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THE Royal Burgh of Dunbar, which faces the North Sea at the opening of the Firth
of Forth (fig. i), possesses a variety of claims to historical renown, and not least
among them should surely be the fact that it exists as a seaport at all. Nature has done
little to help and a great deal to hinder, as the coast is cliff-bound and beset with
off-shore islets, the beaches are hemmed in by
rocks, and in storms from any easterly quarter the
earlier mariners must have found a dangerous
lee-shore. Yet harbours of one sort or another
have evidently served the place from very early
times, and it is the purpose of this paper to explore
their historical background, to describe the Old
Harbour as it stands,1 and to correlate structures
with records in so far as this may be possible.2 Some buildings associated with the
'Old Harbour' of today are also discussed in an Appendix.
Belhaven: the Middle Ages

The earliest navigators avoided the dangers of the exposed North Sea coast by
using as their harbour a sheltered tidal nook among the sands at the mouths of the
Biel and Lochend Burns. Roy's map of Scotland (fig. 2) shows the relationship of

Belhaven village and Dunbar, and the outline of
the tidal area as it was in the middle of the i8th cen-
tury ; this however, like that of the Tyne estuary as
a whole, has been greatly altered by the reclamation
of the flats. The origin of the harbour is obscure.
No grounds exist for identifying Belhaven with the
Dark-Age Aberlessic, from which St Kentigern's
mother began her miraculous voyage, but as Pro-
fessor Jackson places Aberlessic on this estuary,
and not at Aberlady,3 the temptation to do so
exists. The harbour was certainly established as
early as 1153, when Gospatric, Earl of Dunbar,

gave the monks of May a toft 'juxta meum portum de Bele'4; and another early
notice dates from 1369-70, when David II granted to the Earl of March 'apud
Dunbarre liberum burgum . . . ac liberum portum apud le Bellehaven . . . cum

1 The descriptions relate to 1965, when the field-work was done.
2 In addition to published sources, use has been made of (i) MS plans and Board of Ordnance documents

in the National Library of Scotland; (ii) MS Dunbar Burgh Council Books and draft Council Minutes, not
individually catalogued but preserved in Boxes 21-24 in H.M. General Register House, referred to as 'Records';
(iii) MS Dunbar Harbour Accounts, similarly preserved (Box 20), referred to as 'Accounts'. A good deal of
verbal information has also been obtained from Dunbar residents, which is hereby gratefully acknowledged.

3 Studies in the Early British Church, ed. Chadwick, N. K., 293. 4 PSAS, xc (1956-7), 74 f.
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FIG. 2. Dunbar and Belhaven about 1755,
after Roy. Scale and orientation are

approximate
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libero introitu et exitu navium'.1 In later times Belhaven continued to figure as a
'portus', a 'receptaculum', a 'sea place' or a 'maritimus locus', along with Dunbar's
other possessions, down to the seventeenth century2; and as late as 1814 the burgh
was claiming dues, on a cargo landed in the Biel Burn mouth, in virtue of the charter
of i6i8.3

Belhaven Harbour has vanished, but it is known to have occupied the area, re-
claimed by a sea-wall built in the nineteenth century,4 that is bordered on the S. by
Highway 1087 and on the E. by the road to Belhaven Sands, and thus corresponds
with the SE. corner of the tidal area shown by Roy (fig. 2 ) . A haven set here would
have enjoyed excellent shelter from all quarters except the N., and would have been
perfectly suitable for fishing boats and other small craft which could rest on the sand
at low water. The Lochend Burn, which is now piped under the children's play-
ground, would have traversed it by the easternmost of the three channels marked by
Roy and would have helped to prevent silting. Some structural remains were still
visible in 1841, when a plan and a set of explanatory notes were prepared by a certain
John Mason, who described himself as 'Surveyor, Belhaven'. The plan has dis-
appeared, but a typed copy of the notes5 mentions a ridge of rock running '500 feet
Westward from High-water mark, which formerly used to be the natural breakwater
of the Harbour', but which, by 1841, had been 'almost entirely quarried out or away';
and likewise records that old residents still remembered 'a piece of built pier' ex-
tending southwards from the W. end of the ridge. Mason also found, S. of the ridge
but within the tidal area, a straight line of wooden posts 'extending from High-water
mark Westward 733 feet,' in a direction slightly south of west. Remains of some
masonry structure were unearthed in recent years at the south-easternmost corner of
the reclaimed area, in front of the old toll-house (Benston Cottage)8; this may well
have been a jetty, as one of the blocks carried an iron ring.

Lamerhaven: the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
In its earliest phase, the harbour below the town, as distinct from the one at

Belhaven, seems to have been known as 'Lamerhaven'. This name occurs in a
charter of 1555,' and the harbour is described as lying 'ex orientali latere castri de
Dunbar'. It was probably no more than a natural tidal anchorage, sheltered, if
precariously, from the N. by Lamer Island,8 the tidal island now occupied by the
Battery (p. 188), and from the W. by the Castle promontory, but otherwise much
exposed. It is clear that no artificial harbour-works existed in the middle of the
sixteenth century, as de Beauge remarked (1548-9) that a harbour could easily be
made at little cost9; and in fact it was only in 1574 that the Burgh was authorised to

1 RMS, 1306—1424, No. 340, p. 119.
2 ibid., 1546-50, No. 999, p. 224 (1555); 1593-1608, No. 1418, p. 507 (1603); 1609-20, No. 1921, p. 697

(1618); APS, v, 492 (1641).
3 Records, Box 22; 13 Sept. 1814. t Miller, J., The History of Dunbar (1859), 232.
5 With 'Accounts' (Box 20).
6 Information from Mr N. Swan, Belhaven.
7 RMS, 1546-50, No. 999, p. 224.
8 Dr W. H. F. Nicolaisen has kindly informed me that the place-name element 'lammer', as in Lammer-

muir, is to be connected with the Old English word for 'lamb'. The name 'Lamer Island' is still in local use.
9 Hurne Brown, P., Early Travellers in Scotland, 67.
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charge certain customs 'to the building of ane hevin under the toun, and be east the
Castell thairof'.1

That advantage was soon taken of the powers so granted is shown by the records
of repairs to the harbour works that appear both before and after the turn of the
seventeenth century. Thus in 1591 Dunbar was excused from attending certain
meetings of the Convention of Royal Burghs on condition 'thatt the sowme of thre
scoir li be employitt vpoun the reparrelling of thair dekayitt harberie'2; and on
several occasions between 1600 and 1613 the Burgh was concerned to raise money
for the same purpose,3 'thair hevin and bulwark' being mentioned in 1605. Some
more information about the state of the port at this time emerges from the charter of
i6i8,4 which refers to 'burgum regium de Downbar, cum liberis portubus, maritimis
locis et receptaculis de Belhevin et Lamerheavin cum lie Lamercraig ex boreali occiden-
tali latere ejusdem, et lie bulwarkis circa eadem, cum ceteris lapidosis saxis, lie ilandis,
receptaculis lie Landing-places et creikis inter diet, portus de Belhevin [et Lamerhevin],
cum aliis maritimis locis infra territorium dicti burgi'; and with this passage may be
compared a corresponding one, in Scots, in the Act of 1641,5 which likewise refers to
'bulwarks' in the plural and confirms that these were in fact artificial structures and
not natural formations of rock. The provisions regarding Lamer Island and the
'landing-places', creeks and rocks were probably concerned less with navigation than
with inshore fishing, the prevention of smuggling, and the collection of seaweed for
manure, as noted by Brereton in i636.6 In 1618 Dunbar could be classed as a
'portable town', along with such places as Dundee and Aberdeen,7 and in 1655
as 'indifferent good'.8

The middle of the seventeenth century again brings records of repairs, and now on
a much larger scale. The precise course of events in and after 1655 is not completely
clear, but two Acts of Parliament,9 taken in conjunction, show that the harbour was
ruined by a storm in December of that year; that the people of Dunbar petitioned the
Council of State at Whitehall 'concerning the defectes of their harbour'; that this
petition was referred to the 'Committee for the affaires of Scotland' for consideration
and report; that the Council in Scotland relieved the Burgh of some of its assessment,
but that by 1657 more money was needed; and that the Council in Scotland was then
recommended to 'afford some additionall assistance' towards the repairs. No actual
sum is mentioned in either of the Acts, but the Statistical Account gives £300 as the
amount of the grant made by the Protector's government10 and this figure has been
reproduced by all subsequent writers. Earlier in 1655 the Burgh had borrowed money
for various public purposes, including the upkeep of the harbour,11 and in 1666 con-
tributions were again received from the Royal Burghs.12

It is only in the second decade of the eighteenth century that the records of con-
struction in the harbour (infra) begin to appear in any detail, and consequently,

1 RFC, ii (1569-78), p. 417. a Records of the Convention of Royal Burghs, i, 363.
3 ibid., ii, 79, 207, 296 f., 320, 409. * RMS, 1609—20, No. 1921, p. 679.
5 APS, v, 492. The wording shows that 'et Lamerhevin' should be supplied in the Latin text of 1618.
6 Hume Brown, op. cit., 135. ' ibid., 112. 8 ibid., 165.
9 APS, vi, ii, 763 a, of 10 March 1656; ibid., b, of 7 April 1657.

10 Vol. v (1793), 479. " Records, Box 24.
12 Records of the Convention of Royal Burghs, iii, 588.
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though the position of Lamerhaven is known to have been SE. of Lamer Island
(supra), the nature and extent of the earliest harbour-works remain matters for
conjecture. It seems safe to assume that the causeway leading to the Island was one
of the original 'bulwarks', as it gives protection from north-westerly seas to the area
of Lamerhaven as denned in 1618 and is not a particularly formidable piece of con-
struction. The East Pier, of course, would have been a much more serious under-
taking, but it is difficult to see how a harbour on the site in question could have had
much value unless it was also protected from the NE. and E., and on that showing
the East Pier, or a 'bulwark' in the same position, should reasonably be dated to the
later sixteenth century. Unless it was merely a piece of official jargon, the phrase
'the peir and shoir' of Dunbar, which occurs in Privy Council orders of 1627, 1628
and 1631,1 certainly suggests an unimproved foreshore associated with a pier or
breakwater; and it is almost necessary to assume that an eastern breakwater, when-
ever it was built, must have had approximately the same dimensions and appearance
as the existing structure, for the reason that, to give effective protection, it would have
had to reach as near to the Island as possible without making the entrance to Broad
Haven unduly narrow. There is thus little to support Groome's statement that the
Old Harbour was 'commenced with a grant of £300 from Cromwell'.2 Again, the
boulders seen in an undisturbed part of the footings of the Island causeway, and their
counterparts in the East Pier, particularly in its lowermost courses, may suggest that
both structures belong to the earliest phase of construction, when natural boulders
might well have been available for the lifting. Other remains illustrating early con-
struction may no doubt have become obliterated in the course of later improvements;
but it is possible that a rock-cut footway (fig. 3), which mounts the SE. side of Broad
Haven almost opposite the drawbridge, may be a survivor of this phase. It is con-
tained in a recess about 30 ft. long, cut back very roughly into the face of the rock; at
its foot is a tumble of boulders lying at the base of the rock, itself cut vertical and
partially topped with masonry, and rises steeply about 12 ft. to the level of the wharf
SW. of the harbour entrance (p. 184). Its surface is slightly hollowed, and shows at
least seven footholds, three of which are very distinct and recall a series noted at
Cove Harbour, Berwickshire.3

The Old Harbour: the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
The Old Harbour seems to have assumed very much its present form (fig. 3) in

the course of the second and third decades of the eighteenth century. Roy's map of
Scotland (1747-55) is large enough in scale to show a general plan indistinguishable
from that of today, and the records throw at least some light on the several phases of
development. The principal feature of the whole is the East Pier, and within this there
lies a smallish inner basin, square-ended on the S., and a larger outer division flanked
on the W. by angled stretches of wharf (PI. XVI, 2). This outer basin is divided
from Broad Haven by a length of pier which returns south-westwards from the head
of the East Pier; the harbour entrance, at the end of this returned work, opens into

1 RFC, 2nd ser., ii (1627-8), pp. 18, 566; iv (1630-2), p. 294.
2 Gazetteer of Scotland, i, 403. 3 PSAS, xcvn (1963-4), 218.
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FIG. 3. The Old Harbour
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Broad Haven, and it was through this that access was formerly obtained to the sea.
The harbour is 565 ft. long,1 and its breadth varies from 58 to 170 ft. The whole area
dries out at low water, a plan of 18792 showing the harbour bottom as 9 ft. above
low-water mark; depths of from IV to XVII (feet) are cut in the masonry of the W.
face of the entrance, the latter figure being at the level of the quay top, and XI, XII
and XIII on the opposite side. The greatest depth at high water has been given as
9 ft. at neaps and 14 ft. at springs.3

The piers and wharves, with their associated features, can best be described
individually.

The East Pier
The East Pier has a total length of about 920 ft., its landward end, which acts as

revetment to the open space that fronts on the inner basin, measuring 250 ft. along its
curve, and the pier proper an additional 670 ft., its curving or slightly angled line
running first north-north-east and then north. It is 11 ft. wide over the parapet at the
landward end; at the pier-head, which is not in its original form (infra), the top of
the parapet is 30 ft. above the rocks as left dry at low water. Although, as has been
said, it must, in all probability, have been built as a single unit throughout its length,
the appearance of the masonry varies markedly from place to place, particularly on
the outer face. For example, at a point about 120 ft. out from the Fishermen's
Monument, there is a footing of large beach-boulders, above them horizontal slabs
of red sandstone, then more boulders, and at the top a wall-head and parapet of
small coursed rubble (PL XIV, 2); but some 350 to 380 ft. further out, the basal stratum
of boulders is a good deal thicker, and is encroached on at both a higher and a lower
level by sandstone slabs set vertically, while further out again there are no boulders
and the vertically-set slabs account for nearly the whole height of the wall (PI. XIV, 3).
However, such variations do not suggest successive phases of construction, but rather
patching and rebuilding after damage, combined perhaps with alterations in the type
of stone available. The possible significance of boulders in the lowermost courses has
been mentioned above, and some of the recorded repair work was no doubt done on
the 'bulwork deick', as e.g. in 1718 and 1719.* In particular, the large expanse of
vertically-set stonework in the seaward part of the pier (PL XIV, 3) can be confidently
associated with another great disaster, comparable with that of 1655, which befell
in 1806. On ist February of that year, the Provost informed the Town Council that
'a great part of the Old Pier tumbled down last night'.5 A contract for repairs was
authorised three months later with James Burns, builder in Haddington,6 which
seems to have covered not only this collapse but also defects in the pier-head which
had meanwhile claimed attention (p. 180); the work was to have been completed by
ist November, but delays ensued7 and it seems to have been carried on into the
following year, when another minute noted that much stone would still be needed

1 All the longer dimensions given in this paper have been scaled off the O.S. T̂ O"̂  plan NT 6879.
2 Nat. Lib. Scot., MS. map No. 5847/58.
3 MS A, ii (Haddingtonshire), 88.
4 Records, Box 24, 19 and 24/7/1718, 27/5/1719.
6 Records, Box 21, 1/2/1806. 6 ibid., 1/5/1806. ' ibid., 15/7/1806.
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for repairs.1 The total cost of repairs effected between 1806 and 1810 was £2888.2
Careful provision was made for the manner of joining up the old and new work,
e.g. 'by the best possible Rubble building, the stones to be neatly laid in mortar and
every vacancy filled up. The outside to be lipped with Roman cement',3 but the
position of the junction is unfortunately not made clear. The same minute also re-
quires that 'the stones which have tumbled or been taken down shall be used .. . as
far as is possible to ascertain the quantity', a provision which probably accounts for
the occasional appearance of boulders elsewhere than in the footings, but nothing is
said about the vertical or horizontal setting of slabs.4 The original masonry was pretty
certainly dry-stone, the mortar that is now to be seen in both faces of the work, with
pinnings of pebbles and chips, having most probably been inserted as pointing.
This conclusion is supported not only by the typically dry-stone technique of the
vertically-set masonry but also by the numerous eighteenth-century records of
wedging —e.g. the purchase of 5000 wedges in I7i8.5 It is interesting to know that
wedges were still being used in this way in a dry-stone breakwater at North Berwick
in 1966 (PI. XVII, 4). The inner face is mainly of red-sandstone slabs and blocks (PI.
XIV, i); some of the blocks are very large and rough, and some of the slabs are again
set obliquely or vertically, though this kind of work is much scarcer than on the outer
face. About 210 ft. short of the junction of the returned pier, a flight of steps (PL
XV, i) descends the face of the wall to the harbour bottom; the steps are formed by
slabs protruding from the face, and the lowermost ones are much wasted.

The walk on the top of the pier is single for the first 130 ft. of its length, but at
that point, where it is 11 ft. wide, it splits into two, and an upper and a lower walk
then run on parallel, with an initial difference in their levels of about 2 ft. At their
widest, the upper walk is 7 ft. and the lower one 8 ft. 6 in. wide; both are neatly
edged with flags. Just before it reaches the steps the lower walk slopes downwards,
making the difference in height as much as 5 ft., but its final section again rises to
rejoin the upper walk at the pier-head. The parapet is from 4 ft. to 5 ft. 6 in. high.
The existence of the two walks suggests that the height of the breakwater has been
raised at some time, and the fact that the parapet, as seen from the outside, appears
to be later than the wall-face below it would agree with this idea. It is, in fact, quite
possible that the walks and parapet assumed their present form as a result of the
repairs of 1806-7 (supra); this is perhaps more probable than that they did so in
1717, when mention is made of 'the men who wrought the way along the harbour
head',6 as this expression, like the reference to 'William Craig with the Calsalayers'
of I7i8,7 suggests rather paving or road-work on the wharves or the approaches
from the town. If such a reconstruction took place, at whatever date, the lower walk
may represent the original top of the pier, preserved in the new arrangement because
it stood at a convenient height for work on berthed ships. It carries three pawls, two

1 ibid., 30/3/1807. 2 Records, Box 23, 23/5/1827. 3 Records, Box 21, 15/7/1806.
4 Mr G. M. Binnie, M.A., M.I.C.E., informs me that the lifting effect exerted by waves on vertical slabs

is less than that on long horizontal joints, and that their use consequently increases the solidity of a masonry
face.

6 Records, Box 24, 28/7 and 1/10/1718. Accounts, Box 20, 1758 and 1761. Pococke noted wedges in the
pier in 1760. (Tours in Scotland (SffS), 323.)

6 Accounts, Box 20. ' Records, Box 24, 24/7/1718.
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of wood and one of iron, which are said locally to have been used for warping ships
round in the northern part of the harbour; they are set in recesses in the wall-face
that rises from the walk, one of which is big enough (7 ft. 4 in. wide, 3 ft. 6 in. high,
2 ft. 6 in. deep) to hold coiled-down warps beside the pawl itself. One of the pawls
has been put out of action by the building-up of its recess, and there are traces of
another built-up recess from which the pawl has been removed.

The Pier-head
The pier-head was rebuilt in 1879* after a collapse, and tells us nothing as to the

nature of earlier arrangements; the records, however, show that there was formerly
a roundel here, though it cannot have been large as it does not show on Roy's map
(fig. 2). Miller states, though without quoting an authority, that in 1658 an 'outer
head', along with an otherwise unexplained 'cross dyke', was damaged by a storm,
help in the repairs being asked from Edinburgh Town Council, and also that in 1774
the 'round head' suffered a 'tremendous breach'.2 In 1806, a short time after the
disaster to the pier as a whole (p. 178), the Provost reported that 'the outer head of
the Old Pier on inspection was in a very frail state3 - not unnaturally as 'the north
end of the old pier was in a ruinous situation' six months earlier4; after inspection by
a certain Mr Paterson, who was then superintending the construction of Leith Docks,
a contract for repairs was made with the same James Burns who was to rebuild the
pier itself.5 A round structure was specifically mentioned some ten weeks later, when
the Town Council was 'much alarmed', in view of the advanced state of the season,
to find 'that no part of the New Work [was] yet connected with the Roundle head'6;
and this reference agrees with mention of'a plan of the way in which that part of the
Pier that extended from the inside convex of the outer head to the entrance into the
Harbour' was to be altered.7 Notwithstanding the Council's efforts, 'the head of the
old pier was [still] in a very ruinous state' in the following year8; but as no further
disaster seems to have occurred until 1879 it may be inferred that reasonably effective
repairs were made.

The Returned Pier
From the pier-head, another length of pier, evidently the one referred to by the

Town Council minute of nth September 1806 (supra}, returns south-westwards for
170 ft. and ends at the harbour-entrance. Its NE. part was involved in the collapse
of 1879 and has been rebuilt, but in the remainder the original masonry remains and
is plainly of a different character from that of the East Pier, the squared and neatly
coursed blocks contrasting strongly with the larger and rougher material of the latter
(cf. PI. XV, i and 2). It is 16 ft. 6 in. wide on the top over a parapet 2 ft. 3 in. thick
and the same in height; the blocks at and near the SW. end of the parapet are secured
with iron bolts which come up through them from below, and have their ends split
and turned down like rivets (PL XVII, 2). At the end there stands a massive wooden

1 Nat. Lib. Scot., MS map No. 5847/58.
2 Miller, J., The History of Dunbar(1859), 266 f.
3 Records, Box 21, 15/4/1806. 4 ibid., 3/10/1805. 6 ibid., 3/10/1805; 1/5/1806.
6 ibid., 15/7/1806. ' ibid., 11/9/1806. 8 ibid., 29/6/1807.


