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Summary 
 

The deserted settlement of High Morlaggan consists of at least four structures surrounded by a series 
of enclosures.  The settlement appears to have been abandoned by the early 20th century.  Map and 
documentary evidence suggests that the site was occupied as early as the 16th century.  The 
excavation shed light on the later stages of the siteõs history and of those who lived there, while 
giving us tantalising glimpses of earlier phases of occupation.  The excavation concentrated on two 
structures within the settlement, these assumed to be byre buildings, with people occupying one side 
of the structure and animals the other.  One building (Structure 2) appears to indicate this division, 
with a floor and possible hearth at one end of the divided structure.  The function of the second 
building (Structure 3) is less clear and more work needs to done to establish this.  The excavation has 
also shown that these buildings were much altered in the later period, with extensive robbing and 
internal modification.  The relative wealth of artefacts, that appeared to derive from the later 
occupation of the site, somewhat flies in the face of the perceived image of highlanders living in dire 
circumstances and relative poverty.  Study of the cultural artefacts and comparative analysis may go 
some way to correcting this generally accepted and perhaps erroneous view. 

 
 

 
     Structures 2 and 3 prior to Excavation 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The Project Circumstances 

This Data Structure Report (DSR) has been prepared by Kilmartin House Museum with respect to 
the archaeological excavation undertaken at the deserted settlement site of High Morlaggan, Arrochar 
Parish, Argyll.  The aims of the project are more fully outlined within the Project Design (Regan 
2009).  Permission to carry out a survey and excavation of the site has been granted by Luss Estates 
(the current owner).  Loch Lomond and The Trossachs National Park Authority and Scottish 
Natural Heritage funded the project.   

 

1.2 The High Morlaggan Project: Shadow People ð Our Communityõs Heritage 
 

The excavation is part of a programme of research of events that seeks to enhance the understanding 
and promotion of archaeology in the area.  The aims of the High Morlaggan Project are more fully 
outlined in the Project Design and Desk Based Assessment (Regan 2009).  The excavation was also 
an opportunity for the local community to get involved in the archaeological process.  Engaging the 
public will raise awareness and build an appreciation of the areaõs archaeology and history.  Local 
societies, such as the Arrochar, Tarbet and Ardlui Heritage Group, the primary school, the Scout 
group and the broader public will be able to engage with their own history, through participating in 
the project under the auspices of Kilmartin House Museumõs education service, where work will be 
linked to existing education programmes.  The excavation also afforded opportunities for local 
volunteers to get involved in excavation and post-excavation work (the latter including finds 
processing).  The project will be presented through an interpretative exhibition, which will be held at 
the new Three Villages Community Hall, due for completion early in 2010.  The project will provide 
updated reports on Kilmartin House Museumõs web site.  Ultimately, the results of the research will 
be published either as a monograph or within a relevant journal. 
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              Figure 1: Argyll  

 

2. Site Background 

2.1 Location and Topography  

 
The settlement of High Morlaggan (centred NN 27730 01630, Figures 1 & 2), lies within the Parish 
of Arrochar, Argyll.  The settlement is one of several, strung along the eastern side of Loch Long, 
south of Arrochar village.  The underlying geology consists of banded epidote-chlorite schist 
covered by peat and clay-based soils. The site is located on an elevated terrace, one of a series of 
terraces lying between steep crags to the east and the shores of Loch Long to the west.  The main 
ground cover is thick bracken with underling grasses and moss (the former almost totally obscuring 
the site in the summer months).  More established undergrowth of trees and scrub, including 
rowan, hawthorn and birch, lies within and around some of the buildings.   
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Figure 2: Location of  High Morlaggan

 
2.2 Archaeological and Historical Background 

A field survey, including a photographic record of the site, was undertaken by members of the 
High Morlaggan Project and the results of this with additions from the current excavation are 
reproduced in Appendices 4 and 5.  Four or five potential structures were identified, all in a 
ruinous state of preservation (Figure 3).  The structures would appear to represent both byres 
and domestic buildings.  It was postulated that Structures 2 and 3 being the longest buildings 
may represent the main domestic structures, possibly byre buildings.  Documentary evidence 
suggests the site dates back to at least the early 16th Century when it is mentioned in a document 
relating to a land dispute of 1514.  This and the broader history of the settlement were fully 
outlined in the Project Design (Regan 2009). 
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3 Excavation Results 

The excavation took place over two weeks in November 2009 and the site code used was MOR 09.  
The weather conditions merit some mention as the dig coincided with one of the wettest recorded 
spells in Argyll, basically it rained every day (sometimes all day).  This somewhat hampered the on-
site excavation process so it is remarkable, and a testament to the keenness of the volunteers, that we 
managed to excavate as much as we did.  A photographic record of the excavation was undertaken 
and a list of the photographs appears in Appendix 4.  An EDM survey was conducted on the main 
structures and enclosures and the results have been incorporated into Figure 3. 
 
The main excavation concentrated on two areas, Trenches 1 and 2, respectively based around 
Structures 2 and 3 Topsoil was also investigated in two other areas which formed the basis of the 
young archaeologist trenches, these numbered Trenches 3 and 4.  
 
 

 
 Structure 2 after vegetation clearance 
 

Trench 1, Structure 2. 
  
Structure 2 was a rectangular E/W orientated building identified during previous survey work (see 
Appendix 5 below).  The walls [025], [028], [029] and [030], [032] respectively formed the E, N, S and 
W sides of the building.  The building was divided into two rooms by a partition wall [031] (Figure 4).  
The E room measured 5.8m by 4.4m internally and appeared to have a doorway in its SE corner (this 
now blocked).  Another door is likely to have existed in the N wall but due to later robbing its 
original dimensions could not now be identified with confidence.  The presence of two alcoves, [026] 
and [027], set within the E gable end of the room also suggests this end of the structure was the 
principal occupied space in the building.  If so it is possible that the larger W room (measuring 7m by 
4.5m internally) was a byre.  This however still awaits confirmation as the floor within the building 
was only revealed within a small sondage to the SE of the room (see below). 
 
Only a small part of the original occupation surfaces of the structure were exposed during the 
excavation.  Within the E room a floor level was partially revealed, this consisting of flagstones [033] 
and mixed gravel and clay [034].  The flags formed a rough rectangular setting and although there 
was no obvious trace of burning, for example reddening of the upper surface, it is likely they 
provided the basis for the hearth.   
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This surface relates to the last use of the building as a dwelling, and shows signs of disturbance and 
repair, so it is possible earlier phases floor will be revealed below.  Within the W room possible floor 
surfaces were exposed within the entranceway and within a small sondage at the SE of the room 
indicating a possible much disturbed upper surface.  The exposure however was too limited to be 
sure whether this horizon represented a floor itself or deposits lying directly above a floor.  To the N 
of the structure, a well built external cobbled surface was also partially exposed, the wear on the 
upper stone surface suggesting long use.  
 
The building would then appear to have gone out of use, the stones from its walls being partially 
robbed especially along the longer sides and from the internal partition wall, these appearing much 
reduced from what would have been their original height.  The building was then modified with the 
addition of a small rectangular structure [032] within the original SE corner, the doorway at the SE 
probably blocked at this time.  This building is shown with a sloping thatched roof on an 1890-1900 
postcard, although what material was used in the thatch is not clear.  It is not yet known what this 
structure was used for, although a small storehouse or animal pen are likely possibilities.  Later 
additions (after the original building had gone out of use) were a row of copping stones [036] to add 
height to the (now reduced) dividing wall [031] and large boulders placed along the original N wall of 
the W room with the same effect of raising its height.  Why the walls needed to be raised is not clear, 
although the area now appears to have been utilised as a midden, given the amount of artefacts 
recovered from deposits [022] and [005], these midden spreads filling this room/space. The artefacts 
included pottery, tools, glass vessels and leather objects (old shoes in particular) and these are likely 
to have come from the inhabitants of Structure 1 at the S, this likely the last occupied building within 
the settlement.  Eventually the settlement was entirely abandoned and the gable ends of the structure 
and the small rectangular structure were left to decline, the rubble from this later collapse/demolition 
recorded as [004] at the E and [003] at the W ends of the building.   
 
The building would appear to have gone out of use after 1860 when it was shown as roofed on the 
Ordnance Survey map and before 1890-1900, when it was photographed in its ruined but modified 
state.  The gable ends of the building would appear to have stood until the 1950õs or 60õs when the 
structure was again photographed, this showing the gable ends standing.  
 
 

 
          Structure 2 Excavated Building 
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