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The House that was Never Built
Alison Blackwood, Oban
This letter and plan from Mr. N. Mclean of Inverness to Captain MacDougall,
Younger of Dunolly, by Oban, dated 27 th November 1823, was in the late
Hope MacDougall’s Collection.
Captain MacDougall was John
MacDougall of Dunollie (17891865). He was called younger as his
elderly father Patrick was still alive
at the time. He became the twentyfifth chief on the death of his father
in 1825. A naval man, he rose to
the rank of Vice Admiral. He
married in 1826 and instead of
building a new home he extended
Dunollie House, built by his
grandfather Alexander in 1745 when
they moved down from the castle.
His addition was larger than the
original house and is what we see
today, but it would appear that at
one time he considered building a
completely new house.

John MacDougall of MacDougall,
the recipient of the letter, pictured
here wearing the Brooch of Lorn.
I found the item interesting both as a piece of local history, the turn of phrase
on matters of taste and as an example of the aesthetics of Romanticism and
landscape gardening, the love of wild natural places. Walter Scott visited
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Dunollie Castle and the setting appealed to him. In the Lord of the Isles
(1815) he writes:
“Nothing can be more wildly beautiful than the situation of Dunollie. The
ruins are situated upon a bold and precipitous promontory overhanging Loch
Etive” (in fact the Firth of Lorn). He also refers to “two romantic eminences
tufted with copsewood” in the area. These are Barr Mor, still wooded, and
Cnoc Carnach known locally as Battleship hill, whose timber was cut down
during the 1st World War.
The Letter. Some words in this letter were missing or illegible.
Dear Sir,
Having at your request promised to write you my idea of the fittest situation
for a house on your beautiful place at Dunolly, I now do so, not because I
think it can be of any use to you but merely to perform my promise.
I had sufficient time to walk over the grounds on the day I met you, but that
was all. The gardener pointed out the two situations that you had been
talking of. One on a field at the North end of the farm called………… and the
other at a small clump of Scots fir near the present house. If you sweep away
the present offices houses which I apprehend must be done where ever you
build except perhaps ……. itself the level mentioned situation appeared to me
a very good one. But as to the other place I rather think the gardener must
have been mistaken – for surely you would not build desire a place where
nature has done everything and ancient art has left one of her finest
monuments – a place combining a remarkable degree of whatever is most
beautiful and picturesque in Highland scenery, for another where nature has
done little and art nothing! where not a tree is to be seen. It is true they
would not be far away – but a house, and more particularly if it is in the
cottage style, should be placed in the middle of the finest scenery that can be
commanded, provided that there be no objections on the score of
convenience, which in this case there is not.
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It struck me that the situation represented in the annexed eye sketch, and
which I pointed out to the gardener, would be as unobjectionable as any in
the place. It has the noble and venerable castle with all the surrounding
beauties in the fore and mid grounds and the Sound of Mull and Morvern in
the distance. The Sound of Kerrera and the village of Oban both extremely
interesting cannot be obtained from any point suitable for a house, and I
think it would be out of taste were it to be practicable to grasp all the finest
views from the house. The discovery of interesting objects at every turn of a
rambling walk is what constitutes the great charm of landscaping.
You will no doubt get various opinions on this subject. There is nothing that
people differ more than the matter of taste. The old adage “dequitibus” &
etc. is certainly no less true than it is common, and therefore it is everyman
who takes the trouble of thinking for himself on so delicate a subject should
please his or her peculiar fancy; and fortunately for you is exceedingly
diversified with hill and dale and rock and wood and sea views and mountain
views without one of these noblest of……… - that it is scarcely possible for
you to go wrong.
I am respectfully Dear Sir, your obedient servant, N. McLean.
It is difficult to relate his sketched map “annexed eye sketch” to the present
steadings. On talking to Catherine Gillies of the MacDougall of Dunollie
Preservation Trust, and referring to Highland Postbag (MacDougall 1984),
partial demolition of some of the offices took place and a rationalisation into
a square with stables was built in the 1830’s. These were in a state of
ruination by the 20th century but are now private housing.
The trust and volunteers are working hard to prepare the 1745 section of
Dunollie House for opening to the public and with access to the archives, so
for all lovers of local history watch this exciting development.
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Mr N. MacLean’s annexed eye sketch
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1. A sketch of Dunollie with
the 1745 house on the left, and
showing the west aspect of the
new addition that dwarfed it.
2. The back of Dunollie
showing the Laich biggin to the
fore, probably the oldest part,
and the 1745 house on the
right.
3. The south aspect of Dunollie
House.
4. An aerial view of the cliff
top Castle and house (taken in
the 1980s).
Photographs by A. Blackwood, and images and photographs reproduced by
permission from material from the MacDougall Collection.
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Address for correspondence. Alison Blackwood, Torren, Ardconnel Hill,
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