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1. Introduction 

 

This report presents results from a small-scale excavation of a crannog in the former 

Loch of the Clans, Nairnshire. This project was executed with funds from the Findlay Harris 

Dick Prize for Pictish Research with the express aim to test the potential of the Loch of the 

Clans crannogs to contain mid-late first millennium AD phases. The work included topographic 

survey and excavation of a single 2x2m trench over the artificial island mound of Loch of the 

Clans I crannog. The excavation revealed poor survival of organic material where it was hoped 

waterlogged conditions would result in better preservation. Survival of deep (>3 metres) of 

lacustrine mud and peat was identified in coring in the centre of the loch, but no trace of Loch 

of the Clans II crannog was identified. However, at Loch of the Clans I, clear anthropogenic 

layers of the crannog were identified that included substantial charred organic and charcoal 

remains. Two single entity samples for radiocarbon dating returned a dates from the 1st-2nd 

century AD. No later first millennium AD phases can be confidently assigned to the crannog, but 

given the significant antiquarian and Improvement period intrusion, Pictish period (AD 400-800) 

occupation at this site cannot be ruled out.  

1.1 Aims 

Survey and excavation carried out 3-6 March 2017 aimed to assess the survival of the 

known crannog in the Loch of the Clans, Loch of the Clans I, and to retrieve material suitable 

for radiocarbon dating. The work also aimed to locate and assess the remains of the Loch of the 

Clans II located to the south-east. Finally, the work here sought to characterise the sediment 

sequence preserved in the loch. This work is part of a broader characterisation of crannogs in 

north-east Scotland that has been carried out as part of the author’s PhD thesis research 

(Stratigos 2017).  

1.2 Site Description 

 The Loch of the Clans is located near Nairn, Highland Council close to the Moray Coast 

(Figure 1). The loch is located in a SSSI (Kildrummie Kames), a misnomer designated for a series 

of well-preserved eskers dating from the wastage of the last glacial maximum (Gordon & Auten 

1993: 5). One of these eskers defines the northern side of the former loch. The loch is now 

mostly bog with a small remnant of open water at its eastern end (Figure 1). The loch was 

drained in the 19th century, but was described as being over a mile long (OSA vol. 11: 562).

 Only one of the two recorded crannogs survives as a visible monument - Loch of the 
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Clans I. The site measures approximately 20m in diameter and stands proud of the surrounding 

field by 1-1.5m. It lies in a field sloping to the south normally used for grazing at the edge of a 

bog or fen, formerly the loch. The centre of the crannog mound has been hollowed out at some 

point in the past, and this has since been partly infilled by modern waste. A track crossing the 

bog and comes onto dry land at the crannog, this track was recently (Summer 2017) laid with 

gravel raising its surface above the water level in the bog. 

 

Figure 1 – Location of the Loch of the Clans with likely former extent (see Figure 3). 

 

The loch’s name is in part what drew attention to this site - the term ‘Clans’ seems 

suggestive of some significance in the medieval or early medieval period. There is no certainty 

over where the name comes from, but the earliest appearance this author could find is on the 

Pont Maps dating to the end of the 16th century. Here, the loch is labelled ‘L. na Clanam’. It 

appears 150 years later on the Roy Military Survey (1747-55) as ‘Loch Clanes’, and is referenced 

in the Old Statistical Account as the ‘Loch of the Clans’ (vol. 11: 562). Grigor (1865: 335) says he 

was informed that the name derived from ‘Chlamant’ or clamhan, the Gaelic for buzzards or kites. 

This might tally with Pont’s label Clanam, accounting for transposition of the ‘n’ and ‘m’. Given 

that Roy retains the ‘n’ before ‘m’, it might be suggested that ‘clan’ rather than clamhan was the 

name of the loch from the time of Pont and before. It is worth noting here that the Roy Map 
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surveyors were not Gaelic speakers, and as such, recorded place-names as they heard them 

(Skelton 1967: 13). However, use of bird names for lochs is common across Gaelic speaking 

portions of Scotland, including the na preposition (e.g. Loch nan Eala, ‘Loch of the Swan'), and 

phonological adaptation of place-names is a common occurrence in this part of Scotland (see 

Taylor 2015). It is unclear where favour should fall (clans or birds), but further toponomical 

research may shed light on this intriguing place-name.   

1.3 Previous Investigation 

The loch was mostly drained sometime around 1823 when the New Statistical Account 

for Croy and Dalcross records the discovery of a logboat found between Loch of the Clans I and 

the north shore (vol. 14: 448). This account also mentions the presence of the two crannogs and 

that the logboat was cut up and destroyed. The present state of the former loch closely matches 

what is mapped by Grigor in the 1860s (Grigor 1863; Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2 – The Loch of the Clans I and II within the former Loch of the Clans (from Grigor 1863: Plate 

2). 

 

The crannogs in the loch were first reported in antiquarian literature by Dr John Grigor 

of Nairn who also carried out excavation of both. He was alerted to the presence of Loch of the 
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Clans I when the local farmer ploughed through the lower section of the mound at least twenty 

years following drainage and discovered stone tools (Grigor 1863). Excavation through the 

mound in 1862 revealed well preserved layers of horizontal timbers and occasional vertical piling. 

Very few artefacts were recovered from the excavation, but included a partial clay or stone cup 

and some further lithics. Grigor (1865) records sloping timbers that he suggests may be related 

to rafters for a roof. Looking at his plans for these ‘rafters’, they may also be horizontal timbers, 

of the kind that frequently make up the foundations of packwerk crannog mounds (see Crone & 

Campbell 2005: Cavers 2007: 243). Grigor (1865: 333) describes what he views as a roughly 

rectangular structure which has parallels at a range of crannog sites (see Munro 1893; Ritchie 

1942; Crone 2007: 225). He also notes that the north side (nearer to shore) was a more 

substantial construction with a greater quantity of stones and supposes that the south side may 

have mirrored it, but was lost to ploughing.  Grigor’s excavations demonstrated a considerable 

depth of deposits at the site considering it had lain drained for some forty years before his 

investigations took place.  

 Grigor also made cursory examination of the Loch of the Clans II, which was noted as a 

group of upright oak piles and some stones within that area. Grigor (1865) laments that only 

minimal work could be undertaken due to the waterlogging of the area, but again notes the 

presence of upright oak piles. This site was also mentioned in the New Statistical Account which 

records the presence of large oak trees being recovered some 20 feet (6 metres) below the 

surface of the bog when cutting the drainage ditch. 

 In the immediate landscape around the Loch of the Clans, there is some evidence for 

later prehistoric settlement which may be contemporary with the crannog occupation at either or 

both crannogs. At Wester Glackton, just north of the loch there is a roundhouse recorded, 

indicated by aerial photography. To the north of the western extremity of Loch Flemington, 

1.5km west of the Loch of the Clans is an aerial photograph recorded ring-ditched house. And 

about 1km east of the loch is a promontory fort at Easter Lochend. There are also two further 

likely crannogs at Loch Flemington and Lochan Dinty (Figure 1). None of these sites have seen 

any intrusive archaeological investigation, so their potential relationship to the Loch of the Clans 

crannogs will remain speculative due to uncertainty in their chronologies.  
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2. Methods 

 

 Desk-based assessment of the former extent of the Loch of the Clans was carried out to 

address the impact of the 1820s drainage and to give context for the crannogs as they would 

have existed when occupied. The height above ODN of the former shoreline was interpreted 

from available data including descriptions of the loch, recorded archaeology and soil survey 

maps. Data was collated in ArcGIS and then plotted on the OS 5x5m DTM to establish the 

former shoreline of the loch (Figure 3). 

 A topographic survey was made over the mound using dGPS that generated an 

integrated dataset of points with height values. Dead reckoning was used to take points across 

the crannog. In ArcGIS these individual data points were used to create a digital terrain model. 

The visible extent and traces of the depression within the mound were also surveyed using 

dGPS. 

One 2x3m trench was opened and excavated by hand. Contexts identified were sectioned 

and part or fully excavated. Bulk samples were taken of excavated contexts for flotation to 

recover organic material suitable for 14C dating, retaining the float caught in a 250µm mesh. 

         The trenches were recorded using dGPS, and trenches with identified features were 

drawn in plan and section, and photographs were taken to supplement the drawings and a 

photogrammetric model of the trench was made post-excavation. 

         All survey was done in British National Grid (OSGB1936 and Ordnance Datum 

Newlyn). Coordinates are expressed in all digit British National Grid and above Ordnance 

Datum Newlyn in metres. 
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3. Results 

 

 The excavation revealed a relatively simple stratigraphic sequence that accords with 

Grigor’s (1865) descriptions, but also demonstrated relatively poor survival of organic remains. 

Topographic survey recorded in detail the position of the crannog relative to the likely former 

loch level. Loch of the Clans II was not found during searches for the site.  

3.1 Loch of the Clans Former Extent 

 Descriptions of the former loch suggest it was a relatively long and narrow loch, about 

one mile in length, but not very wide (OSA vol. 11: 562). This accords well with the OS 5 x 5m 

digital terrain model that shows a very well defined basin approximately one mile long, bounded 

on the north side by an esker, part of the Kildrummy Kames formation (Gordon & Auton 1993: 

5). This basin would put a former shoreline at a maximum of 33.5m ODN, making the loch 

1.67km (1.03 miles) long and a maximum of 200m wide (Figure 3). A proposed palaeoshoreline 

at 33.5m ODN places Loch of the Clans crannog about 30m into the loch from the nearest 

shore. There are no further archaeological or geomorphological features that would help 

constrain the former extent of the loch.  

 

Figure 3 – Former extent of the Loch of the Clans based on descriptions of the loch plotted against the 
OS 5x5m DTM. 
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3.2 Topographic Survey 

 The topographic survey of the site shows the extent of Grigor’s (1865) intervention, his 

trench essentially hollowing out the centre of the crannog mound (Figure 4). This matches with 

his sketches from the excavation (Grigor 1865: Plate 22). The top of the site stands now at 32m 

ODN, and its base on the south side sits at 30.5m ODN. The site would have been completely 

submerged within the former loch with a former shoreline at 33.5m ODN. The base of the 

crannog would have been in c. 3m of water. This fits comfortably within the range of depths that 

we find crannogs in extant lochs (e.g. Oakbank crannog, Dixon 2004: 127). 

 

Figure 4 – Site plan of the Loch of the Clans I crannog. 

3.3 Trial Trench 1 

The trial trench was positioned on the south side of the crannog mound, in the area that 

was removed in the 19th century. The decision to place the trench here was made to miss areas 

impacted by Grigor’s excavations, and also to avoid the modern rubbish which has been 
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deposited in the interior of the site (Figure 4). The north side of the site was avoided for two 

reasons, first it was in an area obviously impacted by cattle grazing with sticky mud around 0.4m 

deep, and second, it is higher up slope, so was less likely to be waterlogged and therefore have 

better preservation.  

Across the northward two thirds of 2x2m trench, under the turf, was a light greyish black 

loamy sand (102) which mostly filled the voids between small to large cobbles with an occasional 

small to medium boulder (Figure 5). There were frequent charcoal fragments in (102). Below 

(102) was what has been interpreted to be a better preserved layer of essentially the same 

material - (103). (103) was darker and had a far higher organic content with more charcoal and 

charred wood fragments, it also had a greater moisture content. The upper boundary with (102) 

was diffuse and in areas difficult to confidently identify. In the extreme north-west corner of the 

trench was a thin layer composed of grey ash, in which there was a substantial charred wood 

fragment (104). Below (103) and (104) was (105), a mid-yellowish brown clay, which was 

interpreted as the natural lacustrine sediments. There were no charcoal fragments found within 

(105) and its boundaries with (103) and (104) were sharp (Figure 6). Throughout the trench there 

was significant burrowing from small mammals (three mouse or vole skeletons were excavated 

from burrows). 

 

Figure 5 – Stratigraphy in the trench, showing (103) and (102), the anthropogenic mound of the decayed 

crannog, sitting atop (105), the natural lake peat. 
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Figure 6 – South facing section of trench. 

3.4 Radiocarbon 

 Two samples have been selected for 14C dating. A single entity charred wood fragment 

sample <06>which was found at the interface between (103) and (105) was selected for 14C 

analysis (Figure 7). This sample was a short lived piece of oak (Susan Ramsay pers comms). The 

sample returned a date of cal AD 4-131 (95.4% probability, Poz-94178) (Table 1). A second single 

entity short-lived charcoal sample was selected for 14C dating. This sample came from higher in 

the stratigraphy within the diffuse boundary of (102) and (103). This produced a statistically 

identical 14C measurement, 21-11 cal BC/2 BC-AD 129 (95.4% probability, SUERC-76539). 

 

Lab Code Context Material Years BP Calibrated 95.4% probability 

Poz-94178 (103) Sample <06> Oak (Quercus 
sp.) round wood. 

1930±30 AD 4-131 

SUERC-76539 (103) Sample <12>, Hazel 

charcoal (Corylus cf. avellanna) 

1944±30 21-11 BC/2 BC-AD 129 

Table 1 – Radiocarbon results. 

 

Figure 7 – Calibrated radiocarbon results. 
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4. Discussion 

  

The excavation revealed that the preservation at Loch of the Clans I can be considered 

to be relatively poor. In the 200 years since the loch was drained, and 150 years since excavation 

revealed good preservation of organic remains, the organic content of the site is mostly gone. 

There is still the possibility, particularly to the south of where the trench was located, that 

organic portions of the crannog survive within the permanently waterlogged sediments of the 

bog, but this would likely be limited to peripheral features of the crannog. Also, excavation in 

this environment would be very difficult without pumps and dredges or a substantially lowered 

water level in the bog. The survival of organic material at Loch of the Clans I is very similar to 

the Loch of Leys crannog, Aberdeenshire where a similar stratigraphic sequence was identified. 

Loch drainage had reduced what was recorded at the Loch of Leys in 1850 as good timber 

preservation to a consolidated, organic-rich, but undifferentiated, anthropogenic mass sitting on 

natural lake peats (Burnett 1851; Stratigos 2017).  

The stratigraphy at the Loch of the Clans I and Grigor’s (1863; 1865) accounts may 

suggest that this crannog was constructed using the packwerk method where a substantial mass of 

organic material was piled up to create an island held together by a timber framework of upright 

piles and horizontal beams. The evidence for this comes mostly from Grigor’s (1865) description 

of ‘roof-rafters’, which are tentatively re-interpreted here to be horizontal timbers of the kind 

found at a range of other Scottish crannog sites (e.g. Loch Glashan crannog, see Crone & 

Campbell 2005). Unfortunately, the lack of preservation of anything structural within the 2017 

excavation means little further data has been added to this question. 

The Loch of the Clans I and the Loch of Leys crannogs share similar 14C dates in the 1st-

2nd century AD. However, the Loch of Leys crannog does have unequivocal evidence for later 

re-use from the 9th-14th centuries AD. For now, the Loch of the Clans I is a single phase site 

probably dating from the 1st century AD. Single phase crannogs are relatively rare, and every 

extensively excavated crannog to date has revealed multiple phases, usually at least several 

centuries (e.g. Loch Glashan crannog, Argyll; see Crone & Campbell 2005), the only exception 

here is Oakbank where multiple phases have been identified, but remain radiometrically 

indistinct likely due to calibration uncertainties due to the Halstatt Plateau (Dixon 2004: 125-44). 

The potential for mid- to late-first millennium ad activity at the Loch of the Clans I is still 

possible, but given the extent of Grigor’s (1865) intervention and the subsequent decay of the 

crannog mound, potential later phases at the site may remain unidentifiable. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

 The excavation at the Loch of the Clans I demonstrated evidence for use of the site 

probably in the 1st century AD. The deposits of the crannog sit above the level of permanent 

saturation and have suffered significant deterioration as a result since Grigor (1863, 1865) 

investigated the site. Along with the intrusive antiquarian excavations and the drainage, the 

potential of the site to contain a wealth of first millennium AD artefactual and structural evidence 

is low. However, other areas of the Loch of the Clans basin do retain large areas of permanent 

saturation, and can be considered to have high archaeological and palaeoenvironmental potential, 

most notably the possible remains of Loch of the Clans II which was not located during this 

investigation.  
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8. Context Descriptions 

Context Number Description 

101 Root mat and topsoil 

102 Light greyish black loamy sand with frequent charcoal inclusions. Light compaction 

and light moisture content. The context fills voids of medium to large rounded 

cobbles. 

103 Mid brownish black sandy silt with frequent charcoal inclusions. Medium 

compaction with moisture content increasing down profile. Medium to large 

cobbles and occasional small boulders becoming less frequent down profile. 

104 Mid greyish black sandy silt, compact lens above (103) and below (102) in north-

west corner of trench. Frequent charcoal inclusions including large fragment, 

sampled whole <05> 

105 Mid-yellowish brown clay with macro plant (probably sedge) inclusions. 

Interpreted at lacustrine sediment.  
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9. Photograph Register 

Photo File Name Context Orientation Description 

LOC17_(1)-(4) Modern rubbish Variable Refuse filling Grigor’s trench 

LOC17_(5)-(16) Pre-trench Variable Area before excavation 

LOC17_(17)-(28) Working/Context Variable Working 

LOC17_(29) 101/2 South Top soil removed 

LOC17_(30) 101/2 South Top soil removed 

LOC17_(31) 101/2 South Top soil removed 

LOC17_(32) 101/2 North Top soil removed 

LOC17_(33) 102 North 101 removed 

LOC17_(34) 102 South 101 removed 

LOC17_(35) 103 North End of day 1 

LOC17_(36) 103 North End of day 1 

LOC17_(37)-(41) Working Variable Surroundings of site 

LOC17_(42) 104 North Close up of ashy deposit (104) 

LOC17_(43) 103/5 North Regular shaped hole in (105) 

LOC17_(44) 103/5 North Regular shaped hole in (105) 

LOC17_(45) 102/3/5 North End of day 2  

LOC17_(46) 102/3/5 North End of day 2  

LOC17_(57) 102/3/4/5 North Finished excavation 

LOC17_(58) 102/3/4/5 North South facing section 

LOC17_(59) 102/3/4/5 North South facing section 

LOC17_(60) 102/3/4/5 North Finished excavation 

LOC17_(61) 102/3/4/5 North Finished excavation 

LOC17_(62) 103/5 North Sample 06 

LOC17_(63) 103/5 North Sample 06 

LOC17_(64) 103/5 North Sample 06 

LOC17_(66) 102/3/4/5 North South facing section 

LOC17_(67) 102/3/4/5 East West facing section 

LOC17_(68) 102/3/4/5 East West facing section 

LOC17_(69) 102/3/4/5 West East facing section 

LOC17_(70) 102/3/4/5 West East facing section 

LOC17_(71) 102/3/4/5 West East facing section 

LOC17_(72)-(76) 101/2/3/4/5 North Kubiena sample locations 

LOC17_(77)-(90) While site context Various Site context  

LOC17_(91) Working South Working day 1 

LOC17_(92) Working South Working day 1 

LOC17_photogram_1(1)-
38) 

Trench Various Photogrammetry after removal of (102) 

LOC17_photogram_2(1)-
179) 

Trench Various Photogrammetry of trench post-excavation 
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10. Drawing Register 

Drawing File Name Description 

LOC17_draw_(1) South facing section 

LOC17_draw_(2) East facing section 
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11. Sample Register 

Sample 
Number 

Type Context Contents-Reason for Sample 

01 Bulk 103 Charcoal rich context 

02 Bulk Unstratified Unstratified charcoal fragments (discarded) 

03 Spot 104 Large burnt wood fragment 

04 Bulk 104 Flotation for 14C 

05 Spot 104 Charcoal fragment pieces 

06 Spot 103 Horizontal charred wood fragment at interface with (105) 14C 
dated. 

07 Bulk 105 Lacustrine sediment characterisation 

08 Bulk 103 Defined bulk (most secure) 

09 Bulk 104 Defined bulk (most secure) 

10 Kubiena 103/5 Soil micromorphology 

11 Kubiena 102/3/4 Soil micromorphology 

12 Kubiena 102/4 Soil micromorphology (failed, sampled for 14C dating) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


