The Moray River Avon
The name chosen to distinguish this River
Avon

from

appropriate,

others

of

because

that

the

name

most

is

recent

reorganisation of Scottish Local Government
in 1996, made Moray a unitary district
authority. Its boundaries contain the whole
catchment of the River Avon, the longest and
largest

tributary

of

the

River

Spey.

Historically, Moray has referred to many
different entities, from a Pictish Kingdom,
through a semi-independent Mormaership in
a newly united Scotland, an extensive
Earldom, a Scottish County, and a district in
Grampian

Region,

before

the

present

manifestation; they have covered greatly differing areas. The source of the River Avon is sometimes located at
the exit of Loch Avon, but following the convention used by the Scottish Almanac for all rivers in the country, I
will look at the longest feeder into the loch, Garbh Uisge Mor, and track it back to its source. This feature is
mapped at OS Grid Point NN 996 988, just below the 1230m contour, i.e. over 4000 feet above sea level, the
highest source of any substantial British river. From here the river flows 63.9km to its junction with the River
Spey. The source is on the boundary between the districts of Moray and Aberdeenshire, at the watershed
between the catchments of the River Avon and the River Dee. I have been unable to find a photograph of the
source, on the eastern slopes of Ben Macdui, Britain’s 2 nd highest mountain, but the interesting website,
https://cairngormwanderer.wordpress.com/, yields an early summer view, where the stream has flowed c3km
northwards; the rounded peak of Ben Macdui is on the right. The boulders, slabs and stones, were left by a
retreating ice sheet during the most recent Ice Age,11000 years ago.
Here, we are in the midst of the Cairn Gorm
range, a plateau,1000–1200m above sea
level, on which domed summits (the eroded
stumps of once much higher mountains) rise
to around 1300m. Many of the summits have
tors, free-standing rock outcrops, on top of
the boulder-strewn landscape. In places, the
edges of the plateaux form steep cliffs of
granite, over which streams formed on the
high plateau cascade, as does the Garbh
Uisge Mor, shown in another photograph
taken from the afore-mentioned website. The
Cairngorms form an arctic-alpine mountain
environment, with tundra-like characteristics;
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year-long snow patches in shaded corries were once common, but global warming has reduced their incidence,
and none survives some summers. The area is home to bird species such as ptarmigan, dotterel, snow bunting,
curlew and red grouse, as well as mammals such as mountain hare, and Britain's only herd of reindeer.
Surrounding the central massif are remnants of the Caledonian forest in straths and glens of the Rivers Spey,
Avon and Dee. These forests support many species that are rare elsewhere in Britain, including red squirrels,
pine marten, wood ants, Scottish crossbill, capercaillie and crested tit.
The Cairn Gorms are remnants of a great mountain range, the Caledonides, formed hundreds of millions of
years ago, when movements of the tectonic plates in the earth’s crust closed an ocean, Iapetus, and forced
sedimentary rocks upwards beyond its north shore. The mountain survivals are now found across Canada,
Scotland and northern Norway, separated by later tectonic plate movements. The events were similar to those,
which raised the Himalayas, as India ‘crashed’ into the rest of Asia, and the Caledonides might initially have
been similar in height to them. Two slow-acting processes created the Cairn Gorms as they are now; firstly
molten igneous rocks were forced upwards into the lower layers of the mountains, gradually replacing the softer
sedimentary rocks, and secondly erosion for hundreds of millions of years by wind, water and ice wore away
the high peaks, and eventually most of the sedimentary rock, leaving the igneous intrusions of granite. The Ice
Ages had relatively little impact, except when the boulders seen in photographs were deposited as the ice
retreated. Of course, my explanations are gross simplifications, but hopefully they contain essential truths. It
remains to say that the soils formed by slow erosion of granite, are poor and acidic, but promote the growth of
heather, which in wet areas gives rise to peat bogs.
The streams falling off the high plateau
towards Loch Avon pass a striking feature
known as the Shelter Stone, presumably
because rock climbers drawn, by the many
difficult routes to the top, bivouac in a natural
cave near its base. Its location is indicated by
the yellow arrow in the photograph; the
shelter stone is the stack above, and to its
right can be seen a stream tumbling down
from the high plateau. Ben Macdui is a few
kilometres away beyond the cliff face behind
the stack. The mountain is mentioned again,
because of the legendary ‘Grey Man’ alleged to approach climbers in misty weather, heard it is said, but seen
only as a ghostly outline. I lived for many years in Middlesbrough, and around 40 years ago, I was told a climber’s
tale concerning the cave, but had long forgotten it until reminded, while researching this account. One of a party
of 3 mountaineers was a work colleague, and he recounted to a lunchtime audience, that the trio were sleeping
in the cave, when they were wakened by a noise like heavy footsteps crunching on the scree outside. All was
pitch dark. Unsurprisingly, no-one ventured out; they fell asleep after a while, and found nothing untoward in the
morning, so, what had they heard? Was it a dream experienced by one who convinced the others, an obscure
natural phenomenon, or the Grey Man demonstrating his existence? Certainly, they were badly shaken.
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Loch Avon is more than 300m below the
Cairn Gorm Plateau, and it would be easy to
forget that the loch is itself very high, c725m
above sea-level, and when the mountains
around it, including Cairn Gorm, towering
above its north shore, are snow covered in
winter, it is frequently iced over to some
depth. It is narrow, stretching almost 5km
along a south-west/north east axis, with a
surface area of 43ha; Mr Armistead’s
splendid winter photograph captures the
harshness of the climate, and the isolation of
the loch. In spite of the long trek required to
get there, it is fished for brown trout, though
obviously not during the winter months. The
River Avon forms, (or reforms) at the loch’s
north eastern end, and begins to flow
eastwards down a steep sided valley. There
is a refuge for hill walkers and climbers at
Avon Fords, a short distance downstream,
and the lower photograph was taken near
there, in more clement conditions though
snow is still visible. It shows the fast moving
River Avon, no more than a burn on a stony
bed, between steep heather-clad banks; the
mountain in the background is Beinn Mheadhoim, 1082m high. It is past time when I should have referred
readers to Alastair Robertson’s sketch map of the course of the river in the Appendix dealing with watermills,
but I do so now. The surroundings change little, as the river flows on eastwards, for c5km, before hooking
northwards to pass another bothy, Faindourain Lodge on the left bank; this building collapsed a few years ago,
but has been rebuilt. Obviously, these buildings can be a lifeline in bad weather, but according to some websites,
they are sites of whisky fuelled socialising for hikers and bikers, in less harsh conditions.
The river resumes an easterly course with Glen Avon Forest occupying the land stretching south from the right
bank, separating the river from Ben Avon, more a massif than a peak, but rising to 1170m, and occupying the
watershed between the catchments of the Rivers Dee and Avon. As with many named forests in Britain, a
plenitude of trees is not the most obvious feature, there are clumps of spruce, and single birch and rowan trees,
but rocks scattered amongst heather and grass moorland continue to dominate the scene. The river continues
generally eastwards for c11km, without much change in the landscape, though nearby peaks (hills rather than
mountains) are lower, around the 700m mark. Here at Inchrory Lodge the river receives a right bank tributary
the Builg Water, which flows a few kilometres north from a small loch of the same name. This prompts a change
in the direction of flow of the River Avon, which swings north, aligning with the tributary. There was a theory that
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the River Avon continued eastwards to join
with the headwaters of the River Don, before
that route was blocked by moraine deposited
at the end of the most recent Ice Age, but
that theory has been called into doubt
recently.

At

any

rate,

the

northward

trajectory followed from this point provided a
drove road south from Speyside, allowing
cattle to be herded from there, and the
Moray coastal regions further north. When
the drovers reached Inchrory, they continued
south along the valley of the Builg Water,
over the watershed, and into Deeside; a start
on the long road south, into England. There are other signs of change in Mr Souter’s photograph, a view
northwards up the valley; the valley floor has widened, and deciduous trees appear on one river bank, only for
the hills to close in again downstream. The River Avon has grown considerably, and no longer looks like a
mountain stream. However, this is still an isolated spot, reachable only along tracks by mountain bikes, and 4wheel drive vehicles. A Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) covers a small area, in which granite gives way
in part to limestone, providing a habitat for calcareous grassland and juniper scrub, unusual in Scotland. Here
and further downstream are found deposits of fluorite (calcium fluoride), transparent crystals, but frequently
coloured by impurities, as when mined in Derbyshire as Blue John. The River Avon valley mainly reverts to the
previous pattern with heather-clad steep sides over the next 10km as it flows north, but gradually broadens out
more frequently, to take on an appearance, like that above, but with an occasional field of pasture.
The photograph alongside is at a point of
real change; the River Avon is joined on the
left bank (right as viewed) by a substantial
tributary, the Water of Ailnack.

Delnabo

hunting lodge is a few hundred metres
upstream on the left bank of the tributary,
and the few houses nearby entitle the place
to be called the first settlement encountered
in the River Avon catchment. Delnabo has a
place in Scottish history, because here, in
1647, forces of the Covenant-supporting
Scottish government of the day, captured George Gordon, 2 nd Marquis of Huntly, the pre-eminent Royalist
adherent in the country. He was taken to Edinburgh, and executed in March 1649, largely at the instance of the
Marquis of Argyll, whose own turbulent career was to end similarly, after the Restoration in May 1661. It was a
dangerous period for leading Scottish politicians.
The Water of Ailnack rises less than 3km north-east of where the River Avon leaves Loch Avon, at a height of
almost 800m, south-east of a mountain called Bynack More. The stream is called first Glasoch, then Water of
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Caiplich, and finally Water of Ailnack before
it flows through the Ailnack Gorge, shown in
the photograph. The steep-sided valley
extends for 10km, and is c100m deep. The
gorge was formed by melt-water from an Ice
Age glacier on the Cairn Gorm plateau.
Altogether, the river, with its various names,
flows north-east for almost 20km to join the
River

Avon.

Pausing

briefly

again

at

Delnabo, there was a watermill in the 18th
century, and whisky was distilled in the
1850s, to supplement supplies from the
Glenlivet Distillery, before the facilities there were enlarged.
……………………..
Tomintoul is a short distance from the right
bank, about a kilometre downstream from
the confluence. The mean water flow rate in
the river is measured here as 95000 gallons
per minute, already a sizeable flow. A
watermill is marked on 19th century maps,
beside the river but drawing water from a
tributary, and another two were east of the
village on the Conglass Water, a right bank
tributary of the River Avon. Although people
lived in the vicinity at an earlier date,
Tomintoul was founded by the 4th Duke of Gordon as a planned settlement in 1776, and its layout has not
changed much since. There is a long, wide main street, running north-west/south-east, and a central square,
though now there are two parallel streets, one on each side. The Duke intended to set-up textile manufacturing
and quarrying enterprises to support the village population, but they foundered. In truth, he may have been more
interested in disrupting illegal distilling and cattle reiving activities, then prevalent in the neighbourhood. He had
chosen a location on the military road linking Fort George near Inverness and Braemar, built by Major Caulfield
in the 1750s, a route now followed by the A939. The Duke built a road, 30km long, to link the ends of his huge
estate, from Glenrinnes near Dufftown to Tomintoul. On the east side of Tomintoul, the Bridge of Conglass
carried this road, now the B9008, over the aforementioned tributary of the River Avon. The single-arch bridge,
of the 1780s had to be partially rebuilt in the 1820s after sustaining flood damage. It is shown in the photograph
above, with a string of cyclists passing over; the fields in view seem to carry some corn (barley), and will certainly
have done so in the early 19th century, even although they are over 300m above sea-level.
Going back, four or five decades, Tomintoul or more precisely the A939 between the village, and Cockbridge,
15km to its south east, featured prominently in news bulletins. An early signal of approaching winter in many
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years was an announcement of the closure
of that stretch of the A939, in October. The
road is high, rising to 650m, and at the southeastern end, it is steep and twisting; the
photograph was taken at the onset of winter.
Apart from carrying heavy lorries associated
with whisky distilling, maps suggest that the
road should form part of a convenient link
between the environs of Inverness and those
of Aberdeen. So, it was busy as well as
treacherous. I have my own experience, because after a weekend in Elgin, playing golf in late-August sunshine,
I decided to return south by that route. I ran into light snow in Tomintoul, which seemed surprising enough, but
as I moved on towards Cockbridge, it got heavier and snow began to lie on the road to a depth of an inch or
two. I got through without much trouble, but it was a chastening experience. Nowadays, with global warming,
and no doubt because significant road improvements have been made, there seem to be fewer mentions of
Tomintoul in traffic bulletins; it seems to have been replaced by the Snake Pass, the A57, in Derbyshire..
I am indebted to the website http://registry.gsg.org.uk/sr/registrysearch for information on one of the enterprises
around Tomintoul which never quite took off. Lecht Mine in the hills north of the A939 saw iron ore mining
between 1730 and 1738 when the York Mining Company established workings. Ironstone and manganese ore
were taken on packhorses, westwards some 20km over high hills to Culnakyle, near Nethy Bridge in Strathspey,
where there was timber for smelting. Later it became a manganese ore mine, reopened by the Duke of
Richmond and Gordon; ore was sent to Newcastle for use in bleaching processes. When production reached
its peak during the 1840s, 63 people were employed at the mine. By 1847, however, cheap imports of
manganese from Russia made it unprofitable; the mine closed, leaving the largest manganese deposit in
Scotland, unexploited until the present day.
The rocks exposed around the mine are now
a mix of ore deposits and spoil heaps left
over from the old workings. The manganese
ores

include

some

rare

ore-minerals

containing zinc and lithium. The most
prominent survival is the two-storeyed,
rubble-built building with a large arched
doorway, which was restored and re-roofed
with local slate in the 1980s; it is shown in the photograph. The building dates from the 1840s, and contained a
crushing mill, powered by a water wheel measuring almost 8m in diameter, set at one of its gable walls. Other
remains include a mill lade, dumps of waste material, and mine workings which consist of vertical shafts and
adits which have been driven at a shallow angle into the hillside. Consideration has been given in recent years
to restarting mining, but nothing has happened as yet.
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Tomintoul has never really thrived, from the time that the Duke of Gordon’s enterprises failed in the late 18th
century. The town enjoyed a mini-tourist boom, after a visit from Queen Victoria, not that she was either
impressed or amused, but that died away, and almost vanished after the 2nd World War, when foreign holidays
took over from what we now call staycations. Indeed the very survival of Tomintoul seemed threatened as its
hotels closed, and the population fell below 500. There has been something of a revival, though in truth the
village offers little to the visitor, except for a few shops and a small museum. The most interesting building is
the parish church, designed by Thomas Telford, and opened in 1826. It had a simple T-plan, without galleries,
though it has been considerably modified since. Tomintoul Distillery opened in 1964, and like many, offers tours
for visitors. However, this is no benefit to the tourist offering of Tomintoul, because the distillery is a long way
north-west of the village, and was probably only given the name to cash in on its then-element of notoriety.
The River Avon has by this point descended
to a height of c300m, and begins to move
through a valley with a wider floor, even
although the slopes are steep rising to the
summits of hills over 400m high. Near the
river bank there are farmed fields, mainly
pasture, but that may not always have been
the case, as the presence of 19th century
watermills indicates that corn was grown
locally then. The river jinks west then
resumes a northern course arriving at
Urlarmore Watermill on the right bank, and then at Bridge of Avon, built in 1754, by Major Caulfield to carry the
military road, noted as playing a part in the positioning of Tomintoul. It had a predecessor, shown on Roy’s 1750
map; some of its older masonry may have been re-used, but the present bridge was largely a new build. Floods
in 1821, damaged the smaller flood arch, and it had to be rebuilt, though as always, it is difficult to know how
much that operation entailed. Rubble-built apart from dressed stone arch-rings, with the segmental arches
spanning 14.7m, and 6.9m, there is a pronounced slope on a roadway, which is probably c3m wide. It was
bypassed in 1990 and now carries only pedestrians.
The Old Military Road and the A639 head west from here, but the River Avon continues to flow northwards
through a slightly wider valley, with the B9136 road alongside. Here, it receives an average of 11000 gallons
per minute of water on the right bank from the Conglass Water, which powered a watermill at Ruthven, just
before reaching the confluence. The river next receives a left bank tributary, the Burn of Lochy which flows from
the Braes of Abernethy, which stretch westwards towards Nethy Bridge and the River Spey. Nearer its junction
with the River Avon, the burn is joined on the left bank by small tributaries coming off the Hills of Cromdale
which, rising to a height of 720m, separate Strathspey from Strathavon, as the two valleys are called in this
region. The Battle of Cromdale was centred on the River Spey side of the hills, and it is commemorated by a
plaque beside the parish church in the Speyside hamlet of that name, but incidents in the battle, spilled across
the watershed. The battle in April 1690 involved small numbers, but had a decisive impact on affairs in Scotland,
and possibly further afield. It took place almost 18 months after the relatively bloodless conquest of England, by
Prince William of Orange assisted by peers and other leaders, alienated by the policies of King James VII & II.
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The Dutchman, married to Mary the elder Protestant daughter of King James assumed the throne as King
William III, alongside his wife as Queen, but there was resistance to the new regime, in Scotland, although the
new government in Edinburgh supported him as King William II of Scotland, and especially in Ireland.
In Scotland, forces loyal to King James, Jacobites, raised mainly in the Highlands, led by John Graham of
Claverhouse, Viscount Dundee, won a crushing victory over superior government forces in the Pass of
Killiecrankie on 27th July 1689. However Dundee was killed in the battle, according to legend by a silver bullet,
and the loss of his leadership was disastrous for the Jacobite cause. Instead of pushing on immediately towards
Edinburgh as the government feared, the Jacobites hesitated, while disputes over command were settled,
before pushing on towards the town of Dunkeld, which lay in their path. They had given Hugh Mackay, the
defeated general at Killiecrankie, time to put a lowland regiment, the Cameronians into Dunkeld for its defence.
This should not have been sufficient, because the town was unfortified and the Jacobites had at least, 4:1
superiority in numbers. Their attack was mounted on 21st August, and although the government commander,
Colonel Cleland was killed almost immediately, the defenders inflicted heavy casualties, and the Jacobites gave
up, though they must have prevailed if they had continued. Their force then dispersed, and it seemed that the
revolt was at an end.
However, a remarkable clan chief, Sir Ewen Cameron of Lochiel, had not given up, and he assembled a Jacobite
force in Speyside during the next spring; King James, fighting in Ireland, sent over some arms and a few officers,
including Major General Thomas Buchan, who took command. Meanwhile a government force led by Colonel
Thomas Livingstone, later Viscount Teviot, moved south from Inverness, to confront them. The events are fully
described in the web entry, https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2020/09/15/the-battle-of-cromdale-1690. The two
forces seem to have been equally matched with strengths of around 1200 soldiers, but the Jacobites were
caught unawares in an undefended camp, on 30 th April 1690, after Livingston had force-marched his soldiers
through the night. In the resulting confusion, there was some fierce fighting with Lochiel to the fore, but most of
Buchan’s force including their incompetent commander, fled in disarray, to be pursued and mostly killed or
captured by their adversaries. Perhaps less than a third of their number escaped, though Buchan was one, who
did. This Jacobite revolt really was ended by the Battle of Cromdale, though Lochiel lived on to support further
risings in the early 18th century, before at the age of 90, he was mortally wounded in mysterious circumstances,
at the Battle of Glen Shiel in 1719. Had the Jacobites won at Cromdale, it would possibly have set the Highlands
aflame, at a time when King William was struggling to expel King James from Ireland, and war with France, the
variously named 9-Years War, or the War of the League of Augsburg, was going badly on land and sea. History
might have taken a radically different turn.
……………………..
Returning to the River Avon, it flows on north, past the aforementioned Tomintoul Distillery to enter a muchwidened valley, where it is joined on the right bank by its most significant tributary, the River Livet. Before going
on to consider aspects of the tributary, I will touch on the reason for the world-wide fame of the name Glenlivet,
by looking briefly at the history of Glenlivet single-malt whisky. The distillery is on the left bank of the River Livet,
c3km upstream from the confluence with the River Avon. Illicit distilleries were commonplace throughout the
River Spey catchment in the 18th century, and the products of Glenlivet, and the name acquired some cachet in
those years, but the passing of the Excise Act in 1823, was eventually to effect a transformation by allowing
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distilleries to operate legally, provided that they held a license. The 4th Duke of Gordon, was instrumental in the
passing of this legislation, and his tenant, George Smith, who was operating an illicit distillery on his farm,
became the first person in Scotland to apply for and receive a license to legally produce whisky. He encountered
hostility and threats from those, who hoped that the act might be repealed, because of non-compliance, leaving
them free to produce untaxed spirits. With help and protection from his landlord, Smith’s enterprise prospered
to the extent that he opened a second distillery at Delnabo in 1849. A larger distillery was opened on the present
site in 1859, fortuitously just after a serious fire at the original distillery, and the operation at Delnabo was closed
down soon afterwards.
From then on, the history was one of
success, with the rebuilding, necessitated by
a major fire in 1890, used to expand the
distillery, and successful legal actions were
fought to prevent other distillers in the valley,
using the name Glenlivet, which the Smith
family had appropriated for their successful
brand. At the outbreak of the 2nd World War,
production

of

whisky

was

prohibited.

However the government after the war
needed foreign currency, so distilling restrictions were rapidly lifted and output from the distillery was at pre-war
levels by 1947, despite ongoing barley, fuel, and manpower shortages. Bread rationing was retained until 1948,
partly in order to ensure supplies of grain for the distilleries. Fluctuations in demand by what had become a
world-wide market contributed to a series of mergers, before in 1977, the expanded Glenlivet Distillers Ltd. was
itself taken over by the Canadian company, Seagram; further take-over action led to the acquisition of Glenlivet
distillery by the French company, Pernod Ricard, in 2000, and they remain the owners. The product seems to
have been largely unaffected by these events, because the raw materials used, and the manufacturing process,
have not changed significantly. The distillery is shown in the photograph above, with the hills of Cromdale as a
backdrop. The Glenlivet is the 2nd best-selling single-malt whisky in the world, (Glenfiddich, distilled a short
distance to the east, is the best-selling brand), and has sales of several million bottles a year; the distillery,
which organises guided tours and tasting sessions, is a major tourist attraction. Personally, as a regular
moderate imbiber of malt whiskies, but no connoisseur, I find it pleasant enough, but it is not at the top of my
list of favourites, which come mainly from distilleries on islands to the west.
The River Livet forms at OS Grid Point NJ 271 243 beside the 350m contour at the junction of the Kymah Burn
which flows 8km north-west from its source in the Ladder Hills, and the Suie Burn which flows 5½km south from
its source in the Blackwater Forest, at a watershed between it and the head of Glen Fiddich. From there the
River Livet flows west in a steep sided valley, which broadens out, allowing fields of pasture as it swings to the
north-west to reach the houses and church which make up the hamlet of Tomnavoulin, at which point it has
flowed for 7½km. Once the site of a textile mill, powered by water from a small feeder stream, there has been
a distillery here since the 1960s; it has survived temporary closure, and is now part of the Whyte and Mackay
Group, itself owned by a company, headquartered in the Philippines. The River Livet is bridged here by a single
span structure which was part of the 4 th Duke of Gordon’s estate road, and so built in the 1780s. The river
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receives tributaries at its right and left banks as it flows on north-west; on some there are traces of watermills,
which operated in the past, as can be seen in the Appendix.
Blairfindy Castle is 2km downstream on the
left bank; it is a ruined L-plan tower house,
built on a rise, by the Gordons in 1564. The
main block has dimensions 10.6 X 7.3m, and
the wing is 4.8m square. The entrance is in
the

re-entrant

angle,

below

a

turret

containing a stair to the upper floors. As
normal in such towers, a vaulted basement,
accommodated storage and a kitchen;
above it there was a hall, of floor area greater
than 70m2, almost three times that of a large
room in a modern house. Above, were 2
floors of bedrooms. Though seemingly
without a walled barmkin, the tower had a
bartizan giving a wide field of fire and a
machicolation above the entrance, which
would have allowed stones or boiling liquid to be dropped onto anyone trying to force his way in. The castle was
tenanted by the Grants in the 17th century, and in 1647 was used as a temporary prison for the 2 nd Marquis of
Huntly after his capture by Covenanting forces, before he was taken to Edinburgh for execution in 1649.
Blairfindy Castle was burnt by government troops after the Battle of Culloden in 1746, but it may have been
deserted before then. The photograph, taken from the west by Mr. Searl,12 years ago shows fences around the
ruin, but I believe it has now been stabilised, and visitors can gain access.
The mean flow rate is measured here as 30000 gallons per minute, but this is just upstream of a large tributary,
so it is likely that the River Livet delivers a mean flow rate of nearer 40000 gallons per minute into the River
Avon. The left bank tributary in question is the Burn of Tervie which rises on the slopes of Ben Rinnes, and flows
south-west from there. Near to the confluence with the River Livet, the burn is met by a small left bank tributary,
Allt a Coileachan, and the Battle of Glenlivet was fought on raised ground above the right bank of that stream,
on 4th October 1594. It was a strange encounter, predicated on the disturbed state of Scotland in the period.
The religious question seemed settled in favour of some form of Protestantism by then, but there were powerful
Roman Catholic lords like the Earls of Huntly and Errol who still thought that the settlement could be overturned.
The King was prepared to tolerate some level of dissention, but when he learned that the Catholic earls were
negotiating for Spanish help, he sent a large army north to confront them. Bafflingly, the King entrusted the
command to an inexperienced 19-year old, Archibald, 7th Earl of Argyll, presumably in part because as head of
the Campbell clan, the earl would have the loyalty of many of the soldiers, but also perhaps, because of his
lifelong susceptibility to the blandishments of personable young men.
At first, all went well enough for the young commander; the two rebellious earls had taken the initiative and
marched to confront the King’s army of 12000, though they only had 2000 soldiers of their own. Argyll took up
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a position on a downslope, which meant that the earls, if they chose to attack, would have to do so uphill. One
might wonder at a greatly superior (on paper) taking a defensive posture, but it appeared that there could only
be one outcome. Two factors combined to change that; firstly, the earls had field pieces and many of the
government army’s raw recruits quickly fled their fire, and secondly Argyll’s force was riven with treachery, with
some of his officers only waiting for the right moment to change sides, with their men. Details of the engagement
are not for here, but after a few hours fighting, the King’s army, with its centre hollowed out by desertions, broke
under the rebel army’s uphill assault, and were chased across the Allt a Coileachan. They sustained 500
casualties, compared with less than 20 suffered by the army of the earls, but there was no pursuit because the
victors realised that the balance of numbers had been little changed, whatever damage had been done to the
morale of the King’s army.
Perhaps the earls thought that such a victory, would broaden support for them, but the majority in Scotland were
securely in the Protestant camp by then and unwilling to rerun past religious conflicts. The King went north with
reinforcements for his defeated army, but he didn’t need to fight, because the victorious earls retreated
northwards, and soon fled abroad; the King as he usually did in such cases, forfeited their lands, but allowed
them to return to Scotland and restored most of their property, after a year or two. No doubt some retribution
was exacted from the turncoats, but otherwise the battle had few lasting consequences. One twist to the tale
was that long afterwards, in 1619, the failed commander of the King’s army, the 7th Earl of Argyll, regarded until
then as a fervent Protestant, renounced his offices and properties and embraced the Roman Catholic faith.
Catholic rulers in Europe seem to have thought at first, that he might encourage adherents of their faith in Britain
to rebel, and he was given the prestigious Spanish knighthood of the Golden Fleece, but realism soon set in on
all sides, and after a ban on his returning to Britain was lifted, he and his wife returned to live quietly in London,
until his death in 1638.
The Burn of Tervie completes its course by twisting round Tombreckachie farm steading, the site of a cornmill
in the 18th and 19th centuries, passing under another of the Gordon estate bridges, possibly rebuilt after the
floods of 1821, and then meeting the River Livet. This stream continues northwards, tree-lined and in a farmed
landscape until it reaches the hamlet of Bridgend of Livet, on the B9008 road, where it is crossed by a very
unusual broken down bridge; in my considerable experience of old bridges, it is unlike any other in the British
Isles. The Old Bridge of Glenlivet shown below, is c3.5m wide, so was not as sometimes stated a packhorse
bridge; it was built for carts and carriages, never having been widened. Whether or not there were ever parapets
is unknown. Two versions of its history exist; the Listing suggests early 18th century origins as part of a
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precursor of the B9008, whereas the estate and other local sources associate it with Blairfindy Castle, though as
we have seen the castle is some distance to the south, and date it to the 16 th century. There are few clues in
the appearance as to which scenario is correct so I will hedge my bets and describe it as either 17th or 18th
century. The surviving portion of the Old Bridge of Glenlivet comprises two segmental arches, of which the
larger spanning c8m is to the left, the smaller which is a flood arch spans 4.5m. The two arches are separated
by a rocky outcrop, and there used to be third arch further to the left, also presumably built to cope with floods
but it was washed away in the 1820s. Both remaining arches have single flush arch rings made of narrow
roughly-cut voussoirs. There is a viewing point, from which the photograph was taken; unfortunately, the bridge,
which was tidied in the 1980s, is becoming overgrown again.
The River Livet swings westwards in its final
reach, and the ruin of Drumin Castle sits high
above the right bank of the River Avon at the
confluence. It is usually given a build-date of
c1370, and attributed to Alexander Stewart,
Earl of Buchan, the Wolf of Badenoch, who
burnt

Elgin

Cathedral,

amongst

other

outrages. However, it was much modified,
and maybe almost rebuilt in the next century,
before it was sold to the Gordons in 1490. It
was a tower house of dimensions, c17 X
11.6m above walls 2.7m thick at ground
level. The view is from the south, showing
roof supports and fireplaces, and that only
the west wall still stands complete to a height
of 4 storeys. Evidence of the lay-out is
limited,

but

it

was

probably

fairly

conventional, with ground floor storage, a main hall above, and the lord’s living quarters and bedroom in the
upper two floors. The Gordons left the castle in favour of Blairfindy Castle in the late 16 th century, and it was in
ruins by the early 18th century. The castle is open to visitors, as is the walled garden in which it now stands. The
appurtenances of a watermill are shown beside the castle on 19th century maps.
………………………
Reference should probably have been made before now to the Cairn Gorm National Park, which the River Avon
is just about to leave. It is the largest in Great Britain, with an area of 4528km, and incorporates in addition to
the mountain range of the Cairngorms at its heart, other hill ranges such as the Angus Glens in the south, and
the Monadhliath to the west, together with lower areas like Strathspey and upper Deeside. Three major rivers
rise in the park, namely the Spey, the Dee, and the Don, as does the River Avon. The National Park was created
in 2003, and extended southwards in 2010, and the objectives defined for those administering it, were as follows;
1. To conserve and enhance the natural and cultural heritage of the area
2. To promote sustainable use of the natural resources of the area
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3.To promote understanding and enjoyment (including enjoyment in the form of recreation) of the special
qualities of the area by the public
4. To promote sustainable economic and social development of the area's communities
The area of the park traversed in the journey is largely neither farmed nor forested, and has a small population,
so the impact of the new status has been inconsiderable, which explains its appearance here as a kind of afterthought.
The River Avon continues northwards below 200m, flowing more slowly between tree-lined banks, sometimes
dividing around islands. It passes on the left bank, Kinmaichlie Castle, which remained in the hands of the
Stewart owners of Drumin Castle, after they sold most of that estate to the Gordons, in 1490. The building that
stands now is T-shaped, and was built in the early 17th century, with defensive features including a bartizan. It
was purchased by the Grants in the 18th century, and reduced by them to a large farmhouse, and later absorbed
into the large estate of Ballindaloch Castle, further downstream. On this stretch, there were water mills powered
by small streams, but discharging water into the river at Delmanoch, Craigroy and Tommore; curiously, no
watermill drew water directly from either the River Avon, or the River Livet, though there were 13 commercial
watermills in the catchment. A short distance downstream, the mean flow rate is measured at Dalnashaugh, to
be 193000 gallons per minute. Only streamlets join the river thereafter, so it can be taken that it adds water to
the River Spey at that rate, equivalent to 20 standard tanker loads per minute. The River Spey discharges water
into the Moray Firth at a mean rate of c870000 gallons per minute and 22% of that water comes from the River
Avon, which by Scottish standards is a fairly large river in its own right, remembering also its length of c64km.
The photograph, taken by Ms Burgess,
shows Bridge of Avon, which until bypassed
recently, carried the A95 road linking Banff
with the A9 at Aviemore. It was built in 1800,
and survived a flooding incident in the
1820s, when the river rose by 7m. The main
arch is segmental with single arch rings of
tooled voussoirs. The smaller arch, perhaps
built as a flood arch, now carries some of the
normal river flow.
The turreted building at the north end of the
bridge is a gatehouse giving access to
Ballindalloch Castle, which stands just
downstream above the right bank of the
River Avon. The castle, shown in the
photograph, is in an estate, which passed by
way of the Stewart heirs of the Wolf of
Badenoch, the Gordons, and a family named
Freuchie to the Grants by 1540, and soon
after that the earliest part of the present
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castle was built. It comprised a Z-plan tower, with a main block of dimensions 12.7 X 7.3m and round towers
at diagonally opposed corners. It can be assumed that the lay-out was conventional with storage below the
main hall, and with private rooms above. It is thought probable that there was a barmkin (courtyard) in which
possibly the kitchen and ancillary buildings were accommodated. The castle was attacked and captured by the
Gordons in 1590, and damage sustained then, is likely to have prompted substantial rebuilding around 1600,
which included a central stair tower. The Grants then took the Jacobite side after 1689, and the owner was
forfeited in 1711, but the castle passed to another member of the clan. A great-nephew inherited in 1806, and
he took the name Macpherson-Grant. It is still owned and occupied by Macpherson-Grants, though it has
required name changes after marriages to female inheritors, to achieve this. In the 18th and 19th centuries,
additions were made to Ballindalloch Castle including wings projecting back from each end of the original tower
to create a U-shaped building enclosing a courtyard. Almost inevitably, the building was baronialised in the mid19th century. Part of the castle, and the extensive gardens are opened to the public, and in 2014 a whisky
distillery was opened in the grounds; the product carries the castle name.
For a decade after 1944, an estate lodge was the rented home of William Earle Johns, better known as Captain
W. E. Johns. He was the inventor of the character James Bigglesworth, hero of well over a hundred Biggles
novels, in which the intrepid pilot and his friends triumphed over all odds, mainly during two World Wars. They
were immensely popular adventure stories, which I devoured eagerly in the later 1950s, along with most of my
contemporaries. Of course they reflected social and cultural norms, when they were written, and terms appear,
which would be regarded as racist nowadays. On these grounds, it is probably right that they are not read by
today’s children; I believe versions without the offensive words have been produced, but I suspect that their
time has passed, as the wars have become much less remembered, and tastes have otherwise changed.
Captain Johns had moved north to escape the limelight, as he was a married man living with another woman,
hardly then a suitable arrangement for an author of children’s books. He continued to write Biggles stories,
almost until his death in 1968.
This historical river journey is almost at an
end, but the whisky connection is not quite
finished. In the angle between the Spey, and
the left bank of the River Avon, John Smith,
probably an illegitimate scion of the family
responsible

for

the

Glenlivet

Distillery

opened Cragganmore Distillery in 1869. His
family continued as managers for the
owners, the Macpherson-Grants, into the
20th century, but Cragganmore too has
become part of a conglomerate drinks company, in this case Diageo. Mr. Dixon’s photograph shows the River
Avon flowing from the left to meet the River Spey on the right. The scattered rocks have presumably been
carried down by the River Avon, when in spate, and dropped when the water velocity falls, and the main flow
concentrates near to the opposite bank. It has been an interesting journey, completely different from that along
any other River Avon. Some others have begun from relatively high sources, but none comparable to this River
Avon. In part as a result, the mountainous surrounds persist for a greater proportion of the river length, and the
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tributaries flow through similar landscapes. Fields of pasture appear as the streams descend and valley floors
broaden, and no doubt there were more cornfields in past times; the watermills suggest as much.
The population of the catchment is small; the largest settlement, Tomintoul, has a population measured in
hundreds, and there is only one industry of significance, the distillation of whisky, though it is fair to say that by
this activity, world-wide renown has been acquired, a major reason for most profits now going abroad. The
catchment has been a scene of conflict in spite of its relative isolation; stretching a point slightly, it has seen two
battles, that of Glenlivet in 1594, and Cromdale in 1690. The former involved much larger numbers, but was of
little consequence, while the latter was decisive in ending a rebellion, which could have threatened a puissant
ruler, King William III (or 2nd of Scotland). The catchment has seen the presence of famous historical figures like
Alexander Stewart, the Wolf of Badenoch, James Graham, Marquis of Montrose, and a few powerful Gordons,
but hesitantly, I suggest that it has given birth to no-one of great renown. As regards a usual focal point for these
journeys, there are a number of interesting 18th century bridges, some part of a road conceived by the 4th Duke
of Gordon, who was the founder of Tomintoul, and a few others, the work of the great Highland bridge and road
builder, Major Caulfield. However, the standout is the Old Bridge of Glenlivet; even although there is uncertainty
about its build-date, it is a unique structure which must be preserved.
At this late stage, I shall repair two omissions. The first concerns the name of the river; it is otherwise referred
to, especially locally as the River A’an. Secondly, the only reference to fishing has been to that in Loch Avon for
brown trout, but the River Avon is one of Scotland’s most notable salmon rivers. It is thought that a third of the
fish which re-enter the River Spey for breeding purposes, move on into the River Avon. Even after wellpublicised declines in Salmon stocks, this implies that c1500 are caught annually, though many will be returned
to the river, and perhaps be caught more than once.
Finally, watermills were certainly common along the lower reaches of the River Avon and its tributaries, and
they are dealt with in detail in Alastair Robertson’s Appendix which follows. As usual, the distinction is made
between commercial watermills and farm mills. The former either purchased farm produce such as grain, or
wool and after processing them, sold commodities like flour or cloth, or else less commonly, were paid for the
processing, which they carried out on a contract basis. Each of the latter watermills was tied to the single farm,
on which it was located, and operated as a piece of farm equipment like a plough. So no money changed hands
to pay for operations carried out by such watermills, like threshing. Two preliminary comments to the Appendix
are apposite. The first is to stress the unusual fact that no watermill was fed directly with water from the River
Avon or its main tributary, the River Livet; all were supplied by smaller feeders. Secondly, there were only 4
horse driven mills (horse gins) in the catchment, a contrast with numbers in other parts of Scotland. There may
be a positive reason for this, in the existence of many fast flowing streams and streamlets capable of powering
a watermill, but it was also probably true, that many of the smaller farms had few horses, less than required to
maintain the team of four, normally allocated to the task.
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Appendix: Water Mills on the River Avon and its tributaries
No commercial watermills were found on the River Avon or its main tributary, the River Livet.

Table 1: Commercial Water Mills on the minor tributaries of the Rivers Avon and Livet
Locations of Tributaries, see tables below for the key to the codes

River Spey
A4

River
Avon
L4
Glenlivet
Grantown
-on-Spey

L4

River Livet

A3
A2

L3
L2
L1
A1

Tomintoul

River Avon
Tributary Code
A1
A1
A2
A3
A4

River/Tributary
Conglass Water
Conglass Water
Allt na Caoire
Chabet Water
River Avon

Mill stream
Conglass Water
Conglass Water
Allt na Caoire
Chabet Water
Burn of Tommore
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Mill
Lecht Ironstone & Manganese Mine
Milltown of Auchriachan
Baileamhuillinn Mill
Inverchabet
Mill of Tommore

Mill Type
Crushing
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn, Saw

River Livet
Catchment
L1
L1
L2
L3
L4
L4
L5
L5

River/Tributary
Crombie Water
Crombie Water
Ceardaich Burn
Allt a' Choire
Burn of Tervie
Burn of Tervie
Unknown
Unknown

Mill stream
Crombie Water
Crombie Water
Ceardaich Burn
Allt a' Choire
Unknown
Burn of Tervie
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
Mill of Achnascraw
Refriesh Mill
Knockandu
Tomnavoulin
Craighead Inn
Tombreckachie Corn Mill
"Old Distillery", Blairfindy
Glenlivet Distillery

Mill Type
Corn
Corn
Unknown
Carding
Unknown
Corn
Distillery
Distillery

Threshing Mills (Farm Mills)
The first edition of the six inches to the mile Ordnance Survey maps (6 inch OS maps) of Banffshire and
Inverness-shire were used to identify threshing mills in the River Avon catchment. The surveys for these maps
were carried out between 1866 and 1869. The following procedure was followed:
1. All farm mills in the Avon catchment were identified from the presence of mill dams and mill lades
marked on these OS maps. No farms in the Avon catchment were labelled as having threshing mills or
machines.
2. No record of threshing was in the Ordnance Survey Name Book entries (available on the Scotland’s
Places website) for any of the farms where mill features were identified. However, the presence of a
mill lade and/or a mill dam is a strong indicator of the presence of a water mill on a farm at some time.
Threshing mills were by far the most common type of farm mill. It has therefore been assumed that the
mills at these farms were threshing mills. The failure to record a mill at these sites may reflect the fact
that the water-powered mills had fallen into disuse by the time of the map surveys; portable steampowered threshing machines were used widely across the UK by the late 1860s.
Thus sites where water-powered farm mills operated at some time after c1790, are tabulated but it is difficult to
say more about exactly when they operated.
A total of 51 threshing mills was found in the River Avon catchment. The numbers and locations of these mills
are summarised in Table 2. (The main tributaries are listed according to the order where they joined the River
Avon, from upstream downwards.)

Table 2: Summary of the locations of threshing mills in the River Avon catchment
Location of Catchment
River Avon
Tributary
River Livet
Total

Number of
Threshing Mills
26
25
51

Threshing mills were on the flatter ground, generally close to the main streams. Some were on quite high
ground, over 360m above sea level, a height that nowadays seems unpromising for growing grain. However,
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mixed farming was prevalent in the catchment in the 1860s, presumably providing grain for the local cornmills
and distilleries.
The Scotland’s Places website gave ownership information for 50 of the 51 farms. There was no entry for the
51st farm, Shank. All bar two of the 50 were tenanted farms. The exceptions were Tomnabrilack owned and
occupied by George Smith, the senior partner in Glenlivet Distillery, and "Home Farm" at Ballindalloch Castle
was occupied and owned by Sir George Macpherson Grant, 3rd Baronet of Ballindalloch. Sir George Grant
owned a further 15 farms with threshing mills in the catchment. Charles Gordon Lennox, the 6th Duke of
Richmond, 6th Duke of Lennox and 1st Duke of Gordon, owned 33 of the farms. The remaining tenanted farm
was Delnabo, owned by the Earl of Seafield.
The individual threshing mills are listed in Table 3. The list starts upstream and moves downstream. The table
defines, where possible, the name of threshing mill, the name of the millstream and the name of the tributary of
the Avon or the Livet.
All of the threshing mills identified utilised mill dams and many were built on very small streams, often little more
than drainage ditches. The result is that the list in Table 3 contains some tributaries and mill streams whose
names were not readily found. These are marked as “Unknown”.

Table 3: Threshing Mills in the River Avon Catchment
(a) River Avon
River/Tributary
River Avon
Water of Ailnack
Unknown
Unknown
Conglass Water
Conglass Water
Conglass Water
Conglass Water
Conglass Water
River Avon
Unknown
Chabet Water
Chabet Water
Allt na Chnoic
Unknown
River Avon
River Avon
River Avon
River Avon
River Avon
River Avon
River Avon
River Avon
River Avon
River Avon
River Avon

Mill Stream
River Avon
Water of Ailnack
Unknown
Unknown
Allt Mulliach
Reidhbeag Burn
Allt Fraohach
Conglass Water
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Chabet Water
Chabet Water
Allt a' Chnoic
Unknown
Burn of Scoupeck
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Mill Lade
Unknown
Burn of Alltnacreigh
Burn of Alltnacreigh
Burn of Alltnacreigh
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
Delavorar
Delnabo
Fordmouth
Urlarmore
Glenmullie
Auchriachan
Findron
Croughly
Ruthven
Auchlichnie
Ballantruan
Glenconglass
Ellick
Knock
Chapeltown of Kilnmaichlie
Tomnabrilack
Kilnmaichlie
Haugh of Kilnmaichlie
Delmenach
Craigroy
Aldich
Balnellan
Garline
Ayeon
Marionburgh
Home Farm
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(b) River Livet
River/Tributary
Blye Water
Blye Water
Allt Dregnie
Crombie Water
Crombie Water
Crombie Water
Crombie Water
Crombie Water
Crombie Water
Crombie Water
Ceardaich Burn
Allt a' Choire
Unknown
Burn of Nevie
Unknown
Burn of Tervie
Burn of Tervie
Burn of Tervie
Burn of Tervie
Burn of Tervie
Burn of Tervie
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Stream
Blye Water
Blye Water
Allt an Achaig
Allt Deonaid
Allt a' Bhainne
Unknown
Allt Vattiern
Allt Vattiern
Culraggie Burn
Crombie Water
Ceardaich Burn
Allt a' Choire
Unknown
Burn of Nevie
Unknown
Unknown
Coul Allt
Unknown
Dubh Allt
Allt Muick
Allt Muick
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
Demickmore
Bolnaclash
Achdregnie
West Auchavaich
Lettoch
Upper Clashnore
Clashnore
Nether Clashnore
Auchnarrow
Tullich
Croftbain
Westertown
Blairfindy
Nevie
Achorachan
Shank
Bafeach
Burnfolds or Hillhead
Corshellach
Upper Coul
Nether Coul
Deskie
Drumin
Bogarrow
Minmore

Table 4: Summary of the Water Mills found in the Avon Catchment

Mill Type
Commercial
Corn
Textile
Distillery
Saw
Metal Mining
Unknown
Commercial Mills
Total
Farm/Threshing
All Mills

Number of Mills in Catchment
Avon
Livet
All Catchments
4
0
0
1
1
0
5

3
1
2
0
0
2
8

7
1
2
1
1
2
13

26
31

25
33

51
64
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