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Towers, Hall-houses and Timber
superstructures

It was while I was surveying Spedlins Tower,
near Lockerbie, half a century ago, that it first
dawned upon me that something was wrong.
Whilst the whole massive tower would appear
at first sight to be one homogenous whole
(Illus. 1), measuring 38ft 2in (11.63m) by 45ft
6in (13.87m)  and rising 48ft (14.63m) to the
wall-head, it is deceptive, as in reality it be-
longs to two distinctly different periods, with
the basement and great hall being built some-
time in the 15th century, whereas the two
upper floors were not added until 1605, as
recorded on a date stone.  Internally, these two
halves have nothing in common.

Illus. 1. Spedlins Tower from the south.
  The basement is a simple vaulted cellar, with
a huge slit-window at each end and an unusu-
ally low vault, just 9ft (2.74m) high, while the
great hall is a massive chamber, 18ft (5.49m)
high, with a typically large fireplace 8ft
(2.44m) wide (Illus. 2).1  Both these rooms
have walls averaging 9ft (2.74m) thick.  The
original entrance to the tower was at the level
of the hall, near the NE corner, and would have
been reached by a forestair or ladder as was
common in early tower-houses.  Later this was
converted into a window, while the NE corner
was restructured to incorporate a new entrance
at ground level (Illus. 2).2

  At the SE corner of the hall, there is an
original pit prison, above which a wheel-stair
begins to rise to the second floor, before con-
tinuing upwards as a straight mural stair.3  But
somewhere in this process there was a structur-
al gap of more than a century, which has to be
explained. Continuing upwards, the second
floor comprises a central corridor with four,
well-appointed rooms, each with a fireplace,
garderobe and aumbry (cupboard); and the
third floor is similarly arranged.  At these lev-
els all the outside walls are only 3ft 6in (1.07m)
thick (Illus. 3, 6). Because of the weight of the
cross walls and corridors at these upper levels,
two massive relieving arches were constructed
to take the weight off the hall vault.
  The question then arises: if the present upper
floors were not built until more than a century
after the lower ones, then what was originally
above the hall, as the design of the lower floors
is not at all like a hall-house, and what indeed
is the modern understanding of a ‘hall-house’
anyway, a term that only came into use in
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Illus. 2.  Spedlins: Plan of Great Hall

Illus. 3.  Spedlins: Plan of Second Floor
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relatively recent times?4  It is inconceivable that
anyone inheriting a substantial, stone-built tow-
er four storeys high would then completely
demolish and rebuild the upper two storeys for
no good reason.  The quality of the original
masonry is not in question.
  To try and find the answer to this enigma, one
has to go back in history to the Norman Con-
quest, when nearly all the early Norman castles
were of the ‘motte and bailey’ kind, a very
different structure. These comprised a tall
earthen mound, with a lower courtyard, or ‘bai-
ley’, all surrounded by a deep ditch and stock-
ade of timber piles; and on the top of these
mounds, or ‘mottes’, which varied in size and
height, they built a substantial timber tower –
timber being in plentiful supply and easily
worked, thus making construction much quick-
er and cheaper.  Indeed, it is on record that
William the Conqueror’s troops brought pre-
fabricated timber towers across the English
Channel with them to expedite the erection of
motte-and-bailey castles and establish their
claim to English soil.5  Moreover as late as
c.1630, there is a Dutch illustration of a motte
surmounted by a timber tower.6

  Although all trace of the timber works has
long since disappeared, the mottes themselves
have largely survived, and reference to the
Bayeux Tapestry gives a very rough idea of
what the timber towers looked like.  It also
shows Norman soldiers using torches at Dinan,
in Brittany, in an attempt to burn down the
timber tower there (Illus. 4).

#

Illus. 4. Bayeux Tapestry: burning the  timber
tower at Dinan.

Amongst the Norman nobles who crossed the
channel with Duke William were the Bruces,
who were rewarded with extensive lands in
Yorkshire; and among the Norman families, who
are subsequently found in their train, were the
Jardines (or Gardines). Robert de Brus became
very friendly with Prince David at the English
court, and in return, when David succeeded his
brother, Alexander I, on the Scottish throne in
1124, was rewarded with a grant of all the lands
of Annandale.7 These were subsequently sub-
feued to Bruce’s supporters, who wasted no time
in building their own motte-and-bailey castles, in
true Norman style, to consolidate their claim.
Nor were such castles confined exclusively to the
Norman families, as some of the native families
followed their example, until SW Scotland in
particular was littered with hundreds of such
castles, of all sizes.8

Illus. 5. Garpol motte-and-bailey castle in Up-
per Annandale. View from the north west.

  The timber buildings and palisades of these
structures disappeared long ago, as elsewhere,
but the great earthen mounds have largely sur-
vived, as at Garpol in Upper Annandale (Illus
5), the first seat of the Kirkpatricks.  Another of
these castles was at Applegarth, on the banks of
the river Annan and just some 2 miles NE of the
Bruces’ castle at Lochmaben.  It is not known
for certain who built Applegarth,9 but it was not
until 1476 that a Jardine is first found using the
designation ‘of Applegarth’, by which time they
had presumably already moved into Spedlins
(infra).  It is, incidentally, of interest to note that
the arms of the Jardines of Applegarth – like
those of the Kirkpatricks, Johnstons, Torthor-
walds, Griersons, Moffats and Drysdales – were
all a simple variant of the arms of the Bruces
themselves, their overlords.10
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 The motte at Applegarth is a substantial
mound, with a top platform averaging about
110ft (33.5m) in diameter and steep scarps rising
to a maximum height of about 29ft (8.84m).11

Around the perimeter of this platform would
have been a palisade, inside which was the usual
timber tower.  These towers were of necessity
built of timber for two reasons: firstly, the
mottes, being of newly excavated soil, were
insufficiently consolidated to support the weight
of a stone tower; and secondly, not only was
timber lighter, cheaper and quicker to erect, but
the beams could be mortised together to make a
firm bond.  Only later were some of the most
important timber towers rebuilt in stone or re-
placed by ‘shell’ keeps, as at York, Cardiff and
Arundel in England.  More ambitious ventures,
such as the stone keep at Duffus, in Aberdeen-
shire, proved too much for the motte, which
partly gave way beneath the weight.
  Sometime in the 15th century, the Jardines
decided that the old motte-and-bailey castle of
Applegarth was inadequate for their needs and
status, so they set about building themselves a
much larger stronghold in the current tower-
house style.  Choosing a new site just  two
miles further up the river Annan, and on the
same bank, high above the river itself, they
erected the first two storeys of the tower known
as ‘Spedlins’, a massive block as already de-
scribed (supra).  It was strong and defensive,
but did not in itself provide as much accommo-
dation as they needed; nor indeed did they have

unlimited funds to carry on in this ambitious
manner.  So what did they do?
  Contrary to popular belief, Scotland was not a
lonely outpost, out of touch with what was hap-
pening elsewhere in Europe.  As the writer has
already shown in his earlier researches into ‘Scot-
tish Yetts and Window-Grilles’,12 the Scots and
Southern Europeans, for example, were very
much in touch with each other regarding general
developments and new ideas.  They did not just
copy each other in any particular field, but they
did travel about and benefit from what they saw
elsewhere.  And this, I believe, is what happened
at Spedlins ― and elsewhere, of which more later.
  Although apparently cast aside for lack of
surviving, tangible evidence, I am reasonably
convinced that some of the early tower-houses
consisted of two stages of construction: a base-
ment and first floor (or entresol) of solid ma-
sonry, usually with thick walls; and above this
a superstructure of timber, which was rebuilt in
stone at a later date.  But was there any prece-
dent for this arrangement?  Surprisingly, Yes.
More and more towers are coming to light
where this was a distinct possibility, and
Spedlins was just one example, and by no
means the earliest.
  Strong support for this theory was found at a
conference on castles held at Stirling University
some years ago, where one of the distinguished
guests was Dr. Joachim Zeune, a German ar-
chaeologist and historian specializing in the
study of castles.  He spent many of his early
years undertaking detailed researches into both
Bavarian and Scottish castles, and he found that
many early mediaeval Bavarian castles origi-
nally had timber superstructures.  Timber was
plentiful, cheap and quick to erect; and al-
though most tangible examples have been lost
in the mists of time, the evidence has survived.
One example of this form of construction that
has survived from mediaeval times is the Tem-
plerhaus at Amorbach, which is preserved as a
National Monument (Illus. 7), while some other
examples of timber superstructures are shown
at Nuremberg Castle and in urban houses at
Marburg in Dr. Zeune’s own book on the cas-
tles and palaces of Germany.13

Illus. 6.  Spedlins
Tower: sectional
drawing.
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  Another castle known to the writer, which is also
known to have originally had a timber superstruc-
ture, is Wildegg Castle just over the border  in the
Swiss canton of Aargau.  It too is preserved as a
National Monument, though, after some 800
years of continual occupation, it has undergone
many changes and been considerably enlarged
(Illus. 8). The earliest part is a stone keep of three
storeys (a pit prison, basement and first floor),
which was built by the Hapsburgs early in the
13th century and was topped by a timber super-
structure.  The lower part survives, but the super-
structure was replaced c. 1372 by two further
storeys in stone.14  At the same time the adjacent,
lower hall had three storeys added (Plate 1).
  Having endeavoured to explain the enigma of
Spedlins, it would be very surprising if this
were a sole example of this phenomenon in
Scotland.  So where else is this technique to be
found?  One cannot be sure, but there are some
very strong candidates.

   Until very recently, it was taken for granted
that the great tower at Drum Castle, in Aber-
deenshire, was built as a single entity (Illus. 9),
either late in the 13th century by King Alexan-
der III as a hunting lodge, or by William de
Irewyn [Irwin, now Irvine], to whom King
Robert the Bruce granted the royal forest of
Drum in free forestry in 1323,15 and by a further
charter the following year made a barony.16

However, recent research and excavations
within the castle have established beyond doubt
that the tower belongs, not to a single period,
but to two periods, with the Basement and
Great Hall belonging to the first period, and the
Upper, or Laird’s, Hall being a later addition.17

It is more than likely, therefore, that the first
phase was indeed built by  Alexander III (1249-
86) as a hunting lodge, as traditionally
claimed.18  That being the case, it is quite possi-
ble – though not proven – that Drum too had
additional accommodation, perhaps of timber
construction, above the hall.  It would have
been safer than additional buildings outside,
and the existence of the first floor entrance and
minute windows would point to the need for
tight security. These upper works would have
been easily dismantled in the following centu-
ry, when the masonry was continued up to its
present height.  Although there is no visible join
between the two building periods, the results of
the recent excavations are beyond doubt.

Illus. 9.  Drum Castle from the SE.

  If the original arrangement at Drum is debate-
able, the great castle of Newark (Illus. 10), in
Selkirkshire, is much less so.

Illus. 7. The ‘Templerhaus’, Amorbach,
from the east.

Illus. 8.  Wildegg Castle, Switzerland, from
the south (The Habsburg Tower is on the far
right, behind).
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PLATE 1

WILDEGG CASTLE, AARGAU, SWITZERLAND
 (Elevation and plans of Habsburg Tower)

DRUM CASTLE, ABERDEENSHIRE

PLANS OF BASEMENT AND GREAT HALL
(?13th Century)

PLAN OF LAIRD’S HALL
(After MacGibbon & Ross) (14th Century)
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Illus. 10.  Newark Castle from the SW.
  As its name implies, Newark, or the “New
Werk [Work]”, (near Bowhill, Selkirkshire) was
probably started by the 4th Earl of Douglas early
in the 15th century to supersede their earlier
castle, the ‘Old Werk’.  The exact site of the old
castle is not certain, nor who built it, though it
may well have been the 1st Earl of Douglas, after
Bruce granted him the Forest of Ettrick c. 1321-
2.  The first known mention of its successor is in
1423, when Archibald, the 4th Earl, drew up a
rental agreement “at the New Werk”.19 Later, in
1447, Archibald’s nephew, William, the 8th
Earl, is on record as holding an ‘open court’ in
the great hall of the castle.20

  It is clear from both the records and close
examination of the building itself that the lowest
two floors of the castle, the massive basement
and the entresol floor beneath the vault (Illus. 11;
Plate 2), belong to the new castle built by the
Douglases, while the present upper floors are a
later addition, added after the Crown took pos-
session and appointed keepers.  From the great
hall upwards, there is a distinct change in the
masonry (Plate 2). Much of the later work, in-
cluding the construction of the great kitchen
chimney, are recorded in the Exchequer’s ac-
counts, though admittedly not always in as much
detail as one might wish.21  But although the
Douglases share of the work is largely confined
to the basement and entresol level, they must
have done some work higher up, and that could
have been partly at least in timber.  Maybe the
first floor entrance dates from their time, unless
it was rebuilt by the Crown.  What remains of it
is in the same sandstone and to the same high
standard of finish as the later quoins.

   Illus. 11. Newark Castle: east end of base-
ment with corbels for entresol floor.

The walls of the basement at Newark vary in
thickness from 8ft 8in (2.64m) to 9ft 3in
(2.82m), while those from the hall level up-
wards are somewhat less, as well as being
greatly weakened by the profusion of window
recesses and mural chambers, and the vast
kitchen chimney installed at the west end.22  In
the outer wall behind this chimney, there is an
armorial panel bearing the royal arms.23

Threave Castle in Galloway, another Douglas
stronghold of a slightly earlier period, was start-
ed by Archibald “The Grim”, later 3rd Earl of
Douglas, in 1369.  It was an early example of a
tower built entirely of stone; but instead of
incorporating such a refinement as a corbelled-
out parapet, it had an overhanging timber gal-
lery, or bretasche, projecting from the top of the
walls on all sides to serve a similar purpose
(Illus. 12). It was in effect an intermediate
development between a timber superstructure.
and defences all of stone, as found later.

Towers, hall-houses and timber superstructures

Ilus. 12. Threave Castle. Reconstruction of bretasche
(reproduced by courtesy of the late G. D. Hay.)
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PLATE 2

NEWARK CASTLE Selkirkshire – Plans of Basement and Great Hall

NEWARK – The SE corner,  showing a clear change in the quality of the quoins

TORTHORWALD CASTLE – SE Corner and South End
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  Judging from photographs (not having been
there myself), a similar arrangement, probably
all of timber with a projecting gallery and
high-pitched roof, was employed for the top
floor in several castles in Bohemia.  The most
important of these was Karlstein Castle, now in
the Czech Republic, a magnificent fortress
founded in 1348 by Charles IV, King of Bohe-
mia and Holy Roman Emperor elect.24  Its two
principal towers and several other substantial
buildings are all finished in this way.  Trencin
Castle, which was also in Bohemia, but is now
in Slovakia, has a similar arrangement at the
top of the main keep.25

Illus. 13. Torthorwald from the east, showing
the original blocked entrance (before the N.
end finally collapsed).
  Another tower-house in the Borders that in-
corporates a succession of ever more ambitious
changes is Torthorwald Castle, just east of
Dumfries.  Originating as a motte-and-bailey
castle that came into the possession of the
Kirkpatricks early in the 14th century, it was
subsequently rebuilt, either by  them late in the
century, or by the Carlyles, who acquired it by
marriage early in the 15th century.  As first
rebuilt, it appears to have been little more than
a hall-house.  It too had an entrance at first
floor level – though this may itself have been a
later improvement – and may well have had a
timber superstructure; but this is speculation.
Later in the 15th century it underwent a succes-
sion of major changes.  The walls were raised
in height by at least two storeys, using fine
ashlar masonry, with a pointed barrel-vault
high above and another vault clearly inserted
into the original basement (Plate 2).26  This

may be when the original entrance was convert-
ed into a window and an adjacent wheel-stair
filled in.  But so many changes took place with
each improvement in the Carlyles’ fortunes,
followed by a peerage in 1473, that it is now
impossible to follow the exact sequence.  Nor
does it help that two substantial sections of
walling have now collapsed, one only recently.
Finally, still not content with their accommoda-
tion, they decided to add a major extension at
the north end (Plate 3).27

Illus. 14. Clackmannan Tower from the west.
  There are quite a number of other tower-houses,
and indeed some hall-houses, which may also
have originally had the upper floor(s) of timber.
One of these is Clackmannan Tower, where
the lowest floors of the original north tower built
by one Robert de Bruys after 1365,28 are ac-
knowledged to be significantly older than the
later floors and south wing (Illus. 14).29

  Much more convincing, however, are two
towers in Dumfriesshire that are less than five
miles apart: Amisfield and Elshieshields.

  Amisfield had been the seat of the Charteris
family from the time of David I, yet no trace of
a motte-and-bailey castle or other early work
has yet been located.  The oldest part of the
present tower is the vaulted basement.  It is not
known which of the Charteris family built it, or
when.  Andrew Charteris of Amisfield forfeited
his family’s lands to Edward I in 1398, but had
them restored five years later.30  Later members
of the family held a variety of public offices,

Towers, hall-houses and timber superstructures
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notably Sir Robert Charteris of Amisfield, who
was appointed Captain of three local strong-
holds – Castlemilk, Annan and Bell’s Tower –
in 1481, and became armour-bearer to James
III.  He was later rewarded for his services by
both James III and James IV.31

  Presumably, the basement dates at least from his
time, but it would have served no purpose on its
own.  One of its unique peculiarities is that, whilst
the outer faces of the walls are precisely square to
each other, measuring 31ft 2in (9.50m) by 28ft
8in (8.74m), the walls themselves are inexplica-
bly irregular, varying considerably in thickness
along their lengths (Illus. 15). The entrance is at
ground level on the south side, and was guarded
by a wooden door and yett with a drawbar.
Immediately inside on the left, there is a guard-
room with a small slit window, lamp shelf and
slop-sink, whilst opposite it a straight mural stair,
with vaulted undercroft, rises to the first floor.
The main vault is only 8ft 4in (2.54m) high.  The
only other features were small slit-windows low
down in each wall and one larger one high up on
the east side (Illus. 15).32

Illus. 15.  Amisfield Tower: plan of Basement.
  The stair ends four steps below the level of the
hall: above this level the rest of the stair and
tower dates from c. 1600, as recorded on the two
armorial panels in the south wall.  This later
work, which was added by Sir John Charteris
and his wife, Agnes Maxwell, a daughter of the
4th Lord Herries,33 is one of the finest examples
in the country of a sophisticated tower-house,
rising through three storeys, an attic, still higher
chambers and three wheel-stairs to a watch tur-
ret 77ft (23.47m) above the ground (Plate 3).  In
addition, there are three, 2-storey corner turrets,
and the widespread use of fine mouldings.34

  Between these two periods of construction,
there are several courses of enigmatic masonry
in the NW corner of the outer walls.  Whilst the
adjacent walls of both periods are mainly heav-
ily-pinned whinstone boulders with dressed
sandstone quoins, this corner has several, ad-
mittedly haphazard, courses of dressed sand-
stone, which appear to be a remnant of some
other period of work. Or was there at first a
plan to build all the new work in ashlar, and
then a sudden change of mind to save money or
for aesthetic reasons?

Illus. 16.  Bonshaw Tower from the west.
  Whatever the truth, there can be no doubt that
the basement never stood alone, so it seems
likely that it did in fact originally have a timber
superstructure, served by the somewhat primi-
tive first flight of stairs?  One has to remember
that, even as late as the early part of the six-
teenth century, the majority of the lesser Border
towers were built entirely of wood, and that
there are innumerable records of these humble
towers being burned by the English.  Even the
house of the Chief of the Border Irvings,
Bonshaw Tower, was evidently of timber,
which Lord Wharton burned in 1544.35  It was
then rebuilt, presumably again in timber, before
the present tower was built in stone c. 1568-70,
as seen today (Illus. 16).  It is this tower that
was described by Lord Scrope in 1585 as “one
of the strongest howses of that border”.36  In-
deed, in 1602 it was chosen to accommodate
King James VI himself for a night, during one
of his military expeditions to the Borders.37

Towers, hall-houses and timber superstructures
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Illus. 17.  Elshieshields Tower: plan of Base-
ment and later Stair-wing.
  In the case of Elshieshields, we once again
have a tower that isn’t all it seems (Plate 4).
Built by a cadet branch of the Johnston family
— probably Gavin Johnston, who held the
lands early in the 15th century38 — it too
started life in a very humble way.  Smaller and
much more basic in design than Amisfield, it
measured just 28ft 2in (8.59m) by 22ft 4in
(6.81m), over walls varying in thickness from
3ft 9in (1.14m) to 4ft (1.22m), with a basement
which was not vaulted and only 6ft 1in
(1.85m) high to the beams of the floor above
(Illus.17).  Moreover, it lacks any features
other than a shallow recess in the SE corner:
there was neither guardroom nor stairs.  It
probably had its own entrance on the north
side, while the tower’s main entrance was at
first floor level in the east wall,39 above which
there is still a very worn armorial panel of
unknown date.40  If there was any communica-
tion between the two floors, it was most likely
a wooden ladder.
  There was evidently a second floor, for which
garderobe drains are provided within the south
wall.41  The great question for such a simple
building is: how many floors were there origi-
nally, and, with timber towers all around, were
they all of masonry, or were some floors of the
more usual timber?

  As at Amisfield, sometime in the latter half of
the 16th century, the upper part of Elshieshields
was completely rebuilt, to give the main tower
three floors and a garret, whilst at the same time
adding a substantial stair wing with a new en-
trance, two further storeys and a look-out turret
with shot-holes on all four sides (Plate 4).  An
old tradition says that this work took place
around 1590 under the direction of the same
mason as rebuilt Amisfield ten years later.  On
the other hand, an early family history states
that the rebuilding took place in 1567.42  What-
ever the truth, it was either John Johnston of
Elshieshields (d.1574) or his son Wilkin
(d.1625), later Provost of Lochmaben, who
undertook the work.43

  The construction of buildings with stone base-
ments and timber superstructures was, howev-
er, by no means confined to tower-houses.
Although there is a lack of details for the con-
struction of urban shops and dwellings in the
early mediaeval period, by the end of the 15th
century vaulted stone basements were known to
be common.44  This may have been to give the
building a stronger foundation,45 but it is much
more likely that it was a precaution against fire,
a frequent hazard in built-up areas.46  It was the
basement of shops that was most commonly
used for the storage of a retailer’s stock – his
livelihood – a practice that was common
throughout Europe.  Meanwhile, the practice of
building timber upper floors, often jettied out
beyond the floors below, was still in vogue,
notably for shop fronts, as late as the 19th
century.47

  It is because wood eventually rots away, or in
the case of tower-houses was in due course
replaced by more substantial masonry, that we
rarely have any evidence of where it had been
used in the first instance.  Documentary proof
is also either conspicuous by its absence, or too
vague ‒ as in the case of the Exchequer Rolls
and Accounts of the Masters of the Royal
Works ‒ to give us precise details of the actual
work carried out.  For example, a rough sketch
of the 14th century David’s Tower at Edin-
burgh Castle, made in 1544, shows the tower
apparently inset half way up, with some inde-
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terminate construction at roof level (Illus. 18);48

but not enough information is given to interpret
the details.  The tower is said to have been over
60ft (18.3m) high.49

Illus. 18.  Edinburgh Castle, 1544 (Detail).
David’s Tower is on the left. © British Library
Board (Cotton MS Augustus, I.ii.56).
Of even earlier date was the gatehouse built at
St. Andrews Castle in 1336, after the earlier
castle had been destroyed during the Wars of
Independence.50  There are no details of the
original construction, but the lowest level of the
1336 tower and its vaulted pend have survived
behind the present Fore Tower (Illus. 19),
which was built in front of it only some fifty
years later.51  The question that arises is: If the
1336 gatehouse ‒ which may have been built in
a hurry ‒ was not partly constructed of timber,
why was it necessary to replace it so soon
afterwards with yet another?

Illus. 19. St. Andrews Castle: inside Fore Tow-
er, with foundations of side walls and vault of
earlier gatehouse in foreground.
  Another type of stronghold that may have
employed timber for one or more upper floors
was the ‘hall-house’.  Little is known of these

buildings. Few have been identified, and, as
already stated, they were not even classified as a
separate category until comparatively recent
times.  Basically, hall-houses can be seen as
towers laid on their sides, with one or two cham-
bers on just two levels; but they varied enor-
mously even in such simple details.  Some were
clearly defensive, and at least one, Rait in Nairn-
shire, was not.52 Morton in Nithsdale, on the
other hand, which is vast and incorporates some
massive 13th century features, such as the gate-
house, on an older site, clearly belongs to several
periods, and ultimately became a summer retreat
or hunting lodge.53  These are isolated examples
of very individual buildings, and although they
might have had an upper floor or garret of tim-
ber, now lost, in their cases this is unlikely.
  Slightly more common, and more typical of
the simpler type of hall-house, are those that
were found along Scotland’s western and north-
ern seaboards.  Christopher Tabraham, in his
book about the strongholds along these coasts,
identifies five examples: Skipness54 and
Ardtornish55 in Argyll; Lochranza on Arran;56

Aros on Mull;57 and the Bishop’s Palace in
Kirkwall.58  All of these had a simple floor-
plan, and any or all of them could have em-
ployed timber to provide an additional floor for
the living quarters of the family or their retain-
ers.  There was no vaulting. What is lacking is
tangible evidence, due to later improvements
involving substantial structural changes.

One of the simplest of these hall-houses was
Skipness Castle on the Kintyre peninsula,
looking across the Kilbrannan Sound to the Isle
of Arran and Lochranza Castle.  Originally a
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simple two-storey building, measuring approx-
imately 56ft (17.1m) by 36½ft (11.1m), it is
believed to have been built by Dougall Mc-
Sween early in the 13th century.  Lochranza is
also believed to have been his work, thus giv-
ing Dougall control of the sea around Kilbran-
nan Sound and  the Sound of Bute, as well as
access to Loch Fyne and the hinterland beyond.
Whether or not Skipness originally had an up-
per storey of timber, the wall-head, such as it
was, was evidently replaced by a second floor
of stone when the huge curtain wall and two
additional towers were added to enclose the site
c.1300 (Illus. 20).  There is no evidence of an
original internal stair, so presumably the hall
was reached either by ladder or a forestair.

Illus. 21.  Lochranza Castle (Conjectural First
Floor Plan).
  Lochranza Castle was slightly larger, measur-
ing some 66ft (20.1m) by 35ft (10.7m), with a
wing, measuring almost 16ft (4.9m) square (Il-
lus 21).  It was presumably slightly later in date,
as it had the added refinement of two entrances,
linked by straight flights of stairs within the
north and east walls.  The lower entrance, which
gave access to the basement and prison in the
wing, was strongly reinforced with two doors59

with drawbars, and a further door at the foot of
the stairs, while the upper door, which was in the
north wall and some 7ft above the ground, ad-
mitted directly to the mural stair and three fur-
ther doors.  The latter entrance, which was
reached by a ladder or forestair, was replaced in
the 16th century by a new entrance at ground
level in the south wall and a substantial wheel-
stair serving all floors (Illus. 21).60

  Another two hall-houses in this group were
Ardtornish Castle in Morvern and Aros Cas-
tle on the opposite shore of the Sound of Mull.
Ardtornish, which measures roughly 75ft (23m)
by 49ft (15m), is now very ruinous.  It is be-
lieved to have been built by the MacRuaries
sometime in the 13th century.  Like the other
hall-houses, there was no vaulting, just timber
joists to support the upper floor, or floors.
Aros, which measured about 83ft (25.3m) by
41ft (12.5m), is also very ruinous.  It was reput-
edly an early stronghold of the MacDougalls of
Lorn, but after their fall at the hands of Bruce in
1308 it passed to the MacDonalds, Lords of the
Isles, and became one of their principal  strong-
holds.  Both these castles had an array of out-
buildings to accommodate their fellow
clansmen and services.61

Illus. 22.  The Bishop’s Palace, Kirkwall, Ork-
ney. (After MacGibbon and Ross).
  The fifth of these hall-houses was the Bishop’s
Palace at Kirkwall, in the Orkney Islands.  How-
ever, it has no affinity with the Scottish castles,
having been built by the Norwegian Earl
Rӧgnvald for Bishop William the Old in 1137, at
the same time as he founded the adjacent
cathedral.62  The palace was a long, thin building,
measuring some 92ft (28m) by 26ft (7.9m).  It
subsequently fell into ruin, before being restored
by Bishop Reid in the 16th century. It was he
who added vaulting in the basement and the large
round tower at the NW corner.
  An interesting early stronghold in the West
March of the Scottish Borders was Castlemilk.
A somewhat stunted tower built by the Stewarts
in the 14th or 15th centuries, it stood on the
remains of a motte-and-bailey castle built by
the Bruces early in the 12th century. Little
would be known about its architecture, if it
wasn’t for ‘The Platte of Castlemilk’,63 a
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mapped survey of Annandale and the sur-
rounding area made by an English spy for the
Protector Somerset in 1547.  This not only
shows a rough sketch of the castle itself, but it
also gives an estimate of its principal dimen-
sions (Plate 4).  These relate that the ‘tower’
was built on a motte “on heitht fyfety yerdis &
abuf” (50 yards or 150ft high, or thereabouts),
and was itself “on heitht xj yerd” (11 yards or
33ft high).  It was also estimated to be “in breid
xj yer” (11 yards wide), with the front wall “in
thikness two yerds half” (2½ yards or 7ft 6in
thick).  The side wall had “lenth xj yerdis”
(presumably the same depth as the front wall);
but it also had “on breid vj yerd”, where
‘breadth’ is hard to explain.64  The ‘castle’
evidently comprised just two storeys, with the
entrance at first floor level and a wooden lad-
der for access.  To one side of it, there is a fair
sized window with interlaced iron bars in the
Scottish manner,65 while the only apertures
shown in the side wall are vertical arrow-slits
of a rare type, if taken literally. At the wall-
head there is a parapet walk, and within it a
pitched roof.  This is one early castle, where
there is no indication of any other timber work.
It is the ultimate progression from a timber
tower on a motte, to a part-stone tower, and
finally to an abbreviated all-stone tower,66 per-
haps the most weight in this instance that the
motte itself was deemed capable of bearing.
  Despite Castlemilk’s relatively small size –
smaller on plan than Spedlins, for example -,
there are records in the 16th century of consid-
erable garrisons being posted there, so how
were they accommodated?  One must conclude
that, like the western castles of Ardtornish and
Aros, there must have been various secondary
buildings, including some of timber, of which
there is now neither trace nor record.

______________________

Although the use of timber for the upper floors
of tower-houses seems to have gone out of
fashion by the end of the 15th century, or in
some instances a little later, this method of
construction ‒ sometimes irreverently called
“Stockbroker Tudor” today ‒ had a renaissance

at the end of the 19th century, when some of the
leading architects of the Arts and Craft Move-
ment decided to revive it.67

______________________
POSTSCRIPT

The writer’s attention has been drawn to an
interesting old house in North Street, St. An-
drews.  Known as “The Old Sea Box”, it started
life before the Reformation and is reputed to be
one of the earliest properties in the town.  It
originally comprised a single small room, or
basement, built of small pieces of rubble, above
which there was a first floor built entirely of
timber.  This latter room was reached from an
outside stone stair.
  After the Reformation, when the cathedral start-
ed to be demolished, larger stones were taken
from it to replace the timber of the upper storey.
Since then the house has been progressively en-
larged and modernised, but the two earliest phases
of masonry can still be clearly seen.

Notes
1 The fireplace itself is a later replacement.
2 Early drawings show oval gun-loops on either

side of the new entrance (Cardonnel, ‘Spedling’s
Castle’; Adams, No. 3 - listed in the NMRS 50th
Anniversary ‘Guide to the Collections, 1991), but
these loops disappeared long ago.

3 The steps here have a bottle-nosed tread, indic-
ative of the late 16th century.

4. See Stell, 134-7.
5 Goodall 2011, 58.
6 Ibid, 53.
7 Lawrie, No. LIV.
8 McNeill and MacQueen, 430.
9 The lands of Applegarth were granted by Bruce

to one Ingebald, and it is likely that he was the
builder of the motte in the 12th century.

10 See Nisbet, 146, 147, 148, 222.
11 RCAHMS 1920, No. 13.
12 Maxwell-Irving 1994, 433-454.
13 Zeune, 38, 80.
14 Reding, 3-8.
15 Spalding Club,  III, 292.
16 Ibid.
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17 Greig, 423-456.
18 Because of Drum’s importance on the route

north, it is presumed that there had been “a
building of some strength” here since at least
the 12th century, but not the present tower
(Greig, op cit, 424).

19 RMS II, No. 59.
20 Pringle, 94.
21 ERS VII, 452, 477-8, 498, 525; VIII, 143, 477.
22 By this time, the Crown felt that security was no

longer a major consideration.
23 See Maxwell-Irving 2014, Fig. 1.23.
24 CSG Vol. 20 (2006-7), 121-3.
25 Ibid., 102-3.
26 Its partially ruinous state revealed many chang-

es that would not otherwise have been exposed.
27 For further details see Maxwell-Irving 2014,

16, and Plates 1.1 - 1.3 and 7.51.
28 RMS I, No. 193.
29 RCAHMS, 1933, No. 606.
30 Bain II, 1481.
31 For details, see Maxwell-Irving 2014, 56 and

149.
32 The slit-windows in the south and east walls

were modified in the 16th century to make them
‘look’ as if they were splayed gun-loops, which
they are not (see plan).

33 Sir John Maxwell, 4th Lord Herries (d.1582),
was one of the most important noblemen of his
age in the Western Marches.  As well as holding
high office for the maintenance of law and order,
he also rebuilt the massive stronghold of Hod-
dom Castle and the towers at Terregles, Annan
and Lochar.  No doubt his family’s wealth helped
pay for the rebuilding of Amisfield.

34 For details, see Maxwell-Irving 2014, 149-151,
and associated illustrations.

35 L & P XIX, Part 2, Nos. 191, 625.
36 Border Papers I, No. 321.
37 Scottish Papers XIII, No.778.
38 In 1485/6, Gavin granted the “manerium”

(manor-place) of Elshieshields to his grandson,
Gavin (RMS II, No. 1661).

39 During refurbishment in 1966, a window was
found to have been inserted into the original
doorway, which, together with its threshold was
found still in situ (testimony of Sir Steven Run-
ciman, the then owner).  The window was prob-

ably inserted when the new entrance and  stair
wing were added in the 16th century (Illus. 17).

40 Armorial panels are very rare in the Borders
before the latter half of the 16th century.

41 It was not impossible for the drains to have been
inserted later.

42 See Maxwell-Irving 2014, 147 and Note 604 for
further details.

43 See Maxwell-Irving 2014, Plate 2.26 for de-
tailed plans.

44 Naismith, 60.  Prior to this, timber remained the
main material for walls.

45 In Italy, the use of massive foundations and
walls at basement level were necessary to sup-
port the weight of their tall towers as early as
the 11th century.

46 For example, fires were recorded in Stirling,
Linlithgow, Cupar and Aberdeen in the 15th
century (Naismith, 75).  There were also serious
fires in Dumfries in 1504, 1691 and 1701 (Mc-
Dowall 1986, 547, Dum 20),

47 Naismith, Plate 7; Lynch et al, 73.
48 Detail from a sketch map of Edinburgh made in

1544 (British Library, Cotton MS Augustus
I.ii.56), reproduced by kind permission of the
British Library; RCAHMS 1951, Fig. 59.

49 RCAHMS 1951, 6.
50 RCAHMS 1933, 250.
51 Ibid, Fig. 417.
52 See MacGibbon & Ross, I, 558-561.
53 See Maxwell-Irving 2014, 23-5, Figs. 1.18-21

and Plate 1.8, for details.
54 Tabraham, 45.
55 Ibid, 76.
56 Ibid, 42-47.
57 Ibid, 72.
58 Ibid, 96.
59 Tabraham suggests that the inner door may

have been a yett (Tabraham, 45), albeit a very
early example.

60 The remodelling in the 16th century was under-
taken by the Montgomeries, who by then were
in possession.

61 Tabraham, 75, 76.
62 This is believed to have been one of the earliest

hall-houses to be built in stone in Scotland
(Gifford, 327).  The cathedral was at this time
in the Norwegian archdiocese of Trondheim.
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63 Merriman, M 1967, ‘The Platte of Castlemilk,
1547’, TDGNHAS, 3rd Series, XLIV, 175-181.

64 The thickness of the walls was variously de-
scribed of old as 7ft 6in (2.3m), 9ft (2.74m) and
11ft (3.35m).  See Maxwell-Irving 2000, 97.

65 See Maxwell-Irving 1994, 433-454.
66 In Italy, many of the earliest, tall, mediaeval

towers had to have their tops removed – what
they called  “scapitozzata” – to reduce their
height, because they had become unstable.

67 See Mays, 81-83.
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