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Lower Polnish: a township in Moidart

1. Introduction

This survey is concerned with the township known as L&edmish, which was a scattered
township on the eastern isthmus of the Ardnish Peninsula, in the parish first of Ardnamurchan,
and later of Arisaiglt overlooks the shores of Loch Ailort, and is opposite the modern village of
Lochailort. The survey, sjilinto two parts, covers firstly the remains of Lower Polnish on the
shoreline of Loch Ailort and secondly that on the hilltops west of the A830 road, which was
realigned in 2000 and which now divides the existing, disused, Roman Catholic church from the
township.

Drawing 1 shows the overall plan of Lower Polnish.

1.1 Lower Polnish: the shoreline settlement

The centre of the survey area is at Ordnance Survey Grid Reference NM 752 825.
Archaeological excavation in 1996, prior to the realignment of the road identified two post
medieval buildings and a possible corn kiln, all now beneath the new road susts@apmore ID
118438, NMRSite NumbelNM78SE R

This is the easternmost part tife settlement of Lower Polnish and is immediately above sea level
on the shores of Lochailort, below the rest of Lower PolnlsBplits into five groups of features.
It has an ample water supply from a central burn.

Drawing2 shows theplan of the &ioreline settlement of Lower Polnish

Features 1, 2 and 3.

1. A welpreserved building, about 11m x 5m, with walls with rounded external corners standing
to eave height, the interior heavigvergrown with mature treesThe doorway and one of the
windows on the soutkeast wall still have substantial stone lintels. This building features in many
old photographs of Polnish where it is shown thatched. An overgrown stone wall:laigkle

divides it from the buildings to the wesNot visible during survey was a gap in the nestbst

corner of the wall, which is an entrance clearly seen in an old photograph.

2. A large stonavalled enclosure with walls of varying heigigome as high as two metres, some
tumbled: a probable trdcran between the eastern wall and the steep bank beyond it which
would have followed the old post track to Lochailort.

3. A group of verpvergrown features, only properly visible from aerial photographs but
discernible on the groundlt is likely thesavere animal pens of some kind.

Features 4 and are situated along the bank of the burn.

4. A small building with externathpunded corners to the shoulddreight walls, the entrance to

the south. About 5m x 4 mlt has a flagged floor. Currently (2010is in use with a polytunnel

built inside it. There is a stongalled unroofed enclosure, about 4m x 6m, adjoining it to the north
with no discernible entrance.



5. A 12m x 4m building with externallgunded corners to eave height, with a substantiedflace

in a central wall with a massive stone lintel. There is a blockedntrance in the nortkeast wall.

The main doorway lintel remains.

Feature 6.

6. This modernised house, 11m x 5 still inhabited.It has been altered from that seen in

earlier photographs but retains the floorplah. i ¢+ a (y2¢6y I a W2SS w2yl f
last of the old inhabitants, Ronald MacEachen, lived there until about 1970.

Feature 7.
7. A building with externallyounded corners standing to shoulder height, 11m x 4m, with an
enclosed garden ground.

Feature 8.

8. A pair of small buildings with externatlyunded corners, 5m x 3m and 6m x 4m, with-figh

standing walls with fulheight cruck slots on the internalals. There is a large adjoining stene
walled enclosure in which the remains of a building (a byre?) can be tradese are traces of

riggs between features 7 and 8.



1.2 Lower Polnish: the hilltop settlement

This part of the survey is concerned withe part of the township known as Lower Polnigihe

survey covers the remains of Lower Polnish on the hilltops overlooking Loch Ailort and west of the
A830 road, which was realigned in 2000 and which now divides the existing, disused, Roman
Catholic chuech from the township. The centre of the survey area is at Ordnance Survey Grid
Reference NM 749 826.

Archaeological excavation in 1996, prior to the realignment of the road identified twe post
medieval buildings and a possible corn kiln, all now beneatm#w road surfaceséeCanmore ID
118438, NMRSite NumbeNM78SE P

An unusually large area of riggs is visible on the foothills of Ardnish to the-sastlof this part of
the township, and there are many more in and around the immediate township.

Drawing3 shows the survey areas and their relationships, labelled as sections A &whtdire
numbers start at Feature 9: feature numbers 1 to 8 refer to NM78SE13, the shoreline part of the
Lower Polnish township.

Section A (see drawing 3)

This sectiortcomprises a group of buildings at the nostlest of Lower Polnish, the highest level

being over 50m above sea level. The section splits into five groups of features. Although the area is
marshy, there is no easiBccessible water supply nearer than Laalbh, 500m to the north

west. [ 20K 5dzoK 61 &8 RFEYYSR 6& w20SNI al O! f LAYySQa
provide waterpower for a tunnelling drill for the West Highland Railway, but has substantially
retained its shape. The only other supplaispring in the gully soutbast of feature 22 (see

below).

Features 9 and 10.

9. A ruinous building with some standing walls, 6m x 3m, with an entrance to the south, tucked
into the shelter of a low hill.

10. A very ruined building, 6m x 4m, with somalle/to the north and west, tucked against the hill.
South of these features is an extensive marshy area.

Feature 11.

11. Almost indiscernible now, this building consists of a scattering of stones, about 10m x dm, wit
a rightangled pair of walls some 4m x 4m on the western efide outline is best discerned from

the crag high above.

Features 12 and 13.

In a windy gap between two low hills are two relativgyge buildings.

12. Stone foundations of a building, about 9m x 6maitumbled state.

13. A large building with externalsounded corners, 11m x 5m, with a probable entrance to the
north. The western wall is still standing to eave heighhere are cruck slots and dence of

some rebuilding, but no traces of internal walls.

Features 14 and 15.

14. A stony scatter, roughly 5m x 5m, on top of a low heatuered hill, in a very exposed
position. Possibly simply stone clearance.

15. A small storvduilt cairn on top 6a low hill. Possibly a recent feature.



Feature 16.
16. A substantialBpuilt ruin with externallyrounded corners, hidden from the main settlement,
about 5m x 3m and an entrance to the west.

Features 17 and 18.

These two features are on the vallegdl beneath feature 161t has been suggested that they are
collapsed peat stacks, although local opinion is that such stacks would never have been
abandoned and that even if they were, they would have collapsed inwards like alizdatiy

cake. There isundoubtedly evidence of old peat cutting nearbihese features may benefit from
further investigation.

17. This an almost perfectlyrcular mound, 8m across, rising to about a metre high in the centre.
The vegetation differs from the surrounding gressand rushesMetal probes found nothing solid
below the surface.

18. Northwest of feature 17 and similar in nature, this is an oval feature about 8m x 4m, 1m high
in the centre.

Feature 19.
This is the remains of an enclosure wall, incomplete, wbliebed off the top of the gully which
runs southeast from feature 16 down to the shore.

Section B (see drawing 4)

This section is a group of buildings and an enclosure to the seesh of the township, somewdt
isolated from the main upper group, haifay up the hill on a flat promontoryThese are amongst
the bestpreserved buildings in this part of Lower PolniSlnere is a stondined spring, or well,
half-way down the gully to the southast of feature 2.

Features 20, 21 and 22.

20. About 6m x 4m with the two end walls with externalbyinded corners standing and an

entrance to the west.

21. About 5m x 4m with externallpunded corners with an entrance to the nordast; this

building is complete up to eave height.

22. A small enclosure, possibly an animal enclosure, about 15m x 15m, using a sheer rock wall to
the west with a sheer drofp the east connecting the two other stone walls.

There is also a large enclosure, very ruinous, about 45m x 50m, in the gully below and due east of
feature 22, which was not surveyed in detail.



2. Lower Polnish: history and demography.

Lower Polnishwas a scattered township on the eastern isthmus of the Ardnish Peninsula, in the
parish first of Ardnamurchan, and later of Arisaigoverlooks the shores of Loch Ailort, and is
opposite the modern village of Lochailort.

The demography of Lower Polnish

Oral history tells that about 1520 the pursued Dugald VI of Clanranald took to the hills from Loch
Ailort and was murdered by his kinsmen in the corrie known as Coire a' Dhugaill, about 800m east
of Polnish.

¢g2 t2fyAakKSa FFLIISFEN 2y Y2RSNY Yl LAz odzi GKS
MyTcX aK2ga Wt2fyArAaK {OKz22f Qs ¢Sttt G2 (GKS y2N
The school, now a modernised dwelling outside the survey arearegasded by the OS surveyors

in 1873. 1t was created by Mrs Astley, the estate owner in the 1§Raberton) and funded by the

SSPCK (Robertd).would have served Polnish, Kinlochnanuamh and Ardnish: the average

attendance was only fifteen children.

The New Statistical Account of 1834 makes only one mention of anything at all on the Ardnish
PeninsulacWt 2 f yAaK / KdzZNOK A& F (2fSNIo6ftS GKIGOKSR
inadequate, a considerable share of the expense has fallenonéhéas i I y i Q 6 { GF GA &G,
of Scotland). This church was refurbished by the Kinlochailort Camerons in the later part of the
century (Roberts).

The 1876 OS map shows only the buildings by the shore (Section A of the drawings) as being
roofed ¢ all theones on top of the hill were already roofless.

The first available census of the Ardnish Peninsula is from 1841, when it was part of the parish of
Ardnamurchan. This report examines available data up to and including 1891, but the 1871 data is
illegible and is not considered.

Polnish, population trends (excludes 1871)

B Population

W Households

Chart 1

The data is not easy to interpret: we have to assume that the same rules as today applied, and

that overnight absence when the enumerator called meattthne did not appear on the list.

Two surnames predominate: MacDonald and MacDougall. This area was a Clan Ranald stronghold
and MacDonalds still predominate in Moidart today, although the MacDougalls have largely
disappeared.Christian names were oftgmassed on within the family, and this adds to the

problems of genealogy.



In 1841 and 1851 Lower Polnish and Upper Polnish were classified as separate settlements: after
this only Polnish is mentioned, except in 1891, when it is known as Kinlochailort Road

analysis of the data tells us it was PolniSloday, the whole township is known locally as Lower
Polnish, and chart 1 (see photographs) assumes this.This chart shows a significant population
decline from 66 to 35 in the 1840s, almost certainlyihtitable to the 1848 potato famineA

huge area of riggs to the south of the township tells us that arable land was vital to Polnish, and
we know that potatoes were very important to the diet of the Highlander. In 1846 the potato
famine struck the Hightads and in the hungry years afterwards many folk emigrated, mainly to
Canada and Australia.

This was a very rural communitin 1841, apart from the schoolrster and one man who

described himself as a cattle drover, every other man was either a cottar, a tenant or an
agricultural labourer.By 1851, only one tenant is listed, with twelve acres to fayevery other

man is described as a labourer, except grike first shepherd appears, reflecting the

introduction of sheep! FUSNJ mypmE Wil 02dzZNENBEQ LINBR2YAYIl GS
that they may not have all been agricultural laboureitsvo widows tell us that their husbands

had been roadmendea's and masons, but it is quite likely that these men could turn their hands to
various tasks.The 1870s saw a major depression, with a succession of bad, wet harvests,
overgrazing by sheep and the development of deer estates, and by 1881 we see omigriive
claiming to work the land. 1891 shows a marked chantiee population dips and, of the six
household heads, only the schoolmaster is n@llke other five are older women, four of whom

are widows. Fifteen out of the twenty people recorded on the cessare female.

The population of Polnish declined for reasons common everywhere in the Highlands: poverty,
hunger, lack of work, sheep and deer grazing destroying crops, and in Ardnish the situation was

not helped by the second world war, when the enfreninsula was cleared of people to enable

secret Special Forces training to be carried ddhly one black house in the old township of Lower
Polnish is still (2010) inhabited, following modernisationK S I ad 2F GKS WwW2f R A
peninsulaw2 Yy ft R al O9F OKSy > tSF¥il (GKAA K2dzaSz (y26y

People in Polnish before 1900 spoke Gaelic almost exclusivaly the landowners used English
until the teaching of Gaelic was actively discouraged by the 1872 Eduéatipand by the 1881
census 92.9% still did (Duweloday, about 14.5% of the population speaks some Gaelic.

There is little about the individual inhabitants of Polnish in any kind of record, but the
MacDonalds, living in Polnish, came to prominenceotmlain about deer ravaging their potato
crops when the Napier Commission sat in Arisaig on Audyst883, (Napier Commission). The
20,000 acres of the Arisaig Deer Forest was at that time owned by Mrs Nicholson, née Astley.

There was considerable urgieby tenants all over the Highlands in the 1860s and 1870s, to the

point were the landowners regularly called in the polgdeut the police were being

overstretched. Because of this, Lord Gladstone set up a Royal Commission, led by Lord Napier, to
look into the rents, security of tenure and evictions of cottars and croftditse Commission
SpSyihtdzZ tte SR (G2 GKS mMyyc / NRFGSNRAQ | 2fRAY3

& b I LIA S"NIBA3 Wzl 3 p2070

Mr N. B. Mackenzie, factor for the proprietrix of Arisaigam authorised to say, on behalf of the
proprietors, that persons may speak freely and perfectly whatever grievances they may have, and
that anything they may say today will not be used against them.

Napier Aug 6 1883 Vol 3 p2123



33337. Do you know attyng of the three cottars, Donald Macdonald, Donald Macdonald,
sen.[and Archibald M'Dougal], who live in Polnisiyezs.

33338. They have some potato lard Pes.

33339. They have had some potato land off a farm upon which they are cottars, and they complain
very much, that the deer have destroyed their potatoes. Where do these deer coma ftdrave

no idea.

33340. Where is that deer forastound about here ® No; it is on the Kinloch Moidart part of the
estate.

33341. Where do these deer come framlhey musbe wild deer travelling over the country.

33342. It is stated that the late Mr Astley promised to fence this potato ground. Do you know why
that has not been donet?l do not know; but Mrs Nicholson was disposed to fence it, and there
was an arrangementhiat it should be fenced when a certain thing was done. There was a small
rent put on the tenants, and, as soon as they clear thatyderstand they will get that altered.

33343. But has that been intimated to these peopleY®2s, | have done it myself, lbjter. It is a
avyrtt LRa4FG2 LI 00K®E

The subsequent pages of the Napier Report tell us that the MacDonalds had a single cow, and that
y20 2yfeé GKS LINPBLINASG2NDRDa RSSNJI 0F2NJ RSSNJ ¢ 2 dzf
wildornot) buther K SSLJ 6 SNBX Ol dzaAy3d KIFI @20 gA0GK al O52y |

There was also a dispute about whether the rent had been paid orMext day, Donald

MacDonald goesontosay? S ¢ SNB LINPYA&ASR | FSyOS o6& GKS f
factor, and on the sength of these promises we planted potatoes; but they were destroyed, and

our husbandry entirely stopped. The result is that from being poor we have become poorer, and

our case is truly pitiable. We are a sad example of the ruinous effects of the grosetardorests
-SALISOAL £ @ ¢ KS NBHeipdn®dut thalliBey sedd orfy $hy héllRobthe black
houses and had to thatch them themselvesfe for the cottars was not easy.
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3. Drawings and Photographs
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Drawing 1 of 4: Overall survey area
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Drawing 1: Overall plan ahe whole of Lower Polnish.
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Map 1. Location of the shoreline settlement
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Map 2. Location of the hilltop settlement
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Drawing 3 of 4: Northwest, section B
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Drawing 3: Hilltop settlement, Section B
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PT3 is at NM 74959 82500

Drawing 4 of 4: Southwest, Section C
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Notes on the photographs.

Lower Polnish sits on the shores of Loch Ailort. First the track, then later the road, to Arisaig passes closely
above the ruins of the township and the view down the loch from a modern lay-by on the A830 is one of the
most photographed in Scotland.

This is not a new phenomenon: Isabel Grant, founder of the Highland Folk Museum, and A. E. Robertson,
the O6First Munroistdé, bew hormphodwagrralphedc a shii sn ss:a mex asmp |
images, courtesy of the Scottish Mountaineering Club Archive, are shown here, in addition to the survey

photographs.

The A.E.Robertson images, taken at different times in the early twentieth century, show first the complete
village, then a measure of decay: the colour image taken during the survey shows the ruins we have today.

All other photographs were taken by the authors during the survey in 2009 / 2010.
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Fireplace in building five
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Cruck slots in building eight.
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Paved floor in building four
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Features seventeen (left centre) and eighteen (centre top)



