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1.-1
Summary description of the castle
1.2 Siting

The castle is set on a small tidal islet quite near the mouth of Loch Moidart. The southern and western sides of the islet are washed by the main channel of the Loch, and are accessible by shallow-draft galley at all stages of the tide, except possibly low-water Springs. To the south-west of the castle is a small beach, ideal for the beaching of a galley, and possible artificially cleared for the purpose; steps lead from the blocked postern gate at the south-east angle down to this beach. At low tides it is connected to the mainland across a sandy beach.

The islet itself is small and very rocky. There appears to be only one place flat enough for buildings ancillary to the castle: above the access beach to the north​east is a level platform which could have accommodated a building c. 10 X 16 metres. The mainland shore opposite the castle is level and, while offering the opportunity for agriculture shows no obvious sign of a landing place which would act as a focus for ancillary settlement. There are no remains of such settlement visible to a cursory inspection in the lawns and rough pasture along the shore: no church or graveyard is present.

Its position is excellent for access by sea on the route between the mainland, the Small Isles and Uist, without having to risk the tidal rips around the Point of Ardnamurchan. It gives access, via Loch Shiel and Loch Eil to the upper parts of Loch Linnhe, Inverlochy and the Great Glen. It provides a sheltered anchorage to the south of the islet, one of the few along the north of Ardnamurchan. Being withdrawn into Loch Moidart, however, it is not visible from the open sea. In this it resembles Dunstaffnage up Loch Linnhe, but is less assertive in its visual

dominance of the local sea passages than Mingary, Duart or Castle Sween, for example. It is clearly related to the sea, unlike Inverlochy, however.

1.2
The structural phases of the castle remains

The castle remains show a considerable number of changes in the remains which represent its structural history and development over a long phase of time. Many of the elevations have been recorded by GUARD in their report to the Public Inquiry, and this account is based to a considerable extent on their record. It differs in arranging the sequence in phases based not so much on the detailed stratigraphy of the walling but on suggested uses for the internal buildings during different phases of occupation. This is a rather broader approach than that of the GUARD report, but more appropriate to the present purpose. It encompasses three stages in the castle development.

The interpretations offered here are based on the present record of the physical remains and a site visit, but we are some way from understanding even the standing remains at Tioram. Simpson's account was overtly preliminary. The GUARD survey, excellent as it is for what it does, needs to take the western part of the southern block to the same standard as the rest before it may be considered complete even as a record of the structure. The elevations need to be accompanied by floor plans before we can begin to see the detailed workings of the building at its various phases.

Phase 1

This involved the construction of the enclosure wall in stone. Scarcements, in particular along the north-eastern section of the curtain wall, indicate that, like the first phase of Castle Sween, there were timber buildings erected within the stone curtain walls. However, there is no indication as to their form or function. There is no direct evidence for the date of this phase; no chronological architectural details or documentary evidence survives to provide this. Within the region one

may point to the similarity of the design of a polygonal stone enclosure around timber buildings to the castles of Mingary and Dunstaflnage where early 13th century details survive; to these may be added the rectangular enclosure of Castle Sween, or, possibly that of Inverlochy, both of the same century. The design is in contrast with that of Breachacha or Kisimul (generally presumed to be 15'h century in date), where the tower is both prominent and primary, with the polygonal enclosure added to it. The case is not compelling but the balance of probability lies with a 13th century date, perhaps earlier in the century rather than later.

Phase 2

This phase saw the erection of two buildings of stone, attached to the curtain. On the eastern side was a three story building, called "the keep" by Simpson or "the tower house" by GUARD. To the south was a building, the scar of whose roof may be seen in western wall, and to which may be assigned the stair in the south​west angle of the castle. Unfortunately little remains of this building from the re​building of the next phase, and also repairs (possibly recent) concentrated on the south-west part of the castle. It is possible that an inner and outer courtyard, now represented by low walls cutting off the northern half of the enclosure and the main gate, were created at this time.

Phase 3

The eastern building was heightened and a vault inserted over the ground floor, making it in effect a basement. The southern building was divided into a smaller western portion and a larger, eastern one, with a kitchen further to the east in the south-eastern angle of the enclosure. The rebuilding of the southern building culminated in the addition of a top story to the western part; the various floors were accessed from a stair built against the northern wall at the junction of the two parts. The top story was elaborated with corbelled rounds and decorated with spouts resembling projecting guns which provides a date of c.1600 for the work;

at the same time the southern wall walk was re-modelled, heightening it and equipping it with hand-gun loops of dubious effectiveness but undoubted prestige.

2.0 The cultural affinities of the phases

2.1 Phase 1

Accepting the location of the first phase of the castle in the earlier 13th century places it a time and place of great interest in the history of the British Isles. The two kings of England and Scotland and their followers were engaged in expanding their power to the north and west, away from London and Edinburgh. This brought them into those areas of the British Isles where Celtic languages were spoken and where the revolution of economy and settlement which later historians have labelled as "feudal society" had made little, if any, headway. The Kings of England expanded their power into the lordships of Wales and Ireland, where Dublin formed a secondary base for government; the Kings of Scots took theirs into Galloway, the Western Isles and the Highlands. The contact has generally been seen as being confrontational, and characterised as an English or Anglo-Norman conquest. Castles have traditionally been seen as playing a crucial role within this conflict, as the means of conquest and of retaining the conquered lands and lordships. However, the general trend in castle studies across Europe over the last thirty years has been to see their military role as simply one part of the complex purposes which they served in the reinforcement of their lords' power. Historians have revised the picture of the contact between the "feudal" and "Celtic" societies has inherently confrontational and have pointed to a much more complex story of invitation and co-operation (of various sorts) as well as conflict.

The pattern and explanations for castle building go to the heart of our image of this phase in the development of the British Isles. It is probably legitimate to associate the construction of castles by Welsh lords with military resistance to English pressure; the documentary sources give ample evidence of such conflict.

It requires, however, a feat of remarkable historical legerdemain to attribute simultaneously the absence of castle building among the Gaelic Irish to a similar hostility to the English, yet this is the traditional position. Gaelic Scotland provides the corrective; the fact that Gaelic lords could construct castles such as Tioram is significant. They did not face the same military pressure as the Welsh, yet they engaged in the process of castle building unlike the Irish. In doing so they were both aligning themselves with the incoming English lords, with whom they shared power and intermarried, just as the English lords in areas such as Galloway compromised their structures of power to accommodate themselves to the regional realities.

It might be tempting to emphasise the simplicity of Tioram's plan but this would be wrong. The regional parallels have been quoted above in the discussion of Tioram's origin date: Mingary and DunstaEnage or the rectangular Castle Sween. In Ireland we have the simple polygonal stone enclosure of Dundrum castle, erected by the first English Lord of Ulster, John de Courcy, just before 1200, also with a simple entrance and timber buildings inside. Elsewhere in Ulster John's caput at Carrickfergus started with a polygonal stone curtain wall, although quickly integrated with a great tower and stone hall, while De Marisco's enclosure castle at Adare in Co. Limerick also quickly saw the addition of a stone hall to the polygonal curtain. In Wales, the Turberville castle of Coity in the late 12th century consisted of a polygonal stone curtain wall with a stone tower, the princes of Gwynedd constructed similar castles at Criccieth and Dolwyddelan, polygonal enclosures with a tower or a gatehouse. The example of Coity, built over an earthen ringwork, reminds us that in the 12th century the timber and earth enclosure was an acceptable castle of high status.

The crucial event was the erection of the castle itself.  This represented the adoption of the idea of a fixed central point for the lordship which aligns it with the "feudal" ideas of structuring estates. Tioram shows this well in its siting, ideally placed to connect the island parts of the Mac Ruari lordship to the

mainland. While it was also well placed to exploit the resources of the region, the fish in the Loch and the river as well as the land along the shores, it does not seem to have inspired the further move towards economic development of the foundation of a town. In this, Mac Ruari belongs to the Gaelic world in general; the lords were appreciative more of the structure of "feudal" lordship than its underlying economic systems.

2.2 Phase 2

It would be natural to expect the next phase of the castle's history to see the replacement of the principal timber buildings by ones in stone. This was not just a less perishable material, but also carried real connotations of status. The eastern tower fits in with such a programme. There are two important levels, the raised ground floor and the first floor, demarcated by fireplaces and access to the latrine in the northern wall: of these the ground floor has the poorer windows as well as direct access from the courtyard. The first floor, reached up the formal stair in the north west angle, would serve well as the lord's great chamber with a lesser room, for his inner household, for waiting guests, a guard room or for all of these, on the ground floor. Below this was a store room; above the first floor an attic room in the original arrangement. While it could have served the lord well, as the description shows, this was rather a low-key building. We have admittedly lost the windows of the first floor in particular, and it may have been emphasised within the castle by the division of the castle interior into an outer and an inner court, the latter prominently containing this building. What is lacking is any feeling of domination of the outside by the building: the names of "keep" (Simpson) or "tower house" (GUARD) applied to it are misnomers. It is really not a tower for it barely rises above the level of the curtain wall. The internal accommodation is fairly simple although not drastically so.

The same applies even more strongly to the proposed hall building to the south. Again we are hampered by the loss of much of the building but the roof scar visible on the western curtain does not rise to the parapet. The whole looks

unimpressive; there is a contrast with the hall at Kisimul, which not only takes up a major part of the internal space of the castle, but which is emphasised on the outside by two projecting turrets. We might perhaps envisage a castle where the major public room, for entertaining and public business, was located outside, presumably a timber structure beside the landing place. Alternatively we may accept that it lacked such a fundamental part of the equipment of public lordship. In either case, we would appear to see a castle where the lord is either not using it very often as a place for his exercise of lordship, or else is doing so in a manner different from the conventional castle model.

2.3 Phase 3

The eastern building saw both the insertion of a vault over the basement and the heightening of the roof during this phase. The first is unexceptional but the second is more interesting. As it was accompanied by a heightening of the curtain wall it did not have the effect of making the whole more dominant from the outside of the castle. Nor did it provide a grander level of accommodation; the upper floor prevented internal display of a high roof to the first floor while the room itself lacked access to the latrine for example. The trend we would expect in the late Middle Ages is that the lord would emphasise the difference between rooms if he used them, but with these changes the rooms in the east building became less, not more, differentiated socially as a result.

One of the aims of the extensive works on the southern range was, by contrast, to make the castle more impressive from the outside, significantly from the seaward approach. The southern parapet was raised and equipped with hand-gun loops. The western end of the building was raised to form a low tower, embellished with corbelled rounds and ornamental spouts. Not only is the work meant to impress the visitor from the sea, but it uses the architectural vocabulary of the Lowland tower house to do so. Below this array, the building is less impressive. The aim was not to provide a single dominant room, a true hall, but to provide a series of undifferentiated rooms accessed from the formal stair attached to the north wall.

The larger space, to the east, is divided up into several floors; each provides rooms with a fireplace but no space more prominent than others. The lesser space, to the west, saw rather poor rooms, except for the top floor where there is a good fireplace and the access to the lower floors is badly organised. The first floor also provided the only way out to the southern wall walk which would have made it into something of a passageway rather than a room.
Eastwards again is the kitchen, suitable for serving a considerable number of people.

The whole thrust of the changes seems to have been to provide the castle with accommodation for a number of suites of approximately the same status, accessed by means of the two stairways, the one in the eastern building and the one attached to the southern block. The whole is served by an enlarged kitchen and its southern front is re-vamped to proclaim the status of the owner. What is missing is any pre-eminent suite suitable for a lord or any large public space for him to entertain; the castle has an owner rather than a resident lord.

3.0 Conclusions

Tioram castle is a complex building, fascinating in the differing phases of its history and development: the differing views of it in this document, in the GUARD report and in Simpson's article, show this. At the start it is an example of a Gaelic lord assimilating his lordship in part to the new ideas of the Scottish kingdom spreading its influence into the region and a reminder of the cultural fusion achieved in 13th century Scotland unlike the confrontation of Wales or the separateness of Ireland. The siting of the castle shows the sure grasp that the Mac Ruari lords had in providing a fixed location to focus their power by land and sea, in response to the new ideas of the 12th century power. It is tempting to associate the rather hesitant accommodation provided in Phase 2, which looks more suitable to accommodate an official than a lord in his own right, with the period in the 14th century when the Mac Ruari lordship was in abeyance and the Lordship of the Isles was being brought into being, but before the Mac Donald lords of Clan

Ranald were established in Tioram. If this were the case, then we might expect to see it followed by a renewed castle in the third phase, fit to be a base from which a resident lord could exercise and celebrate his power. For this we would expect at least a dominant tower and a hall: Kilchum or Skipness in mainland Argyll, or Breachacha and Kisimul in the Isles are just some of the many examples.

Instead at Tioram we have the reverse: a castle which encloses the lodgings of a household but not of a resident lord. The standard of the accommodation shows that this household was of some status, not a mere garrison. Who these people were was we may only speculate but one possibility is that they were officers of the Clan Ranald lord there to supervise and take toll from, the merchants exploiting the fish and timber of Moidart. A second, less likely, one is that these were lodgings where some of the visiting merchants might be accommodated (and supervised) while they gathered their cargoes. There is a very instructive comparison to be made here with the most powerful MacDonald lord of the early 17th century, Randal, 1st  Earl of Antrim. He set about organising and exploiting the resources of his vast Irish estate, in lines with contemporary English ideas of colonisation. After 1603 he divided his lands into four baronies for the purposes of administration, each with a castle at its focus. Two of these castles he selected as his residences, but the other two seem to have been intended to remain purely administrative structures. At his chief residence of Dunluce castle (the site chosen as the symbol of his family's expansion) he laid out not only a grand house but also a new town for English and Scottish merchants. At Tioram around 1600 we may be seeing a partial reflection of such ideas: the concern with the exploitation of estate resources and the castle as office block like the Earl of Antrim's two lesser castles. What is missing, as it was throughout the region until the 18th century, is the establishing of a town, a permanent community of merchants which was such a crucial machine of medieval and post-medieval economic advance.

Tioram takes us a long way from the traditional view of castles and Highland lords. That we may consider such a complex history for it, and yet be more concerned with the lords' social prestige, his exploitation of resources than we are with war, shows how remarkable a site Tioram is, and how much it challenges our conventional views.
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