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Excavations at Newark Castle, St Monans, Fife in 2002
John Lewis
Introduction
This report provides a summary account of excavations
undertaken by Scotia Archaeology at Newark Castle,
St Monans in 2002. The castle, centred on NGR: NO
5182 0120, is located on a promontory on the north side
of the Firth of Forth, 1 km south-west of the village of
St Monans in the east neuk of Fife (Illus 1). Its remains
stand some 10m above the shore, close to the edge of a
cliff consisting of soft Carboniferous sandstone (Illus
2, 3). The cliff has been, and continues to be, severely
eroded by the sea with the result that several of the
castle’s buildings have been swept away while others
have been lost to the fierce winds that often batter the
shore. The loss of more buildings can be anticipated
in the future.
The castle’s surviving fabric consists of the
fragmentary remains of its south range, a range of

Illus 1 Location of Newark Castle.
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buildings and a round tower on the east side of a
courtyard, a short section of an enclosure wall running
westwards from the north end of the east range and
a few fragments of walling on the west edge of the
promontory. Nothing else now stands above ground
level although remnants of vaulted cellars and a few
other features can be seen in the cliff face on the west
side of the promontory.

Historical summary
Aerial photographs (Illus 12) show that the headland
was once protected by a substantial ditch, a section
of which is still clearly visible on the ground near to
the castle and which was incorporated latterly into
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Illus 2 Newark Castle viewed from the west.
a terraced garden (see below). The ditch might predate
the stone castle, perhaps protecting a promontory fort
or forming the outer defence of a timber and earth
castle although no material evidence has been found
to support either possibility.
What follows is a brief description of the castle’s
known history. A fuller account can be found in
RCAHMS (1933, 264–6) while MacGibbon and Ross
(4, 264–8) is also worth consulting. The earliest part of
the castle that is still standing consists of three vaulted
cellars at the south end of the east range, this part of the
building perhaps being the ground floor of a hall-house
dating to the 15th century (Illus 4). Its location, near
the edge of the promontory, suggests that this building
once formed the principal residential accommodation on
one side of a courtyard castle whose full extent remain
unknown but whose northern limit might correspond
roughly with a cross-wall built in the late 17th century
(see below). At some point in the early 16th century,
perhaps when the castle passed to the Sandilands of
Cruivie, the east range was extended northwards,
terminating in a round tower, the extension being
entered from its west side. Running westwards from
the tower was a substantial wall that was pierced by
the principal entrance to the castle enclosure. Only a
stump of this wall now survives. Later that century,
the upper levels of the north part of the east range were
remodelled, a stair tower added to its west side and
some alterations carried out to its ground-floor cellars,
including the conversion of the northernmost cellar
into a kitchen and the insertion of a large fireplace into
its north wall. During this period the room over the

kitchen appears to have been a hall, perhaps replacing
one over the earlier cellars to its south.
According to RCAHMS (1933, 265), the south
range was also built in the late 16th or early 17th
century although there is little evidence above ground
to confirm that. Remains of buildings set at a lower
level against the cliff to the west of the main part of
the castle, and connected to it by a newel stair, might
also date to this period.
In 1649 Newark was bought by Sir David Leslie
who stamped his own mark on the castle. Between
1661 and 1682 he heightened the three-storey, 16thcentury house in the east range, the new top floor
having Dutch gables, only one of which survives.
During this period a fifth storey was also added to the
tower and a narrow cross-wall built across the neck of
the headland, perhaps replacing or supplementing the
putative 16th-century one that ran westwards from
the round tower. Only a small section of the later wall
now survives. Some parts of the castle continued to be
occupied well into the 19th century, probably housing
several households in its later years. During that time
the tower’s walls were cut back to increase living space
within the building.
The steeply sloping ground to the immediate east of
the castle was landscaped at some stage, probably in the
17th century, to form a series of garden terraces (Illus
10). The terraces returned eastwards from a point some
30m north of the castle, continuing along the cliff edge
as far as another headland where a dovecot has stood
since the 16th century.
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Illus 3 Newark Castle viewed from the north-east.

The background to the project
Early in 2002 CFA Archaeology undertook resistivity
surveys within the courtyard of the castle and in a small
field to its immediate NW (CFA 2001); the results were
inconclusive as to the below-ground archaeology within
both areas. In September 2002 Scotia Archaeology
commenced excavation within the north end of the east
range and the circular tower as part of a programme of
investigating the viability of restoration for residential
accommodation. Historic Scotland granted Scheduled
Monument Consent to the castle’s owner, Nola Crewe,
to commission the excavations which, it was hoped,
would provide new information concerning the architectural history of the castle as well as determining the
levels of its wall foundations and the depths of deposits
lying against and within the relevant buildings.
The excavation team comprised John Lewis, Sam
Scott, John Terry and John Bendiks and two student
volunteers, Jonathan Dowling and Eva Henderson. In
addition, the client provided three labourers to assist in
the removal of rubble, particularly from the tower. The
project was managed on behalf of the client by Edwina
Proudfoot of St Andrews Heritage Services. One of the
conditions of Scheduled Monument Consent was that the
client would fund the entire archaeological programme,
including post-excavation analysis and the publication
of the project results. In the event, Ms Crewe financed
only the excavation before withdrawing from the
project. Historic Scotland agreed to meet the cost
of bringing the results to publication.

Illus 4 Plan of the castle, based on RCAHMS.
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Illus 5 Plan of the basement of the round tower and ground floor of the tower and east range kitchen.

The results of the excavation
The principal areas of excavation were the interior of
the round tower, the kitchen at the north end of the
east range and the first-floor hall above it. In addition,
trenches were opened in the following areas: the angle
between the tower and the north gable of the east range
(Trench 1); the entrance to the stair tower leading to the
first-floor hall in the east range (Trench 2); the entrance
area to the ground floor of the tower and kitchen (Trench
3); and a small trench against the east wall of the castle
(Trench 4).
The round tower (Illus 5–8)
The tower stood to a height of five storeys above ground
level, the topmost level being a late 17th-century addition
(see above). Excavation revealed a hitherto unknown
basement. At ground level, the tower measures externally
7.5m in diameter over walls 2.2m thick which had been
reduced somewhat by mining, probably in the 18th or
19th century. The north side of the tower collapsed early
in the 20th century whereas its south side still stands
almost to its full height, retaining many features dating
from the later occupation of the castle.

During the later stages of the tower’s history, its walls
were reduced in thickness at every floor level, presumably
to increase the space within each room. The walls had
been refaced thereafter, mostly with small, squared
stones or bricks, although the building’s stability must
have been seriously compromised as a result.
Trench 1 was opened in the angle between the tower
and the north wall of the east range to determine the
depth of deposits in that area. The presence of a
basement was not known at that stage but after the
removal of some rubble it became clear that this
material would probably reach a depth of at least 5m.
As a result, excavation in Trench 1 was halted at an
early stage.

The entrance into the tower
Access to the tower was from the courtyard, through
an opening, 1m wide, with checks on both faces for
a double door and a bar-hole on the south side of
the internal jamb. The opening led into a dog-legged
passage with the back of the fireplace inserted into
the east range in the late 16th century on its right
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(see below). The floor of the passage was simply
bedrock with a few rough flags added at its west end.
Where it dog-legs, there was a small, circular setting,
perhaps for a door post although this would have
reduced the width of the passage to a mere 0.75–0.80m
at that point.
In the north side of the passage was an embrasure
for a keyhole gun-loop. The sides of the embrasure
had been cut back at some stage to form a larger space,
perhaps for a timber stair leading to first-floor level.
This modification had exposed the bar-holes for a
gate in the wall that ran northwards from the tower.
Just outside the tower, in Trench 3, were remnants of a
flagged surface and what appeared to be the threshold
for a gate. The flags were overlain by cruder metalling,
probably dating from the late occupation of the castle.

The basement
Rubble, 6m deep, was removed by hand from the basement and ground-floor levels of the tower, revealing
several features of interest. The tower had been built
directly on bedrock which formed the floor of the
basement and the lower courses of its wall. Lying on the
bedrock were patches of mortar, probably construction
debris, over which was a thin layer of dark, silty soil
with numerous flecks of coal which may have been
stored at this level at some stage. In the centre of
the floor was a cut, 1.3m square, most likely a well,
although it was not excavated.
Piercing the east and west sides of the basement,
1.2m above floor level, were arched embrasures, each
2.15m high and 1.75m wide but narrowing through
the thickness of the wall and terminating in circular
gun-loops, 0.22m in diameter. Clearly, these gun-loops
were meant to look onto open ground, perhaps into a
ditch, although they had become redundant when large
quantities of rubble and soil were deposited against the
outside of the tower. This appears to have happened
in two stages, separated by a phase of natural silting.
To the immediate left of each embrasure was a recess,
1.7m high, 0.56m wide and 0.7–0.8m deep, perhaps for
storing ammunition. There was a small opening near
the west embrasure, perhaps a vent for smoke.

Illus 6 Plan and elevation of a gun loop in the basement
of the round tower.

The ground floor
Three steps led down from the passage into the tower.
The floor, some 2.5m above the basement, was totally
missing although originally it would have been supported
on four timber beams set into sockets, each measuring
0.15m across, in the tower walls. At some stage, probably
during the late 17th century, the floor would have
extended onto a scarcement, formed when all but the
south side of the wall was cut back to a thickness of
only 0.6m.
The east and west arcs of the tower were pierced
by windows which were offset slightly from the lines
of the gun-loops below. At some stage, the 0.7m-wide
west window had been enlarged, perhaps to give more

Illus 7 The round tower fully excavated, viewed from
the north-east.
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light. The east window, which was badly damaged, had
been crudely fashioned and was perhaps a replacement
for an earlier one. In the south side of the tower, near
its junction with the east range, was a gun loop which
had been blocked and its embrasure converted into a
fireplace. Its flue extended through the soffit of the rear
arch of the embrasure. The relieving arch above the
fireplace, whose lintel had gone, had fractured at some
stage and collapsed during the excavation.

The first floor
The first floor of the tower was accessed from ground
level by a turnpike stair but could also be reached
through a short passage from the chamber at the north
end of the east range (see below). At this level the tower
was in a parlous state except on its south side where
there was a fireplace and flue and a shelved cupboard
inserted into the thickness of the wall to the west of the
stair. At a later stage, a vault was inserted between the
ground and first floors. To the west of the stair was a
gun-loop, later converted to a window. In the west wall
was a doorway which, on the evidence of two putlog
holes, was reached from an external timber stair. This
doorway was blocked at some stage and then converted
into a window.
The kitchen (Illus 5)
Internally, the kitchen measured 7.5m by 3.7m and
the fireplace is 1.85m deep. Its walls stand directly on
bedrock which also served as its floor; this was covered
with 0.4–1m of rubble and other debris. In places the
bedrock had been cut back to a depth of 0.85m in order
to provide an even surface whereas in a small area
towards the north end of the room crude sandstone
flags had been laid to raise the level.
There were two openings in the east wall. The
best preserved was the gun-loop within the fireplace
which had been reduced in width internally from
1.5m to 1.0m when the back wall of the fireplace was
inserted. Midway along the wall was another gun-loop
1.4m-wide internally whose external opening had been
obliterated by masonry collapse. On the north side of
the window was a slop drain which debouched into a
narrow drainage gully cut into the bedrock.
All the openings in the west wall of the room
appeared to be contemporary with the secondary
period build to the north of the original putative hallhouse. They all had jambs with 75mm chamfers and the
same style of relieving arches, with the exception of the
small window at the north end of the room.
Originally, the northernmost undercroft in the
east range was accessed directly from the courtyard
through a doorway in the south end of the west wall.
This opening was blocked when the later turnpike stair
was inserted at the south-west corner and dates from
when the first floor was remodelled. This was probably
carried out during the early 17th century conversion of
the undercroft into a kitchen when the existing vault

was cut back so the later north wall could be inserted as
well as the present fireplace. As a result, a gun-loop in
the east wall had to be reduced in size and the original
vault cut back to accommodate the fireplace and its flue.
This north wall was built the full height of the present
castle terminating in the Dutch gable at roof level.
At the time of the excavation, access to this chamber
was gained from the ground floor passage into the
tower, via an opening slapped through the north wall
of the fireplace. This opening has been roughly formed
and probably dates from the last period of occupation
in the 19th century.
The first-floor hall (Illus 8 and 9)
Investigations at first-floor level in the east range were
concentrated within the hall, directly above the late
16th-century kitchen. Up to 1.2m of rubble and other
debris was removed, revealing the sand into which its
floor had been set although no trace of flags or tiles
remained. In places the extrados of the underlying
vault was exposed.
The hall measured 6.2m north/south by 5m wide
although its side walls had been demolished to floor
level and only a few courses of its south wall remained.
A large fireplace had been inserted into the north wall,
presumably at the dais end of the hall. During the
later occupation of the castle the flue from the kitchen
fireplace below was floored over to create an antechamber off the main room. At a later date, a smaller
flue was inserted at its east end. The east reveal of
the fireplace and its later flue are still in situ. A short
passage, lit by a small window on its east side, led to
the first floor of the round tower and to the turnpike
stair that served it. On the west side of the passage
was a small recess, probably a dry closet.
Originally, the south wall, which was 1.35m thick,
had been simply an internal partition with fireplaces
on both sides although offset from each other. At
some point, the fireplace in the south chamber became
redundant and its back wall plastered, perhaps to form
a decorative niche. Later still the recess was blocked
with rubble masonry, probably when this wall became
the south gable of the late 17th-century house.
The windows in the east and west walls of the hall
were probably inserted during the last major phase
of alteration. Because of the slenderness of the walls
at this level, it is likely that the original windows,
which had bull-nosed arrises, were blocked and their
surrounds retained to give enough structural stability
for the larger openings to be inserted adjacent to them.
Probably for the same reason, the windows inserted
into the west wall of the building, which were intended
to provide symmetry, were blind. In the southernmost
window, the north external jamb remains in situ
whereas the south jamb has been reused as blocking
in the wall’s external face. Internally, the reveals and
segmental arch of the earlier blocked window are
complete. There is evidence of timber sockets with
fragments of timber in situ, suggesting that when the
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Illus 9 The north end of the first-floor hall, showing the
remains of the partition wall, viewed from the south.
larger windows were inserted the floor levels were
altered to accommodate their height.
Although most of the walls at this level have been
altered, fragmentary evidence survived of a roll-moulded
window in the east wall, similar in size and form to the
blocked window in the south wall of the tower. This
may indicate that the east wall of the passage leading
into the tower at first-floor level and above is contemporary with the tower itself.
Trench 4

Illus 8 Plan of the round tower and the east range hall
at first-floor level.

Trench 4 was opened against the east wall of the castle,
towards its north end, to determine the depth of the
wall’s foundations and to assess the nature of the
deposits lying against it. Over 2m of rubble and other
debris was removed before excavation was halted, the
base of the wall being beyond the limit of excavation.
Fragments of pottery, animal bone and sea shells were
recovered from the base of the trench.

Illus 10 Plan of the terraced gardens to the east of castle.
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Finds
With the exception of a large number of architectural
fragments, the only pre-19th-century artefacts recovered
from the excavation were a fragment of a stone sundial
and a small number of ceramic sherds. These are
described below.
Sundial (Illus 11)

Description
This fragment of grey-buff sandstone, measuring 230mm
by 133mm and 85mm thick, has a flat, dressed upper
surface incorporating incised numerals and associated
divisions. It does not conform to the standard octagonal
plan where each facet is divided into three to form
24 sectors. The sides consist of a short, 20mm-wide,
vertically dressed face and a chamfered side, 65mm
wide. The underside is roughly dressed and intended to
be fixed onto a pedestal or similar base. Unfortunately,
the evidence is too fragmentary to allow a meaningful
reconstruction.

Discussion
There are two principal classes of sundials: attached,
where the stone was incorporated into a building; and
detached which stood alone (see MacGibbon and Ross
5, 357–514). This fragment has two dressed faces,
suggesting that it was meant to stand on a pedestal,
probably in a formal garden. Such a garden was created
to the east of Newark Castle, probably by Leslie in the
third quarter of the 17th century (Illus 10).
Close examination suggests that the stone was not
put to its intended use. Although the stone had been
faced on both sides and its upper side had been carved,
the other side still bore chisel marks that should have
been removed during the final stage of stone-dressing.
Furthermore, there are fracture cracks on the dressed
face which might well have resulted in the sundial
being rejected. In addition, there are patches of mortar
adhering to the dressed surface, indicating that the
stone’s final use at Newark was as a building stone.
This might have been at a relatively early stage when
the sundial was rejected, either because of faults within
the stone or it had been a practice piece, perhaps by
an apprentice.

Illus 11 The sundial fragment.

Architectural fragments

Pottery
Derek Hall

The architectural fragments were all retrieved from
post-abandonment debris within or adjacent to the
tower and the kitchen in the east range. During
the excavation, measured sketches were drawn,
photographs taken and brief descriptions written
of each stone. Digital and paper versions of these
records form a substantial part of the archive which
is deposited with the National Monuments Record
of Scotland.

Six sherds of Scottish Post Medieval Oxidised Ware
were retrieved from basal deposits in Trench 4. They
are probably all from the same vessel type, a splashglazed, handled chamber pot. This fabric was first
identified in the assemblage recovered from excavations
at Stirling Castle (Haggarty 1980, 36–40) and is usually
termed Throsk-type ware, on the evidence of its manufacture at that centre in the Forth valley (Caldwell and
Dean 1992, 1–46). Similar material was also being
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Illus 12 Aerial view of Newark from the south-west, showing the line of the putative early ditch around the castle.

produced at Stenhousemuir (Hall and Hunter 2001).
This vessel probably dates from the 17th or 18th century.

broadly support RCAHMS’s interpretation of phasing
in the castle’s east range. These were:

Catalogue

General discussion

i the construction of the hall-house, probably in the
15th century;
ii the early 16th-century extension of the range and
the addition of the round tower;
iii the late 16th-century remodelling of the groundfloor and first-floor of the north end of the range; and
iv the late 17th-century work by Leslie who created the
Renaissance mansion.

A detailed appraisal of Newark Castle’s history is
beyond the remit of this paper. However, it is worth
pointing out that the findings of the 2002 investigations

Perhaps the most interesting discoveries were uncovered
in the round tower whose basement lay buried beneath
large quantities of debris. The gun-loops in its east and

Six sherds (two conjoining) in an orange-red fabric with
traces of an orange-brown splash-glaze on internal and
external surfaces. Scar of handle junction visible on rim.
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west walls are a clear indication that the basement
once looked out onto open ground at a level well below
the present one. This difference in levels is supported
by the 2m of deposits in Trench 4. Ceramics retrieved
from the base of the trench show that the ground level
in this area was not built up before the 17th or 18th
century. It is possible that there was a ditch around the
tower, perhaps continuing westwards alongside the wall
built across the headland in the early 16th century. The
entrance to the castle, which was only a short distance
to the west of the tower, was defended by gun-loops in
the building’s ground floor while those in the basement
gave protection at a lower level.
It would be reasonable to suggest that the ground
level around the tower was raised when terraced gardens
were laid out to the east of the castle in the late 17th
century (Illus 10). A similar, broadly contemporary,
arrangement can be seen at Aberdour Castle, some
40km west of Newark, where excavations in the early
1980s revealed L-shaped terraces which, like Newark,
culminated at a dovecot (Hynd and Ewart 1983).
The putative ditch around the tower might have
been a replacement for the one that had once enclosed
a much bigger part of the headland (see Illus 12). The
possibility that this ditch is a prehistoric feature is
worth considering. Aerial photographs have identified
promontory forts at two locations within a short
distance of Newark: at Barns Mill, 3km east of
Anstruther; and Randerston Castle, 2.4km northwest of Fife Ness. It should be noted that these two
sites were each protected by three concentric ditches
whereas Newark appears to have had only one although
this would not necessarily rule out a prehistoric origin.
Randerston seems to offer the closest parallel to Newark
where there is compelling evidence that this presumed
prehistoric site was occupied by a castle until the early
16th century after which it was relocated 1km inland
(Rogers 1877; RCAHMS 1933, 177).
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Abstract
Excavation revealed evidence that broadly supported
the perceived phasing of the castle’s east range and
adjacent round tower. It also uncovered a hitherto
unknown basement in the early 16th-century tower,
masked when the ground level outside it was raised,
probably in the 17th or 18th century. A large number
of architectural fragments were retrieved from the
substantial quantities of rubble removed from these
buildings.
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