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KILDRUMMY CASTLE.
Four things are necessary to the complete
scientific investigation of a medieval castle.
In the first place, the available documentary
evidence must be collected and sifted, particularly in so f a r as it bears upon the origin
and structural development of the fabric, in
the second place, the architectonic characteristics of the building, as already apparent or
revealed by excavation, must be thoroughly
studied: the work of different periods identified by the character of the masonry and the
type of architectural detail, and the affinities
of the plan worked out; so that a. connected
story of the evolution of the building may as
far as possible bo recovered. Thirdly, the
relics unearthed in the course of digging must
be subjected to critical examination, both in
the case of articles turned u p sporadically,
and also when groups of objects are discovered
ill association, such as the broken pottery,
discarded tools, and food refuse found in the
middens or rubbish-dumps of the household.
The pottery gives a clue to the dates of occupation, while the bones yield much valuable
information as to the diet and mode of life
of the inhabitants. Lastly, the general position of the castle must be considered, both
tactically in relation to its immediate environment, and also from a broader or strategic
point of view.
When considered from the
latter standpoint, an early castle is often
found to be sited with reference to some extinct geographical or political feature, such
as the grouping of ancient roads, or the approaches towards one of those older provincial entities t h a t were progressively absorbed into the expanding Scottish kingdom.

So far as concerns Kildrummy, "noblest of
northern castles," I have been applying thisfourfold investigation more or less continuously for a period of some twenty years. It
should, however, be stated that item three in
my list has bulked very slightly in the research: for despite all the excavation that has
taken place the relics recovered have been few
and unimportant.
This is doubtless partly
due to the circumstance that latterly the
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castle had been seldom and scantily occupied
before its final dismantling. Still more, however, is it likely to be due to the fact t h a t excavation has so far been confined mainly to
clearing out the courtyard and exposing the
exterior bases of the walls. A systematic
search of the ditch and of the slopes of Back
Den would probably result in the discovery of
midden deposits likely to cast a flood of light
upon the domestic economy of the castle in
the heyday of its occupation.
Reference is necessary to two previous works
that I have written on the subject: The Castle
of Kildrummy: its Place in Scottish History
and Architecture, published in 1923; and a
paper entitled "A New Survey of Kildrummy
Castle," in the Proceedings of the Society of
Antiquaries of Scotland, vol. lxii. (1927-8), pp.
36-80. In the latter paper will be found particulars of the results attained by excavation
up to the end of 1927.
The present paper
gives an opportunity to discuss anew certain
general aspects of the castle, and also to communicate particulars of the discoveries made
up to the time of the death of the late proprietor, Colonel James Ogston of Kildrummy.
which occurred on 10th March 1931. Since
that date no further work either of excavation
or repair has taken place.

In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries
Kildiummy Castle was the most important
fortress between the Mounth and the Great
Glen. It occupies what in those days was the
strategic centre of the great Celtic province
of Mar, commanding the Old Red Sandstone
pass that leads through between the metamorphic masses of the Correen Hills on the
east flank and the Cabrach on the west. In
the days when the Kings of the Canmore
dynasty were campaigning against Moravia,
this pass offered the most direct northward
access to armies coming from Strathmore
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over the Cairnamounth or the other Mounth
passes to the westward.*
The castle was founded as a royal stronghold† by Gilbert do Moravia, Bishop of Caithness from 1223 to 1245, an ecclesiastical statesman of the highest medieval type, under
whom the pacification of Morayland was finally achieved. That the Norman infiltration
had already reached Kildrummy is shown by
thp remains of a motte or earthwork castle
immediately adjoining the old parish church.
This motte would he abandoned when the
stone castle was built on a new site a mile
to the westward; in the fifteenth century it is
referred to as the mons castri, and between
it and the church was the now vanished villa
or township of Kildrummy, which as early as
1377 had achieved the status of a burgh of
barony.
During the Wars of Independence the castle
played a prominent and stormy role, due
partly to its strategic importance and still
more to the marriage connection between the
Earls of Mar and the royal house of Bruce.
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See my paper on "The Early Castles of Mar"
in Proc. Soc. Ant. Scot., vol. Ixiii. (1928-9), pp.
125-6.
† The essentially royal character of the castle,
and t h a t it was always to be a t the sovereign's
disposal, even though the normal residence of
the Earls or Mar, is made clear by the terms
of the deed in which Edward Balliol as "King
of Scotland" made Kildrummy over to his adherent Sir Richard Talbot, an English knight,
whom ho created "Earl of Mar": "Et aussi
le di chevalier sassent et oblige comme . . . .
par devers le dit Roy Descoce que le dit chastel
de Kyldromy serra tous jours prest au dit Roy
Descoce sans etre denee en nulle besoinge ou
mester que lavant dit Boy ayt en rescept pour
son corps on le dit chastel."—Ant.
Aberdeen
and Banff, vol. iv., pp. 152-3. This contract
between the usurper and his nominee doubtless reproduces the arrangement existing between the legitimate King and the Earl of Mar
as to the latter's tenure of Kildrummy Castle.
Of The Cattle of Kildrummy, pp. 216-7, 228.
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The most famous event in its history a t this
period was its gallant defence by Sir Nigel
Bruce, "miles pulcherrimae
iuventutis,"
in
1306. With the failure of the old Celtic line
of the Mormaeors of Mar, and the consequent
annexation of the Earldom by the Crown in
the fifteenth century, the castle lost much of
its importance, and a f t e r their reinstatement
by Queen Mary in 1565 the Erskine Earls of
Mar preferred mostly t o reside a t Alloa.* Yet
Kildrummy continued a t intervals to figure
upon the stage of national history until the
Rising of 1715, which was launched from
within its walls. Thereafter the Mar estates
were forfeited, and the castle was dismantled
and suffered to become the common quarry of
t h e countryside.
Kildrummy Castle is a great enceinte fortress, conceived in accordance with the highest
design and carried out in the most finished
execution of the thirteenth century, consisting; of lofty and massive curtain walls, enclosing domestic apartments, and defended by
powerful round flanking towers, of which one
is developed on a large scale and forms the
donjon. Neglecting later alterations and additions, the whole castle reveals in all its parts
a remarkable symmetry of lay-out and uniformity in execution.
This uniformity and
symmetry are broken by two disharmonic features.
One is the setting of the chapel,
which overrides the east curtain wall a t an
oblique angle, more or less correct orientation being thereby secured.
Mr C. S. T.
Calder in 1928 put forward the view t h a t this
oblique out-thrusting of the chapel represents an early alteration in design, probably during the erection of the castle.†
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" Cf. J . Macky, A Journey through
Scotland,
in Familiar Letters from a Gentleman
there
to his Friend Abroad, 2nd ed., 1732, p. 116:
"Kildremmy, the ancient seat of the Earls of
Mar, makes a noble appearance above the
River Don; but a s t h a t family have chosen
their residence a t Alloway near Stirling for
some generations I shall say nothing of it
till I come thither."
†NewSurvey, pp. 79-80.

Ba

nf

fs

hi

re

Fi

el

d

C

lu

That his explanation is correct was proved daring the course of repair work carried out on
the chapel later in the same year. It was
then found t h a t on the north side the splicing
of curtain wall t h a t had to be inserted to
close the gap when the chapel was readjusted passes in behind the abutting shoulder
of the chapel gable, so that the splice was
first built and the chapel gable thereafter fitted
against it. On the south side the inner face
of the chapel wall was found to run some five
feet into the stump of the curtain wall over
which it had been carried.
The second disharmonic feature is the large
and elaborate gatehouse of Edwardian date
and North Welsh provenance.
I t does not
seem to have had any precursor, and all the
evidence indicates t h a t the castle had not been
completed until this gatehouse was built during the English occupation about the beginning of the fourteenth century—when also the
double lancet windows with "Caernarvon lintels" were inserted in the north-east tower.*
A notable feature of the plan is the very
great development of the defences on the east
and south sides, whence attack was to be
feared. Here the walls are thick and the
-towers bold and powerful. On the sheltered
west front the walls are thinner and the southwest tower is of relatively low salient.
The builders of the castle would commence
on the north side, upon the steep slope of
Back Den, and would work round the cincture
towards the south, so as to retain always free
access for their materials. Hence the oldest
work is found in the donjon tower and the
north curtain, where the ashlar tends to be
cubical and wide-jointed, showing a Romanesque tradition.
In the other towers the
masonry is close-jointed and lower in the
course. The fine execution and well moulded
plinth found in the north curtain are not
maintained in the other curtains, which lack a
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* On the affinities of the Kildrummy gatehouse
sec my paper on "James de Sancto Georgio"
in Transactions of the Anglesey
Antiquarian
Society and Field Club, 1928, pp. 31-9.
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plinth and are more roughly built in coursed
rubble. This may be tine to subsequent rebuilding. of which the Exchequer Rolls show
that a good deal went on in the fifteenth cen-.
t u r y : or else perhaps the original builders
started off in a more ambitious way than it
was found possible to maintain.
The west
curtain is of very poor masonry, a n d is plainly
an early rebuild in part out of older materials, probably a f t e r the partial destruction of
the castle by the English in 1306. Many of
the stones are bedded on the slope, while
stones en delit are greatly more frequent here
than in any other p a r t of the castle. In this
curtain d a r k red freestone predominates,
whereas elsewhere freestone in two colours,
red and yellow, has been used.
The lapicidarium de Kyndromy,
f r o m which stone for
building work a t the castle was obtained in'
1436, seems to be represented by the old
quarry on the north side of Back Den, now
enlarged and converted into a rock garden".
In the military architecture of England and
France, as it developed during the great
building period of the thirteenth century, we
discern two divergent conceptions, t h a t of the
donjon and t h a t of the gatehouse. The French
engineers clung to the older idea of the donjon, which they elaborated until it assumed
the enormous and sometimes very composite
forms found in the fourteenth century
chateaux of France, such as Beaucaire or
Vincennes or Pierrefonds.
In England, on
the other hand, the donjon began to fall into
disuse from about the middle of the century,
and attention was concentrated on the gatehouse, until this reached the climax of development in the Edwardian castles of Gwynedd.
I t is remarkable t h a t Kildrummv
Castle should combine, and in so striking a
manner, these two divergent conceptions, that
of the donjon and t h a t of the gatehouse. The
internal arrangements of its donjon, as described to us by a writer of 1725, are as distinctly French in character as the gatehouse
is distinctly English.
The donjon contained five dome-vaulted storeys, and in the
apex of each vault was a n oubliette, through
which water was hoisted up from a draw well
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in the base. On the first floor a loopholed
mural gallery ran all round the tower. All
these arrangements reproduce those of the
great donjon of the Chateau de Coucy; and it
is pertinent to remember that Alexander II:,
in whose reign Kildrummy Castle was
founded, was married to a daughter of the
builder of Coucy.
The consolidation of the gatehouse that took
place in the fifteenth century, and the extension of the trance by a barbican, are interesting examples of a development normal at this
period, and duo (in part at least) to fear of
the new bombards against which the older
high-profiled defences were of scant avail. The
arrangements of the barbican, with its pit
spanned by a drawbridge pivoting a t the
middle, so that each half counter-weighed the
other, are well preserved and of much technical interest. It is a form of bridge found
elsewhere in Scotland during this period. fo r
example a t Morton Castle in Nithsdale. Tho
small side-gate, too, is typical of the time, and
may be compared with that in the barbicantower a t Rothesay Castle.
The designations of the seven towers included in the enceinte present some difficulties.
The name Snow Tower, applied to the donjon,
is well authenticated from the beginning of
the seventeenth century onwards.* What is
not so certain is the meaning of the word. It
seems to have some connection with the name
Snawdoun. applied apparently to the castle as
a whole by Archdeacon Barbour in his account of the siege of 1306.
The Hon. R.
Erskine of Mar believes the name to be derived from the Gaelic word snaidhte, meaning
dressed stone, and explains Snawdoun as the
dun or fortress built of hewn stones.† I am
advised that the philology involved in this
explanation is improbable: but certainly the
finely cut ashlar work of the castle had made
a strong impression upon early observers, for

b

97

* See Commissary Maule's description, quoted
below.
† See his article on "The Snow Tower of Kildrummy" in Bon Accord, Sept. 25_, 1926,
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in the fourteenth century map of Scotland,
preserved in the Bodleian Library, Kildrummy
is very distinctly portrayed as. a great building, towered and battlemented, and constructed throughout of jointed stonework.
Two other towers, the Burges Tower and
the Maldis Tower, a r e named in the Exchequer Roll of 1464. Burges m a y be a
variant of the place name now spelt Brux, an
early property of the Forbes family, still in
their possession, near Kildrummy, and it is
possible t h a t this tower obtained its name
through .the Brux Forbeses bping. liable for its
garrison under tenure by castle.-ward. As to
Maldis Tower, it is stated in
Macfarlane's
Genealogical Collections* t h a t a Sir Walter
Maule was made captain of
Kildrummy
Castle in the reign of David I I . , and t h a t
"there yet a tower of t h a t Castle on the East
Quarter next to the Tower called the black
Lardner towards the South is called Maule's
Tower to this day." A parallel to this may
be quoted from Caerphilly Castle in South
Wales, where in 1428 there was a Felton's
Tower, which must have acquired its name
from John de Felton. governor of the Castle
under Edward II.† But a t Kildrummy King
David's governor was not Sir Walter Maule
but Sir Walter Moyne, and Macfarlane's explanation of the name given in the fifteenth
century record as Maldis Tower is therefore
doubtful. The name black Lardner is. elsewhere applied to the kitchen east of the great
hall: in Macfarlane's account it clearly refers
to the north-eastern tower, and Maule's Tower
will therefore be the south-east tower. This
is not in accordance with local tradition,
which I followed in my previous accounts.
The north-east tower is stated to have been
the quarters of the warden or constable. If we
include the square tower-house with crowstepped gables, reared by the first Lord Elphinstone upon the ancient solar, west of the hall
then we obtain the "seaven tours within the

b

98

* Ed. J. T. Clerk (Scot. Hist. Soc.), vol. II.,
p. 137.
† Archaeologia Cambrensis,
(1913), pp. 123-4.
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precinct" which Sir Robert Gordon computed
about 1630. In view of the uncertainty about
the medieval names of the towers it is better
to refer to them simply by, the points of the
compass.
In the summer of 1928 the sunk passage
leading down from the postern gate to the
water in Back Den was excavated. The passage does not enter the castle, but opens on
the small triangular gushet of ground between
the north-east tower, the north curtain, and
the slope. This area was fully commanded
from the parapets and may also have been palisaded. The passage is about 4 feet 6 inches
wide. On the inner side the retaining wall is
battered and consists of thirteen courses of
rather irregular blocks averaging 111/2inches
high by 1 foot 71/8inches long. On the outer
side the wall is of inferior construction in
rubble work low in the course. Twenty-one
steps, not very regularly built, were uncovered, averaging 51/2inches in the rise and
9 inches on the tread. At the bottom of this
flight is a well formed gate, and thereafter the
passage is continued, apparently without steps,
down to the waterside. Here there were some
more steps, traces of which were discovered
when the policies were laid out at the beginning of this century. Old accounts agree that
the passage was vaulted, but of this there is
no sign.
This postern passage figures in a writ which
is preserved in the Craig Castle charter chest.
It is an instrument of sasine in favour of
Francis Gordon, junior of Auchindoir, of the
lands of Contlach and Auchinleith in the Earldom of Mar, dated a t Kildrummy Castle on
an unspecified day in July 1684. Francis Gordon appeared personally before his superior,
the Earl of Mar. and the deed was executed
"in the lower gate on the north side before the
Castle of Kildromy between the eleventh and
twelfth hour of the forenoon."* Why this
" "Acta erant haec in porticu inferiori ex
boreali parte ante castrum de Kildromy horas
inter
undecimam
e
duodecimam
antemeridianas."
(Craig
Castle Charter Chest,
no. 58).
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place should have been chosen as the venue
of the transaction it is 'difficult to guess. The
witnesses were Arthur Forbes of Brux, William
Sinum, squire (armiger) in Kildrummy, Arthur
Thomson "scribe of these presents," and
James Thomson in Towie.
One or two minor details discovered during
the most recent excavations may be noted.
At five courses above the east loophole, on
the first floor of the north-east tower the base
of another fan-tailed loop has been exposed.
As this loop is not on a proper floor level, and
because the masonry above shows no signs of
having been disturbed, it is probable t h a t the
stone was never used for the purpose for which
it was cut.
A second door has now been laid bare near
the west end of the chapel undercroft.
On the highest point of the west curtain, at
39 feet above the foundation level, there remain two steps of a straight stair ascending
northward and conducting apparently from
the parapet walk up to the garderobe chamber
the vent of which is still visible a t the ground
level beside the donjon. The steps are 3 feet
6 inches long, with a rise of 7 inches and a
tread of 11 inches.
Finally it may be noted t h a t very large
quantities of charcoal were found everywhere
in the ancient lime, but t h a t no use had been
made of oyster-shells as pinnings.
I have now ascertained t h a t the carved female face, built into the broken end wall of
the solar,* is modern.
The earliest scientific description of a medieval castle in Scotland, and a t t e m p t to unravel
its architectural history, so f a r as I am aware,
is a remarkable account of the ancient castle
of Panmure, in Angus, drawn up by Robert
Maule, Commissary of St Andrews, in 1611.†
In the course of his discussion the old antiCastle of Kildrummy, pp. 97, 180.
† Printed in Registrum do Panmure,
pendix to Preface, pp. cxliii.-cxlvii.
For a
Plan of Panmure Castle see A. H. Millar, The
Historical Castles and Mansions of Scotland,
p. 260.
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quary cites Kildrummy as a parallel in a very
interesting
passage, herewith reproduced?—
"Thear quhar the drawe wel is, in my
opiuione, hes beine the donion or cheif hows
of the quhole Castel, and hes had the wel in
the ground thearof within the towre, for the
ground of the towre dois seime to heawe cornpassit the sam on al sydis, efter the cowstom
of many of the auld strengthis in Scotland,
for albeit the rest of the C'astel wes vininge,
zit the donion mycht keipe heawine watter at
command. The lyk is to be seine in ane auld
hows belongine to the carle ol' Eglintone, callit
Ardrossene, quhar the wel is in the grownd of
ane towre; as also in the castel of Kildrwmy,
in the grytest towre, callid the Snawe towre,
the wel is withine the sam, I heawe of pwrpos
heir maid mentione ol the hows of Kildrwmy,
for t h a t I do iuge it to heawe beine ane hows
institut for the lyk pwrpos, and quhais bulderes a r also oncertane. Fwrder, the downcastine and demolishine of the ane and the wther
wes not f a r distant, zit, in my opinion, the
hows of Panmor is swmquhat elder, for the
barmekine of Kildrumy on the sowthe quarter
is almaist of syk ane kynd of stone as t h a t of
Panmore, bot it is not neir so mikil worne,
nather is the lyme so earthly rottine and
dowstie."
This comparison in masonry between the two
castles seems to have been apt enough, for
Maule describes Panmure to have been built
"al of g r y t square stone, quhilk is ane argwment of the streuthe of t h a t age, or rather
g r y t engine [skill] to heawe conuoyed sa gryt
and weightie stons sik ane bight." It is interesting to note t h a t he describes the curtain
walls of Panmure as "battellit bothe withine
and withowt," in language identical with that
used about Kildrummy by Barbour in his account of the siege of 1306:—
. . . . "the wall
That a t t h a t tym wes batallit ail
Within, rycht as it wes with-out."*
This suggests t h a t Barbour, like Maule, was

The Bruce, bk. iv., lines 134-5. (Ed.—W. M.
Mackenzie, p. 61.).
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describing a stout: parapet ou either side of
the wall-head, r a t h e r t h a n a temporary hoarding or timber defence. At Kildrummy the only
remaining portion of the c u r t a i n parapet
is between the chapel and the south-east
tower. I had a n opportunity to examine this
when the scaffolding was u p in October 1929.
The front p a r a p e t is well preserved and rises
flush from the wall: but unfortunately the
wall-head behind is so ruined t h a t it is impossible to say whether t h e r e had been a rear
parapet or not. The m a t t e r is of no significance in relation to Barbour's account, as the
upper p a r t of this curtain has clearly been
rebuilt.
Maule's reference to the "douncastine and
demolishine" of t h e two castles alludes to their
fate in the Wars of Independence—he holding
the view t h a t P a n m u r e Castle, with other
strongholds garrisoned by the English in the
Mearns and Angus, was destroyed by Sir Andrew de Moray in 1338. In either case, of
course, the dismantling was partial and the
castle was reconditioned and occupied again
thereafter.
An instructive subject of comparison with
Kildrummy Castle is offered by t h e neighbouring and contemporary castle of Coull, in tlie
Howe of Cromar.* Coull Castle was built by
the powerful family of Durward as the headquarters of the great lordship which they had
carved out of t h e southern p a r t of Mar during
the reign of Alexander I I . I t may therefore
in some sense be regarded as the rival of Kildrummy. The situation of the two castles is
very similar, and the general design is much
the same. But Coull strikes us a t once as being no more than a kind of vernacular copy of
Kildrummy. The latter is clearly a royal fortress, erected to subserve national ends, and its
provenance, as we have seen, is probably to
be sought in France. Coull on the other hand
is the local stronghold of an important baron;
and although it has been a building of considerable size and no small architectural pre-

* For a full description of Coull Castle see my
paper in Proc. Soc. Ant. Scot., vol. Iviii.
(1923-4), pp. 45-99.
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tensions, it is altogether a more home-grown
thing.
Writing of Ludlow Castle, "the glory of the
middle marches of Wales," the late Mr George
T. Clark described it as "a noble specimen of
military, palatial, and even ecclesiastical
architecture, of high antiquity and of historic
fame."* On the humbler scale of things this
side of the Tweed, these words are perhaps not
unapplicable to Kildrummy. Certainly the
view of its north front, seen from across Back
Den or from the terrace of the modern house,
is one of the most impressive of its kind in
Scotland. It is strange that so famous a ruin
has found no artist of note to interpret its
majesty.
W. DOUGLAS SIMPSON.
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