
 
 
 
The Inventory of Historic Battlefields – Battle of Harlaw 
 
The Inventory of Historic Battlefields is a list of nationally important battlefields 
in Scotland. A battlefield is of national importance if it makes a contribution to the 
understanding of the archaeology and history of the nation as a whole, or has the 
potential to do so, or holds a particularly significant place in the national 
consciousness. For a battlefield to be included in the Inventory, it must be considered 
to be of national importance either for its association with key historical events or 
figures; or for the physical remains and/or archaeological potential it contains; or for 
its landscape context. In addition, it must be possible to define the site on a modern 
map with a  reasonable degree of accuracy.  
  
The aim of the Inventory is to raise awareness of the significance of these 
nationally important battlefield sites and to assist in their protection and 
management for the future. Inventory battlefields are a material consideration in the 
planning process. The Inventory is also a major resource for enhancing the 
understanding, appreciation and enjoyment of historic battlefields, for promoting 
education and stimulating further research, and for developing their potential as 
attractions for visitors. 
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HARLAW 

Alternative Names: None 

24 July 1411  

Local Authority: Aberdeenshire 

NGR centred: NJ 753 243 

Date of Addition to Inventory: 21 March 2011 

Date of last update: 14 December 2012 

 

Overview and Statement of Significance 

The Battle of Harlaw is significant as one of the bloodiest medieval battles 
within Scotland. It is also one of a number of battles between forces serving 
the Stewart dynasty, as rulers of Scotland from the lowlands, against the 
Lords of the Isles, the major power in northern Scotland. It is held of particular 
importance in the Aberdeen area, as the retreat of the MacDonald forces after 
Harlaw saved the city, and many of the city’s important residents were killed at 
Harlaw in its defence. 

The Battle of Harlaw was one of the bloodiest battles of the Medieval period in 
Scotland. The MacDonald army under the command of Domhnall MacDonald, 
the Lord of the Isles, was advancing on Aberdeen to defend his control over 
the Earldom of Ross. The Earl of Mar, Alexander Stewart, was sent by his 
uncle, the governor Duke of Albany, to stop them. The outcome of the battle 
was militarily inconclusive, and both sides claimed victory despite each having 
suffered heavy losses.  

The consequence of the battle was to halt MacDonald’s advance towards 
Aberdeen and bring his campaign to an end. The Duke of Albany quickly 
seized a firm grip on the Earldom of Ross and the Lord of the Isles, who had 
been the chief internal threat to Stewart control of Scotland, was forced to 
relinquish his claim in the Treaty of Lochgilphead in 1412. Robert, the Duke of 
Albany, was left in control of Scotland as governor for the imprisoned James I. 

 

Inventory Boundary 

The Inventory boundary defines the area in which the main events of the 
battle are considered to have taken place (landscape context) and where 
associated physical remains and archaeological evidence occur or may 
be expected (specific qualities). The landscape context is described under 
battlefield landscape: it encompasses areas of fighting, key movements of 
troops across the landscape and other important locations, such as the 
positions of camps or vantage points. Although the landscape has changed 
since the time of the battle, key characteristics of the terrain at the time of the 
battle can normally still be identified, enabling events to be more fully 
understood and interpreted in their landscape context.  Specific qualities are 
described under physical remains and potential: these include landscape 
features that played a significant role in the battle, other physical remains, 
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such as enclosures or built structures, and areas of known or potential 
archaeological evidence.  

The Inventory boundary for the Battle of Harlaw is defined on the 
accompanying map and includes the following areas: 

 Lands adjacent to and to the north of Harlaw.  The probable location of 
MacDonald’s camp. 

 The hill slopes to the north of Inverurie.  The direction of the advance of 
the Earl of Mar’s army uphill from Inverurie. 

 The Pley Fauld and adjacent lands.  The former location of memorial 
cairns which has high potential to contain further burials. 

 The terrain of the plateau and its slopes and the views out from the 
higher ground.  This landscape feature is key to understanding the 
restricted nature of the battleground and the limited views from 
MacDonald’s initial deployment of the advancing army. 
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Historical Background to the Battle  

The battle was fought between Domhnall MacDonald, with an army of 
somewhere between 6,000 and 10,000 Highlanders and Islanders, and the 
Earl of Mar, with an army of 1,500 to 2,000. Domhnall’s army were encamped 
at the northern end of a plateau of high ground north of Inverurie. On the night 
of 23 July 1411, the Earl of Mar mustered an army of men drawn from 
Buchan, Angus and Kincardineshire at Inverurie; there was also a small group 
of burgesses from Aberdeen under Provost Robert Davidson. In the early 
dawn on 24 July they moved up onto the plateau, probably where the village 
of Balhalgardy now stands. The vanguard of Mar’s army advanced, to be met 
halfway by a charge of Islesmen that pushed them back substantially; 
according to the 16th century ballad of the battle, Mar’s men were pushed 
back three acres or more. Sir James Scrymgeour led a counter-charge of 
Mar’s cavalry, which relieved the pressure on the schiltrons but resulted in the 
deaths of several of the cavalry including Scrymgeour. From that point, it was 
a long and bloody infantry action that seems to have lasted for the entire day. 
Fighting would have broken off at intervals because of the sheer physical 
effort involved, but by the end of the day, neither side had made a 
breakthrough and had taken heavy casualties. Later historians writing of the 
battle describe the battle ending as darkness fell. Mar apparently remained on 
the field with his surviving men, while Domhnall withdrew towards Inverness; 
Mar seems not to have been aware of the Islesmen’s withdrawal and was 
surprised to find them gone the next morning.  

Hector Boece (a 16th century Scottish philosopher who wrote The History of 
the Scottish People in 1527) suggested that both sides withdrew at the end of 
the fighting, with Domhnall retiring completely while Mar remained in the area. 
Whether this was the real situation or not, Domhnall withdrew having lost 
around 900 men including his main captain, Hector Maclean of Duart, and 
having inflicted around 600 casualties on Mar’s better-armoured men. It has 
long been celebrated as a defeat for the Lord of the Isles and a famous victory 
for the men of the north-east. However, the casualty rate for the Islesmen 
were around 9-15% (900 casualties from his army of 6-10,000, depending on 
the historical source), while the rate for Mar was between 30 and 40% (600 
casualties from an army of 1,500-2,000) and included many of the leading 
nobility of the area. The impact of the battle was undoubtedly far worse for 
Mar and his men than for Domhnall, who had lost Maclean of Duart but no 
other significant figures. In contrast, Mar’s losses included the Sheriff of 
Angus, the Constable of Dundee, the Provost of Aberdeen and many of the 
nobility of eastern Scotland. 

  

The Armies  

There is very little detail about the armies. Donald’s men were from the 
Highlands and Islands and will have had variable levels of armour, many of 
the foot soldiers probably having little armour at all. The higher ranks will have 
been better armoured, but the likelihood is that the army as a whole would 
have been quite lightly armoured. The army was essentially an infantry army 
with little, if any, cavalry. While several sources at an earlier stage talk about 
the army having archers, there is nothing in the accounts that suggests the 
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presence of archers in the battle. As this was four years before Agincourt and 
came in the wake of Scottish disasters such as Dupplin Moor, Halidon Hill and 
Neville’s Cross, all of which were largely won through the use of the bow, it 
seems likely that archers would have been mentioned had they played a 
major role in the battle.  

In contrast, the Earl of Mar’s men consisted of knights and men-at-arms, who 
will have been quite heavily armoured; various secondary sources consider 
that Mar was confident in the difference in armour levels to feel that the 
difference in numbers would be outweighed. There is no mention of units of 
archers, which the circumstances probably explain. Mar’s force was raised in 
a hurry to protect Aberdeen and Scotland did not have the tradition of 
expertise archery that England had. 

 

Numbers  

MacDonalds: The army of the Lord of the Isles was said to be 10,000 strong 
at the hosting in Ardtornish. However, MacDonald only took 6,600 with him to 
Inverness. At Inverness, he sent out another summons to battle, so it is 
uncertain how large was the army that marched into Moray. It was certainly no 
less than 6,000, and may have been as many as 10,000; irrespective of the 
figures quoted in the two variants of the ballad about the battle (50,000 in one 
version, 60,000 in the other).  

Earl of Mar: There is greater agreement over the size of Mar’s force. The 
variation is between 1,500 and 2,000, emphasising the great disparity in 
numbers. 

  

Losses  

Losses were heavy on both sides. Donald seems to have lost about 900 men, 
which was anywhere between 10% and 14% of his troops depending on the 
actual size of his army. In contrast, Mar lost at least 500 men; this was 
between 25% and 33% of his army, again depending on which estimate of his 
original force is correct. In addition, the most important casualties on the 
MacDonald side were two chiefs of subordinate clans, including the Maclean 
chief; the remainder were largely foot soldiers. In contrast, the toll of nobles in 
Mar’s army was extensive, including the Sheriff of Angus, the Constable of 
Dundee, the Provost of Aberdeen and many of the nobility of eastern 
Scotland. There can be little doubt that Mar’s army suffered far worse, and 
there would be no doubt about Donald’s victory had he not chosen to retreat. 

 

Action  

There is little precise detail about the battle in the sources. It is said to have 
started in the morning and to have continued until nightfall; this may reflect the 
balance between the massive superiority in numbers of the MacDonald army 
on the one hand and the much greater level of armour for Mar’s army. The 
accounts suggest that MacDonald’s men opened the battle with a charge, but 
were driven back by the men-at-arms. Mar’s cavalry under Sir James 
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Scrymgeour then charged the Islanders in their turn, but were unable to make 
much headway. As the knights got bogged down in the press of bodies, they 
were dragged from their horses and killed. The remainder of the battle seems 
to have been a purely infantry affair. Mar seems to have pressed forward into 
the centre of the MacDonald line, but again could make no headway and was 
forced onto the defensive. He was able to hold out till the light failed, and then 
is said to have remained on the battlefield largely because his surviving men 
were in no fit state to make a proper retreat. However, in the course of the 
night, Donald withdrew back to Inverurie, and then to Inverness.  

There is little else that can be said with any confidence about the action itself. 
The fact that Donald retreated in the night allowed the Stewarts to claim it as a 
victory, while the MacDonalds claimed a victory in terms of the decimation of 
Mar’s force. 

 

Aftermath and Consequences 

The effects of the battle were very limited. It has frequently been 
characterised as a battle to settle whether Scotland would be dominated by 
the Gaelic Highlands or by the anglophone Lowlands. This rather overstates 
the situation, however, because the Stewarts were already solidly in control of 
the country. Albany was in charge of Scotland from the capture of the crown 
prince James I in 1406. Rather than this being a challenge from the Lord of 
the Isles to the Scottish Crown, the battle was part of a rearguard action by 
the Lord of the Isles who realised the threat he faced from the centralisation of 
power in Edinburgh; this was going to be true irrespective of which branch of 
the Stewarts actually held the throne.  

In terms of the battle itself, Donald was the victor on the field by any 
measurement, but having withdrawn to Inverness, he appeared to have been 
the loser. He retreated entirely from the earldom of Ross as Albany marched 
north with an army, with the latter recapturing Dingwall in 1412. In 1415, 
Euphemia resigned her rights to the earldom and entered a nunnery (see 
below for background). She ceded her rights to Albany’s son, John, precisely 
the situation that Donald had feared and which had driven him to march on 
Inverness. Donald argued that Euphemia could not give her rights legally to 
John since she was retiring from the world and was legally the equivalent of 
being dead, so that his own wife Mariota was now the rightful heir to the 
earldom. However, there was nothing that Donald could do to press the claim, 
as Albany was the power in Scotland. The battle therefore had no effect on 
the process of Albany’s rise to power and the neutralising of the Lordship.  

However, Albany died in 1420, succeeded by Murdoch; Donald died in 1423, 
succeeded by Alexander; and Albany’s son John died childless fighting for the 
French in 1424. The title of the earldom legally should have reverted at this 
point to Mariota, but it appears to have been caught up by events. James I 
was released by the English in 1424 after payment of his ransom, and he set 
about destroying the Albany Stewarts. The purge included the execution of 
Murdoch Stewart, son of Albany; it might have been expected that this would 
have allowed Mariota or Alexander finally to claim the earldom. However, 
James I now saw Alexander as his main threat in the north and turned on him, 
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while taking the title to the earldom himself. After two periods of imprisonment 
for Alexander and several battles across the Highlands between Alexander’s 
supporters and James, Alexander was released from prison in 1431 and 
confirmed as Earl of Ross in 1437; this was largely because the Lord of the 
Isles was now no longer James’ main problem, and within a few years of his 
release, he was the only possible source of order remaining in the north-east 
of Scotland. 

 

Events & Participants  

The battle was part of the struggle for position between the MacDonalds as 
Lords of the Isles and the Stewarts as the royal party within the Medieval 
Kingdom of Scotland.  The ostensible cause of the campaign was a dispute 
over the Earldom of Ross, a large area that acted as a buffer zone between 
the lands of the Stewarts and the MacDonalds. From 1402 Robert Stewart, 
Duke of Albany, controlled the earldom, and therefore had the MacDonalds 
encircled. Protracted negotiations to resolve the situation were unsuccessful, 
and Domhnall raised a large army to take the earldom by force. After 
defeating the pro-Stewart army of the Mackays at the Battle of Dingwall, he 
took Inverness and marched on Aberdeen. The town was a Stewart 
stronghold and it was rumoured that Domhnall had promised to burn it. The 
failure to gain a decisive victory at Harlaw stopped Domhnall’s advance, 
although pro-MacDonald accounts portray this as a decision not to destroy 
what was now his by right of arms.  

There were many individuals of great regional significance involved in the 
battle, from Provost Robert Davidson of Aberdeen and Sir Alexander Irvine of 
Drum on the Stewart side, to Hector Maclean of Duart and Donald Cameron 
of Lochiel on the MacDonald side. In terms of nationally significant figures, the 
most important was Domhnall, Lord of the Isles, who was the most powerful 
noble in Scotland after the governor, the Duke of Albany. The commander of 
the Stewart force, the Earl of Mar, was the illegitimate son of the Wolf of 
Badenoch and was a similarly predatory noble who had taken his earldom by 
force in 1404; he was later appointed Admiral of the Realm of Scotland and 
was a leading noble in Scotland after James I’s return despite James’ purge of 
Albany’s successor.  

A strong theme in many secondary accounts about Harlaw is that the battle 
was effectively a contest between Highland Gaelic Scotland and Lowland 
Anglophone Scotland. It is undoubtedly true that the two armies can be 
caricatured in this way, but it is far from clear that this was a consideration on 
the day of battle. The political issues seem to have been the governing 
reasons for the campaign and battle, and the division between Gael and 
Anglophone more of an effect, albeit an important one, than a cause. It seems 
unlikely that any of the combatants thought that they were fighting for their 
language and culture. 

 

Context 

 6



Inventory of Historic Battlefields 
  
The context of the events of 1411 is twofold: the dynastic jockeying for power 
that was created by the weakness of the Scottish Crown through minorities 
and weak leadership; and the position of the Lordship of the Isles within the 
Scottish kingdom. It should be noted, however, that the two elements are 
related to one another.  

Taking the Lordship of the Isles first, the island lordship had originally been a 
recognition of the situation that the islands were held by descendants of 
Vikings and that they only became fully part of the kingdom of Scots after the 
Battle of Largs in 1263. Before this, the isles had varied between quasi-
independence and being part of the Norwegian kingdom. The situation 
changed somewhat with the rise of Somerled in the 1150s, the first to use the 
title rí Innse Gall [king of the Isles of the Foreigners]. Somerled, who was a 
true Gael-Gall, was a Gael on his father’s side and a Gall [Norse, literally 
‘foreigner’] on his mother’s. He took control of the Isles in 1164 from his 
brother-in-law Goraidh (the king of Man) in battle. His territory now included all 
of the Western Isles down to the Isle of Man. However, the rise of the 
Stewarts began to threaten his power, and in 1164 he was defeated and killed 
at the Battle of Renfrew. After his death, the family divided into three 
branches, based on three of his four sons: Aonghus (McRory clan), Dughall 
(MacDougall clan) and Ranald (MacDonald clan).  

Control of the isles was still nominally at least under the Norwegian Crown, 
but the Scottish victory at the Battle of Largs in 1263 detached the isles from 
Norway and brought them under the nominal control of the Scottish Crown. 
The balance of power in the area lay between the MacDougalls and the 
MacDonalds, but shifted firmly to the MacDonalds when they supported 
Robert the Bruce and the MacDougalls sided with the English from 1306. 
Aonghus Óg, the head of the MacDonalds, was closely allied with Robert and 
fought for him throughout the First War of Independence.  

This situation allowed John Donald of Islay, son of Aonghus, to recreate 
Somerled’s lordship of the Isles; he styled himself Lord of the Isles, or 
Dominus Insularum; this is a different title than Somerled’s rí Innse Gall and 
John was the first to use it. During the Second Wars of Independence, John 
turned from supporting the Stewarts to give aid to Edward Balliol, although his 
aid seems to have consisted largely of not providing support for the Stewarts 
against Edward. Nonetheless, he received large grants of lands from Edward 
that were later largely confirmed by David II, despite the fact that John had 
been declared traitor for his links with Edward. David took a pragmatic line, 
aware that the danger was to be attacked by both England and the Isles, and 
preferred to reach accommodation with John. The inability of the Stewarts to 
counter John’s rise in the North-West was increased by David’s years of 
captivity following the Battle of Neville’s Cross, when he became an English 
prisoner.  

Throughout the development of the MacDonalds and the Lordship of the Isles, 
the MacDonalds and the Stewarts had encountered one another, sometimes 
as enemies and sometimes as allies; indeed, in 1350, John married Margaret 
Stewart and provided a link between the families. Stewart interests lay with 
the Scottish crown, which fell to them with the coronation of Robert II in 1371. 
However, Robert had ten children by his first wife, five by his second, and at 
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least eight illegitimate children. This produced a complicated pattern of 
competing claims to the throne and was the source of considerable unrest in 
the kingdom for most of the 15th century; as an example, three of his sons with 
his first wife were the future Robert III; the future Duke of Albany; and the 
future Wolf of Badenoch. MacDonald interests, in contrast, were confined to 
the north and west, and were based upon keeping the position of powerbroker 
attained by John during the Wars of Independence. However, this would 
inevitably bring the two families into conflict, as their interests clashed.  

Argyll was a potential flashpoint as it was divided between the two dynasties. 
However, the real buffer between them was the Earldom of Ross. This large 
territory ran along the northern borders of the Lordship and could determine 
the degree of independence of the Lordship. The earldom was held by a 
Gaelic dynasty until 1372, when it came to the lowland Leslie family through 
the marriage of Walter Leslie to Euphemia I, heiress to the earldom. 
Unfortunately, Walter died before Euphemia, and a major flashpoint arrived. In 
1382, Euphemia married Alexander Stewart, the Wolf of Badenoch. Although 
the marriage was annulled by the Pope in 1392, the Stewarts retained an 
interest in the Earldom, fully aware of its strategic importance. Euphemia was 
succeeded by Alexander Leslie; the MacDonalds now became fully involved 
as Donald MacDonald married Mariota Leslie, sister of Alexander and a 
potential heir to the earldom. When Alexander died in 1402, he was 
succeeded by his daughter Euphemia II, who was still a child. She was taken 
into protective custody by the Duke of Albany, who was regent for the 
imprisoned James I.  

Through Euphemia, Albany was able to control the earldom; the heir-
presumptive to Euphemia was Mariota, who Donald claimed should have 
taken on the duties of being her guardian. On the other hand, Alexander had 
married a daughter of Albany, so Euphemia was Albany’s granddaughter. 
Both claims were strong, but Albany had the upper hand because he had 
control of the girl. There was a very real prospect that Albany would gain 
permanent control of the earldom, bringing about the feared encircling of the 
Lordship. A phase of negotiation took place: between Albany and MacDonald; 
between MacDonald and Henry IV of England, who was holding James I; and 
between MacDonald and James. The latter negotiations were the most fruitful, 
as it meant that the two were allied against Albany in the future, but did not 
help at the time. The negotiations with Albany degenerated into threats and 
insults, and were the spark for the events of 1411. Albany challenged Donald 
to make good his threats to take the earldom by force, so Donald raised a 
large army and marched on Inverness.  

After a battle with Angus Dubh Mackay’s 3,000 men at Dingwall, Donald took 
Inverness and effectively control of the earldom. However, having had no 
opportunity to engage with Albany directly, rather than set about establishing 
control Donald started to march on Aberdeen, which was a target for plunder. 
The Scotto-Norman nobility of Aberdeenshire rallied behind the Earl of Mar, 
Alexander Stewart who was an illegitimate son of the Wolf of Badenoch. 
Hearing that Donald was at Inverurie, Mar hurried to intercept him; the 
meeting took place on 24 July, 1411 at Harlaw, just to the north-west of 
Inverurie. 
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Battlefield Landscape  

The general location of the battle is well established but as no contemporary 
accounts of the battle survive and the secondary sources are largely poetic in 
nature, the topographic details of the action are extremely vague.  

Domhnall appears to have advanced south-east from Moray down a route that 
largely matches the line of the modern A96. Mar had come east from his 
home at Kildrummy, and mustered his army at Inverurie. They prepared for 
battle during the night and marched out to meet at dawn.  

The site of the battle lies in the valley of the River Urie in the shadow of 
Bennachie. The battle took place on a relatively flat area of high ground to the 
north of Inverurie.  This plateau forms a natural arena approximately a mile in 
length and width, with steep slopes falling away on each side.  This 
topography would have limited the spread of the fighting in an otherwise fairly 
open landscape.  The landscape appears to be almost unaltered from the time 
of the battle, with the main changes being the removal of the fermtouns and 
their replacement by farms and field enclosures.  The construction of Harlaw 
House and minor roads has also impacted on the landscape.  Despite these 
changes, the landscape context of the battlefield is easily comparable to the 
period of the fighting. The views available to the combatants are largely the 
same as they were then, and it is easy to see how Domhnall would not have 
seen the arrival of Mar’s army until they were on the plateau if he had no 
sentries. 

There has been relatively little development in the area since the late 
Medieval period, although Inverurie has expanded northwards almost to the 
River Urie. The battlefield is free of forestry and consists for the most part of 
arable fields. The B9001 road runs along the western edge of the battlefield 
and will have had a minor impact on the site. 

 

Location  

The sources give a general location for the battle, telling us that the site was 
at the village of Harlaw outside Inverurie, and that the army of the Lord of the 
Isles was on a flat area with a steep slope down to the river on one side. The 
location marked by the monument fits this description; in addition, there is a 
record from 1837 of the discovery of 12 skeletons near East Harlaw 
farmhouse, and three mounds that are supposed to be war graves. While 
none of this is conclusive, it means that there is a reasonable likelihood that 
the monument is in the right location. However, it is not possible to be certain 
about the full extent of the battle or of the movement of troops across the 
battlefield, which would require a programme of archaeological fieldwork. 

 

Terrain  

The location is a relatively flat area with a steep slope on the south-west side 
down to the river Urie. On all the other sides, the ground falls away as well, 
creating an area of about 1 mile north-west to south-east by around 1 mile 
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north-east to south-west. There is nothing particularly to impede the troops at 
all, nor any features that are likely to have had a significant impact upon the 
events of the battle. The only factor that may have been involved is the fact 
that the area falls away on all sides, which may have limited the fighting to this 
area. It should be remembered that this location has not been confirmed 
through archaeological fieldwork.  

It is also unlikely that there will be much evidence of the battle away from the 
main clash of arms. Neither side was put to flight, so there is unlikely to be the 
sort of trails of fighting that would have accompanied a rout. 

 

Condition 

The battlefield is currently grazing land, and there is no indication that there is 
likely to be any major change to that practice. The general setting is likely to 
be largely unchanged since the time of the battle. It appears to have been 
open ground in 1411, which is the case today, with the exception of the 
enclosing of fields. The location is marked by a large stone monument, but 
there does not appear to be particular visitor pressure upon the site. 

 

Archaeological and Physical Remains and Potential  

Numerous antiquarian discoveries have been made in the general area of the 
battlefield although none have confirmed association with the battle.  In 1837 
human remains were uncovered in a field to the east of Harlaw House. These 
twelve individuals were not recorded in detail or retained for further study.  

There are several records in the New Statistical Account (NSA) (an account of 
each parish complied by the local minister in the 1830s) of features believed 
to relate to the battle, most of which are no longer extant. Three cairns are 
recorded within the NSA which were said to mark the location on the 
battlefield where significant figures were killed, none of which survive. Drum’s 
Cairn marked the spot where Sir Alexander Irvine of Drum died as a result of 
personal combat with Hector Maclean of Duart, whose death was marked by a 
cairn called Maclean’s Grave. These cairns were recorded within the vicinity 
of the modern commemorative monument to the battle located within the ‘Pley 
Fauld’, west of West Balhalgardy Cottages.  To the east of these was Provost 
Davidson’s Cairn, again recording the location of his death.  

Local traditions state that a standing stone known as Liggars’ Stane, located 
immediately to the north of Harlaw House, mark the graves of female camp 
followers; its location on the north of the battleground would suggesting that it 
was MacDonald’s followers . However, there is nothing in the accounts of the 
battle that would suggest a reason for camp followers on either side to have 
been killed, so the tradition may be entirely groundless.  

The fighting seems to have consisted largely of axe and spear against spear 
schiltron, with no mention in accounts of the battle of the use of archery. It is 
unlikely that there was no archery involved, but it may not have been a 
significant factor and there is a possibility that only a relatively low incidence 
of arrowheads, if any at all, survive within the defined area.  
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The hand to hand nature of the fighting and the length of the battle suggest 
that there is a high probability of finding items of personal dress or adornment 
within the Inventory boundary. 

 

Cultural Association  

The battle is still well known, particularly in north-eastern Scotland, and the 
‘Heroes of Harlaw’ are still toasted today. The involvement of names such as 
the Lord of the Isles and the Earl of Mar gave a great deal of resonance to the 
event throughout the ages and the battle was celebrated in a number of 
ballads and a march.  The surviving ballads are factually very inaccurate, 
claiming MacDonald had an army of 50,000 islanders and that he was killed in 
the fighting.  

The site has one of the largest and most imposing battlefield commemorations 
in Scotland. Erected in 1914 by the successors of Provost Davidson of 
Aberdeen Council, the dark granite monument is a hexagon tower standing at 
12 m in height.  It was described by historian W. D. Simpson as having ‘the 
strength necessary for this windswept site, previously a desolate, blood-
bolstered moor’. 

 

Commemoration & Interpretation 

The battle monument was designed by William Kelly and stands on the higher 
ground that is the most likely location for the battle. There is an information 
plate for visitors beside the monument. 

There are a number of cairns and mounds in the vicinity of the battlefield that 
have traditions of being burial sites from the battle; none has been tested 
through excavation, so the veracity of the traditions cannot currently be 
assessed.  

The march called the Battle of Harlaw was still well known in 1845, when 
Patrick Tytler was writing about the battle. 
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