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An introduction to Scotland’s castles and fortified houses

Scotland is a country as rich in castles and fortified houses as any other in Europe. They range in date from the twelfth to the seventeenth centuries, and in size and complexity from the great royal fortresses at Edinburgh and Stirling, to the fortified houses of humble bonnet lairds (distinct from nobles and lairds in that they worked the land themselves, alongside their servants). This book is your guide to some of these structures. Almost 140 castles and fortified houses are included, selected because they have something of interest surviving today, and also because they are publicly accessible.

The castle was introduced into Scotland in the early twelfth century by the sons of Malcolm III. Most were motte castles (or motte-and-bailey castles), built mainly of timber on raised mounds (mottes) of earth.

The thirteenth century was, without doubt, Scotland’s golden age as far as castles go. Great stone enclosure castles (sometimes called curtain-walled castles because their imposing encircling walls were drawn around the castle complex like a curtain) were built across the land, both by the kings and by the major aristocratic families. These mighty barons had huge households, numbering in excess of 200 people, and required large castles to house them all. Castle Sween, built c.1200 by Sven the Red, founder of the MacSween clan, is the oldest stone castle standing in Scotland today, whilst Bothwell (de Moray family), Caerlaverock (de Maxwell family), and Duart (MacLean family) are just as awesome today as they were way back then.

Those baronial families not quite so high up the social ladder built castles reflecting their less exalted status. We call these hall castles, because the focus of their castle life was centred on the feasting hall, generally located on the first floor above a storage undercroft. Few survive intact today – the best is Morton – but good examples can be found incorporated into later tower houses (e.g. Lochranza).

The Wars of Independence with England (1296–1356) had a profound effect on the political landscape of Scotland, as old baronial families disappeared, e.g. Balliol and Comyn, and new ones took their place, e.g. Campbell and Douglas. A new form of castle also appeared, centred on a lofty stone tower house; hence the tower-house castle. These could be five storeys high and more – Threave, one of the first, is equivalent in height to a ten-storey block of flats. The lofty tower was not a new concept – the oldest stone castle in Scotland, Cubbie Roo’s Castle, built by a Viking jarl (chieftain) c.1145, was a modest tower – but the Scottish tower house that emerged after the Wars of Independence completely dominated the surrounding castle buildings, and functioned more truly as a private family home.

These early tower houses had massively thick walls and were usually rectangular on plan, e.g. Drum. Orchardton was the only circular tower house. During the fifteenth century, the walls got thinner and grew extensions (called jambs), generally to house the stair. Most castles had one jamb, e.g. Neidpath; hence the L-plan. A few had two, e.g. Borthwick, whilst Crookston and Hermitage, uniquely, had four.

There is a select group of royal residences dating from the reigns of the first five Jameses (1406–1542) that are called palaces. They are more like elegant manor houses, not in the least defensible; even the great bulwark added to Linlithgow Palace by James IV c.1500, was all show. Their existence reminds us too that there were many smaller manor houses dotted about the country, built mostly of wood, that were likewise not defensive – even their water-filled moats were intended only to keep out wolves and other wild beasts! (None of these moated sites is included in this book, as scarcely anything can be seen above ground today.)

Meanwhile, most noblemen continued their love affair with the tower-house castle. Through the sixteenth century and well into the seventeenth century, many hundreds were built the length and breadth of the land (which is why they dominate the book). They came in all shapes and sizes – square ones, rectangular ones, some with one jamb, some with two, three, or more, forming on plan various letters of the alphabet – Ls, Ts, Zs, and Es, and variations of these. This proliferation is largely due to the Reformation of 1560, which resulted in church lands passing into private hands, mostly former monastery tenants. The tower houses they built were as much statements of wealth and power as the great castles and towers of an earlier age; the only difference was scale.

There are a handful of castles built around 1600 that did not have a tower house as their chief focus, but where the buildings were more equally ranged around a central courtyard; hence the term courtyard castle. Whereas earlier castles with courtyards (e.g. Crichton) resulted from subsequent changes to the original scheme, these later courtyard castles were designed as such from the outset. They are rare, and not truly representative. They signal in effect the demise of the Scottish castle and fortified house, and point to a newer, more residential style of noble living.

The medieval castle was a product of military feudalism, whereby lords held their land from the Crown in return for providing military service – e.g. one mounted knight or six archers. By 1603, when James VI of Scotland became also James I of England, that was no longer the case. During the seventeenth century, castles became a thing of the past, and great country houses, often called castles but not in the least defensive, took their place, e.g. Drumlanrig, built c.1680.

Certain castles are hard to categorize. The Castle of Old Wick and Cubbie Roo’s Castle, for example, are exceedingly rare examples of twelfth-century tower-house castles built on lands that were under Norwegian rule. Dumbarton and Roxburgh were later extensively altered as artillery forts.

Most of the castles featured in this book are generally open to visitors (for example tourist attraction or hotel) and this is shown in the description for each castle by a green square. [image: image] However, there are a handful which are normally best viewed from outside (may be privately owned) and this is depicted by an orange square. [image: image]

Where the property has notable gardens or grounds, this is also shown with the following symbol [image: image].

The inclusion of a castle or fortified house in the book does not imply a right of access. The access categories are intended only as a general guide to visitor access. Castles managed by Historic Environment Scotland (formerly Historic Scotland), shown with the following symbol [image: image] and the National Trust for Scotland, shown with this symbol [image: image] are generally open to visitors throughout the year. Tourist attraction opening and closing times, and other details, often change. It is always advisable to check with the attraction in advance. Telephone numbers and websites, where available, are listed in the property description.


Aberdour Castle

Easter Aberdour, Burntisland, Fife

01383 860519 | www.historicenvironment.scot

HALL CASTLE / TOWER-HOUSE CASTLE[image: image]

A fine tower-house castle of the Douglas Earls of Morton, begun in the fourteenth century but thereafter greatly altered and extended. Much of the surviving ruin dates from the time of James Douglas, the 4th Earl, who as Regent Morton wielded great power in the 1570s until his execution in 1581 for his alleged part in the murder of Lord Darnley, Mary Queen of Scots’s second husband. He was largely responsible for the fine terraced gardens here on the south side. Morton’s title deeds refer to the ‘castle, fortalice, manor, mills, fishery, township, woods, parks, gardens, orchards, doocots and warrens’, a perfect description of a castle in James VI’s Scotland. Almost lost in the ruins are the remains of one of Scotland’s oldest masonry castle structures – a tower-keep built in the twelfth century by the de Mortimers, Norman incomers from England. The adjacent parish church of St Fillans was their handiwork too. By 1725 the crumbling castle had been abandoned by the Douglases in favour of a new mansion nearby, Cuttlehill (now Aberdour House).
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Alloa Tower

Alloa, Clackmananshire, central Scotland

01259 211701 | www.nts.org.uk

TOWER-HOUSE CASTLE[image: image]

The Erskines, Earls of Mar, were among the great Scottish aristocratic families, and Alloa Tower was one of their chief seats. David II granted the estate to his chamberlain, Sir Robert Erskine, in 1368. The great rectangular tower was probably built a century later. Four storeys and a garret high, it is topped by a crenellated (notched) parapet, with open ‘rounds’ at each corner. It was much altered by his descendants, particularly internally, and added to externally. There was once a large courtyard with ancillary buildings ranged around it; the triangle-shaped creases visible on this south side indicate where some of their roofs once were. By far the finest feature externally was an elaborate designed landscape, added by the 6th Earl c.1700. He fled into exile in 1716, following his failed attempt to seat James VIII & III on the throne of Great Britain. A fire in 1800 led to wholesale demolition, but the tower itself survived, not as a residence but as a feature of antiquarian interest amid the fast-expanding burgh of Alloa.
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Arbuthnott House

Arbuthnott, Inverbervie, Aberdeenshire

01561 320417 | www.arbuthnott.co.uk

TOWER-HOUSE CASTLE[image: image]

Arbuthnott has been the home of the Arbuthnotts since Duncan ‘de Aberbuthnot’ built the first castle c.1200. Fragments of it are entombed in the present building. What stands today began as a hall house built c.1420 by Hugh, the 9th laird, then extended by Robert, the 12th laird, c.1475–90, further tinkered with by Andrew, 15th laird, in 1588, then gutted and modernized by Robert, 20th laird, in the 1680s. What we see at this entrance front today was largely created by John, 22nd laird, in the 1750s, to provide symmetry to a group of disconnected buildings.
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