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‘The Stank’ – the medieval boundary ditch of Stirling
Kevin Paton

Introduction

Situated at what was until the middle of the 18th 
century the lowest bridging point on the Forth, Stirling 
has acted as a gateway between the north and south of 
Scotland for millennia. Antiquarians have suggested 
that the town might have had its origins in the Roman 
period (Lewis 1846), and while this is perhaps unlikely, 
there are remains of Roman camps in the vicinity, 
including one at Old Mills Farm, Kildean and it has 
been suggested that the Romans may also have used the 
castle rock (Mair 1990, 8). Mair also suggests that the 
Picts ‘held some sort of fortification on the rock’ (ibid, 
9) and the castle was said to have been rebuilt by the 
Northumbrians in the 9th century after their successful 
routing of the Scottish King Donald V (Nimmo 1880, 
63–4; Mair 1990, 12). The first documentary evidence 
for the town’s existence, however, dates from the 12th 
century, in several charters issued during the reign of 
David I (Renwick 1884, 1–5).
 During this period of population growth and 
economic prosperity, larger settlements and towns 
were forming within Scotland in a process that can be 
witnessed across the United Kingdom and the rest of 
Europe (Yeoman 1995, 54). In Scotland, several of these 
urban settlements, such as Edinburgh and Stirling, 
developed around the sites of castles (Dennison 2018, 
18), indicating that proximity to defensible locations, 
as well as the opportunities of trade and markets, 
influenced the growth of urban population. Prior to the 
13th century these towns were likely defended through 
the construction of a ditch and bank, as in England 
(Barley 1975, 60), with gateways controlling the entry 
of people and goods into the burgh.
 The large size of some of Scotland’s town ditches, 
up to 13m wide and 5m deep in the case of the segment 
of the medieval ditch recently identified at East 
Market Street, Edinburgh (Lowther 2018, 2), clearly 
demonstrates their defensive function. This ditch was 
constructed in the late 12th or early 13th century and 
only fell into disuse in the late 15th century (ibid 1, 9) 
and is one of a growing number of large ditch segments 
excavated along the edges of the burghs of Edinburgh 
and Canongate which include parts of a defensive 
feature originating around the 12th century, excavated 
on the south side of the Canongate near Holyrood Road 
(Stronach et al 2008, 19 and Gooder 2013, 5–6) and a 
segment of 14th- to 15th-century ditch on the Cowgate 
(Jones 2011, 9–11). In Perth, the medieval defences 
have a complex history, perhaps originating prior to 
1160 with a fence or palisade ‘perhaps supplementing a 
ditch’ and a stone wall was present from the early 14th 
century (James et al 2010, 7–8). The town’s early 14th-
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century defensive ditch survives largely as the town lade 
and sections of the medieval defences, including ditch 
segments, have been excavated in numerous locations 
such as Mill Street, South Methven Street, Canal Street, 
Tay Street and Skinnergate/Albert Close (Bowler 
and Perry 2004, 24–5). Excavated remains include 
remains of a defensive ditch, south of Mill Street, of 
potentially early 12th-century date, which was up to 
4m in width (Perry 2010a, 91–3; Perry 2010b, 121–4), 
while elements of a more substantial ditch, perhaps over 
12.5m in width and likely the 13th-century town lade, 
were also excavated south of Perth’s Mill Street, (Brann 
and McGavin 1995, 918–20; Perry 2010a, 94–5; Perry 
2010b, 124). This would be similar in scale to the ditch 
surrounding Roxburgh (Wessex Archaeology 2004, 
12, 24). Also of likely 12th-century origin was the 
initial defensive ditch associated with Inverness (Ellis 
2002, 427–8), which, though it likely ceased to have 
a defensive function in the 15th century, was finally 
backfilled around the early 18th century. Later burgh 
ditches investigated in Scotland include a segment at 
Annan dated to between the mid 15th and mid 18th 
centuries (Toolis and Cavanagh 2002).
 Knowledge of the precise locations and routes of 
town defences has sometimes been lost with the passage 
of time, neither surviving in existing features (unlike 
Perth’s Town Lade) nor being accurately locatable 
from historic records. This is the situation in Stirling, 
where urban development from the 18th century 
onwards covered the course of the ditch. However, 
the process of archaeological excavation can reveal 
these hidden features.
 Excavation works undertaken by aoc Archaeology 
Group in 2016 at Goosecroft Road, Stirling (Paton 
2016) have potentially uncovered the remains of one 
such major medieval boundary feature, a ditch known 
as ‘The Stank.’ The unpleasant-sounding name of this 
ditch derives from old Scots, referring to a ditch or 
other area of semi-stagnant water (Grant 2017), which 
ultimately derives from the Latin term stagnum, a pond. 
The evidence from the 2016 excavation, when considered 
alongside historical documentary and cartographic 
information, illuminates the origins of Stirling’s 
defensive ditches and their likely route.

The excavations

Excavation was undertaken on the site of the 
former Provosts Pool, Goosecroft Road, Stirling 
(ngr NS79659389) (Illus 1) after an initial evaluation 
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Illus 1 Site location map. 
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of the site had revealed evidence for a large, north–
south-aligned ditch [006]. The revealed element of 
the ditch measured over 10m in width and up to 1.3m 
in depth and was interpreted as a ditch terminal. The 
ditch contained five deposits, the upper two, (007) 
and (008), related to the final backfilling of the feature, 
while the lower three, (009), (013), and (015), related 
to silting and small-scale tipping of soil into the ditch 
while in use (Illus 2 and 3).
 The ditch was likely to be at least partially filled 
with water during its operational life as a boundary 
and drainage feature, being excavated onto the clay 
subsoil. Its silting fills, visible in the west of the feature, 
contained a small number of inclusions of cereal 
caryopses, hazelnut shell, oyster shell, burnt bone and 
charcoal, representative of domestic waste derived from 
food and fuel residues (Robertson 2017). Both barley 
and oats are typically present in Scottish medieval 
urban assemblages, while the presence of hazelnut and 
wood charcoal indicates the town’s inhabitants also 
exploited wild resources for food and woodland for 
fuel. The small assemblages of charred macroplant 
and charcoal remains were scattered throughout the 
ditch fills with no evidence of selective or deliberate 

Illus 2 Section through ditch [006] and plan of excavated area.

Illus 3 View of north-facing section of ditch [006] 
(east end).

disposal. Unfortunately, insufficient organic material 
was recovered to permit meaningful radiocarbon dates 
for the silting deposits to be obtained. Deposit (009), 
related to the small-scale tipping of soil within the 
ditch, was, however, datable as it contained fragments 
of 13th-century pottery (Haggarty 2017). These sherds, 
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sometimes lead glazed, derived from several different 
fabrics including Scottish White Gritty Ware, a red/
brown sandy fabric, and a reduced ware in a sandy 
fabric. This variety is perhaps indicative of a rich burgh 
pulling in wares from a number of sources. The ceramic 
vessel forms included jugs, cooking vessels and jars, and 
one potentially globular vessel that would have been 
used for industrial processes (ibid 2017).
 The two final infilling deposits overlay the 13th-
century tipping but also sat directly over the base of 
the ditch towards the east. As both silting and dumping 
activity was evident against the western edge of the 
ditch, the absence of silting deposits over the base on 
its eastern side suggests that the ditch had been re-
excavated at some point and/or possibly maintained 
until it was finally put out of use. Cartographic 
evidence (Laye 1725; Roy 1747–55; not illustrated) 
suggests that the ditch had been closed by the mid- to 
late-18th century, as there are no depictions of a large 
ditch in this or the surrounding area. However, some 
fragments of extruded bricks were found within the 
upper ditch deposits (Haggarty 2017), representing 
a form of industrial brick-making that developed in 
Scotland around the 1830s (Jenkins 2016, 57–8). It 
is possible that this material is intrusive, introduced 
during later development (see below). Given the 
presence of vitrified brick derived from a brick 
manufacturing kiln (McLaren 2017), it is highly 
likely that the materials used would have been 
from a local source.
 Following the infilling of the ditch, a drain cut 
[010] containing a brick-lined and sandstone-capped 
culvert [014] was excavated. This culvert can likely 
be dated to the 18th century as its fill (011) contained 
pottery fragments of that date and clay pipe stems 
with stem bores of the size typically seen in this period 
(McLaren 2017). Imported topsoil then covered the 
ditch prior to the late 18th- and early 19th-century 
construction of properties belonging to a Mr Laing, 
visible on Wood’s map of 1820. Cut through the 
imported topsoil, building foundations [004] and 
[005] related to Mr Laing’s properties, or later 
malthouses apparent on Ordnance Survey mapping 
(1895), surveyed between 1858 and 1860 were 
encountered during the excavation.
 While ceramic evidence indicates that the ditch 
was open in the 13th century, it could potentially be 
of earlier date. However, this date broadly corresponds 
with a radiocarbon date from a charcoal sample 
recovered from the fill of a section of ditch from a 
previous excavation further south on the west side of 
Goosecroft Road in 2014, where a date of 1119–1247 
calad was returned. Although a less substantial feature 
(at 1.3m wide and 0.4m deep) than the ditch excavated 
by the author to the north, this was also interpreted 
as a potential element of the medieval ‘Stank’ (Will 
2018, 16). However, while the ditch excavated in 
2014 was likely ‘filled in during the construction of 
the ecclesiastical buildings’ of Blackfriars, which was 
established in 1233 (ibid 2018, 61), the present ditch 

may have been in use for around 500 years (or more) 
before ultimately being infilled. It appears to have been 
re-excavated (or at least maintained) by the town, with 
the removal of silting material from the base. However, 
this activity could be related to the digging out of 
the town ditches around 1650 in order to strengthen 
the town’s defences in anticipation of the arrival of 
Cromwell’s troops (Ronald 1899, 199). Additionally, 
the excavation identified the potential terminal of this 
feature at this location. Terminals of major boundary 
ditches would be present at entry points through the 
town’s limits, suggesting that this area could have been 
a gate or port.

Due to the ditch being backfilled prior to the creation 
of detailed and reliable cartographic sources, there are 
no maps providing a surveyed depiction of the ditch 
location. However, two cartographic sources indicate 
the presence of a physical boundary surrounding the 
town before the 18th century. These maps, by Pont (c 
1583–96) and Blaeu (1654), are highly schematic in 
nature, and the latter was made from a copy of the 
former. Both indicate the presence of a town boundary 
encircling the castle, the Kings Park to the west, and 
the town to the south and east, extending to the bridge 
crossing the Forth to the north-east. While the original 
Pont map indicates a ditch-like feature forming the 
boundary, Blaeu has added a palisade; a common 
feature for town boundaries in earlier periods.
 Pont’s schematic depiction, although suggesting the 
presence of a boundary ditch encircling the castle and 
town does not entirely correspond with the known 
urban geography of the burgh during the 16th and 17th 
centuries. While a boundary existed around the castle, 
the park and the west and south side of the town, this 
boundary was formed by a stone wall, the first section 
of which was erected by James IV at the beginning of 
the 16th century (Ronald 1899).
 Studying the historical records for the town ditch, 
in 1889 Baillie James Ronald noted that, ‘we have never 
read or hear of any resistance being made on part of the 
town, either by fortification, ditch or wall’ (ibid, 189), 
suggesting that the town was completely unfortified 
until the 16th century when the first walls were erected 
around the castle, the park, and the town. These walls 
reputedly joined the walls surrounding the Black Friars 
land on the south-east side before continuing north along 
the road to the bridge, encircling Gowan Hill and 
stopping at the lade to the Bridge Mill (ibid, 189–90).
 Despite his earlier assertion of the lack of early town 
fortifications, Ronald also states that ‘The Stank’ ‘in 
the early days formed one of the northern defences of 
the town extending from the Shore Road to Douglas 
Street’, acting as the boundary of several of the crofts 
along the eastern edge of the town (ibid 1899, 112). 
Thus, there is evidence for a boundary ditch on the 

Cartographic, historical and other 
archaeological evidence
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east side of the burgh, but not necessarily encircling the 
entire town. The element of ditch identified recently 
to the south of the present site has been interpreted 
as an element of ‘The Stank’, but also as a relatively 
short-lived feature, infilled during the construction of 
the Dominican Friary in the early 13th century (Will 
2018, 61). Given the much smaller scale of this feature 
in comparison with the ditch excavated to the north, it 
is likely that two different structures are represented, 
though it is arguable that the present works identified 
a likely ditch terminal at a possible entrance to the 
town. Its relatively large scale could be connected with 
this function, being present at a significant point along 
the town’s edge.
 It is of note that Will (ibid, 63) also identified a 
possible boundary ditch to the precinct of the Dominican 
Friary, which was later replaced by a stone wall, both 
likely marking ‘the extent of ecclesiastical property’. 
This places the present site considerably outside (north 
of) the ecclesiastical precinct, on the eastern edge of the 
town. It is therefore unlikely that the present ditch was 
directly connected with the Friary structures, though 
it is also likely that it had a general drainage function 
associated with the management of water for the town 
and perhaps the Friary itself. Page and Page indicate a 
further segment of medieval drainage ditch identified 
in 1989 on Station Road to the east of the Blackfriars 
Church, elements of which were recorded in 1904 and 
1994 (Page and Page 1996, 893–4). 
 Renwick (1889), and a more recent study of the 
Blackfriars’ (Dominican) lands in Stirling (Page and 
Page 1996) both use details from the burgh records and 
other archives to create a map of the crofts on the east 
side of the town. Renwick’s late 19th-century work 
includes a map (McDonald 1889), which endeavours 
to depict the location of the various crofts around the 
town in 1700, includes the possible course of ‘The 
Stank’ bounding the Blackfriars’ land and the Burgh 
Roods to the east (Ronald 1899). The map indicates 
that a ditch emanated from the Burgh Mill lade, 
curving north and forming the eastern boundary to the 
Blackfriars’ lands. The starting point for this boundary 
is marked as the same on a later plan (Page and Page 
1996, 886), but does not follow the same course, opting 
for a more direct, northerly route to Shore Road. 
Page and Page also indicate that lands to the east of 
this boundary, known variously as ‘Mobbis Croft’, 
‘Balbenis Croft’, Duik Dubs’ and ‘Forthside’, ‘never 
belonged to the Blackfriars, but does give us the north-
eastern boundary of their lands’ (ibid 1996, 890). 
 When, in 1650 and 1651, Stirling awaited with 
trepidation the arrival of Cromwell’s troops, the 
town’s magistrates oversaw the strengthening of 
the town defences. Walls and gates were put in good 
order, and ‘as an additional defence to the east, the 
course of the Burgh Mill lade was converted into a 
deep ‘fosse’ or trench (ibid 1899, 199). As part of 
this strengthening of the town’s defences the ditches 
surrounding the town, including ‘The Stank’, would 
have been deepened. 

 When Renwick’s map depicting ‘The Stank’ or 
‘Trenche’ (McDonald 1889) is placed over the 1860s 
Ordnance Survey mapping of the town, it can be seen to 
follow a tree-lined boundary that abuts the north side 
of the Burgh Mill Lade. It is possible that this boundary 
was the former route of the town ditch and had been 
left to become overgrown after it had been backfilled. 
The northern end of the ditch, as depicted by Renwick, 
apparently followed earlier field boundaries as well. 
Comparing Renwick’s mapping of the boundary 
features with modern mapping, the location of the 
town ditch depicted in 1889 corresponds with that 
of the ditch exposed during the excavations (Illus 4); 
the archaeological evidence apparently confirming 
Renwick’s interpretation of the documentary sources.
 A possible discrepancy between Renwick’s 1889 plan 
of ‘The Stank’ and the feature encountered during the 
present excavation works, is that Renwick depicts the 
ditch line continuing unbroken northwards over Park 
Lane. The excavated ditch apparently terminated to 
the south of the lane and provided no evidence that it 
continued beyond the excavated area. Ronald (1899) 
suggests that the ditch continued at least to Douglas 
Street, and it is arguably likely that the ditch continued 
further north, to the bridge crossing over the Forth, as 
shown by Pont (c1583–96). The excavated terminal of 
the ditch before Park Lane would likely have been due 
to the presence of a gate or port, allowing access to 
Shipshaugh, an area of land that was bounded by ‘The 
Stank’ to the west, with the river and an area of ground 
called Queenshaugh to the east (Ronald 1899). The 
modern Shore Road provided access to the lands east 
of the town centre, across the line of ‘The Stank’, from 
the 18th century onwards, but it is possible that an 
earlier road led beyond the ditch in the area of the 
modern-day Park Lane.

Other ditches

The historical and cartographic evidence indicates the 
potential for additional ditches to have bounded other 
sides of the town. An early note of a ditched boundary 
comes from Randall (1794, 71) when he states that, 
‘The Castle defended the Town on the north and west, 
and the remainder of a large ditch likewise on the west 
is discernible’. The 1860s Ordnance Survey mapping 
indicates that a mill lade or Raploch Burn ran along the 
base of the north-west slope of Gowan Hill and looped 
round to run parallel with castle hill before heading west. 
It is possible that this is the ditch mentioned by Randall, 
but it is unlikely to have been defensive in nature. In 
addition, a further possible boundary ditch is depicted 
on the south side of the town by McDonald (1889). This 
ditch commenced at the Mill Dam and ran west before 
curving south-west inside the 16th-century town wall, 
prior to crossing King Street and Port Street, before 
terminating at Dumbarton Road (Illus 4). This potential 
ditch, like ‘The Stank,’ was also labelled ‘Trenche’, and 
potential remnants are visible on the Ordnance Survey 
mapping of the 1860s (not illustrated).
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Illus 4 Recorded locations of Stirling’s town ditch and town walls.

Conclusions

By combining historical, cartographic and archaeo-
logical excavation evidence, a better understanding 
can be gained of the physical remains of Stirling’s town 
boundaries. At the site of the former Provosts Pool, 
Goosecroft Road, Stirling this combination of evidence 
indicates that the ditch feature found during these recent 
archaeological works may have been an element of the 
13th-century town or burgh boundary ditch known as 
‘The Stank’ (though an earlier origin cannot be ruled 
out). The archaeological works add to evidence for the 
likely route of the boundary ditch located to the east 
of Stirling in the medieval period: one element of a 
complex of features that included two further segments 
of ditch to the north-west and south. The transcription 
of the putative lines of these boundary features will, 
it is hoped, provide a guide for the locating of further 

elements of the medieval town defences, the accuracy of 
which will no doubt be tested by future archaeological 
works in the burgh.
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Abstract
Archaeological investigations at Goosecroft Road, 
Stirling uncovered the possible remains of a medieval 
boundary ditch known as ‘The Stank.’ The results of 
the excavations showed that the ditch was partially 
infilled around the 13th century but was maintained 
or re-opened so that it remained in use for more than 
500 years subsequent to that date, before being fully 
backfilled around the 18th century. This new evidence 
augments the scant historical evidence related to the 
ditch, permitting its probable location to be plotted 
onto a modern map. Other ditch segments on the west 
and south of the town have also been indicated by 
historical evidence, suggesting that a series of ditches 
formerly encircled Stirling in the medieval period.

This paper is published with the aid of a grant from 
Allan Water Developments Ltd.


