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INTRODUCTION


This book offers a history of Arisaig and Morar – an area so typical that it was known as ‘the Highlands of the Highlands’. But it is a history, not the history of the district. We are dealing with a wide area over a long period of time. Its remoteness, the absence of written records and the accidents of history mean that we have more evidence for some centuries than others. From the historian’s perspective the question of what evidence survives prejudges the issue of what evidence to select.


For much of the prehistoric period little can be said apart from recording the material remains that have been uncovered. In the absence of any proper archaeological excavation we have only the barest details to help us. In the other chapters I have made no attempt to accommodate every recorded fact. Instead I have selected those areas where the evidence allows us to sketch a likeness. Sometimes, as with the Jacobites or the Clearances, I am retelling a story that has been told before. In other topics, such as Norse land-assessment or with regard to Rore Ranaldson, the material is new.


One issue which the historian has to grapple with is how we perceive the past and our natural environment. To a large extent this has already been set in the public consciousness by previous generations of historians. We inherit their perceptions and sometimes they can be a heavy burden to us. For, like anything human, these perceptions have themselves a history. In the eighteenth century the Rough Bounds – at the heart of which lie Arisaig and Morar – was a ‘den of thieves’ and ‘an unmix’d nest of Popery’. Today, you could stock a library with gushing tomes about the Jacobites, but barely fill a shelf with those about social or economic conditions. In past times the Highland hills were viewed as ‘horrid’ or ‘melancholy’, the glens dark and forbidding, the houses mean and squalid. Now, the tourist literature will blandish us with images of ‘bustling’ fishing ports or ‘tranquil’ villages nestling ‘neath heather-clad hills. It is not just the hills that are purple, the vocabulary alone tells a story.


It is perhaps never good for a historian to have a purpose but to the extent that I have one it is that, by retelling the story, I can inject a degree of balance and strike a note of realism. Historians must endeavour to tell the truth, the many different truths, but the mere process of selection informs our present perspective. Highland history is perpetually being hijacked to set or reinforce a current agenda.


For example any history that doesn’t take the moral high ground when reviewing the Clearances immediately runs the risk of being branded revisionist. But the fact of the matter is that the communities of Arisaig and Morar have survived clearance. Why is the population now almost as high as it has ever been, albeit with a different distribution? Why is it that the indigenous families, despite a steady stream of incomers, have survived here when elsewhere they have disappeared? There are still plenty of children called Gillies, Mac-Lellan and MacEachen at the local schools.


Depopulation is partly about clearance – but it is also about economics. It is about ways of making a living – and also about changing expectations. When people are forced to leave by landlords, we talk of clearance. When people are forced to leave by economic pressure, then the issues are less clear-cut. There is no individual to take the blame but, if we are being honest, we must still face the problem. The richer economies today suck in economic migrants from marginal areas as richer economies have always done. It is not something we should be glibly moralistic about.


The survival of the indigenous population in Morar and Arisaig is partly about the failure of agriculture, but it is also about the success of fishing. Long before there was crofting there was a sea-based economy in the Highlands and Islands. If we could look past the historical dead weights of Jacobitism and Clearance, there are other histories to be written. They are often bloody, but they are not all tragic and perhaps they can provide a framework for some of the future canvases we paint.


Arisaig and Morar now consist of a number of different settlements, each making their living in a slightly different way. But, compared to some Highland areas we have relatively good communications with the outside world. There is a road, however unsatisfactory, and a railway line and employment opportunities. The area has a strategic value in the overall communications network. It is the link to Knoydart, Skye and the Small Isles. Further growth is possible. Compared to many localities in the West it can be confident in its immediate past and hopeful for the future.
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CHAPTER 1


GEOGRAPHY, GEOLOGY AND PREHISTORY


Geography and Topography


Morar and Arisaig are the names for the area between Loch Nevis on the north and Loch nan Uamh and Loch Ailort on the south (see Maps 1 and 2). The district straddles Loch Morar, and its eastern boundary is defined by the watershed towards Loch Arkaig. North Morar is easily described as the area on the north side of Loch Morar. South Morar and Arisaig are less easily distinguished in geographical terms although in an historical context they refer to separate estates. In the early mediaeval period the whole area belonged to the Macruaris and then the Clanranalds. After about 1501 North Morar was detached to become part of Glengarry’s lands.


Our earliest descriptions date to around 1600 and accurately encapsulate the physical disadvantages of the area. They were probably originally penned by Timothy Pont, the father of Scottish cartography, and later copies eventually found their way into Macfarlane’s Geographical Collections. There they survive in two versions whose close similarities indicate a common origin. The following extract refers to Arisaig and South Morar (which belonged to Clanranald), then to North Morar. There is a close correspondence between the names given here and those which appear on Robert Gordon’s maps, a fact that increases the likelihood of Pont’s authorship:




Arysaig cumeth after, nixt to Muideort, it is no corne countrey but for pasture and fishes, it hath a Church cald Kilmaroy in Arisaig.


Nixt to it ar the two Morroris perteyning to the Siell-Allan-Wick Rannald, on the southsyd or sumquhat west of LochMurour a fresche water Loch of sum four myles of lenth, and a myl of breadth which loch is compassed with hie mountaynes as also at the east head therof, all the countrey is rough and montanous, with a river running from this Loch to the sea.
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The uthir Morrour upon the northsyde of the Loch, pertaineth to the Laird of Glengarry, a verie litle countrey, it hath fish, bestial and pasture, but small stoar of cornis. Upon the northsyd of this Morrour ther is a sealoch cumeth in betwixt both the countreys of Morrour and Knodeart.


Macfarlane’s Geographical Collections, Volume II, p 522





In 1700 Bishop Nicolson visited the area and points out the relative advantages of the landscape in Arisaig which is described as




less hilly and more pleasant than Knoydart, Morar or Moydart, which are all much the same in regard to rock and mountains – whilst Arisaig is much more level and abounds in corn.





An anonymous author, probably David Bruce, gave a more sanguine assessment in 1750:




All these Countries viz. Knoydart, the Two Morrirs, Moydart, and Arisag, are the most Rough Mountainous and impassable parts in all the Highlands of Scotland, and are commonly called by the Inhabitants of the Neighbouring Countries the Highlands of the Highlands. The People here have very little Corn Land and what they have by Reason of its steepness and Cragginess they are obliged to Dig with the Spade.





By spade David Bruce probably meant the cas-chrom which is a large angled foot-plough which allowed the user to turn over rough ground. A satellite photograph (see Plate 1) shows Arisaig’s relative advantage in terms of the amount of flat land.


Geology


The bedrocks of the area are Moinian metamorphics like schist, mica-schist, and quartz. These are cut, particularly in South Morar and Arisaig, by igneous dykes of basalt and dolerite which run roughly North-South. In general such rocks prove intractable for agriculture but the area has also been affected by glacial action and the changing level of the sea. During the Ice Ages the Highlands were scoured by glaciers emanating from centres such as Rannoch Moor. At over 1000 feet deep, Loch Morar is the deepest loch in Britain and deeper than much of the surrounding sea until we reach the Atlantic shelf west of the Outer Hebrides. It was carved by such a glacier; a powerful and abrasive river of ice which ran East-West for most of its course but poured its outwash debris in a south-westerly direction from Camus Ruadh to Back of Keppoch. These outwash gravels are overlain by a massive layer of peat called Mointeach Mhor (the Big Moss), the edges of which have been reclaimed for crofting.


The coastline was much affected by changing sea-levels during the Ice Ages. As the ice formed, so the sea-level fell; when the ice-sheets melted so the level of the surrounding seas rose. In turn the land lifted in response to the removal of the immense weight of ice. These fluctuations in sea-level have left extensive raised beaches, old shorelines carved into the hillside high above the present reach of the tide. The remains of such beaches, cliffs and caves are visible around much of the coast, particularly at Ardnafuaran, Glasnacardoch and in the Morar Estuary.


This explains examples of marine deposition in places that are now a long way from the sea. In 1868 Rev R Mapleton visited the site at Loch nan Eala, Arisaig, where a crannog had been exposed by drainage. His comments shed light on a previously higher sea-level:




On the shores of the loch are evident marks of an old beach; and in the burn that fed the loch . . . is an old sea-bottom, 2 feet above the present level of the loch, with 4 feet of peat lying above it. It is almost one mass of oyster-shells, with periwinkles and whelks, in a shallow bed of clay, above a layer of decayed land-plants, in which we saw several pieces of wood, apparently the branches of birch.





Similarly the Arisaig Scrapbook states that gravediggers reported a great quantity of shells unearthed at the entrance to the cemetery. Without excavation nothing further can be said but this might indicate either a beach deposit or an ancient shell-midden.


In addition the sands created by the Atlantic have been cast up to form dunes. These are now covered in grass and form the basis of farms such as Traigh. The bedrock may not be amenable to agriculture but glacial erosion, marine deposition and wind-blow have modified the landscape to give pockets of good land, particularly along the coastline from Cross to Back of Keppoch. The place-name Keppoch (from Gaelic ceapach, arable land) itself confirms this since good soil was always a noteworthy resource in the Highlands. The hinterland has not been so softened and preserves its original rugged appearance. Such a landscape amply justifies the old Gaelic name for the region – na Garbh Chriochan – the Rough Bounds.


Prehistory


There are two ways to look at the prehistoric period in Arisaig and Morar: either as an almost blank chapter in which we can do no more than list those prehistoric monuments which have been discovered to date; or as an unopened treasure-chest for the future. For the purposes of this book I am confined to the former, but on a personal level remain optimistic about the latter. It is unlikely that much more historical or documentary evidence will come to light but it is to be hoped that one day our prehistoric monuments will be properly investigated. Given the small resources of Highland archaeologists and the large claims on their time, this may lie far in the future. In the meantime the amateur can make a valuable contribution to an understanding of past settlement by field-walking and the analysis of old estate papers, rentals and maps.


This is important because otherwise modern developments such as forestry can unwittingly damage the historic landscape. As I write this I am thinking of a long-abandoned, possibly mediaeval, farm by Loch an Nostarie. Across a neighbouring burn is a set of steppingstones that is likely to be eighteenth-century or earlier. Sadly these have just been damaged by a forestry digger. This was plainly not intentional – the steps have never been officially recognised – but there is more history in our abandoned landscape than is visible at first sight and it may give pleasure in the future if we can recognise and preserve it. Ironically the very desolation of the Highlands has meant the preservation of an archaeological landscape which, in most other parts of Britain, has been lost to development.


Morar and Arisaig were, and are, distinct units but until the fragmentation of the Macruari estates in the fifteenth century they can be treated as one. They have always been a cultural unit but under the Macruaris, and perhaps for a long time previously, they were also a political unit. Nevertheless geographical considerations always set the tone for any discussion of the area’s prehistory. It is clear that Arisaig is more favoured in agricultural terms than either North or South Morar. This is reflected in the distribution of prehistoric monuments and the density of settlement. Moreover the different communities had different orientations. The settlements on the north side of North Morar would have looked to Loch Nevis and Knoydart for contact; those on either shore of Loch Morar to each other, those in Arisaig south to Moidart or west to Eigg and Muck.


Although we can say something about the specific monuments that we find here, and although we can draw analogies from elsewhere about that class of monument in general, almost everything else is speculative. We can be sure of little with regard to the prehistoric period. We do not know what languages were spoken or what beliefs were followed. The population was never large; the economy was always pastoral with small areas under crop. They fished, hunted, and exchanged any surplus products with their richer neighbours. They lived short and hazardous lives.


This area was marginal in the sense of being less favoured, less prosperous and less secure. We know that its valuation in Norse, and probably Dalriadic, times was significantly lower than that of areas such as Glenelg, Sleat or Ardnamurchan. There is no reason to believe that general economic circumstances were very different in prehistoric times. Even under more favourable climatic conditions this area could never support much in the way of agriculture.


Prehistoric remains are categorised by classes of monument and periods of time. We talk of cairns and kists, crannogs and cup-marks. We use chronological labels like Stone or Bronze or Iron Age. Of necessity we must be loose in our definitions since different parts of the country could be at different stages of economic or technological development at the same moment of time. Nevertheless, in general terms, certain classes of monument or certain technologies are associated with specific periods. So the flint-chippings of a hunter-gatherer in Rum are said to be Mesolithic or Middle Stone Age whilst the chambered cairns of a farming community in Argyll are Neolithic or New Stone Age. Kists and cup-marks are termed Bronze Age whilst forts and duns are Iron Age.


What adds to the complexity is that lots of these sites, particularly forts, duns and crannogs, were physically occupied over very long periods of time. Since not a single prehistoric site in Arisaig or Morar has been properly excavated, we must be extremely flexible with our categories. What follows is brief, generalised, and purely for guidance. I have dealt with the prehistoric remains by class of structure within periods of time. Further references can be found in the National Monuments Record of Scotland which is maintained by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland and is available over the Internet.


Mesolithic or Middle Stone Age


In 1937 Dr Munro, an Inspector of Schools, sent A D Lacaille some stone artefacts which he had collected in Morar. Wartime restrictions prevented Lacaille from visiting the area until 1946, but then he investigated the beach himself and included references to it in his book The Stone Age in Scotland. Lacaille believed the beach-site to be the base for a group of hunter-gatherers who, because of their technology, could be called Mesolithic. Their tools and implements were mainly of quartz but about 60 flints were also found. Since flint does not occur naturally in Morar, it must have been brought from at least as far away as Mull or Morvern.


Prehistoric studies have advanced greatly in recent decades and the earliest evidence we now have for Mesolithic men in Scotland is from Rum. This dates them back to c. 7000 bc. In the absence of a proper archaeological context it is impossible to date stray beach-finds of flint or quartz. Morar is either very ancient or it indicates the late survival of a people with archaic technological skills – in a location where the harsh environment delayed the development of agricultural society.


There are raised beaches all around Morar and at the back of them a number of caves. Many of these are full of debris but by analogy with similar sites elsewhere any, or all of them, could reveal traces of Mesolithic occupation. Tools and implements may be rare but shell-middens are often substantial and it would not surprise me if a great many more Mesolithic beach-sites await discovery. For example, a recent project in the Inner Sound of Raasay has identified up to three dozen new sites, though it is not yet certain whether they are all Mesolithic.


Flint is not local to this area, so any find of flint, or Rum bloodstone, suggests travel or commerce. A flint arrowhead was found on the shore at Red Sands Bay (Loch Morar) and another flint chip was found near Bracara. These are impossible to date but remind us that Morar was inhabited, even in the earliest times.


Neolithic or New Stone Age


The Neolithic period is associated with the fundamental economic change from groups of hunter-gatherers to settled farming communities. The latter developed the population and wealth to construct large-scale ritual monuments such as cairns and chambered cairns. In Arisaig two cairns have been reported at NM 664863 and NM 666855, near Mains Farm. They would require further investigation to confirm their age but this is certainly one of the most likely locations in the area.


Bronze and Iron Ages


It is impossible, in our area, to draw hard and fast distinctions between the so-called Bronze and Iron Ages. These were terms introduced many years ago to deal with the different metal-working technologies which, in certain areas, can be given meaningful time-frames. Whether they can in Morar and Arisaig, where prehistoric communities were probably primitive and marginal, is open to question. However, there are a number of monuments here which are normally associated with one or other of these periods (see Map 3).


Cairn and kist – Arisaig


A cairn containing a kist within a circular stone setting has recently been excavated in Arisaig.


Kist – Glen Mama


A short kist or stone-lined burial box was found in 1938 when making the new road at Glen Mama. The find-site is approximately NM 726844. The kist is now in the West Highland Museum.


Cup-marked stone – Ghaoideil


There is a cup-marked stone lying near the summit of the pass between Mains and Loch nan Uamh. It was described by William Jolly who visited the site in June 1881 accompanied by the teacher, the priest and the minister. The only local tradition they could discover was that




it is said to possess certain virtues in connection with the ancient trade of the smith. When an apprentice smith washes his hands in the water that has fallen from the heavens into the large basin, at sunrise on the first day of May, it will impart peculiar cunning to his hand and strength to his arm!





Meagre though this tradition is, it provides more than enough for a thesis by any self-respecting folklorist. Is not 1 May the ancient Celtic festival of Beltane, the beginning of summer? Is not iron the only sure defence against fairy powers? Has not the craft of the smith something supernatural about it?


On a more prosaic note Jolly counted 82 cups carved into the stone and, in a nice tribute to Victorian thoroughness, got the priest and the teacher to go back and measure them for him! I spare you these details but give the reference in the Bibliography.


Iron Age


Forts and duns


The most visible Iron Age monuments in the West Highlands are the numerous forts and duns. Many of these were in use for so long that their names have passed into the local toponymy, either in Gaelic or Norse form. We have Dunaverty, Dunollie and Dunvegan which include the word dun (Gaelic, fort) but also Borve and Borrodale which come from borg (Norse, fort). The very occurrence of the Norse place-name implies that these structures were maintained locally until the arrival of the first Vikings in the ninth century. We also know from the sagas that the Norse re-used the old duns and brochs as they required. The fort at Borrodale may have been the political headquarters of the local magnate, so what more natural than for the Norse invader to establish himself here?
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The fort at Borrodale (NM 692840) has been given a variety of names such as Arka Unskel, Ard Ghamsghail etc. but these all seem to be corruptions of Aird (Point of ) Camus nan Gall (Foreigners’ Bay). It occupies a promontory below the present Arisaig House and is heavily vitrified, which means that the stones in the wall have melted and fused to form a concrete-like matrix. This is a common feature in West Highland forts and there has been a great deal of academic debate as to whether it was the result of accidentally firing the timber-laced ramparts or whether it was deliberate policy. At any rate the fort in Arisaig has walls that are still several feet high and thick, and was described by Christison, in 1898, as one of the best examples of a vitrified fort in Scotland.


In the New Statistical Account for Ardnamurchan, drawn up in 1838, Rev Angus M’Lean commented on the antiquities of the parish:




Of these the most curious are, the vitrified forts, of which there are several, the largest and most remarkable being situated in Eilein nan Gobhar, in Lochaylort. On this islet . . . are two works of this description, within a few yards of each other, one of an oblong figure, 140 paces in circumference, the other 90 paces and circular. The walls which, in some parts, are seven or eight feet high, are composed of stones of various sizes heaped confusedly, and cemented by vitrified matter, nowhere solid or compact. At the entrance to the largest, there are the remains of a facing of common stone imbedded in cement, which probably extended, at one time, all round the fort.





The walling on Eilean nan Gobhar is particularly impressive and is still visible from the road to Glenuig. It is probably this that James Hogg refers to in the course of his boat-trip from Irin to Arisaig in June 1804. There are other forts in the area. On the south side of the Rhu peninsula are two islands which may have offered smaller-scale refuges. Eilean a’ Ghaill (NM 627825) has a fort, while another fort has been claimed, and denied, for Eilean Port nam Murrach (NM 612835). On Eilean Ighe (NM 636881), off Gorten, are some enigmatic structures which may also represent a local stronghold. On the map we can see that the fortifications were in Arisaig, not Morar, and were coastal. The fact that they are on islands or promontories suggests that attack was expected from the land rather than the sea. They look like short-term refuges or bolt-holes.


Crannogs


Crannogs are lake or loch-houses. Over time many of these have simply slipped below the surface of the water where they escape attention. However, recent archaeological work suggests that they were common in the Highlands, and no doubt many more await discovery. What is extraordinary is their time-span. Some crannogs may date back to the Bronze Age and they were still being built at the end of the sixteenth century. An Act was passed in 1608 forbidding the building of crannogs, a sure sign that they were still in active use and that the authorities didn’t like them.


About 1856 a crannog came to light in Loch nan Eala by Mains Farm. At an earlier period a canal had been dug to the sea, and the loch was now being drained. We have two accounts of the crannog: that by Rev Mapleton who visited the site in 1868 and another given by Blundell in 1911. This summary is drawn from both reports.


The crannog platform was rectangular, measuring 43’ (13.11 m) by 41’ (12.5 m). It was enclosed by sloping stays and consisted of several criss-crossed layers of wood, oak on top of birch. Some of these logs were substantial; Blundell measured an oak beam 53’ (16.15 m) long and 30’’ (.76 m) in circumference. Flagstones were found in three places, a piece of flint and some pieces of quartz. No causeway to the shore was discovered. There is little else we can say without excavation but even today the eroded tops of many of the stays are visible, as are some flagstones. Another smaller platform has been reported at NM 667857 on the south edge of the loch.


We have no historical evidence for this crannog but there is a local tradition that may represent the shadow of its presence. It was said of Clanranald that he could fish in Loch nan Eala from his bedroom window. Now of course this may simply refer to the former Clanranald mansion which stood beside what is now Glen Cottage – formerly the servants’ quarters. Before drainage, Loch nan Eala was substantially bigger and the loch may have come right below the windows of the house. However, it is just possible that in previous centuries the Clanranald chiefs, who often used to summer in Arisaig, actually occupied the crannog, in which case they could certainly have fished from a window. We do not yet know the precise occupation period of the Arisaig crannog but as late as 1580 Lachlan Mor Mackintosh built a crannog in Loch Lochy in order to subdue Lochaber.


Domestic structures


All the sites mentioned so far are ritual or defensive. We have very little to indicate how people lived ordinarily. While field-walking a few years ago I came across some unenclosed platforms which may turn out to be our earliest domestic sites. Often such platforms are dismissed as charcoal-burning structures but in the context here this seems unlikely. They lie beside Allt an t-Sean-achaidh and An-Leth-allt in North Morar. Now ‘Sean-achaidh’ literally means ‘Old-field’ and is on record from as early as 1762. If it was ‘old’ then, it is likely we are looking at a settlement that is at least mediaeval.


Despite their lack of fertile soil, the critical characteristics of these neighbouring valleys are remoteness and safety. North Morar was not a rich area but any settlement on the coast was vulnerable to sudden seaborne attack. The element of security may be the reason this area was favoured by earlier inhabitants. By the same token they may not be contemporary with the duns and forts which were built as coastal refuges.


Each site consists of a roughly circular platform, typically 8–12 metres by 5–9 metres in size. Generally the front of each platform is built up with several courses of stone (see Plate 2). There are four sites on the west bank of An Leth-allt with two more on the east side. All six are in close proximity to each other. It seems likely that the occupants were pastoral farmers since the banks of the burn are steep and they are not beside cultivable land. A few hundred metres away there are two more possible sites by Sean-achaidh. In a splash of sunshine these sites seem idyllic to modern eyes. Certainly they offered their occupants peace and security, if not plenty.










CHAPTER 2


EARLY CHRISTIANS AND VIKINGS


Early Christian


The definition of historic, as opposed to prehistoric, time is the presence of written records. For Arisaig and Morar these begin in the Early Christian period as the Irish monastic chronicles charted the progress of their missionary saints up the west coast of Scotland. We do not have their names for this district. Arisaig would not be so named until after the Norse arrived many years later. The most we have is a reference to an unnamed region which is probably Arisaig.


In 617 St Donnan and 52 of his monks were massacred at Kildonnan in Eigg, supposedly by a pagan from Arisaig. This good lady was chieftainess of the local tribe and took offence at the loss of her grazing lands in Eigg. These had evidently gone to the large new monastery at Kildonnan and so she ordered appropriately firm action. There are different versions of the story, one of the earliest of which, written about 800 ad, runs as follows:




Donnan then went with his people to the Hebrides; and they took up their abode there, in a place where the sheep of the queen of the country were kept. This was told to the queen. ‘Let them all be killed!’ said she. ‘It would not be a religious act,’ said her people. But they were murderously assailed. At this time the cleric was at mass. ‘Let us have respite till mass is ended,’ said Donnan. ‘Thou shalt have it,’ said they. And when it was over, they were slain, every one of them.


Martyrology of Oengus the Culdee, c. 800





The story is tantalising but inconclusive. During this period Eigg may have belonged to the adjacent mainland. We know from later evidence that Eigg and Arisaig both belonged to the same branch of the Macsorleys for at least 500 years. They may have been part of the same estate for hundreds of years previously as well. For reasons of geography the link is also more likely with Arisaig than Moidart.


Moreover this mainland society or tribe was headed by a queen, not a king, which invites parallels with the supposedly matrilineal nature of the Pictish royal family. We can do no more than speculate but the story does suggest that the monastery on Eigg represented a Christian Dalriadic intrusion into a pagan Pictish sphere of influence – which, in terms of the evidence from elsewhere, is exactly what we should expect. Moreover, like other, later religious reforms, it met with robust local opposition.


After this we have no further documentary clues as to the situation in Arisaig for the next six hundred years. However, we do have the place-name Kilmory which is on record from the early sixteenth century. The dedication of Kilmory is not to the Virgin Mary but, as is proven by its early spelling of Kilmaroy, to St Maelrubha. It is the cill or church of Maelrubha. Maelrubha is one of the most celebrated of the early missionary saints and founded the community at Applecross. He lived from 642 to 722. His foundation in Arisaig is thought to have been on the site of Keppoch Farm House, and certainly this is a favourable location, a south-facing aspect at the head of a sea-loch, near to cultivable ground.


At some stage in the Middle Ages, possibly in about the twelfth century with the development of the parish system, the church was moved up the hill to its present situation. However, the former site at Keppoch may still have been associated with religious maintenance because in later times the site was sometimes occupied by the priest. Nevertheless it remains puzzling why there is no surviving land-assessment unit which is specifically associated with religion. In many other areas of the West Highlands we find pennylands or quarterlands, even ouncelands, associated with churches, but not in Arisaig.
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