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Summary
An archaeological survey, consisting of topographic and geophysical survey, was undertaken at Eilean Donan
Castle, Ross-shire, by Field Archaeology Specialists (FAS) Ltd on behalf of Mackenzie Kerr for the Conchra
Charitable Trust. The survey was carried out between 2nd and 14th March 2008.
The topographic survey has provided a detailed contour map of the island and immediate surroundings, in
addition to an outline survey of the extant castle structures. The survey has also allowed a detailed plan to be
drawn up of those elements of the castle defences which survive as earthwork features and have been previously
planned only in sketch form.
Geophysical survey (soil resistance and magnetometry) revealed further information relating to the buried
curtain wall and towers of the castle defences, in addition to a number of as yet unidentified below-ground
features. A number of 20th-century features, including a path from the castle to the jetty, were also defined.
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1.0

INTRODUCTION

This document reports on a topographic and geophysical survey undertaken by Field Archaeology Specialists
(FAS) Ltd on behalf of Mackenzie Kerr for the Conchra Charitable Trust. The survey was carried out at Eilean
Donan Castle between the 2nd March 2008 and 14th March 2008.
1.1

LOCATION AND LAND USE

The castle of Eilean Donan lies at the confluence of three lochs on the
western seaboard of Scotland, situated on a small island, now connected
to the mainland by a bridge (Figure 1; NGR: NG 8812 2583). Although
the site of a medieval fortification, the current appearance of Eilean
Donan is primarily the result of an early 20th-century campaign of
reparation and restoration, undertaken by Lieutenant-Colonel John Macrae
Gilstrap. The picturesque nature of the monument and its surroundings
has made the site a major tourist destination, attracting thousands of
visitors per year (Plate 1).
1.2

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

The topographic survey was carried out with the aim of creating an
accurate map of the island and its immediate context, and to identify any
features of archaeological interest on the island itself. The survey would
also provide a detailed base map for any future archaeological

Plate 1 Eilean Donan castle from
the northeast

investigation of the island. The geophysical survey (soil resistance and magnetometry) aimed to accurately
locate sub-surface geophysical anomalies in accessible parts of the island. An assessment of the survey data
and interpretation of geophysical anomalies aimed to characterise the buried archaeological environment across
the island, to enhance understanding and inform future investigation and management of the site.
Specifically, the survey aimed to create as accurate a plan as possible of the castle defences, and to identify any
possible structures within the outer bailey area. In addition, the magnetometry aimed to confirm the presence
or absence of a vitrified fort at the site.
1.3

ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

An assessment of the known historical and archaeological development of Eilean Donan Castle was undertaken
in 2006, and what follows represents a summarised version of these findings.
1.3.1

Prehistory

It is frequently stated that Eilean Donan Castle was constructed on the site of a vitrified fort (Gifford 1992,
533n). Prior to the reconstruction works of the 1920s and 1930s, Wallace observed that:

FIE L D A R C H A E O L O G Y S P E C IA L IST S
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‘on the landward side of the Island are traces of a vitrified wall of considerable dimensions, indicating
probably that the island had been the site of a prehistoric fort’

(Wallace 1912-1918, 109)

Wallace was referring to a length of collapsed walling,
some 55m long, situated on the eastern shore of the
island, and visible on late 19th- and early 20th-century
photographs of the site (Plate 2). Although vitrified rock
is known to have occurred within this construction, and
has been retained at the site (Plate 3), the antiquity of the
wall itself has been called into doubt; it has been
suggested that the fragments could equally have been
reused in a relatively modern feature (CANMORE
1974).
Plate 2 Pre-1908 view of the castle (GWW E1606)
1.3.2

Early medieval period

Eilean Donan translates as ‘Island of Donnan’, and has
been readily associated with the early medieval saint,
Donnan (or Donan) of Eigg (Miket and Roberts 1990,
74, 80). Donan is believed to have dwelt in the late 6th
to early 7th century, and has close associations with
western Scotland; later documents record his martyrdom,
with 52 of his congregation, at Eigg in AD 617 (Scott
1906).

Plate 3 Vitrified rock at the castle

Place-name evidence demonstrates a widespread cult for this saint in Scotland, ranging from Galloway to
Sutherland. The evidence for early medieval activity at the site itself is ephemeral at best and relies primarily
on toponymic evidence. Reoccupation of prehistoric forts during the early medieval period is a known
phenomenon, but in this case remains speculative. An alternative, which suggests that the name is derived from
dun or fort, would negate all association with Saint Donan (Wallace 1890, 115).
1.3.3

Medieval period

The origins and development of the castle itself are not currently clear; no historic documents relating to this
period of activity survive. Several hypotheses relating to the date of the construction, and the individuals
responsible for the building and its governance, exist. Likewise, the physical development of the castle is not
well understood; the most recent phasing of the castle by Miket and Roberts (1990, 83-111) has been reviewed
and requires some revision (FAS 2006).
History of the castle from the 12th to the 17th century
The origins of Eilean Donan and its early governance are not clear. The castle is generally believed to have been
constructed in the 12th or 13th century (Anon 1959). One hypothesis is that the fortification was built by
FIE L D A R C H A E O L O G Y S P E C IA L IST S

FAS2008 404 LDC342.wpd

4

Alexander II or III to defend his subjects against the Danes. At this early date, the castle is said to have been
governed by Colin Fitzgerald, granted to him either by Walter Stewart, Earl of Menteith or given as
acknowledgement for valour in the Battle of Larges in 1263 (OSA 1792, 530; OPS 1855, 394; MacGibbon and
Ross 1889, 82; Ayton and Daniell 1978, 2). Patullo (1967, 14) also suggests that custody of the castle was
bestowed as a reward for help at the Battle of Largs, but that this was given to Mackenzie, Chief of Kintail.
By the later 13th century, the castle is said to have been in the hands of Kenneth Mackenzie, who may have been
a nephew of William third Earl of Ross, whose family were superiors of Kintail during the 13th to 14th centuries
(Miket and Roberts 1990, 76). After 1266, Earl William laid claim to the Western Isles, which he had subdued
on behalf of the King. In order to curtail the rapid increase of power in the hands of Kenneth, William
demanded that the castle be ceded to him, and led a considerable force against him. Supported by the clans of
MacIver, MacAuley, MacBollen and Tarlich, Kenneth defeated Earl William’s forces, and the assault was never
completed. Kenneth died and was buried on Iona, by which time the barony of Kintail had been settled on his
clan. It has even been claimed that Robert the Bruce visited the island and was given shelter by Kenneth’s
successors, who assisted him against the English.
An alternative for the origin of the castle is that Farquar II, Earl of Ross, was responsible for its construction
in 1220, and that from this date onwards, the castle was held either by the Crown or the Earls of Ross
(MacDonald and Polson 1931, 72), although they state that, from the 15th century, the castle was ‘usually in
the hands of the Mackenzie of Kintail’.
The initial construction and control of the castle, therefore, is far from clear. However, most accounts suggest
an origin in the early 13th century, and that the castle came eventually to be held by the MacKenzies of Kintail.
More reliable references to the existence of the castle occur in subsequent centuries.
In 1331, Randolph, Earl of Moray and Warden of Scotland, despatched his Crowner to ‘Elandonan’ to prepare
the castle for his reception, and to arrest ‘mysdoaris’, fifty of whom were subsequently executed, beheaded, and
their heads displayed on the castle walls (OPS 1855, 394; Miket and Roberts 1990, 76; Gifford 1992, 532). This
often-repeated story is recounted in the 1420 chronicle of Andrew of Wyntoun (Wyntownis Chronykil, 392-3);
suggestion has been made that this event represented a temporary seizure of the castle from the Mackenzies, and
that the ‘crowner’ was the Earl of Ross, who later signed a charter there (Gifford 1992, 532).
In an early 20th-century account, Miss M. Donaldson records the existence of an extant charter of 1342, in
which the lands of Kintail, with the castle of Eilean Donnan, were granted by William, Earl of Ross, to
Reginald, son of Roderick of the Isles (Donaldson 1923, 194). In 1350, William, Earl of Ross and Lord of Skye,
dated a charter at Elandonan, and during a similar period, the castle was included in an exchange of lands in
‘Ergile’ with his brother Hugh, for the latter’s lands in Buchan (Balnagown Charters; OPS 1855, 394). It has
been suggested that this indicates that the strength of the Mackenzies was at a low ebb, although the clear
association between this clan and the castle cannot be securely traced until later centuries.
The earliest documented association between Eilean Donan with the Mackenzie family occurs during the 15th
century (Donaldson 1923, 194); at this time, the territory of the clan is said to have extended across Scotland

FIE L D A R C H A E O L O G Y S P E C IA L IST S
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from coast to coast (MacGibbon and Ross 1889, 82; MacDonald and Polson 1931, 72; Patullo 1967, 14). In
1497, Kenneth Oig Mackenzie died and, as his son John was a minor, management of the clan was invested in
his uncle, Hector Roy Mackenzie, progenitor of the House of Gairloch. Hector was unable to keep the peace;
the clan became involved in feuds with other clans, and even into conflict with the Crown (Miket and Roberts
1990, 76-7). In 1503, Alexander, Earl of Huntly, undertook to take those castles which were considered ‘rycht
necessar for the danting of the Ilis’, especially ‘the Strome and Alanedonane’ and to raise sufficient men to
maintain control of them; King James IV engaged to provide a ship with artillery for the purpose (Acta Parl.
Scot., vol ii, 240, 249; OPS 1855, 394). An insurrection broke out in 1504, the castle was occupied by the Earl;
eventually, however, the garrison was lured out of the walls, and were ‘promptly dispatched’ (Miket and Roberts
1990, 78). Subsequently, the castle reverted to the Mackenzies.
In 1509, John Mackenzie of Kintail came of age, but had to resort to the law to claim his hereditary rights, and
eventually obtained a Crown charter of the lands of Kintail together with the castle of ‘Eleandonnan’, given to
him for good service (Reg. Mag. Sig., lib. xv, no.89; OPS 1855, 394). From this date it remained in the hands
of the Mackenzies (Close-Brooks 1995, 98). On 7th April 1511, Hector appeared in court,
‘for the wroungous intromitting, uptaking, and withholding (from John) of the mails fermez, profits and
duties of all...the Lands of Kintail...and for the masterful holding of the said John Mackenzie of his house
and castle of Eleandonain’

(in Miket and Roberts 1990, 78)

From this period, the castle is said to have been garrisoned frequently for the Mackenzie chiefs by the Macraes,
a clan with which they had a close relationship. The Clan Macrae, or the ‘Wild Macraes’ are thought to have
moved into the area in the 14th century, and eventually became Hereditary Constables, their close association
with the superiors resulting in them becoming known as ‘Mackenzie’s Coat of Mail’ (Donaldson 1923, 194;
Patullo 1967, 14; Miket and Roberts 1990, 76).
Frequently, the Mackenzies became embroiled in disputes, provoking the concern of the King (Miket and
Roberts 1990, 78). During the early 16th century, the Mackenzies, with the MacLeods of Dunvegan, began to
dispute the rights of Donald Gorm MacDonald, Lord of the Isles, and in 1539, Donald and his allies responded,
sending a fleet to lay waste to Trouterness in Skye, and Mackenzie territory in Kinlochewe, before attempting
to take Eilean Donan. This ended in failure, Donald being killed by an arrow (Border Minstrelsy; Reg. Sig. Sec.
Vol xv, fol. 46; OPS 1855, 394; Miket and Roberts 1990, 78). Various accounts record the event; MacDonald
is said to have wrenched the arrow out, and was carried to a nearby island, where he died. The island is now
called Larac Thig Mhic Domhnuil, or ‘site of MacDonald’s House’, and lies to the west of Eilean Donan in Loch
Alsh.
The castle is further documented in 1541, when King James V granted remission to Donald’s accomplices, for
‘their treasonable burning of the castle of Allanedonnand, and of the boats there, for the ‘hereschip’ of
Kinlochewe and Troutness, and for all past actions except treason against the king’s person’ (Reg. Sig. Sec. Vol
xv, fol.47).
In 1618, Murdo Murchison, vicar of Kintail and Constable of Eilean Donan, died, leaving both posts open. The
Reverend Mr Farquhar was appoint to fill his place, and is said to have dwelt in the castle in an ‘opulent and
FIE L D A R C H A E O L O G Y S P E C IA L IST S
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flourishing condition, much given to hospitality and charity’ (in Miket and Roberts 1990, 79). When Colin, Earl
of Seaforth, a frequent visitor with his retinue, died, Farquhar’s position was confirmed by his successor. In
1641, the Earl’s son, George, was placed in the Farquhar’s care, where he remained for a number of years.
Within a decade, however, the Constable of Eilean Donan appears to have fallen out of favour with the Earl’s
brother, Simon Mackenzie of Lochslin. A band of men had been raised to support Charles II, led by Lochslin,
but before they would depart, Simon Mackenzie insisted that Mr Farquhar be removed from Eilean Donan.
Following something of a stand-off, Farquhar left the castle, stating that he was ‘well pleased to be rid of the
island, because it was a bad habitation for a man of his age and corpulence’. Farquhar’s expulsion came before
the Presbytery at Dingwall in 1661, but the collapse of Royalist forces at Worcester resulted in the case not
being heard (Miket and Roberts 1990, 79).
Further disquiet affected the Castle during the 17th century. During the 1650s, the Scottish Parliament had
imposed a garrison on the castle:
‘His [the Earl of Seaforth’s] house of Ellandolla to be delivered up to be garrisoned by his Highness’
forces whenever demanded, and his security to be bound for its delivery, as well as for his deportment.....’

(Calendar of State Papers Domestic, Jan 10 1654)
During the resulting occupation, the soldiers became involved in a dispute with local men and their leader, John
Campbell, was killed (Miket and Roberts 1990, 79). Shortly afterwards, Eilean Donan was vacated by the
garrison. Retribution was taken in 1654, when General Monk, Cromwell’s Lieutenant, arrived in Kintail, and
much of the district was plundered and burned.
The earliest form of the castle
Few sources are available for the earliest form of the castle.
No pictorial sources survive for the site prior to the early 18th
century; the earliest plan and elevation, by Lewis Petit, date to
1714, immediately prior to the destruction of the castle (Plate
4). Petit’s plan came to light during the earlier part of the 20th
century, and has proved invaluable in the phasing and
interpretation of the surviving medieval and post-medieval
remains.
Available cartographic sources and early descriptions tend to
indicate only that a castle was present on the site. Slightly
more informative is the late 16th century map and description
by Timothy Pont;
‘The castell of Ylen Donen is composed of a strong
and fair dungeon upon a rock, with another tower
compasd with a fair barmkin wall, with orchards
and trees, al within ane yland of the lenth of twa

FIE L D A R C H A E O L O G Y S P E C IA L IST S
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pair of butts almost round.
consisted of seven tours.’

It is sayd of old that castel

(MacFarlane’s Geog. Collect.;

OPS 1855, 395; Gifford 1992, 532-3)
Pont’s illustration of the castle is not clear, due to the
scale of the map; it is possible that two main towers are
depicted, surrounded by the enceinte or curtain wall.
Published in 1654, Bleau’s Atlas also records the
location of the Cashtel Ylen Donen.
From these later sources, and from the surviving

Plate 5 Plan by MacGibbon and Ross, 1889

medieval remains, scholars have attempted to ascertain
the original plan, and subsequent development, of the castle.
MacGibbon and Ross, in one of the earliest scholarly studies of
castles of Scotland, provide a plan of the castle of Eilean Donan, and
a description of major features (MacGibbon and Ross 1889, 82-3;
Plate 5). This differs slightly from more recent plans, which have
been helped by the emergence of the Petit’s survey (Petit 1714), but
provides a valuable pre-reconstruction account. MacGibbon and
Ross do not, however, provide a plan of the outer features of the
castle.
More recently, the castle has been discussed by Miket and Roberts
(1990, 82-92; Plate 6), who divide the development of the
fortifications into four main phases (including the reconstruction).
Miket and Roberts First Phase - 13th to 14th century
To the 13th to 14th century, Miket and Roberts assign a massive

Plate 6 Miket and Roberts’ current plan
of the castle (1990, 81)

enceinte wall, surrounding much of the island (Plate 7). This
enclosure is omitted from MacGibbon and Ross’s plan of Eilean
Donan (1889), although they do state that the 14th-century keep ‘seems
to have been raised upon the older wall of enceinte’.
The enceinte encloses an area of c.3000m2, with the main keep
occupying an elevated position on a rocky outcrop to the west of the
island. Miket and Roberts depict three further towers defending the
enceinte, to the north, southwest and northeast. The largest tower, to
the north, is described a being ‘represented by massive footings...walls
4.3m in thickness’, enclosing what must have been a vaulted basement,
4m x 5m (Miket and Roberts 1990, 82). The base of this tower does
survive, albeit in a highly overgrown state.
Between the north tower and the main keep, a gateway is suggested to
FIE L D A R C H A E O L O G Y S P E C IA L IST S
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have interrupted the enceinte wall, opening ‘virtually on the high tide mark’. The curtain wall is suggested to
have run eastwards from the north tower, before angling towards the southeast and joining the second,
northeastern tower (Miket and Roberts 1990, 82). Miket and Robert’s describe what are interpreted as the
footings for this structure as 1.8m thick and 3m x 5m in plan. This tower is then postulated to have been linked
to a robbed out wall at the southern edge of the island, which then runs in a southwesterly direction towards a
third mural tower, located on a small knoll, and now represented by some masonry. Apart from the north tower,
the curtain wall and towers surrounding the island are not represented by clearly visible archaeological remains,
nor is their layout well defined. Perhaps most significantly, the proposed plan lacks both a gatehouse, and
evidence for the ‘seven tours’ described by Timothy Pont.
Miket and Roberts Second Phase - 15th to 16th century
The defences of the First Phase are projected into the 14th century, but
after this date, the defended area is said to have been reduced
dramatically (Plate 8; Miket and Roberts 1990, 83). Attempts to link
this change to an historical event have proved unsuccessful, and the
potential reasoning behind leaving such a large area of the island
undefended has not been provided.
The three external towers are thought to have been disused at this date,
whilst the site of the main keep was retained; Miket and Roberts
ascribe much of the surviving state of the castle to this phase. Using
Petit’s elevation, and surviving historical photographs, Miket and
Roberts present an account of the main elements of this contracted
fortification, being the main tower, contracted curtain wall with
associated three structures. Use of Petit’s survey, not available to
MacGibbon and Ross, accounts for differences between their
respective plans.

Plate 8 Miket and Roberts’ Second
Phase (1990, 83)

Miket and Roberts Third Phase - 16th century
To the Third Phase has been assigned a ‘hornwork’ which extends from
the eastern end of the courtyard, comprising two convergent walls
leading to a hexagonal tower (Plate 9). This has been assigned by
Miket and Roberts to the 16th century on the ground of form and
masonry. The structure is frequently described as a well, and its
function has been explained as a defence for the fresh water standing
within, in a hollow, 10m deep and 5m in diameter (Close Brooks 1995,
98; Miket and Roberts 1990, 89). In a description based on accounts of
the early 19th century, Ayton and Daniell record that the ‘well’
contained waters which were ‘still sweet and of good quality’ (Ayton
and Daniell 1978, 3). In the late 19th century, however, MacGibbon
and Ross present a less attractive picture:
Plate 9 Miket and Roberts’ Third
Phase (1990, 89)
FIE L D A R C H A E O L O G Y S P E C IA L IST S

9

FAS2008 404 LDC342.wpd

‘This enclosure, which was always open to the sky, seems to have been a water tank. It still contains water,
but is of a very stagnant and unwholesome appearance. There is possibly a spring in it, as in the similar
rock on which stands the castle of Kismull in Barra, and the tower has been erected to secure it for the use
of the garrison’

(MacGibbon and Ross 1889, 84-5).

Patullo, too, suggests that the water was fed by a spring (Patullo 1967, 14). However, the primary function of
this outwork as a well has been questioned, and instead, its role as a defensive structure, albeit unparalleled in
contemporary and earlier castles, has been stressed: ‘this addition was too ideally suited to the use of artillery
to have been built with any other purpose in mind’(Miket and Roberts 1990, 89).
This gateway would have been heavily defended; the iron gate or yett that was recovered from the ‘well’ during
investigations in 1893 would have provided a substantial defence (Wallace 1890, 116), and Miket and Roberts
(1990, 91) suggest that this would have led onto a timber drawbridge over the standing water within the ‘well’;
once removed, the water would have provided a further line of defence. Once inside, those entering the castle
could have been watched from the wall-heads of the two walls connecting the courtyard to the tower, shown by
Petit to have been accessed from a set of wooden steps leading to the northern wall; notably, Petit’s plan shows
no entrance to the west, possibly due to the first floor level of this survey.
The whole construction is therefore considered to have
been constructed for artillery purposes, a variant of
fortifications seen at sites such as Duntulm or
Dunvegan (Miket and Roberts 1990, 91), and the
recovery of two pieces of brass artillery during 1893
has been further used to support this interpretation.
These pieces were drawn in 1913 (Plate 10), showing
them to be a type known as ‘double hagbutts’,
measuring 1.29m and 0.95m long, with bores of 29mm
and 24mm respectively (Miket and Roberts 1990, 91).

Plate 10 Brass guns found at the site (Miket and
Roberts 1990, 88)

The whereabouts of these artefacts is currently
unknown; the muzzle of a third example, with a 24mm bore, survives in the castle. These artillery pieces have
been dated to the early 16th century, and are used by Miket and Roberts to support a late 16th century date for
the construction of the tower and outworks.
Revision of Third phase (b)
Petit’s plan shows a set of steps leading to a gateway in the southern wall of the ‘hornwork’, connected to the
eastern gate of the courtyard by a balustraded walkway. Miket and Roberts (1990, 91) have assigned this to a
later phase of construction, suggesting that it would have been inserted during the 17th century. Petit’s elevation
shows a possible sentry box to the west of this entrance, with roof capped by a finial.
By this time, the castle appears to have been in a relatively ruinous state, apart from the building by the inner
gate which is suggested to have been occupied by Reverend Mr Farquhar until 1650. The castle is said to have
disintegrated rapidly following the upheavals of 1689 and 1715, until final destruction by the men-o-war in 1719.
Pre-reconstruction photographs suggest that the area may have been planted (see Plate 3); George Washington
FIE L D A R C H A E O L O G Y S P E C IA L IST S
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Wilson’s photograph shows linear alignments of vegetation to the northeast of the castle, behind the relatively
modern stone-built field boundary.
Finds
Archaeologically, a number of small finds can be loosely assigned to the medieval and post-medieval occupation
of the castle. Bone gaming pieces from Eilean Donan occur in published accounts (Miket and Roberts 1990,
14), loosely datable to the medieval period (MacGregor 1985, 135-7). Accounts of debris being discovered on
the shores, include clay pipe, coins and smithing waste. A smithing hearth bottom recovered from the island
is suggested to be consistent with a medieval or early post-medieval date (Cath Mortimer pers. comm.).
Numerous finds of cannonball and coins are noted in antiquarian accounts, which state that many artefacts are
now scattered or lost (Wallace 1890, 116); cannon balls, in particular, are said to have been recovered from a
‘mossy tract’ about a mile from Eilean Donan, where they landed during the destruction of 1719, latterly used
‘by some of the oldest inhabitants as weights to sell butter and cheese’ (OSA 1792, 530; Ayton and Daniell 1978,
3). In about 1850, a large orthogonal brooch was found on the island by Kenneth Macrae, who apparently gave
it to Keith Stewart-Mackenzie of Seaforth. This brooch is said to have been similar to that found in Bruce’s
tomb in Dunfermline (1818), inscribed ‘Jesus Nazarenus Rex Indearum’ (Wallace 1890, 116). That found at
Eilean Donan is said to have been ‘of superior workmanship’, with the inscription abbreviated to ‘Jesus Nasar’
(Wallace 1890, 116).
1.3.4

18th-century demolition

The castle was occupied by Government troops during the rising of 1715, but, on the eve of Sherrifmuir, was
seized by Kintail men. Stewart supporters occupied the castle, and a local account records them dancing on the
roofs of the castle, before heading out into battle, where large number of soldiers were killed (Miket and Roberts
1990, 80). In 1719, an attempt was made to recoup these losses, in a Jacobite uprising that involved the landing
of 300 Spanish soldiers on the west coast, to unite with Highland forces and march to Inverness (Miket and
Roberts 1990, 80). The Spanish occupied part of Eilean Donan, establishing a magazine in ‘the low building
to the rear of the castle, and to the west of the building by the entrance which was then in use as a manse’ (Miket
and Roberts 1990, 80). The Government had, however, received intelligence of this plan. Three government
ships were situated on the west coast; two of which, the Worcester and the Enterprise, sailed up Loch Alsh to
the castle, which was soon ‘reduced to ruins’ (Miket and Roberts 1990, 80; Close-Brooks 1995, 98). Captain
Herdman of the ‘Enterprise’ was sent ashore to set fire to the powder magazine, which exploded, taking much
of the castle with it, and forcing the Spaniards to move inland (Miket and Roberts 1990, 80); forced to make a
stand, they were beaten at the pass of Glenshiel. A typical embellishment to the story has also placed Rob Roy
at the scene (MacDonald and Polson 1931, 73).
Captain Boyle of the Worcester apparently reported to his master that Eilean Donan has been destroyed, ‘so that
traitors might have one haunt the less to plot mischief against the King and the Laws’ (Miket and Roberts 1990,
80).
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1.3.5

20th-century reconstruction

Following the destruction of the castle in 1719, the ruins lay largely undisturbed for up to 200 years, until John
Macrae-Gilstrap (1861-1937), one of the claimants for the Chiefship of the Clan Macrae, purchased the island
along with land at nearby Conchra (MacDonald and Polson 1931, 72).
John Macrae-Gilstrap was the second son of the Macrae family of Conchra. The money for the restoration of
the castle was obtained through his marriage to Isabella Mary Gilstrap in 1889; Isabella was second daughter
and co-heiress to her father, Mr George Gilstrap, and co-heiress to her uncle, Sir William Gilstrap of Fornham
Park, Suffolk (Woodward 1994, 50). John Macrae had taken her name as a condition of inheritance; the Gilstrap
element was, however, dropped a generation later (Woodward 1994, 50).
The site was purchased in 1912 from Sir Keith Fraser of Inverinate; the particulars of sale were available in
1907, and although Macrae-Gilstrap was congratulated on his purchase in 1910, the transaction was not
completed until 1913 (Woodward 1994, 50); a clan gathering was held on the site in the same year.
The architect for the reconstruction of Eilean Donan was George Mackie Watson (1860-1948), and a local
clansman, Farquhar Macrae, was appointed carpenter-in-chief (Gifford 1992, 532). Still fantastic stories emerge:
the detail of the castle is said to have been faithful to the original, having been revealed to Farquhar in a dream
(Anon 1959).
That the reconstruction happened at all was not met with unanimous enthusiasm. In 1923, Miss M. Donaldson
visited the site on a tour, and was apparently:
‘horrified and repelled by the ruined picture which obtruded itself on the outraged surroundings, the
remains of the castle being in the throes of a rebuilding which must permanently disfigure the landscape.
In any modern rebuilding operations, the end no less than the means to the end are alike hideous. From
start to finish of the proceedings, everything is ugly, and one can only marvel at a taste which finds any
satisfaction in transforming a picturesque ruin which harmonizes so completely with its surroundings, into
a permanent blot on the landscape’

(Donaldson 1923, 193)

Such feelings were, however, not the norm, and the reconstruction was welcomed in most quarters. The bridge
to the mainland was built in 1932, and the castle officially opened on July 22nd, widely reported by the press.
After the opening, work continued, with the addition of the complete southwest range, finishing of the well wall,
stairway railings, roofing details and walls supporting the curved roadway to the main entrance. Shortly after
completion, the southwest elevation of the keep was harled in an effort to reduce damp (Woodward 1994, 52).
John Macrae-Gilstrap died in 1937, and the castle then passed on to his son, Captain Duncan Macrae (18901966), whose enthusiasm for the project did not match that of his father, and whose family chose to occupy their
other estates, rather than Eilean Donan (Woodward 1994, 53).
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Miket and Roberts Fourth Phase - modern reconstruction
‘Th[e] final structural episode in the history of Eilean Donan has been disregarded here as belonging more
to the spirit of Victorian Romantic Mediaevalism than to that of the real castle.. ’

(Miket and Roberts

1990, 93)
During the early 20th century, the castle was reconstructed, or reinvented, by John Macrae-Gilstrap; the resulting
work has the ground plan of Miket and Roberts’ Second and Third Phases. At the outset of the rebuilding, the
detailed plan of Lewis Petit was not available; this was rediscovered in the 1920s when work was already well
underway. As a consequence, and likely due to variations in interpretation, several changes to the original plan
are already known to have occurred with the rebuilding.
Some hints at the logistics and development of the design are hinted at in a letter of 1914:
‘I am glad you kept the arch formation on the east section of the keep for the architect’s inspection. It may
suggest something to him....’

(in Woodward 1994, 51)

This might suggest that sections of previously standing masonry were demolished to make way for new build;
the Victorian photographs, therefore, may record upstanding remains that are no longer extant. However, it
seems that considerable attempt was made to create an aura of authenticity, although this was not met favourably
by all. In 1924, for example, Watson attacked the falsified ageing of a door as ‘Vandalism pure and
unadulterated’ (Woodward 1994, 52).
Surviving accounts also record the nature and materials of the work that was undertaken. Weather apparently
hindered progress: The Times of July 18th 1932 recounted how stones from neighbouring hills, weighing up to
30cwt ‘were dragged by a horse to the shore, and there, at low tide, chained to the bottom of a boat which, when
the tide rose, was rowed over to the island’ (in Woodward 1994, 52). Other materials, including hewn oak
beams, steel stanchions and green slate from Caithness, arrived by boat. Unfortunately, despite importing much
material from elsewhere, locally collected sea sand was mixed, unwashed, unto the mortar and concrete, which
has caused structural problems as the sea salt corrodes embedded steel beams (Woodward 1994, 52).
Reconstructed features differing from the suggested original design
Miket and Roberts’ account highlights a number of areas where the rebuilt form of the castle differs from that
shown either on pre-reconstruction photographs, or on Petit’s survey of 1714. Most notably, a number of
features have been identified within the main tower and courtyard areas:
‘The 20th century rebuilding has falsified much of the structure [of the Tower], walls having been
lightened in a honeycombing of passages, closets and wide stairs. Large grouped windows of crudely
gothic character have been inserted in places where windows never were before. During the rebuilding
the courtyard was lowered to a fast bedrock to give the present attractive ruggedness. This lowering puts
the building-levels of the south-west corner out of context.’ (Miket

and Roberts 1990, 86)

In the Tower (ground floor), the siting of door and windows was retained in the ground floor, but the partition
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is thought to have been abbreviated and resited. The staircase was not rebuilt and in its place is an alcove.
Of the southeastern block, the 20th century rebuilding extended the building further to the southwest, and the
pitched roof truncated to a lead flat; this may have contributed to some of the stories surrounding the castle
during earlier periods:
‘The celebrated dance held in 1715 by Stuart supporters before departing for Sheriffmuir, is reputed to
have taken place on one of the castle roofs, but as this was a pitched roof at that time, clearly cannot have
taken place here. A late 19th century oil painting now hanging in the tower purports to show this event
taking place on a leaded roof near a round tower which did not exist at Eilean Donan at that date. The
unknown artist reputedly received a description of the event from an eye witness although the timespan
makes this most unlikely. During the rebuilding a carriage arch surmounted by armorial panels, used as
the present entrance, was driven through the building into the courtyard; at the same time the tourelle
‘migrated’ 5m. to the west’

(Miket and Roberts 1990, 87)

Of the southwestern block, Miket and Roberts note that, following the reinstatement of the barrel vault, the
windows were made more regular, and the northwest range was not rebuilt. The apparent lowering of the
courtyard has made the floor level of the ground floor part of the lower, paved courtyard; its projection beyond
the west curtain was, however, retained (Miket and Roberts 1990, 89).
Whilst the overall impact of the castle might, therefore, be a reflection of its former state, details of architecture
and ground plan may differ markedly. The current hypothesis requires revision on a number of points, and
further investigative fieldwork would be required to clarify a number of features on the site, to further the
understanding of the castle development.
1.3.6

Modern use

The son of Captain Duncan Macrae, Mr John Macrae (25th Constable 1925-1988), opened the castle to the
public in 1955, and in 1983 established the charitable trust to oversee the maintenance of the castle (Woodward
1994, 53). Since that time, Eilean Donan has attracted thousands of visitors, and its iconic appearance (albeit
recently constructed) has led to its use in a number of films.
Despite this popularity, however, there has been little archaeological activity on the island, and no formal
investigations into the layout of the castle.

2.0

SURVEY PROCEDURE

The survey was undertaken in accordance with the Institute of Field Archaeologists (2002) Paper No.6, The use
of geophysical techniques in archaeological evaluations; and the Archaeology Data Service (2001) Geophysical
Data in Archaeology: A Guide to Good Practice.
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2.1

SURVEY GRID

Using a Total Station Theodolite, a site grid was installed on a magnetic north-south alignment. The Above
Ordnance Datum height (AOD) was derived from an Ordnance Survey benchmark on the island-side of the castle
bridge. A series of survey stations were then set out around and within the castle to facilitate both the
topographic and geophysical surveys.
2.2

TOPOGRAPHIC SURVEY

The interior of the castle and the surrounding area were
the subject of a detailed contour survey (Figure 2; Plate
11). Coded ‘strings’ of data were recorded to locate
significant breaks of slope on earthworks and
topographic features as well as the various boundaries
and structures within the survey area. The resulting
contour map of the castle’s environs was generated using
LisCAD software and was produced at 0.5m intervals
(Figure 3; Appendix A), while a more detailed contour
map of the castle’s interior was produced at 0.2m
intervals (Figure 4; Appendix B).
2.3

Plate 11 Topographic survey in progress

GEOPHYSICAL SURVEY

Multi-probe soil resistance and high resolution magnetometer area surveys were undertaken within the area of
investigation. The geophysical surveys were carried out using a variety of grid sizes in order to cover as large
a proportion of the island as possible, avoiding major obstacles such as trees, walls and lighting. Using a TST,
grid points were set out at the corners of the survey areas to form the framework of the survey grid. Where
necessary, intermediate points were positioned using tapes, to complete individual grid squares (Figure 5). This
procedure ensured an accuracy of ±0.05m for the survey.
2.3.1

Soil resistance survey

Soil resistance survey involves passing a low electrical
current through an area of ground and measuring the
ground’s resistance to the current (Plate 12). Although
soil particles and stone are insulators and do not conduct
electricity, the presence of water, which is a good
conductor, allows these materials to conduct an electrical
current. In effect, a soil resistance survey maps moisture
content. Archaeological deposits vary in character and
composition and have different moisture retention
qualities, which can often be mapped by a soil resistance
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meter.
This survey was carried out using a soil resistance meter with digital storage and data transfer facilities (RM15
Advanced - manufactured by Geoscan Research). The RM15 was used with a MPX15 multiplexer connected
to a PA5 probe array fitted with three probes. The use of a multiplexer and multiple probe array allows a series
of different readings to be taken at the same point. In this case, two readings at 0.5m probe separation and one
at 1.0m probe separation were logged at each point. This method produces two data sets: firstly, a higher
resolution data set with readings at 0.5m x 1.0m intervals (0.5m probe spacing), and secondly, a lower resolution
data set with readings at 1.0m x 1.0m intervals (1.0m probe spacing). The first data set produces a higher
definition image of soil resistance anomalies, while the second with wider probe spacing provides a coarser
image of soil resistance at greater depth.
The survey data was transferred from the RM15 to a portable computer, where it was checked for survey defects.
The data was subsequently copied to a desktop computer for processing, presentation and archiving. The raw
data was processed using Geoplot version 3.0. This involved the adjustment of any differences in the average
background reading between individual survey grids as well as inconsistencies caused by changing climatic
conditions, which were removed to facilitate clear presentation of the data sets. The processed data was
transferred to Surfer version 6.2, in which it was prepared for presentation, and the resulting greyscale images
were imported into AutoCAD and output on a high-definition laser printer (Appendix C).
2.3.2

Magnetometer survey

Magnetometers measure the vertical component of the earth’s magnetic field, and can detect anomalies in the
field which often reflect archaeological features. Metalwork creates significant magnetic variation, while
archaeological features and deposits which contain debris from burning or organic decay will create more subtle
variations, both of which can be mapped.
Measurements of vertical geomagnetic field gradient were determined using a fluxgate gradiometer with digital
storage and data transfer facilities (FM36 with ST1 sample trigger - manufactured by Geoscan Research). Each
survey grid was undertaken using the parallel traverse method (unidirectionally) to ensure the capture of good
quality raw data. Instrument readings were logged at 1.0m x 0.25m intervals in order to produce a highresolution image of magnetic anomalies, which improves the definition of feature form and increases the
possibility of defining smaller feature types. On the completion of four survey grids the data was transferred
from the FM36 to a portable computer, where it was checked for survey defects. The survey data was
subsequently copied to a desktop computer for processing, presentation and archiving.
The raw data was processed using Geoplot version 3.0. This involved the adjustment of any differences in the
average background reading between individual survey grids as well as inconsistencies caused by instrument
drift, which were removed to facilitate clear presentation of the data sets. The raw and processed data was
transferred to Surfer version 6.2, in which it was prepared for presentation, and the resulting greyscale and trace
plots were imported into AutoCAD 2005 and output on a high-definition laser printer (see Appendix D).
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3.0

SURVEY RESULTS

For the purposes of the assessment, Eilean Donan has been divided into seven zones (Table 1; Figure 6). The
zones have been divided on the basis of current land use, structures and topography.
Table 1
Zone

Summary of zones
Location

Description

1

Castle

Reconstructed castle and inner ward, including the hornwork

2

Central island

Area immediately adjacent to the castle

3

North island

Open area to the north of the island

4

South island

Open area to the south of the island

5

W ider island

The remaining area of the island, above the -2m AOD contour

6

Bridge

Bridge from the castle to the visitor centre and the car park

7

Mainland

Car park and visitor centre

3.1

TOPOGRAPHIC SURVEY

The survey has been used to create a detailed contour map of the island, and to identify any topographic features
which are present in each of the five zones on the island (Zones 6 and 7 are not discussed further in this report).
Interpretation of the topographic survey is presented here zone-by-zone, beginning with a general description
of the topography and character of each zone, following a description of the identified features, each of which
has been assigned a feature number, beginning with F1.
3.1.1

Zone 1

Zone 1 has been assigned to the reconstructed castle, and is delimited by the walls of the inner ward and
hornwork (Figure 7). The key elements of Zone 1 are the main tower, the curtain wall of the inner ward, a
structure in the southeastern angle of the curtain wall, two structures forming an L-shape at the southwestern
angle of the curtain wall, and the hornwork projecting to the east. Visually, Zone 1 is dominated by the main
tower, which occupies a steep-sided bedrock outcrop and is reached via a steep staircase. The inner ward is
accessed via a doorway in its southern elevation.
The survey of the castle has provided an accurate plan of the structures within this area, in addition to a contour
map of the underlying bedrock. No previously unidentified earthwork features were defined during the survey.
3.1.2

Zone 2

Zone 2 is delineated by the metalled paths that lead from the bridge, and sweep around the castle to the north
and south (see Figure 5; Plate 13). The southern part of the area is formed by a driveway leading to the main
entrance of the castle, which is bounded by a modern stone wall. The northern path encircles the castle, joining
a walkway around the western, seaward side of the castle. The two paths enclose a small grassed area,
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containing outcropping bedrock, which lies to the north
of the hornwork.
In the northern part of Zone 2 lies the Macrae memorial
(Plate 14), which is flanked by two cannons. The grassed
area also contains the surviving fragments of vitrified
rock which have led to identification of the island as a
fort.
The limits of Zone 2 include the steep scarp of the

Plate 13 Zone 2 - general view from the east

bedrock outcrop on which the castle was constructed,
now largely covered in vegetation. Elsewhere, however,
Zone 2 is characterised by a level profile, and it would
seem that the 20th-century reconstruction, and the
subsequent formalisation of the pathways and roads
around the castle, involved a degree of landscaping.
Consequently, no features were defined through the
topographic survey.
3.1.3

Zone 3
Plate 14 Zone 2 - Macrae memorial

Zone 3 has been allocated to the northern part of the
island, delimited by the northern path of Zone 2 to the
south, and the extent of the island to the north (Plate 15).
This area is less formally landscaped than Zone 2, and
includes a combination of well-kept grass, rough
grassland, trees and rocky outcrops. The ground is
undulating, in part due to extant structural features, and
also due to naturally occurring outcrops (Plate 16). Two
distinct mounds are noted on the eastern edge of island,
one of which is topped by a flagpole.
Plate 15 Zone 3 from the south
In this area, evidence for structural remains and
archaeological deposits is more clearly defined
topographically.

A number of features have been

allocated, primarily relating to the surviving elements of
the outer ward of the castle, and also to 20th-century
activity (Figure 8).
Feature 1

has been allocated to the clearly-defined
remains of a square tower at the
northern end of the island (allocated
Plate 16 Zone 3 from the east
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Structure 1, and hereafter the ‘north
tower’)(Plate 17). The tower is visible
on the ground, albeit heavily overgrown
(Plate 18), and walls are constructed
from roughly coursed stone blocks. The
tower is aligned ENE-WSW, and
measures approximately 12m square,
with walls between 4.20m and 4.40m
thick. The western, seaward wall of the
tower has eroded resulting in exposed

Plate 17 Zone 3, Feature 1

wall core and thinner dimensions
(c.2.50m).
Feature 2

is a NNW-SSE aligned length of curtain
wall, which extends from the southern
wall of Structure 1 (Feature 1), towards
the main tower (Plate 19). The wall,
measuring 2.6m wide, can be traced
from the north tower to the modern
pathway forming the boundary of Zone
2. Visible stretches of walling reveal
roughly coursed stone make-up.

Feature 3

Plate 18 Zone 3, Feature 1 from the south

has been allocated to a negative, linear
feature forming a marked angle to the
east of the northwest tower. The feature
measures a total 17.0m in length and
1.80m wide and is clearly visible on the
ground when vegetation cover is low
(Plate 20). This appears to represent an
investigative trench aimed at defining
the

course

of

the

curtain

wall,

Plate 19 Zone 3, Feature 2 from the south

undertaken at some undetermined point
in the past.
Feature 4

is a large mound, which occupies the
northern part of the island, and measures
approximately 20.0m in diameter, and
c.3.0m high. The feature is currently
topped by a flagpole (Plate 21). This
mound is widely interpreted as a midden
or tip, thought to relate to the 20th-
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century reconstruction work on the
island.
Feature 5

represents a length of walling skirting
the northeastern shore of the island,
visible adjacent to the midden F4 (see
Plate 21). On the ground, the wall is
visible

for

a

length

of

c.7.0m,

constructed with unbonded, unshaped
cobbles. This has been interpreted as a
modern boundary, visible on early 20th-

Plate 21 Zone 3, Feature 4 and 5

century photographs.
Feature 6

has been allocated to a short length of
walling visible on the eastern edge of
the island, to the south of midden F4.
This feature measures c.3.0m NE-SW
and 1.9m NW-SE; currently the feature
is heavily overgrown (Plate 22). This
feature is interpreted by Miket and
Roberts (1990) as part of a tower,

Plate 22 Zone 3, Feature 6 and 7

although a hut is known to have existed
in this location from the 1920s.
Feature 7

lies to the immediate south of F6, and
represents a length of visible walling
running perpendicular to that feature for
some 2.11m. F7 is of stone construction
(see Plate 22).

The is wall may

therefore form part of the same tower or
hut as F6.
Plate 23 Zone 4, from the southeast
3.1.4

Zone 4

Zone 4 is situated to the south of the reconstructed castle,
occupying the southern part of the island at high tide
(Plate 23). Like Zone 3, this area has been subject to
little formal landscaping, and consists of rough grassland,
trees and rocky outcrops. The ground to the north may
have been raised to form a level driveway into the castle,
and the steep slope gives way to more level ground to the
south. To the west, the ground is eroding, and within this
Plate 24 Erosion at the western edge of Zone 4
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material, various finds, including clay pipe and animal
bone, have been noted (Plate 24). This zone incorporates
the southern part of the outer ward of the castle.
Feature 8

is a linear feature, visible on the ground,
extending south from the modern
boundary of Zone 2, for 13.0m before
turning to the southwest for a further
10.0m (Plate 25). F8 represents a buried
length of curtain wall, with exposed

Plate 25 Zone 4, Feature 8

masonry in places (Plate 26). The angle
of the structure is irregular, possibly suggesting the
presence of a tower.
Feature 9

has been allocated to a further length of curtain wall,
running on the same alignment, further to the west. This
is largely concealed beneath the current ground surface,
but several courses of stonework are exposed (Plate 27).

Feature 10

has been allocated to fragmentary stone walling which
occupies a rocky outcrop at the southern tip of the island
(Plate 28). A floodlight has been installed in this location.
This feature represents part of a tower at the southwestern
angle of the curtain wall.
Plate 26 Zone 4, Feature 8,
exposed masonry

Plate 27 Zone 4, Feature 9
3.1.5

Plate 28 Zone 4, Feature 10

Zone 5

Zone 5 has been allocated to the tidal area surrounding the main island (above -2.0m AOD). This zone is
characterised by bedrock seabed and associated vegetation (Plate 29); raised outcrops would previously have
provided access to the island at low tide. A jetty has been constructed at the northern end of the island. One
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feature was identified during the survey.
Feature 11

is situated to the northeast of Zone 5.
Two parallel lines of boulders were
identified, running approximately NESW, c.5.5m long and c.2.0m wide. This
feature is thought to represent a mooring
for a small boat.

3.1.6

Zone 6 and 7

Plate 29 Zone 5 and 6

Zones 6 and 7 were subject only to topographic survey,
and no archaeological features were identified. Zone 6
represents the early 20th-century bridge that connects the
island to the shore, while Zone 7 has been assigned to the
visitor centre, car park and Castle Cottage (holiday
home)(see Plate 29; Plate 30)
3.2

SOIL RESISTANCE SURVEY

Figure 9 represents the 0.5m probe spacing data set

Plate 30 Zone 7

which reports on relatively shallow soil resistance anomalies, while Figure 10 shows the results of the 1.0m
probe spacing data set. An interpretation map of geophysical anomalies is shown in Figure 11. Greyscale plots
of the raw soil resistance data are shown in Appendix C. In the greyscale images, high resistance anomalies are
displayed as dark grey to black, and low resistance anomalies as light grey to white. A palette bar on the raw
data plots, relates these greyscale intensities to values in ohms. Blocks of white visible at the southwest corner
of Area A, the southern half of Area B and throughout Area C represent areas where resistance was so high that
it was not possible to record a measurement. The central band of Area B represents an extant gravel path while
the area to its immediate north returned high resistivity readings due to the presence of bedrock outcrop.
The soil resistance anomalies, which are considered to represent potentially identifiable features, have been
grouped as follows:
3.2.1

Area A

Feature 12

is a high resistance linear anomaly situated at the southwestern corner of Area A, measuring
16.0m in length x 4.0m in width, and oriented broadly NNW-SSE disappearing beyond the
limits of the survey area. The feature is likely to represent the position of a track connecting an
extant path to the northwest with the jetty.

Feature 13

is a high resistance linear anomaly situated at the southeast side of Area A, measuring 16.0m
in length x between 2.0-3.0m in width, and oriented broadly west-east merging with F11 to the
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west and disappearing beyond the limit of the survey area to the east. The feature may represent
the continuation of the curtain wall.
Feature 14

is a high resistance anomaly situated in the northwestern corner of Area A measuring 3.0m eastwest x 3.0m north-south. The feature merges with F15 to the east and disappears beyond the
survey area to the west. Interpretation of the anomaly must be cautious due to the presence of
the adjacent midden F4 thought to relate to the 20th-century restoration of the castle.

Feature 15

is a high resistance curvilinear anomaly situated within the northern grid of Area A. The feature
measures 10.0m in length x 2.0m in width with an eastern linear offshoot measuring 6.0m in
length. The anomaly is oriented broadly north-south merging with F13 to the south, adjoined
by F14 to the west and disappearing beyond the survey area to the north. Interpretation of the
anomaly must be cautious due to the presence of the midden thought to relate to the 20thcentury restoration of the castle.

3.2.2

Area B

Feature 16

is a high resistance anomaly situated in the northeastern corner of Area B. The feature is visible
for a maximum length of 10.0m and appears to be oriented broadly NW-SE disappearing beyond
the northern and eastern limit of the survey area. The feature may represent the presence of
curtain wall, although given its position it may simply reflect the topography of the area.

Feature 17

is a high resistance suboval anomaly situated in the northern half of Area B. The anomaly
measures approximately 3.0m in diameter and may represent a dump of stone, or a structural
feature of some kind.

3.2.3

Area C

Feature 18

is a high resistance anomaly situated in the northeastern corner of Area C. The anomaly
measures 13.0m in length x up to 6.0m in width, oriented broadly NE-SW and disappearing
beyond the northeastern limit of survey. This feature represents the presence of the curtain wall.

3.3

MAGNETOMETER SURVEY

The results of the magnetometer survey are presented as greyscale images in Figure 12, and the interpretation
map is presented as Figure 11. Greyscale and trace plots of the raw magnetometer data are shown in Appendix
D. In the greyscale images, positive magnetic anomalies are displayed as dark grey to black, and negative
anomalies as light grey to white. A palette bar on the raw data plots, relates these greyscale intensities to values
in nanoTesla. The anomalies defined by the magnetometer survey have been grouped as follows:
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Area A

Feature 19

is a strong, positive anomaly, sub-circular in plan and measuring 2.5m x 1.5m, situated at the
western side of Area A.

Feature 20

is a strong, positive anomaly, oblong in plan measuring 1.75m in length x 1.5m in width,
situated at the northwestern edge of Area A.

Feature 21

is a strong, positive anomaly, sub-oval in plan measuring 2.5m in length x 1.5m in width,
situated at the northeastern edge of Area A.

Feature 22

is a series of strong, positive anomalies, all sub-circular in plan, measuring between 2.5 to 3.0m
in diameter and distributed broadly NW-SE. These anomalies appear to represent subsurface
archaeological features, and may represent a wall line.

Feature 23

is a linear strong positive anomaly situated at the eastern edge of Area A and disappearing
beyond the eastern limit of survey. The anomaly is oriented broadly NNE-SSW and measures
4.0m in length x 1.0m in width.

4.0

DISCUSSION

The topographic and geophysical survey have allowed a more accurate plan of surviving features across the
island to be created. Drawing on historic photographs, existing plans, and previous interpretations, it is possible
to draw together these results to add further information to what is currently known of the layout and
development of the castle.
Although none of the features identified during the survey has provided secure dating, it is possible to place the
majority of the features into two main groups: those associated with the medieval castle, and those associated
with the 20th-century rebuild.
4.1

VITRIFIED FORT

One of the key aims of the magnetometer survey was to ascertain whether or not Eilean Donan is the site of a
vitrified fort, as has frequently been asserted. Had there been vitrified ramparts in or around the survey areas,
even truncated by later activity, then a strong and characteristic magnetic signal would have been detected. The
survey encountered no such evidence, and it must therefore be concluded that the island was not the site of a
vitrified fort, and that the fragments of vitrified stone present at the site must have been imported, possibly during
the 20th century, as artefacts of interest.
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4.2

CASTLE DEFENCES

Both the topographic survey and the geophysical survey have provided further evidence for the layout and form
of the castle defences, and associated tower structures (Figure 13).
4.2.1

Towers

North tower
The topographic survey has provided an accurate plan of the north tower (Structure 1, F1), which confirms the
dimensions noted by previous scholars. Rather than a smaller, mural tower, the 4.20 - 4.40m wide walls compare
with those of the main keep, suggesting that this would have been a significant structure, possibly identifiable
with the second tower which appears to be depicted on Pont’s map.
Previously, it has been suggested that the eroding, thinner west wall of the tower may have been an internal
division for a larger structure (FAS 2006). While this remains a possibility, the maximum extents of the
surviving masonry would seem to represent a c.4m wide wall, which would be consistent with a symmetrical,
square plan.
Northeast tower
At the northeastern angle of the curtain wall, Miket and
Roberts suggest that there was a small tower, measuring
3m x 5m in plan, with walls 1.8m thick (Miket and
Roberts 1990, 82). The topographic survey (F6, F7)
identified walls in this location, defining an L-shaped
angle, with maximum extents of just over 3m and 5m.
The presence of a structure in this location is therefore
likely, but its date remains uncertain. The structure
appears to be closely associated with the projected line of

Plate 31 Eilean Donan during reconstruction, 1929

the curtain wall (see below), which would confirm
identification as a mural tower.

Evidence for a

significant quantity of rubble, and a raised mound similar
to the north tower in this location is provided by the
historic

pre-1908

photograph.

However,

later

photographs show a hut in this location (Plate 31), used
during the reconstruction of the castle; the date of these
foundations is therefore called into doubt.
Southwest tower
The remains of stone walls occupying a knoll at the
southern tip of the island (F10) are generally interpreted
as the remains of a small mural tower. This feature has
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long been recognised as such; the 1879 Ordnance Survey edition marks a ‘watch tower’ in this location (Plate
32). The topographic survey revealed the dimensions of this tower to be 5.0m x 3.6m; similar to that of the
corresponding tower to the northeast.
4.2.2

Curtain wall and outer ward

Both the topographic survey and the geophysical survey identified elements of the curtain wall, some of which
are still visible on the ground. F2 leads north from the main keep towards the north tower; the gateway identified
by Miket and Roberts was not defined during this phase of survey. From the central point of the north tower (not
its southern edge as suggested), the curtain wall extends westwards, c.3.4m wide, for some 10m, before turning
south slightly. The presence of trench F3 and similar shallow trenches around the north tower might relate to
antiquarians, or more recent scholars, attempting to define the extent of these wall lines.
The presence of archaeological features (F22, F23) beyond the projected curtain wall is unclear, and without
further indication of form and date must remain so. However, the alignment of F22 with the curtain wall might
be indicative of associated structures.
The projected line of the curtain wall would support an associated with the possible tower at the northeastern
angle, unless a later hut was simply situated in the same location. The soil resitivity provided a suggestion of
the route of the curtain wall southwards, which would concur with the general reconstructed plan of the site
(Miket and Roberts 1990; see Plate 6). This, would have met with the southern part of the curtain wall
immediately to the east of the hornwork, in a location that would seem to have been logical for a gatehouse. It
is possible, therefore, that this would have formed the main entrance to the outer ward, and that a longdemolished gatehouse occupied this part of the site.
The southern section of the curtain wall was defined by geophysical survey (F18) and topographic survey (F8)
in addition to being visible on the ground (F9). The southeastern angle appeared slightly irregular on the
topographic survey, and it is possible that there was a tower situated in this location. There was, however, no
clear evidence for such a structure.
4.2.3

Layout and development of the castle

The layout of the castle as suggested by the survey would include two main towers (the current castle and the
north tower), with two, possibly three mural towers and a possible gatehouse. This would have enclosed a
roughly D-shaped area, entered from the landward side to the east. Pont’s description suggests that there would
have been seven towers; the current reconstructed plan accounts for only six, including the postulated gatehouse
and tentative southeastern tower. It is possible that a further tower existed on the seaward side of the island
which has since been removed entirely.
The ‘hornwork’ would have been a later addition to the outer bailey, and the reconstructed plan suggests that it
might have been constructed flush against a pre-existing structure. Historic photographs clearly show an opening
at the eastern side of this structure (now infilled), and this structure may have formed an inner barbican area,
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affording greater protection to the castle entrance, and further supporting a defensive role for this building.
4.3

20TH-CENTURY RECONSTRUCTION

The geophysical and topographic survey recorded a number of features which are the result of the 20th-century
reconstruction of the island.
4.3.1

Boundary wall

Historic photographs of the island show a linear boundary encircling the landward side (see Plate 2). This
represents a boundary feature, which now survives only in places (F5); the feature predated the reconstruction
of the castle, and may relate to exploitation of the island for agricultural purposes.
4.3.2

Topographic alterations and clearance

Within the main body of the castle (Zone 1), the dramatic contours are the result of 1920s work, rather than
representative of the original form of the inner ward. Miket and Roberts (1990, 82) state that the courtyard was
lowered to enhance the ‘rugged’ appearance of the site, and as such, this would have removed any stratified
archaeological deposits.
A degree of clearance also seems to have taken place immediately outside the castle (Zone 2). The earliest
photograph available dates to early 20th century (see Plate 3). From this photograph, the bedrock spur on which
the castle is constructed appears to be buried beneath mounds of rubble and vegetation; the rubble appears to
have originated from the collapsing main tower. Ground level to the south of the castle also appears to have been
higher at this time, although high levels of vegetation may exaggerate this appearance.
By 1929, when a photograph records the development of
the castle, much of this area had been cleared, and the
ground level across Zone 2 appears much reduced (see
Plate 31), with the exception of the area immediately
outside the entrance, which may have been built up and
levelled.

This is evident when comparing pre-

reconstruction photographs with those today (see Plate
23; Plate 33). Beneath the rebuilt tower, the bedrock has
been exposed; as in the inner ward, this may have been
undertaken for aesthetic purposes, to give the

Plate 33 Photograph from the southeast, c.1890

reconstructed castle a more dominant appearance.
4.3.3

Tracks

The pre-1908 photograph of Eilean Donan shows no track across the island; by 1929, however, these are in
evidence. The photograph suggests that a path had been constructed around the castle, leading from the jetty
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(the bridge had not been constructed) towards the newly-built southern entrance to the castle. Presumably this
served to transport materials during construction; documentary sources refer to logs being transported by boat
to the island. The path is sketched on the plan by Miket and Roberts (1990, 81)(see Plate 6), and the sweeping
feature identified during the geophysics (F12) appears to relate to this directly. Initially utilitarian, this route has
since been formalised and preserved as a modern path, joined to the bridge after its construction in 1932.
Evidence for the pre-bridge activity on the island may also be provided by the two linear alignments of boulders
(F11), which may have served to stabilise boats at low tide.
4.3.4

Middens

The large mound on which the flagpole now sits is
widely interpreted as a midden, deriving from the 20thcentury reconstruction works.

That this feature is

modern is confirmed by the available historic
photographs; that pre-dating 1908 shows the ground to be
much more level (see Plate 2; Plate 34). By 1929, the
midden had accumulated, and a precursor to the current
flagpole erected.
Plate 34 Zone 4 from the east

5.0

ASSESSMENT

The survey, and observations made regarding the recent history and land-use of the castle, allow an assessment
of the archaeological potential and significance of each zone of the castle.
5.1

ZONE 1

Although the central part of the castle, and the most dominant visually, Zone 1 primarily represents modern
reconstruction. Much of the fabric of the castle has been rebuilt; in some cases pulled down before
reconstruction, and the complexity of the building makes the identifications of original fabric difficult. In terms
of below-ground archaeology, lowering the courtyard in this area to bedrock would have removed any stratified
archaeological deposits.
The archaeological potential of this area is, therefore limited, and restricted to assessment of the built fabric.
The exception would be the ‘well’ in the hornwork, which, although waterlogged, has produced significant
artefactual evidence in the past. Assessment of the built fabric, and investigation of deposits within the ‘well’
feature would allow further elucidation of its function.
5.2

ZONE 2

Zone 2 is currently dominated by modern paths, and was therefore not available for geophysical survey. The
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topographic survey has provided a detailed record of the level profile, and exposed bedrock, across most of the
Zone. The topography, and evidence of historic photographs, suggest that much of this area has been levelled,
indicating a degree of truncation of any earlier archaeological deposits. It is possible that material is preserved
beneath the driveway outside the main entrance, where ground level may have been raised. Similarly, vestiges
of a postulated gatehouse may exist beneath the current area beside the bridge. However, practicalities would
suggest that these areas are not suitable for further archaeological investigation.
5.3

ZONE 3

Both the topographic and geophysical survey within Zone 3 produced successful results, which confirmed that
this area has significant archaeological potential. The earthwork features relating to the medieval defences were
mapped by the topographic survey, and further enhanced by the results of the geophysical survey. The presence
of one certain and one possible tower in this area, with associated stretches of curtain wall, represent a significant
proportion of the northern part of the castle defences, and further investigation is likely to allow these features
to be more fully characterised. The fact that the layout of the reconstructed plan differs slightly to that prepared
by Miket and Roberts demonstrates the ambiguity of the earthworks.
The topographic and geophysical survey have allowed an accurate plan to be created, but have left many
unanswered questions relating to the condition, character and date of these structures, and whether any features
survive within the outer ward. In particular, further questions which require addressing are:
•

the original form of the north tower, and whether it was square in plan or extended further west;

•

the original ground level within and around the north tower, and the condition and character of
associated occupation deposits;

•

the position and alignment of the curtain wall;

•

the date of the northeast structure; whether this is a medieval tower or 20th-century hut;

•

the presence or absence of any openings
in the curtain wall;

•

the

condition

and

character

of

archaeological remains within the outer
ward.
In terms of the future conservation management of the
site, it is important to ascertain the current condition of
these features, particularly those structures close to
mature trees or the level of high tide, to ascertain whether
cumulative damage is occurring (Plate 35).
Plate 35 Tree roots and extant masonry
5.4

ZONE 4

The archaeological potential of Zone 4 is similar to that of Zone 3; while there has been some landscaping
(possibly ground level raising) adjacent to the castle, the visible earthworks of the curtain wall, and extant
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remains of the southwest tower, suggest that significant elements of the medieval castle survive within this area,
just below the vegetation. Their plan can be broadly reconstructed, but specific questions remain, including:
•

the presence or absence of a southeastern tower

•

the current condition of the features, and whether the presence of mature trees and high tide is
damaging the earthworks

•

the level and nature of made ground, and whether any archaeological deposits survive beneath
the redeposited material.

5.5

ZONE 5

The nature of Zone 5 indicates that it would not have been occupied, and that features such as F11 are likely to
be the only archaeological remains present.

6.0

FURTHER EVALUATION

The archaeological survey has provided a base map for future investigation and research at Eilean Donan, and
with the results of the geophysical survey has provided an outline plan of known features relating to both the
medieval castle and the 20th-century reconstruction works.
However, may questions remain regarding the original form of the castle, and the current condition of
archaeological deposits across the island. The reconstruction work was of its time, and the lack of recording
means that there is no detailed record of archaeological remains that were observed and disturbed during the
works. In order to prepare a comprehensive Conservation Management and Research Plan for the site, to allow
the significance of the site to be assessed, maintained and preserved, it will be necessary to gain a greater
understanding of the archaeology of the island. For this reason, it is proposed that a limited evaluation be
undertaken, targeting specific areas with specific research questions, in order to inform the future management,
research and presentation of the site.
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