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Priory Doocot, Crail 
Fife 
 
Community Excavation, Building Recording and Monitoring 
 
 
Executive Summary  
 
Addyman Archaeology was commissioned by The Crail Preservation Society to undertake a 
programme of archaeological works as part of a project to restore Priory Doocot, Crail.  As part of a 
Heritage Lottery Funded project the archaeological works involved members of the local community 
in the excavations.  Three trenches were excavated, assisted by volunteers and local school children.  
Trenches 1 and 2 were located outside the doocot and demonstrated that the building was built directly 
on top of the bedrock, with a drainage channel cut through the bedrock to the north and west.  Trench 
3 was excavated down to the bedrock floor of the building and revealed a circular shallow depression 
which would have held the base for the potence ladder, located in the centre of the floor.  A large 
number of finds were recovered during the excavations; these were mostly found within the topsoil, 
however several fragments of early green-glazed pottery were recovered from the fill of the channel 
cut into the bedrock.  Further monitoring during ground clearance and excavation showed that the 
channel did not continue entirely around the building.  It was also clear that the existing stepped ramp 
at the front of the building was not contemporary with the building of the doocot.   
 
A detailed photographic record was made of the interior and exterior of the doocot before and after the 
cement harl was removed.  The structure was also surveyed using a laser scanner to produce detailed 
survey drawings and a three-dimensional record of the interior and exterior. 
  
 
1. Introduction  
 
i. General 
 
Addyman Archaeology undertook a programme of archaeological works on behalf of Crail 
Preservation Society as part of a wider Heritage Lottery Funded project to restore, improve access to 
and provide interpretation for Priory Doocot, Crail.  The archaeological works were not a condition of 
planning permission but were designed to inform the wider aims of the project, and a project design 
was produced in advance of fieldwork and approved by the Crail Preservation Society (Appendix A).  
One of the project aims and conditions of the funding was that the local community be given the 
opportunity to be involved in the archaeological work.  With this in mind pupils from Crail Primary 
School together with members of the Crail Preservation Society assisted with the excavation. 
 
 
ii. Setting 
 
Priory Doocot is located at the eastern edge of the historic part of the village of Crail, on the south east 
coast of Fife (figure 1).  The doocot is sited on a steeply slopping area of maintained grass to the south 
of Nethergate South.  The site slopes down steeply from the Nethergate to the Fife coastal path and the 
shore to the north.  Adjacent to the east side of the doocot is a boundary wall and footpath which sits at 
a much lower level that the ground surrounding the doocot. 
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Figure 1 Site Location 

 



Priory Doocot, Fife 
 

Community Excavation, Building Recording and Monitoring 
January 2018                                    

Addyman Archaeology 
   for Crail Preservation Society 6 

 

2. Historical Background and Map Regression 
 
As part of the wider project interpretation and information boards will be installed outside and inside 
the doocot for visitor information.  In order to produce these boards a detailed program of historical 
and contextual research was undertaken, into doocots in general and Priory Doocot specifically.  This 
report has been included as an appendix (Appendix B).  The following is a short extract from the 
historical report, to provide some background. 

The Priory Doocot is not represented on maps until the nineteenth century; however the 1832 Great 
Reform Act Plan mysteriously omitted the doocot, while representing two other doocots located just 
outside of Crail.  This may simply be an omission, or it could signify that the doocot was no longer in 
use at that time.  

The Ordnance Survey maps from 1854, 1893 and 1912 (figures 2, 3 and 4) show the Priory Doocot, 
named ‘Priory Pigeon House’, ‘Pigeon House’ and finally simply ‘Dovecot’.  These also demonstrate 
the important association of the area with a priory (Priory Well, remains of the Nunnery, site of the 
Priory and Prior’s Croft). 

The maps do not contribute any significant information, apart from confirming that it was known as 
the Priory Doocot since at least the middle of the nineteenth century.  The style and shape of the 
building tells us that it is much older.  Doocots are likely to have been introduced to Scotland in the 
fifteenth century and beehive doocots were very popular in Scotland during the sixteenth century.  
Today many survive from this period that display great architectural similarities with the Priory 
Doocot.  It may have been built before the sixteenth century, as the lack of string courses on the 
outside of the doocot can be a signifier of early date.  However published sources agree on dating the 
doocot to around the sixteenth century; this seems likely, but there seems to be nothing more precise.  

 

 
Figure 2 Six-inch Ordnance Survey map, 1854 (first edition). NLS 
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Figure 3 25-inch Ordnance Survey map, 1893. NLS 

 

 
Figure 4 25-inch Ordnance Survey map, 1912. NLS 

 
The Priory doocot appears to have been unused since at least the mid-nineteenth century.  According 
to the Crail Museum, the doocot was donated to the Crail Preservation Society in 1961 (1960 
according to the CPS website), by the Brown Family who lived in Crail, and who owned the doocot at 
that time.  Following the donation it was restored by David and Sandy Simpson, Crail's stonemasons, 
with help from the Dalrymple Archaeological Fund in the 1960's.  The architect was the late Mr. 
Murray Jack of St. Andrews.  
 
As it was common practice in the 1960s and 1970s the new harling was non-porous and it resulted in 
trapping the moisture inside the walls, in the long term, causing more problems.  On 9th May 1972, the 
doocot was listed in Category A by Historic Scotland (now Historic Environment Scotland (HES)) 
giving it statutory protection. (Crail Preservation Society website).  
 
 
3. Methodology 
 
i. Community Excavation  
 
The first work to be undertaken on the site was an auger survey carried out by SCAPE to establish the 
depth of deposits on the site and the potential for archaeological remains to be present.  The next phase 
was a community excavation which was undertaken with members of the local community through 
Crail Preservation Society and Crail Primary School. 
 



Priory Doocot, Fife 
 

Community Excavation, Building Recording and Monitoring 
January 2018                                    

Addyman Archaeology 
   for Crail Preservation Society 8 

 

Three trenches were hand excavated in and around the doocot to provide information to the architects 
and inform the restoration process.  Trench 1 was located to the north of the doocot running up slope.  
It was located in order to investigate the footings of the doocot and establish if the proposed works 
could risk undermining the structure. Trench 2 was situated to the west of the doocot and abutted the 
current access ramp.  Its aim was to establish the relationship between the ramp and the doocot, and 
determine if it was an original part of the construction.  Trench 3 was excavated through the interior of 
the doocot. Its main objective was to locate any evidence of a potence ladder which would have 
provided access to the nesting boxes. 
 
The turf was removed from the trenches by hand and the deposits were excavated until bed rock was 
encountered.  This was done with the assistance of the volunteers.  Pupils from Crail Primary School 
were also involved in sieving the spoil heaps to identify any finds. 
 
All excavations were supervised and recorded by Addyman Archaeology experienced staff.  Standard 
pro-forma sheets were used for the recording of archaeological contexts, finds and samples and for 
drawings and photographs produced.  The site records were produced to CIfA standards and Addyman 
Archaeology adheres to the CIfA’s principal codes of conduct.  The pro-forma sheets were completed 
manually on site and entered in the office on an excel database.  Standard recording drawings are 
undertaken at 1:20 scale, a larger scale site plan was produced to record the trench locations.  
 
ii. Monitoring 
 
Following the excavation, the area around the doocot was machine excavated down to the top of the 
bedrock.  Deeper excavations were necessary at the north to reach formation level. The area was then 
hand cleaned and examined by Jenni Morrison of Addyman Archaeology.  The stone cut drain where 
surviving in plan and section was hand excavated and fully recorded. 
 
iii. Building Recording 
 
The building recording was undertaken using a combination of photography, laser scanning, and 
visual inspection. The laser scans were used to produce sections through the building; exterior and 
interior elevations and a plan of the roof, which were then digitized in order to produce accurate 
survey drawings. A three-dimensional model was also created as a record of the building.  A full 
photographic survey was undertaken of the building before and after the cement harl was removed, 
and of the interior.  The photographs were catalogued and the full photographic record and contact 
sheets are included within this report (Appendix C and Appendix G). 
 
iv. Reporting and archiving  
 
An interim report was issued to the Crail Preservation Society in June 2017, documenting the results 
of the excavations.  The present Data Structure Report  includes more detailed analysis of the 
excavation, the historical research and results of the building recording.  A copy of this report and the 
site archive, including field drawings, will be deposited with HES. A short report will be submitted for 
inclusion in Discovery and Excavation Scotland.  The finds from the site will be declared to Treasure 
Trove. 
 
 
 
4. Community Excavation Results 

 
i. Introduction 
  
The auger survey undertaken by St Andrews University established that the bedrock was between 
300mm and 550mm below the current ground surface north and west of the doocot.  It appeared from 
the survey that the area around the doocot had been cleared down to the bedrock, possibly during its 
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construction, with the doocot built directly upon bedrock.   This made it unlikely that archaeological 
finds or features would be encountered in the area to the north of the structure. 

 

 
 

Figure 5 Auger Survey Results by Joanna Hambly 
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Figure 6 Trench Location Plan 
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Figure 7 Trench Plans 

 
Figure 8 Trench Sections 
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ii. Trench 1 
 
While the potential for archaeological remains on the north side of the doocot was thought to be low, a 
trench was excavated from the edge of the doocot northwards in order to expose the footings in this 
area.  This was to inform the design process and establish whether there was any risk of undermining 
the footing if ground levels were to be significantly reduced in this area. 
 
The design proposed to reduce ground levels considerably in this area in order to install a field drain 
and provide level access to the existing public path to the east  
 
The trench revealed that the bedrock had been levelled prior to the building of the doocot.  The 
footings were found to be of 0.50m depth, comprising two courses of lime bonded sandstone masonry 
(plate 1).  The original lime harl was adhering to the stones and was sampled for analysis and to 
inform the mix for areas of localised repointing and the new harl for the doocot.  In addition a 0.25m 
wide drainage trench had been excavated 0.7m from the wall of the doocot (figure 6 and plate 2); this 
was 0.48m deep (from the top of the bedrock on the N side).  This was presumably to drain water 
running down slope away from the doocot, possible both during construction and use.  It is known that 
birds will abandon a doocot where dampness is present.  The natural bedrock is a relatively soft red 
sandstone which would have not required too much effort to cut into to create the channel. 
 

 
Plate 1  Wall of Doocot Trench 1 

 
 
A fragment of green-glazed medieval pottery was recovered from the topsoil, however there were no 
finds present that could be used to securely date the construction of the drainage feature. 
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Plate 2  Trench 1 showing rock cut drain  (050) 

 
iii. Trench 2 

 
 A small trench was excavated at the base of the entrance ramp/threshold and abutting the wall of the 
doocot to determine whether this was original to the doocot.  It revealed that the stepped ramp that 
currently gives access to the doocot is modern.  The masonry and construction of the ramp is very 
similar to other walls along the shore and forming the landscaping in the adjacent park. However it 
was evident that the modern masonry overlay an earlier wall of red sandstone, which had been built on 
to the bedrock and abutted the wall of the doocot (plate 3).  This was presumably an earlier access to 
the door of the doocot, though the fact that it abuts the wall of the doocot could indicate that it is 
secondary.  It is possible that the doocot was originally accessed by a timber stair, any evidence of this 
would most likely have been removed by the construction of the more recent access ramp.   
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Plate 3  Sandstone wall built on top of bedrock, with modern path on top 

 
The trench also contained a continuation of the drainage feature found in Trench 1, which petered out 
to the south, as the water would have drained down the slope naturally at this point (plate 4).  Two 
fragments of medieval pottery were recovered from the base of the drain. 
 

 
Plate 4  Looking south along drainage trench in Trench 2 
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iv. Trench 3 
 
The floor of the doocot on the northern side was already exposed as levelled bedrock prior to the 
excavations.  A 1m wide trench was initially excavated across the centre of the doocot floor in order to 
investigate the evidence for a potence ladder.  A circular cut 0.45m in diameter and 0.08m deep was 
uncovered in the centre of the floor of the doocot.  This had been filled with stones and tiles in order to 
level the surface in more recent times (plate 5) and was subsequently cleared out (plate 6).  The floor 
of the doocot was subsequently completely excavated to expose the bedrock below.  There was no 
evidence for any of the fittings for the potence ladder in situ, however a number of metal 
objects/fittings were recovered from the deposits on the floor of the doocot, which may be related to 
the function of the ladder. 
 
The northern half of the floor of the doocot had also been levelled in places with sandstone blocks, 
evidently removed from the southern half of the floor, in order to provide an even horizontal surface 
for the doocot to be built upon.  These stones were bonded with lime mortar (plate 5). 
 

 

 

 

Plate 5  Circular feature partially excavated Plate 6  Circular feature following excavation 

 
v. Finds Assessment by Antoine Ruchonnet 
 
A total of 410 objects were uncovered from the excavations at the Priory Doocot.  Nearly half of these 
were from the topsoil (101), this a very mixed assemblage ranging from early lead-glazed ceramic of 
possible late medieval date to plastic bicycle reflectors.  
 
A large quantity of faunal remains (173) was unearthed, with avian bones being highly represented 
(133).  This comes as little surprise, as most of these came from the inside of the doocot itself where 
very many pigeons had once nested.  The two assemblages <025> and <027> from the interior of the 
building, both from deposit (301), included the remains of at least eleven individual birds.  
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The ceramics assemblage spanned from medieval date to the mid-20th century.  The earliest examples 
<001>, come from the fill deposit (202), dated from the late medieval to the 17th century, which can 
perhaps be close to the time of the construction of the doocot.  Another occurrence of early pottery 
comes from the topsoil (101) though this assemblage <016> predominates in material from the early 
19th to the mid-20th century.  
 
A few clay tobacco pipe bowl fragments <020> were recovered from the topsoil (101); one bears the 
impressed maker’s mark, Mile End, that likely refers to clay pipe manufactory on Mile End Road in 
London.  Some bottles from the first half of the 20th century were uncovered, a McEwan’s bottle from 
c. 1910 <003> and a Stillade lemonade stopper from the 1950s. A silver-plated pendant or charm 
<011> was inscribed with the second Commandment (‘Thou shalt not take the Name of the Lord thy 
God in vain’) was found in the topsoil. 
 
Some timber fragments with nails still embedded <007> were recovered from inside of the doocot and 
may have come from the central potence ladder. 
 

  
Plate 7  Find 001 Ceramic  Plate 8  Find 007 

 
 

  
Plate 9  Find 016 Plate 10  Find 021 
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vi. Monitoring 
 
The ground level to the north of the doocot required to be considerably reduced to allow the 
installation of a drain and provide level access to the doocot from the adjacent path.  The topsoil was 
removed on the north and the west side of the doocot. The bedrock was then excavated on the north 
side to create a level surface.   
 
The drainage trench recorded in Trenches 1 and 2 was visible in the east section where the bedrock 
had been excavated (plate 11).  It was also present to the west where the topsoil had been removed. 
This area was cleaned by hand and the drainage channel was completely excavated down to the 
bedrock.  It had been assumed, following the initial excavation that the drainage channel recorded in 
Trench 2 would extend round the north side of the doocot and join up with the section recorded in 
Trench 1.  However it was clear that this was not the case.  The western part of the channel sloped up 
and terminated in a shallow rounded end (plate12).  It was not possible to record the full extent of the 
north section which appeared in Trench 1 and in section but the terminus in the west section 
demonstrated that they were not part of one continuous feature.  The feature also curves in towards to 
wall of the doocot as it approaches its terminus, rather than staying equidistance from the doocot. Due 
to the gradient of the slope it was maybe possible to adequately drain the doocot without the work of 
digging a drainage trench right round the north side.  No finds were recovered from the machine 
excavated spoil or from the hand excavated section of the feature. 
 

 
 
 

 

  
Plate 11  West facing section through drainage 

channel (photo189) 
Plate 12  General view of drainage channel looking 

north (photo 197) 
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vii. Community Participation 
 
 

 
Plate 13  Volunteers sorting finds   

 
An important part of the project design and condition of grant funding was that members of the local 
community were involved in the archaeological aspect of the project.  Throughout the four days of the 
excavation a tent was located on the site which contained copies of historic maps and other documents 
relating to the doocot and the historic development of Crail.  There were also a selection of finds from 
sites of similar date, and as the project progressed, from the excavation itself.  Volunteers and visitors 
were encouraged to look at the information and ask questions of the archaeologists. 
 
On the first day of the project three groups from Crail Primary School visited the site accompanied by 
their teachers. The children took part in a range of activities, including assisting with the de-turfing 
and excavation of Trench 1.  The children were very enthusiastic and many said they would return 
with their parents over the weekend. 
 
The excavation of the trenches was undertaken on the Friday and Saturday with the assistance of 
members of the Crail Preservation Society.  On the Saturday afternoon a walking tour of some of the 
buildings of historic interest in Crail was led by a buildings archaeologist.  On the Sunday the building 
recording of the doocot was undertaken by McCreadie 3D using a laser scanner.  Volunteers assisted 
with the back-filling of the trenches and the interior of the doocot was excavated down to the bedrock.  
Some of the school children returned with their families and helped to sieve through the topsoil for 
finds before assisting with the back filling of Trenches 1 and 2. 
 
Throughout the four days of the project a number of visitors came to the site; they were given a tour of 
the excavated areas and the interior of the doocot, and looked at the material on display in the tent.  
The visitors were a mixture of foreign tourists passing by and locals who had heard of the project.  
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Plate 14  Volunteers excavating Trench 1 (photo 015) 

 
 

 
5. Building Recording Results 
 
The historic building survey was predominantly undertaken by using a laser scanner to record the 
exterior of the doocot before harl removal, and for the detail of the interior of the structure.  A set of 
the scan data can be found in Appendix F.  Record drawings were then generated from the scans, these 
are included below.  Analytical observations and a comprehensive photographic record were also 
made on site, before, during and after building works.  The following is a brief description of the 
doocot structure and materials used in its construction. 
 
i. The Main Structure 
 
The doocot is circular in plan and measures 9.25m basal diameter; it tapers gently towards the top, 
measuring 6.65m at its narrowest point.  The main wall of the structure stands 9.25m high on its 
south/seaward side.  The main body of the building is surmounted by a lantern-like structure that 
includes a pigeon entrance, this a further 1.0m in height.  At its base the main walling of the structure 
is 1.6m in thickness with the nesting boxes extending in from the interior wall face for a depth of 
between 0.5 and 0.6m. 
 
At the beginning of the project the exterior of the doocot was covered in cement harl, which had been 
painted with a white masonry paint.  The excavation of Trenches 1 and 2 abutting the wall of the 
doocot exposed surviving areas of the original lime harl which had been applied to protect the 
masonry.  A sample of this early harl was taken and visually inspected by lime specialist Tim Meek 
whose observations were as follows, 
 

While there is no apparent marine material, I find it difficult to imagine that sand from the beach 
has not been used.  I have broken down the larger solid lumps of harl and it appears creamy in 
colour with a good cross section of coarse aggregate.  It is robust without being brittle and breaks 
down under a little pressure. 
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The removal of the cement harl exposed the underlying rubble masonry.  This was of homogenous and 
well executed construction, of pink and red occasionally squared sandstone rubble masonry this 
roughly levelled with darker sandstone (‘Carmyllie’-type) pinnings, these possibly recycled roofing 
tiles (plate 168).  The entrance featured neatly cut sandstone dressings, tightly jointed and apparently 
polished (though considerably weathered), and detailed with a rounded aris.  The existing threshold 
was of cement painted black that likely replaced an earlier sandstone one, perhaps worn down over 
time.  
 

  
Plate 15  Detail of masonry showing pinnings (photo 

168) 
Plate 16  Detail showing roof construction (photo 131) 

 
The boundary wall that abutted the doocot was built of squared red sandstone masonry very similar to 
that of the main build of the doocot.  However in the short stretch of masonry exposed, no Carmyllie-
type pinning, or indeed any pinnings were visible.  This walling is certainly of considerably later date 
than the doocot itself. 
 
The main part of the doocot’s roof is capped with overlapped pale grey wedge-shaped sandstone flags 
bedded radially around and slightly slopping up towards the lantern.  Originally bedded in lime mortar 
these slabs were comprehensively pointed up with cement during the 20th century repair works.  The 
slabs were set at alternating heights, overlapped in saddle-and-trough configuration, this giving a 
crenelated effect.  Rising for approximately 1m about the roofing slabs, the lantern is vertically-sided 
and features a wide opening in the south-east side to allow the birds access.  Within the opening there 
is timber framing forming a grid of alighting openings for the birds, arranged 4 over 4 to allow the 
birds to perch as they enter and exit the doocot (plate 17). 

 
The lantern was capped with a large flat circular stone with a central circular hole (plate 18); from 
inside the doocot below lateral sockets or seating were visible on either side of the hole. These were 
initially interpreted as evidence for fixing the apex of the revolving potence ladder.  However with 
exterior access it was concluded that the capstone was a recycled millstone and that the central hole 
was related to its original milling function, as did further sockets seen on the upper surface (plate 19).  
The stone was notably thin and likely too insubstantial to have supported a rotating ladder 
arrangement.  It was felt likely that the millstone was a secondary capping, possibly following the 
partial reduction of the lantern top.  It also seemed likely that there had been a further stone that had 
closed the central aperture of the millstone. 
 
It was not clear how the potence ladder had been held in position at its top.  No evidence of fixings 
was visible within the masonry of the upper interior walling of the doocot (such as sockets relating to a 
horizontal timber) although here the interior wall face had been heavily repointed in cement.   
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Plate 17  Detail of “lantern”  (photo 103) Plate 18  Detail capstone (photo 111) 

 

 
Plate 19  Detail of cap stone showing holes (photo 113) 

 
ii. The interior 
 
The doocot is entered by a full height entrance which faces to the south-east.  This currently contained 
a timber planked and braced door which has two sets of four ventilation holes drilled through (plate 
22). 
 
The entirety of the interior of the doocot is lined with nesting boxes.  Both the horizontal and vertical 
dividers of the boxes are made from flat pinkish roughly squared sandstone slabs.  The vertical slabs 
are shorter and generally cut from thicker stone, whilst the horizontal slabs which rest on these are 
thinner.  Chisel marks can be seen on the faces of most of the stones showing how they have been 
shaped and finished to have a flat uniform surface (plate 23).  In places mortar had been smeared on 
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the joints between the horizontal slabs, this is more common further up the nesting boxes with the 
bottom few rows generally free of mortar. 
 
The floor of the doocot is exposed sandstone bedrock.  At the south side where the bedrock naturally 
sloped away, it had been built up to form a level surface with blocks of red sandstone mortared in 
place with lime.  The sandstone used was rough and uneven and looked as if it was cut out of the north 
side of the floor, again to provide a level surface (plate 21).  In the centre of the floor a circular 
depression, 0.35m across and 0.08m deep would have held a timber block – the pivot point upon 
which the base of the rotating potence ladder would have sat (plate 22).   
 

 
Plate 20  Detail of sandstone flooring (photo 039) 

 

  
Plate 21  Fully excavated floor  (photo 068) Plate 22  Nesting boxes and door (photo 075) 
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Plate 23  Detail of nesting boxes (photo 075) 
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Figure 9 South Facing Exterior Elevation  
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Figure 10 Plan of roof 
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Figure 11 East Facing Internal Elevation and section 
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Figure 12 North Facing Internal Elevation and section 
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6. Discussion 
 
The results of the excavation and monitoring revealed that during the construction of the doocot a 
drainage trench was excavated around the upslope side of the building.  Interestingly once all the 
topsoil was removed by machine it appeared that the trench was not continuous as originally assumed, 
but appeared to be two separate trenches draining down either side.  Evidence for the eastern side of 
the ditch will have been lost during the construction of the footpath.  It is not possible to know 
conclusively if the doocot originally was surrounded by bare bedrock with the drainage ditches 
exposed, or if this was only during the construction and the area was subsequently covered over with 
topsoil and vegetation.  There was no evidence for a rubble core within the drainage ditches though it 
is thought that as they were cut below the floor level and into bedrock, that they would continue to 
function and assist with drainage even if they became filled with soil. 
 
The excavations within the doocot demonstrated that at least at some point in the past the doocot was 
fitted with a potence ladder to allow access to the nesting boxes.  The size and shape of the depression 
within the floor also allowed the broad type of potence to be identified.  The pole would have been 
fitted on to a wooden block which in turn was located into the circular depression on the floor. This 
information was crucial in informing the reconstruction which has been fitted within the doocot.  
 
The information gained from the combination of the excavated trenches and monitoring work has 
allowed a more complete understanding of how the doocot would have looked and functioned when it 
was in use.  The historic building survey resulted in a comprehensive record of the structure and better 
understanding of the construction methods and materials used, which in turn informed the restoration 
and conservation.  The archaeological works have been an important part of the process of the 
doocot’s conservation and interpretation, allowing it to be returned to as near its original appearance as 
possible. 
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Appendix A  Method Statement 
 
 

 
 
 
1957 Priory Doocot, Crail: Archaeological Investigations 
 
The Archaeological Investigations will include the following: 
 
 
Production of a Written Scheme of Investigation, detailing the Archaeological Investigations, as 
required by Condition 2 of the Listed Building Consent. 
 
 
Desk-based assessment of the Doocot.  This will be undertaken by Addyman Archaeology to inform 
the production of the report and to provide background information for those involved in the 
project, including volunteers. 
 
 
Primary archival study of earlier historical records by specialist historian, to cover property history, 
family history, charters, sasines etc  Richard Fawcett of St Andrews University will be approached in 
the first instance to undertake this work. 
 
 
Training programme in historic building survey, archaeological techniques and conservation.  This 
will include a lecture by Tom Addyman to the Crail Preservation Society; a guided tour of the doocot 
prior to works starting; and community archaeology day(s) to take place over one or more weekends.  
Volunteers can participate in the evaluation trenching to the north of the dooocot (see below); learn 
the techniques of survey, building recording and archaeological recording, alongside professional 
archaeologists from Addyman Archaeology and St Andrews University.  On completion of the 
restoration we will also contribute to any celebration or official opening event in the form of a 
talk/display of finds/results from the archaeological investigations. 
 
The dates and times for the community archaeology days, which will incorporate the evaluation 
trenching and historic building survey will be set following discussions with Crail Preservation Society 
and Tom Dawson & Jo Hambly from St Andrews University.  At this stage it is envisaged that this may 
comprise one 3-4 day event or two events over 1- 2 days. 
 
 
Ground investigations.   
 
Auger survey undertaken by St Andrews University has already established that the bedrock is 
between 300mm and 550mm below current ground surface north and west of the doocot.  It 
appeared from the survey that the area around the doocot has been cleared down to the bedrock, 
possibly during it’s construction, with the doocot built directly upon bedrock. The floor of the doocot 
on the northern side is levelled bedrock (Hambly 2016).  While the potential for archaeological 
remains on the north side of the doocot is low, an evaluation trench will be excavated from the edge 
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of the doocot northwards in order to expose the footings of the doocot in this area and inform the 
design process.  This is intended to address the following question: 
 

• Where are the footings on the north side of the doocot? If ground levels are considerably 
reduced in this area is there any risk of undermining this footing? 

 
The design proposes to reduce ground levels considerably in this area in order to install a field drain 
and provide level access to the existing public path to the east.  The archaeological evaluation trench 
will reveal whether there is any risk of undermining the doocot’s footing.  
 
In addition the floor of the doocot will be cleared of pigeon guano to expose the floor’s finish.  This 
will investigate how the Potence ladder was supported at low level and answer the following: 

• How was the Potence ladder supported at low level?  Did the potence ladder revolve around 
a metal pin driven into a stone in the floor?  If so is there any evidence of this? 

 
A small trench may also be excavated around the step/threshold to determine whether this is 
original to the doocot.  If not, the step may be lowered/removed in order to improve public access to 
the doocot.  
 
 
Detailed historic building survey of the doocot.  As well as providing an archaeological record of the 
doocot, including training of volunteers in historic building analysis, this will also greatly inform the 
conservation process.  The recording will also address the following question:  
 

• How was the Potence ladder supported at high level? Was it a timber cross beam? If so is 
there any evidence of where it was and size? 
 

 
Study/sampling of doocot building materials, to feed into the conservation process.  This will in 
particular address the following: 
 

• Assess condition and significance of high level timber screen forming bird entry. The timbers 
to be inspected for traces of original and later paint finishes. 

• Assess condition and significance of existing boarded timber door with its band hinges. 
• Record any surviving historical evidence of the lime mortar, lime harl and lime wash to 

inform the mix for areas of localised repointing and the new harl for the doocot. 
 

 
Watching brief during the main contract.  A watching brief will be undertaken during the main 
contract, while the ground level is being reduced/regraded along the entire north side of the doo’cot.  
Periodic inspection/recording  will also be undertaken during the removal of all cementitious render 
from the structure as the masonry is being revealed.  
 
 
Addyman Archaeology February 2017. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Objectives of this document 

This document was commissioned by the Crail Preservation Society to support 
interpretation for the doocot known as the Priory doocot in Crail, following its 
restoration.  

This document is intended to present the result of the historical research. A separate 
document was produced with a selection of the most relevant parts to be included in 
the interpretation, as well as a strategy and proposal for the interpretation.   

        

1.2 Location and study area 

The Priory doocot is located along the sea shore in the village of Crail (Fife), to the 
east of the village. It is within the jurisdiction of Fife Council local authority. The 
doocot sits within an open green area, with open view to the sea.  

 

 

Figure 1 Location of Crail, marked with a red 
circle, in the geographical context of Fife and 
Edinburgh. Map data © 2016 Google 

Figure 2 Location of the doocot, marked with a 
red circle, in the geographical context of Crail. 
Map data © 2016 Google 

 

1.3 Heritage designations 

The Priory doocot is listed in category A (LB23445), and was added to the list in May 
1972. 

It is listed because it is considered to have special architectural or historic interest, as 
set out in the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Act 
1997.1F

1 Listed buildings are provided with statutory protection through the planning 

                                                      

 

1 Historic Environment Scotland Historic Environment Scotland Policy Statement: June 2016 
(HES: 2016). para. 2.19   
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system, to ensure that ‘special character and interest are taken into account where 
changes are proposed’.2F

2 

The 1997 Planning Act defines buildings listed in category A as follows: 

buildings of national or international importance, either architectural or 
historic; or fine little-altered examples of some particular period, style or building 
type [HES adds that this is about 8% of total listed buildings]. 3F

3 

The listing entry from Historic Environment Scotland gives the following description 
of the building:  

Probably 16th century. Circular, steeply battered, 'crenellated' slab parapet 
surmounted by drum entry. Harled rubble. Restored 1962.4 

Crail has a long history and rich built heritage, and 266 other buildings are listed 
within the village.  

The Priory doocot is also located within the Crail Conservation Area.   

 

1.4 Adoption & review 

This document is to be used by the owners, stakeholders and consultants to promote 
understanding and knowledge of the Priory doocot and aid appropriate future 
interpretation.   

 

1.5 Other studies 

The only known study about the Priory doocot of Crail, was an unpublished research 
done by Dr. Kelsey Jackson Williams in 2016 for the Crail Preservation Society. It is a 
three-page document focusing on the question of the ownership of the doocot. It is 
referred to in this document as: Kelsey Jackson Williams, pers. notes. 

An archaeological study was undertaken by Addyman Archaeology in completion of 
this report:  

Addyman Archaeology Priory Doocot, Crail, Fife - Community excavation, 
building recording and monitoring: June -August 2017. January 2018 

 

1.6 Limitations 

Site inspection was non-invasive and visual only. The Priory doocot being a small 
and formerly very common type of utilitarian building, very little information is 
available in relation to this specific doocot, and this information is found in a very 

                                                      

 

2 Historic Environment Scotland Policy Statement: June 2016. para. 2.23   
3 Historic Environment Scotland Policy Statement: June 2016. Note 2.17.  
Also on https://www.historicenvironment.scot/advice-and-support/listing-scheduling-and-
designations/listed-buildings/what-is-listing/#categories-of-listed-building_tab accessed 
July 2017 
4 http://portal.historicenvironment.scot/designation/LB23445 accessed July 2017 
 

https://www.historicenvironment.scot/advice-and-support/listing-scheduling-and-designations/listed-buildings/what-is-listing/#categories-of-listed-building_tab
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/advice-and-support/listing-scheduling-and-designations/listed-buildings/what-is-listing/#categories-of-listed-building_tab
http://portal.historicenvironment.scot/designation/LB23445
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large variety of sources. It is likely that further information will become available 
after the completion of this report.  Any new information should be acknowledged 
by the stakeholders and incorporated into future revisions of the interpretation.  

 

1.7 Project team 

The study team from Simpson & Brown comprised Laure Emery (heritage 
consultant). 

 

1.8 Acknowledgments 

Except where marked, images are copyright Simpson & Brown. There has been due 
diligence search on other copyrighted images. 

This report contains licensed images from National Record of the Historic 
Environment. To view these images online, please consult the Canmore database. 6F

5 

This report contains maps reproduced under licence by permission of the Trustees of 
the National Library of Scotland (NLS). The Roy Military Survey appears courtesy of 
the British Library Board (BL). To view these maps online, see http://www.nls.uk/.  

 

1.9 Abbreviations   

A number of abbreviations have been used throughout this report and are identified 
as follows: 

CPS - Crail Preservation Society  

HER – Historic Environment Record 

HES – Historic Environment Scotland 

NLS – National Library of Scotland 

 

 

 OS – Ordnance Survey 

RCAHMS – Royal Commission on the 
Ancient and Historical Monuments of 
Scotland 

S&B – Simpson & Brown 

 

In quotations of text from historical sources, original spellings are retained and not 
marked. 

  

                                                      

 

5 https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/archives-and-
collections/canmore-database/  

https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/archives-and-collections/canmore-database/
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/archives-and-collections/canmore-database/
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2.0 GENERAL UNDERSTANDING OF DOOCOTS  

2.1 Terminology 

Many different words have been, and are still used to define the buildings commonly 
known as doocots in Scotland. Dovecot or dovecote is widely used in England but in 
various sources, pigeon house, dove house, cot house, pigeon tower, pigeonry or 
columbarium can also be found with all their spelling variations. They all refer to the 
same type of building, and are used interchangeably. For consistency, in this 
document the word doocot is used, unless when quoting sources using a different 
term.  

 

2.2 Origins, forms and materials 

2.2.1 Origins 

Doocots are relatively small buildings that can be found in many different countries 
and largely in Britain, and they have been in existence for centuries with the sole 
purpose of keeping and breeding pigeons or doves, for various reasons such as a 
source of food, dung (fertilizer) or to carry messages.  

It is unknown when pigeons started to be domesticated, but the first records to 
mention domestication and consumption of pigeons are to be found in the Middle-
East, mostly in Egypt, around 3000BC. The custom of keeping pigeons expanded 
from the Middle-East, and there are later records of doocots in Roman Italy, with 
even texts surviving from that period. Varro (116 BC - 27 BC), for example, was a 
prolific writer on agricultural subjects. He gave detailed descriptions of Roman 
doocots and he is very often quoted in various documents.6 The Romans then 
brought the practice of having doocots to the rest of continental Europe during their 
various conquests.7 

It is commonly recognised that doocots were introduced to England from France 
during the Norman conquest, but it appears that both pigeons and doocots have 
reached Scotland later, with earliest evidences of doocots in Scotland dating from the 
15th century.8  

2.2.2 Shapes 

Doocots come in a very wide variety of shapes and materials, but they all have in 
common the nest-holes or nest-boxes (see Figure 3) arranged on the walls of the 
doocot for the birds to nest in.9 The boxes can be simply built in an empty roof space 
in any building, (and will therefore be in limited number), but more commonly, 
doocots are free standing buildings entirely dedicated to keeping pigeons, or 

                                                      

 

6 Varro, M. Terentius, and Lloyd Storr-Best. On farming: M. Terenti Varronis Rerum rusticarum 
libri tres. London: G. Bell and Sons, LTD, 1912. Available online:   
https://archive.org/stream/onfarmingmterent00varruoft#page/280/mode/2up  
7 Hansell, Peter, and Jean Hansell. Doves and dovecotes. Bath: Millstream Books, 1988. p.39 
8 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development. 
Available from OpenAIR@RGU. [online]. Available from: http://openair.rgu.ac.uk  
9 Usually, nest-hole refers to nests built within the wall, while nest-box refers to nests built as 
an independent structure along the wall.  

https://archive.org/stream/onfarmingmterent00varruoft#page/280/mode/2up
http://openair.rgu.ac.uk/
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sometimes associated with other ancillary buildings like larders or granary. The 
number of nests inside a doocot can be up to a few thousand. 

 

Figure 3 Example of stone nesting boxes within the ruinous doocot of Bannockburn House.  

The common shapes of doocots in Britain can be: 

- Integrated in an existing building (tower or roof) 

- circular, either cylindrical or of the ‘beehive’ type (circular base, narrowing 
at the top).  

- square or rectangular at the base, with varied types of roofs: Pitched roof 
(with two or four gables), pyramidal roof, hipped roof, or the quite distinctive 
‘lectern’ type with a mono-pitched roof. The lectern doocots are still very well 
represented in Scotland but are totally absent from England.10   

- polygonal (usually hexagonal or octagonal)  

  

Figure 4 Corstorphine doocot, Edinburgh. 
Typical beehive doocot from the sixteenth 
century.   

Figure 5 Cylindrical doocot at Inveraray estate, 
Carloonan, Argyll and Bute. Built in 1748. 
Canmore 458408 

                                                      

 

10 Hansell, Peter, and Jean Hansell. Doves and dovecotes. Bath: Millstream Books, 1988. p.112 
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Figure 6 Kinnaird Castle doocot, Perth and 
Kinross. Lectern doocot thought to be from the 
seventeenth century. Canmore 397456 

Figure 7 Culloden House polygonal doocot, 
near Inverness. Built c.1788. Canmore 684287 

The older doocots found in Britain are usually of the cylindrical type, with the 
beehive shape being very well represented in Scotland during the end of the Middle-
Ages. Even after that new shapes were introduced, cylindrical doocots were still 
being built. 

doocots. The lectern doocots were introduced in Scotland 
from France and became very popular during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century, while polygonal 
doocots spread in England. But gradually, builders 
became more and more creative with doocots, sometimes 
making very elaborate and decorated buildings and 
creating an incredible variety of doocots.  

2.2.3 Materials 

As much as there are a large variety of shapes of doocot, 
there are a large variety of materials used through the 
centuries for the construction of doocots. In Britain, local 
stones were largely used (rubble or ashlar) and when 
brick was introduced in the seventeenth century, it was 
also used for the construction of doocots. In England, 
timber frame buildings can also be found. Likewise, slate, 
stone, tiles and even thatch were used for the roof, and the 
nests boxes could be built in timber, stone, clay or brick. 
Finally, a render could be applied internally and/or 
externally (plaster, lime wash, clay bat etc.). 

Even if no two doocots are the same due to the large range of shapes and materials, 
there are some elements that are almost universally repeated. Those elements are 
practical features, required for a good operation of the doocot.  

 

Figure 8 Auchmacoy 
doocot, Aberdeenshire. It 
shows an interesting mix 

between a circular and 
square doocot. Canmore 

1486318 
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2.2.4 Typical features: exterior 

The common characteristics of the outside of most doocots, include a small door, no 
windows (or only small openings), small entrances for pigeons at the top of the 
building, and usually one or more string courses around the building.  

A doorway was necessary for people to get in and collect the birds or dung, but the 
exact reason why they were kept small is unsure. It is possible that it was so the door 
could be easily blocked to prevent the birds from getting out if needed11, or to limit 
the access of large objects and therefore make stealing harder for human thieves. 
Alternatively, keeping the door small left more surface area available inside the 
doocot to add nests boxes.12 The doorway was blocked by a door (usually strong and 
locked), to prevent all thieves, human or animal from getting in. Doorways became 
larger in the eighteenth century, and many were enlarged later following a change of 
use.  

 

Figure 9 Flight holes for pigeons at Corstorphine doocot, Edinburgh. The holes are usually 
placed facing south to protect the entrance from the wind.  

The lack of large windows was to keep the inside rather dark and therefore recreate 
the natural habitat of the pigeons. It also prevented large intruders from getting in. 
Smaller openings were still kept for ventilation and a limited light, but were often 
protected from vermin by a grill or lattice. For the pigeons, small openings called 
flight holes were arranged at the top of the doocot and most of the time the birds 
were free to fly in and out of the building. The size of the holes was kept as small as 
possible to allow pigeons to go through, but not larger birds of prey. These openings 

                                                      

 

11 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development.  
12 Noted from North in McCann, John “An Historical Enquiry into the Design and Use of 
Dovecotes” Transactions of the Ancient Monuments Society vol.35, 1991. p. 135 
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are found in many different shapes and arrangements. Flat-roofed doocots usually 
have small flight holes directly on the wall (Figure 9) while the cupola or louver 
became a very common feature on pitched roofed doocots. Dormer flight-holes are 
also found on mono-pitched roofs (Figure 10) and drum entries on the top of flat 
roofs, like at Crail (Figure 11).  

  

Figure 10 Leitcheston doocot, Moray. This 
seventeenth century doocot has both pigeon’s 
holes in the wall as well as dormer holes.  
Canmore 1424711 

Figure 11 Crail Priory doocot, showing the 
drum-shape entrance   

Finally, the quite distinctive string course visible on the outside of many doocots, is 
the subject of great argument amongst specialists. It is often repeated in various 
publications that the ledges were used to prevent rats from climbing the wall on the 
outside, however rats did not become an important threat before the eighteenth 
century.13 McCann makes great effort to demonstrate the ‘myth’ of the rat-ledge, and 
that they were only used for pigeons to perch on.14 However as noted Brown: 
‘McCann’s robust challenge to its full impact, is not, by all accounts, entirely accepted 
by all of his peer group.’15 Brown also mentions that ‘building conservation circles 
generally accept McCann’s case for a ‘perching ledge’’ and his study of the doocots in 

                                                      

 

13 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development. 
p.53 and McCann, John “An Historical Enquiry into the Design and Use of Dovecotes” p.107 
14 McCann, John “An Historical Enquiry into the Design and Use of Dovecotes” p.101-117 
15 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development. 
p.54 
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Moray led to the same conclusion.16 These ledges remain a very typical features of 
doocots even if not present on all of them, as at Crail.  

2.2.5 Typical features: interior 

When entering a doocot, it is dark, with nests usually covering the walls from the 
ground to the top, and in cylindrical doocots there can be a potence ladder (if it has 
survived) and an aperture at the top. It is particularly impressive to see doocots 
interiors absolutely covered in nest-holes or nest-boxes.  

There is a great variation in the shape of the nest-box entrances but also in the 
dimension of the boxes. In his survey of the doocots of Moray, Brown established 
that ‘they vary greatly from doocot to doocot; in depth between 200 and 700 mm, in 
width between 190 and 350 mm and in height between 180 and 300 mm. With a few 
exceptions… the box dimensions are consistently reproduced within individual 
doocots’.17 The interior of the doocot sometimes had an applied finish (paint or lime 
wash on lime plaster etc.).   

As mentioned above, the rather small and limited openings keep a dark atmosphere 
inside the doocot. It is interesting to remember that pigeons are not captives but that 
humans domesticated them simply by recreating artificially their natural nesting 
environment. Brown quotes Soper that ‘… pigeons are happiest in a dark chamber 
which recalls the cave crevices of their ancestors’18 and Peter and Jean Hansell quote 
an earlier writer who states that ’Man indeed has only taken advantage of certain 
habits natural to the species and by the substitution of an artificial for a real cavern 
has… brought it into a kind of voluntary subjection’.19 As pigeons naturally come 
back to their birth place even from considerable distances, creating a favorable 
habitat is enough to domesticate them and ensure that the birds will stay, even if not 
locked in the building. The dark atmosphere inside the doocot is therefore essential 
in recreating this natural habitat.  

In cylindrical doocots with flat roofs, like at Crail, ventilation and light were 
provided by a hole in the centre of the roof. This was not the best solution as it would 
let rain and birds of prey enter the building. It was certainly suitable in 
Mediterranean countries, but it was not the case in Scotland where beehive doocots 
with circular roof opening were very popular in the fifteenth and sixteenth century. 
This central skylight was later improved by the addition of a cupola or more 
elaborate openings as mentioned previously.  

                                                      

 

16 Idem, p. 171 
17 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development. 
p.189 
18 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development. 
p.186 
19 Hansell, Peter, and Jean Hansell. Doves and dovecotes. Bath: Millstream Books, 1988. p.47 
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Figure 12 Aberdour Castle doocot, Fife. This 
beehive doocot is thought to be from the end 
of the sixteenth century, and shows the 
typical central hole at the top.  Canmore 
1550996 

Figure 13 Learmonth Gardens doocot (or Ross 
doocot), Linlithgow, West Lothian. Typical 
sixteenth century beehive doocot, with a later 
lantern added at the top to cover the central 
roof hole. Canmore 1214657 

Another typical feature of cylindrical or hexagonal/octagonal doocots is the potence, 
or revolving ladder, a system of one or two ladders attached to a revolving pole, 
giving easy access to all the nests.20 Although, the date of its introduction is unknown 
and Brown noted: 

The National Trust Severn Region suggested that, "The introduction of the 
rectangular or square dovecote tended to make the potence redundant, since it would 
have been impossible to reach the nesting holes in the corners from the revolving 
ladder", yet McCann's research revealed that, "There is no record of the use of a 
revolving ladder in Britain before the late seventeenth century".21 

On his website, John McCann states that:  

The vast majority date from the eighteenth century, and are made exactly as 
eighteenth-century millwrights made milling machinery. Where one is found in an 
earlier dovecote it is always a later introduction. They were known to contemporaries 

                                                      

 

20 From the French word potence, meaning gallows but also referring more largely to any 
timber or metal frame made of a horizontal beam on top of a vertical pole and connected by a 
transversal element, copying the structure of gallows.   
21 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development. 
p.59 
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as ‘revolving ladders’. Ferguson used the word potence because he took his 
information from a description in French by E. E. Viollet-le-Duc.22 

  

Figure 14 Epoisses castle doocot, 
France. Impressive revolving 
ladder in a large doocot. Creative 
commons – Attribution ShareAlike 
2.5 

Figure 15 Dunster doocot, Somerset. Revolving ladder 
with feeding platform at the top of the pole. Public domain 

The central pole was installed on a masonry plinth and feeding or drinking platforms 
were sometimes added to the structure (Figure 15). The revolving ladder was 
sometimes installed in square or rectangular doocots, but most commonly wooden 
scaffolding was used.  

2.2.6 The decline of doocots and the ‘winter meat’ myth 

Doocots became a very common feature in Britain at the end of the Middle-Ages, and 
stayed in use for centuries. For a long time, they were part of the everyday life. Una 
Robertson mentions an estimation of 300 doocots in Midlothian in 1795 and about 
320 in Fife.23 Maurice Taylor24, Brown25 and few other authors refer to a survey done 
at the end of the eighteenth century recording over 360 doocots in Fife. It shows that 
they were represented in a very high number, proving their importance and their 
usefulness. Today, although some individuals keep breeding racing and fancy 
pigeons as a hobby, most of the doocots are abandoned, and often in a state of decay.  

The reasons for that decline are also a great cause of debate. It has been broadly 
repeated, from one source to another, that pigeons were kept as a source of fresh 
meat in winter. Before the second half of the seventeenth century, farmers did not 
have the ability to keep cattle or sheep over winter. The animals were slaughtered 

                                                      

 

22 http://www.mccannhistoricbuildings.co.uk, accessed August 2017  
23 Robertson, Una “Pigeons as a source of food in Eighteenth century Scotland” Review of 
Scottish Culture issue number 4, 1988 
24 Taylor, M. E. “Doocots of Fife” Countryman vol.82, issue 4, 1977 
25 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development 

http://www.mccannhistoricbuildings.co.uk/
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and the meat salted before the end of the year. Pigeons would have then been a 
welcome change in a monotonous diet of salted meat over winter. With the 
introduction of new agricultural practices in Britain in the eighteenth century 
(involving turnips and other root crops), farmers were now able to keep livestock 
over winter and the pigeon gradually stopped being in favour as it was no longer 
needed.  

It is true that pigeons were kept as a source of food (this will be more developed in 
the next section of this report) but Una Robertson26 and John McCann27 have proved, 
based on well documented research and the study of household accounts, that 
pigeons were very seldom, if at all, eaten in winter. Different types of fresh meat 
were actually available in winter and pigeons were mainly consumed when young 
birds (squabs) were largely available and well fed. This was usually from March to 
early July and then from August to early November, but not in winter, as pigeons 
usually do not mate in colder months. 

What, then, caused the decline of doocots? Brown’s study corroborates the view of 
Robertson and McCann and to him, the reasons ‘encompass issues relating to 
culinary and social attitudes, as well as legal and demographic changes and 
developments in knowledge, perceptions and local cultures, and, most importantly, 
economic constraints.’28 He explains for instance that pigeons simply lost favour over 
time and that the prestige associated with them started to decrease. Farming habits 
changed as well (as mentioned above) and farmers started to see pigeons more as a 
nuisance than an asset. Brown gives a very detailed account of the complex and 
varied causes of the decline of the doocots in his thesis.29 If the nineteenth century 
really saw the end of the ‘supremacy’ of doocots, they were not completely 
eradicated but their use, when maintained, was on a much smaller scale and for 
different purposes than food and fertilizer.   

 

2.3 Use of doocots 

Having examined the physical aspect of doocots in previous sections, it is important 
to fully understand why they were built, by whom, and how they were run. Pigeons 
had the double advantage of being the source of many valuable products while being 
very easy and inexpensive to keep in great number. In Britain, pigeons were bred 
mostly as a source of meat, while the important quantity of dung produced by the 
birds would be used as a fertilizer for crop, but also to make saltpeter, to soften 
leather, to produce gunpowder or mixed with other ingredients, to bleach clothes.  

Accounts over centuries testify to the incredible variety of culinary recipes that 
involved pigeons. They were roasted, boiled, potted, baked in pies or as a ragout, 
marinated, jugged, served in jelly, in a pottage or cooked ‘the French way’, to 
mention only few collated by Una Robertson.30 Even if adult birds would have been 

                                                      

 

26 Robertson, Una “Pigeons as a source of food in Eighteenth century Scotland”  
27 McCann, John “An Historical Enquiry into the Design and Use of Dovecotes”  
28 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development 
p.244 
29 Idem, p. 244-248 
30 Robertson, Una “Pigeons as a source of food in Eighteenth century Scotland” p. 92-93 
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eaten, the squabs (pigeons under four-week-old that cannot fly) were a much-
preferred delicacy. Their meat was more tender and they were also easier to catch as 
they could not fly away.  

Pigeons were partially fed by their owner (usually privileged landowners), but most 
of the time they would freely feed on the crops surrounding the doocot, making 
them very economical to keep, but causing many complaints from the neighbours 
who would see their fields devastated by the birds. Pigeons would usually lay two 
eggs at a time, about eight to ten times a year, and commonly lay a new clutch before 
the previous one is fully grown.31 For that reason, two nest-boxes were usually 
allowed for each pair of pigeons. With a number of nest-boxes in a doocot usually 
going from a few hundreds to above a thousand, the productivity was extremely 
favourable for little effort.  

Pigeons were also thought to have medicinal purposes, were used in falconry as prey 
and then for pigeon-shooting when firearms were introduced in the seventeenth 
century. It is only in the nineteenth century in Europe, when it was no longer the 
fashion to eat them, that pigeons were used as messengers and then for racing and 
fancy-breeding.32  

The advantages of owning a doocot were numerous but it was a privilege not 
granted to everyone and it was regulated by many laws. In 1503, James IV of 
Scotland encouraged lairds to build doocots, while in 1617, James VI restricted their 
construction to owners with substantial adjacent lands. The penalties for stealing or 
shooting domestic pigeons were very severe, as serious and repeated offences could 
sometimes lead to imprisonment or even hanging.33 Pigeons were a very popular 
source of food in religious houses, particularly before the Reformation and many 
doocots were owned by monasteries.  

If doocots were owned by the upper-class or clergy, their everyday management was 
done by servants, and in some cases, by the gardener.34 The servant in charge of the 
doocot maintenance would mostly come in to collect the young birds and eggs for 
food. It was advised that servants come in the morning as their entrance would scare 
the birds and make them fly out35. Coming in the morning would allow time for the 
birds to settle down before the night, and while the adults were out of the doocot, it 
would be easy to cull the squabs, using a simple ladder, scaffolding or a potence 
ladder, if one had been built (see 2.2). In certain cases, older birds, which could fly, 
needed to be collected. The entrance holes were then shut, and the small door would 
make any bird escape difficult when servants were entering or exiting the doocot.    

The collection of the birds and eggs for food was not the only task in a doocot. When 
food was not available in the crops for the pigeons, a servant would have to feed the 
birds, (mostly during winter, but some would also do it year-round as a complement 

                                                      

 

31 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development 
p.101 and Hansell, Peter, and Jean Hansell. Doves and dovecotes p.25 
32 Hansell, Peter, and Jean Hansell. Doves and dovecotes p.23-38 
33 Robertson, Una “Pigeons as a source of food in Eighteenth century Scotland” p. 90-91 
34 Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary development 
p.69 
35 Idem, p.66 
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to the birds’ food found by forage). A servant would also regularly clean the doocot 
which mainly consisted of removing the dung that would accumulate on the floor 
quickly, and inspect the doocot to make sure that no animal or human made their 
way into the building to kill or steal birds. The bigger threat was probably the human 
one but as mentioned previously, various laws acted as deterrent. The high number 
of birds in a doocot and the ease to catch the birds and eggs in this enclosed area also 
attracted many predators such as the peregrine falcon, the sparrow hawk, and other 
smaller birds like owls, crows and gulls. From the ground, cats, dogs, mustelids 
(weasels, stoats etc), squirrels, snakes and later, rats could cause serious damage if 
they found their way in.36 Building a doocot on solid rock or with deep masonry 
foundation would prevent any animal digging under the wall and a strong door, 
sometime doubled with metal and locked would limit the intruders. Diseases and 
parasites also had to be regularly checked to prevent any possible epidemic which 
could devastate the population.   

Overall, a well built and properly maintained doocot would guaranty a prolific and 
economical source of food and other products. The criteria for the construction of a 
good doocot, the basic maintenance necessities and the needs of the birds remained 
basically unchanged for centuries since Roman times. While many types of building 
saw important changes through time depending of their use or redundancy, doocots 
provide a very interesting case of buildings with a great uniformity in design 
regardless of their location or period. Nonetheless, they provide an incredible variety 
in their architectural features, sometimes governed by local materials available, 
sometimes due to fashion, and sometimes simply due to the creativity of the builder.  

This section was intended to provide a background on the history, architecture and 
management of doocots for a better understanding of the Priory doocot of Crail. It 
does not constitute an in-depth study of doocots, and for further documentation, 
please refer to the bibliography (4.0). The following sources are particularly 
recommended as comprehensive and well documented references: 

- Brown, N. A., 2000. The doocots of Moray: a holistic approach to their evolutionary 
development. Available from OpenAIR@RGU. [online]. Available from: 
http://openair.rgu.ac.uk  

- Robertson, Una “Pigeons as a source of food in Eighteenth century Scotland” 
Review of Scottish Culture issue number 4, 1988 

- McCann, John “An Historical Enquiry into the Design and Use of Dovecotes” 
Transactions of the Ancient Monuments Society vol.35, 1991 

- Hansell, Peter, and Jean Hansell. Doves and dovecotes. Bath: Millstream Books, 
1988 

- Hansell, Peter, and Jean Hansell. A Dovecote Heritage. Bath: Milstream Books, 
1992 

 

 

  

                                                      

 

36 Idem, p.102-110 

http://openair.rgu.ac.uk/
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3.0 UNDERSTANDING – THE PRIORY DOOCOT OF CRAIL 

3.1 Materiality 

The Priory doocot in Crail is of the beehive shape, the earliest shape of doocots in 
Scotland and the most common during the sixteenth century.  

The building is accessed through a small door facing south and connected to the 
main path by a small walkway. Archaeological excavations showed that the 
threshold overlaid an earlier wall of red sandstone.  

The internal diameter of the doocot is 11 ¼ feet (3.43 metres) at the base, with three-
foot (91 centimetres) thick walls. The walls are made of sandstone rubble (probably 
originally covered with lime wash), and inside the building, there are about 700 nest 
boxes37, made of squared sandstone. Each box is approximately 19 centimetres by 19 
centimetres (variable size) and 30 centimetres deep. The rubble wall is visible behind 
the boxes.    

  

Figure 16 Exposed outside wall after the 
removal of the harling in August 2017.  

Figure 17 Inside of the doocot showing the 
sandstone nests boxes on the curved wall, with 
the rubble wall visible behind the boxes.   

Unlike most beehive doocots, this one does not have any string course around the 
outside wall, and the masonry, once uncovered, did not show any evidence of former 
string courses.  

The doocot is covered with a sandstone saddle and trough roof, made of slabs 
overlapping each other, and topped with a circular drum with flight holes facing 
south for the birds to go in and out of the building. The drum is covered with a single 
circular stone, pierced in its center to allow ventilation and a bit of light.  

                                                      

 

37 Crail Preservation Society website, http://crailpreservationsociety.co.uk, Accessed August 
2017. 

http://crailpreservationsociety.co.uk/
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Figure 18 Roof showing the radiating slabs 
with the drum and flight holes  

Figure 19 Circular pierced stone covering the 
drum   

 

3.2 The village of Crail  

There is evidence of human occupancy in this area from the prehistoric and early 
medieval period, but it is only after the middle of the twelfth century that the 
existence of a small town is assessed and confirmed in 1178 when it became a royal 
burgh.38 With the religious power located at St Andrews and political power in 
Dunfermline, the Fife area quickly developed during the Middle-Ages. Crail had a 
castle, a parish church, a harbour and an important market place. It was a flourishing 
town and in 1517, Sir William Myrton succeeded in elevating the parish church into a 
collegiate church. With the sixteenth century came the Reformation, and John Knox 
preached in the church in 1559. Crail remained a significant place for fishing and 
trading until the eighteenth century, before its activity declined. Crail retained a lot 
of its ancient character and historic buildings and the geospatial organisation of the 
village did not change much throughout the centuries.39  

 

Figure 20 Dutch coastal map by Waghenaer, printed in 1583 (detail). Crail (spelled Craill) is 
visible at the centre of the map, showing its relative importance in the sixteenth century.  NLS 

                                                      

 

38 Historic Crail: an illustrated survey. Crail, Scotland: Crail Preservation Society, 1976. 
39 Ibidem 
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3.3 A history of the Priory doocot 

3.3.1 Ownership and date of construction 

Due to their small size and use as simple ancillary buildings doocots are hard to 
document in detail as few records were kept. Sometimes, dates were carved on the 
door lintel but there is always a lack of certainty whether this refers to the 
construction date or a later restoration. The architectural style or the material used 
can usually give an idea of the period. Historical maps are also a good source of 
information for dating a building, but the size of doocots means that in general they 
are only shown on very detailed maps, and those were not available before the 
eighteenth century, with more in the nineteenth century.  

The Roy Military survey of Scotland (1747-1755) gives the first detailed mapping of 
Scotland. While on previous maps, the burgh is simply represented as a general 
town, the different streets are shown on the Roy’s map. However, the doocot is not 
visible (Figure 22).   

  

Figure 21 Fife Shire (detail), James Gordon, 
1642. Crail (Careill) is represented on the 
map with the rough shape of a town. NLS 

Figure 22 Military Survey of Scotland (detail), 
William Roy, c. 1750. The map shows the 
arrangements of buildings and streets in Crail, 
also showing garden walls and the church at the 
north of the village. NLS 

We have to wait until the nineteenth century to see the Priory Doocot being 
represented on maps. But even the 1832 Great Reform Act Plan mysteriously omitted 
the doocot while taking the care to represent two other doocots located just outside 
of Crail (Figure 23). It could simply be a mistake, or it could show that this doocot 
was no longer in use at that time.  
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Figure 23 Great Reform Act Plans and Reports (detail), 1832. Pinkerton Dovecot is indicated 
next to a circular pictogramme at the right of the image and a similar pictogramme appears to 
the left, with simply ‘Dovecot’ next to it. Nothing indicates the Priory Doocot on this map, 
while the ‘Prior walls’ is shown. NLS 

The Ordnance Survey maps (Figure 24 to Figure 26) show the Priory doocot, named 
‘Priory Pigeon House’, ‘Pigeon House’ and finally simply ‘Dovecot’. It also shows the 
important association of the area with a priory (Priory Well, remains of the Nunnery, 
site of the Priory and Prior’s Croft). 

Maps do not contribute any significant information, apart from confirming that it 
was known as the Priory Doocot since the middle of the nineteenth century at least. 
But the style and shape of the building tells us that it is much older. Beehive doocots 
were very popular in Scotland during the sixteenth century, and today, many remain 
from this period showing great architectural similarities with the Priory Doocot. It 
could have been built before the sixteenth century, as the lack of string courses 
outside of the doocot could possibly be a sign of an early building. However as noted 
previously (see section 2.2.1) doocots were likely to have been introduced to Scotland 
in the fifteenth century which means that the Priory Doocot cannot be older than 
that. All sources agree on dating the doocot around the sixteenth century, which is 
the more likely, but there seems to be nothing more precise.  
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Figure 24 Six-inch Ordnance Survey map, 1854 (first edition). NLS 

 

Figure 25 25-inch Ordnance Survey map, 1893. NLS 

 

Figure 26 25-inch Ordnance Survey map, 1912. NLS 

Questioning the ownership of the building helps with the dating. The name of Priory 
Doocot suggests that it was part of a priory, but there is no clear evidence of the 
existence of a priory in Crail at any time, despite the indication on the Ordnance 
Survey maps, seemingly simply based on assumptions. However, two priories 
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owned lands in Crail: the priory (nunnery) of Haddington in East Lothian, and the 
Cathedral priory of St Andrews.  

Dr. Kelsey Jackson Williams, in his short research produced for the Crail 
Preservation Society brought the idea that the doocot was built on a land owned by 
the priory of St Andrews.40 This is supported by seventeenth-century documents. In 
the first one, dated 21st May 1635, Charles I mortified lands – bequeathed or allocated 
the land in perpetuity – formerly belonging to the priory of St Andrews to the 
Archbishop of St Andrews, including the ‘Prior’s Croft’.41 On 14th November 1661, 
another charter refers to ‘the prior’s croft in Crail… and another prior’s croft in Crail, 
possessed by Thomas Myreton of Cambo’.42 Williams suggests, based on other 
documents, that most of the lands that belonged to religious authorities went into the 
hands of local proprietors around the time of the Reformation.  

It is interesting to note that Thomas Myreton, mentioned above, probably  inherited 
the prior’s croft that he owned by 1661, as it is a ‘Sir William Myrton of the Cambo 
family - Who in 1517 secured the elevation of the kirk of Crail in to a ”collegiate 
church”’.43 On 12th March 1500, James IV confirmed about five acres of land in le 
Pottargait in the burgh of Crail to William Myrtoun, chaplain of the altar of St 
Michael the Archangel in the parish church of Crail.44 The church belonged to the 
priory of Haddington so this also puts William Myrton, a local laird associated with 
the priory of Haddington and with lands in Crail, as a potential owner of the doocot.  

If Williams’ research shows that the priory of St Andrews owned lands in Crail 
before 1635, it is very hard to be able to identify the land and its precise location. 
There is a more accurate list of lands owned by the Cistercian nunnery or priory of 
Haddington45: on 31st August 1458, James II confirmed numerous donations by the 
Countess Ada, who was an important benefactor of the nunnery during the twelfth 
century, and by several kings and bishops of St. Andrews. This charter confirms the 
ownership of the following in Crail: the church with ecclesiastical lands and teinds46; 
half the fishing of the parish; the chapel of St Rufinus in the castle with its lands and 
pertinents47; the lands of Sauchope, New Town, Pitcorthie, Forde, half a carucate48 of 
Dostrox (Frushy); various tenements, burgages49 and rents; 10 acres of the land of 

                                                      

 

40 Kelsey Jackson Williams, pers. notes. 
41 Martine, George, Reliquiae divi Andreae, or the State of the Venerable and Primitial See of St 
Andrews. St Andrews, 1797. p. 180. 
42 Lyon, C. J.  History of St Andrews, 2 vols. Edinburgh, 1843, ii. 384 
43 Historic Crail: an illustrated survey. Crail, Scotland: Crail Preservation Society, 1976. p. 4 
44 Registrum magni sigilli regum Scotorum = The register of the great seal of Scotland. 2572. 
Edinburgh: H.M. General Register House, 1882. 
45 ‘all the Scottish houses of Cistercian nuns were priories’, noted in Jamieson, J. H., Rev. D. E. 
Easson, G. Donaldson, The Cistercian nunnery of St. Mary, Haddington, Transactions of the East 
Lothian Antiquarian and field naturalists’ society. Fifth volume.  Haddington: East Lothian 
Antiquarian and Field Naturalists Society, 1958. 
46 Teinds: one tenth of earnings or produce paid as a tax to the Church  
47 Pertinents: additional elements or privileges attached to a land or property 
48 Carucate: medieval unit of land area, equivalent to about 120 acres today 
49 Burgage: a tenement in a burgh  
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(Baderny), Petynminnis with freedom of multure50 at the mill of Crail, common 
pasturage and fuel in the King’s Muir beside Crail. 51   

There is no formal evidence that the land on which the doocot is built belonged to the 
priory of Haddington. The nearest land they owned was Saushope, located to the 
east of Crail (Figure 27), but the extent of the landholding is unknown. The 
nineteenth-century OS maps (Figure 24 to Figure 26) indicate a nunnery in the 
doocot area, which could indicate that this land had some connection or belonged to 
the nunnery of Haddington. Although, we know that the assumption of the existence 
of a nunnery or priory in Crail is not reliable, and therefore, until new sources bring 
further evidence, it stays impossible to prove the ownership of the doocot at the time 
it was built.52 Still, sources indicate that it was part of lands owned by either the 
priory of St Andrews or the priory of Haddington.  

 

Figure 27 Six-inch Ordnance Survey map, 1854 (first edition). Indicative location of areas in 
which the nunnery of Haddington had lands (Pitcorthie in green, New Town in blue, 
Sauchope in orange and Crail in red), showing the extent of the nunnery’s ownership. NLS 

It is interesting to mention that ‘in 1245, the nunnery was involved in controversy 
with the priory of St. Andrews’53 regarding teinds of lands in East Lothian. The 
outcome was that Haddington would keep all their teinds, but they would pay 
twenty shillings from the teinds of Fawside in the parish of Crail. It was few 

                                                      

 

50 Mutlure: fee paid to the miller in exchange of grinding the grain 
51 Registrum magni sigilli regum Scotorum = The register of the great seal of Scotland. 610. 
Edinburgh: H.M. General Register House, 1882 and Jamieson, J. H., Rev. D. E. Easson, G. 
Donaldson, The Cistercian nunnery of St. Mary, Haddington p. 5 
52 The Haddington Protocol Books, held at the John Gray Centre in Haddington, would be an 
interesting source. They cover most of the sixteenth century and provide notes for everyday 
management. Although, the books would require services of a palaeographer to be read and 
understood, with no guarantee that the doocot would be even mentioned.  
53 Jamieson, J. H., Rev. D. E. Easson, G. Donaldson, The Cistercian nunnery of St. Mary, 
Haddington p. 5-6 
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centuries before the construction of the doocot but it shows that the two priories had 
conflicts about their lands. Therefore, it cannot be ruled out that the priory doocot 
might also have passed from the ownership of one priory to the other! 

The Reformation in 1560 certainly did not help the finances of catholic houses, so if 
the doocot belonged to a priory, it is more likely to have been built during the first 
half of the sixteenth century rather than after the Reformation. Although, without 
further evidence, we cannot exclude that it could also have been built later.  

3.3.2 The Priory Doocot after the reformation 

If the history of the doocot around the time of its construction is hard to define, it is 
even harder to know what happened later. In 1594, James VI ‘ratified and approved 
the dissolution of the parish kirk of Crail, parsonage and vicarage thereof, from the 
abbey and monastery of Haddington and the division of the fruits thereof in three 
parts and portions.’54 Less than thirty years later, in 1621 James VI also dissolved all 
lands, buildings, teinds etc. from the priory of Haddington: 

His Majesty…dissolved… all and whole the lands, baronies and others underwritten 
which pertained of old to the said priory of Haddington, namely… the kirk lands of 
Crail; the half of the fishing of the whole parish, with the lands and pertinents 
annexed to the chapel of St Rufus; the lands of Salchos, Newton, Pitcorthie, ford and 
half ruid of land of Croftrie; sundry burgh tenements and rents of the kirk of Crail; 11 
acres of land of Redermen, Pittenweem with the pertinents; liberty of multures in the 
mill of Crail, as well teind multure as others, with common pasturage in the common 
of Crail and fuel in the King's Muir beside Crail55 

If the doocot was in the ownership of the priory of Haddington, it certainly went to a 
different owner in 1621. Dr. Kelsey Jackson Williams also provides evidence56 that by 
the time of the Reformation, ‘the priory lands had… fallen into the hands of temporal 
proprietors’57 and in 1625, the Prior’s croft was in the possession of a burgess of 
Crail.58 

There are no records giving more information about what possibly happened to the 
doocot during the seventeenth and eighteenth century and it was apparently not in 
use by the mid-nineteenth century. In the Ordnance Survey name books that 
accompany the first edition maps, James Ireland noted, on the 4th of July 1853 that the 
doocot was no longer in use. The full description is as follow: 

[situation] E [East] Side of the village of Crail. 

                                                      

 

54 The Records of the Parliaments of Scotland to 1707, K.M. Brown et al eds (St Andrews, 2007-
2017), 1594/4/53 http://www.rps.ac.uk  
55 Idem 1621/6/66 
56 Kelsey Jackson Williams, pers. notes. 
57  Lyon C. J., History of St Andrews, 2 vols. Edinburgh, 1843, ii. 384 
58 Conolly, Matthew F., Fifiana: or, Memorials of the East of Fife, Inventory of Old Charters and 
other Writings belonging to the Burgh of Crail, between the years 1369 and 1755. Glasgow 
1869. p.164 

http://www.rps.ac.uk/
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A circular piece of stone work, about 20 ft [feet] in diameter at the base, and nearly 30 
ft [feet] high. It is not used as a pigeon house at present. But was used as such some 
time ago.59 

 

3.4 Twentieth century history: the restorations of the doocot   

The Priory doocot seemingly has remained unused since (at least) the mid-nineteenth 
century. According to the Crail Museum, the doocot was donated to the Crail 
Preservation Society in 1961 (1960 according to the CPS website), by the Brown 
Family who lived in Crail, and who owned the doocot at that time. Following the 
donation, ‘it was restored by David and Sandy Simpson, Crail's stonemasons, with 
help from the Dalrymple Archaeological Fund in the 1960's. The architect was the 
late Mr. Murray Jack of St. Andrews.’60 

As it was common practice in the 1960s and 1970s, the new harling was non-porous 
and it resulted in trapping the moisture inside the walls, in the long term, causing 
more problems.  On 9th May 1972, the doocot was listed in category A by Historic 
Scotland (now Historic Environment Scotland) giving it statutory protection.  

  

Figure 28 Crail Priory doocot, seen from West. 
Photograph taken by Ian G. Lindsay in 1936 and 
showing the state of decay. Canmore 1309152 

Figure 29 Crail Priory doocot, seen from 
the south. The description 
accompanying the photo says that the 
building was ‘covered in cement render 
in this photograph, it was restored in 
1962’ Canmore 388549 

                                                      

 

59 National Records of Scotland, Ordnance Survey Name Books: Fife and Kinross-shire OS 
Name Books, 1853-1855, volume 84, OS1/13/84/58 
60 Crail Preservation Society website, http://crailpreservationsociety.co.uk, Accessed August 
2017.  

http://crailpreservationsociety.co.uk/
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Following public funding, the Crail Preservation Society started important 
restoration work of the Doocot in 2017, with an archaeological survey and 
interpretation to inform visitors about the history of the building.  

The archaeological dig, carried out during the summer 2017 by Addyman 
Archaeology, uncovered a circular depression at the centre of the building, 
suggesting the use of a potence ladder at some point. A separate archaeological 
report has been produced.61 

The restoration work undertaken by Simpson & Brown consisted of the careful 
removal of the cementitious render and the assessment of the condition of the 
underlying masonry. Several of the non-original saddle stones on the roof were 
replaced and slates were introduced where the saddle and trough stones did not 
provide sufficient cover for the new harling below. A hotlime mortar was used to 
harl the doocot and it was then finished with 5no. coats of lime wash. The 
reapplication of traditional materials will allow the structure to breathe, as intended, 
for the first time since the cementitious render was first applied. 

 

  

  

                                                      

 

61 Addyman Archaeology Priory Doocot, Crail, Fife - Community excavation, building recording 
and monitoring: June -August 2017. January 2018 
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Appendix C  Photographic Register 
 

Image 
No. 

Direction 
Facing 

Date Description Initials 

001 NW 02.06.17 Pre-ex shot trench 3 JMM 
002 NW 02.06.17 As above with flash JMM 
003 N 02.06.17 Pre-ex shot trench 2 JMM 
004 N 02.06.17 Pre-ex shot trench 2 JMM 
005 SE 02.06.17 Pre-ex shot trench 1 EJ 
006 SE 02.06.17 As above close up to doocot EJ 
007 NE 02.06.17 Pre-ex trench1 EJ 
008 N 02.06.17 As above plus view EJ 
009   02.06.17 Working shot EJ 
010   02.06.17 Working shot EJ 
011   02.06.17 Working shot EJ 
012   02.06.17 Working shot EJ 
013   02.06.17 Working shot EJ 
014   02.06.17 Working shot EJ 
015   02.06.17 Working shot EJ 
016   02.06.17 Working shot EJ 
017   02.06.17 Working shot EJ 
018   02.06.17 Working shot EJ 
019 E 02.06.17 Trench 2 post-ex shot JMM 
020 E 02.06.17 Plan view trench 2 post-ex shot JMM 
021 E 02.06.17 West facing Section trench 2 JMM 
022 E 02.06.17 West facing Section trench 2 JMM 
023 E 02.06.17 West facing Section trench 2 JMM 
024 SE 02.06.17 Trench 2 post-ex plan view JMM 
025 SE 02.06.17 Trench 2 post-ex plan view JMM 
026 NW 02.06.17 Trench 2 post-ex JMM 
027 NW 02.06.17 SE facing section of trench 2 JMM 
028 NW 02.06.17 SE facing section of trench 2 JMM 
029 SE 02.06.17 Trench 1 JMM 
030   02.06.17 Plan view of slot trench 1 JMM 
031   02.06.17 Plan view of slot trench 1 JMM 
032 SE 02.06.17 Trench 3 showing filled potence hole and raised floor JMM 
033 N 02.06.17 Trench 3 showing filled potence hole and raised floor JMM 
034 SE 02.06.17 Trench 3 showing filled potence hole and raised floor JMM 
035 SE 02.06.17 Trench 3 showing filled potence hole and raised floor JMM 
036 SE 02.06.17 Trench 3 showing filled potence hole and raised floor JMM 
037 S 02.06.17 Close up of potence hole JMM 
038 S 02.06.17 Close up of potence hole JMM 
039   02.06.17 Trench 3 raised floor close up JMM 
040   02.06.17 Trench 3 raised floor close up JMM 
041   02.06.17 As 32 JMM 
042 N 02.06.17 As37 JMM 
043 N 02.06.17 As 33 JMM 
044 N 02.06.17 General shot JMM 
045 N 02.06.17 General shot JMM 
046 NE 02.06.17 General shot JMM 
047 N 02.06.17 General shot JMM 
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Image 
No. 

Direction 
Facing 

Date Description Initials 

048 SE 02.06.17 Trench 1 post-ex JMM 
049 NE 02.06.17 Trench 1 post-ex JMM 
050 SW 02.06.17 Trench 1 post-ex JMM 
051 SE 02.06.17 Trench 1 wall foundation of doocot with original harl JMM 
052 SE 02.06.17 Close up of above JMM 
053 SW 04.06.17 Trench 1 NE facing section EJ 
054 SW 04.06.17 Trench 1 NE facing section EJ 
055 SW 04.06.17 Trench 1 NE facing section EJ 
056 NE 04.06.17 Trench1 SW facing section EJ 
057   04.06.17 Slag and Mortar from 101 Tr1 discarded EJ 
058 NW 04.06.17 Trench 1 NW end EJ 
059 NW 04.06.17 Trench 1 NW end EJ 
060 SW 04.06.17 Trench 1 NW end EJ 
061 NE 04.06.17 SW facing  Tr 1 NW end EJ 
062 NW 04.06.17 SE facing trench 1 NW end EJ 
063   04.06.17 Working shot EJ 
064   04.06.17 Working shot EJ 
065   04.06.17 Working shot EJ 
066   04.06.17 Working shot EJ 
067   04.06.17 Working shot EJ 
068   04.06.17 Interior of doocot completely excavated EJ 
069   04.06.17 Interior of doocot completely excavated EJ 
070   04.06.17 Interior of doocot completely excavated EJ 
071   04.06.17 Interior of doocot completely excavated EJ 
072   04.06.17 Interior of doocot completely excavated EJ 
073   04.06.17 Interior of doocot completely excavated EJ 
074 S 04.06.17 Interior elevation of doocot with door EJ 
075 E 04.06.17 Detail of nesting boxes EJ 
076 N 04.06.17 Detail of nesting boxes EJ 
077   04.06.17 Looking up at nesting boxes and opening EJ 
078   04.06.17 Looking up at nesting boxes and opening EJ 
079   04.06.17 Looking up at nesting boxes and opening EJ 
080 NE 04.06.17 View of nesting boxes EJ 
081 N 04.06.17 Fully excavated floor with nesting boxes behind EJ 
082 E 04.06.17 Post –ex Trench 2  EJ 
083 NE 03.06.17 Working shot excavation of Trench 3 JMM 
084 NE 03.06.17 Working shot excavation of Trench 3 JMM 
085 NE 03.06.17 Working shot excavation of Trench 3 JMM 
086 SE 03.06.17 Exterior of doocot from the north with Trench1SE JMM 
087 W 03.06.17 View down into Trench 1 JMM 
088 NE 03.06.17 Post –ex Trench 3 looking down JMM 
089 SE 03.06.17 Exterior of doocot looking along coast JMM 
090 NE 03.06.17 Post-ex Trench 3 JMM 
091 NE 03.06.17 Close up of circular depression in Trench 3 JMM 
092 NE 03.06.17 As above no flash JMM 
093 NE 03.06.17 As above JMM 
094 up 17.08.17 Looking up at nesting boxes and opening TA 
095 up 17.08.17 As above TA 
096 W 17.08.17 General view of doocot in its wider setting TA 
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Image 
No. 

Direction 
Facing 

Date Description Initials 

097 W 17.08.17 General view of doocot in its wider setting TA 
098 W 17.08.17 General view of doocot in its wider setting TA 
099 NE 17.08.17 Lantern with entrance, roosting boxes harl removed TA 
100 NE 17.08.17 Lantern with entrance, roosting boxes harl removed TA 
101 NE 17.08.17 Lantern with entrance, roosting boxes harl removed TA 
102 NE 17.08.17 Lantern with entrance, roosting boxes harl removed TA 
103 NE 17.08.17 Lantern with entrance, roosting boxes harl removed TA 
104 NE 17.08.17 Lantern with entrance, roosting boxes harl removed TA 
105 NE 17.08.17 Lantern with entrance, roosting boxes harl removed TA 
106 NE 17.08.17 Lantern with entrance, roosting boxes harl removed TA 
107 NE 17.08.17 Detail of roof slabs TA 
108 W 17.08.17 Top section of doocot  TA 
109 NW 17.08.17 Capstone TA 
110 NW 17.08.17 Close up of above TA 
111 NW 17.08.17 Detail of holes in capstone TA 
112 

 
17.08.17 Central hole in the middle of capstone TA 

113   17.08.17 View down into doocot TA 
114   17.08.17 View down into doocot TA 
115   17.08.17 View down into doocot TA 
116   17.08.17 Roofing slabs TA 
117   17.08.17 As above TA 
118   17.08.17 Detail of capstone TA 
119   17.08.17 As above TA 
120 NE 17.08.17 View of roosting boxes at entrance TA 
121 E 17.08.17 View of roosting boxes at entrance TA 
122 NW 17.08.17 View of roosting boxes at entrance TA 
123 NW 17.08.17 Close up TA 
124 NE 17.08.17 Looking down on "lantern" TA 
125 NE 17.08.17 As above TA 
126   17.08.17 Detail of graffitti on cill of roosting boxes TA 
127   17.08.17 Detail of graffitti on cill of roosting boxes TA 
128   17.08.17 Interior upper section, viewed from above TA 
129 E 17.08.17 Upper section exterior, harl removed TA 
130 E 17.08.17 Close up of above TA 
131 SE 17.08.17 Detail of roof slabs TA 
132 SE 17.08.17 As above TA 
133 SE 17.08.17 As above TA 
134 S 17.08.17 As above TA 
135 SW 17.08.17 More general view TA 
136 SW 17.08.17 Close up of above TA 
137   17.08.17 Detail of masonry and how roof slabs fit TA 
138   17.08.17 Close up of masonry TA 
139   17.08.17 Close up of masonry TA 
140   17.08.17 Close up of masonry TA 
141   17.08.17 Close up of masonry TA 
142   17.08.17 Close up of masonry TA 
143   17.08.17 Close up of masonry TA 
144   17.08.17 Close up of masonry TA 
145   17.08.17 Close up of masonry TA 
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Image 
No. 

Direction 
Facing 

Date Description Initials 

146 
 

17.08.17 Close up of masonry TA 
147 NE 17.08.17 Exposed jambs around doorway TA 
148 NE 17.08.17 Exposed door lintel and upper jambs TA 
149 NW 17.08.17 As above TA 
150 Down 17.08.17 Replacement concrete threshhold TA 
151 W 17.08.17 Detail of upper west jambs TA 
152 W 17.08.17 Detail of lower west jambs TA 
153 E 17.08.17 Detail of lower east jambs TA 
154 E 17.08.17 Detail of upper east jambs TA 
155 Up 17.08.17 Looking up at nesting boxes and opening TA 
156 Up 17.08.17 Looking up at nesting boxes and opening TA 
157 Up 17.08.17 Looking up at nesting boxes and opening TA 
158 Up 17.08.17 Looking up at nesting boxes and opening TA 
159 Up 17.08.17 Looking up at nesting boxes and opening TA 
160 Up 17.08.17 Close up of top rows of nesting boxes TA 
161 Up 17.08.17 Cement patching on inside of lantern TA 
162 Up 17.08.17 Close up of top row of nesting boxes TA 
163 Up 17.08.17 Close up of top row of nesting boxes TA 
164 Down 17.08.17 Looking down interior wall at nesting boxes TA 
165 Down 17.08.17 Looking down interior wall at nesting boxes TA 
166 Down 17.08.17 Looking down interior wall at nesting boxes TA 
167   17.08.17 Detail of masonry  TA 
168   17.08.17 Detail of masonry TA 
169   17.08.17 Detail of masonry TA 
170   17.08.17 Detail of masonry TA 
171   17.08.17 Detail of masonry TA 
172 E 17.08.17 General view of doocot in its wider setting with scaffold TA 
173 SE 17.08.17 General view of doocot in its wider setting with scaffold TA 
174 NE 17.08.17 General view of doocot in its wider setting with scaffold TA 
175 N 17.08.17 General view of doocot in its wider setting with scaffold TA 
176 S 26.07.17 Monitoring; exposed bedrock at base of doocot, north side JMM 
177 E 26.07.17 Monitoring; exposed bedrock at base of doocot, north side JMM 
178 NE 26.07.17 Monitoring; exposed bedrock at base of doocot, north side JMM 
179 SW 26.07.17 Monitoring; exposed bedrock at base of doocot, north side JMM 
180 S 26.07.17 Monitoring; exposed bedrock at base of doocot, north side JMM 
181 NE 26.07.17 Monitoring; exposed bedrock at base of doocot, north side JMM 
182 S 26.07.17 Monitoring; exposed bedrock at base of doocot, west side JMM 
183 S 26.07.17 Monitoring; exposed bedrock at base of doocot, west side JMM 
184 E 26.07.17 Monitoring; exposed bedrock at base of doocot, west side JMM 
185 E 26.07.17 Pre-ex shot of drainage channel JMM 
186 E 26.07.17 Section of drainage channel visible beneath wall JMM 
187 E 26.07.17 As above JMM 
188 E 26.07.17 As above JMM 
189 E 26.07.17 As above JMM 
190 E 26.07.17 As above JMM 
191 N 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
192 S 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
193 S 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
194 N 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
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Image 
No. 

Direction 
Facing 

Date Description Initials 

195 S 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
196 S 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
197 N 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
198 N 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
199 S 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
200 E 26.07.17 Section of drainage channel visible beneath wall JMM 
201 E 26.07.17 Section of drainage channel visible beneath wall JMM 
202 S 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
203 S 26.07.17 Post-ex shot of west side of drainage channel JMM 
204   26.07.17 Exposed earlier entrance JMM 
205   26.07.17 Possible earlier masonry at entrance JMM 
206 NE 26.07.17 Area around door harl removed JMM 
207 NE 26.07.17 Area around door harl removed JMM 
208 E 26.07.17 Area around door harl removed JMM 
209   26.07.17 Drainage channel post-ex shot JMM 
210   26.07.17 Drainage channel post-ex shot JMM 
211 E 26.07.17 Drainage channel post-ex shot JMM 
212   26.07.17 Drainage channel post-ex shot JMM 
213   26.07.17 Drainage channel post-ex shot JMM 
214 S 26.07.17 Drainage channel post-ex shot JMM 
215 N 26.07.17 Drainage channel post-ex shot JMM 
216 E 26.07.17 Section of drainage channel visible beneath wall JMM 
217 E 26.07.17 Section of drainage channel visible beneath wall JMM 
218 S 26.07.17 Post -ex shot of above JMM 
219 S 26.07.17 Post -ex shot of above JMM 
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Appendix D Context List 
 
 
Context 

No. 
Recorded 

by Date Area 
Description 

(101) EJ 02/06/2017 Trench 
1 Topsoil 

(102) EJ 03/06/2017 Trench 
1 Deposit filling construction cut [103] 

[103] EJ 03/06/2017 Trench 
1 Drainage channel cut into natural 

[104] EJ 03/06/2017 Trench 
1 Wall of doocot 

(201) JMM 02/06/2017 Trench 
2 Topsoil 

(202) JMM 02/06/2017 Trench 
2 Deposit filling construction cut [203] 

[203] JMM 03/06/2017 Trench 
2 Drainage channel cut into bedrock 

[204] JMM 03/06/2017 Trench 
2 Wall of doocot 

[205] JMM 03/06/2017 Trench 
2 

Sandstone wall abutting [204] 

(206) JMM 03/06/2017 Trench 
2 

Modern path 

(301) EJ 03/06/2017 Trench 
3 

Floor of doocot 

(302) EJ 03/06/2017 Trench 
3 

Fill of [303] 

[303] EJ 03/06/2017 Trench 
3 

Cut for potence into bedrock 

[304] EJ 03/06/2017 Trench 
3 

Sandstone levelling floor 

 
Appendix E  Finds List 
 
 
Finds 
No. 

Context 
No. 

Trench 
No.  Material Date Initials Quantity Description 

001 202 2 Ceramic 15th- 17th 
century - JMM 2 Scottish greyware? 

002 201 2 
Topsoil Mortar 

McEwan 
bottle c. 
1910- 

JMM 1   

003 201 2 
Topsoil Glass - JMM 7 

1 white bottle neck, 1 white bottle shard, 4 
green bottle shard (1x Mc), 1x green bottle 
neck with stopper (Mc Ewan, 53, 
Edinburgh) 

004 101 1 Glass - JMM 59 

1 green bottle base (PG? 4CJL), 1 white 
bottle (Ltd Smiths, Milton Bridge), 1 white 
bottle neck with a Fe stopper, 1 brown 
bottle neck with stopper (Stillade on 
stopper), 6 brown shards, 37 white shards, 
12 green shards 

005 302 3 Concrete - JMM 2   
006 302 3 CBM - JMM 33 Bricks and tiles 

007 302 3 Wood 
and Fe - JMM 2 Wood planks with iron nails 

008 101 1 Shell - JMM 19 10 periwinkle, 5 limpets and 4 mussels 

009 101 1 Faunal 
remains - JMM 2 Bone 
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Finds 
No. 

Context 
No. 

Trench 
No.  Material Date Initials Quantity Description 

010 101 1 Charcoal - JMM 2   

011 101 1 Fe, Cu, 
Ag - JMM 16 

Various iron objects (nails, rods, etc.), 1 
copper nail, 1 silver? pendant, scalloped 
edges (2 no, Thou shalt not, take the Name 
of the Lord thy, God in vain) 

012 U/S - Glass - JMM 1 Glass stopper 

013 U/S - Fe, Cu - JMM 5 2 iron pipes, 2 iron nails, 1 copper 
ornament? 

014 U/S - Ceramic - JMM 7 1 white and blue, 2 glazed inside, 1 brown 
tile, 1 glazed brown, 2 unglazed 

015 U/S - Faunal 
remains - JMM 9 6 avian and 3 mammal 

016 101 1 Ceramic - JMM 55 

Scottish green glazed greyware?, white 
crockery, glazed inside, blue & white, 
brown & white, brown glazed, multi-
coloured 

017 101 1 CBM - JMM 4   
018 101 1 Plastic - JMM 2 1 bike red reflector, 1 stick 
019 101 1 Lithic - JMM 3 1 whetstone, 2 slate fragments 

020 101 1 Clay pipe - JMM 4 1 J.V.? Widdic/h/, Leatow/n/, 1 'Mile, End', 
and two fragments 

021 101 1 Mortar - JMM 2   

022 101 1 Marble - JMM 2 Marbles, one white, and one brown veined 
white 

023 101 1 Glass - JMM 7 Shards 

024 102 1 Faunal 
remains - JMM 15 

4 large mammal (3 fit together and show 
butchery splitting), 1 beak, and 10 juvenile 
rabbit bones 

025 301 3 Faunal 
remains - JMM 36 Avian, probably mostly pigeon (MNI:5) 

026 301 3 Shell - JMM 1 Oyster 

027 302 3 Faunal 
remains - JMM 91 Avian, probably mostly pigeon (MNI:6) 

028 301 3 Fe and 
wood - JMM 18 Architectural fixings and nails 

029 301 3 CBM - JMM 3   
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