
 

 

 

Alford Schools Campus & Access Road:  

 Metal Detecting Survey Report 
 

15
th
 September 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



© AOC Archaeology Group 2011 

www.aocarchaeology.com 

 
 
 
On Behalf of: Aberdeenshire Council Infrastructure Services 
 Gordon House 
 Blackhall Road 
 Inverurie 
 AB51 3WA 
 
 
National Grid Reference (NGR): NJ 56707 16210 (centred) 

 
 
AOC Project No: AOC 21917 
 
 
Prepared by:  Rob Engl 
 

 
Illustration by:  Stefan Sagrott  
 

 
Date of Fieldwork: 1

st
 to 12

th
 August 2011 

 
 
Date of Report: 15

th
 September 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Enquiries to: AOC Archaeology Group 

 Edgefield Industrial Estate 
 Edgefield Road 
 Loanhead 
 EH20 9SY 
 
 Tel.  0131 440 3593 
 Fax. 0131 440 3422 
 e-mail. edinburgh@aocarchaeology.com 

This document has been prepared in accordance with AOC standard operating procedures. 
 

Author: Rob Engl Date: 15
th September 2011 

 

Approved by: John Gooder Date: 15
th September 2011 

 

Draft/Final Report Stage: Draft Date: 15
th September 2011 

 



Alford Schools Campus & Access Road 
 Metal Detector Survey Report 

 

© AOC Archaeology 2011      |    PAGE 4 OF 22      |    www.aocarchaeology.com 

Contents 

Page 

List of illustrations ................................................................................................................................................................ 5 
List of plates ........................................................................................................................................................................ 5 
1 INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................................................................ 7 

1.1 Project Background ............................................................................................................................................ 7 
1.2 Development Background .................................................................................................................................. 7 
1.3 Location .............................................................................................................................................................. 7 

2 OBJECTIVES ................................................................................................................................................................. 8 
3 METHOD ........................................................................................................................................................................ 8 
4 RESULTS ....................................................................................................................................................................... 9 

4.1 Introduction & Summary ..................................................................................................................................... 9 
4.2 Field R1 .............................................................................................................................................................. 9 
4.3 Field R2 .............................................................................................................................................................. 9 
4.4 Field R3 .............................................................................................................................................................. 9 
4.5 Field R4 ............................................................................................................................................................ 10 
4.6 Field R5 ............................................................................................................................................................ 10 
4.7 Field R7 ............................................................................................................................................................ 11 
4.8 Field R8 ............................................................................................................................................................ 11 
4.9 Field S1 ............................................................................................................................................................ 12 

5 DISCUSSION ............................................................................................................................................................... 12 
6 RECOMMENDATIONS ................................................................................................................................................ 12 
7 REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................................................. 13 
APPENDIX 1: Battle of Alford (as reproduced from Historic Scotland’s Inventory of Battlefields) ..................................... 13 
APPENDIX 2: ‘Discovery and Excavation in Scotland’ Report .......................................................................................... 22 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Alford Schools Campus & Access Road  
Metal Detector Survey Report 

 

© AOC Archaeology 2011      |    PAGE 5 OF 22      |    www.aocarchaeology.com 

List of illustrations 

Figure 1: Site location  

 

 

List of plates 

Plate 1: Gallows Hill from Field R1 

Plate 2: Alford from Field R1 

 

 



Alford Schools Campus & Access Road  
Metal Detector Survey Report 

 

© AOC Archaeology 2011      |    PAGE 6 OF 22      |    www.aocarchaeology.com 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

A metal detector survey was undertaken on the site of a 

proposed school development in fields to the west of 

Alford. The area was thought to possibly contain evidence 

relating to the Battle of Alford (1645).  

 

No metal finds associated with the Battle of Alford were 

recovered by the survey. Similarly no finds of 

archaeological significance from either earlier or later 

periods were unearthed. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
 
1.1 Project Background 

 

1.1.1 A metal detector survey was required by Aberdeenshire Council Infrastructure Services 

with respect to a planning application for a new school campus in Alford, Aberdeenshire. 

The need for, and scope of archaeological works was determined by Aberdeenshire 

Council, as advised on archaeological matters by Aberdeenshire Council Archaeology 

Service (ACAS). 

 
1.2 Development Background 
 

1.2.1 A programme of archaeological works is required with respect to a planning application for 

a new school campus in Alford. The development area is currently under silage crop or 

used for horses. The archaeological works were conducted in accordance with the 

principles set out in Scottish Planning Policy (Scottish Government 2010) and Planning & 

Archaeology 2/2011 (Scottish Government 2011) and were designed to meet the 

requirements of Aberdeenshire Council as advised by ACAS. 

 

1.3 Location 
 

1.3.1 The development area, comprising variously sized land blocks and linear corridors for the 

development’s access routes is located within fields to the immediate west of Alford 

(centred NGR: NJ 56707 16210). The ground has most recently been used for silage crops 

or grazing with one small area under light forestry. A further area of dense woodland (Field 

R6) was excluded from the metal detector survey.  

 

1.4 Archaeological background (reproduced from Historic Scotland’s Inventory of 

Battlefields) 

 

1.4.1 The Inventory of Battlefields reveals that the new school site and link road may occupy 

battlefield ground. The Battle of Alford (NMRS NJ51NE 14; NGR: NJ 567 162) took place 

on 2nd July 1645 between the victorious Royalist Montrose and the Covenanting General 

Baillie. It is believed that Montrose sited his troops on Gallow Hill with the battle occurring 

on lower lying ground to the north-east of Gallow Hill. However much of the evidence 

derives from 18th century or later plans and studies and much detail regard the dispositions 

of the opposing troops and details of the battle remain uncertain (see Appendix A). 

  

1.4.2 The Inventory boundary for the Battle of Alford is defined on the accompanying map and 

includes the following areas:  

 

 The southern plains of the River Don. The direction of the advance of the 

Covenanter army and their approach to Gallow Hill. 

 The slopes and summit of Gallow Hill and the views out from the Royalist 

vantage point. The position of the Royalists initial deployment and a key 

landscape feature in Montrose's exploitation of the terrain to outmanoeuvre 

the Covenanter army. 

 Lands to the east and north-east of Gallow Hill including Murray and 

Haughton Parks. The probable route of the Covenanter rout. 
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1.4.3 No artefacts or archaeological features associated with the battle are known to have been 

recovered. There is a 19th century account of a skeleton with a sword and of an 

Elizabethan shilling being found at Bloody Faulds, some 4 miles to the south-east of the 

battleground. These artefacts appear to have been lost and their provenance is unclear. 

  

1.4.4 Given the nature of the fighting, there could be large numbers of lead bullets and items of 

personal apparel such as buttons within the defined area. There may well be burials 

associated with the battle given the high numbers of casualties recorded. These are likely 

to extend over a considerable area because of the rout; the main action lasted around an 

hour, but the rout and pursuit lasted into the evening. The report of the discovery of a 

skeleton with a sword and an Elizabethan shilling bogged in a marsh at the foot of the 

Green Hill near Boglouster, beside the Bloody Faulds was in the New Statistical Account 

(an account of each parish compiled by the local minister in the 1830s ' see Simpson 1919). 

However, Bloody Faulds lies four miles to the south-east of Alford, and although it could 

potentially be related to scattered action in the rout, it cannot with any security be related to 

the battle of Alford at all.  

 

1.4.5 The single reference, in Fraser, to some Highland troops using bows instead of muskets 

may provide a useful opportunity to examine the issue of survival and distribution of 

arrowheads once the spread of action is understood from the bullet distributions, but unlike 

Auldearn there is no clear information as to where the archers were deployed or how they 

engaged.  

 

1.4.6 Because the battle involved a substantial infantry firefight, a large part of the battlefield, 

where not yet developed or affected by mineral extraction or landfill, should contain a great 

deal of well preserved battle archaeology in the form of unstratified lead bullets. Even in the 

cavalry action, which is believed often to leave a very low density of bullets (and those 

normally of smaller calibres), the presence of supporting musketeers means that more 

substantial bullet scatters may exist there. The distribution of these bullets should allow 

accurate positioning of the principal deployments and of aspects of the fight. Exceptional 

survival of battle archaeology may exist if waterlogged deposits survive, given that Baillie's 

forces were deployed in and/or pushed back through boggy ground 

 

2 OBJECTIVES 
 

2.1 The objectives of the Metal Detecting Survey were: 

 

i) to determine the location, character, condition, quality and date of any 

archaeologically significant metal artefacts within the defined Metal Detecting 

Survey area; 

 

ii) to report on the results of the Metal Detecting Survey. 

 

3 METHOD 
 

3.1 The metal detector survey was undertaken using Whites M1 metal detectors (primary 

detector and smaller unit for detailed location). The metal detecting area was walked in 
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transects no more than 3 m wide (ends of transects being marked out by ranging poles); 

this allowed for a degree of overlap between transects ensuring ground was not missed.  

 

4 RESULTS 
 

4.1 Introduction & Summary 
 

4.1.1 The survey was conducted between 1st and 12th August 2011. The weather conditions 

during the survey ranged from good to poor. A simple detection test was undertaken within 

each field. This consisted of the burying of lead shot at varying soil depths. The shot was 

then detected at each level. This test gave a reasonably accurate view of the soil conditions 

and how they would affect the detection of artefacts within each field. All modern detritus 

was removed from the fields after detection and all holes back-filled. 

 

4.1.2 No metal finds associated with the Battle of Alford were recovered by the survey. Similarly 

no finds of archaeological significance from either earlier or later periods were unearthed. 

 

4.2 Field R1 
 

4.2.1 Description 

4.2.1.1 Triangular shaped pasture field amounting to 10,580 m2 and centred on NGR: NJ 56159 

16580. The ground conditions were relatively boggy with topsoil ranging from 0.20 m to 

0.40 m in depth. Given the nature of the soil conditions it is possible that metal artefacts 

relating to the battle may have migrated down within the subsoil and therefore out of 

detectable range. 

 

4.2.2 Finds 

 No finds relating to the battle were recovered. However the field was rich in modern 

artefacts relating to farming activity. These included barbed wire, nails, tacks and other 

unidentifiable iron objects. A number of aluminium drinks cans were detected along the 

edges of the field. 

  

4.3 Field R2 
 

4.3.1 Description 

 Triangular shaped pasture field amounting to 25,426 m2 and centred on NGR: NJ 56282 

16671. The topsoil was 0.30 m in depth over a stony clay subsoil. Artefacts relating to the 

battle would be expected to remain within the top-soil.  

  

4.3.2 Finds 

 No finds relating to the battle were detected. Numerous modern finds including an 

Edwardian penny were found in the south-east of the field. A local landowner informed us 

that a house stood there until the 1960s. 

 

4.4 Field R3 
 

4.4.1 Description 
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 Small (405 m2) rectangular area of grass centred on NGR: NJ 56537 16552. The top-soil 

within this area was relatively thin ranging from 0.20 m to 0.30 m in depth. This again 

overlay a stony clay subsoil. Artefacts relating to the battle would be expected to remain 

within the topsoil.  

  

4.4.2 Finds 

 Finds were relatively sparse and consisted of the occasional object relating to modern 

farming activity. 

 

 

 
 

Plate 1: Gallows Hill from Field R1 

 

4.5 Field R4 
 

4.5.1 Description 

 Comprised linear land corridors located across pasture fields with area totalled 25,737 m2. 

Main west to east aligned corridor ran from (in west) NGR: NJ 56273 16570 to NGR: NJ 

56491 16535 to NGR: NJ 56824 16555 (in east). A southern branch ran between NGR: NJ 

56720 16545 and NGR: NJ 56731 16369 The topsoil within this area was relatively thin 

ranging from 0.20 m to 0.30 m in depth. This again overlay a stony clay sub-oil. Artefacts 

relating to the battle would be expected to remain within the topsoil. 

  

4.5.2 Finds 

 Finds were again relatively sparse and consisted of the occasional object relating to 

modern farming activity. 

 

4.6 Field R5 
 

4.6.1 Description 

 Irregularly shaped lightly wooded area of 16,003 m2 centred on NGR: NJ 56917 16576. The 

wooded nature of this field made detection difficult but not impossible. Top-soil was 

relatively boggy with depths ranging from 0.20 m to 0.50 m in depth. This overlay a stony 

clay subsoil.   
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4.6.2 Finds 

 Finds were fairly numerous within this area. However all were related to modern activity and 

included numerous ring-pulls, aluminium cans, iron and nails. 

 

 

 
 

Plate 2: Alford from Field R1 

 

4.7 Field R7 

 

4.7.1 Description 

 Roughly north to south aligned land corridor located across pasture fields. Area totalled 

14,182 m2 and ran from NGR: NJ 56731 16369 to NGR: NJ 56605 15995. The topsoil 

within this area was relatively thin ranging from 0.20 m to 0.30 m in depth. This again 

overlay a stony clay subsoil. Artefacts relating to the battle would be expected to remain 

within the topsoil. 

  

4.7.2 Finds 

 Finds were relatively sparse and consisted of the occasional object relating to modern 

farming activity. 

 

4.8 Field R8 
 

4.8.1 Description 

Irregularly shaped area within pasture field amounting to 3,713 m2 and centred on NGR: NJ 

56537 15988. The top-soil within this area was relatively thin ranging from 0.20 m to 0.30 m 

in depth. This again overlay a stony clay sub-soil. Artefacts relating to the battle would be 

expected to remain within the topsoil. 

  

4.8.2 Finds 

 Finds were relatively sparse and consisted of the occasional object relating to modern 

farming activity. 
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4.9 Field S1 
 

4.9.1 Description  

 Rectangular shaped pasture field (site of new school) amounting to 99,248 m2 and centred 

on NGR: NJ 56840 15808. This large area had a topsoil ranging from 0.30 m to 0.40 m in 

depth again overlying a stony clay subsoil.  

  

4.9.2 Finds 

 Finds were sparse and consisted of the occasional object relating to modern farming 

activity. 

 

5 DISCUSSION 

 
5.1  The complete absence of finds directly relating to the Battle of Alford was disappointing 

given the scope of the survey. It seems probable that the military action was centred 

elsewhere within Alford such as around the ‘Bloody Faulds’ to the east of the present 

settlement. However, the boggy ground conditions encountered within some of the fields 

within the present survey area may mask finds relating to the battle. Nevertheless that 

boggy ground should in some way have received a disproportionate number of metal finds 

deriving from the Battle, with drier ground perversely fewer, seems unlikely. 

 

5.2 Importantly, the current landowner commented that metal detectorists had often been given 

permission to detect around Fields R1 & R2. It seems plausible that other fields in the 

development area may similarly have been subject to metal detector survey by amateur 

enthusiasts; this obviously may have had an adverse impact not only on  the possible in situ 

survival of the actual artefacts but also the artefact distribution patterns critical to 

understanding battlefield archaeology.  

 

5.3 The axiom of ‘absence of evidence is not evidence of absence’ is clearly of some relevance 

with respect to the survey findings. Whether evidence of the battle site within the 

development area has been compromised by non-professional metal detectorists in recent 

years is a moot point; which may or may not be addressed by future archaeological works 

in the fields surrounding around Alford. 

 

6 RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
6.1 It would appear that the development area is effectively sterile of significant metal artefacts 

in any meaningful quantity. No further works in relation to metal detector survey is 

considered necessary. This recommendation will require ratification by ACAS on behalf of 

Aberdeenshire Council. 

 

6.2 ACAS have already requested a watching brief be undertaken during topsoil stripping 

groundworks associated with the construction of the development’s access routes 

(scheduled for September 2012) 
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APPENDIX 1: THE BATTLE OF ALFORD (as reproduced from Historic 
Scotland’s Inventory of Battlefields) 
 
The Battle 

On the night of 1 July 1645, the Royalists quartered at Alford with the Covenanter army under Lieutenant-

General William Baillie in pursuit about four miles away. In the morning, Baillie marched after the Royalists, 

who decided to deploy near Alford to engage him. While the Covenanters had the advantage in infantry, with 

perhaps 2,800 troops, it is possible that Montrose, with about 2,300 troops, had an advantage in cavalry for 

the first time in his campaign.  

It appears that Montrose decided to stand and engage Baillie before the latter could be joined by any other 

forces. The Royalists probably deployed on the slopes above Alford church close by the main road, while 

Baillie crossed the river by a ford further to the east near Montgarrie. It is suggested that the Covenanters 

believed Montrose to be retreating and so advanced too quickly. They found themselves within just half a 

mile of Montrose when they discovered he had in fact deployed to fight. The Royalist forces stood largely out 

of sight on the top or back slope of the hill, and so Baillie halted in the valley and took advantage of a strong 

defensive position amongst enclosures on the low ground. The two armies deployed in a standard formation 

with two cavalry wings and infantry in the centre. The Royalist cavalry charge, seconded by detachments of 

infantry who had also been positioned on the wings to strengthen the cavalry deployment, soon drove off the 

Covenanter horse. In contrast, the Covenanter infantry stood and fought until they were outflanked and 

attacked at the same time to the rear, by the Royalist cavalry, and to the fore by infantry. According to Baillie, 

they had had to deploy just three ranks deep, instead of the more normal six deep, to avoid being over-

winged by the wider formation of the Royalists. As a result they were unable to respond to a simultaneous 

attack at both front and rear. Baillie's infantry broke and ran, the rout soon turning into a bloody execution as 

the Royalist cavalry pressed home the pursuit. While the Covenanters suffered perhaps 700 killed, the 

Royalist casualties were very light but did include the death of their cavalry commander Lord Gordon.  

Armies 

The addition of 400 ' 1,000 inexperienced local levies (who included Thomas Watt, great-grandfather of 

James Watt) to Baillie's army just before Alford did little to make up for the loss of the 1,000 experienced 

troops from the army to the separate forces under Lindsay. Indeed, Baillie considered his army significantly 

outnumbered when the action finally took place, though this may represent justification by a defeated 

commander (Baillie 1775). Baillie claimed he was slightly weaker in horse but had just half the infantry that 

Montrose commanded (Baillie 1775). In contrast, Montrose, although still lacking Macdonald's Irish forces, 

had been re-joined by Lord Gordon and he considered his army strong enough to engage Baillie on 

favourable terms. Gardiner suggests that the two forces were perhaps equal in foot but the Covenanters 

slightly stronger in horse, but more recently authors have suggested a limited Covenanter advantage in foot 

but not in horse. The most detailed description of the royalist forces is given by Gordon (Gordon & Dunn 

1844).  
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Numbers 

Covenanter: The Covenanters had the numerical advantage, but a substantial proportion were unwilling 

recent recruits. The army appears to have been around 2,400 infantry and 380 cavalry (Reid 2003); Baillie 

reckoned himself outnumbered 2:1 in foot and very slightly in horse, which may reflect his opinion of his new 

troops.  

Royalist: Current estimates for the size of Montrose's force are around 1,800 infantry and 500 cavalry (Reid 

2003).  

Losses 

Covenanter: There is a wild variance in the figures given for the Covenanter dead, from 700 in some modern 

accounts (Marren 1990), to contemporary accounts that claimed all the infantry with their officers were killed, 

except a few stragglers and 12 officers who were taken prisoner. The lower figures are far more likely.  

Royalist: All of the accounts suggest very low Royalist casualties, with contemporary accounts putting the 

Royalist dead in single figures. It is likely that there was a higher mortality than this for Montrose's troops, but 

certainly their casualties were light; Montrose could not afford heavy casualties.  

Action 

On the morning of 2 July, the Covenanter army marched after the Royalists. Montrose, knowing that Lindsay 

was bringing additional troops to join Baillie, decided he must defeat the latter before the reinforcements 

arrived. He was riding out to watch the fords when news arrived that the Covenanters were marching quickly 

to a ford about a mile from Alford, aiming to cut off the Royalist's retreat, believing Montrose to be fleeing. He 

therefore sent out detachments of cavalry to that ford to skirmish with the enemy and slow their advance, 

and to bring news of the enemy approach. Montrose himself personally placed his main force in order on the 

hill overlooking Alford, where he intended to take the enemy attack. The ground to his rear was a marsh and 

'intersected by ditches and pools', providing protection from cavalry attack, while in front was a steep hill, 

concealing his deployment. The enemy saw Montrose's troops manoeuvring and thought they were 

retreating, so Baillie sent across the river Don a vanguard comprising all the Covenanter horse, supported by 

some musketeers detached from the individual infantry regiments. The latter was a common tactic of the 

period as the musket delivered far more effective firepower, in both range and stopping power, than the 

cavalryman's pistol or carbine. These troops beat in Montrose's cavalry detachments, but Balcarras the 

cavalry commander rashly advanced to within half a mile of the main Royalist deployment, forcing Baillie to 

advance faster than intended.  

Montrose then advanced quickly on the enemy with his whole army, forcing the Covenanter cavalry to retire 

to their infantry. The Royalists now stood little more than musket shot from the enemy, perhaps about 300 m 

away. Montrose had deployed in standard formation with the infantry in the centre and cavalry on both wings; 

the latter were supported by small bodies of infantry. However, Montrose's forces 'beeing upon a little 

swelling hight' were invisible to Baillie, who was unaware of their numbers or disposition until they came 

close to action. In response, Baillie, who was still bringing up his infantry and had not fully deployed in battle 

array, took to the 'dykes and advantages of ground' to strengthen his position. He also deployed with two 
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cavalry wings, flanked by musketeers, and with his infantry in the centre within the dykes (anon, 1645). This 

ground lay in a hollow, a marshy area with 'ditches and pools', difficult terrain into which the royalists did not 

wish to descend, but they found Baillie equally unwilling to attack them up the hill.  

Montrose's right wing cavalry under Lord Gordon opened the engagement, although after initial success the 

numbers of Covenanter horse proved decisive and the royalists were forced back. However, the Royalist 

horse were then seconded by their reserve, under Napier, who had been hidden behind the hill, with 

Macdonnell's Highland archers 'running down' the horse (Fraser & Mackay 1905). The Covenanter 

musketeers fired a salvo at them and then retired behind their cavalry who, attacked in the flank and rear, 

broke and fled, together with their supporting musketeers. The Covenanter right fared no better against 

Aboyne's cavalry on the Royalist left, for when Balcarras engaged the enemy cavalry, his reserve failed to 

second him, despite being ordered by Baillie to charge the Royalist cavalry in the flank. As a result, the 

Covenanter right wing of cavalry were also broken.  

Meanwhile the Royalist infantry had advanced. The inexperienced Covenanter infantry, under Baillie himself, 

held firm against them, refusing quarter, until charged in the rear by the Royalist cavalry and in front 

'overcharged' by the Royalist foot. If Baillie is to be believed, the fate of his infantry was sealed by lack of 

numbers, for while he says that the Royalists had enough troops for two bodies of reserves, he had to double 

the files of his infantry to deploy 3 deep in order to avoid being overwinged when they received the royalist 

charge. If this is true, then they will have been unable to about face the rear ranks to meet the charge of the 

horse from the rear.  

The routed Covenanters army, with its formations broken, suffered further casualties as the Royalist horse 

pursued them in a bloody execution. While the main action probably lasted no more than an hour, the pursuit 

by the cavalry, for some 9 miles, continued into the early evening. The only Royalist setback was the death 

of Lord Gordon in the cavalry attack on the infantry, though in the long run this was perhaps to prove the 

most significant outcome of the battle.  

Aftermath and Consequences 

This was the first victory that Montrose achieved against an able, highly experienced Covenanter general, 

though there is some uncertainty as to whether it was he who had the advantage of numbers in the battle. It 

brought the Highlands more securely within Royalist control, and left the way was open for him to march 

south, recruiting a yet larger force to challenge the government in the Lowlands. However, perhaps the most 

significant outcome was the death of Lord Gordon. This was a substantial blow to Montrose's campaign, as 

Gordon was a key supporter in both political and military terms, and the man best able to rally the Gordons 

and other important forces to the royalist cause in what was in some ways a very shaky alliance.  

Another Montrose victory in Scotland was the only good news for an increasingly beleaguered king, for the 

Royalist cause south of the border had collapsed following the defeat at Naseby and the subsequent 

destruction of the last substantial Royalist field army in England, at Langport. The victory at Alford 

encouraged Charles I to continue the fight, against the better guidance of Prince Rupert and other of his 

close supporters. It kept alive the King's unrealistic hope that he could somehow unite with Montrose to 

snatch victory against all the odds in England, on the back of the successes in Scotland. In some senses, 
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Montrose's success could have been a contribution to the chain of events that led Charles to the 

executioner's block in 1649. 

 
Landscape 

The general location of the battle is well established by a series of primary and secondary sources. However 

there are a number of alternative locations for the specific actions of the battle. It is clear that the 

Covenanters were crossing the River Don from the north when the fighting took place. Two alternative 

crossing points have been proposed at Montgarrie and to the north of Alford Church at the river's confluence 

with Leochel burn. The Royalists were drawn up on a hill that is most likely to have been Gallow Hill to the 

south-east of Alford Old Parish Church (located over a mile west of the modern Alford town). The main 

fighting appears to have taken place to the north and east of Gallow Hill, with Montrose using the topography 

to form a natural defence. An important aspect of the battlefield's landscape was the pattern of enclosures on 

the valley floor situated within boggy ground which was the focus of the Covenanters' defensive action. The 

position of these enclosures and marshland is not currently known, but may be traceable through survey or 

excavation.  

According to primary sources the pursuit of the Covenanter army by the Royalist cavalry continued until the 

early evening for a distance of up to 9 miles. It is likely that the Covenanters fled northwards, back over the 

River Don. 

The battle was fought within open ground on the lower hill slopes on the south side of the River Don. The 

Howe of Alford occupies the middle reaches of the River Don and is characterised by the flat river plain with 

hills rising up from water on the north and south. The landscape of the battleground has been altered by the 

development of Alford town in the 19th century, the enclosure of the land and the construction of roads. 

However, its overall character, key landscape features and strategic views have survived well. The 

topography of the hill slope, which appears to have played a key role in the battle manoeuvres of both 

armies, is well preserved as open farmland and it is possible to visualise Montrose's troops on the top or 

back slope of the hill, overlooking the Covenanter army at its base. The spatial relationships and views 

between significant landscape elements such as the summit and slopes of Gallow Hill, the southern bank of 

the river and its crossings survive intact and the entire area still gives a reasonable impression of the 

landscape that the troops would have seen.  

The western half of the defined area is presently mainly farmland and small areas of forestry plantation with 

the town of Alford and designed parkland on the east. The spread of Alford has so far had a relatively minor 

impact on the battlefield, which may survive well.  

Location 

The exact location of the battlefield is subject to considerable dispute. Two main alternative locations are 

given in secondary works, though the words of Fraser, discussed below, may suggest that a third, more 

westerly location should also be considered, where Seymour shows the action.  
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Already by 1869, presumably reflecting local tradition although possibly based on the analysis by Napier, the 

site of the battle was placed to the north of the present town of Alford, in what is now Murray Park (Ordnance 

Survey 1st Edition 1:10560 mapping). Gardiner, writing in 1884, followed this interpretation, identifying the 

hill on which Montrose deployed as that straddling the modern A944, on the very northern edge of the 

modern settlement. In this interpretation, Baillie is said to have crossed the Don via Mountgarrie ford, 

immediately north of modern Alford (Gardiner 1893). Gardiner, who visited the battlefield with a local guide, 

provides a map showing an area of wet ground to the north of modern Alford with a causeway crossing it. 

This he identified as the marshy ground where Baillie deployed. Gardner saw the problem for his 

interpretation of Wishart's description of a second marsh behind Montrose but he, and subsequently also 

Lang, quite unreasonably claim that Wishart was simply wrong (Lang 1903).  

In 1919, Simpson reviewed the topographical evidence and contradicted Gardiner, pointing out that modern 

Alford was in fact a creation of the railway from the late 1850s onwards and that thus Gardiner's site is not 

below Alford, as the primary accounts indicate. He identifies Alford in those accounts with the kirk of Alford, 

over a mile to the west of the present settlement and adjacent to the River Leochel. The steep hill 

overhanging Alford, mentioned by Wishart as where Montrose deployed, is then seen as Gallows Hill. This 

he claims is the only hill which provides sufficient of a back slope, in the headwaters of the Knowehead Burn, 

to have enabled Montrose to hide the majority of his deployment from Baillie's view. Montrose's position was 

on rising ground with a marsh, intersected by ditches and pools, which secured him in the rear from the 

cavalry, and this Simpson identifies as the former marsh called the Muir of Alford, immediately west of 

Gallows Hill at the bottom of a steep slope. This was quite separate from the marshy area, including pools 

and ditches, which Baillie had to cross immediately south of the River Don, where he halted to deploy. 

Simpson therefore concludes that the battle was fought on and to the north of Gallows Hill, between it and 

the river, with Baillie crossing the Don at the Boat of Forbes (Simpson 1919). Most authors now follow 

Simpson, identifying the hill where Montrose first deployed as Gallows Hill, with Leochel Burn and Alford Muir 

providing protection from outflanking on the west, with the Ordnance Survey showing a battlefield location to 

the north-east of Gallows Hill (Rogers 1968; Seymour 1979; Fairbairn & Cyprien 1983; Marren 1990; Bennett 

1990; Brander 1993;Guest & Guest 1996).  

Reid, in contrast, chooses an intermediate site between the two contending interpretations, with Montrose's 

initial deployment on Gallows Hill but with Baillie crossing the Don at Mountgarie ford. In the final stage of the 

manoeuvres, he then has Montrose advancing north-east towards the Gardiner site and the action close by. 

This seems to fit far better the evidence in the contemporary accounts (Reid 1990).  

Although Simpson pointed out some details of the landscape at the time of the battle, the historic terrain at 

Alford has never been adequately reconstructed, yet the cursory examination of 18th century mapping 

undertaken here reveals problems for all the current interpretations. The 1776 map and that by Roy both 

name Balfluig Castle, just to the south-east of the modern town, as Alford. In addition, there is a possible 

former marsh area, recognisable from both the alluvial and the contour evidence, immediately to the north of 

Balfluig, while Knowehead is an adjacent hill with a back slope. A great deal actually hangs upon which of 

the two main roads the Royalist army was marching along when Balcarras was attempting to cut off their 

retreat. Most accounts since Simpson have assumed that it was along the Suie road to Brechin, but a very 

different interpretation might be placed upon the accounts if it was actually to the south-east along the 
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Aberdeen road, which is where Montrose was to march immediately after the victory and where Gordon's 

funeral was held. In the Balfluig area, Montrose could have deployed with most of his forces out of Baillie's 

view. Baillie would still be to the north of modern Alford, with the Gordon Stone and Feight Faulds in the right 

place, within the potential marshland immediately north of Alford where Gardiner identified it, but part of the 

battlefield would then lie beneath modern Alford.  

However, there is very strong evidence against such an interpretation, for Wishart specifies that it was on the 

hill above Alford church that Montrose deployed, which can only be Gallows Hill. Fraser, who appears the 

most accurate of all primary sources for the Montrose battles as regards topographical details, provides very 

specific information that strongly supports Simpson's interpretation. He says that the battlefield lies  

'in a brave plain near the river of Done, below the church [emphasis added], 
a common pass where they had conveniency of burials.' (Fraser & Mackay 1905). 

This confirms the association with the church of Alford, but seems to pull the action further west than 

Gardiner or even Reed would allow.  

Some clarification of the issues is provided by the 18th century evidence for the road network. In 1776, the 

Suie Road, from Huntly to Brechin, which most authorities assume Montrose used when approaching Alford, 

crossed the Don at the Bridge of Forbes and ran on southwards halfway between the church and the present 

settlement (Taylor & Skinner 1776). However Roy's mapping shows that in the 1750s, and presumably 

therefore in 1645, the road ran on a course much further west, crossing the Don north of Alford church about 

500 m upstream from the Boat of Forbes, which did not then exist (Roy 1747-1755). The True Relation also 

states that Baillie camped about four miles from Montrose, 'upon the left hand'. This implies that he was 

following a route somewhat to the east of the main road that Montrose had followed. This would tend to 

support Gardiner's claim that Baillie crossed by the Mountgarie ford. The latter is just over a mile 

downstream from the 1750s crossing by the main road, and significantly Wishart says that on the morning of 

the battle, while Montrose was examining the fords of the Don by Alford, he was informed that the enemy 

were hastening to 'a ford a mile distant from Alford, to cut off his retreat in the rear'(Wishart, 1720).  

In contrast, the local tradition that Feight Faulds was where many of the Covenanters were cut down, would 

seem to support Gardiner's and Reid's interpretation, as would the location of the Gordon Stone, said to be 

the location where Lord Gordon fell. However, another tradition has the Buckie Burn flowing red with blood, 

which might suggest action even further to the south-east (Simpson 1919), though one could argue that the 

rout and execution of the Covenanter infantry spread over some distance and so all these traditions might 

still be compatible with the battle occurring much closer to Alford church. It is extremely difficult from the 

available geological, contour and historic mapping to locate an area of potentially marshy ground on the 

Simpson site, which would accord with that described for Baillie's position in the contemporary accounts of 

the action. The alluvial cover in this area appears extremely narrow, with rising ground reaching quite close 

towards the river. In contrast, a probable palaeochannel of the Don runs east-west through Murray and 

Haughton Parks, which provides suitable marshy ground on the Gardiner site where Baillie 'intrenched 

among deep ditches and marshes'.  
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It is possible that further research on the historic terrain may assist in resolving these problems, but on 

present evidence a definitive answer cannot be given, and it is most likely that the problems will only be 

finally resolved through survey for the archaeology on the contending sites, where they remain undeveloped. 

Currently therefore it is not possible to accurately place the action in the zone between Alford church and the 

Mountgarie river crossing.  

Terrain 

The battle was fought on the lower slopes of a hill in what appears to have been in part open ground but with 

the Covenanter army exploiting enclosures and ditches in a boggy area. The Ordnance Survey 1st Edition 

six inch mapping of 1869 provides clues as to various potentially boggy areas, to the north and north east of 

Gallows Hill, which are not clear from the geological mapping, but two broad areas of potentially boggy land 

are around Balfluig Castle and north of Alford village adjacent to Feight Faulds.  

Unusually, Roy's mapping of the mid 18th century does little to clarify this issue. It does, however, provide 

important other terrain information. It shows that in the 18th century this was a landscape of single farms and 

small hamlets, with the name Alford associated with both the Kirk of Alford on the west and Balfluig Castle on 

the east. The modern town of Alford was a creation of the 19th century on a virgin site, following the arrival of 

the railway. The road network shown by Roy is particularly instructive, demonstrating that the modern road 

and even the major roads and river crossing at Bridge of Forbes that are shown in 1776 were not in 

existence earlier in the century. In the 1750s, the main north-south road crossed the Don near the 

confluence with the Leochel and ran south beside the Kirk of Alford and continued southward close to the 

Leochel. The east-west road similarly ran past the church and on via Haughton. Unfortunately, it does not 

show lesser crossings of the Don, though to the south-east of Mountgarrie, there is a settlement called 

Foulfoord. In the present mapping the location of Feight Faulds is taken from the Ordnance Survey 1st 

Edition 6 inch mapping, while the Gordon Stone has been located following field inspection. 

Condition 

The uncertainties about the exact location of the action at Alford are substantial, yet the documentary record 

and the topographical detail they provide are exceptionally good. Most of the alternative locations are such 

that artefacts relating to the battle are likely to survive in good condition, and hence it should be possible in 

the future to resolve the uncertainties about the location and extent of the action. Most, if not all, of the 

Gallows Hill site proposed by Simpson is intact and it may be expected to have a very high archaeological 

potential. However in the late 19th and 20th centuries, the town of Alford expanded across a wide area and 

has encroached significantly upon the Gardiner and Reid sites for the battlefield, while part of the Feight 

Faulds has been built over. In contrast, the northern part of this site lies within parkland and has not 

apparently been substantial affected by land use change 
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