoal burners from Cumberland, Messrs. John Hartlie, Thomas Aitkenson 
and the Company of Netherhall furnace. The company undertook to cut down 
sufficient trees to produce 4,800 sacks of charcoal per annum, paying 4 shillings and 
six pence sterling for each dozen sacks of charcoal.31 Palaeo-environmental evidence 
would have to be undertaken to determine whether such activities also affected the 
woodland matrix in and around Inverailort. 
 
Of course, with contracts of this nature the product would have required shipping. At 
that time there was mounting concern that the west Highlands were not served with 

                                                      
26 NAS, GD201/5/391. 
27http://geo.nls.uk/search/mosaic/#zoom=14&lat=56.85394&lon=-5.63746&layers 
28 NAS, GD201/5/903. 
29 Frances J. Shaw, The Northern and Western Islands of Scotland: Their Economy and Society in the 
Seventeenth Century (Edinburgh, 1980), 44. 
30 NAS, GD201/5/109. 
31 NAS, GD201/1/281. 
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anything like an adequate road system. To that end, George Brown, a civil engineer 
from Elgin, was commissioned by the government (under pressure from the British 
Fisheries Society and Sir John Sinclair) to survey possible road lines in the Highlands. 
One of the roads recommended by him was that from Fort William to Arisaig.32 The 
contract was awarded to the Perth firm, Messrs Dick and Readdie, who seriously 
underestimated labour costs and consequently made a loss on the project. The Arisaig 
road was virtually complete by 1812 but at a great personal cost: during the project 
Mr Dick was killed in the hills between Glengarry and Arisaig.33 At that time the farm 
of Kinlochailort was valued at £250 17s.34 When the same was put up for sale in 1824 
it was valued at £42 and comprised just over six acres of arable and 537 acres of 
moor.35 
 
Though the Sliocht Ragnaill rentals for Arisaig are clearly not complete, the earliest 
reference to Kinlochailort in them dates to the eighteenth century when North 
Kinlochailort was rented out at sixty-six merks (£44 Scots) and South Kinlochailort 
with Kincraig at ninety-nine merks (£66 Scots). Unfortunately, there seem to be no 
surviving wills or testaments by the people who once lived there. By 1812 the two 
may have been combined into the single property of Kinlochailort, rented at £8 4d 
Sterling.36 The alternative is that the property referred to as South Kinlochailort 
disappeared because it became the site of Clanranald’s Inverailort House. This latter 
scenario might also help explain the rather odd survival of a Black House on the site 
in 1821 (see below). 
 
Shortly afterwards, in March 1821, accounts were submitted by two masons, Neil 
Miller and Robert McNeill, and a carpenter called John McKee for work done by 
them on Lochailort House. In the course of this work the house and stables were re-
slated, the lead ridge was renewed, new wall partitions inserted and timbers replaced, 
all of which was plastered. The upper flat of the stable was re-joisted and re-floored. 
Two new chimneys were built and many doors, door-frames, and locks were replaced. 
Interestingly, there also seems to have been a Black House on the site at that time 
because there is a separate section in the account for its stonework, roofing, byre and 
garden dykes being repaired.37 Since the Cameron-Head family assumed control of 
the estate Inverailort House has been extensively altered on a number of occasions but 
particularly in 1867, 1875, and in 1891.38 
 
But probably the major anthropogenic alteration of the local landscape around 
Inverailort occurred with the building of the West Highland railway extension to 
Mallaig, which opened in March 1901 and needed over 100 cuttings and eleven 
tunnels. This was the culmination of around sixty years work to create a rail link 
between the Clyde and Mallaig and the line runs past Kinlochailort. The contractors 
appointed to build the extension were Robert McAlpine & Sons of Glasgow and to 
facilitate the delivery of supplies they established a camp at Inverailort (amongst other 
places), where the navvies slept in huts that accommodated forty people. This camp, 

                                                      
32 NAS, GD201/5/1231. 
33 A.R.B. Haldane, New Ways Through the Glens (Alva, 1962), 55-96. 
34 NAS, GD201/5/1240/40a. 
35 NAS, GD210/5/1235/7. 
36 NAS, GD201/1/351. 
37 NAS, GD201/5/1240/40b. 
38 Thornber, Cameron Collection, 12-13. 
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located across the bay from Inverailort House, eventually housed 2,000 navvies (out 
of a total workforce of 3,500) and the old schoolhouse was converted into a hospital. 
The establishment of the camp at Lochailort also resulted in the creation of a 
provisions store for the workforce.39 
 
At Inverailort itself, the estate continued to experiment with increasing its economic 
return with the establishment of a deer forest by 1880. In 1873 the Game Law 
Committee found that seventy-nine deer forests were in operation in the Highlands of 
Scotland. Around a quarter of these had been created by 1839 but the purchase of 
Balmoral by Queen Victoria hastened the process of deer forest creation as the 
stalking and shooting of deer quickly became a fashionable pursuit for gentlemen. 
This, together with the formalisation of Trespass and Poaching Acts restricted access 
to game for the vast majority of people. The formation of such hunting forests also 
resulted in the clearance of sheep, partly because of lower meat and wool prices and 
partly because it was thought the sheep would be in direct competition with deer for 
the available fodder. The first returns for Inverailort Forest (approximately 8,700 
acres) appear in 1880 when it was valued at £150 per annum, rising to £200 by 1910; 
this was a very modest return given that some of the larger forests brought in almost 
£40,000 per annum in sporting rents.40 
 
2.4. Inverailort Army Training Camp 
 
Inverailort House and part of the estate was taken over by the army in May 1940. This 
has already been well-researched and it has been established that the initial camp 
comprised tents, Nissen Huts and a range of brick buildings constructed by an 
Aberdeen firm. The camp trained operatives for special operations until the navy took 
it over in 1942 and made alterations to the structures on the site.41 At this time the 
army emptied Inverailort House, destroying many of the possessions of the Cameron-
Head family.42 In reparation for these damages, the Cameron-Head family received 
£200 from the War Office in 1944 and £6300 from the Admiralty in 1948 under the 
Compensation (Defence) Act of 1939.43 
 
On 18 June 1940 it had already been recognised that the initial camp was insufficient 
to the training needs of the army and it was expanded. Part of the rationale for this 
was that more transport was required, particularly for stores and personnel. Then, 
Major Stansby, a Director of Staff Duties, recommended that the camp required an 
extra two four-seater cars, two 15cwt trucks, two utility vans, four motor cycles and 
thirty mules or ponies with their drivers and asked that permission be approved. This 
approval was given the following day by the War Establishment Sub-Committee. 
 
Though the camp had initially been set up to train 100 officers and 500 other ranks, 
this had since been expanded to ten independent companies, the equivalent of 150 
officers and 2,500 other ranks, and one special intelligence unit. In addition, two 
groups of LDVs (Local Defence Volunteers) dispersed both locally and in Skye, 
Rhum, Eigg, Muck and other islands, were also to be affiliated to the camp. In order 

                                                      
39 John Thomas, The West Highland Railway (Devon, 1976), 92-98. 
40 Willie Orr, Deer Forests, Landlords and Crofters (Edinburgh, 1982), 192. 
41 http://her.highland.gov.uk/hbsmrgatewayhighland/DataFiles/LibraryLinkFiles/208088.pdf 
42 Thornber, Cameron Collection, 4. 
43 Stuart Allan, Commando Country (Gateshead, 2007), 22, [hereafter: Allan, Commando Country]. 
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to cater for this massive increase in personnel it was decided to increase the number 
of structures on the site. 
 
The initial training personnel as listed on 25 May 1940 were to consist of a 
Lieutenant-colonel (commanding), one major (second in command), two majors or 
captains, three captains or subalterns, fourteen subalterns and a quartermaster; a total 
of twenty-eight officers. There would be three warrant officers, consisting of a 
regimental sergeant-major, a regimental quartermaster-sergeant, and a Class II 
warrant officer. Staff-sergeants (1) and sergeants (30) would total another thirty-one 
men, with nine corporals and 127 privates. In addition, four civilians would be 
employed, one officers’ mess steward and three ghillies. This was a total of 202 
people to train 100 officers and 500 other ranks. All of these men were to be cared for 
by one medical officer from the R.A.M.C. 
 
The training personnel were sub-divided into two groups, administrative and 
instructional. The first groups consisted of the following list: one commandant, one 
adjucant, one quartermaster, one subaltern (P.R.I.), one regimental sergeant-major, 
one regimental quartermaster-sergeant, one company quartermaster-sergeant, one 
orderly room sergeant, one armourer-sergeant (R.A.O.C. – Royal Army Ordnance 
Corps), two officers’ mess stewards, one sergeants mess caterer, one sergeant cook, 
one provost sergeant, eleven batmen, one butcher, ten clerks (R.A.S.C. – Royal Army 
Signal Corps), sixteen cooks, twenty-six drivers, thirty-five for general duties, one 
instrument mechanic, six motor cyclists, one medical orderly, nine mess sergeants, 
nine regimental police, four store-men, and four for general sanitary duties. 
 
The instructional group comprised the chief instructor (the major who was second in 
command), two major or captains who were mountain warfare instructors, one captain 
(R.E. – Royal Engineers), fourteen captains or subalterns, one intelligence officer, 
five subalterns, one warrant officer, twenty-four assistant instructors, one farrier, two 
corporals for signal duties, and three civilian instructors (ghillies). In addition the 
camp would be provided with 30 mules or ponies, six single-seater motor-cycles, 
three four-seater, four-wheeled cars, six four-wheeled, 15cwt vans, twenty-nine .38 
inch pistols, and 173 .303 inch rifles. 
 
It was understood that although 500 other ranks would be instructed during the 
summer months, in winter this figure would be reduced to 200, including warrant 
officers and sergeants. Of the five subalterns (training), two should be instructors in 
sniping, observation and intelligence, one for special intelligence service, one to 
instruct in map reading, and one to instruct in signals. Of the twenty-four assistant 
instructors, four should be Royal Engineers, four sniping, observation and 
intelligence, two from Royal Signals, and one artificer. Finally, the field security force 
attached to the camp at Inverailort would consist of one major or captain, one class II 
warrant officer, one sergeant, one corporal, three lance-corporals, and two motor 
cycles. On 20 June 1940 a further six drivers, one corporal, fifteen drivers and four 
motor cyclists were added to the administrative section; three civilian instructors, one 
subaltern, one sergeant, and one farrier were added to the instructional group.44 
 

                                                      
44 National Archives, WO260/8. 
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This information generally tallies with on-line reminiscences by people who trained at 
Inverailort, like Major Hall, whose recollections form such a valuable contribution to 
the history of the site, and about some of the types of men who trained there.45 But by 
far the greatest amount of research on the training base at Inverailort has been 
undertaken by Stuart Allan. He has described how an eclectic group of trainers was 
assembled, including five Polar explorers (George Murray Levick - a survivor of 
Scott’s expedition to the Pole, Freddy Spencer Chapman, Jimmy Scott, Andrew Croft, 
and Martin Lindsay), a Himalayan climber (Jim Gavin), Scottish climber Sandy 
Wedderburn, Lord Lovat, David Stirling (founder of the SAS), and three Highland 
deerstalkers recruited from the Lovat estates. 
 
The training courses themselves included obstacle courses and shooting ranges, 
including one called ‘Sniper Valley’, where live ammunition was used, and another 
called the ‘Sinister Revolver’. Students were also trained to lay demolition charges 
and booby traps, and the field exercises ranged as far afield as Fort Augustus and 
Skye where Portree was attacked. Students were taught how to live off the land and 
how to successfully stalk another man. There were fatalities, both as a result of using 
live ammunition and from the vagaries of the local weather and landscape.46 The 
training base at Inverailort was closed shortly after 1945 and it reverted back to the 
estate. 
 
2.4.1 Summary of Desk-based Sources 
 
There are five records held by the Highland Council HER relating to the Army Camp 
and two records held by the National Monuments Record of Scotland: 
 
HER No. Description 
MHG22014 Inverailort House (HOUSE, MILITARY HEADQUARTERS) 
MHG36636 Army camp, Lochailort (MILITARY CAMP, NISSEN HUT) 
MHG53806 Power house, Army camp, Lochailort (POWER HOUSE) 
MHG53807 Royal Engineers Workshop, Army camp, Lochailort (WORKSHOP) 
MHG53808 Ammunition stores, Army camp, Lochailort (AMMUNITION 

STORE) 
 
NMRS No. Name Description 
NM78SE 6 INVERAILORT HOUSE. Alternative: 

INVERAILORT CASTLE, LOCHAILORT, 
H Q COMMANDO SPECIAL TRAINING 
CENTRE, HMS LOCHAILORT, THE BIG 
HOUSE 

House, military 
headquarters (20th 
century) 

NM78SE 15 LOCHAILORT, SPECIAL TRAINING 
CENTRE, ARMY CAMP. Alternative: HMS 
LOCHAILORT 

Military camp (20th 
century) 

 

                                                      
45 http://www.moidart.org.uk/datasets/majorhallstalk.htm; http://www.ww2talk.com/forum/special-
forces/31441-stc-lochailort-cradle-special-forces.html; 
http://andrew.dale.free.fr/wartime/lochailort.htm 
46 Allan, Commando Country, 20-77. 
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Photographic surveys have been carried out of the remaining buildings at the Camp, 
by Iain Thornber, Harry Clyne and Martin Briscoe, and copies of these are held by the 
HER. 
 
A copy of a plan of the Camp from 1942 exists in the Lochaber Archive and this has 
been traced by Harry Clyne, one of the interviewees, and a copy is held by the HER. 
It is reproduced as Fig. 2. 
 
The National Monuments Record of Scotland does not hold any RAF aerial 
photographs dating from before 1946. Copies of the 1948 and 1967 aerial 
photographs are reproduced as Fig. 3, along with recent Google Earth imagery (Fig. 
4). The extant buildings have been labelled, using the descriptions found on the 1942 
plan, and the footprints of the Nissen huts can still be seen today. 
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3. ORAL REMINISCENCE 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
The purpose of this project was to interview three volunteers about their recollections 
of a World War II training camp at Inverailort, Highland region. Only two of the 
volunteers agreed to be interviewed. They were both interviewed on 10 August 2011, 
one in Kinlochailort and the second in Glen Nevis, near Fort William. 
 
The subject of these interviews was the history of a site at Inverailort which had been 
turned into a Commando training camp during World War II. Originally requisitioned 
in May 1940, the camp at Inverailort was returned to the owner (Mrs Cameron Head) 
in 1945 and it subsequently became a Roman Catholic youth training camp until the 
later-1960s.47 According to Thornber, part of the site of the old World War II army 
camp was subsequently leased to Marine Harvest, then a subsidiary of Unilever, in the 
early 1960s, with the estate retaining the use of some of the old buildings. In industry 
reports, the establishment of the Inverailort facility is precisely dated to 1965 with full 
production beginning in 1972.48 Newspaper reports indicate that contracts worth 
£50,000 for the construction of the fish farm had been placed by 12 September 1966 
with two firms: Babtie, Shaw and Morton were to act as the civil engineers with 
William Tawse from Aberdeen being employed to undertake the actual construction. 
To avoid delays in the programme the first batches of trout and salmon were reared at 
the Hydro-Electric Board’s hatchery at Invergarry.49 Presumably, these fish were later 
transferred to Lochailort. The development at Lochailort seems to have been the 
second of its type in Scotland, the first being undertaken by the White Fish Authority 
at Ardtoe in Ardnamurchan.50 
 
According to official records, 1940 was not the first time that part of this estate had 
been requisitioned for a war effort. In 1917 some 1,842 acres of the deer forest of 
Inverailort, originally created by 1880,51 were requisitioned for ‘war work’ by the 
Board of Agriculture for the express purpose of stocking with sheep.52 Another 
portion of the same deer forest was still under the control of the Board of Agriculture 
in January 1919 when they cited the Defence of the Realm Regulations to force the 
owner of the Inverailort estate to re-stock a portion of the forest with 500 breeding 
ewes.53 
 

                                                      
47  Thornber, I 2010 The Former Military camp at Lochailort. A Photographic Record. Report for 
Marine Harvest. 1-2. 
48 Rae, GH 2002 ‘Sea louse control in Scotland, past and present’, in Pest Management Science 58 (6), 
(June 2002), 515–20. The establishment of the trial was reported in The Financial Times on 17 
February 1966:  
http://find.galegroup.com/dvnw/infomark.do?&source=gale&prodId=DVNW&userGroupName=unisti
rl&tabID=T003&docPage=article&docId=HS2303488408&type=multipage&contentSet=LTO&versio
n=1.0 
49http://find.galegroup.com/dvnw/infomark.do?&source=gale&prodId=DVNW&userGroupName=unis
tirl&tabID=T003&docPage=article&docId=CS270494508&type=multipage&contentSet=LTO&versio
n=1.0 
50 http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-2004& 
51 W Orr 1982 Deer Forests, Landlords and Crofters (Edinburgh), 190. 
52 National Archives, CAB/24/18. 
53 Ibid., CAB/24/72. 
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The interviews were digitally recorded in mp3 format and are supplied on CD-Rom. 
Transcriptions of the two interviews are presented here as Appendices 1 and 2, with 
reference made to the timing points within the recorded interviews.  
 
3.2. The Interviewees 
 
From an historical perspective these were interesting interviews to conduct, mainly 
because the two interviewees belonged to different generations and so each possessed 
very different perspectives about the camp at Inverailort. In addition, one of the 
interviewees (Cairns) had been born and brought up in Fort William but had never 
lived in Kinlochailort while the second (Clyne) was originally from north-east 
Scotland and only later came to live in Kinlochailort. Interestingly, both interviewees 
had previously been employed by the Royal Air Force and were reasonably open 
about their period of service, but this meant that after the two interviews had been 
transcribed each subject was given the opportunity to review their testimony and 
redact any material they felt was too sensitive. Subject Cairns availed himself of this 
opportunity; Clyne did not.  
 
A final difference between the two subjects which produced some interesting 
perspectives was that while one (Cairns) is a keen and active amateur archaeologist in 
the Lochaber region, Clyne worked for Marine Harvest (Unilever) at Kinlochailort 
from February 1970 until his retirement.  
 
The final, and probably the most important, point to make about both interviewees is 
that neither personally witnessed the military camp at Inverailort in operation. This, 
however, does not invalidate their testimonies: both have talked at length with ex-
commandos who had returned to Lochaber either for Remembrance Sunday or to 
specifically visit the site. In addition, Clyne was personally acquainted with Mrs 
Cameron Head, the ex-owner of the estate in which the camp was sited, and he had 
also talked to members of a number of local families who had memories of the camp 
in operation. 
 
3.3. The Military Camp 
 
Both interviewees have been aware of the existence of the military camp for a 
considerable period of time but for different reasons. Cairns knew of the site because 
he used to go there to dig for old bottles (section beginning 1:47) whereas Clyne 
immediately recognised the surviving buildings as an ex-armed forces camp when he 
moved to the area in 1970 (section beginning 3:01), mostly because by that time he 
had served in the armed forces himself (section beginning 0:17). Both interviewees 
knew that the camp had been in operation for approximately five years; that it had 
been occupied by different branches of the armed forces during its lifetime, and both 
agreed that it had been taken over by the navy from the army in 1942. Both were also 
aware that the Special Operations Executive (SOE) had been active at the site (Cairns 
sections beginning 1:47 and 21:36; Clyne sections beginning 5:40 and 11:46).  
 
Clyne also added two interesting facts. First, that the navy re-built most of the camp 
when they took it over in 1942, which means that the wartime archaeology of the site 
may be more complicated than first thought (section beginning 6:38). His second 
revelation was that Johnny Ramensky was supposed to have trained at Lochailort, and 
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that he had personally met Ramensky during his childhood in Peterhead when the 
former was incarcerated there.54 Both interviewees thought that the site of the camp 
might have been valuable agricultural ground before the war but were unsure about 
this (Cairns section beginning 18:47; Clyne section beginning 15:46). This appears to 
be borne out by the cartographic record. General Roy’s map of the area,55 for 
example, displays a substantial amount of rig across the site and, though most of this 
has now disappeared, some of it to the east of the camp can still clearly be seen via 
Google Earth.56 Much of this evidence of agriculture appears to have been lost by the 
time of the first Ordnance Survey maps post-1856. These show only three or four 
small enclosed fields edged with trees in the vicinity of Inverailort Castle.57 
 
Interestingly, both interviewees have formed close bonds with commandos and other 
ex-servicemen who were trained at Lochailort and who return regularly to the area. In 
the case of Cairns this was because the Commandos Association used to visit local 
schools annually for the week prior to Remembrance Sunday and he remembers them 
talking about what the commandos did during the war and their training connections 
to both Achnacarry and Lochailort (section beginning 5:44). Cairns also talks about 
an ex-commando he has become friends with (Chuck Harris) who has obviously 
discussed his Lochailort training in detail, including the use of explosives to blow up 
railways (section beginning 8:07). In this respect, Harris may have been the source of 
the information Cairns possesses in relation to a special rail track having been 
constructed at Lochailort to test how to cause the maximum amount of damage to a 
railway line (section beginning 21:36). Clyne too has obviously frequently spoken to 
ex-servicemen, mostly ex-commandos trained at Lochailort, and the story he tells in 
the section beginning at 42:43 about new arrivals at the training base has come from 
such a source. 
 
It is also clear from Clyne’s testimony that he has spoken with local residents or their 
families who lived in the vicinity of the camp while it was in operation. The stories he 
relates about Archie Gillies and the Glenfinnan viaduct (section beginning at 37:01), 
and one of the MacCrae brothers (section beginning 35:11) shed some light on how 
the camp and its inhabitants sometimes intruded upon private lives and there is a 
touch of humour in both incidents. However, this information must be balanced by the 
fact that both interviewees are clear that many local inhabitants and visitors to the 
camp still refuse to talk about their personal experiences (Cairns section beginning 
5:44; Clyne sections beginning 12:48, 20:52, and 21:29). 
 
Clyne alone provides the information that a typical course at Lochailort would last 
four to six weeks, so thousands of men must have passed through the site between 
1940 and 1945 (section beginning 17:36). This included foreign troops. Cairns talks 
about Czech and Polish troops training at Lochailort (section beginning 35:51); Clyne 
also mentions Czech and Polish troops in his testimony and adds the information that 
Canadian and Norwegian troops were also trained at the camp. He then further adds 
the information that the bomb which killed SS General Heydrich was built in the area 
(sections beginning 37:01 and 39:40), though there currently seems to be no way of 

                                                      
54 http://www.nas.gov.uk/about/061123.asp 
55 http://geo.nls.uk/search/mosaic/#zoom=14&lat=56.85469&lon=-5.66724&layers=0B00000000000 
56 http://maps.google.co.uk/maps?hl=en-GB&ll=56.875642,-
5.645712&spn=0.009381,0.01929&t=h&z=16&vpsrc=0 
57 http://maps.nls.uk/os/view/?sid=74490382 
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verifying this information. Both interviewees also connect Lord Lovat and the Lovat 
scouts to the Lochailort base, Cairns more definitively than Clyne (Cairns section 
beginning 15:03). Clyne alone, however, provides a story that definitely places Lord 
Lovat in the area of the Glenfinnan bar looking for his junior officers (Clyne section 
beginning (9:14). 
 
It is interesting that both interviewees are quite definite that fatalities occurred during 
the training process at Lochailort, despite the fact that these are not officially listed by 
the army. Cairns specifically links these casualties to the fact that live ammunition 
was used during training (section beginning 39:15) but has no further information. 
Clyne, on the other hand, has clearly spoken to locals (one or both of the MacCrae 
brothers) who recovered training casualties from the hill country and he relates how 
Donald MacCrae had seen a room full of wooden boxes which were the right size for 
coffins. Clyne has a second source on this topic who was an ex-army medic, and who 
had personally witnessed one drowning in the River Ailort and a fatality in the hills 
(section beginning 10:39). Indeed, both interviewees specifically address the 
physicality of the training that both commandos and the navy (the latter practising 
training with landing craft) underwent at Lochailort (Clyne section beginning 7:11). 
 
Finally, both interviewees are definite that there was a fair bit of contact and 
interaction between the servicemen who trained at Lochailort and locals. However, 
both were at pains to emphasise that as far as they knew there was never any trouble 
between the locals and the servicemen. Cairns even described how he had looked 
through local police records specifically for such material but had not found anything 
apart from the occasional theft of cigarettes and the odd fight (Cairns section 
beginning 13:54; Clyne sections beginning 18:36 and 22:21).  
 
Clyne alone knew that while the navy had control of the camp there were Wrens 
stationed at Lochailort too, but he also emphasised that they were segregated from the 
main camp. Clyne was also able to supply details about some local girls being courted 
but he could not supply specific details other than a big family of girls from Glen 
Mama who might have travelled through to the camp, and the cook in Inverailort 
Castle, Annie Macbeth, who had talked to him about going to dances at the camp 
(section beginning 18:57). Interestingly, while neither interviewee specifically knew 
of any marriages between servicemen and local women, both insisted that there must 
have been some (Cairns section beginning 13:54; Clyne section beginning 20:05). 
This lack of specific information is surprising since Mrs Pauline Cameron Head, 
according to her obituary in The Times, who had personally run the Inverailort estate 
after the death of her husband in 1957, had herself served at the Lochailort camp as an 
ambulance driver in support of the commandos and it was there that she met her 
future husband, Mr Francis Cameron Head, whom she married in 1942.58 
 
3.4. The Inverailort Youth Camp 
 
After the military camp at Lochailort was abandoned post-1945 it reverted back to the 
Inverailort estate and Mrs Cameron Head received compensation for the use of her 
house during the war. According to Clyne, however, this sum was not enough to pay 
                                                      
58http://find.galegroup.com/ttda/infomark.do?&source=gale&prodId=TTDA&userGroupName=unistirl
&tabID=T003&docPage=article&searchType=BasicSearchForm&docId=IF502055229&type=multipa
ge&contentSet=LTO&version=1.0 
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for all of the damage done to the property, including the loss of its contents, and so 
the decline of the structure (part of it is currently unroofed) dates from that time 
(section beginning 16:06). Shortly afterwards it appears that Mrs Cameron Head 
began to invite deprived children from Youth Clubs in the Glasgow area to the site of 
the camp at Lochailort. Clyne believes this began in the 1950s and continued until the 
1970s, when he remembers sailing with children from the camp down Lochailort 
(section beginning 25:27 to 28:20). The other interviewee (Cairns) has no knowledge 
about any of these activities and instead stated that after the war the estate used the 
buildings for storing purposes and for keeping chickens. 
 
According to Clyne, Mrs Cameron Head used the NAAFI and cookhouse buildings in 
the old camp for these groups of deprived children until Marine Harvest took over the 
buildings in 1965. Thereafter, subsequent groups of children were moved to the 
ballroom of the big house (section beginning 24:36). Mrs Pauline Cameron Head’s 
obituary in The Times of 22 July 1994 mentions that many of these children were also 
handicapped.59 
 
These activities involving groups of children that seem to have taken place across a 
twenty year period at Lochailort seem quite remarkable in light of testimony from 
Cairns about abandoned and unexploded ordnance found on the site. On two separate 
occasions he referred to the dangers of this material on and around the site, but 
particularly upon the beach. On one occasion he refers to a specific area where the 
earth has been poisoned by dumped metals and shell casings (sections beginning 4:09 
and 24:53), and on another to the dangers of Bakelite grenades that still occasionally 
appear on the Lochailort site. Interestingly, he refers to the other interviewee (Clyne) 
undertaking the safe disposal of such grenades (section beginning 39:15), while Clyne 
himself makes no reference to such activities. 
 
No reference has yet been found that refers to Glaswegian children being killed or 
injured by live ordnance at Lochailort, though it has not been possible to undertake a 
thorough check of all newspapers for references to Lochailort during this period. This 
lack of information might suggest that the site had been cleaned up in the immediate 
post-war period, perhaps with old ordnance being dumped in specific locations, and 
that this material has begun to erode out in recent decades. 
 
3.5. Marine Harvest And Salmon Farming 
 
The perspectives displayed by both subjects in respect to Marine Harvest and the 
various impacts of salmon farming are quite different. Cairns, for example, objected 
to further development of the site on the grounds that it was of national importance 
(section beginning 1:47) and he expressed concern about the fact that there still may 
be substantial quantities of live ordnance in the area (section beginning 24:53). While 
he also recognised that Marine Harvest employs a large number of locals, he was also 
very critical about the environmental impact of salmon farming in sea lochs (section 
beginning 30:53), particularly the ways in which the salmon farming industry had 
brought disease into the loch that subsequently affected other species of fish and 
consequently the livelihoods of local fishermen. He was also critical of the fact that 
                                                      
59http://find.galegroup.com/ttda/infomark.do?&source=gale&prodId=TTDA&userGroupName=unistirl
&tabID=T003&docPage=article&searchType=BasicSearchForm&docId=IF502055229&type=multipa
ge&contentSet=LTO&version=1.0 
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salmon cages were not storm proof, which allowed large numbers of farmed salmon 
to enter the local ecosystem. Interestingly, Cairns also felt that Marine Harvest could 
do more to recognise the previous history of their Lochailort site: in fact he felt they 
had a responsibility to do this and he suggested that either the company or Highland 
Council could erect notice boards to help explain the history of the training camp for 
both the families of those who had been trained there and for tourists. He was critical 
of the fact that other such sites, specifically Achnacarry and Arisaig, possessed 
commemorations while Lochailort did not (sections beginning 24:53, 27:16, 29:54 
and 32:24). 
 
Alternatively, Clyne has a completely different perspective on Marine Harvest’s 
operations at Lochailort. He seems to have spent most of his working life in 
Lochailort, being employed by the company from February 1970 (section beginning 
1:29), and so must have arrived just as the initial project was gearing up for 
production. The subject also provided some very valuable background about why 
Unilever got involved in the industry in the first instance (section beginning 1:42), 
making the key observation that although both Rainbow Trout and Salmon cost the 
same to produce, Salmon sold for 15 shillings the pound more than Rainbow Trout. 
Unfortunately, he did not specify whether that was the price of fish sold by Unilever 
to shops or the price of fish sold by shops to their customers. When Clyne moved to 
Lochailort in 1970 he remembers there being four fish pens, three for Salmon and one 
for Rainbow Trout. The latter grew to weights reaching 30lb in two years but were not 
in demand so Marine Harvest decided to focus purely upon rearing Salmon (section 
beginning 29:48). According to Clyne’s testimony, Unilever initially spent close to 
one million pounds in start-up costs on their Lochailort project and there were some 
doubts expressed within the company about whether Salmon farms would ever be cost 
effective (section beginning 28:54). 
 
Clyne was also clear that the Marine Harvest plant at Lochailort began as a hatchery, 
which was subsequently approached by the Inverailort Estate to hatch Salmon eggs 
for them that were later released into the wild in the River Ailort. This release of fry 
and/or smolts into the River Ailort would suggest that the estate perceived the Salmon 
stock of the river to be in long-term decline. Incidentally, it also betrays a complete 
ignorance of Salmon genetics on the part of the estate and Marine Harvest at that time 
(where wild populations are programmed to return to a specific river), unless this 
batch of eggs had been collected from the River Ailort in the first instance. 
Unfortunately, Clyne’s testimony offers no clues about this. In any event, the 
company kept about 500 fry from that hatching and experimented with growing them 
on in sea water, which was a success (section beginning 1:42). Clyne is also of the 
opinion that Lochailort was the first Salmon farm in Britain (section beginning 
28:20), though Parliamentary papers contradict this belief. 
 
Where both interviewees partially agree in this area is upon the reasons for locating 
the hatchery at Inverailort in the first instance. For Cairns, it was partly because the 
site was adjacent to the sea, partly because it was sheltered from strong winds, partly 
because there were already piers in the loch, and partly because the abandoned 
services buildings could be re-used for industrial purposes (section beginning 26:18). 
Clyne, on the other hand, possesses more detailed information and he seems to 
indicate that Mrs Cameron Head, who was seemingly interested in the new industry, 
approached the company first (section beginning 30:37). Again, it must be questioned 
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whether this was because local stocks of wild salmon had been in long term decline or 
whether she saw salmon farming as an opportunity to diversify the economic portfolio 
of the Inverailort estate. 
 
According to Clyne, Unilever was amenable to this offer because they had been 
looking for a site that would provide them with a steady flow of fresh water. In 
addition, the chosen site was close to the sea loch so there was also a guaranteed 
supply of sea water. According to Clyne, this meant that the company was able to 
pump sea water from Loch Ailort to their site on the old military camp and grow 
Salmon under cover in the buildings, while simultaneously engaging in experimental 
work (section beginning 30:37). When Clyne arrived to live and work in Lochailort in 
1970 the site employed five men, three of whom were local (section beginning 32:12). 
According to him, Marine Harvest had always been a major local employer but 
increasing mechanisation is now eroding this (section beginning 32:39). 
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4. REFERENCES 
 
Aerial Photographs 
 
Sortie Date Frame run Scale 
CPE/UK/0177 07-10-1946 3380-3389 1:10,000 
CPE/Scot/352 17-04-1948 5124-5128, 5108-5112 1:24,000 
OS/67/93 11-05-1967 45-46 1:10,000 
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APPENDIX 1: Harry Clyne Interview Transcript 

Numbers in bold and parentheses refer to timing points on the recorded 
interview 

Interviewer – Harry, can I ask firstly your first name...sorry, your second name. 

Harry – Clyne 

Interviewer – This is the 10th of August, 2011. Before we go on to the site, can I ask 
you first of all about your self, for instance when and where you were born.  

(00.17) Harry – My father was working in London at the time, so I was actually born 
in London, but I was moved back to Peterhead when I was about 6 months. We lived 
in the Peterhead area, then moved down to Longside, then moved up to Inverness. 
Then I served my apprenticeship as a quantity surveyor, then spent twelve years in the 
Air Force. Came out of that, ran a motorcycle repair and sales business for two years. 
Discovered I was working fourteen hours a day and heard of a brand new industry 
called fish farming and I was into tropical fish at the time so I came over to the west, 
and I’ve been here ever since.  

Interviewer – So, your family...You were brought up in the north-east, is that where 
your family were from?  

Harry – Aye. Aye.  

Interviewer – And again, you were born in....  

Harry – In London.  

Interviewer – And what date?  

Harry –1935 

Interviewer – So, north-east and then down south to the... RAF in Leuchars first  

Harry – Leuchars first. Four years at Leuchars and then eight years at Scampton and 
working on Vulcans.  

Interviewer – And then eventually back up to Scotland 

Harry – back up to Scotland  

Interviewer – and the reason being to work in the fish farm? 

(1:29) Harry – Yes.  

Interviewer – So when, when did you come here, then?  

Harry – Late ‘60s I think. I lose track of time [later detail about this date provided as 
February 1970].  

Interviewer – and that’s just when the industry was... 

(1:42) Harry – It was a brand new industry. The bloke Harry Howard who was one of 
the directors at Unilever had been to Denmark and had seen people growing Rainbow 
trout in sea water and growing them very fast and very big and decided they should be 
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in on that and that was the start of it here. The company were asked by the local 
estate, as you’ve got a hatchery ‘Can you hatch some salmon eggs for us and release 
them back in the river?’ So we kept about five hundred of them and I got involved 
just at that point. They then grew them on and found that they could grow them in sea 
water. And Rainbow trout at the time was selling at about 5 shillings a pound and 
salmon were selling at about a pound a pound and it cost exactly the same to raise. 
That was the start to the salmon industry. So that’s just how we got involved in that.  

Interviewer – So, you wouldn’t have been here during the war or just after?  

Harry – No, no. The military had moved away by the time I came here.  

Interviewer – The...When you did come here, were you aware of the military history 
of that camp?  

(3:01) Harry – Not the military history. But I knew that it was an army camp. Because 
I recognised the buildings and could identify which buildings were which because I 
had seen the buildings before. And our work, my work [shop] here down the road was 
in fact a NAAFI. And gradually over the years the internal partitions and things went, 
but I still knew it was the NAAFI. The NAAFI and the corporal’s club were there.  

Interviewer – So the..but the hist...that, that.. that is often referred to as the secret 
military history of the west coast of Scotland... 

Harry – Aye.  

Interviewer – you know the training of the Commandos, etc. So that wasn’t really 
known or spoken about...?  

(3:45) Harry – Not at the time. I knew it was a military camp, it was only over the 
years that I picked up just what the importance of this place was, and what I think 
happened in the area. It’s still difficult to find out exactly what happened, but I’m 
getting a lot of it by...if any of the veterans turn up in the area and turn up at the big 
house they send them up to see me, of course I’m delighted to talk to them.  

Interviewer – So where were those...the veterans who were turning up at the big 
house...where are those veterans coming from?  

Harry – Say again?  

Interviewer - you know, you said that veterans turn up, where are they coming from? 
Where are they, are they...  

(4:20) Harry – Mostly ex-Commandos.  

Interviewer – Aha.  

Harry – Mostly ex-Commandos. And a lot of them are getting on now and sometimes 
I’ve found that they’ve been back to where they were trained. There’s one I met a 
while ago, because his son was boyfriend of my daughter. It had taken his wife forty 
years to get him to come back to Loch Ailort because he swore he was never coming 
back here again. [Laughs] because of his memories of the place.  
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Interviewer – Happy days, then?  

Harry – [laughs] Aye. It destroyed a lot of people, this place. It destroyed a lot of 
people.  

Interviewer – Just the intensity of the...  

(5:02) Harry – the intensity of the training. And one of our local shepherds said that 
up until the ‘60s, if you look down certain holes up on the hillside there was still 
military kit down at the bottom where the guys had just slung their kit and said to hell 
with it and left. They didn’t get far, because you can not get far in this place.  

Interviewer – My understanding is that the camp had two, two uses. The first couple 
of years it’s the Commandos and Lovat and that it ... 

Harry – Yes. Aye.  

Interviewer – and thereafter, it’s taken over by the Navy.  

(5:40) Harry – Yes, yes the Navy. I have drawings which I’ve re-done of the camp. 
Mrs. Cameron Head gave me a drawing from 1942 done by the Navy when they took 
over the place first. And she gave me a copy of that. I put it into the archives in Fort 
William. Well, it went to Inverness to Bob Stewart, he transferred it to Fort William. I 
was looking for some references back to that drawing and found it had inadvertently 
vanished. There was a line copy, standard photo print and it had faded over the years. 
Found that Stewart Allan had copied it sometime and he had a whole lot of bits of it. 
So between the two, I put the original drawing back together again. And that’s now 
available and I’ve got a tracing of that and I can print off copies of it. 

Interviewer – So the thing is, when the Navy took over did they change the camp in 
any way or did they simply just take over what was here?  

(6:38) Harry – They had re-built most of it.  

Interviewer – Aha.  

Harry – Rebuilt some of it and changed the use of some of the buildings. But the army 
had by that time built most of the camp I think. But it was a standard issue military 
camp with Nissen huts and standard buildings that you could recognise and knew 
what they were.  

Interviewer – I’d read somewhere that the naval, the navy’s use for it was to train 
junior officers in preparation for the D- Day landings, for the invasion …  

(7:11) Harry – They were training them for use for landing crafts and things, there 
were a number of bases up and down [the west coast], there’s one at Kingairloch as 
well, but it was done here, because there’s beaches here along to the west of this 
house. Where the fish farm is based now, there is an area used for opposed landings 
where the navy put Commandos ashore and training the Commandos to get up the 
hill. So they, in fact, were being dumped on the beach and charging up the hillside for 
about three quarters of the mile and climbing about, ah, seven or eight hundred feet, 
opposed by the instructors firing live ammunition at them.  
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Interviewer – Is that? 

Harry – And you should see that hill!! It’s steep! 

Interviewer – Is that, I gather, is the most effective way of training? To let them know 
that… 

Harry – Yes.  

Interviewer - live ammunition  

(8:08) Harry – They did the same thing. They reckon that Achnacarry used more 
ammunition than D-Day did. And there’s a comment from somebody crossing the 
Arnhem Bridge just behind Lovat, and he said, ‘This is nearly as bad as Achnacarry!’ 

Interviewer – See the mention of Lovat, Was Lovat a well known figure around this 
area? Was he well kent or…  

(8:43) Harry – Yes. Because Lovat owned Mallaig. Lovat estates owned Mallaig and 
it’s only in the last twenty years or so sold off. They used to own the whole of Mallaig 
and all that big area…em… Cameron… there’s a theatre impressions…not 
impressionist, impresario, now owns all of the big lumps of ground that used to 
belong to Lovat.  

Interviewer – Was Lovat regarded as something of a local hero?  

(9:14) Harry – I haven’t heard very much mention of him at all. He was supposed to 
be pretty hard on the blokes. That’s about all I’ve heard of him, but there’s no…I’ve 
had no stories about Lovat apart from one from Glenfinnan, where he walked into the 
bar looking for his junior officers. And Angus the gate behind the bar said he had no 
idea where they were and the junior officers had seen him coming and were lying on 
the floor in behind the bar. That’s the only bit I have about Lovat.  

Interviewer –So, do you have the impression that the local people here pretty much 
know what was going on at the time. I mean it was military it was meant to be secret 
but… 

(10:00) Harry – Yes. I think they did.  

Interviewer – yeah  

(10:03) Harry – the McCrae brothers who were truly well known, musically and other 
things, they acted as a semi-official mountain rescue team. So, if anybody got broken 
or killed up on the hill, they were the people, the locals, asked to haul them out, 
because they knew every nook and cranny on the hill there. Two of the brothers also 
picked up, a pilot who’d been in the sea about three weeks off Eigg…and brought him 
a shore. I’m not sure if he is buried locally or not. But eh… 

Interviewer – So there were injuries and fatalities within the camp?  

(10:39) Harry – The – mili – the army say no. Donald McCrae, a shepherd, says that 
one of the buildings behind the big house was full of big wooden boxes, which were 
just the right size to put a body in and they left fairly regularly. I’ve also talked to an 
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ex-medic who was here for a while, and I asked him about fatalities, and said that the 
army had said they never killed anybody here, and he laughed. And I know there was 
a sergeant drowned in the river trying to swim the river just above where the new 
bridge is, under full kit and he drowned. They picked him up a few days later on the 
beach here. And also somebody fell off a ridge up above Rois-Bheinn with a mule. 
That’s the only two that I know were killed, but there were certainly plain wooden 
boxes went off on the train from time to time.  

Interviewer – The men who were stationed here first is the Commandos, then the 
Navy? 

Harry – yeah  

Interviewer – was it 

(11;46) Harry – somewhere in between, the SOE were here  

Interviewer – Ah.  

(11:50) Harry – the SOE were here somewhere in-between…Ramensky was reputed 
to have been trained here and at Achancarry. I didn’t know if you knew that name 
or…  

Interviewer – well, Johnny 

Harry – Johnny, aye. I actually met him as a child, at Peterhead. We lived very close 
to the prison.  

Interviewer – what was he out on day release there?  

(12:09) Harry – He was sort of gaffer in a squad of guys working. Even the fact that 
he kept disappearing. He was, sort of, un-official gaffer for the squad. But I remember 
the small fair haired lad as a youngster. That was in Peterhead. That was in the very 
early forties.  

Interviewer – People like him in the SOE, would his presence and the presence of 
people like him, would that be recognised by the authorities, or is that just something 
that people know he was here, but he wouldn’t actually be formally recognised?  

(12:48) Harry – Somewhere one of the histories mentioned the fact that he was here, 
certainly mentioned the fact that he was trained at Achnacarry, but there’s all sorts of 
strange people that have come through here and…whether you can get it or not…but 
the last owner of the Top Inn, when he sold it, removed the visitors book and has it, 
and won’t let anybody see it. David Niven’s signature’s in there, Randolph 
Churchill’s signature’s in there, and a whole lot of other interesting people. I would 
love to see that book. But he’s hanging on to that and won’t let anybody see it. So…  

Interviewer – A quest for someone to… 

Harry – there’s a lot of people tried.  

Interviewer – Maybe you need a Commando to… 
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(13:32) Harry – hahaha - Saying that a friend of mine, Major Hall, can’t get a hold of 
it….hehehe. that’s the only story about him and his training.  

Interviewer – Was there, was there recruitment from, do you know if there was 
recruitment from this area? Military recruitment and Naval recruitment? 

(13:56) Harry – Not directly. But one of the [game]keepers, Alex Ross, from just up 
the road here was RSM in the Lovat Scouts during the war. And he had a fearsome 
reputation as a keeper. People did not poach on Alex’s estate.  

Interviewer – I’d wondered, particularly, when it was turned over to the Navy, if 
there’d have been substantial recruitment in this area or…  

(14:27) Harry – There must have been a few people recruited as civilian staff, because 
somewhere I have a name, and I keep meaning to go and see this guy, he’s probably 
gone by now. He used to be manager of the NAAFI here. And, about, ten to fifteen 
years ago he was still living in Arisag. And I never ever got around to going and see 
this guy. But his brother was living in Arisag as well. So there certainly was local 
people employed as staff around the place.  

Interviewer – I suppose you tend to, almost not to think of that initially, but with the 
army and navy coming it was a, presumably, was a source of welcome employment 
for this area? 

(15:12) Harry – I think it must have been. It certainly didn’t make a lot of difference 
to the keepers, well apart from the stalking being stopped. It still went on un-
officially, in addition to the mess funds. But certainly the McCrae brothers carried on 
farming at Rois Bheinn, right through the war.  

Interviewer - So the land on which the camp was built was that, what had that been 
used for before the military coming?  

(15:46) Harry – It was arable ground I think, but pretty damp. It was well drained, but 
certainly sheep were kept on it and some of it they grew potatoes and things. So they 
were certainly using it as farm land, if you like. I do know that.  

Interviewer –I wonder would there have been any attempt to recompense people for 
the loss of that or just...  

(16:06) Harry – I don’t know. They…Mrs. Cameron Head was paid compensation by 
the military for the use of her house for the war, but it came nowhere near to the 
damage they did. The senior Mrs. Cameron Head lost all the contents of her house. 
The furniture and everything was stripped out. She was in London at the time and got 
a Telegram saying ‘Don’t come home you’ve got no house.’ But the furniture was 
treated by the military like someone’s junk and it was Victorian antique furniture and 
in one place they used it to fill up a big pot hole in the road to drive up the lorries. 
Filled it up with antique chairs and tables to drive over this big pot hole. But you 
never saw any of it ever again. And the state of this big house is something else all 
together.  
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Interviewer – Do you think that the decline of the big house really dates from…  

(17:12) Harry – yes – dates from there. Because the money she got was nowhere 
enough to restore it and it was the start of the down hill of the big house.  

Interviewer – have you any idea of the scale of the camp, in terms of the numbers of 
men that would have been billeted there? 

(17:36) Harry – I don’t know. You could probably work it out by the number of huts, 
and what capacity the Nissen huts were, these are the semi-circular metal huts. 
Foundations are all still there of course if you know where to look for them. So you 
could probably work it out from that. But there was quite a considerable number of 
men trained here.  

Interviewer – I mean, they’d be passing through fairly regularly but they’d be here for 
months rather than weeks.  

Harry – A month. It’d be a month or six weeks or something like that was the length 
of the course.  

Interviewer – If there were local people working in and for the camp and over the four 
or five years, presumably hundreds if not thousands of men, was there any degree of 
either antagonism between locals and the soldiers or the on the contrary, socialising 
between… 

(18:36) Harry – I’ve had no reports of that at all. There’s been no comment about the 
interchange or the...how they got on, presumably the military here, were here to train 
and didn’t get up to much of anything else, because it was very intensive.  

Interviewer – so no local dances, courting local girls, or that?  

(18:57) Harry – There were. Now who told me….It could have been some of the 
MacNaughton’s from Glen Mama. There was a big family of girls there and I think 
some of them talked about coming over here. I know Annie MacBeth certainly did, 
she was cook in the castle and talked about coming to dances here. Outside, just to the 
east of the big house there’s a great big concrete slab which had two of these big 
Nissen huts on it. One side was the motor transport section and an indoor range, and 
the other side was a cinema and dance hall. So presumably there must have been… 
the local girls would come to that. And there were, when the Navy were here there 
certainly were a fairly large staff of Wrens employed down there, because all the 
buildings on the castle lawn were turned over to the Wrens, they kept them behind the 
big wall. Heheh - keep the army out  

Interviewer – and, well, yeah, I’ve not really thought about the Wrens and would they 
just be girls from all over the country or… 

(20:01) Harry – all over the country, wherever. All over the place.  

Interviewer – any, any local recruitment?  
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(20:05) Harry – the only way they would arrive here, by getting through the Wrens, 
would be to join the Wrens and then get posted home and it tended to be particular in 
the military if you come from Loch Ailort, lets post you to Singapore. 

Interviewer –Is there any evidence of wartime romances between locals and either the 
male or females that were stationed here? 

Harry – I haven’t heard of any . There must have been. I don’t know of any. I’ve had 
no…nobody actually mention that.  

Interviewer – Have you any idea what peoples’ views about the camp were. Did they 
have any particular views or.. 

(20:51) Harry – I don’t know. There was nothing really said. Certainly I never heard 
anybody say anything that was wonderful while the army was here, or anybody saying 
it was a good job they moved. There’s just no comment about them at all. The other 
thing is of course, is during the war you would not talk about it, and even now 
[people] are trying to find out down at Rois Bheinn at the big house what happened 
here, and the people who know won’t tell me. There were one or two locals that were 
here at the time won’t tell me what went on down there.  

Interviewer – Is this still a kind of through back to ‘loose talk costs lives.’? 

(21:29) Harry – I think it must be. I think it must be. You just don’t get an answer 
when you ask.  

Interviewer – Very strange. That that would suggest to me that there’s almost a local 
silence about the place.  

(21:47) Harry – There is a bit, but you do - I’ve picked up over the years a number of 
local stories about incidents which are quite interesting and some of them are quite 
funny. It’s the humorous ones that tend to survive longest especially in the west coast.  

Interviewer – Good old bad old days, that...... 

Harry – Aye.  

Interviewer – ......sort of thing. But, do you think local people…or has this changed at 
all … might feel quite proud about this, being this area’s contribution to the war 
effort? 

(22:21) Harry – There’s very very few of the old locals left. The MacNaughton family 
were one. Dougal, I think you’d be wasting your time talking to him because he won’t 
talk about it either. But he’d have been a youngster at the time because Dougal is 
maybe [in his] very early seventies now. But he won’t say anything about it. I don’t 
know. Certainly… I’ve heard no real comment about what association the locals had 
with the army. If there were any problems with the army. I’ve certainly got no stories 
of any incidents between locals and the army.  

Interviewer- I just thought even as time went on, people might reflect and say, well 
this area, you know so many traumatic stories about the war you know, the Battle of 
Britain...... 
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Harry – I think… 

Interviewer – ......the blitz in London persevered with. And you just maybe wonder, I 
was just wondering if over time people here, even if they are not of the same 
generation might make something of the fact that this area made it’s own rather 
distinctive contribution to the effort.  

(23:28) Harry – It’s certainly known. I wouldn’t say there’s anyone really proud of 
the fact, but there’s nobody ashamed of the fact. There’s no, you know, just accepted 
this is what happened here. But as I say, most of the population have now, or the older 
population have now gone. And I was just lucky that I talk to some of the older ones 
before they went. But in hindsight, I didn’t ask enough questions.  

Interviewer – Well, with hindsight we never ask enough questions. Then the war was 
finished, that’s it. It’s just a complete disappearance isn’t it? 

(24:18) Harry – A complete disappearance. The buildings down the road were used 
by Mrs. Cameron Head, like an extended big house and she brought up groups from 
around Glasgow in the south and ran youth camps up here.  

Interviewer – ah.  

(24:36) Harry – The buildings, the NAAFI buildings and the cookhouse and things 
were certainly used for what we now would call deprived children from the Glasgow 
area and some of them were quite interesting about the place. I met a few at the time 
when they were coming up. But when Marine Harvest took over the buildings, of 
course that stopped there, so she then moved them over into the ballroom in the big 
house, so that it was used for youth camps.  

Interviewer – And what was the agency that she was part of? Was it anything, 
anything to do with the church?  

Harry – I don’t think she was part of any agency, but there was a number of youth 
clubs in the Glasgow area used this place for getting these kids out of the town and 
into the country.  

Interviewer – I think we used to call them retreats.  

(25:27) Harry – I don’t know what they were calling them, but I know I talked to one 
instructress here who had had enough of these bloody kids, just had enough of them. 
And she went for a walk up the hill and she said a youth followed her and she kept 
telling him to ‘go home, go away,’ but this kid kept coming, he was a youngster about 
eight I believe. He then discovered the local rivers up the hill and he was in and out of 
every pool and every waterfall and he had a wonderful day and at the end of it, she 
thought ‘I’ve got through to somebody.’ The whole thing is worth while and she came 
back and carried on, cause she was heading home. She came back and continued just 
because of this one child.  

Interviewer – So that...the period of the buildings being used in that way would be 
from roughly the end of the war or shortly after through to...  
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Harry – I don’t know when it started but, certainly from about the 1950s onwards they 
certainly were there.  

Interviewer – Right. And I suppose had those buildings not been there ...... 

(26:32) Harry – It wouldn’t have happened. It wouldn’t have happened. The Nissen 
huts went down fairly quickly because they were corrugated iron and were only 
designed to last a few years. So they disappeared fairly quickly but the permanent 
buildings like the recreation centre and the NAAFI and the mess; the mess is now 
Barbara’s hen house. That was used for that. But when Marine Harvest took over that 
she actually moved them [the children] into the house. 

Interviewer – So the Youth camps continued for a bit further?  

(27:07) Harry – They continued up until probably the 1970s. But...ah.. and then I 
think there was a bloke Anderson I think was the chief instigator from one of the 
clubs in Glasgow and he went on a round the world trip with his yacht and when he 
came back the whole club had fallen to bits so that...eh...it stopped after that. But 
certainly I’ve taken a bunch of these kids down the loch in the boat and we..... I had a 
trawl, dragged it along the sea bed and tipped it out on the deck and these kids were in 
there putting the seaweed in their pockets and starfish and all sorts of things and they 
had a wonderful time cause they’d never seen anything like this before and they had a 
wonderful time with that. And it was interesting too because on one occasion I was 
produced my divers knife to cut a bit of rope and I had an auction going on the deck 
because they had all wanted to buy this knife. They were a hell of a nice bunch of 
guys, you know, but it was great fun being with them.  

Interviewer – Is this the moment I should admit that I’m a Glaswegian?  

(28:20) Harry – Hehheh – I wouldn’t boast about it.  

Interviewer – It’s just a fact out there. Does the development of the fish farming start 
precisely with Marine Harvest coming?  

Harry – Yes. It started here.  

Interviewer – Aha.  

Harry – So that was the first salmon farm in Britain and it’s now a multi-million, 
multi-billion pound international industry.  

Interviewer – So, was Marine Harvest part of a larger group? 

Harry – Unilever.  

Interviewer - It was part of Unilever? 

(28:54) Harry – part of Unilever. But because it was a brand new industry doing 
something that nobody had done before, they didn’t put a name to it, they formed a 
company called Marine Harvest and it was run through that, as Marine Harvest. But, a 
lot of the research and development work, a lot of the backing, in fact all the backing 
came from Unilever. And about four years in one of the senior accountants told us 
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Marine Harvest had spent nearly a million pounds development money, “You will 
never, ever recover this. Shut the place down, now.” They ignored him and it employs 
thousands of people now and producing thousands of tons of salmon a week. A major 
industry.  

Interviewer – So the beginning of that is also the beginning of your life here? 

Harry – Yes.  

Interviewer – and when was that? Was that..  

(29:48) Harry – That was the late 1960s I think. It was the late 1960s I came up here. 
Yeah. I say there was four little fish pens in the corner, over in the corner there and 
that was it. Three of them had salmon in them and one of had rainbow trout. And they 
were, we were growing rainbow trout up to about thirty pounds in two years. Big, big 
fish. And nobody wanted to buy thirty pound rainbow trout, but there was a big rush 
for salmon. So they disappeared, the rainbow trout disappeared fairly quickly and then 
went to full time production and lost them from there.  

Interviewer – Was the decision of site it here anything to do with the existence of 
those buildings?  

(30:37) Harry – I think it was. There’s...in fact I found them the other day, there are 
documents on the early use, I retrieved them when someone was about to throw them 
on the skip, looking around Scotland looking for a fresh water site that could give 
them a flow of water like a mill lade without having to pump. But they couldn’t find a 
site in the whole of Scotland, which sounds a bit strange. You’d think somewhere in 
Scotland they’d have found one. But they didn’t and they came here because Mrs. 
Cameron Head was extremely interested in the new industry and that was the start of 
it. The fact that the buildings were here and the fact that there was the freshwater site 
very close to the seawater site, which makes a big difference as well because you’ve 
got a fairly substantial river there for freshwater and a mile away you’ve got a sea 
water site. And consequently you could also pump seawater the other way and grow 
salmon in seawater undercover in the buildings and do experimental work there. 
That’s why is started here and branched off from there.  

Interviewer – So, Mrs. Cameron Head, who by that time of course owned the camp... 

(31:47) Harry – Aye. She had no financial input to this. She simply got her ground 
rents and things from that, the rent from the company.  

Interviewer – Was she...you know the old kind of Lord of the Isles thing. Do you 
think her involvement was purely, and quite rightly, a personal business motivation or 
did she see it as a way of ... 

(32:12) Harry – She saw it as a way of local employment as well. And there was quite 
a lot of locals were working here. When I started first there were five of us. And three 
of them were local. There was local employment in that.  

Interviewer – I’m not very aware of the sort of levels of employment on fish farms. 
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(32:39) Harry – The level of employment on fish farms now are going down as they 
are getting more mechanised. One of the things that would give an indication of what 
went on was that. Up at Loch Sheil, it’s not the Glenfinnan one, the one north they 
had a keen interest in shinty and every Saturday they had a hell of a job to raise a 
team. Fish farming started and they could field two teams with no trouble every 
weekend. Because the youth were staying in the area and working in the area. That 
was what a difference it made. That’s a sort of odd one, but its an indication of how it 
went on and how it happened.  

Interviewer – So if anyone was to try and sum up the impact of the industry on this 
part of Scotland.  

(33:29) Harry – It’s tremendous I think. Tremendous. I mean there’s an awful lot of 
people there that...a name you might know... Councillor Foxly, he’s chairman of the 
Highland region now, he was a local......Doctor, got involved in local politics. And 
was determined that fish farming should be handled by crofters at the bottom of their 
garden and not by multi-nationals and did all he could to stop it. And then discovered 
that something like three quarters of his constituents were working for this multi-
national so he shut up. Maybe you shouldn’t quote that one.  

Interviewer – Well, is the level of capital needed though, is that... 

(34:28) Harry – That was the problem. That was why the local crofters could not do 
it. Your initial capital outlay was high. And all these people like the multi-nationals 
could afford to do that.  

Interviewer –And does that remain the case? 

Harry – that remains the case.  

Interviewer – It’s still a high capital industry.  

(34:41) Harry – It’s still a high capital industry. And I think it’s getting more, but I’ve 
been away for twenty years. I’m losing track of what’s actually going on these days, 
but it’s certainly getting more and more mechanised. But we’re getting a long way 
away from the military.  

Interviewer – Well, one of the last things I was going to ask was, you mentioned you 
were told one or two amusing stories of the camp, can you recall one or another of 
them? 

(35:11) Harry – one of my favourites, and this goes back to the MacCrae brothers, 
they lived at Roshven. This path you’ve just driven up, which you see out this 
window, used to be the only road down the loch. This was the only road down the 
loch and you had to walk or use a pony and that was it...or you went up and down 
with the whalers boat. Dougie MacCrae, or Donald’s brother, Donald said his brother 
Dougie came into the house at Roshven one day. Dougie was in a fairly short fuse at 
the best of times. But he arrive in white faced, fists clenched and disappeared straight 
through the back of the house ignoring the whole family, disappeared out the front 
door again clutching a stalking rifle and poking rounds in his pocket. And what had 
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happened was somewhere along this road a platoon of Canadians in Roshven on the 
hill saw this local and thought ‘let’s give him a fright’ and started putting bullets 
around his feet. Dougie ignored them and carried on walking. These rounds were 
getting closer and closer and Dougie was getting more and more annoyed about it. 
This is when he appeared at the house and went back out and kept that Canadians 
nailed at the bottom of the ditch for the rest of the afternoon. And how they explained 
that when they got back to camp I have no idea.  

Interviewer – As long as there were no fatalities, eh?  

(36:41) Harry – No fatalities, but he kept them nailed in the ditch. Now, I was talking 
to his son about two years ago and he had never heard of that incident. His father’s 
never referred to it. It never happened. 

Interviewer – That’s called deniability, isn’t it? 

(37:01) Harry - There’s one or two stories from round the Glenfinnan area as well that 
involved Commandos. The Gillies brothers from around there were well known in the 
area but Archie was a shepherd. Archie didn’t speak English until he was 16. But 
during the war, why he wasn’t called up to the army I have no idea, but he lived in a 
cottage on the Fort William side of Glenfinnan Viaduct. The cottage is now gone, but 
he worked as a linesman on the railway. And, heading into work, he had to report to 
the station in the morning to say that he was on duty. When he came to the end of the 
viaduct, there was no sentry, and there should have been. Didn’t think much about it. 
On the middle of the viaduct, there were brown waxy looking sticks wired to the 
railway. There were wires leading off towards the station. So Archie got his pliers out 
of his linesman bag and cut the wire, cut this stuff loose and flung them over the side 
in the river. Continued up to the station. There was no sentry the other end of the 
bridge. Walked into the station and it was full of guys in military uniform talking a 
very strange language and the station master and the porter were tied to chairs. What 
happened next, we’re not sure because Archie wouldn’t tell us, this came from Angus 
the Gate, one of his friends. But Archie got to a telephone; I’m not sure if it was in the 
station or whether it was in the signal box. But he got to a telephone and said to Fort 
William – it was said that he had managed to convince them that if he didn’t report in 
that they would come looking for him. He phoned Fort William and in Gaelic said, 
‘The place is full of Germans, get the army up here’ before someone took a gun to his 
ear and took the phone from him. The army arrived and sorted things out eventually. 
But in fact they were Norwegians on an exercise which was a great success until 
Archie arrived and buggered the whole thing. There were a couple of Norwegian 
army officers here a couple of years ago. They were highly amused with that one. I 
think these two were in fact senior officers in the Norwegian equivalent of the SAS, 
who were coming back to were they were training Norwegian SAS here on the 
original training grounds.  

Interviewer – Do you mind if I ask you a question? You’ve mentioned Canadians and 
Norwegians. Are there any other nationalities that trained here? 
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(39:40) Harry – Yes. The Poles were trained here and ...oh....yeah... there was a whole 
lot of them, the Poles. But the.... there were Czechs as well I think, but they tended to 
keep them separately. Different houses in the area were used by them, because of, one 
sort or another because of the Germans. But I referred to Major Hall, he said that the 
bomb that killed [SS] General Heydrich, Hitler’s second in command, was build in 
this house. There used to be an old but-and-ben here, and he said that the bomb was 
built here before it was dispatched. But they certainly, these guys that killed Heydrich, 
they certainly trained in the Arisag area. But yeah...  

(40:38) Major Hall, he came back here three times because he was writing his 
military history until he eventually died in his early nineties. The Museum of Scotland 
has some recordings of him as well. But he said that the first time he arrived here he 
was told by his commanding officer that he was to go on this special course and he 
wasn’t told what it was. He was sent on the train. Arrived here, but two hundred yard 
short of the station the train did an emergency stop just about where the Hydro Board 
station is now. And he said there were these guys with blackened faces appeared out 
of the heather waving guns at them and shouting. There were bombs going off, there 
were live bullets whistling all over the place, there were shouting to get out of the 
train. They had to crawl through the heather under fire. And that was him just 
arriving. They hadn’t even signed in at that time. 

(41:32) They were then run down the road, which was the back road, into the big 
house. Walked in through the front door. Have you been in the big house at all? No. 
You go through the front door [and] there is a large square hall with a staircase in 
front of you which goes right, and right and right to put you up above your head 
above the [front] door. They came in through the front door, they were standing in the 
hall, and there was a drunk in civilian clothes on this balcony, just about falling over 
the top of it. He then fell down the first flight of steps against the wall. Tried to get 
back his feet. Fell down the second flight of steps, rumbled head over heels against 
the wall and they're standing watching him; and suddenly he’s on his feet facing them 
and he’d a revolver in one hand and a knife in the other and said ‘You lot are not 
paying attention and most of you are dead.’ And it was either Fairburn or Sikes. They 
couldn’t think of which one it was, but they were the two chief instructors here. 
Elderly gentlemen he said. And that was him arriving.  

(42:43) The other story I got from someone arriving was a..I’m not sure of the rank, I 
was told at the time but I can’t remember. He was a fairly senior army officer, he was 
a colonel or something Rae...but he arrived at the station up there for a training 
course. To be greeted by an RSM, and ... the conversation, I got his from his son who 
used to work here for us. It was a conversation on, ‘Good morning Sergeant Major 
where’s the transport?’ You are the transport Sir, take your kit up, One, two, one two 
and ran him down the road. And from then on it got worse.  

(43:24) The other one with the Major too was that just below the new road bridge, 
which wasn’t there at the time, there’s an island in the river. Which was a hundred 
yards away from the door to the big house. They lived at that time in Nissen huts on 
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the lawn. To get to that classroom they went off over the top of An Stac, which is the 
big mountain up here nearly 4,000 ft high. They went up one side, down the back and 
did about five or six miles running before wading through the river to get to the 
classroom. He’s got some. He had some wonderful stories about this place.  

Interviewer – Well look, I think, unless there’s something obvious that you think 
we’ve forgotten or Ally can you think of anything? I think you’ve given us a lot. 

Harry – As soon as you’re gone I’ll think of something else you know  

Interviewer – Well, just thanks very much Harry.  

Harry – Ok. 
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APPENDIX 2: Robert Cairns Interview Transcript 

Numbers in bold and parentheses refer to timing points on the recorded 
interview 

Interviewer – Right, so interview with Robert David Cairns, this is on the 10th of 
August, 2011. To start off Robert, can I ask you just a wee bit about yourself? So, 
when you were born, where you were born? 

Robert – Right, ok. I was born the 3rd of March, 1963 in Inverness. My family were 
from, are from Fort William. My father worked in the British Alcan smelter as an 
electrical engineer, as did his father before him and his grandfather. My mother was a 
nurse, based in Fort William. I was educated in Lochy Primary School and Lochaber 
High School. I worked in the Aluminium smelter myself for a number of years and 
then left to join the Royal Air Force. [Here, further service details were redacted at the 
request of the interviewee]. Came out of the regiment. Went into the reserves. Been in 
the reserves for twenty years with the 2622 Highland Squadron at RAF Lossiemouth. 
I am forty-eight years old. I’m single. No children. Two brothers with five children 
each. Both parents are now deceased.  

Interviewer – so, what you’re saying then, is that you are very much from this area? 

Robert – yep 

Interviewer – family, and that’s from both sides. 

Robert – em, father go…our family, have worked most of their life for British Alcan. 
The original family came from Peebles in the Borders but they have all been 
electricians, most of them, all through their life.  

(1:47) Interviewer – So, coming from the area, when did you become aware of the 
history of the military camp at Loch Ailort? 

Robert – I’ve known about it actually since I was in school. When I was sixteen I did 
quite a bit of digging bottles up, old fashion cream jugs and bottles and I have done 
some digging up near Loch Ailort in the past with a group of people. We used to do 
digging up bottles. I didn’t actually get into archaeology until I was about twenty-six 
or twenty-seven. Since then I was working on a project with Tony Pollard at Fort 
William at the old fort and it was decided then that there was need to try and get a 
society going in Fort William. We formed that in 2007. We’ve got twenty-six active 
members, also included Charles Kennedy the MP, and we have been heavily involved 
within the Lochaber area, as well as Loch Ailort.  

Ah… more so in the last two years with the building up of the plans for Marine 
Harvest development. Obviously they want to build a factory on a wartime site of 
nat…possibly of national importance. People don’t think that it is of any importance 
because it was seventy years since it actually took place, but the amount of people that 
were actually trained here, even Winston Churchill’s bodyguards and that were all 
trained at Loch Ailort, and SOE operations throughout the world.  
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(3:30) Interviewer – Can I take you back to when you were a bit earlier, younger you 
made the rounds about searching for bottles. 

Robert – Aye – bottles and jugs. Bottles, yeah.  

Interviewer – Would that have been in a specific location or… 

Robert – You’re normally get them, you’re normally getting them when there’s either 
been a lot of men in camps or wherever they were actually dumping their rubbish. I 
was basically going through dumps and old bottles or cream jugs, whatever, or ink 
wells, or whatever it is that got jam jars, stone jam jars; I’ve got several King Edward 
the 7th stoneware, ginger beer bottles. 

Interviewer - this would have been on the site of? 

(4:09) Robert – this is off Loch Ailort, yeah, yeah, yeah. Em, obviously, you’ve got to 
watch, obviously, for ordinance. There’s a lot of ordinance lying out there and even to 
this day there’s a lot of live ordinance out there, but, when there is a group of people, 
as a society, they knew what they were doing when they were digging for the bottles. 
Obviously, no-one’s going to be out, putting in grenades or whatever in a dump or 
where they threw their rubbish, you know?  

Interviewer – When you say that you got the interest when you were at school. But 
was that that you just happened to get the interest when you were at school or did the 
interest come through school?  

(4:54) Robert – it came through school because I was doing history and modern 
studies. We were in to looking at various sights around the Lochaber area, because 
there were that many clan battles, you have got the battle of 1463 [1645] when 
Montrose’s army and Cromwell’s army were stationed at the old fort in Fort William. 
And, there’s been a lot of, we’ve dug up a lot of bottles, around the old fort in Fort 
William when I was sixteen, where the old dump and that, you know, it was just, it 
was an interesting thing to do when we were younger rather than.............. 

Interviewer – saying that you were at school, was the history of the military camp 
ever taught, referred to? 

(5:44) Robert – the Commandos, the Commandos Association used to come and visit 
the school every year a week prior to Remembrance Sunday. I can clearly remember 
Bert Bissle. Bert Bissle was a Methodist preacher who used to travel around the 
world, especially since the Hiroshima bomb was dropped on Nagasaki and he walked 
up Ben Nevis for fifty odd years, and would go up to the top of Ben Nevis every year 
to commemorate those that had died in all the wars including the Hiroshima bomb and 
ever since then he always used to come out and visit our family in the home. My 
brother had stayed with him down in Dudley where he was based, he was an MBE 
and OBE. Um – and that sort of, the commanders coming to the high school, still goes 
on to this day. They still visit the high school one week prior to Remembrance 
Sunday. Meet all the children, discuss what the commandos did during the war, the 
connection with Achnacarry, with Loch Ailort, ah, special operations in the area. I 
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think, more though now, because files relating to the war are now being finally 
released.  

(6:58) Em, whereas, twenty, thirty years ago they weren’t. It was still sort of hush, 
hush, Official Secrets Act. Whereas nowadays, it’s not. It’s more opened up.  

Interviewer – I was just wondering. Would you know, that tradition of the veterans 
coming to the school, had that been going on for quite some time, or was your 
generation the generation that started doing it?  

Robert – No, as far as I know it’s been going on since the high school opened in the 
sixties. Em, whether they came to Fort William School prior to that, I don’t know, but 
I certainly know that they came when I was there, and I was there sort of 1976-1977. 
Ah – and they were coming then. Obviously, a lot stronger then than they are now 
because a lot less of them are about. But they spent a lot of time with the children. 

Interviewer – Would the veterans who came to the school, would they have been local 
veterans or would they be coming from all over? 

Robert – They were coming from all of Britain.  

Interviewer – Right.  

(8:07) Robert – They were coming purely to Remembrance Sunday, and always came 
up a week prior to it to visit various places, like Loch Ailort, where they actually did 
their training. One of them, a guy called Chuck Harris, he was a Royal Marine 
Commando and I got to meet him, and we’ve become friends ever since. Now he 
trained at Achnacarry, but because of the operation that was going on he was trained 
at Loch Ailort in railway explosives, using real specialist’s explosives. And as far as I 
knew that he was involved in going across to France and climbing up high cliffs and 
blowing up guns, large guns that were involved, that were, must have been, for taking 
out the ship. Ah – and he actually trained at Loch Ailort prior to going overseas. And 
he survived, obviously, and he was wounded, but he still goes down to Loch Ailort 
every year. I go now with him. I took him up three years ago, I mean I took him up to 
area of Lossiemouth and they gave him a complete tour of the base, real peer 
treatment, visit the dambuster squadron. I had a great day out. He still comes up here. 
He was up here last year. And his family, again were staying at Arisaig house, Loch 
Ailort where they did all of their training.  

Interviewer – so, basically all school kids growing up in this area they know about it,  

Robert – they know about it. Yeah.  

(9:45) Interviewer – The previous generation, your parent’s generation, they would 
have known about it as well, because they would have been living through it. Did that 
generation tend to talk about it? 

Robert – well, I know my father talked about it, when we were younger. There was 
also a lot of talk about the First World War in Lochaber area, because, I think, 
Lochaber lost so many men in the First World War as well. I think in the schools, 
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especially in the area, all school children know why the Commandos come to the area 
every year. And the Navy as well, the Navy were heavily involved in Fort William as 
well as the army. Not so much the air force, especially the army and the navy like, 
you know.  

Interviewer – Aye, because the Loch Ailort camp was for the first few years the 
Commandos and then the navy took over. 

Robert – That’s right – the Royal Marines. 

Interviewer- yeah – I mean obviously they were taking men from all over Britain, but 
do you know of any local men that either became commandos or joined the navy 
through the camp here? 

(10:56) Robert – I know there’s some, obviously they’re deceased now, but there was 
local lads who trained at Achnacarry as well as Loch Ailort. And the reason for that 
was they spoke Gaelic. They spoke the Gaelic. Obviously, the Gaelic in France or 
wherever, was quite, obviously, you couldn’t understand it. Especially if the Germans 
were there, you know what I mean, they couldn’t understand what they were 
speaking. And they were obviously used heavily in special operations with the French 
or where ever in France like, you know.  

Interviewer – And your father talking about it and the camps here, its under, its under 
military secrecy, military rule, there’s restrictions upon travel? 

Robert – yeah 

Interviewer – but, but did people like your father basically know what the camp was 
for and what the camp was doing?  

(11:48) Robert – Oh yes. Oh yeah. Well, as I say, I’ve been doing a lot of work on 
this decoy factory site; however, we’ve come across no photographic evidence 
anywhere in Lochaber. We’ve been through…...I’ve been through to Glasgow archive 
for three weeks and went through thousands of photographs and there’s nothing of the 
smelter in Fort William. Yet, the Germans had photographs of the smelter. They 
actually, they actually laid the pipes for the pipeline going down to the smelter, it was 
a German company who came in to build that prior to the war. Its actually like that 
one engineer who worked there in the late 1920s, became a pilot, and actually led the 
bomber crew in 1941 that actually dropped the bomb through the powerhouse roof. So 
I mean it’s, it’s pretty ironic to think that they actually worked with the men and then 
several years later came back to blow them up.  

Interviewer – I never knew that. 

(12:55) Robert – It was a German firm came in to put in the pipeline and then they 
were coming back to blow their own pipes. You know. That’s just, that’s just life.  

Interviewer – Do you know if there was much interaction between the local 
population and the men on the base?  
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(13:10) Robert – Yes, definitely. Yeah – you can pick up that in various stories that 
are going about Lochaber and there’s stuff going up on-line as well. Where the guys 
that were on special operations were obviously told not to speak to such and such, but 
they had to have a night out. And came to Lochaber. Em, obviously went to the 
cinema and went to the pubs or whatever, because it’s best, you know obviously they 
wouldn’t discuss anything about what was going on, but they’d obviously say ‘Oh we 
are at Loch Ailort or we’re at Arisaig or wherever and um...... Obviously people knew 
what was going on.  

Interviewer – And, the relations were quite sociable, friendly…? 

(13:54) Robert – Very, very ,much so. I’ve actually been through the old archives of 
the police files from 1940, in the archive centre in Fort William, and apart from the 
odd one that steals cigarettes or the odd fight, really, most of them got on well with 
the population in Fort William and the surrounding area. There’s not really a lot of 
fighting or stealing or whatever with the locals. I think the locals would have sorted 
them out to be perfectly honest, you know what I mean? 

Interviewer - Did relations ever get a bit friendlier, were there romances with local 
girls?  

Robert – I’m sure there been a lot of local, lot of people that have been married to, to 
soldiers. And went to war and come back, survived the war and come back and settled 
down in Fort William. Off-hand I don’t know any names or anything. You got me on 
the spot there but off-hand I don’t know of any.  

Interviewer – Lovat is one of those names that keeps coming up again and again. Was 
he regarded as anything like a local hero, or…?  

(15:03) Robert – Well, ah, Lovat Commandos, Lovat Scouts they were, och, I’ve got 
several photos of them, of the Lovat Scouts, they were paraded in the old town park 
prior to going to war, based, obviously, at Loch Eil, em, trained at Achnacarry trained 
out at Loch Ailort as well. And, obviously, obviously his reputation follows him 
wherever he goes like, you know. But eh,......... 

Interviewer – Sometimes the local reputation can be quite different from the national 
one.  

(15:34) Robert – I think, I think well, I think, they realised that he was a hard fighting 
man and he knew his stuff and Achnacarry was renowned, as well as Loch Ailort, was 
renowned as one of the toughest military camps in Britain. That’s why they all came 
up here. Purely for the secrecy side of things and, eh, because it was the back of 
beyond no one knew really what was going on. You could have bombs going off in 
the middle of the night and the population wasn’t going to go around to the police 
regularly like, whereas down south I know there were too many eyes and too many 
ears listening to what was going on. Whereas up here everything’s pretty restricted. 
You couldn’t go past Corpach unless you had a special pass. Same up Spean bridge, 
after Spean bridge you couldn’t go on the Achnacarry road without a special pass. So, 
it was all pretty hush hush, you know.  
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Interviewer- You think in a way that, that secrecy element, and the location, you 
know, was chosen because it’s distant from London. It’s meant that you kind of 
[forget] the contribution of this area to the war effort. Was there a perception up here 
that is has perhaps been overlooked or neglected? 

(16:50) Robert – Em, probably now, as the older generation die off and it’s the 
younger generation that are not up to date with what actually went on, as it were. 
Hence, that’s one of the reasons why the Lochaber archaeological society is doing a 
project on Lochaber, war years in Lochaber in the early 1940s. Now, we’re only 
touching on it at the moment because we are only concentrating on the actual 
aluminium smelter and its war effort to the war because it was one of three main 
aluminium smelters in the Highlands that were producing high quality aluminium for 
the production of aircraft and ammunition during the war. Eh, second was 
Kinlochleven and the third was Foyers at Loch Ness. Foyers was heavily bombed in 
1940 as was Lochaber but they didn’t go for Kinlochleven because the dam was too 
far up the hills, you know. But, going back to the question, a lot of people, a lot of the 
older generation, my father and their fathers before them knew a lot of the area 
whereas more people coming in, incomers into the area don’t know what actually 
went on. It’s a shame because the Commandos, in another twenty years time, none of 
them will be about. You’ll have the younger generation coming up, but on parade, but 
the actual old guys that actually fought in the Second World War, you won’t have 
them. And you won’t get the same stories. And it’s a pity because you want to get all 
these stories recorded. Because, that’s lost history, you know what I mean? 

Interviewer – Did you think then for your parent’s generation, the generation who 
lived through the war, do you think the role of the camps as well as the smelters was it 
a source of pride to them, was this a serious contribution? 

(18:47) Robert - I think it was a pride to Scotland in a sense because they had taken 
over castles and country houses to convert them into high military training camps, to 
try and obviously end the war quicker. That was primarily their role: to train guys, 
young men to the highest peak of fitness. But also too, a lot of the local people were 
happy for them to be here. And I think that’s reflected around the country, every time 
you see them marching up the war memorial, you know what I mean.  

Interviewer- there’s no sense of resentment, something else…? 

Robert – No, no, no.  

Interviewer – You know, the land that the camp was built on had it previously been 
regarded as valuable farming land?  

Robert – Well, yes. It was probably, its been in a Loch Eil family for a number of 
years and Loch Ailort it was an estate house at one time and you know, it, obviously, 
like any, any army or whatever coming over, taking over a camp or a house or 
something like that, there always is a bit of friction, you know what I mean, but at the 
end of the day they put the place back as best as they got it. And obviously people had 
to realise that they weren’t in the same places like London where they were getting 
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bombed every night, whereas up in the Highlands here we were very rarely bombed if 
we were bombed at all. And I think that’s where a lot of friend.....that’s where a lot of 
friendship was built up, especially in the Lochaber, Arisaig, Loch Ailort, Mallaig area 
where the troops trained, and still to this day, people come back. And they obviously 
don’t come back just to look, they’ve obviously got fond memories of being here and 
meeting the people that they actually met when they trained.  

Interviewer – Yes. 

Robert – You know.  

Interviewer – that must be quite intense, because of course their training sessions 
would be like their training period here, would be limited.  

Robert – Yeah,  

Interviewer – Intense, but limited.  

(20:50) Robert – yes – trying to make up a friendship while, while they were training 
to go to war and go through the war, and then come back out of it. You know what I 
mean, there were many guys left that never came back. You know, so.  

Interviewer – The camp as a military training camp lasted five years? 

Robert – uhum 

Interviewer – Roughly half as commando, half as navy, and then it closes 
immediately, isn’t it? 

Robert – They sort of shut it down. It came army, it then came navy, and then it 
became special operations.  

Interviewer – Ah, of course.  

(21:54) Robert – Wasn’t army, navy and then shut down, it was army, navy, and then 
special operations. As far as I know.  

Interviewer – was this post 1945 or ? 

(21:36) Robert – no, no. Just towards the end, just towards the end, 1943 sort of era. 
The army moved out in 1942. The Navy moved in, in 1942. A lot of secret stuff was 
done there. Hence, why Dr. Pollard, from Glasgow University, knows a colonel in the 
army there, who knows, there’s a lot of stuff buried there, and he knows where it is, 
wants to go in and retrieve it for a museum, because they were using special rounds of 
ammunition at steel plates to see if they had armour piercing rounds. There was a 
special rail track laid there to try various explosions, obviously to the side of the rail 
track, underneath in, on top of it to see what minimal or maximum damage they could 
do to a railway track. Also they had a, as far as I know, they had a mole in the camp. I 
heard that there was someone in the camp that was given infor…the wrong 
information. They were given, they were going over to France and telling the 
Germans when they were landing back into the country. And eventually they found 
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out who the mole was and got him taken out. But as to the name of the person, I don’t 
know who that would have been, but…? 

Interviewer – You have to be careful of that one. When hostilities were over, then it 
ceases but the buildings were left? 

Robert – yes. 

Interviewer – So, do you know if there was any sense of, kind of almost a sense of 
abandonment, or have they left a legacy, you know...? 

(23:22) Robert – They’ve left a legacy to all of the places that they’ve been to, but 
they’ve tried to put the land back to the way it was before, before so there’s no 
remnants of an actual training camp being there.  

Interviewer – Of course, the buildings were there.  

(23:38) Robert – the buildings were there, but the actual pre-fabs and the small Nissen 
Huts that were there were all demolished, the grass was re-sown over it, especially at 
Achnacarry and Loch Ailort and the only way that you would know that they were 
there is to go and look at an aerial photograph or to do a metal detection survey and 
figure out where the actual Nissan huts were. There’s a couple things at Loch Ailort 
that are still standing, there is the ammunitions store and the jail house out in the 
middle of the moor. And that was one of the points that we tried to stop Marine 
Harvest from knocking down, because their new building was on the edge of that, and 
that was felt, that was a major thing that we didn’t want them to touch. The other 
things were the medical centre and the boiler room which is going in the gate of 
Marine Harvest factories. It’s been there since the last, seventy, eighty years.  

Interviewer – Now, those buildings, did they continue to be used for other purposes at 
the end of the war? 

(24:37) Robert – No they were, basically just left there and the land owner had used 
them for keeping chickens in, keeping your tractor in, just the usual, the usual bits and 
pieces, but they weren’t used in any military capacity.  

Interviewer - No I just meant, you know, they were left by the military, but then… 

(24:53) Robert – No, they were used for other things. They weren’t flattened at the 
end of the war and then said, look we’re not using them. No, the buildings were used 
by the land owner for storing stuff in. But, it’s got to the stage now, obviously, the 
place is falling to bits and being a danger, but if they have to be knocked down, they 
have to be recorded now because of the history that is involved in it. This is why 
initially we were against the Marine Harvest development. Because we want them to 
do a full archaeological survey, record as much of the stuff that is left in the ground 
before they dig it up and put up a factory on top of it. You don’t want to build a 
factory on top of live ordinance, if there’s live ordinance in the ground. And the 
amount of live ordinance that is up there, it is unbelievable, if you go to the back of 
one of the wall the hill sides, there’s no plants growing there because there’s that 
much lead and brass, the bullet casings and whatever, you know, and especially up at 
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Achnacarry’s the same. You would drive past there now you would never know there 
was ever a war there. I mean. There no, there’s nothing.  

Interviewer – But the original development of fish farming at Loch Ailort, was that 
choice of location partly to do with the fact that those buildings were there? 

(26:18) Robert – They were partly to do with that, partly to do with the fact that it was 
next to the sea. The Atlantic Ocean, which is just out there, basically ideal because it 
was right next to the inland lochs, as they call them, which are sheltered waterways. 
You can put farm cages out there and they don’t get battered by the strong winds - 
and if they do, they’re not going to get battered that much. And also possibly because 
the land was easily accessible, you could, there were piers there that you could get to 
it from the water. So obviously they didn’t have to go up and build brand new piers 
etc.  

Interviewer – So then, in a sense, there is, although it obviously wasn’t planned sort of 
legacy of the war time building.  

(27:00) Robert – yeah – Marine Harvest have taken over a number of buildings on the 
site, such as the NAAFI etc, which remains as offices of Marine Harvest to this day  

Interviewer – So they are using........ 

Robert – they are still using them. 

Interviewer – They’re using a building that was originally built......... 

Robert – used in the war 

Interviewer – Built c.1940 for the war and is.............. 

(27:16) Robert – and is being used by Marine Harvest - and the idea is, what we were 
hoping, when Marine Harvest got the project up and running that they would put up 
sort of boards explaining why the site was there and what it was beforehand. The 
house itself, Loch Ailort house has fallen into disrepair, there is roofs collapsed in it 
etc. I was just reading through a report the other day, where a guy came up there in 
2009 an ex-[service] man that worked and trained in there and the wifey says, don’t 
walk up the middle of the floor in case you go through it, stay close to the wall. You 
know, so it’s that bad, but again, when a building is that important. If that was in 
London, you’d have millions of pounds thrown at it. It’d be kept for prosperity. 
Because it’s in the Highlands, no one’s interested. And that’s really, that’s a sad thing, 
you know. We feel there should be some sort of lottery fund in there or forces sort of 
stepping in and using that as a museum, because that would be a …or even do it up as 
a hotel so that people could come by and visit it, family and relatives could come and 
stay where it is. My grandparents were there, you see that, you know its more, you 
don’t know it so much Loch Ailort at Remembrance Sunday because there’s not so 
much that big a representation at Loch Ailort at the cemetery, at the cenotaph, 
whereas Fort William is the main congregation of all the armed forces and you’ll see 
grandchildren or great grandchildren of these people and they want to lay the wreath 
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with their great grandfather and they’re up there, kids seven and eight playing with 
their great grandfather.  

(29:00) So obviously they’re learning to do that now so that in their later life when 
their grandfather or great grandfather’s gone, they can still carry on that tradition that 
their grandfathers served in the area. So it’s a special bond for Lochaber, and 
Lochaber, I say, I don’t say just Fort William, I say Lochaber because Lochaber 
covers Loch Ailort and Mallaig, its not just one set area, you know, hence we’ve 
actually called our society the Lochaber Archaeological Society not the Fort William 
Archaeological Society because we cover as far as Fort Augustus to Mallaig to Glen 
Coe, we cover a whole area. Um, but yeah, definitely there is a good tie with the navy, 
and with the army in Fort William and the surrounding area and long may it continue. 

Interviewer – And do you feel that the Marine Harvest has a responsibility in this?  

(29:54) Robert – I say, I would say Marine Harvest has a responsibility if they were 
building a new plant or a site, which is very historical in the sense of a war, 
involvement during the war that was made and the sacrifices that were lost from that 
training establishment. They should recognise that and try and lessen the blow for the 
people that actually trained there, died there, and their legacies left there in a sense 
and for the future families that they could come back and read the board of where 
their parents or grandparents trained, you know.  

Interviewer – this is off on a bit of a tangent, but are you aware of just how significant 
over the last generation or so fish farming has been to this area.  

Robert – Yeah  

Interviewer – would you agree with that? 

(30:53) Robert – Fish farming is a big employer in this area, massive employer. Not 
only in salt water lochs, in fresh water lochs. But it’s also, it’s also a downsider to the 
local fisherman because they bring disease in to the loch as well. Especially 
freshwater lochs, it’s not so bad in the sea lochs, but in the freshwater lochs and then 
you get storms and nets get torn and you get 200,000 salmon in the loch which is 
mainly brown trout, which is a lot of turmoil and bad, bad, bad publicity for the area. 
But, yes, fish farming is a big, a big, obviously global thing, it’s not just in Scotland, 
it’s all over the world tying to mass produce food. I do think that any, not just Marine 
Harvest, but any company who want to build on what was a former military 
establishment have to take into consideration what that has represented to the war 
effort in the First or Second World War or any war, to that effect. We’ve got a young 
guy, who is on the war memorial, who was killed in the Gulf War you know so, and 
then you, you got young lads there who are off in Afghanistan who are constantly 
coming back killed you know, so. But........ 

Interviewer – so do you think there’ll be some sort of agreement hammered out with 
Marine Harvest about…... 
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(32:24) Robert - I think, I think they’ve actually already spoken and said to them they 
were willing to keep the small NAAFI, below the house medical centre, up and 
running, or re-roof it, and that is what they were talking about, keeping it sort of water 
tight. And they were also talking about putting boards up, telling people what the sites 
were actually for, but as to the rest of the site, I don’t think so. They’ve had a full 
metal detection done for the site that they wanted to put the plant on. They came up 
with a musket ball from Bonny Prince Charlie’s era or something. Which has been 
sent out to the Leeds armoury or something. But, we can go out onto the fields about 
the Fort William fort and find a musket ball. Which, was actually came across a, 
cannon ball from HMS Baltimore, which fired a shot up there in the 1700s. You 
know, it was, out in the loch and it was firing out there at the clans people like, you 
know, so. But the man who owns this place here. He’s related to the man who owns 
Loch Sheil. 

Interviewer – Well, thanks, very very much. I, just, just as we end. I don’t know if 
Ally can think of anything I should have asked. Is there any bit of information that 
you kinda missed? Is there anything that you thought we were going to ask you that 
we haven’t?  

(33:56) Robert – Well, I … Loch Ailort. When you drive up to Loch Ailort there’s no 
really mention of, as you are driving in towards the village, of this is where the troops 
trained during the war. Although, the only places you’ll see it now are on websites 
where you type in Loch Ailort, that will say this is where special operations trained. 
What we would like to see is some sort of notice board from the Highland Council 
point of view or the military department up, saying special operations training ground 
during World War II or site of special operations, so that tourists, when they go past, 
know what is there. People know about Achnacarry, because they’ve got the 
Commando memorial and there is a sign saying “to the museum at Achnacarry”, so 
obviously most people know about that. When you go up Mallaig road, there’s 
nothing there, you know. It’s, it’s a shame, you know.  

Interviewer – And it would be of genuine interest to people to know that? 

(34:51) Robert – Genuine interest, definitely. Yeah. And, and I, and I think that’s why 
the special operations centre at Arisaig at least got a plaque on the wall, where the 
Czechs trained during the war and they still come back and visit it. Em, yeah, it would 
be nice to have some sort of plaque, something or a notice up at Loch Ailort saying 
“This is what it looked like during the war.” And this, such and such were trained 
here. This army navy, whatever and a brief history about it so that people who are 
passing can say, right, ok, we’ll know where that is next time, you know.  

Interviewer – You’ve mentioned Czech troops, where there any other nationalities? 

(35:31) Robert – Aye, there were. The Polish, the Polish were here, the Germans were 
building roads, the prisoners of war were up building the road to Loch Leven at Glen 
Coe. Obviously planes where shot down all through Scotland, and in actual fact, the, 
we didn’t realise it at the time, but when we were doing this project on Alcan the 
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Blitz, what they call the Clyde Blitz, that was the 3rd March 1941, they, when they hit 
the Singer factory on the Clydebank and blew up all the factories along there, that was 
the heaviest air-raid in Scotland, but the same night, five planes left the bombers. 
Three of them hit the Catalina base at Oban, which was an RAF base, and they blew 
up the Catalina that was sitting in the harbour and the further two bombers continued 
on another thirty miles up to Loch Linnhe till they dropped the ordinance right 
through the powerhouse roof. You know what I mean.  

(36:26) So, Scotland, although they say it was the Clyde blitz, they actually hit Fort 
William at the same time that they hit the Clyde. And you know, it’s ironic to think 
that [one of] these guys visited Fort William as an engineer. He led, I think it was 
Lieutenant Mundell, he was actually awarded a Victoria [sic], the Iron Cross and two 
years later after he dropped the bombs through the powerhouse roof he was killed 
over England, shot down by a Spitfire. And just recently we’ve been in touch with the 
War Graves Commission, we’ve come across a Spitfire flown by a Canadian which 
flew into the Meal an Teag, which is the hill you see behind you – 250 metres up, his 
engine cut out, couldn’t bail out, flew straight into the mountain – killed. So, 
obviously, we’ve had to contact the war graves, because his remains are still lying in 
the hill, so, anyway.  

(37:24) Interviewer – Can I ask you a question slightly related to the First World War 
cenotaph, at Glenfinnan, on the west side of Glenfinnan. Has that been moved at all, 
because we noticed that the names, the seven names and the laurel wreath are on the 
back side of the statue. The soldier’s facing towards the road, but the names are on the 
back side of the statue.  

Robert – no, not as far as I am aware. But, the person who you need to speak to 
regarding that is Mark Bristol. Mark Bristol is a member of the archaeological society 
he also is, knows everything about the history of the area and produces a lot of stuff 
on his website. And he’s actually done, recorded all the war memorials in Scotland. 
As far up as Caithness, John O’ Groats, where he has been and done the whole lot, 
like, you know. But as far as I’m aware, no, but I don’t know.  

Interviewer – Do you know the name of that monument? 

Robert – No- not offhand. 

Interviewer – No? Because there is no dedication to it, where these seven men come 
from.  

Robert – Are, are you talking about the seven men at Moidart?  

Interviewer – No, no this is for the First World War memorial.  

(38:45) Robert – Because, there were, especially, especially down at Loch Ailort, 
there’s a Shakleton plane flew into the hillside one night and there was nine killed in 
it. In the 60s, in the late ‘60s. They flew into the hillside one night, never saw the hill, 
just flew into it and were killed.  
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Interviewer – Do you think there were ever any casualties at Loch Ailort special 
operations?  

Robert – oh yes, there were definitely casualties, yeah, but they’re not listed.  

Interviewer – yes? 

(39:15) Robert - They are listed, some of them were listed in some of the Commando 
veterans association website. And the actual fact they had dummy graves going in to 
Achnacarry, when the young troops used to arrive, and the boys said to them, look we 
use live ammunition here, and these guys didn’t even keep their heads down, and 
some of the guys who were basically killed that way. They used live ammunition as a 
trainer, especially at Loch Ailort as well. That’s why there’s so much ordinance lying 
on the ground. And the other thing that was used heavily more at Loch Ailort more 
and less at Achnacarry was, Bakelite hand grenades. Bakelite hand grenade was 
different from the pineapple one, the pineapple one you pulled the pin and you threw 
it. This one was a Bakelite hand grenade which was not light metal, it had a screwed 
cap with a ring in it and a length of string. And you basically threw the grenade, but 
kept a hold of the string so it pulled out and then exploded. And these are lying on the 
beach quite commonly at Loch Ailort. Harry Clyne has often found them and had to 
clean up the ones that our waste disposal team will not touch because they are so 
dangerous. And basically what happens is, it causes, fragments of the Bakelite that go 
into you, but it causes disease and infection rather than kill them out right by shrapnel, 
you know, so. That’s what I’m saying, in Loch Ailort they used so many things that 
were not listed in your conventional warfare, ‘cause, that’s what it was, it was a 
training site, for special operations and they don’t really know what’s actually lying in 
the ground there.  

(41:05) And it’s very easy to say I will go out with a metal detector, but sometimes 
things like a hand grenade won’t show up with a metal detector. If you’re digging in 
there you don’t know what you are going to come up with, you know. And that’s 
why, if you go down as an archaeological society, we wouldn’t do our own digging 
there, unless we had some military sort of people with us. Now I know that Dr. Tony 
Pollard is trying to get a grant available to go and do some work with this colonel 
from Edinburgh Castle, but you’d probably be better to speak to Tony about that 
himself, but he would fill you in far better in Loch Ailort, a lot about Loch Ailort 
especially when they are trying to stop this work going ahead by Marine Harvest. I 
don’t know. I can’t say that I know. 

Interviewer- Yeah – super . 

Robert – Well, I hope that helps, I hope it will be of some assistance or whatever to 
your project.  

Interviewer – This is great! Thanks very much!  
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