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Blackness Castle. View from the north-east. ‘The ship that never sailed’. Image reproduced courtesy of
West Lothian Archaeology (John Wells, and the late Rosie Wells).
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Blackness Castle. The ground floor plan. The plan was re-
drawn by Jonathan Oldenbuck, based on the 1982 HMSO
guidebook, ‘Blackness Castle’ by Iain MacIvor. Reproduced
here under the wikipedia Creative Commons license.
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Blackness Castle
The little cove of Blackness is the best natural
harbour on the south side of the Firth of Forth west
of Queensferry. In the Middle Ages it was the only
feasible position for a seaport to serve the royal
burgh of Linlithgow, about four miles inland. Ships
are first mentioned as loading and unloading at
Blackness in the year 1200. A castle at Blackness
however is not mentioned until 1449. The evidence
suggests that the castle was built in the 1440s on the
site of the castle that exists today. By then the
barony had passed into the possession of the Crich-
tons. Blackness Castle was built, then, as a resi-
dence for the powerful Crichton family. Sir George
Crichton, was once Admiral of Scotland, and broth-
er of the Chancellor of Scotland. From this period
comes the basic ‘ship that never sailed’ shape -
bow, stern, side curtain walls and two main towers

- South (or Stern) and Main (or central)
tower. It gives the impression of a vessel
stranded on a rocky shore. Since then it has
had a chequered history. It was seized by
James II a few years after it was completed
(in 1453) and remained in Crown owner-
ship initially as a garrison fort and State
prison until the 1707 Treaty of Union. The
castle’s buildings have all been altered
over the succeeding years. The two main
towers and curtain wall were heightened in
the 16th century and its walls were thick-
ened from 1.5 to 5.5 metres (1540s). The
stem tower was shortened in 1693. The
defensive spur on the west side of the
castle was added in the 16th century and
the ancillary buildings outside the curtain
belong to a redevelopment in the 1870s.
The iron yett, placed at the principal en-
trance-gate through the Spur looks to pre-
date its 1693 date (guidebook), and was
probably relocated here from the earlier
blocked entrance in the  east wall.

The strengthened Blackness of the 1540s
is of great interest in the story of the devel-
opment of fortification to take account of
artillery. It had none of the subtlety of the
elaborate systems worked out in Italy,
which were just beginning to penetrate to
the rest of Europe: at Blackness a ‘great
brute mass of masonry’ confronted bom-
bardment with defensive guns positioned
to give all round firepower. Similar ideas
of defence had first appeared in Scotland in
the blockhouse of Dunbar Castle, complet-

ed for the Regent of Scotland some 20 years earlier
(1520s), and then at Tantallon Castle in a scheme of
strengthening undertaken at the same time as these
new works at Blackness. Modifications seem to have
gone on into the 1560s in the reign of James V’s
daughter Mary Queen of Scots.  Blackness held out
in support of Mary from the time of her abdication in
1567 until 1573, with the garrison harrying ships in
the Forth and raiding the opposite shores of Fife. The
castle was eventually blockaded but not formally
besieged and was in the end captured by a trick.

Siege did not come until 1650 during the conquest of
Scotland by Oliver Cromwell’s army. The place was
bombarded by land and sea with most damage being
done by a battery emplaced on the high ground to the
south. When the castle surrendered it was left in ruin
by the English and was not restored until the 1660s.
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ABOVE: Blackness Castle. 1806. ‘ View from the north-east. The central or ‘main mast’ tower, built in the
1440s. The staircase turret in the nose of the tower was added in 1667.  From ‘The Beauties of Scotland’, R.
O. Forsyth, Vol 3, opp. p. 522.

BELOW: View from the north east today, with a number of interior buildings removed since the engraving.
The central tower (1440s) shows evidence of heightening. The corbel table and parapet sit above an original
line of crenellations now immured in the masonry.
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ABOVE:  East View of Blackness Castle. Ink wash on paper Date: 1775. King George III Topographical Col-
lection Shelfmark: Ktop L Item number: 61.2.a.  © British Library. Reproduced with thanks.

BELOW:  The South (Stern) Tower (right). The patch of lighter coloured stone (right of the gun holes) shows
the repair of major damage caused by the 1650 siege. Below the  window are the fossilized remains of the ear-
lier 15th century parapet. (See Guidebook, 1982, p. 9). To the left is the 16th century spur, heightened in 1693.
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Blackness Castle. View of the upper storey of the Spur. The 16th century Spur was originally approached by
a drawbridge over a rock-cut ditch, now filled-in. The spur had two functions: to provide a new heavily
defended entrance replacing the vulnerable east gate (see over), and to provide a wing battery to supplement
the fire-power of the south tower. The spur was altered and raised in height in 1693 when the round turret
and large square embrasures on each side of it were built.
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ABOVE: Blackness Castle, from MacGibbon &Ross. The East curtain in the 1880s. Note the altered roofline
to the central tower compared to today.

BELOW: East curtain today with outer buildings (of the 1870s) removed, revealing the original east entrance
into the castle - the large hole in the wall - far left - which is in fact blocked up.
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ABOVE: Within the Spur. The original (pre-1693)
yett, a latticed iron gate (cut down?), opening in-
wards behind an inward opening door, is still in
place. ABOVE RIGHT: Geoffrey Stell, our site
guide, addressing the CSG at a cold but sunny
Blackness.
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