
Desk-based Assessment 

A desk-based assessment of records held by the organisations listed in Appendix 1, together 
with an appraisal of printed source material, highlighted the recorded survival of a number of 
archaeological sites adjacent or near to the study area.  This assessment is limited to those 
sites and investigations immediately adjacent to the study area and is not intended to have 
any wider scope. 
 
The Mercat Cross as it exists today is a 2m high sandstone shaft, square at the base and 
tapered above, ending in a squared top with slightly concave  upper surface.  It is set on a 
sandstone base, itself sitting on a plinth and sandstone slabs forming a paved area around the 
cross.  No cross arms are present and it has been suggested the cross was constructed without 
arms1, although it should be noted that most similar examples had some sort of decorative cap 
and the squared top of the column may indicate this was so in this case.  The cross is both a 
category listed building (number 24646) and a Scheduled Ancient Monument (SAM10835).  
The scheduled area is a rectangle centred on the cross and extending 2m N/S and 2.5m E/W; 
it excludes the pavement surface to a depth of 30cm. 
 
The graveyard to the south is also a listed building, in this case category A (number24632) 
and a Scheduled Ancient Monument (SAM10828).  The scheduled area includes the walls. 
 
The High Street, in which the cross stands, contains several other listed buildings, as does 
Gilchrist Square running north from the High Street at point almost opposite the cross.  These 
appear to have had no direct relationship with the cross, and have not been included in this 
assessment. 
 
 
Documentary 
 
 
The study area lies within the centre of the town of Dornoch, on the south side of the High 
Street and just north of the walled churchyard around the Cathedral. 
 
No direct evidence of prehistoric activity has been found in this area, although a shell midden 
uncovered at Earl's Cross Road, standing stones, and the presence of hut circles in Camore 
woods attest to prehistoric activity spanning several millennia and it can be assumed that the 
area which later came to support a small medieval community once formed part of a rich 
hinterland for these groups of people.  That there developed a strong Pictish presence on the 
southern banks of the Dornoch Firth is seen in the surviving symbol stones of the region and 
it has been suggested that, in the 6th century, the Irish missionary St Finbarr may have 
established a monastic community in the area of Dornoch now known as Schoolhill2.  
Whether or not a settlement of any note existed at the time of early Norse activity in the 
region is unclear.  The Dornoch area, so close to the communication route along and across 
the firth proved attractive to the settlers, although artefactual evidence is scant.  The presence 
of Norse settlement names together with a scattering of topographical terms speak of a strong 
and lasting influence. 

 
Firm documentary evidence for the existence of a burgh community comes only in the early 
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13th century, with Bishop Gilbert Moravia's relocation of the diocesan seat of Caithness from 
Hallkirk to Dornoch and the start of building work on Dornoch Cathedral.  The ecclesiastical 
settlement undoubtedly provided an obvious nucleus around which a community could 
develop.  In addition to the Cathedral, built of local sandstone, and the Bishop's Palace 
Gilbert's church officers were provided with a stone house, land and an income3.   

 
The transfer of the burgh title from ecclesiastical burgh to Burgh of Barony was not reflected 
in either economic growth or changes in the size or geographical extent of the community: 
this was to come only in the 17th century when Charles I granted Dornoch the status of Royal 
Burgh in 1628.  Although superiority of the community was now held of the crown rather 
than of the Earl, a caveat inserted in the charter reserved the Earl's 'hereditary property rights 
over....lands of Dornoch and over all buildings and other outsetts within the burgh to be 
held....in the same manner of holding as that by which the same are now held and possessed'4.  
The charter of 1628 allowed the burgh to assume a monopoly of trade and no doubt granted 
legal sanction to economic activities already being carried but records show an isolated and 
impoverished community, lacking a harbour and effective means of communications, 
suffering from poor sanitation and lack of reliable water supply.   
 
The charter of 1628 grants the right to erect a market cross and toll booth, but this seems to 
be a legitimisation of an existing situation.  Mackay5 states that the vaulted chapter house, 
standing north of the cathedral, was used as a courthouse, and probably a toll booth, before 
1730.  He gives references to courts being held in Dornoch in 1509, and at the Mercat Cross 
in 1512 (although this may be because the case involved nearby property rather than because 
the cross was used as a meeting place for courts).  Mackay also cites a council minute of 
1730 recording a decision to demolish the then courthouse and build a new one.  He states it 
was to be on the same site, but the council minute, although precise about the location of the 
new building is silent about the location of the previous one.  The new building was to stand 
six feet east of the mercat cross. 
 
The new building, to be built with vaults below to be let as shops, seems to have taken some 
time to erect, because on 13 January 1730 the council is recorded as raising money for its 
construction, and as late as 18 June 1750 another minute records a decision to have the 
building finished and completed.  By 1783, however, Aitken’s plan of the town6 clearly 
shows a building in the correct location.  This itself was demolished as part of the extensive 
remodelling of Dornoch in 1812-14, see below. 
 
The cross was the focus of several annual markets held in the Burgh, important sources of 
revenue for the governing body.  Booths were set out in the then unenclosed churchyard7, the 
supports of which were driven into the ground ‘even into graves and deep enough to reach the 
coffins’8.  The precise limits of the churchyard are difficult to establish.  Examination of early 
maps shows varying outlines, and the churchyard was not enclosed until the early 19th 
century.  It is possible, or even probable, that burials took place outwith the area now 
enclosed by the churchyard walls, although the supports for the fair booths, road building and 
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County of Sutherland and Burgh of Dornoch.  Neill & Co, Edinburgh 
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7 Mackay, H, Old Dornoch; its Traditions and Legends 
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the construction of the churchyard wall militate against the survival of articulated human 
remains. 
 
A wide-ranging redevelopment of 1812-14, funded by Sutherland estate, resulted in the centre 
of Dornoch shifting from north to south of the Cathedral.  It included not only the demolition 
of the Toll Booth, but the erection of the wall around the churchyard, so the fairs could no 
longer use this area, and were moved to the eastern end of the High Street.  The wall also 
restricted access from the High Street (then often referred to as ‘North Street’) to the newly 
created open space to the south of the Cathedral.  In 1818 council minutes record a petition to 
allow a road to remain open through the churchyard more or less on the line of the present 
path9, whose northern exit is beside the Mercat Cross.  The petition was not granted, but 
stone steps were to be erected for foot traffic.  The location of the steps is not certain, but it is 
likely that they lie just outside the study area. 
 
Simpson and Stevenson, 1982, p11, state that prior to this early 19th century redevelopment 
the rear walls of houses on the south side of the High Street ‘formed the northern boundary of 
the churchyard’.  This is not borne out by the map shown in figure 1, which is a copy dated 
1889 by Donald McLean of a survey made in 1783 by David Aitken.  No houses are shown 
north of the churchyard, and the confusion may well stem from a passage in Mackay10 
referring to the redevelopment in which he states that ‘houses on the south side of the High 
Street and the Old Council House and Chapter House all were cleared away…’.  Figure 1 
shows houses on the south side of the west end of the High Street, and it may be these to 
which Mackay referred.  However, Figure 2, a map of 1811, and Figure 3, a map of 1832, 
show buildings at the west end of the High Street in similar locations and orientations to 
those in Figure 1, which argues against these being those Mackay asserts were demolished. 
 
The High Street itself is one of the oldest thoroughfares in Dornoch, appearing on the oldest 
maps.  It is likely that the road has been re-surfaced many times, and may well have varied in 
width at different periods. 
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Figure 1  Dornoch in 1783  Part of plan of Sutherland estate by Aitken, Historylinks Museum number 2001.121 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Figure 2  Dornoch in 1811.  Historylinks Museum number 2003.234 

 



 
Figure 3  Dornoch in 1832   Plan of Dornoch for Great Reform Act NLS 
http://maps.nls.uk/towns/reform/view/?id=2579 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



APPENDIX 1 
Sources consulted for the desk based assessment: 
 

The Highland Historic Environment Record (HER) 
 
The National Monuments Record of Scotland (NMRS) 
 
Historic Scotland’s databases of Listed Buildings, Scheduled Ancient Monuments and 
monuments proposed for scheduling 
 
Ordnance Survey map coverage from 1850 onwards 
 
Cartographic sources held at the National Library of Scotland Map Library 
 
Bibliographic references 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


