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illus 1. The west façade of Raasay House.
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The Search for Iain Ghairbh’s Tower.
1.
Introduction
Raasay House lies on the south-west coast of Raasay amongst landscaped grounds and terraced lawns. The view from the front of the house takes in the southern end of the Sound of Raasay and a wide expanse of the Isle of Skye, including both red and black Cuillin. Lying immediately to the north side of the house is a walled garden of Mid to Late 18th century date which is now used as an organic kitchen garden.

Since at least the Mid 16th Century the walled garden has been identified as the site of the Torr (Tower) of Iain Ghairbh then Chief of Clan Macleod of Raasay (see illus. 2). The Tower is first mentioned in 1549 by Dean Munro, as “….the castell of  Kilmaluok… with a fair orcheartis (garden). Later, in 1705 Martin Martin* states that MacLeod had his seat at Clachan which was ‘adorned with a little tower’. By the Mid 18th Century this ‘Tower’ had become unsuitable as the Chiefs main residence and a new house was built, (the core of the current house). The old Tower house was pulled down soon after the construction of the ‘new house’ and its site became lost.
In 2005 the tenant of the walled garden (Sadie MacLeod) and a local sponsor (Margaret Moodie) decided to investigate the possibility that the remains of Iain Ghairbh’s tower may lie hidden below the organic soils of the Kitchen garden. This report outlines the results of the archaeological investigations which took place in January 2006.

My thanks to the local volunteers who assisted with the excavations and recording. My especial thanks to the two Johns. 
*Martin, M.
1693. 
A Description of the Western Islands of Scotland.  (1st Edition)
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illus. 2 :  The 1903 Second Edition OS Map Showing the possible location of the tower.
2.
The Archaeological Investigations

In late summer 2005 Archaeological and Ancient Landscape Survey was asked to carry out the aforementioned archaeological investigations. Due to poor weather conditions the site work was not carried out until January 2006.  The days spent on Raasay were cold and frosty but very sunny – perfect weather for excavation. After discussions with both the sponsor of the work and tenant of the walled garden it was decided that four 1 meter square test pits would be excavated in the south-east corner of the garden. This corner of the garden had, for many years, lain fallow and was overgrown with rank grasses and brambles. Some five years earlier a small test pit placed 10 meters to the north of the current investigations had revealed a cobbled surface at a depth of circa 800mm.  There was also a local memory that a ‘wall’ had been found while digging a potato pit in this corner. 
It was decided at this point that excavations would proceed until structural remains were revealed, the remains would then be recorded and the excavation closed in order that the site might be fully excavated at a later date 
The four test pits are described below:
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illus. 3 : Raasay House and Walled Garden showing location of Test Pits 1 – 4
2.1 Test Pit 1.
1 meter square.
(see illus. 3 for location & 4, 5, 6)
I would like to think that there was some strategy behind the placing of the first test pit – in fact we picked the area of shortest overgrowth, the easiest way in.

Upon removal of the turf a layer of rich black/brown soil was revealed (Context 1.01, hereafter C.1.01). C. 1.01 was 400mm thick, almost stone free and contained no artefacts. At the base of C. 1.01 was an accumulation of small stones containing 2 sherds of Mid to Late 19th Century pottery (Pearlware). These stones had been ‘sorted’ downwards by worm action over many years. Below C.1.01 was a compact soil layer mixed with building debris and lime mortar ranging in depth from 400mm to 460mm (C.1.02) - this building debris contained basalt freestone and fragments of sandy limestone. Upon removal of C.1.02 a layer of brown soil was revealed (C. 1.03,) after removal of C.1.03 the internal corner of a building or perhaps a free-standing wall was revealed. The wall was very roughly built and contained no binding mortar. The full width of the wall was not present in the trench.  Excavation ceased at this point and the wall was recorded. The test pit was left open.
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illus. 4 : Test Pit 1, north face of the test pit. Scale = 20cm.
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Illus. 5 : Test Pit 1 wall foundation with north to the left. Scale = 30cm.
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illus. 6 : Test Pit 1, north section.

2.2
Test pit 2.
1 meter x 1.50 meters.
 (see illus. 3 for location & 7, 8)

Test Pit 2 was placed 1.10 meters to the south of Test Pit 1 and was stagger half a meter to the east to prove the continuation of the wall in Test Pit 1 and to uncover its full width. 
After removal of the turf a layer of rich black/brown soil was revealed (C.2.01) similar to C.1.01 in Test Pit 1. Context C.2.01 ranged from 280mm to 360mm thick and again was almost stone free. An accumulation of stones, and in this case, small fragments of clear window glass was recovered from the base of C.2.01. Below the small ‘sorted’ stones was the surface of a layer of brown soil mixed with lime mortar (C.2.02). Context 2.02 covered the remains of a massive wall which crossed the trench on a NE to SW alignment. This wall, unlike the wall in Test Pit 1, was bonded with heavy yellow/grey clay and measured 1.10 meters in visible width, (it disappeared under the east side of the trench). A small 0.5 meter square extension to the east side of the trench revealed the walls full width to be 1.30 meters To either side of the wall was a spread of the yellow/grey clay (C.203) similar to that used to bond the wall stones. The small extension to the east also revealed a dump of demolition debris (C2.04).  A possible right-angled turn in the wall was visible at the southern end of the trench. Excavation ceased at this point and the remains were recorded. 
The test pit was left open.

Note.

It was immediately apparent that the wall in Test Pit 1 and that in Test Pit 2 were not the same. They also lie on different alignments.
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illus. 7 : Test Pit 2 wall foundation (outlined in red) with north to the top.
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illus. 8 :  Test Pit 2, north section.

2.3
Test Pit 3.
1 meter square. (See illus. 3 for location & 9, 10, 11)

Test pit 3 was placed 1 meter to the west of Test Pit 1 and staggered half a meter to the north to prove the continuation of the wall found in Test pit 1 in a westerly direction and to recover its full width.
After removal of the turf a layer of rich black/brown soil was revealed (C. 3.01) as in previous test pits.  C. 3.01 was 400mm thick and again almost stone free. An accumulation of stones was encountered at the interface of C.3.01 and 3.02. Context 3.02 consisted of a mix of brown soil and building debris, including lime mortar with, in this case, a considerable amount of debris in the mix. Below C.3.02 was a layer of brown soil (C. 3.03) containing some mixing of lime mortar from C.30.2 above. Context 3.03 rested directly on the remains of a poorly built wall, similar to that in Test Pit 1, which was at least 800mm wide, unfortunately its full width was not revealed. Excavation ceased at this point and the remains were recorded. The test pit was left open.
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illus. 9 : Test Pit 3 wall foundation. North to the top. Scale = 30cm.
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illus. 10 : Test Pit 3, north face of the pit showing demolition layer C.3.02. Scale = 30cm
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illus. 11 : Test Pit 3, north section.

2.4
Test Pit 4. 
1 meter square. (see illus. 3 for location & 16, 17, 18, 19)
Test Pit 4 was placed 4 meters to the north of Test Pit 1 and offset 1 meter to the east to check for the existence of walls/features to the north of Test Pit 1.

The sequence in Test Pit 4 consisted of 500mm of black/brown soil (C.4.01) similar to pits 1 – 3 overlying 300mm of brown soil (C. 4.02), which in turn lay directly on an orange clayey subsoil (C. 4.03). There was no trace whatsoever of features or demolition debris. This test pit was back-filled after recording.
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illus. 11 Relationship of Test Pits 1 - 3
3.
Discussion

Fragmentary walls survive in three of the four test pits excavated. The walls surviving in Test Pits 1 and 3 are of a similar construction, (Random walling similar to a field dyke), and are on the same alignment. Both fragments have soil between the stones and represent a wall approximately 850mm wide. The wall visible in Test Pit 2 is of a different style - the stones making up the wall are laid in a heavy clay (used as a binding agent instead of mortar) and are set together well, making a solid wall 1300mm wide. All three wall fragments have been built with both irregular and water worn basalt blocks. Overlying all the wall fragments, to varying degrees, is a thick layer of demolition debris mixed with a brown soil (Contexts 1.02, 2.04 and 3.02) This debris originates from a well built stone building using lime mortar as a bonding agent. Basalt and a sandy limestone have been used as the building stone with perhaps the sandy limestone being used for dressed stonework such as quoins, reveals and lintels and the random basalt as wall stone. Overlying the demolition debris, in all three Pits, is a 400mm thick layer of loam (probably imported). Judging by the well sorted nature of this garden loam, (all the stones, bits of pot etc. have been worked to the base of the layer by worm action), this part of the garden has not been cultivated for many years. Test Pit 4 produced no evidence for features or structures of any kind. The layer of garden loam in test pit 4 lay directly on a layer of brown soil (perhaps a buried land surface) which lay on an orange clayey sub-soil.
4.
Conclusions

· There is sufficient evidence in Test Pits 1 – 3 to show that at least one and perhaps two structures once stood in the SE corner of what is now the walled garden. 

· The soil filled walling in Pits 1 and 3 represent the same structure. This structure could be either a field wall or the rubble foundation for a mortared wall.
· The clay-set walling in Pit 2 represents a different kind of structure altogether. The remains in Pit 2 probably represent the waterproof foundation courses of a substantial structure. A wall foundation 1.30 meters wide would have supported a wall at least 1.0 meter wide - this equates nicely with the walls at Brochel Castle which are generally 1.10 meter wide.

· Test Pit 4 shows that the structures revealed in pits 1 – 3 do not extend far beyond Pits 1 - 3 in a northerly direction. It also shows that the demolition debris does not extend to the north. 
· If, as history tells us, the ‘old tower’ was demolished to provide building stone for the ‘new house’ then the spread of demolition debris would tend towards the new build and would not spread far to the north..

· Test Pits 1 – 3 have provided sufficient evidence to prove that a substantial, well built, structure once stood in the south-east corner of the walled garden immediately behind Raasay House. 
· Is this the site of Torr Iain Ghairbh?
5. Recommendations

These exploratory excavations have been funded by a private individual resident on Raasay, it is difficult therefore to recommend further expensive work. However, if these few intriguing fragments are to be proved to be part of Torr Iain Ghairbh then a large area will have to be stripped, excavated and recorded. It will require more than private funding.
Martin Wildgoose AIFA

5th February 2006 
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