Turnberry Castle, Ayrshire

Bothwell, Kildrummy, Duffus, Dirleton, for
example – few in the 12th-13th centuries were
built by earls and mormaers.⁷ Galloway, as
elsewhere in Scotland, was home to other
typologies of power centre, namely the
crannog and the modified natural island. In
this respect, to find a Galloway-dominated
earldom adopting pan-European norms is
itself important and adds merit to a
reconsideration of its documentary,
archaeological and landscape evidence.

Turnberry Castle¹
Piers Dixon
The castle at Turnberry Head is as well known
for its association with Robert the Bruce as it
was to antiquarians. This interest has not,
however, translated into any antiquarian
excavation or survey of the site. MacGibbon
and Ross remarked in their seminal work, The
Castellated and Domestic Architecture of
Scotland (1887-92), on the now-lost remains
of a drawbridge buttress, but in this instance
opted out of making any plan of the site.² This
was in spite of the Ordnance Survey mapping
of the site at 25 inches to the mile in 1856³
which provides our earliest outline of the
upstanding walls on the site prior to the
building of the Stevenson lighthouse with its
keeper’s house and courtyard covering much
of the site in 1873.⁴

The first earl, Duncan (Donnchad), was a
grandson of Donnchad II of Fife (d.1204), and
probably enjoyed support from the senior
nobility of the Kingdom of Scots at the time
of the creation of the earldom. It has been
argued that he was styled Earl of Carrick
before 1196, though he is more firmly
attested in c. 1225-30. It is possible to argue
that the earliest phase of the stone castle at
Turnberry is therefore ascribable, in tentative
and general terms, to the elevation of
Duncan in the nobility of Scotland at the end
of the 12th century. Furthermore Oram has
suggested that Carrick was attached to the
lordship of Galloway in the 1160s from
notional Scottish royal control and confirmed
by Malcolm IV who sought to bind this
enlarged lordship of Galloway to the Scottish
realm. The receipt of such a substantial area
of territory might also prompt a refreshing or
wholesale rebuilding of an older lordship
centre at Turnberry.⁸

This absence of scientific record was
remedied by the Royal Commission on the
Ancient and Historical Monuments of
Scotland (RCAHMS), who carried out a survey
of the site in 2014-15. The site was chosen as
part of a national research project on early
stone castles (c. 1050-1350) which have been
poorly recorded and researched in many
parts of Scotland.⁵ Alongside the RCAHMS
survey work, complementary documentary
research was conducted by William Wyeth
who was funded by AHRC under a
Collaborative Doctoral Award with Stirling
University.⁶

Direct reference to Turnberry has to wait
until the aftermath of the death of Alexander
III, when a group of powerful Scottish and
Anglo-Irish nobles gathered at Turnberry
(‘apud Turnebyry’) to commit to mutual
support, but probably more immediately to
collaborate with military efforts in Ulster.⁹
At the height of the Wars of Independence,
the castle appears to have been ‘reduced’ in
September 1301 by Edward, Prince of Wales.

Historical Summary
Turnberry was probably a lordship centre of
the culturally heterogeneous and multifaceted
aristocracy of greater Galloway. However, the
architectural language and expression of
influence and authority in Galloway was not
confined to the pan-European ‘norms’ of castle
architecture. While the best-surviving castles
of Scotland are architecturally elaborate –
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Fig. 1 Aerial view from the southwest of Turnberry castle and lighthouse, the adjacent golf course
and former aerodrome, with Turnberry farm in the background. 18 March 2008 © Copyright
Historic Environment Scotland DP040241.
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Fig. 2 Extract of the first edition 6 inch Ordnance Survey map (Ayrshire XLIII, 1859) showing Turnberry
Castle and Turnberry Warren Farm. Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of Scotland.

lances (tres lan[ceas]) at the chief manor of
Turnberry (capitale manerium de [T]urnbery)
comprised part of the transactional
agreement.¹² Robert I confirmed further grants
at Turneberrie shortly before his death in 1329,
but after this, the evidence does not suggest
there was any royal investment.¹³ A parcus
(park) de Tornberry is mentioned in the royal
chamberlain’s account for 1329; though
tempting to see this in the field outlines around
the site depicted on Roy’s military map, it is
unlikely to have survived to the 18th century
(when it is mentioned as, “enclosed”, in a
charter) in a 14th century form.¹⁴ In 1434 the
lands of Turnberry were still held by the crown,
though thirty-six years later (1475) John,
second Lord Kennedy, had acquired the
barony.¹⁵ By 1574-5, when the land was held

By 22 September, the English army had left
Turnberry, and William Wallace attacked it
with 400 men-at-arms on 3 October, “enough
to damage it as much as they could.” When
the Earl of Carrick returned to Edward I’s
peace in 1302 it is likely ownership of the
castle was returned to him. The castle’s
disappearance from English records has been
interpreted as hinting at the Scots’ success in
their October siege and the subsequent
retention by the Earl of Carrick as a nominally
loyal subject of Edward I.¹⁰
A charter of the late King Edward Bruce of
Ireland by his brother King Robert I of Scotland
was inspected in 1323 at Turnberry, which
confirmed John de Carleton in possession of his
holdings.¹¹ The annual render by John of three
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ditch. Four main phases of construction can
be identified, three of medieval date and an
Iron Age phase (Figs 3 and 4). There is
nothing definitively post-medieval on the site
except for the lighthouse, which is not
described here. The best pointer at dating
the castle is the round, ribbed sandstone arch
carrying the north wall of the primary great
hall, which suggests a 12th century origin for
the castle. By the 17th century the castle
Site Description
appears to have gone out of use and does
Turnberry castle occupies a rocky promontory not appear on Blaeu’s Atlas of 1654 or Roy’s
of basalt projecting into the sea about 1.5km Military Survey of 1747-55.¹⁹
northwest of Little Turnberry within the
grounds of Turnberry golf course (Fig. 1) which The castle is composed of a citadel or inner
was first laid out in 1901 over what was bailey on a slightly higher piece of rock at the
considered ground unsuitable for agriculture by north end and a larger enclosure or outer
the owner, Archibald Kennedy, Marquis of bailey on the lower outcrop to the south,
Ailsa. The sandiness of the land may have where the lighthouse was later built. These
limited farming opportunities in the medieval comprise the two main successive phases of
period as well as in the 19th century. Indeed it construction. The promontory is cut by three
is possible that sand-blow spread across the natural sea inlets, one from the north and two
area during the severe weather events of the from the northwest. The latter two divide the
late medieval period as it did at Ayr and citadel of the castle from the outer bailey and
elsewhere in Scotland, inhibiting its use for dictate the way in which the castle has
agriculture.¹⁷ The first edition six-inch Ordnance developed. Indeed it is evident that the citadel
Survey map of 1856-7 depicts an improved farm was only accessible from the south enclosure
about 200m inland from it called Turnberry and that the two northwest inlets created a
Warren (Fig. 2), the steading and fields of which natural ditch cut to sea-level in the primary
were laid out over what was shown on General phase. The northerly of these two inlets is
Roy’s Military Survey of 1747-55 as a large defined by a sea arch (Keynote Fig.) which is
unimproved area of ground within an enclosing broken at the top and has been bridged with
fence with no trace of cultivation rigs.¹⁸ The yellow sandstone slabs which must predate
function of the enclosure can only be guessed the medieval structures situated on top. The
at, but options include an enclosed warren, as remaining phase comprises a great tower
suggested by the name, or park for grazing. added to the citadel and a modification of the
There is a possibility that this is a relic of the buildings in the space made by the two
14th century park, but another option for the northwest inlets (Fig. 5).
location of a park lies some 2km further inland Iron Age Occupation
where there are two farms named High and The possible Iron Age phase is suggested by
Low Park respectively, if at some distance from the bridge over the sea arch that forms the
the castle.
northerly of the two inlets on the NW. The
by Gilbert Kennedy, 4th Earl of Cassilis, it was
described as ‘the lands and barony of
Turnberry, with castle and fortalice, annexes
[etc]’ (terras et baroniam de Turrinberrie, cum
castro et fortalicio, annexis, [etc]), implying the
presence of a castle at the site.¹⁶ In this context,
it is worth noting the importance of the
Kennedys of Dunure from the reign of Robert
III onwards as significant landholders in Carrick.

broken central part of the sea arch is bridged
by slabs of yellow sandstone laid on courses

The castle site itself extends 85m from east
to west by 65m transversely within a large
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Fig. 5. Aerial view from the northeast of the castle promontory cut by inlets to north and west. The
great tower is in the foreground and the straight line of the curtain wall of the outer bailey beyond,
with the ditch and causeway in front. 24 March 2014 © Copyright Historic Environment Scotland DP
182951.
Fig. 6. Drystone corbelling and slabs of the Iron Age bridge over the sea arch from underneath. 11
March 2014 © Copyright Historic Environment Scotland DP183729.
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gatehouse entrance to St Mary’s Abbey, York,
which has a single ribbed arch 5m across.²⁰ A
revetment was observed on the west side of
the cliff of the inlet at the point where the
arch springs, which may be either a subdivision of the hall range or to help with
flooring the open space of the inlet. The base
of the south wall at sea level is built with
half-a-dozen courses of large red sandstone
blocks. Above that, it is narrower and is
mainly constructed of courses of weathered
igneous stone. A gap in its base that has been
worn by the sea has the appearance of an
entrance but no quoins or rebates survive to
confirm this, nor are there any draw-bar
holes for securing a door and it remains
unproven.

of stone to either side, but with no signs of
mortar, suggesting it is pre-medieval in date.
The flat slabs are arranged at angles on top of
one another to accommodate the irregular
shape of the gap (Fig. 6). The parallel for its
style of construction is with stone-built
souterrains dating to the early centuries AD.
Twelfth Century Phase
In the first medieval phase the citadel or inner
bailey is enclosed by an irregular polygon of
walls about 1.25m in thickness, although
nowhere was there any surviving internal
face. The wall which runs along the cliff edge
from the southwest face around to the
northeast as far as the north inlet where it
crosses via an arch and thence around to the
west, incorporating two buildings. It ends at
the point where a natural sea-arch bridges the
northerly of the two inlets on the northwest,
suggesting the location of an entrance. The
sea arch is occupied by a tower that is abutted
by the curtain wall of the outer bailey (Fig. 7).
The walls enclose the high point of the rocky
promontory and incorporate a great hall on
the north measuring 22m from east to west
by 12.5m transversely over walls that vary in
thickness, 2.7m on the north or seaward side,
1.4 on the S and 2m on the east and west
gables. The north wall is carried over the
north inlet by a four-ribbed arch that is
estimated to be a round arch with a radius of
7m in order to fit below the scarcement for
the floor joists surviving on the south side of
the hall. The ribs are chamfered and comprise
red sandstone voussoirs on a base course set
onto the rock (Figs. 8, 9 & 10). It is likely that
the wall narrowed higher up as it does on the
south. Comparable arches of twelfth century
date are best found in medieval bridges, such
as Elvet Bridge over the Wear at Durham, built
between 1170 and 1195, and that over the
Exe at Exeter with ribbed arches dating to
around 1200. But also of this period is the
THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP

On the north side of the west end of the hall
and at a slightly obtuse angle there is kitchen
block extending c. 6m to the north-northwest
over walls 1.2m thick. In its end wall there are
two slops drains, one in the middle and one
at the northwest corner. At the top of the
surviving wall there is a splay for a slit window
(Fig. 11). No trace of a fireplace was found,
but could have been built into the lost west
wall of the block.
On the south side of the great hall the inlet
behind the south wall of the great hall was
squared off with stonework on the east and
south, but obscured by collapse on the west.
This included long, corbelled yellow
sandstone blocks to carry the superstructure
on the south, and segmental arches of yellow
sandstone carrying the wall on the E,
suggesting a room occupied this space. This
was confirmed by the joist holes in the back
of the south wall of the hall at the same level
as the scarcement for the great hall and by
joist holes midway up the same wall from sea
level which suggest that the space below hall
level was also floored to make an unlit
basement (Fig. 12). While it is not evident if
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Fig. 7. The ‘garderobe’ tower beside the entrance to the inner bailey showing the abutment of the
later curtain wall with it, from the southwest. 11 March 2014 © Historic Environment Scotland
DP183718.
Fig. 8. Projected profile of the arch over north inlet reconstructed from surviving ribs. April 2014
©Copyright Historic Environment Scotland SC1935308.
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Fig. 9. The four chamfered springers of the red sandstone arch ribs on the west side of the inlet
that bridged the sea inlet and supported the north wall of the great hall. 17 June 2014 © Copyright
Historic Environment Scotland DP193567.
Fig. 10. The north inlet showing the springing for the sea arch to either side and the south wall of
the hall behind running down to sea level. 23 June 2015 © Copyright Historic Environment
Scotland DP215121.
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there was any trap door in the floor of the
great hall itself from which supplies might be
drawn up from the inlet, this is possible in the
same way as at Chepstow Castle.²¹
The small tower, c. 8.5m by 6m, situated in
the southwest corner of the citadel a short
distance to the west, may have served as a
guardroom at ground level. The tower has
walls c. 2m in thickness, but facing stones are
only occasionally visible and its wall has fallen
away on the south, but enough survives to
indicate that it was abutted by the curtain
wall of the outer bailey on the west and was
abutted by the building to the south that
occupies the southerly of the two northwest
inlets, again in a later phase. It contains a
garderobe chamber in its west-northwest
wall the chute of which empties through the
wall to the west, coming out beside a later
buttress and emptying into the sea below
over the opening of the sea arch. The tower
extends 4m forward of the curtain wall that
lines the southwest of the citadel and may
have protected access, guarding the entrance
and any bridge across the inlet from the outer
bailey before any buildings were constructed
here in later phases.
Thirteenth Century Phase
The second medieval phase comprises the
outer bailey on the lower part of the
promontory which is enclosed by a curtain
wall that follows the natural edges of the rock
around several inlets on the seaward side,
including a bridge across another one, and
encloses an area that extends to about 40m
from north to south by a similar amount west
to east. This curtain wall is depicted on the
first edition OS 25-inch map, which was
mapped prior to the construction of the
lighthouse and does not show any building
within it. The southeast wall of the outer
bailey enclosure is up to 4.5m in thickness, a
massively thick wall, which seems to be
THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP

thinner at 3.5m along the south of the bailey,
but the inside face appears to have been
robbed and it may once have been thicker.
The northeast end of the southeast curtain
abuts the citadel wall and infills the gap cut
by the two inlets. The entrance opening into
the outer bailey is situated midway along this
side of the curtain. The northeast side of the
entrance is still visible, if overgrown with
grass, but the other side has been removed
to expand the entrance to make a more
convenient access to the lighthouse. At the
rear of the entrance passage there is a
portcullis slot, 0.2m in width, which appears
to be in situ, but no stop for a gate was found
and no trace of a superstructure to house the
winding gear survives (Fig. 13). MacGibbon
and Ross mention a drawbridge buttress
which is not now visible, having been
obscured in making a causeway across the
ditch to build and access the lighthouse. The
external ditch was 11m across at its narrowest
in front of the entrance into the outer bailey,
and is now bridged by a causeway that was
engineered to access the lighthouse (Fig. 5).
The ditch may once have been cut down to
sea level, but has been filled with debris from
the castle as well as the later causeway. Some
form of medieval bridge must have bridged
the gap all trace of which has now gone. The
curtain along the south edge of the bailey
includes a dip c. 8m from the southeast corner
suggesting a postern gate which is confirmed
by a revetted path leading down into the ditch.
There is what may have been a large subsquare enclosure (c. 20m by 18m) at the
extreme west of the enclosure, marked by a
massive cross wall c. 4m in thickness, cutting
off the small extension of the promontory
beyond. The footings of this wall are only
visible on the south where it meets the south
curtain and it is the terrace that extends
across the promontory that suggests the wall
once ran all the way across. An intra-mural
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Fig. 11. Outer wall of the kitchen block showing the two slops drains and the dip in the top for a
small slit window, from the north. 23 June 2015 © Copyright Historic Environment Scotland
DP215128.
Fig. 12. Joist holes for the timber floor of a basement below the level of the great hall and its adjacent
chamber to the south from the southwest. The joist holes at the higher level took the floor of the chamber
beside the great hall at cliff top level. 17 June 2014 © Copyright Historic Environment Scotland DP193591.
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Fig. 13. One side of the entrance survives as a footing with a portcullis slot visible towards the rear of
the opening from the south. 11 March 2014 © Copyright Historic Environment Scotland DP183704.
Fig. 14. Blocked splay of the slit window opening in the curtain wall of the outer bailey at sea level
from the northwest. The scarcement indicates there was a building at this location, although no
surviving, opposing wall has been found. The curtain wall of the inner bailey is visible on the left,
abutted by the outer bailey wall. 17 June 2014 © Copyright Historic Environment Scotland DP193595.
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which the citadel stands. This is revealed by
the presence of two bar-slots in the thickness
of the wall and two in situ red sandstone
dressings (Fig. 16). Outside the entrance the
rock in the inlet beyond shows signs of having
been shaped to provide a smooth landing place
for small boats (Fig. 17).

compartment, possibly for a garderobe, may
be seen in the south wall of this
enclosure/tower and there is in the west a gap
in the wall giving access to the sea. Although
it is possible this is a modern opening, it could
have provided access to the sea from the
rocks beyond. The irregularity of this
enclosure and the drop in level suggests it
belonged to a different phase to the rest of
the bailey, but there is no other evidence to
support this. There is also a possible turret at
the northwest corner that projects about 4m
to the north.

The evidence for dating this phase remains
relative as there are no diagnostic features that
can be dated. It post-dates the citadel or inner
bailey in the relation of its curtain walls to it,
which dates it broadly to the thirteenth century,
while recognising it could even be late twelfth
as the date of the inner bailey is not closely
fixed. Its thick curtain walls on the landward side
match those of Auchen Castle, Dumfriesshire,
an enclosure castle thought to be 13th century
in date, if subsequently modified.²²

A number of features suggest that the two
northwest inlets were used as space for
buildings from this phase. A blocked splayed
opening for a slit window of undiagnostic form,
in the southeast curtain wall where it crosses
the northerly of the two inlets, suggests not
only that the curtain extended down to sea
level, where the northerly of the two inlets
divides the citadel from the outer bailey, but
also the presence of a building occupying the
inlet at this location. The blocking was made in
the curtain wall below a scarcement lip
indicating a floored chamber above it (Fig. 14),
although no opposing wall has survived to
support it, presumably due to later changes.
The presence of two garderobe chutes in the
northwest curtain lends further weight to the
argument that there was a building in the
space made by the inlets in this phase and
there was a return wall built against the cliff on
its northeast (Fig. 15). The stonework of the
northwest curtain across the inlet containing
the garderobes shows no sign of an abutment
or change to indicate it is of a different phase
of construction to the rest of the curtain wall
as it turns northwest along the inlet nor does
there appear to be any change in the
stonework to suggest the garderobes are later
insertions. A sea gate is evident in the gap
between the northwest curtain and the cliff on
THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP

Late 13th or 14th century Phases
The third medieval phase comprises a Dshaped tower built on the top of the citadel
mound, the dominant position at the castle.
D-shaped towers of this type are rarely freestanding. Generally they emerge in the 13th
century as a perceived improvement on
squared towers, but this does not project from
the curtain as a wall tower and it would appear
to be an addition to the existing buildings. It is
more like a donjon in this respect, such as
those at Bothwell (Lanarkshire), Kildrummy
(Aberdeenshire)
or
perhaps
more
appropriately Roxburgh (Roxburghshire),
which is also a secondary addition. At
Turnberry its landward orientation would have
made a significant impact on anyone
approaching it, in contrast to Kildrummy and
Bothwell, while that at Roxburgh is at the
opposite end to the donjon and dominates the
burgh. While both Bothwell and Kildrummy are
usually dated to the late thirteenth century or
early fourteenth, that at Roxburgh is likely to
be English work of the fourteenth century –
possibly the work of John Lewyn.²³
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Fig. 15. Left:The garderobe chutes in the curtain wall across the seaward side of the north-west
sea inlet, from the south-east. The red sandstone dressings to its right mark the sea gate. 11 March
2014 ©Copyright Historic Environment Scotland DP183711 Right: Fig. 16. The bar slots of the
sea gate in the northwest curtain across the inlet from the north. 11 March 2014 © Copyright
Historic Environment Scotland DP183684.
Below: Fig. 17. Boat landing and sea gate from the north-west. The entrance is marked by the red
sandstone respond and corbel to the right of the figure, and the garderobe chutes are indicated by
the red sandstone lintel in the wall to the right. 11 March 2014 © Copyright Historic Environment
Scotland, DP183682.
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Since no clear trace of an
opening in the tower was
found it may be presumed
that access was made at
higher level. The tower
measured 12.5m in diameter
and had walls 2.6m in
thickness, slightly smaller than
that at Roxburgh at 14m,²⁴
capable of standing to several
floors in height. Its awkward
angle in relation to the rest of
the inner bailey buildings
suggests that there was a
Fig. 18. View of the back of the great tower from the northwest
rearrangement of the castle’s
showing the break in the wall over the basement. 11 March
2014 © Copyright Historic Environment Scotland DP183690. emphasis at that time, being
angled to dominate the
approach to the castle across
the postulated warren
discussed above. Indeed, it
also appears to overlie the
curtain wall on the southwest
of the citadel, suggesting the
wall on that side was no
longer important.
This phase also includes a
modification of the large
building constructed in the
space occupied by the two
northwest inlets. The slit
window in the southeast
Fig. 19. Secondary sea gate with portcullis slot that opened to
curtain was blocked in and a
the rear of the sea arch, from the east. 11 March 2014 ©
new wall constructed beside
Copyright Historic Environment Scotland DP183732.
it, 1.8m thick, that extended
from
the
southeast
curtain to the northwest
The position of the tower forced the builders
creating
a
large
rectangular
building (Fig. 3).
to carry the rear wall diagonally across the
The
southwest
wall,
2.3m
thick, also
space occupied by a chamber beside the
south wall of the great hall, presumably on extended from the southeast curtain, just
corbels that have fallen in (Fig. 18). However, beside the entrance, but it is not clear that
an alternative reading of the V-shaped gap in it is secondary and could originate at the
the north angle may indicate that the builders same time as the rest of the outer bailey in
wished to accommodate the tower with the the previous phase. The space defined is c.
16m by 6.8m internally. This building rises
existing buildings (Fig. 2).
from sea-level and may have contained two
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phase. A recess was noted in the southeast
end, 0.5m across and 0.8m deep, just inside
the east corner, possibly another garderobe
chute at cliff-top level.
A building of this scale could have provided
a replacement for the primary great hall at
higher levels. This building had an additional
back door in its northeast side at sea level
that provided access to the sea-arch. The
broad chamfered responds and threshold of
the entrance was revealed under flotsam
and jetsam at the back of the sea arch with
a slot for a portcullis behind it (Fig. 19). A
portcullis protection of a small postern is to
be found at Knaresborough Castle (North
Yorkshire) dating to the early 13th century
and at St Mary’s Abbey, York, to the early
14th century.²⁵
Other cases of sea access in castles may be
seen at Culzean (Ayrshire), Dunbar (East
Lothian) and via the river at Chepstow
(Gwent) too, as noted above. These features
at Culzean and Dunbar castles are later than
Turnberry, but Chepstow might be roughly
coeval. All these sites make good use of their
natural topography to gain access to the sea
and wider networks of communication.
More recently, an examination of the
remains of Dunyvaig Castle, Islay, has noted
the presence of stratigraphically early seagates. Limited excavation at the castle
revealed 16th-century material, but the site
has a postulated 13th-century origin.²⁶
Ongoing research into the castle will
perhaps provide a firmer context to this
feature at Turnberry. The inlets at Turnberry
itself are accessible from the land at times
of low tide – this makes the postulated
arrival at the castle by boat to be more of a
performance than a strict necessity, in line
with the castle being understood as a
palatial home rather than sea-girt fortress.
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¹ This is an abbreviated version of ‘Turnberry
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⁷ Mormaer is the Gaelic name for a regional or
provincial ruler equivalent to an earl.
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⁹ Oram, Lordship of Galloway, 31.
¹⁰ F. J. Watson, Edward I in Scotland: 1296-1305
(Unpublished University of Glasgow PhD
thesis, 1991), 170; 180; 185; 200 and 294.
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