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"Of old Innermessan was the most considerable place in the Rhins and the gratest town thereabout till 

Stranraer was built." Rev. Andrew Symson, “A large description of Galloway”, 1684 

Innermessan: a busy archaeological landscape 

The large motte at Innermessan forms an impressive sight, standing to a height of nearly 

13m. However, this castle mound forms only one part of a landscape which people have 

been using from prehistory to the present day, little of which is visible above ground. 
 

In fact, maybe from the Roman 

period, Innermessan has been a 

place of considerable importance, 

and size, on the shore of Loch Ryan. 

The Medieval town, or burgh, of 

which no trace apart from the motte 

remains, would most likely have 

consisted of many stone-built houses, 

some with slate roofs and at least two 

mills stood nearby. We also have 

tantalising records of a stone-built 

towerhouse nearby, owned by the 

Agnews of Lochnaw, later made sherrifs of Wigtown. 
 

Timeline – a brief history of Innermessan 
 

The Mesolithic, 10,000 years ago: 23 flint flakes found near 

Innermessan suggest that the first settlers in the region were setting up 

temporary camps in the area. 

Iron Age, 1st century BC to 1st century AD: A number of 

roundhouses were built on the lower slopes of Craigcaffie, and the land around them was enclosed by high wooden fences. 

Finds made in the fields around the motte date to this period – including a number of axeheads, a water 

ewer and part of a side blown trumpet. 

Roman period: Innermessan is possibly the site of ‘Rerigonium’, a town shown on the shore of Loch 

Ryan on Ptolemy’s map of the second century AD. 

12th century: The surviving motte earthwork is built, with a large ditch around it. On its summit would have 

stood a wooden keep, probably surrounded by a rampart, or wall, of earth and stones. 

1429: The Agnews of Lochnaw take possession of Innermessan. As a burgh of barony, granted by the 

king to an important lord, the town flourished at this time. It may have been soon after that the Agnews 

built a tower house here, but no trace remains. 

WW2: A large camp, with workshops and a small port formed an important base on the shore of Loch 

Ryan. The men stationed here played a key role in the Battle of the Atlantic - building concrete ships 

 to replace those lost to U-boats. 

‘Innermessen’ depicted on Blaeu’s Atlas of Scotland, 1654 

(surveyed around 1600). Note its size compared to ‘Stronrawyr’. 

© National Library of Scotland 

The seal of Reginald the 

Merchant  who may have 

lived in medieval 

Innermessan. Dumfries and 

Galloway Council 
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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 was 

probably the case at Innermessan, only built in stone at a later date. © Terry Ball / English Heritage 

 Exploring the buried archaeology of Innermessan 

Volunteers have this week been carrying out geophysical survey around 

the base of the motte at Innermessan. It’s a great way of ‘seeing beneath 

the soil’, mapping buried archaeological remains without having to excavate 

them. 

Two techniques have been used on site, detecting both electrical and 
magnetic changes in the soil that can be 
caused by buried remains.  

Resistance survey is very good at identifying buried stonework – 
as we might expect from walls and roadways, for example, whereas 
magnetic survey is very good at identifying pits and ditches cut 
into the earth and then back-filled with a different type of soil. 

Used together, they allow us to quickly build up a ‘map’ of buried archaeology that may sit around 
the motte, and help us to better understand the history of this landscape. 

What are we hoping to find? 

The earthwork motte that still survives at 
Innermessan was once part of an early form of 
castle that was common across Galloway – the 
motte and bailey. 

This consists of a mound of earth formed from 
excavating a substantial defensive ditch. On 
top of this mound was situated the keep – 
usually a wooden building, surrounded by a 
defensive bank or rampart. 

No trace survives of the outer courtyard, or 
bailey, which was usually attached to such a 
castle. The large flat area to the North of the motte has, therefore, formed a target for the current 
survey. 

No trace survives either of the sizeable town that once stood here, 
or of the Roman settlement that possibly stood here before that. 
Finds from the Stone Age and Iron Age across this area suggest 
that the landscape at Innermessan has been extensively used for 
a considerable length of time.  

The current survey at Innermessan will help us to understand 
more about the history of this fascinating settlement on the shore 
of Loch Ryan. 

 

Resistance survey. Image: courtesy 

Annandale Observer 

Magnetic survey. Image: courtesy Annandale Observer 

keep motte 

bailey, with defensive 

ditch 

The motte at Innermessan, seen here from the air, sits in a 

landscape that has been used for a long time – but little survives 

above ground.  © RCAHMS 


