Old harbours and landing-places on the east coast

of Scotland
by Angus Graham

INTRODUCTION

Recent work on some of the older Scottish harbours, respectively in the south-eastern
counties (Graham 1969, 200) and on the Solway Firth (Graham and Truckell 1977), has
prompted the extension of studies of a similar kind to other parts of the seaboard, and the present
paper describes some of the results. Whereas, however, the papers just mentioned were primarily
archaeological, being based on the observation of existing structural remains, the extension of
the field has prejudiced any systematic visiting of the sites, and has thereby severely reduced the
archaeological element. The upshot is thus mainly a topographical catalogue, accompanied by
historical comment. The stretch of coast covered by the study extends from Dundee to Nairn, a
distance of just under 200 miles, and a convenient terminal date of 1850 is provided by a Parlia-
mentary Report of 1847 (Harbours, xxxii). No attempt has been made to follow up later com-
mercial and industrial developments at modernised ports such as Dundee, Aberdeen or Peterhead.

The disposition and character of harbours and landing-places in general being naturally

Fic1 The E coast of Scotland between Dundee and
Nairn, showing the ten sections used for the
classification of the sites



GRAHAM : OLD HARBOURS AND LANDING-PLACES ON THE EAST COAST OF SCOTLAND ] 333

governed by the physical features of the coast on which they are set, the stretch now under review
should be thought of as falling, in these respects, into ten separate sections (fig 1). These are
distinguished from one another primarily by the possession of a rocky or a sandy foreshore;
in another category may be placed those which are largely rock-bound but which are broken
up intermittently by coves or bays; and different again are estuaries, some of which form the
sites of harbours of leading importance. Fishing-villages have been included along with the larger
places, but those which lack any features of particular interest have not been given detailed
treatment, being simply listed section by section with the necessary apparatus of references.
The descriptive notes and lists are arranged in topographical order from south to north, or along
the Moray Firth coast from east to west. They are followed by some general remarks.

DESCRIPTION

Section 1 From Dundee to Arbroath (exclusive)

Apart from some rocks near Dundee, and a rocky stretch some 3 miles long N of Carnoustie,
the shores of this section are mainly of sand.

Dunpee  NGR NO 4030

The natural advantages for maritime trading that Dundee must have enjoyed throughout
its history are summarised by the Commissioners for Tidal Harbours in their report of 1847
(Harbours xxviii): ‘Situate on the north bank of the estuary of the Tay — so far a deep navigable
river at all times of the tide — in the midst of a fertile and prosperous country, the seat of extensive
manufactures, holding a favourable position with respect to the Baltic, whence the chief part of
its raw material is obtained, Dundee has great advantages for an extensive coasting and foreign
traffic, which have been well seconded by the energy of her merchants and shipowners’. They
might well have added that the estuary above Dundee, in its final reach to Perth, is bedevilled
by shallows and sandbanks.

The earliest notices of the harbour perished with the rest of the burgh’s records during the
English occupation of 1547-8, but it is clear that the port was trading with some wine-growing
region, very probably Bordeaux, at least as early as 1262, when 16 pipes of wine were landed
for transference to Forfar (Jervise 1882 1, 293). In 1393 customs were being collected at the port
in a regular manner (Records, 1, 414); and an allusion in the burgh’s charter of 1447 to anchorage
fees ‘as use and custom is, and was in tyme by gane’ is a further indication that the port was no
new institution. The site of the early medieval harbour is given by Maxwell (1884, 103) as a natural
haven just W of the Castle Rock, no tributary stream entering the Tay hereabouts to provide a
naturally sheltered refuge; he quotes the same charter as stating that it was unsafe, and as
authorising the burgesses and merchants themselves to undertake the construction and main-
tenance of a harbour permitting large or small ships to enter or leave in safety. He believes that
this harbour was small, and he gives its boundaries, in the terms of his own day, as Castle Lane
on the N, the lower end of Tyndal’s Wynd on the W, and the line of Crichton Street, projected
seawards, on the W. Whether or not as part of the same operation, a sea-wall was built on
Butchers Row and the older harbour behind it was filled up and reclaimed; but this wall was
later superseded by the New Shore, set further forward and in deeper water — the term ‘Shore’
being used here, as so often elsewhere, as the name of a length of combined street and quay,
with houses on its landward side and open wharfage opposite. Maxwell’s account of these works
suffers from a confused chronology — for example, in the passage just referred to he dates the
New Shore to the end of the 15th century, but in another (1884, 473) to only a short time before
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the building of the Packhouse, the date of which is securely recorded as 1643. Two ‘bulwarks’
were also erected at some date which must have been earlier than 1567, as in that year they,
along with the pier, haven and shore, were described as ruinous (Maxwell 1884, 106); these
bulwarks were detached breakwaters partially enclosing an outer harbour (Maxwell 1884, 168),
and seem to have been openwork wooden structures of piles and planking, though the rest of
the works were of masonry. By 1581 the bulwarks were tending to lean over inwards, and ships
were accordingly instructed to attach their cables to the outer timbers and to lead them in through
the openwork construction; but this was later filled in and ballasted with material from a pier
which was no longer needed. The bulwarks were strengthened in 1582.

From the 17th and 18th centuries some further notes are available on the harbour’s affairs.
In 1606 and again in 1610 the burgh was applying for an impost for the ‘reparatioun of their schore
and herbere’ (Records, 2, 216, 299), and in 1612 the place was described as a ‘commodious
haven’ (Jervise 1882, 1, 294); but in 1668 it was struck by a violent storm and ‘utterly demolished’
(Acts, 7, 659). For its repair an impost was granted on wine sold in the burgh, valid for 5 years,
and by 1678 it could be said that the ‘harbour, by great labour and expense, has been rendered
a very safe and agreeable station for vessels’ (Jervise 1882, 1, 294). A Macfarlane document of
slightly later date records that ‘the toune has a good shoar well built with hewen stone with a
key, on both sides whereof they load and unload ther ships with a great house on the shore
called the packhouse where they lay up ther merchant goods’ (Geor Coll, 2, 31). This description
seems to agree with that of Defoe, whose continuator records that ‘it is rather a mole than a
harbour, having no backwater to clean it; and that there are three entrances into it which may
contain a hundred sail of ships, but not of any great burthen’ (1769, 4, 171).

In 1700 and 1711 impositions for repairs were applied for in the usual way, and in 1717 a
fresh subject appears in the records — that of silting, already the subject of a hint in Defoe’s
account just quoted. In the year that followed, as the town’s trade increased and larger ships
came more general use, silting evidently became an increasingly serious drawback, and in 1717
the burgesses appealed to the Convention of Royal Burghs ‘shewing that their harbour is so
filled up that unless it is speedily cleansed it will be impossible for ships to go out and in’. The
matter remained under discussion until 1724, when £40 sterling was granted for ‘preventing
further ruine of their harbour’ (Records, 5, 174, 191, 274, 349). Makeshift remedies, however,
seem to have been going out of fashion as the century advanced, and a series of radical improve-
ments, which set the harbour on the road to its modern form, began in 1770, when J Smeaton
was called on for advice. The principal stages of the work carried out thereafter are noted in the
New Statistical Account (11 (F), 30, 32, 53) of 1833, and individual operations undertaken from
time to time are described in the Parliamentary Report of 1847 (Harbours, xxviii, 208-19, 226;
plan 268); these works, however, are there dealt with at a length which outruns the scope of this
paper, while many of the points of detail are unintelligible in the absence of the relative plans
and drawings. What follows can consequently cover no more than the general tenor of events,
which seems to be reasonably clear.

The harbour of Smeaton’s day measured only 44 acres, and comprised two protective piers,
E and W, and two detached breakwaters to seaward, these latter providing one main and two
narrow entrances. There was also a scouring-basin of 4 acre. At about this time the harbour
could be described as ‘a crooked wall, often enclosing but a few fishing or smuggling craft’
(New Stat Acct, 11 (F), 53). It was liable to silting by debris washed in from higher up the Tay,
and to counter this tendency Smeaton recommended some re-arrangement of the scouring sluices,
and the opening-up of tunnels in the protective piers, to provide freer passage for the tidal currents.
These recommendations were only carried out in part, but in 1788 the enclosed area was enlarged
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by the building of a pier running W from the end of the E protective pier, and in 1803 a detached
breakwater was added. It was in 1814, however, that the crucial point was reached in the harbour’s
development, when R Stevenson advised the construction of a series of wet docks running
eastwards from the existing harbour behind a sea-wall. With this plan T Telford agreed, and in
1815 an Act was passed placing the management of the harbour in the hands of Harbour Com-
missioners, who then proceeded with works recommended in a second report by Telford. There
now followed the construction of a wet dock, King William IV Dock, of 6} acres, with a tidal
entrance-harbour and a graving-dock; its E protection-wall apparently served as a quay on its
outer side. The W protection-wall, which was finished in 1820, was 24 ft high and battered
to a width of 12 ft on the top; its outer face was of hammer-dressed blocks set obliquely, without
mortar, and the hearting was of quarry rubbish. In 1831 there followed, to the W of this work,
Earl Grey’s Dock, of 5} acres, designed by J Gibb, with a scouring-tunnel and a landing-slip
for the Tay ferry from Newport. In 1830 another civil engineer, J Jardine, considered that
Dundee’s growing needs could best be met by adding further wet docks to the E of the existing
one, and accordingly in 1833 work began on a dock of 11} acres in that position. On the Admiralty
plan of 1846 it is named Victoria Dock and is marked as ‘now building’, as is also an 11-acre
tidal harbour communicating with it on the E. East again of this last, the same plan marks a
‘projected dock’ of 9% acres. The Parliamentary Report of 1847 (Harbours, xxviii) sums up the
condition of the harbour at that date, but in doing so seems to borrow largely from a report
made to the Admiralty in 1844 by Captain Washington, R.N. That officer wrote, in part, ‘Two
spacious wet docks, containing an area of 11} acres, are already completed and in full activity;
another wet dock, of more than double the extent, is laid out; with two tidal harbours, one of 5
acres, now in use, the other of 11 acres; besides graving-docks, patent slips, and every facility
for a first-rate commercial port’. He foresees, however, that silting may still take place along
the faces of the quays and at the entrances of the tidal basins; and he notes the danger of the
rocks in front of the harbour and their influence on the silt-bearing tidal currents.

Section II From Arbroath (inclusive) to the River South Esk
This section of the coast is rocky, apart from some 24 miles of sand in Lunan Bay.

ARBROATH NGR NO 642403

The earliest phases of this harbour’s history can be reconstructed tentatively from a record
preserved in the cartulary of Arbroath Abbey (Arbroath, 2, 40). This contains the text of an
agreement made in 1394 by Abbot John Gedy and the monks, on the one hand, and the towns-
men of Arbroath on the other, regarding the building of a harbour. From this we can infer a
first phase, of earlier date than 1394, in which the town possessed no organised landing-place
and ships must have worked off an open beach. It was to remedy this state of affairs that a
harbour was now built at the foot of the High Street, and the second phase thus introduced.
The agreement, in free translation, provided that the Abbey should, at its own expense, build
with all possible speed, and in perpetuity maintain, a port for the burgh which was safe in the
judgement of local experts, and at which ships could call and find a safe and quiet position irres-
pective of movements of the tide. The burgesses, for their part, should help in the work by
removing, at their own expense, all stones, sand, and other impediments to the construction of
the port, clear the port of stones and sand whenever necessary for the work, continuing the
said clearance from the beginning of the port’s construction until the work was complete. They
should also fill, set in place, and weight with stones, at the first building of the port, all the
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‘archas’ ordered for the port at the discretion of the magistrates; and for this find certain instru-
ments, namely ‘vangas, tribulos et gavyllox ferreos’ at their own expense; the Abbot and monks
undertaking the provision of other instruments and burdens.

The foregoing interpretation of a far from lucid text suggests the construction of a solid
breakwater-pier by means of timber cages reinforced with piled-up stones and boulders. (For
what it may be worth in this context, one of Slezer’s drawings (1693, pl 40) shows part of the
17th-century version of this pier as being of masonry and timber.) On this showing, therefore,
the statement of the Statistical Account of Scotland (1793, 7, 343) that the harbour was poorly
built of wood could not have been correct; but a mistake of this kind might very well have been
made as the author, writing in 1793, could have been deceived by, say, stumps of rotten timbers
still surviving on the site some 70 years after the pier had gone out of use. Such remains of an
old pier were noted at Waterfoot, near Annan, in 1975, after what must have been nearly a
century of disuse (Graham and Truckell 1977, 116).

Whatever the method of its construction, the first harbour was most probably a modest
affair. A document of the late 17th or early 18th century (Geogr Coll, 2, 46) records that Arbroath
possessed a shore, some shipping, and “a little small trade’. Applications for financial help in
repairs were made from time to time, Parliament authorising the burgh to exact shore-dues
for the support of the harbour in 1698 (Acts, 10, 174a) and the Convention of Royal Burghs
making grants, or recommending voluntary contributions from the burghs in general, between
1582 and 1704 (Records, 1, 134, 329, 359; 2, 306, 352, 536; 3, 370, 379; 4, 23, 265, 342, 356).
In 1716 a crisis seems to have been reached — the term ‘ruinous’ had been used in 1702, and
now a petition was submitted which laid blame on former magistrates and also cited exceptional
storm-damage suffered in the preceding winter. An inspection was made, much work was found
to be necessary, and in 1723 the place was still ruinous (Records, S, 161, 168, 190, 200, 331);
but by 1724 work had begun on a ‘new pier and harbour’, with a grant of £30 in cash from the
Convention and voluntary contributions recommended from the individual burghs. Such expres-
sions as ‘building a harbour’ and ‘the new harbour’ are frequently used (Records, 5, 349, 433,
457, 461, 482, 512, 553); but the new arrangements are usually dated to 1725 (New Stat Acct,
11 (F), 91; Harbours, xxix). The site chosen was a fresh one, on the opposite (W) side of the
Brothock Water; the new work was of stone, with an entrance 31 ft wide which could be closed
with booms operated by a crane. It was dry at low tide, but the water of the Brothock could be
sluiced into it to flush out silt; the depth at the entrance was up to 16 ft at high springs and
down to 9 ft at neaps. Before 1736 the harbour did little trade except in smuggling and fishing,
though the place was of sufficient importance to be marked on Roy’s map of 1747-55; in the
1790s about 30 ships seem to have been owned in the town, though two passages in the Stat
Acct give slightly divergent figures (5, 39; 7, 340).

In 1839 the harbour of 1725, now regarded as the ‘old’ harbour, was considerably improved,
and was enlarged to contain an area of 6 acres. New works included the construction of a sea-wall
and an outer harbour, the outer entrance being 100 ft wide and having a depth of 12 ft at the
pier-heads; the inner one was 27 ft wide and was provided with booms. The piers were founded
on rock, which permitted dredging - a point which suggests a contrast with earlier and less
stable foundations simply resting on the foreshore. The sea-wall was of red-sandstone ashlar.
The plans, by J Leslie, could not be realised in full for lack of funds, but further work was
recommended (Harbours, xxix). In this connection it is interesting to see that an Admiraity plan
of 1833 shows, in addition, a disconnected stretch of breakwater outside the outer harbour,
creating, as it were, an outer compartment for it (Harbours, 268). The harbour of 1725 was
made into a wet dock in the 1870s.
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Section III From the River South Esk to Milton Ness

Apart from the mouth of the South Esk, with its tidal lagoon, where there existed the
special conditions that are discussed below, this section of the coast contains nothing of interest
in the way of harbours or landings. It is sandy throughout its length of about 7 miles.

MonTtrOSE NGR NO 7157

The town of Montrose occupies a broad tongue of land which forms the E side of Montrose
Basin. The Basin is a squarish tidal lagoon some 1,900 acres in extent, through the S part of
which runs the channel of the South Esk to debouch at its SE corner. The river’s lowermost
reach, a further mile in length, passes the town and reaches the sea between Scurdie Ness on
the S and Annat Sand on the N, this latter being the southernmost point of the long sandy
stretch mentioned above. The town’s quays are set on the N bank of this lowermost reach, with
the village of Ferryden opposite. The statement that ships of 50 to 60 tons could come to the E
and W sides of the basin (Stat Acct, 5 (1793), 26) is hard to square with the topography, but if
the SE and SW corners of the basin are meant, rather than the E and W sides, this record would
agree with that of 1847 (Harbours, xxx), that the tidal river-channel could be used by small
craft as far upstream as Old Montrose.

In addition, however, to giving access to inland sites, the Basin evidently played an important
part in the functioning of Montrose harbour. The river-mouth reach was difficult to navigate,
its entry being noted as dangerous by reason of a sandbank (Geogr Coll., 2, 41). Silting was kept
in check by the flushing action of impounded sea-water, rushing out from the basin and reinforcing
the river’s flow, at every falling tide. It was consequently essential to retain this tidal reservoir
in sufficient volume; and the importance of the matter is shown by the vigorous reaction of the
town to attempts by inland proprietors to reclaim parts of the Basin for agricultural purposes,
thereby reducing the volume of the water retained on the rise of the tide and proportionately
diminishing the force of its outflow on the fall. Thus when a scheme was launched in 1676 for
the draining of some land belonging to a former provost, and an appeal for help was made to
the Convention of Royal Burghs, that body appointed a committee to report on the likelihood
of damage to the harbour, with powers to collaborate, if necessary, with the town’s magistrates
to get the project stopped (Records, 3, 659). This was probably the same scheme as is recorded
in the Stat Acct as having failed through storm-damage before the work was finished (5, 26);
traces of it, with the name Dronners (drainers’) Dyke, are marked on the OS maps. Further
controversy and some litigation attended similar projects in 1817, 1831 and 1841; the last of
these would have cut off 101 million cubic feet of water at every spring tide (Harbours, Xxxi).

The Macfarlane document just quoted mentions a ‘good shore’ at the town, and this was
no doubt a street with a quay-frontage, as at Dundee (supra), seeing that Parliamentary or burghal
help in repairing the harbour was applied for at least twice in the course of the 17th century
(Acts, 10, 145 a; Records, 3, 407). Much shipping used the harbour in the early 18th century,
it being regarded in 1793 as the ‘most commodious’ one between the Tay and Cromarty. At
that date there was a good wet dock, where ships were built and repaired, and 53 ships were
owned there jointly with Ferryden. Smuggling flourished, as everywhere (Stat Acct, 5, 36). In
1847 the channe] was recorded as 170 yds wide and as giving a depth from 15 ft to 18 ft at the
town quays. In 1837 a wet dock had been built to the plans of J Leslie, with an entrance 55 ft
wide and a depth at the sill of from 16 ft to 19} ft. Scurdie Ness was still unlighted, and in con-
sequence ships sometimes gave its dangerous rocks too wide a berth, were unable to turn into
the mouth of the river, and piled up on the Annat Sand on the N bank. It was noted that a beacon
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