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A reconstruction drawing of a motte and bailey castle. The keep – the Lord’s residence – 

stood on top of a round mound, with a defensive ditch around it. The outer bailey – a 

defended courtyard - would often have contained the castle’s kitchens, stores and 

workshops. The castle buildings and defences were often, as at Castledykes, only built in 

stone at a later date. © Terry Ball / English Heritage 

Timeline 

1166 – William I takes control of Lower 

Nithsdale. 

1173 – Paradise Motte constructed by 

William. 

1184-1200 – The Royal Castle and 

Chapel of St. Mary’s are built. 

1292-1296 – A garrison of 76 men was 

reported at the Castle during the reign of 

John Balliol. 

1300 – Castle enclosed with a defensive 

timber fence and a surrounding ditch 

was dug. 

1306 – Castle seized by Robert Bruce, 

after he had murdered John Comyn at 

Greyfriars in Dumfries. It was only held 

for 3 weeks. 

1313 – Castle surrendered to Robert 

Bruce again, by Sir Dugal M’Doual. 

1357 – David II orders the slighting of 

the Castle. It was never rebuilt. 

Exploring the Royal Castle of Dumfries 

The ‘lumps’ and ‘bumps’ in Castledykes Park 

are the surviving remnants of two medieval 

Castles. 

Over the other side of the park stands 

‘Paradise Motte’, across the Nith from a 

similar motte and bailey castle at Troqueer. 

This was the first recorded castle in Dumfries 

– probably built in about 1173 by William I – 

the Lion. 

The main ‘mound’ that you are standing on is 

the motte of the later Royal Castle of 

Dumfries, surrounded by a substantial 

defensive ditch. It was originally built out of 

wood, between about 1184 and 1200, and only later was rebuilt in stone.  

There are a number of other earthworks in the Park – these could well be all that remains of other 

defences and medieval features between the earlier and later castles. 

  

keep motte 

bailey, with defensive 

ditch 

The castle shown to 

the south of 

‘Drumfrees’ on 

Timothy Pont’s 16
th
 

century map. 

The large mansion 

house of Castledykes 

was built in the 18
th
 

century, and the 

grounds were 

extensively 

landscaped, as shown 

on this Ordnance 

Survey map of 1856. 

Both © National Library of Scotland 
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What are we doing here today? 

The geophysical survey currently going on in front of 

you is a great way of ‘seeing beneath the soil’ without 

picking up a spade. 

It’s an ideal way to map buried remains without having 
to excavate them. The technique being carried out 
today, resistance survey, detects electrical changes in 
the soil which may be related to what’s buried beneath. 

The machine being carried up and down in straight lines 
passes a small electrical current into the ground and 
measures the amount of resistance that results – some 
of it caused by archaeology below the ground. 

Around buried walls, for example, the surrounding soil 
will often be dryer. The current cannot pass so easily 
through this dry soil. Walls often show up, therefore, as 

areas of higher resistance. By plotting these readings together, we can rapidly build up a ‘map’ of 
buried archaeological deposits. 

What are we hoping to find? 
Although nothing survives on the top of the Castle Hill motte, when Alfred Truckell, from Dumfries 
Museum, excavated a small trench around the flagpole in the 1950s, he found some short lengths 
of walling and pottery dating from the 13

th
 and 14

th
 centuries. 

We are told in 13
th
 century documents that a small chapel dedicated to St Mary stood on this site, 

and that the castle was re-built in stone in the 1260s. It is hoped that resistivity survey can help us 
to identify these buildings of which no trace now remains. 

Feel free to have a chat with any of the team – and why not join in? You will be helping us 
find out a lot more about the castle. 

  
 

 

Seeing below the soil: volunteers carrying out resistance 

survey ∙ Image courtesy Annandale Observer 

Castle Hill motte, showing defensive ditch 
What lies beneath? The flat top of the motte 

gives no hint of the buildings that might lie below 


