2 Regional Geology of the Ballachulish Area
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2.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the stratigraphy, structure and regional
metamorphism of the host rocks to the Ballachulish Igneous Complex. The chapter
opens with a description of the geography of the Ballachulish area, and concludes
with a discussion of pre-intrusion and post-intrusion uplift in the area.

2.2 Physical Geography

The Ballachulish Igneous Complex is located in Argyllshire on the west coast of
Scotland, 20 km south of Fort William and immediately southeast of the junction of
Lochs Linnhe and Leven. The area is dominated by Beinn a’ Bheithir (see Fig. 2.1),
a northward-opening, horseshoe-shaped mountain comprising two main peaks,
Sgorr Dhearg (1024 m) and Sgorr Dhonuill (1001 m; see Map 2). To the southeast,
across the head of Gleann an Fhiodh, is Sgorr a’ Choise (658 m); to the south, across
Glen Duror, is Fraochaidh (879 m); and to the west, across Strath Duror, is Ardsheal
Peninsula (261 m). The main villages in the area are Ballachulish, by the abandoned
slate quarries on the south shore of Loch Leven (see Fig. 2.2), Onich, on the north
shore of Loch Leven, Kentallen, northeast of Ardsheal Peninsula, and Duror, in
Strath Duror.

Glaciation has moulded the topography of the area. The hills and mountains
contain arete ridges, cols, hanging valleys and truncated spurs. The glens are U-
shaped valleys. Glacial moraine floors the glens up to an elevation of about 400 m.

Annual rainfall is about 100 in., with the driest period being mid-April to
mid-June. Coniferous forest has been planted up to an elevation of 350 m in all of
the glens except Gleann an Fhiodh (see Fig. 2.1). The high ground consists of grass,
heather and bracken. Outcrop is good in the high ground, but poor in the forested
glens.
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Fig. 2.1. View looking west down Loch Leven to the Ballachulish area. On the right-centre skyline
is the rounded shoulder of Creag Ghorm, underlain by porphyritic granite. On the centre skyline is
Meall 2’ Chaolais, with a sharp ridge running up towards Sgorr Dhearg, to the leff out of the picture.
This ridge is underlain by Appin Quartzite, Appin Phyllite and Appin Limestone striking into the
igneous complex. The prominent white scar running down through the trees below Meall a’ Chaolais
is the gouge zone of the Ballachulish Fault

2.3 Stratigraphy

The Ballachulish Igneous Complex intrudes Lower and Middle Dalradian metasedi-
ments of the Appin and Argyll Groups (Bailey and Maufe 1960; Harris and Pitcher
1975; Litherland 1980). In the study area, the Appin Group comprises the Lochaber,
Ballachulish and Blair Atholl Subgroups, whilst the Argyll Group comprises the
Creran Succession (see Table 2.1). There has been considerable debate about various
aspects of the stratigraphy of the Dalradian (see for example Bailey and Maufe 1960;
Voll 1964; Litherland 1970, 1980, 1982; Hickman 1975; Roberts and Treagus 1977;
Anderton 1985). This chapter focuses on descriptive aspects of the stratigraphic units
in the study area, relying principally on Bailey and Maufe (1960), Litherland (1980)
and the authors’ observations.

Table 2.1 lists the stratigraphic units in the study area. No fossils have been found
in these units. High-precision zircon age dating by Rogers et al. (1989) on the Ben
Vuirich Granite, emplaced during regional Caledonian orogenesis that followed
Dalradian sedimentation, gives an age of 590 + 2 Ma; this restricts Lower and Middle
Dalradian sedimentation to the late Proterozoic or earlier.

Below, each stratigraphic unit is described briefly, starting from the stratigraphi-
cally lowest unit (refer to Map 2).
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Fig.2.2. View looking northeast along Loch Leven from Beinn Bhan. The town of Ballachulish and
the abandoned slate quarries are prominent bottom-centre, with the village of Glen Coe visible
further east along the loch. Top left is Ben Nevis, with the Mamore range stretching away to the east

Table 2.1. Stratigraphic units in the Ballachulish area

Group Subgroup Formation
Middle Dalradian Creran Succession (‘Banded Leven Schists™)
Argyll Group

Lower Dalradian
Appin Group

Blair Atholl

Ballachulish

Lochaber

Cuil Bay Slate®

Appin Phyllite and Limestone
Appin Quartzite

Transition Series

Ballachulish Slate
Ballachulish Limestone

Leven Schist (‘Pelitic
Leven Schists™)
Glen Coe Quartzite

*The terms in parentheses are from Bailey and Maufe (1960).

"The Benderloch slide forms a tectonic boundary between the Cuil Bay Slate and Creran

Succession.






