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Excavations at Killevin in Crarae Gardens, Mid-Argyll
Derek Alexander and Magnus Kirby, Edinburgh
Placenames starting with ‘Kil-’ are extremely common in Argyll and are
usually thought to represent early church sites but very few locations have
been subject to modern archaeological excavations. Recent work at Crarae
Gardens, adjacent to the cemetery site of Killevin, on the western shore of
Loch Fyne, has uncovered evidence for early historic activity.
Killevin and Crarae
As part of a Heritage Lottery Funded project to improve the National Trust
for Scotland’s property at Crarae Garden, near Furnace, Mid-Argyll, new
offices, sheds and storage units for the garden staff were constructed in the
area immediately to the north-east of Killevin graveyard. Although there
were no known archaeological sites within the proposed development area,
it was situated adjacent to the early church site of Killevin and only 40m
away from a Neolithic chambered cairn. On the opposite side of the
Crarae Burn and about 100m to the north-east are the remains of Fairy
Knowe burial cairn of probable Bronze Age date. Given the topographical
location of the development site, above the burn close to where it enters
Loch Fyne, there was a high chance of locating archaeological features.
The graveyard beside Crarae Garden is the site of an early church,
Killevin, or Cill Eibhinn, and tradition has it was the original parish church
for Kilmichael Glassary. However if Killevin did indeed precede
Kilneuair as the parish church of Glassary, then it must have been before
1350 as most of the documentary evidence supports the latter site. Killevin
was more likely a dependant chapel, which a wealthy parish like Glassary
would have been capable of supporting. It may have been used as a public
chapel-of-ease for the local communities that could not travel to Kilneuair
parish church, on Loch Awe, for regular worship.
The first part of the place name Killevin is obviously derived from the
Scottish Gaelic ‘cill’ but the second element is more problematic. Rachel
Butter has suggested it looks like Oíbfind or Éimíne. If the former, the
dedicatee might be a saint called Oíbfind ingen Maine who appears in a
12th-century list of St Bridget’s holy maidens. There are two (possibly
three) sites within 8km dedicated to Brigit, with a further Kilbride 15km
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away, so a dedication to an associate might seem at least feasible. A saint
with a slightly higher profile is Éimíne Ros Glais and is probably the saint
of Monasterevin in Co. Kildare. A further possibility is that the second
element represents the name Sléibíne. A prominent holder of this name
was Sléibíne m. Congaile, abbot of Iona from 752-67.
In the northern corner of the graveyard is a stone-built mausoleum dated
1707 for the Campbells of Knockbuie Estate, with its centre at Minard
castle. A possible 8th or 9th century cross-shaft or pillar used to be built into
the east wall of the graveyard but this has since been moved to Cumlodden
church, 3.5km to the north-east. A topographic survey of the churchyard
identified a curving bank forming an earlier graveyard enclosure and the
foundations of a building extending to the west of the mausoleum, possibly
the site of the church.
Prior to any construction work for the new garden facilities, an
archaeological evaluation was carried out in September 2005 by CFA
Archaeology Ltd. The results quickly revealed that further large scale
excavation work would be required. In June 2006 a team from CFA, ably
assisted by 10 volunteers and several groups from local primary schools,
undertook the work. An area measuring c. 31m by 24m was stripped of
topsoil and excavated. Two linear ditches running north-west to south-east,
parallel to the burn, were the main discoveries along with a series of
postholes and pits and an area of linear paving.
Early Historic Activity
The inner ditch, closest to the graveyard, was the larger of the two; 6m
wide and 1.2m deep. The stone from this bank had collapsed into the
ditch. The centre of the excavated length of the western side had a stepped
profile, which formed a terrace measuring c. 1.5–2m in width. Numerous
stones positioned on the terrace, some of which appeared to have been laid
out in a straight line, suggests that the terrace may have provided a base for
a rough wall or stone bank.
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Fig. 1. Site location, with excavation area marked
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Below the lower orange brown silty-sand fill in the centre of the ditch there
was a narrow c. 2m long slot filled with a dark grey material, possibly
decayed wood. This may have been the remains of a sill beam forming the
footing for a timber bridge, indicating a possible entranceway into the
enclosure. A radiocarbon date obtained from charcoal recovered from the
lower fill of the ditch produced a result of 680–890 cal. AD (SUERC
20874).
Just within the area enclosed by the inner ditch (Fig. 2) there was a group
of nine post-holes which formed a roughly rectangular shape, perhaps a
structure measuring c. 7.5m NW–SE by c. 4.5m NE–SW. An area of burnt
subsoil (F10) may have been associated with this structure. Two
radiocarbon dates obtained from one of these postholes (F13) gave 2sigma
calibrated ranges of 660-810 cal. AD (SUERC 20875) and 640-770 cal.
AD (SUERC 20876). This structure like the lower fill of the inner ditch
appears to be of Early Historic date.

Fig. 2 Site plan
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Medieval Activity
Both the upper and lower fills of the ditch contained a large quantity of
stone, perhaps indicating that a bank or wall had collapsed into the ditch.
The upper fill of the ditch was a dark brown sandy silt and contained a
mixed assemblage of material including pottery and metal artefacts dating
from the 12th to the 15th centuries and is thought to represent the
deliberate backfilling of the ditch using midden material that had been
accumulating over several centuries. A radiocarbon sample from this fill
produced a date of 970–1150 cal. AD (SUERC 20870). The most exciting
find, however, proved to be an iron socketed and barbed arrowhead,
(Fig. 3). It is probably a hunting arrow of 12th/13th-century date, and is
comparable to one recovered from the excavations at Carrick Castle, on
Loch Goil, Argyll.

Fig. 3. Copper alloy finds (left) and Iron finds (right)
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Fig. 4 Pottery finds
The outer ditch ran parallel to the inner but was narrower at only 2.2m
wide and only 0.65m deep. There was also a noticeable 3m wide break
forming an entrance gap. Unlike the inner ditch, sherds of medieval pottery
were found right at the base of the ditch fill suggesting that this was a later
addition to the site. Interestingly, the gap in this outer ditch leads towards
the position of the possible timber in the base of the inner ditch which may
have been part of a bridge and beyond that there is an area of paving which
may have been part of a road surface. This cobbled surface, 6m long by
2.5m, rather irregular in shape, has probably been damaged by plough
action and may originally have been more extensive. Three long stones
along the southern edge of the feature appear to have been set on edge
lengthways, and may represent the remains of a kerb.
Large quantities of high to late medieval pottery were recovered from the
upper fills of the inner ditch and both fills of the outer ditch. The mixed
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nature of the assemblages from these two features may indicate that
backfilling of the upper parts of both occurred in the 15th century, perhaps
using midden material which had accumulated on the site for several
centuries. The medieval wares present on the site are typical of Scottish
assemblages generally, being dominated by whitewares with a few other
locally produced redwares making up most of the remainder. The presence
of imported wares from France and Spain may indicate that the site was of
some status in the high medieval period, but the site is close to the sea and
would have been open to foreign trade. Imports are always more common
at coastal sites than they would be at inland sites of similar status.
Discussion
Despite the close proximity of the Neolithic chambered cairn and the Fairy
Knowe round cairn, there was, surprisingly, very little recovered that
related directly to prehistoric activity. In contrast, there was however quite
a bit of material culture that relates to the site’s use as part of the gardens at
Crarae which developed from the late 19th century and throughout the
20th. However, the main periods upon which this excavation has shed light
are the Early Historic and the Medieval.
Evidence for an early Christian site at Crarae comes from three elements:
placename, early medieval sculpture and the results of the archaeological
excavation, and taken together form a strong case to suggest there was a
small monastic settlement at Crarae.
The Killevin sculptured stone is a composite free-standing cross where the
stone pillar has a hole through it from one side to the other, presumably to
take a wooden transom (Fisher 2001, 148 ), It is thought to be of 8th or
9th-century date and the closest structural comparison has been made to
two cross-marked pillars from Inishmurray of the County Sligo coast in the
west of Ireland.
The placename evidence and the sculptured stones are supported by the
results of the archaeological excavation at Killevin, outlined above. A
number of the early church foundations within Argyll may have been
founded from monasteries and the large inner ditch identified at Killevin
might represent a vallum monasterii. The ditches of early monastic sites
defined the extent of the site but also provided a spiritual and legal
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boundary. There were rules governing access and egress. Monks may not
have been allowed to leave the enclosure or only with permission.
The ditches at Killevin can be compared to the larger vallums surrounding
the excavated sites of Iona and Hoddam. However, while these large sites
do provide a guide to the nature and extent of these early ecclesiastical
centres it is quite clear that they are far larger than the site at Killevin and a
much closer parallel can perhaps be seen in the recently published work on
Inchmarnock (Lowe 2008). The small island of Inchmarnock lies 40km
due south of Crarae as the crow flies or a c. 50km sail down Loch Fyne,
into the waters of the Firth of Clyde, where it lies off the west coast of
Bute. The ditches there were identified in the trial trenches radiating out
from the early church site. The western side of the site is delineated by a
ditch 2.1–2.7m wide and 0.34–0.75m deep. The eastern side may have
been defined by the raised beach and it is possible that the south-eastern
side of the site at Killevin may also have been limited by the line of the
raised beach along which the line of the modern road (A83) now runs. A
radiocarbon date from the lower fill of part of the ditch (in Trench 7) at
Inchmarnock produced a radiocarbon date of cal. AD 650-810 (SUERC7542) almost identical to the one obtained from the lower ditch fill of F1 at
Killevin
Much of what we know about life within the monastery on Iona has been
gleaned from Adomnan’s Life of Columba. Although Adomnan gives little
sense of the layout of the monastery, references are made to a church with
a side-chamber or chapel and to sleeping-places (cubicula) for the monks.
These structures are most likely to have been of wood construction, as
Adomnan makes references to gathering reeds for thatching and to
importing timber and wattles for building. Early monastic sites were very
industrious places and wide range of evidence is available from different
excavations. Evidence for wood- and leather-working was found at Iona,
while at Hoddom there were indications of large scale grain processing.
Crop processing, glass and metal working, along with the remarkable
evidence for vellum production and stone carving were the major
components of the early activity recorded at Portmahomack, while on
Inchmarnock the evidence points to a monastic school house where pupils
were instructed in writing and illustration on slates.
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At Killevin there is little evidence for large-scale crop processing with only
a few burnt cereal grains and, despite constant watchfulness, no inscribed
slates were found. There is, however, evidence for metalworking. Iron
slag, including several hearth bottoms and smithing pan were recovered
from the fills of Ditch F1. On its own this material is un-dateable but it has
been suggested that given the number of pot sherds in the upper ditch fill
that it could be medieval in date. It is also possible that the material could
relate to the Early Historic occupation of the site and in particular it might
be associated with the post-built structure positioned just inside the edge of
ditch F1. One of the post-holes (F13) produced samples that gave
radiocarbon dates of cal. AD 660–810 (SUERC 20875) and cal. AD 640–
770 (SUERC 20876). This building would have been on the edge of the
site and upwind of other structures, certainly from the church, and may
have been a workshop, possibly a blacksmith’s. This might also explain the
area of very heavily burnt subsoil located to the south-east and the reason
why although roughly rectangular it consisted of post-holes that varied
considerably in size, perhaps being partly open. This is clearly speculation
and it may rather have been a crudely built storage hut or an un-roofed
animal pen.
Most of this discussion has focussed on the earlier period of activity but
given that so many of the finds are medieval what can we say about
Killevin at that time? The documentary evidence for the creation of
parishes is very poor for Argyll but it is assumed to have happened in the
late 12th century with the creation of the diocese. However, there may
have already been some kind of parochial structure or proto-parochial
structure as early as the second half of the 9th century. Some of the Argyll
parishes were very large and it is likely that local chapels or holy places
close to settlements were the focus of community worship. Killevin
appears to have been part of Glassary parish which stretched from
Lochgilphead to Ford, on Loch Awe and over to Furnace on Loch Fyne.
Valuations of the rectory of Glassary suggest that it was a relatively
wealthy parish and the richest parochial benefice in the Argyll diocese; in
1420 the rector stated that he was responsible for supporting two chaplains
(Iain MacDonald pers. comm.). This could mean that any church/chapel
site at Killevin was serviced by a visiting chaplain.
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Conclusion
The excavations carried out at the site of the early church at Killevin
provided a rare opportunity to carry out archaeological work on a possible
early monastic site in Argyll. A combination of placename evidence,
archaeological remains and radiocarbon dates suggest that a monastic
settlement may have been established as early as the 7th century but the
finds from the site indicate that the principal period of usage was from the
12th to the 15th centuries.
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