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St. Andrews Castle. The Fore Tower, one of the oldest parts of the castle, originally housing the castle’s
entrance, was much rebuilt 1385-1401. The entrance was moved to its present position in the 1500s. Top
right is part of the slot or ‘rainure’ to house one of the two gaffs for the bascule drawbridge. (See p. 39.)
THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP JOURNAL NO 27: 2013-14

35

CSG Annual Conference - Stirling - April 2013 - St Andrews Castle

ABOVE: St Andrews Castle from the south.
Drawing from MacGibbon and Ross.
BELOW LEFT: Plan, from MacGibbon & Ross.
St. Andrews Castle
The castle stands on a headland projecting into St.
Andrews Bay. Steep cliffs protect it along the north
and west sides and a great ditch cut through solid
bedrock defined the defensive circuit on the landward side to the south and west. Little of the original
12th and 13th century castle remains. More survives
of the castle as rebuilt by Bishop Traill around 1390,
most obviously the lofty fore tower. Much of what
is visible today dates from the 16th century.
The Fore Tower is an imposing 4 storey gate-tower
built at the same time that Albany was developing
Doune. In its lowest courses there is 12th and 13th
century masonry embedded, which probably includes the vaulted gate-passage. The entrance was
protected by a portcullis and a two-leafed door, in
front of which was a drawbridge spanning the ditch.
Slots for the lifting mechanism can still be seen,
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ABOVE: A view of the castle from the south, as it may have appeared in the early 1400s, rebuilt by Bishop
Traill. Reproduced courtesy of and © Historic Scotland. BELOW: The entrance front today, with the new
16th century Renaissance entrance piercing the south curtain. The two floors above the south entrance were
created by Archbishop Hamilton in the 1550s to serve as his state apartments (hall and private chambers).
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St. Andrews Castle. Illustration of the Mine and Counter-Mine of the Great Siege of 1546-7. From the 1968
HMSO guidebook by Stewart Cruden, then an Ancient Monuments Inspector. The shafts are still open for
inspection. Only short thin visitors should try it.
though the left-hand ‘gaff’ - beams for raising and
lowering the drawbridge - has been removed to
facilitate the insertion of a central window. (The
original arrangement is illustrated on p. 58 of the
2010 guidebook, as it may have appeared in
c.1400). Such bascule drawbridges are rare - only
four others are known in Scotland - Bothwell, Dalhousie, Tulliallan and Linlithgow Palace, all dating
from about 1400-50 [see also Linlithgow and pp.
149-50]. When the entrance was relocated the gatetower was blocked up and all the rooms converted
into accommodation. This appears to have taken
place in the early 1500s. There are some features of
the castle comparable to Doune of the 1390s-1400s,
but it is believed that the chapel was directly adjacent, east of the gate-tower, rather than the great
hall. Other interesting features of the castle include:
the blockhouse; the sea and kitchen towers; the
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bottle dungeon in the Sea Tower and the chapel
range along the south. Much has been ruined, rebuilt and ruined again, but there is much to see. the
complex probably reached its peak in the 1550s,
and an interesting illustration of how it may have
appeared at that time is included in this summary.
The Sea Tower & the Pit Prison
The sea tower was largely reconstructed ion the
sixteenth century. on the ground floor, which probably dates from the time of Traill (1390s+), are two
chambers. the eastern chamber was a prison cell
without windows, ventilated by a narrow slot
through the eastern wall. In the floor of the cell is
a circular opening - the door - of the pit beneath,
known as the Bottle Dungeon on account of its
shape. Hollowed out of solid rock, it is one of the
most remarkable examples of the dark and uncom-
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ABOVE: St. Andrews Castle. The circular opening to the ‘bottle dungeon’. BELOW: Section of the ‘pit
prison’ taken from the 1958 HMSO Guidebook. It is not clear when, exactly, the ‘pit prison’ was dug.
passionate prisons found in many old Scottish castles. The depth of the pit is 24 feet and it is about
15 feet wide at the bottom. ‘In this place’, says
John Knox, ‘many of God’s children were imprisoned’. Among them were George Wishart, (1546)
John Roger, and many others, who suffered for
their religious faith or political opinion in this
unwholesome pit. Whilst the Sea Tower was rebuilt in the late 14th century, it could be on preexisting foundations and the bottle dungeon might
be 13th century.
Blockhouse Ruins
Remains of one of the two early circular gun-towers or blockhouses added in the 1520s or 30s at the
outer angles of the south-east and south-west corners of the inner courtyard (i.e. the landward side).
Little remains of either but the SW tower can be
traced. The SE tower has since collapsed into the
sea. They replaced rectangular corner towers of
Bishop Trail’s castle of c. 1400.
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St. Andrews Castle. The entrance to the besieger’s mine, just to the east of the Fore Tower. View looking
south, beyond the south curtain, to the outside of the castle.
The Mine & Countermine
Beyond the east range is the entrance to the mine and
countermine, evidence of the ingenuity of 16th century
siege engineering. Of great interest is the contrast
between the form of the two mines, dug in 1546 and
how they met. The siege lasted more than a year and
the intention was to undermine the fore tower to bring
it down. The mine itself is a spacious stepped corridor
high and wide enough for pack animals to be used for
the removal of rock. Whilst the start of the operation
would have been visible from the castle battlements
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(see image above), the only clues the defenders had
as to the route of the mine were the position of the
entrance and the sound of underground digging. Two
unsuccessful attempts were made to intercept and
these shafts can be seen either side of the entrance
pend to the west of the fore tower. The third attempt
was successful after some effort-wasting meandering. The countermine is cramped and claustrophobic,
hinting at the desperation in quickly finding the mine.
The besiegers were eventually repelled. The mines
lay undiscovered until 1879 when the foundations for
a new house were dug nearby.
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ABOVE: St. Andrews Castle. A view of the castle from the south, as it may have appeared in the 1550s. Image
from the on-site display panel. The new gatehouse block (3) between the blockhouse (1, left) and the old
blocked-up gate-tower (right, showing no windows) housed high-status accommodation built by Archbishop
Hamilton. BELOW: The chapel and remains of the loggia.
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