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 Courtesy of the Dingwall Museum 
 
 McMillan's jeweller's shop stood next to the chemist's shop at 8 

High Street, in front of the west range of cottages at The Retreat, 
the former parish manse. It was demolished around 1897 to 
make way for the erection of Mansefield House. The diminutive 
shopfront with its broken pediment can be made out on the 
George Washington Wilson photograph at the top of page 27.  
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1 Introduction 
 

 
 
1.1 Commissioning and brief  
 
1.1.1 The Dingwall Conservation Area Character Appraisal has been 

commissioned jointly by the Dingwall History Society and the Highland 
Council. It has been prepared in accordance with the Consultant’s 
Brief for which tenders were sought during July and August 2009. 

 
1.1.2 The tender submitted by Andrew PK Wright, Chartered Architect & 

Heritage Consultant, was accepted by the Council in October 2009. 
 
1.2 Methodology 
 
1.2.1 The headings within this document follow in general terms those set 

down in the Appraisal Checklist in Planning Advisory Note (PAN) 71 
Conservation Area Management, and the methodology used for the 
study has been that set down in the same document. 

 
1.2.2 Photographs have been taken of each of the properties within the 

conservation area for general record purposes on a street-by-street 
basis. Photographs have been taken over a period extending from 
August 2009 to March 2010. Supplementary photographs have been 
taken of elements of construction, or features of the historic 
townscape deemed to give character and a sense of uniqueness to 
the conservation area. These are featured in Section 5. 

 
1.2.3 Site visits have been supplemented by archival research into the 

history of the burgh and its buildings. Research has been carried out 
in the following locations: 

 
• Local History Section, Highland Council Public Library, 

Dingwall Academy 
• Historic photographic record held at Dingwall Museum 
• Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments 

of Scotland (RCAHMS) 
• Map Library, National Library of Scotland 

 
1.2.4 Other historic images and written source material from unpublished 

research into historic burgh records have kindly been made available 
by the Dingwall History Society. 
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1.2.5 Online research has included the following sources: 
 

• Scran (site hosted by RCAHMS) 
• Dictionary of Scottish Architects (site hosted by Historic 

Scotland) 
• Statistical Accounts of Scotland (site hosted jointly the 

Universities of Edinburgh and Glasgow) 
• Maps of Scotland (site hosted by National Library of Scotland) 
• Pastmap (site hosted by RCAHMS) 
• Valentine of Dundee historic photographs (site hosted by 

University of St Andrews Special Collections) 
• George Washington Wilson historic photographs (site hosted 

by University of Aberdeen Special Collections) 
 
1.2.6 The author’s own library has been used for other research.   
   
1.3 Credits, copyright and licensing of images 
 
1.3.1 Credits for historic images selected from the above named sources 

are given throughout the document. 
 
1.3.2 Historic images are reproduced under licence for copyright granted 

solely for publication within this document. Images should not be 
reproduced without the consent of the named copyright holder.  

 
1.4 Public consultation 
 
1.4.1 A well attended public meeting took place in March 2010 at which the 

preliminary research findings and recommendations from the study 
programme were given. The principles behind extending the 
boundaries of the conservation area were explained at the meeting, 
although precise proposals for changing the boundaries were not firm 
and had not been settled at that time. The final document takes into 
account feedback from the public consultation exercise. 

 
1.5 Acknowledgements 
 
1.5.1 The author of the conservation area character appraisal is indebted to 

those who have assisted the archival research programme. Particular 
thanks are expressed to the members of the Dingwall History Society 
and of the Dingwall Museum.  

  
1.6 Date of the designation of the conservation area 
 
1.6.1 The conservation area was designated in 1974.  
 
1.7 Extent of the conservation area 
 
1.7.1 When the conservation area boundaries were set at the time of the 

original designation the defined area was kept fairly tight. It appears 
to have been set to recognise the importance of the archaeology of 
the burgh. The designated area includes the spine of the High Street, 
with a spur extending northwards to take in the parish church and 
kirkyard and the site of the Norse thing. The present conservation 
area is shown in Appendix 13.1. 

 
1.7.2 During the course of the site survey it was established that the 

rationale for drawing the boundaries had been superseded in some 
cases by redevelopment of sites straddling the boundary while, in 
others, the original logic proved hard to establish. At the time when 
the Burgh Survey was prepared in 1982 there was already an 
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indication that the boundaries were to be reviewed, but nothing 
appears to have been put forward between then and now. Proposals 
for extending the boundaries are set out in 10.1. 

 
1.7.3 It should be noted that the conservation area character appraisal is 

confined to the area as presently designated. There has been no 
corresponding evaluation of the structures and townscape within the 
areas proposed for extension, other than from making the case for 
change to be considered.   

 
1.8 Status of the document 
 
1.8.1 The recommendations set out in this document reflect several 

meetings that have been held with the project team from the History 
Society and the Highland Council. It reflects also meetings at which 
the Ward Councillors have been in attendance at which their views 
have been taken into account, and the public meeting as noted above. 

 
1.8.2 Although a consensus view has been sought at all stages of the 

programme, the recommendations set out in this document have 
been arrived at independently and are presented to the Council for 
endorsement. 

 
2 Background 
 
2.1 Setting and topography 
 
 

 
 
2.1.1 Surrounded by hills, and situated on the flat estuarial carseland where 

the River Peffery entered the Cromarty Firth, Dingwall was appreciated 
for the beauty of its natural setting by the travellers who recorded 
their impressions of it from the late eighteenth century onwards. The 
parish minister, when preparing his entry in 1837 for the New 
Statistical Account of Scotland, was not alone in recording the beauty 
of the setting. He wrote: 

  
 The general aspect of the parish is exceedingly beautiful. The character of the sruface 

(sic), diversified by hill and valley: the appearance of high culture which it presents; the 
abundance and luxuriance of the wood with which it is everywhere clothed; and the 
frith, which at flood-tide appears a beautiful sheet of water completely enclosed by land, 
stretching eastward for almost fourteen miles; together with the rugged outline of the 
mountains in the back-ground – combine to produce an effect which excites the 
admiration of strangers. 
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 George Washington Wilson photograph of c1875 © University of Aberdeen, Special 

Collections 
 
2.1.2 The elevated ground at Mitchell Hill, upon which the Macdonald 

Monument now stands, offered an unparalleled view looking 
northwards of the town in its setting. It was frequented by artists and, 
later, by Victorian photographers who provided an invaluable detailed 
pictorial record for the lucrative picture postcard market. 

 
2.1.3 The physical boundaries of the historic settlement are defined by the 

river to the north (canalised over its final length beyond Peter’s 
Bridge), the Mitchell Hill and Green Hill to the south, and the shores of 
the firth to the east respectively. 

       
2.2 Geology 
 
2.2.1 The hills surrounding the town are mainly of Old Red Sandstone with 

which conglomerate rock is intermingled. The land on which the 
present settlement was founded had been part of the carseland 
originally, described in the past as a ‘swampy marsh’. Undeveloped 
land beyond the river was drained in 1817 when the river was 
canalised.  

 
2.2.2 The underlying soil of the valley bottom extending to the edge of the 

firth is of successive layers of blue clay covered in a layer of black 
vegetable mould. While this has created foundation problems for the 
masonry structures of the historic town centre (see 8.3), it led to the 
creation of fertile soil well suited to the cultivation of wheat from the 
addition of lime during the age of agricultural improvement.    

  
2.3 Regional context 
 
2.3.1 After the dark years of the eighteenth century, when the town lacked 

industry and a harbour from which to export the produce of the 
landward area, and with the increase in population of those settling 
from the rural hinterland, Dingwall took on the role of the regional 
administrative centre for Ross-shire and became its principal market 
town. A running historic dispute with Tain over primacy saw the burgh 
finally granted the status of the regional administrative centre for 
county in 1843, and later for the amalgamated county of Ross & 
Cromarty. It continues in this role presently within the administration 
of the Highland Council.  
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2.3.2 Dingwall was established as a regional shopping centre from the early 
nineteenth century. In the second half of the century many of the shop 
frontages were rebuilt on the High Street, when the burgh was at its 
most prosperous. The growth of Inverness as the capital of the 
Highlands and as the principal regional shopping and service centre 
has had an impact on trade in all of the towns of the North, but 
Dingwall, despite being relatively close to Inverness, has maintained a 
strong retail base. As a regional centre the town continues to provide 
a strong employment base which attracts workers from outside the 
immediate area, while many of those working in the Highland capital 
live in Dingwall.  

 
3 Historical background and patterns of growth 
 
3.1 The establishment of the settlement and the medieval burgh 
 

  
 Herman Moll's early 18thc map shows the strategic location of Dingwall © National 

Library of Scotland 
 
3.1.1 Controlling a large landward area between two river crossings at the 

head of the Cromarty Firth, had such a strategic site not been 
colonised from the earliest times would be unusual. The origins of a 
settlement at Dingwall lie well beyond its medieval charter. A Pictish 
stone is presently displayed in the kirkyard, and Viking raiders 
heralded three centuries of change which began in the eighth century. 
Settling in the area they became farmers, as is suggested in the 
derivation of local place names, including that of Dingwall itself. The 
settlement had been an important regional centre for Norse 
governance for which the word thing refers to a place of assembly, or 
parliament. 

 
3.1.2 It is possible that the thing at Dingwall had been established under 

Earl Thorfinn in the tenth century at a time when he was controlling a 
vast empire of land north of the Moray Firth. After his death, Ross 
became of one of a number of hereditary realms within the former 
Norse empire. It was controlled by the MacHeths, descendants of the 
Mormaers of Moray who had hitherto been subjugated by Thorfinn. 
Malcolm MacHeth was given the title of the Earl of Ross which he held 
until his death in 1168. The MacHeths became involved in several 
campaigns of insurrection in the North, and Ferchar MacTaggart 
assumed the title of Earl of Ross c1226 as his reward for having 
supported the forces of Alexander II in quelling the rebellion.  
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3.1.3 Dingwall was granted its royal charter in 1226 during Alexander’s 
campaign to control the northern territory of his kingdom, roughly a 
century after the first of the royal burghs had been created under 
David I. Inverness, Elgin and Forres were among them on the southern 
fringes of the Moray Firth. The burgh became the seat of the Earls of 
Ross who were appointed hereditary sheriffs to act on behalf of the 
monarch. The royal castle was erected on a motte in an open position, 
overlooking the crossing of the River Peffery and the sea approaches 
from the firth. It was deemed to be of sufficient importance to appear 
on Mathew Paris’s map of Scotland of the early thirteenth century. 

 
3.1.4  It has been supposed that the tofts, or burgage plots, of the newly 

created burgh were offered rent free for the first ten years as an 
inducement to encourage the new settlement to grow. The burgh 
would have prospered in its early years from the protection afforded 
by the royal castle, continuing as a regional centre until such times as 
its fortunes changed after the Earls of Ross were stripped of their title 
in 1476. As the parish minister observed in 1837: 

  
 Being the principal residence of the powerful Earls of Ross, who acted so conspicuous a 

part in the early history of Scotland, and doubtless depended much on their protection 
and bounty, it is natural to suppose that it must have participated to a certain degree in 
the fortunes of that family. 

 

 
 The tower on Castle Street 
 
3.1.5 The castle remained royal property until it was finally granted to the 

Earl of Ross in 1308 after years of political upheaval. Before then, the 
burgh had been implicated in the series of power struggles that 
accompanied the regular skirmishing in the efforts to control the 
North. The garrison was ceded to the English forces during the English 
invasion of 1296 and, together with the other strongholds of the 
Moray Firth, it fell to Edward I’s advancing army. Before his victory at 
the Battle of Bannockburn in 1314, Robert Bruce had entrusted his 
allegiances over the northern territories to Thomas Randolph, Earl of 
Moray, and to Hugh, 4th Earl of Ross. It proved to be a turning point 
for the burgh which witnessed the expansion of the castle site and 
improvements to its defensive capabilities. At its zenith the castle had 
been considered to be the strongest fortress north of Dunbarton and 
Stirling. Descriptions of what had survived of it in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries suggest a large, regular fortification with 
foreworks and a fosse of which only fragments remain now. Perhaps 
the most prominent among them is what is believed to have been one 
the corner towers on Castle Street, over which opinions are divided. 
While it could have been converted to a doocot by the Bishop of 
Caithness in the early sixteenth century, equally, it could be a folly 
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erected by Captain Donald Maclennan in the early 1820s to mark the 
historical significance of the site. The site of the castle falls outside 
the designated conservation area boundary.  

 
3.1.6 The burgh became a pawn in the power struggle between the Earls of 

Ross and the Lords of the Isles. In 1411 Angus, Lord of the Isles, 
seized the castle and had succeeded in gaining the title by 1436. As a 
prince he lived there in great style, controlling vast swathes of territory 
in the northern half of Scotland. The lands of the Lords of the Isles 
were declared forfeit in 1476 when the site reverted to the Crown. The 
Baynes were subsequently appointed constables of the castle, and in 
1542 their status was recognised when they were granted lands by 
James V at Tulloch on the sloping hillside to the north of the river. With 
the rising ascendancy of the Mackenzies in Ross from their unstinting 
allegiance to the Crown, the castle assumed less strategic importance 
than it had previously in controlling the insurrections in the North. In 
1584 it was gifted to Andrew Keith and by 1600 it had been 
abandoned altogether.   

 
3.1.7 After the forfeiture the original charter of the burgh of 1226 was 

renewed in the closing years of the fifteenth century during the reign 
of James IV, when additional privileges were granted to the burgesses. 
It appears not have been prosperous and, indeed, it was in all 
probability moribund for much of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Due to the non-payment of stent it was not enrolled in the 
Convention of Royal Burghs in 1580 and was not finally admitted until 
1683. 

 
3.1.8 In the late eighteenth century the parish minister provided an account 

which led to later speculation, repeated often, that the burgh had 
been a much larger settlement at some stage in its history. His case 
was based on the following: 

 
 There are some circumstances which would seem to indicate, that the town was once 

much more extensive than it is now. The cross now stands at the east end of this 
borough; but a street of about 200 yards long runs from it to the north east; and a 
gentleman of the town in digging some time ago for manure, found the remains of a 
causeway at the distance of 300 or 400 yards, in a line south east from the cross.-The 
former had few houses built along it, till 30 or 40 years ago, and the latter has none yet 
near it. These circumstances, however, afford some kind of presumption, that the 
antient might have exceeded the present size of the place. 

     
3.1.9 Of the original medieval burgh what has survived most clearly, in 

common with many other historic royal burghs, are the lines of the 
burgage plots running in a north-south direction to either side of the 
High Street. There is no evidence as yet to indicate that there had ever 
been back lanes running parallel with the High Street to north and 
south of the principal street of the burgh. On the south side the plots 
extended originally to the foot of Green Hill. Neither is there any 
evidence to date that there had been ports controlling entry into the 
burgh. To the north of the High Street lay the site of the old parish 
church, the orientation of which had been also east-west, from which 
the ruined walls of St Clement's Aisle of 1510 have survived. 

 
3.2 Dingwall in the eighteenth century 
 
3.2.1 The precarious nature of Dingwall’s trading position was exposed in a 

number of documents of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries. Among the more incriminating was the account prepared in 
1704 on the pernicious effects of taxation on burgh’s revenue. The 
effect of this was stated as being: 
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 ……. soe heavy upon the inhabitants that a great many of them have deserted the town, 
as is well known to our neighbours; and there is hardly anything to be seen but the 
ruines of old houses, and the few inhabitants that are left having now noe manner of 
trade, but only labouring the neighbouring lands, and our inhabitants are still daily 
deserting it. 

 
3.2.2 The hint that the neighbours knew all about the plight of the burgh 

appears to have been countered by the visitation of ambassadors 
from Inverness to Dingwall in 1733 to see if the place still existed. 
Their visit had been occasioned by the request made for grant aid for 
public works which included the erection of the new tolbooth, in which 
the application required supporting evidence from two other burghs. 
The Convention of Royal Burghs had been informed in 1724 of the 
town’s considerable poverty, for which blame had been already been 
laid at the door of the unregulated burghs of barony in the area 
stealing the town’s trade. In 1700 the estimated population of the 
burgh had been 420, and by 1750 numbers had more than doubled 
to 998. 

 
3.2.3 There was no established industry from which the burgh benefited by 

way of revenue. The netting of salmon, mainly at the mouth of the 
Conon River, contributed occasionally to the burgh’s finances but 
unlike the other burghs of the coastline Dingwall saw no lasting 
benefit from commercial fisheries. Apart from the normal guild trades 
there were just a couple of wool dyers and a brew-house. 

 
3.2.4 As a frontier town Dingwall was subjected to bouts of uncontrolled 

lawlessness during the early eighteenth century. Riots took place on 
more than one occasion when a Presbyterian minister was presented 
to a population with Episcopalian and Jacobite leanings. It re-surfaced 
whenever parliamentary elections were held, and clan rivalries saw 
skirmishes on the High Street between the Munros and the 
Mackenzies. It would not be uncommon for hostages to be taken, and 
during one fracas in 1740 several citizens were injured when Munro 
supporters opened fire on a hostile crowd, killing the wife of a 
Mackenzie town councillor. Despite the political and fiscal 
uncertainties that undermined the administration of the burgh there 
was, however, still enough confidence to commence on the building of 
a new tolbooth in 1735. 

 

  
 The Cromartie Monument c1910, before rebuilding (courtesy, Dingwall History Society) 
 
3.2.5 The tower of the tolbooth, or Town House, became one of the town's 

landmarks. Another, set to one side of the historic graveyard of St 
Clement's Church on the site now considered to have been that of the 
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Norse thing, was the obelisk to commemorate the life of the 1st Earl 
of Cromartie, erected before his death in 1714. It was commented 
upon by eighteenth century travellers as one of the few features worth 
mentioning at all as they passed through.  

 
3.2.6 The need for a harbour to overcome the burgh's lack of trade had 

been identified as early as 1724. It became a recurring issue which 
was not to be resolved until almost a century later. In the Inverness 
ambassadors' report it was observed that the lack of bridges at the 
river crossings was also an impediment to trade. In 1748 linen 
manufacturing was introduced, and when Bishop Pococke passed 
through in 1760 he remarked upon it, observing that the town 
consisted 'of one long street, but the houses mostly thatched…'. His 
observations were echoed by the renowned Highland civil engineer, 
Joseph Mitchell, who reflected on the fact that 'Dingwall at the end of 
the last century must have been a wretched place, consisting of one 
street of indifferent houses, the rest chiefly huts'.    

 

  
 The former parish manse, The Retreat (1789-91), photographed c1875 (courtesy, 

Dingwall History Society) 
 
3.2.7 While general impressions may have been reliable in some respects, 

in others they seem not to have been wholly accurate as decent new 
buildings were emerging on the street scene. The parish minister 
noted at the end of the century that the town had expanded in recent 
years, and that there was a growing need for good quality housing to 
suit the professional and middle classes (mostly lawyers) operating 
from the town who served an area of growing prosperity for which 
Dingwall, in all respects but as yet not in name, was acting as the 
county town of Ross. He observed that the spirit of improvement and 
private wealth had contributed to establishing a buoyant retail trade 
within the town for which there was a market for what had been 
considered in the past as luxury goods.  

 
3.2.8 Much needed improvements to infrastructure were embarked upon by 

the Town Council, adding to the levels of debt. In 1771 the laying of a 
new water supply to the town was commenced. The works were 
resumed in 1789 when fir logs were shipped in from Garmouth and 
were hollowed out for the purpose. A new clock tower was erected at 
the Town House in 1773. A new Friday market was introduced, the 
streets were paved, and street lighting was introduced in 1796. 
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3.2.9 A schoolroom had been incorporated within the new Town House. In 
1782 the Davidsons of Tulloch paid for new school to be erected. It 
operated as the burgh grammar school and the building still stands, 
much altered, on the opposite corner to the Town House at the 
junction between the High Street and Church Street. 

 
3.2.10 A worthy new place of worship suited to the town’s rapidly increasing 

population, although promised by the heritors, had to await the turn of 
the nineteenth century. The old parish church had been thatched, and 
after it had burnt down in 1731 leaving a ruined shell it was rebuilt 
with a slated roof in 1735. The erection of a fine new manse on the 
High Street in 1791 (now known as The Retreat, page 9) preceded the 
building of the new church by a few years. When the new parish 
church finally opened its doors in 1803 it was capable of seating a 
congregation of around 800.  

 
3.2.11 The principal heritors, the Davidsons of Tulloch, purchased the estate 

in 1762 and played their part in investing in the development of the 
town. By the end of the eighteenth century there were good villas to be 
seen at the western end of the High Street, set in generous garden 
plots. 

 

 
 © British Llibrary/National Library of Scotland 
 
3.2.12 The extract from Roy's Great Map of Scotland (1747-55) shows the 

form of the town well, and how it had remained true to the layout 
established by the medieval charter. The spur road leading to the 
parish kirk and burial ground assumed greater importance when 
Peter's Bridge had been erected in 1787, and it was widened when it 
became part of Telford's Great North Road. Roy's surveyors show the 
through route northwards on the line of Castle Street, but there had 
been an earlier bridge to the rear of the old parish church which had 
been in a dilapidated state in the second half of the seventeenth 
century when the burgh could not afford to rebuild it. 

 
3.3 Civic pride: progress from 1800 to 1914  
 
3.3.1 The population of the town was boosted by an influx of small tenants 

from the rural areas in the early years of the nineteenth century, 
dispossessed of their landholdings as the farm units increased in size 
with the relentless tide of agricultural improvement. Clark's delightful 
view of Dingwall in 1824 captures the full extent to which agrarian 
reform had transformed the appearance of the surrounding 
landscape, with the town set against a backcloth of the pattern of field 
enclosures imposed on the hillside to the north. 
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 Clark's view of Dingwall in 1824 (courtesy, Dingwall Museum) 
 
3.3.2 Accounts of Dingwall in the early nineteenth century were rarely 

favourable, despite the improvements made in the previous century. It 
was seen too often as a filthy place. Primitive wooden houses were 
still to be found in the town until around 1820, and it was claimed 
that almost every house had a pigsty attached. In photographs taken 
in the 1870s a number of houses with straw thatched roofs are still 
visible with their gable ends to the High Street. The problems from 
insanitation were recognised by the parish minister, who thought 
matters to have improved in 1837: 

  
 More regard is now paid to neatness, at least in the exterior of their houses; and the 

dunghill, which used to disfigure the approach to them, is now pretty generally giving 
way to a flower-pot or shrubbery. 

 
 He added that the 'standard of living is exceedingly low' and that many 

of the population were living in poverty. Population numbers peaked 
at 2,412 in 1861. 

 
3.3.3 These insanitary conditions gave rise to outbreaks of cholera, in 1832 

and again in 1849. For some, seeing the town for the first time, it 
seems they had seen worse places on their travels. The circuit judge, 
Lord Cockburn, not normally one to hold back on expressing his views, 
considered it 'a decent little place' in 1841. Joseph Mitchell thought 
the town much improved from the earlier description he gave, noting 
that 'it is now a very thriving little burgh, with considerable trade and 
pretty villas in the neighbourhood'. Increasing numbers of summer 
visitors passed through the town en route to take the spa waters at 
Strathpeffer. By the middle of the century the editor of the Imperial 
Gazetteer of Scotland felt moved to emphasise the attractiveness of 
the town's setting, the virtues of which: 

 
 …… combine to give it the sweet softness of an English village encompassed by some of 

the grandest witcheries of characteristically Scottish landscape.   
 
3.3.4  The expanding population, estimated to be 1,715 in the 1830s and 

still growing, resurrected the desire to see manufacturing established 
in the town. A corn market was established in 1806. The need for a 
harbour, by which Dingwall could compete with the other burghs on 
the fringes of the coastline, had now become acute and accordingly 
the necessary funds were raised. Work on canalising the river as far 
as Peter's Bridge was undertaken between 1815 and 1817. Vessels 
of limited draught arrived at the harbour (one is shown in full sail in 
Clark's view, above) transporting coal, lime and slate, and would leave 
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with corn, timber and bark exported from the large landward area. The 
design of the canal proved to be flawed, however, with the channel 
prone to silting up. Constant repairs and dredging had to be carried 
out, the cost of which outstripped the revenue receipts. However a 
particular benefit accruing from the canal had been the draining of the 
flat marshland at the head of the firth which allowed the reclaimed 
land to be used productively as cornfields, adding greatly to the 
amenity of the town. 

 
3.3.5 The death knell for the canal arrived with the railway in 1862. 

Dingwall became an important junction on the Highland Railway for 
the line to the far north and the Dingwall and Skye Line. It was already 
a major transportation hub for Telford's Great North Road, the 
construction of which had begun in 1803. The road, with which came 
new bridges at the river crossings, enhanced the town's role as the 
region's market centre for the larger part of Wester Ross, and it 
facilitated easier access to the Highland capital. By 1819 it was 
possible to take a through coach from Inverness to Thurso. 

 
3.3.6 The first bank came to Dingwall in 1828, with other banks following on 

in relatively quick succession. Rebuilding of the High Street frontages 
seems to have begun in earnest from around this period. The 
foundations were laid for the establishment of an important regional 
shopping centre, as the parish minister recorded: 

 
 Shops of all kinds have multiplied to such a degree as to furnish every kind of goods, 

and to preclude the necessity which existed, even within the last twenty years, of 
sending to Inverness for all but the most common commodities. 

 
 The transformation of the street frontages was steady, reaching a 

crescendo in the last quarter of the century which is confirmed by the 
numbers of date-stones appearing at the upper levels of gables and 
on features such as chimneyheads. Shopfronts became more 
elaborate as the century progressed, fitted up with large plate glass 
windows and decorative cast iron pillars as the traders vied with one 
another for trade, their merchandise spilling out onto the pavements 
of the High Street. Except where premises were occupied by the 
occasional hotel the transformation of the eastern end and middle of 
the street was complete, with rebuilding continuing up to the outbreak 
of the First World War. 

 

 
 The 1876 cast iron shopfront of John Urquhart, ironmonger, 53 High Street, in the late 

nineteenth century (courtesy, Dingwall History Society) 
 



 

 
                  Dingwall Conservation Area Character Appraisal 

13 

3.3.7 The growth in the number of hotels recognised the importance of the 
town as a stopping place for those passing through or where extended 
journeys north and westwards had to be broken. The commodious 
Robertson's National Hotel was established at the east end of the 
town in 1858. It had extensive stabling and was conveniently close to 
the main approach from the south to the railway station which arrived 
a few years later. The Royal Hotel, situated on the opposite corner at 
the junction between the High Street and Hill Street was one of the 
town's largest, and was added to around the end of the nineteenth 
century. 

 

  
 The Royal Hotel, c1905 (courtesy, Dingwall Museum) 
 
3.3.8 The Cromartie Monument was subject to contortions of a picturesque 

nature following an earthquake of 1816, after which the obelisk was 
stitched together by a series of horizontal iron bands in order to 
maintain its stability (page 8). Its proportions were badly impaired 
during rebuilding a century or so later when the height was reduced 
considerably. The only other monument thought worthy of 
commenting on by travellers passing through the town, the market 
cross, was removed from the square at the east end of the High Street 
and relocated in front of the Town House, probably around the turn of 
the nineteenth century. Wood showed it here on his map of 1821. 
Later still it was repositioned in the corner with Eagle House, until it 
was finally taken down and displayed in the shopfront of the museum. 

 
3.3.9   A subscription library was set up in the town and, although by 1831 it 

had expanded to around four hundred books on history, science and 
literature, it proved to be a relatively short-lived venture. There were 
five schools listed in the parish in 1837, of which one had been the 
parish school. A Free Church school was established after the 
Disruption of 1843. The year 1869 saw the beginning of the 
development of the site on Tulloch Street for the town's parish school, 
which was later consolidated as the site for the expanding Dingwall 
Academy in the 1870s following a merger of the principal schools 
following the 1872 Education Act, continuing in this use until 1939 by 
which time a new school building to the north of the river was opened.   
  

3.3.10 A public library for the town had to await the philanthropy of Andrew 
Carnegie, delivered as part of a comprehensive scheme of alterations 
carried out at the Town House between 1902 and 1905. The frontage 
of the building was recast with a balcony, new symmetrical frontages 
were erected to either side of the tower, and a new public hall was 
erected to the rear of the building on Church Street which also housed 
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 The Town House prior to rebuilding c1900; the former school of 1782 is on the right of 
the picture © RCAHMS  

 
 a suite of meeting rooms. The upper stages of the tower were 

reconstructed to a profile that echoed the original.  
 
3.3.11 The Disruption of 1843 opened the floodgates to an unprecedented 

round of church building which continued into the twentieth century, 
by which time each of the major denominations were represented in 
the town. With the exception of the parish church, the majority of the 
new churches and chapels were located on Castle Street where the 
first Free Church of 1844 was erected at some distance from the town 
centre. After only twenty years or so it was replaced by the larger, and 
much grander, freestanding church at the east end of the High Street, 
which opened for worship in 1870. The church of St James the Great 
appeared in the early 1850s for the growing Episcopalian 
congregation. It was joined in 1900 by the Roman Catholic chapel of 
St Lawrence, and in 1909 by the United Free Church built on vacant 
ground opposite the National Hotel. The associated manses and 
parsonages were among the first of the villas to appear in the leafy, 
predominantly residential area which had sprung up around Castle 
Street. 

 

 
 The Free Church of 1870, before the Post Office was erected c1905 on the corner with 

Park Street © RCAHMS 
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3.3.12 A militia barracks and parade ground at the west end of the High 
Street marked Dingwall's proud association with the armed forces. 
Numerous historic photographs record the local militia and other 
regimental occasions when the troops marched ceremoniously 
through the town centre. Their sacrifice is recorded in three locations 
– most prominently in the tall commemorative tower to the fighting 
hero Major-General Sir Hector Macdonald, erected at the Mitchell 
cemetery in 1907. The war memorial at the junction between Ferry 
Road and Station Road commemorates the South African War. The 
memorial erected following the First World War stands beside the 
National Hotel. 

 
3.3.13 A livestock auction mart was established in the late nineteenth 

century on the Trinity fields to the west of the parish church, its further 
expansion governed initially, at least, by the Knockbain Burn. Already 
by the 1904 map it had grown into a sizeable establishment and, 
being adjacent to the Great Road North it gave easy access to road 
transport. It was less conveniently located in relation to the railway 
sidings to the east of the town centre.  

 

 
 John Wood's map of Dingwall (1821) © National Library of Scotland 
 
3.3.14 Wood's map of 1821 shows that, apart from the extension of the High 

Street (shown on the map as Main Street) to the west on the road 
leading to Strathpeffer, the town was still very much contained within 
the original medieval layout with development confined mainly to the 
backlands on the lines of the courts. Hill Street and Castle Street had 
yet to be developed fully. The map shows the enclosed parkland 
surrounding Park House on the principal approach to the town from 
the south. It is depicted in Clark's elevated view of the town (page 11). 

 
3.3.15 One of relatively few changes to the layout of the historic burgh in the 

first half of the nineteenth century was the introduction of Tulloch 
Street, which cut into the north side of the High Street. It avoided the 
narrow, tortuous route along Church Street and the detour around the 
graveyard on the approach to Peter's Bridge.  

 
3.3.16 At the east end of the High Street the generous breadth of the original 

market square was preserved as a setting for the larger buildings such 
as Robertson's National Hotel, the National Bank (1838) and the new 
Free Church. Park House and its enclosed policies assumed less 
importance as Hill Street was developed on the east side, and in the 
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early years of the twentieth century it was joined by the bank building 
(now the Royal Bank of Scotland) and by the Post Office on the south 
side of the street at the corner of Park Street. 

 

 
 

 
 Details of Ordnance Survey maps published in 1875 and 1904 © National Library of 

Scotland 
 
3.3.17 It might be said that the arrival of the railway was something of a 

mixed blessing in terms of its impact on the burgh's development. 
While, on the one hand, it added considerably to the general levels of 
prosperity from improved trade, on the other it cut off the town 
effectively from development to the east which had commenced 
before the railway had been planned. New civic buildings had been 
erected already along the extension to the High Street, Ferry Road, 
which included the prison and sheriff court (1845). The Ross 
Memorial Hospital followed in 1873, and on the 1875 map the police 
station and courthouse are shown as the County Buildings. The 
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importance of the railway to the local economy can be measured by 
the extent to which goods sidings had been added when comparing 
the 1875 and 1904 editions of the Ordnance Survey maps. 

 
3.3.18 The need for additional housing in the town in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century was met partially by the building new residential 
terraces within the courts on the lines of the old medieval feus.  
Balaclava Buildings at Trinity Court on the north side of the High 
Street, and Nicol's Court and Mansfield on the south all belong to this 
era.   

 
3.3.19 Towards the end of the nineteenth century planned speculative villa 

developments appeared on the fringes of the town centre, a sure 
indication of the continuing growth and prosperity of the town. The 
gaps in Castle Street filled out as large detached villas were erected 
on generous plots to complement the fine house built in 1821 on the 
site of the castle, the last pieces of which had been dismantled by 
1818. Achany Road was laid out after St James Street, with 
development continuing in the years leading up to the outbreak of the 
First World War. New suburban villas sprang up along the Great North 
Road leading out towards Evanton, and on Station Road, which took 
over from Hill Street as the primary route from the south. The 
attractive smaller houses making up the terraces on Park Street were 
among the last to be built. 

 
3.4 A regional administrative centre: growth and change from 1914 to the 

present 
 

 
 West end of the High Street in the 1950s: the distinguished tall building on the left of 

c1890 was taken down to make way for a modern development in the 1960s (courtesy 
of Dingwall Museum) 

 
3.4.1 Dingwall continued during the interwar years as a regional centre, but 

relatively few changes occurred within the historic core of the town 
over this period. More major, irreversible, change reflected the 
economic revival of the area in the 1960s and 1970s. Photographs 
taken of the High Street in the 1950s suggest that Dingwall was a 
bustling town, although it suffered badly from traffic congestion at the 
east end of the street where the trunk road passed through. 

 
3.4.2 The most obvious expansion that had taken place over this period was 

in the provision of social housing to the northwest of the town centre, 
on the fringes of the designated conservation area. Other changes 
were rather more incremental: apart from the residential area that  
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Extracts from Ordnance Survey maps of 1964 and 1977: the later map shows the 
impact of the relief road on the town centre © National Library of Scotland  

 
 had grown up to the east of Hill Street and Castle Street, the larger 

residences within the historic town centre were gradually transformed 
to suit other uses such as clubs and offices. Shopfronts were 
modernised, in some cases leaving the original structure at ground 
floor almost unrecognisable. Other frontages have been taken down 
and rebuilt and, while in many instances the replacements follow 
historic precedent greater levels of intervention were tolerated at the 
west end of the street where large new shops have been introduced, 
destroying many of the qualities of the historic townscape. 

 
3.4.3 The Cromartie Monument was reconstructed in 1923. The large 

grassed enclosure which had surrounded it was removed at the same 
time leaving an expanse of open ground which is currently in use as a 
public car park. 

    
3.4.4 Leisure interests were served by the conversion of the rear part of the 

old Masonic Hall on the High Street into a picture house, a use that 
continued until at least 1977. A large new hall was built to the rear of 
the British Legion Club at the west end of the High Street. 
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 East end of the High Street in the 1950s © University of St Andrews Special Collections 
  
3.4.5 Of interest has been the proliferation of offices for the successive tiers 

of local government towards the latter part of the twentieth century. 
The trend had started earlier in recognition of the role played by 
Dingwall as the administrative centre from the county of Ross-shire 
(confirmed in 1843), and has continued despite the many changes 
that have occurred within local government. Various buildings were 
taken over and converted for offices, and where redundant buildings 
were not available development would take place on vacant sites. The 
school buildings on Tulloch Street were converted to County Offices 
after the school had vacated the site for the replacement Academy 
building in the mid-1930s. On Achany Road a large extension was 
built to the rear of the former National Bank building accommodate 
the new offices for the Hydro-Electric Board for its North of Scotland 
operations. New Regional Offices were built on vacant ground at the 
end of the same road, and new council offices were erected for the 
Ross and Cromarty County Council on the site of the old military depot 
in 1965. 

 

 
 Impact of change in the 1960s and 70s: extensions to the National Hotel, to the rear of 

the former National Bank and new local government buildings at the end of Achany 
Road 

 
3.4.6 During the course of the twentieth century the town consolidated its 

role as a service centre for the large hinterland to the west, with large 
garages appearing in the townscape for the sales and servicing of 
vehicles and other machinery. Industrial buildings infiltrated some of 
the backland areas to the north of the High Street where vehicular 
access was possible. Development opportunities arose when these 
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facilities either closed, or moved to out of town premises. When the 
auction mart relocated to the Conon Bridge side of the town in recent 
years the vacant site was redeveloped as a supermarket. Other 
smaller supermarkets have occupied sites vacated by former 
businesses, one of which is on the site of an old laundry. 

 
3.4.7 By far the greatest change to have occurred having a permanent 

effect on the town in the late twentieth century has been the 
introduction of the relief road of the mid-1970s. The line of the road 
followed the foot of Green Hill before cutting across the old burgage 
plots of the medieval burgh layout, crossing the High Street at the 
west end close to where the new council offices had been built. While 
on the one hand the road has had an adverse visual impact on the 
setting of the historic town centre, especially when viewed from the 
south, on the other it has produced tangible benefits, not least that 
the stranglehold of traffic congestion has been removed. Through this 
it has been possible to pedestrianise part of the High Street to the 
west of Tulloch Street, and areas of car parking have been provided 
giving direct access to the High Street through the old courts. 

 
3.4.8 The town of Dingwall shares with Alness the distinction of being one of 

few settlements in the North outside Inverness which saw sustained 
growth in the late twentieth century. There was an increase in overall 
population numbers in the town which had risen to 5,099 in 1981.  

 
4 Character Assessment 
 
4.1 Setting and views 
 

 
 Views out from the conservation area: northwards to Tulloch, and south towards Green 

Hill from Church Street 
 
4.1.1 As noted in Section 2, Dingwall was admired greatly for the beauty of 

its setting. It is situated at the beginning of the pleasantly wooded 
strath where it encounters the firth, surrounded by hills which provide 
both a sense of scale to the landscape and a feeling of enclosure. 
Situated on level ground the town is seen best from elevated 
viewpoints, such as on the approaches to the Mitchell cemetery, and 
looking southwards from Tulloch. There are stunning views to be had 
of the town in its setting from the top of the Macdonald Monument. 

 
4.1.2 Because of the landscape formation the town centre is tucked away 

and it does not appear prominent when seen from a distance, other 
than from the north slopes of the Black Isle looking straight up the 
strath. More visible are the housing schemes that have grown up in 
the late twentieth century on the slopes at Tulloch. In these long views 
the Macdonald Monument is a prominent landmark.  

 
4.1.3 Views of the enclosing hills are important from within the town looking 

outwards. The wooded slopes of the Green Hill provide a backcloth for 
a number of views from within the town looking to the south, 
particularly from Castle Street, Church Street and Tulloch Street. In 
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the open spaces to the north of the town centre there are good views 
to be enjoyed towards the rising ground at Tulloch.    

 
4.2 Activity/ movement 
 

Winter street scenes: in the morning at the east end and a deserted High Street in the 
early evening 

  
4.2.1 Although in many small towns of the North the arrival of large 

supermarkets has seen reduced activity on the principal streets of the 
town centre, here the larger stores are situated reasonably close to 
the High Street. Some of them have been accommodated on the High 
Street itself. During weekdays the High Street remains busy during the 
middle hours of the day. It has retained a strong sense of identity and 
place where people meet one another in the course of carrying out 
their daily business. Social interaction engages not only those living in 
the town but also those living at some distance away for whom the 
town remains a regional shopping and administrative centre. 

 
4.2.2 There is a marked contrast in activity between the two lengths of the 

High Street. Vehicles enter from Tulloch Street and park on one side of 
the street, while the remainder of the street, to the west, is 
pedestrianised. The flow of traffic at the east end is part of the town’s 
peripheral system, and it can be constant at most times of the day. 
Other than for occasional deliveries there is an absence of heavy 
goods vehicles. Buses congregate at the junction with Hill Street, 
occasionally causing some congestion there. 

 
4.2.3 Car parks in the backland areas and around the Cromartie Monument 

are well used at peak times of the day. The car parks to the south, 
bounded by the relief road, provide access through the courts to the 
pedestrianised length of the High Street, giving life and interest to 
spaces which would otherwise be little used. 

 
4.2.4 At night there is a significant reduction in activity on the High Street. 

Convenience food outlets generate trade, as do the bars and hotels 
that have survived, together with the British Legion Club at the west 
end of the street.       

 
4.3 Street pattern and urban grain 
 
4.3.1 The survival of the medieval street plan – of long tofts, or burgage 

plots, running in a north-south direction from the foreland properties 
on the High Street which runs east-west - is a very strong feature of 
the townscape of the town centre, if slightly less visible when 
compared with other old burghs where the principal street is placed 
on a ridge, such as Edinburgh or Forres. Nevertheless it has produced 
a very distinctive pattern of gables from properties built on the old plot 
lines, which often descend in height along the length of the plot from 
taller properties located in the forelands where rebuilding has taken 
place. 
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4.3.2 Where development pressures have been greater the foreland 
properties would often be rebuilt, extending over two or more feus. 
Occasionally, properties set towards the rear of the backlands would 
be turned across the width of the plots to take advantage of the 
sunlight to the south, with gardens laid out more formally than 
elsewhere. While the relief road to the south has cut across the old 
burgage plots, the character of the old burgh has still survived. The 
courts add considerable interest and variety to the spaces of the town 
centre. 

 
4.3.3 There is a marked difference in the urban grain to the east of the 

junction of the High Street with Castle Street and Hill Street, where the 
road is noticeably wider, providing a setting for the larger, more 
institutional, buildings which are at a larger scale than those on the 
High Street frontages. At the point of transition between the two street 
widths, the curved frontage of the Royal Hotel, and the modelled 
elevations to Castlebank House, are important elements in turning the 
corners effectively at the crossroads. 

 
4.4 Historic townscape 
 

 
 
4.4.1 The layout of the historic streets of the old burgh has very largely 

survived, despite the many changes that have been introduced. In the 
nineteenth century the introduction of Tulloch Street resulted in the 
High Street being penetrated on the north side, and perhaps the 
greatest damage was caused in the late twentieth century when the 
old bank building on the corner of the street was taken down to 
improve the road junction. This required the replacement building to 
be set back, causing an oversized gap in the historic townscape of the 
street. 

  
4.4.2 The medieval layout of the burgh is best seen in the buildings of the 

High Street where they emerge on the street frontages. There are still 
older buildings offering their gables to the street, creating variety in 
the streetscape. Narrow entrances to the courts are sandwiched 
between the long ranges of buildings extending deep into the 
backlands which are often of varying age, and built for different 
purposes. Where the foreland properties have been doubled up with 
new frontages it is not uncommon to find the entrance to the court 
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Contrasting urban grain: entries to courts from the south side of the High Street  

 
 widened for cart access and located at the centre of the frontage 

within an arched or lintolled opening. 
 
4.4.3 A welcome variation in the constant line of the street frontages is 

provided where spaces have been opened up to the street for small 
gardens, often framed in the past by flanking structures, an 
arrangement that existed at one stage at The Retreat (page 9). The 
best surviving example is to be found at The Pavilion, now occupied by 
the British Legion Club. The setbacks from the pavement line at the 
front of the Town House, and further to the west at the former 
Masonic Hall, break up the line of the frontages of the town's principal 
street and provide further diversity in the streetscape.     

 
4.4.4 Although the majority of the historic buildings of the town have been 

altered over time - often to such an extent that it may be difficult 
occasionally to recognise what might be original features, or materials 
- it is surprising how much of the fabric has survived. This is 
particularly the case above the level of the shop fascias, most 
noticeably in the rhythm of the window openings which has been 
largely preserved. Features such as stone carved gables, date-stones, 
dormers, decorative rainwater goods, iron gates to courts, 
chimneyheads and original chimney cans have been preserved in 
reasonable numbers, and continue to make a strong contribution to 
the character of the historic townscape.  

 

 
 
4.4.5 There is a degree of uniformity in the appearance of the property 

frontages to the High Street. The buildings are, with the exception of 
the Town House, of either two or three storeys in height excluding attic 
storeys. Rarely are they less or more. There is a considerable variation 
in the eaves line within the overall pattern from the widespread use of 
gables, carved gablets at high level, projecting window bays, 
pedimented dormers and carved finials. Some properties of the late 
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nineteenth century have unusual facetted gables on to the street. 
Stair towers or forestairs can give variety at the rear elevations to the 
closes. 

 
4.4.6 The rhythm of gables, skews or crowsteps at the wallheads of gables, 

chimneyheads and chimney cans (many of which survive in an original 
state) are important elements within the historic townscape. The 
rhythm they provide can be disturbed very easily, for instance, where a 
chimneyhead has been taken down from a gable. Modern gables 
without chimneyheads can appear denuded in this context. Gables are 
of particular importance in the long views down the courts where the 
scale of the properties may reduce along their length where properties 
may have been built at different times. 

 
4.4.7 The relative heights of buildings and their scale are important 

elements of Dingwall's historic townscape. The buildings on the street 
frontages on the High Street are significantly taller than those within 
the courts, which are invariably of a more domestic scale. Not only are 
the buildings taller on the High Street, particularly at the east end 
between Tulloch Street and Castle Street, but the storey heights are 
greater than the buildings within the courts where single storey 
cottages and workshops were often located. The height of buildings in 
the courts can also vary between two storeys and a single storey in 
less densely developed areas, or where the uses were different. There 
is much greater uniformity in the appearance of the historic buildings 
on Church Street and Tulloch Street which were laid out in terraces 
without access to the back courts. Here the wallhead is at a common 
height and the buildings do not exceed two storeys in height. 

 
4.4.8 Dingwall is different to many of the northern towns in having 

considerable variety in the materials that have been used for the 
construction of its buildings. There is much less homogeneity of 
appearance from not having quarries within, or near, the town, for the 
production of building stone of good quality. As a consequence, there 
is considerable variation in the colours of the stones that have been 
used which can range from grey to pink, and from yellow to orange or 
brown. Harled or rendered walls add to the variety, although there are 
very few traditional coatings to walls surviving with most having been 
replaced with modern renders. Traditional red bricks are to be found 
often in the courts, and more rarely on the High Street, again adding 
to the visual interest. 

 
4.4.9 A surprising number of traditional shopfronts have survived, even 

though many have been altered, or their appearance diminished by 
inappropriate modern signage. Twenty known examples - a significant 
number for a small burgh, are of decorative cast iron. Once more they 
contribute strongly to the historic townscape in providing a sense of 
rhythm which can be lacking in modern fully glazed shopfronts. 

 
4.4.10 The kirkyard surrounding St Clement’s church forms one of the oldest 

surviving historic areas within the conservation area. It houses the 
ruined St Clement’s Chapel as well as other ruined mausolea. Even 
though the church was rebuilt in the early nineteenth century a sense 
of antiquity pervades the site, but the burial enclosures are overgrown 
with vegetation and the some of the historic structures are in an 
advanced state of decay. 

 
4.4.11 As the town has been laid out on low-lying level ground, the taller 

structures by which the town is easily recognised assume a particular 
importance within the townscape. The clock tower to the Town House 
and the Cromartie Monument are iconic structures which provide a 
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sense of bearing when perambulating the town centre. The steeple of 
the Free Church at the east end provides a landmark at the east end 
of the town at a point where many visitors would be encountering the 
town for the first time on arrival at the railway station.  

 
4.5 The evidence of historic photographs 
 
4.5.1 Comparison between historic photographs of the town centre taken by 

George Washington Wilson between 1875 and 1880, and 
photographs taken today from similar viewpoints, shown on the pages 
that follow, is instructive. They provide an indication of the degree of 
change that has occurred, and of buildings surviving from that period. 
All historic images are courtesy of the University of Aberdeen Special 
Collections.  

  
4.6 Spatial relationships 
 
4.6.1 Properties on the High Street are densely knit, with no gap sites 

appearing within the street frontages. The street itself is not of a 
generous width and gives a strong impression of enclosure from the 
long ribbons of the property frontages built on the same pavement 
line, unlike other historic burghs (for instance, Elgin and Forres), in 
which the widening out of the street associated with the original 
market area has been preserved. The strong sense of enclosure 
where the density of development is greatest is preserved with the 
narrow entries to the courts, but it has been diluted with the rash of 
modern developments that have taken place at the west end of the 
street. 

 
4.6.2 The constriction of space experienced on the High Street and in the 

courts contrasts with the open spaces that surround them. This is 
experienced at the transition from the narrow High Street to where the 
road widens out in front of the National Hotel, providing an 
appropriate setting for the two war memorials. It can be experienced 
also where the courts discharge into the areas of car parking to the 
south, and around the Cromartie Monument on the north side. 

 
4.7 Trees and landscaping 
 
4.7.1 The conservation area of Dingwall has relatively few mature trees 

growing within it. The exception to this is the kirkyard surrounding St 
Clement’s Church. It provides an oasis among the bustling car parks 
surrounding the Cromartie Monument and the supermarket on the 
former gasworks and auction mart sites.  

 
4.7.2 Historic photographs suggest that, at one stage, there had been more 

luxuriant tree and shrub growth in the area to the east of Castle 
Street, which provided an attractive stop to the long vista looking 
down the High Street from the west. The area seems denuded now by 
comparison. 

 
4.7.3 The Highland Council has invested heavily in hard landscaping 

improvements in the pedestrianised length of the High Street, for 
which materials of high quality have been specified. At the time of 
preparing the conservation area character appraisal these works were 
still underway and were nearing completion. 
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 East end of the High Street, looking west 
 

  

  
 East end of the High Street, looking west 
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 High Street, looking west 
 

  

  
 West end of the High Street, looking east 
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4.8 Character areas 
 
4.8.1 The designated conservation area boundaries have been tightly 

drawn, and while there the spatial qualities which differ in parts of the 
conservation area these are not deemed sufficient to identify distinct 
character areas. However, if the recommendations to extend the 
boundaries area accepted there would be merit in defining two 
separate areas, as set out in Section 10.1.7.  

 
4.9 Negative factors 
 
4.9.1 Specific matters considered to merit particular attention are 

highlighted in Section 8. In summary, they include: 
 

• Signage and shopfronts 
• Structural movement 
• Masonry decay 
• Ground surface treatment of courts 
• Recognition of significance: status of the statutory lists 

 
4.9.2 In addition to the foregoing, there is a perceived need to recognise 

materials and features of buildings that have retained a measure of 
authenticity within the conservation area. To a considerable degree 
these elements have been eroded, and replaced by modern materials, 
mostly over the last fifty years or so. The issue is addressed in Section 
5.4. 

 
4.9.3 In common with many small towns there is evidence that the upper 

floors of properties on the High Street are underused, and in some 
cases, vacant. At the time of conducting the audit for the conservation 
area appraisal a few shop units were empty. By way of contrast, 
properties within the courts to either side of the High Street appeared 
to enjoy higher levels of residential occupancy. There has been 
extensive rebuilding in some of the courts, particularly on the sunnier 
south side. 

 

 
 Rear of the Town House 
 
4.9.4 With the loss of the public library to the new Academy building to the 

north of the town centre, the spaces within the Town Hall to the rear of 
the museum are now underused. Alterations carried out to this 
building to the rear to improve fire escape from the upper floors of the 
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property had a negative impact on the conservation area and disabled 
access remains problematical. 

 
4.9.5 Former dwellinghouses adjacent to the British Legion Club building at 

the west end of the High Street are redundant and have been boarded 
up. These are fine historic buildings having the potential to make a 
strong contribution to the conservation area, and are included in the 
Buildings at Risk section (5.6). 

 
4.9.6 Although most are outside the designated conservation area, the 

modern buildings at the west end of the High Street lack character 
and are poorly proportioned. They have a marked negative impact on 
the setting of the conservation area. Associated with this are the 
bland modern sheds to the rear of these premises on the north side of 
the High Street, now exposed uncomfortably to view from the 
introduction of the road linking the relief road with Tulloch Street.      

 
4.9.7 The area around the Cromartie Monument is presently designated for 

public parking, and is segregated from the surrounding roads by an 
unattractive metal railing. The setting of the monument has been 
eroded from the time when it was altered in the 1920s. Now that the 
site has been identified positively with that of the Norse thing its 
historical significance is increased accordingly. The public 
convenience building, which is closed and boarded up, detracts from 
the appearance of the area. There are opportunities for enhancement 
here. 

 
5 Buildings analysis  
 
5.1 Standing archaeology 
 
5.1.1 The medieval origins in the layout of the town plan are undeniable, 

finding expression in the manner in which the burgage plot patterns 
have survived to the present day. While there have been tantalising 
glimpses in the past from the discovery of areas where the old burgh 
may have extended in the past, relatively little is known about its 
archaeology which has been the subject of speculation. For instance, 
it has not been established if the burgh had ports controlling trade at 
the principal points of entry. The opportunities for further study are set 
out in the Scottish Burgh Survey (1982). Similarly evidence of Norse 
settlement is slight, other than through the association of the thing 
site with that of the Cromartie Monument. 

 
5.1.2 The richest archaeological resource within the conservation area is to 

be found in the kirkyard at the old parish kirk. The new church was 
sited to the southwest of the old kirk building, which was then 
dismantled, leaving the fabric of St Clement's Aisle standing, presently 
in an advanced dilapidated state. The whole of the kirkyard area is of 
archaeological interest, including the mausolea and the surrounding 
walls. 

 
5.1.3 The earliest structure standing within the conservation area for which 

there is a documented date is the Town House, begun in the mid-
1730s. While it is not known if there are relics of earlier buildings 
surviving within the conservation area it is possible that evidence of 
them, embedded within the fabric of later buildings, may be 
uncovered in the backlands of the High Street. Given the disparaging 
descriptions of Dingwall's humble dwellings up to the mid-nineteenth 
century, it seems likely that older buildings will have been swept away 
when the sites were redeveloped.  
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5.2 Gazetteer of selected buildings 
 
5.2.1 Buildings and historic structures within the conservation area as it is 

presently designated have been selected for their architectural and 
historic interest from three phases – before 1800; 1800-1850; and 
1850-1925. There are no buildings of the twentieth century selected 
on merit after 1925. 

 
5.2.2 It should be noted that there are many buildings within the 

conservation area which, while they have not been selected 
individually for the gazetteer, make a positive contribution to the 
historic townscape. This is particularly true of the ranges of buildings 
erected before 1914 making up the street blocks of the High Street. 
Other buildings may form part of terraces, such as those on the east 
side of Church Street, at Balaclava Buildings (part of Trinity Court) and 
the row of houses making up Lochiel Place. 

 
 Buildings from all periods to 1800 
 

 

St Clement’s Aisle, within the kirkyard of St Clement’s 
Church, from 1510. Now in a severely dilapidated state and 
overgrown with vegetation, with the walls prevented from 
collapsing only by the erection of a structural scaffold. The 
aisle had formed part of the original parish church, 
demolished at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Not 
scheduled as an ancient monument, nor identified 
separately in the list description for the parish church and 
burial ground (Listed A, within curtilage of parish kirk).  

 

The Cromartie Monument (before 1714) is located on a 
mound to the southeast of the parish kirk, associated with 
the Norse thing. It commemorates Sir George Mackenzie, 
first Secretary of State for Scotland after the Union of 1707, 
and 1st Earl of Cromartie. For many years it had stood as a 
picturesque misshapen object as a consequence of damage 
from an earth tremor in the early nineteenth century. It was 
taken down and had been rebuilt by 1923, probably reusing 
the original masonry. When rebuilt it was considerably 
shorter, and less elegant, than its predecessor. Listed B.  

 

 

The Town House (1731-1745) is sited prominently on the 
High Street, with the original building erected to the design 
of a Mr Dowie. The original clock tower was added in 1773 
following a visit to Forres to inspect the tolbooth there. The 
ground floor was converted to a jail in 1782, and hitherto it 
had accommodated a school room. The stairs at the front of 
the building were reconfigured in the late nineteenth 
century. The old clock tower was the inspiration for a new 
steeple erected to the design of WC Joass as part of a major 
upheaval of the property, when the height of the steeple was 
increased and the present half-timbered panelled effect 
introduced at the lower storey. Undertaken 1902-5 the 
improvements consisted of a new frontage to the building 
with symmetrical pavilions and a ceremonial balcony, and a 
substantial wing to the rear on Church Street which housed 
the town’s public library, a large public hall and meeting 
rooms. The appearance of the building to the rear has been 
diminished by the addition of modern stair towers to 
improve means of escape. The front part of the building 
houses the Dingwall Museum while the accommodation to 
the rear is presently underused. Joass’s Church Street 
elevation to the rear is carefully articulated with good carved 
architectural detail and inscriptions. Good use is made of 
crowstepped gables, a feature which had been apparent in 
the gables of the old building. The building survives in a 
largely authentic state. Listed B. 
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The Pavilion, probably c1765, had been an important town 
house at the west end of the High Street with the frontage 
set back behind an enclosed forecourt or small garden. The 
large hipped roof and chimneyheads on the roof ridge (one 
has been removed) were in the manner of John Adam. 
Blocked quoins to the nucleus of the house still survive 
although much else has been changed. Its importance is 
confirmed from examining historic photographs. On the 
1875 map it is shown as a hotel. The setting of the building 
to the rear is compromised by the addition of a modern hall, 
and there have been other unsympathetic alterations and 
additions, and changes to window fenestration. Currently 
occupied as a club house by the Royal British Legion. 
Further research would be merited into the history of the 
building. 

 

Park House, c1775, presently part of the Clydesdale Bank 
range of structures at the east end of the High Street, which 
includes an adeptly designed modern flat roofed banking 
hall of 1975. Off-grid to the surrounding streets and 
buildings, the property is an important survivor of the 
wooded park at the entry into the town from the south, 
shown on Wood’s 1821 map. It has been heavily restored 
with much loss of original fabric from the use of modern 
materials and detailing. The chimneyhead to the rear of the 
building has been truncated. Listed B. 

 

Former cottage in Kempfield Court, behind Ladbroke’s shop 
on the High Street. The appearance, with the low eaves 
height and steep pitched roof, suggests that this could have 
been a cottage of mid to late eighteenth century date of 
which few examples survive in the backlands. Currently used 
as a store.  

 

63, 64 High Street, built originally as the town’s school by 
Davidson of Tulloch in 1782. The Sheriff Court and Ross 
Commissioners of Supply met in the building when in 
session at Dingwall before the County Buildings in Ferry 
Road were erected in 1845. Cast iron framed shopfronts 
were introduced in the late nineteenth century and have 
relatively high levels of authentic fabric surviving, although 
one of the pilasters to the doorcase of the original central 
door opening has been replaced. Historic photographs 
suggest that the High Street frontage had been of ashlar 
sandstone, now coated over with a modern painted render. 
Modern varnished timber windows at first floor are intrusive. 
Listed B. 

 

58-60 High Street/ McGregor’s Court, 1786, has an 
attractive central arched opening leading to the court. 
Historic photographs suggest that the wall finish had been a 
lined ashlared render which has long been removed. 
Dormers with cast iron finials are a late nineteenth century 
addition, with which the polychromatic brick chimneyhead 
may be contemporary. Windows at first floor were widened 
in the mid-twentieth century with shallow bow windows 
introduced. Shop windows at ground floor are also late 
nineteenth century alterations. Wet cement harled gable 
probably introduced when the bank building on the street 
corner was taken down and rebuilt further back from the 
corner. Some of the windows have been replaced in PVC. 
Good detail survives within the close of one of the shop 
windows. Listed C(S). 
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The Retreat, 1789-91, former parish kirk manse. Its setting 
within the High Street has been compromised from the 
erection of two foreland properties, distinguished as they are 
in their own right. Extension to the rear 1826-7 with further 
alterations carried out in 1851 and 1861, the last by Ross & 
Joass. Good late nineteenth century iron railings and gate 
with overthrow at the end of the court. Walls had been 
harled originally. Window fenestration patterns have been 
changed. Listed B. 

 
 Buildings from 1800-1850 
 

 

 

St Clement’s Parish Church, George Burn of Haddington, 
1799-1803, replacing an earlier parish church on the site 
with an east-west orientation. Principal frontage with 
pediment, clock tower and steeple faces north, away from 
the town and towards Tulloch where the principal heritor 
resided. The lower photograph shows the church close to 
being in its original state, before the alterations to the 
window tracery were carried out in the late nineteenth 
century. Prior to being harled in 1983 the walls were 
finished with pink sandstone which had characteristic 
cherry-cocking pointing. WC Joass rebuilt the south wall to 
the kirkyard and designed the new entrance gates and piers 
in 1875, and he remodelled the interior of the church in 
1877. The walls to the kirkyard to the north and west are of 
a much earlier date and have been rebuilt in places. Within 
the kirkyard are several mausolea of varying ages and a 
symbol stone which is a scheduled ancient monument. 
Listed A.  

 

A pair of former cottages in Inchvannie Court, early 
nineteenth century, or possibly of eighteenth century origin. 
They could have been taller houses reduced in height. One 
of the structures has been extended to form a second 
storey, fitted up with a curved corrugated iron roof, a unique 
feature within the conservation area. The walls at ground 
floor show evidence of a once common wall treatment in 
Dingwall, similar to a lined out ashlared rendered finish in 
which the masonry appears to have been painted a dark 
colour. 

 

Caledonian Hotel, High Street, early nineteenth century. At 
three storeys it would have been for many years one of the 
more dominant structures on the High Street. Extensively 
restored, and with an unlined painted cement render and 
replacement sash and case windows which affect 
authenticity. The dormer windows appear not to have been 
replaced. Listed C(S). 

 

Former Hydro-Board offices; originally the National Bank and 
otherwise known as the Highland Theological College, east 
end of High Street. William Robertson of Elgin, 1835-6. 
Distinguished classical pavilion with low-pitched slated roof. 
Original stables building to the rear of the site. Flat-roofed 
dormers spoil side elevations, and to the rear there is an 
overbearing undistinguished two storey extension of the 
1960s. Modifications carried out to the banking hall 
windows on the ground and to the street railings for the 
bank in the late 1930s, or possibly the early 1950s. Listed 
B. 
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18, 19 High Street, at the entrance to Inchvannie Court, 
carries the date of 1840 painted crudely on the face of the 
chimneyhead over the arched pend to the court. Distinctive 
scroll skewputts at the gables. Piended dormers are original 
features. Modern shopfront openings. The outer pair of 
windows at first floor have been widened and refenestrated. 
Chimneyhead at the west gable has been removed. Contour 
scaling to stonework and structural movement at the centre 
of the façade. 

 

 

Daisy Rue, 1 Nicol's Court but with the shopfront on the High 
Street, c1845. Freestanding building with low-pitched 
hipped slate roof. New shopfront added for Thomas Nicol, 
grocer, c1880. The present shopfront is not original and has 
been modernised. Evidence of mid-twentieth century 
alterations. Recent works include cement harling to side 
walls and the installation of PVC windows. The dark painted 
lined out walling above the shopfront, appearing in the 
historic photograph, appears to have been painted over. 

 
 Buildings from 1850-1925 
 

 

National Hotel, from 1858, located prominently at the 
eastern end of the High Street with the frontage set well 
back from the line of the pavement. Low-pitched slate roof 
with prominent overhanging eaves. Attractive decorative 
cast iron central verandah; window bays at the projecting 
flanking gables are later nineteenth century. Bland late 
nineteenth century extension to the rear in pink sandstone, 
and brick wing to rear. Modern flat roof extensions for bar 
and function room on either side, with that on the west 
replacing attractive Edwardian shops. Horizontality in the 
design had been countered by elegant tall finials at each of 
the gables which have, unfortunately, been removed. 

 

1 High Street, WC Joass of Ross & Joass 1863 for Councillor 
DG Ross, a seedsman and ironmonger. The structure of the 
original shopfront has been preserved. Heavy projecting 
cornice. Some structural movement in the façade and 
advanced decay of stonework supplied from quarries in 
Nairn, resulting in considerable loss of architectural detail. 
Original sash and case windows. 

 

Free Church, John Rhind of Inverness, 1867-70, dominates 
the east extension of the High Street and replaced an earlier 
building on Castle Street. Large sheets of polycarbonate 
glazing protecting the stained glass have an adverse impact 
on the window openings and tracery, although a fine rose 
window visible from Park Street is unaffected. Contemporary 
cast iron railings and gates, and a freestanding monument 
by the Inverness sculptors D&A Davidson (1886). Pink 
sandstone with yellow sandstone dressings, ashlar to the 
principal street elevation. Modern hall to the rear on Park 
Street. Listed B. 
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Former Masonic Hall, High Street, at one time the town's 
picture house; currently a public house, 1870, WC Joass. 
Bold baronial detailing with hood mouldings and with 
Masonic symbols carved at the gablets; carved finials. 
Modern timber lined frontage at ground floor. Boarded up 
windows at first floor.    

 

2-4 Tulloch Street, c1870. Original cast iron shopfronts and 
fascias have survived with relatively few changes; paired 
panelled outer doors are also original. Structural movement 
at each end of the frontage. Snecked rubble walling with 
some original lime pointing. Modern replacement windows 
at first floor and to piended slated dormers. 

 

48, 49 High Street, distinguished street frontage, c1873. 
Paired windows at first floor, piended dormers with the outer 
pair larger and with splayed sides. The original shopfront, of 
cast iron, survives over part of the façade, the other part 
mutilated by an insensitive new shopfront with roller blinds. 
Structural movement in the façade at both ends and stone 
decay observed, with partial cement plastic repairs. Victorian 
chemist’s pestle and mortar has survived. 

 

4 High Street, c 1875, or possibly later, on single plot width. 
Florid Dutch gable with finial on single plot width, pink 
sandstone. Modern shopfront and heavy fascia leave the 
gable appearing to float above them. Elegant c1895 swept 
dormers to the slated roof on the close which may point to 
the later date. Replacement hardwood windows at first floor. 

 

 

51-53 High Street, 1875, 1876, WC Joass, development of 
shops and tenements undertaken consecutively for 
Alexander Fraser, draper. Well detailed stone frontages with 
possibly the first instance of the use of decorative cast iron 
shopfronts which became a hallmark of the late nineteenth 
century buildings of the town centre. An ancient seventeenth 
century structure was taken down to make way for the 
second phase of the development to the west. Distinctive 
cast iron decoration to rainwater goods. Dormers with 
pointed sash and case windows, eaves boards with fretwork 
to the earlier three dormers. Cast iron finials, all now lost. 
Contrasting pink sandstone with yellow sandstone 
dressings. Some structural movement. Unusual profile to 
chimneyheads. Some of the shopfronts have been altered 
and redundant Victoria Wines shopfront has unattractive 
roller blinds. 

 

Dingwall Museum, Eagle House, 65 High Street, c1875. 
Decorative cast iron shop frontage, with good decorative 
detailing to cast iron rainwater goods. Severe structural 
deformation over part of the façade occurred at an early 
date. Brown and cream sandstone with grey mudstone, 
prone to masonry decay which is extensive, affecting 
architectural detail. Crowsteps to gables echo those of the 
adjacent Town House. 
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66, 67 High Street, c1880. Decorative cast iron shopfront 
with dogtooth detail to the column capitals has been 
retained only in part over the Deas Bakers’ shop and the 
entrance to the court. Distinctive dormer pediments and 
decorative cast iron rainwater goods. Non-matching PVC 
replacement windows to one half of façade. Pink sandstone 
with grey mudstone dressings, subject to stone decay. Some 
plastic repairs carried out in pigmented cement. Low-pitched 
slate roof. 

 

Floors Lodge, Athole Court, c1880, presently used as 
business premises. An early example of a type of house 
which became associated closely with the later development 
of the town, having projecting window bays of lightweight 
construction with curved panels at the upper floors. 
Decorative porch with fretwork bargeboard. High level of 
authentic fabric surviving but for modern hardwood door. 
Interesting range of single storey slate roofed outbuildings 
abuts the gable, a rare survival within the courts off the High 
Street, but in a dilapidated condition. 

 

Crawfords & Cormacks, 57 High Street, probably WC Joass, 
1882. One of the tallest and grandest facades on the street, 
with finely carved architectural detail at both gables the 
design of which is varied within an otherwise symmetrical 
composition. Attenuated carved finials. Some of the carved 
detail is at risk of being lost from stone decay. Pink ashlar. 
Decorative cast iron rainwater goods. Ashlar chimneyhead 
and finely detailed skews at the side gables. Original sash 
and case windows. Shopfront has been modernised and has 
a deep timber fascia. 

 

 

Pavilion Court, 32, 34 and 36 High Street, 1885, WC Joass. 
Arts and Crafts detailing suggests a later date. Development 
in pink sandstone with brown sandstone dressings 
preserves and enhances the setting of The Pavilion within 
the street frontages. Variety in the design of the Dutch 
gables presented to the street. The dormers to the houses to 
the west facing the courtyard have semi-circular pediments. 
Cast iron shop fronts. Distinctive red clay chimneycans and 
cresting to the roof ridges. Unusually for the High Street the 
gable to the shop units to the east, facing the court, is of red 
brick. Original harling to the rear has survived. Windows at 
first floor above shops have been partially replaced in PVC. 
Original sash and case windows and doors to the residential 
wing, some of which are boarded up. Masonry in need of 
repair. 

 
 

Shop and warehouse, 5 High Street, WC Joass, 1885, for 
Alexander Henderson, ironmonger. Broad fronted gable, with 
a high window to wall ratio to the street elevation at first 
floor, and on both storeys to the court which gives the 
property a degree of refined elegance. Distinctive carved 
stone arcading at high level to the gable. One part of the 
comprehensive redevelopment of the plots to the front of 
The Retreat. Brown sandstone, cement pointed as part of a 
recent refurbishment in which the original windows have 
been replaced with plain black slim aluminium frames. First 
floor appears to have been converted to office space, but 
may not be occupied. Unsympathetic modern shopfront and 
fascia. 

 

69 High Street, heavily altered, but an interesting survival of 
c1880. The timber pediment has fine mouldings and dentil 
courses. The original cast iron shopfront appears to have 
survived. Cement rendered finishes to sandstone. PVC 
replacement windows at first floor. 
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Royal Hotel, High Street, WC Joass. For the first years of its 
life carried the name of Gladstone Buildings on the wrought 
iron sign above cornice level. Two phases of development, 
the first 1886. Alternating round and triangular pediments to 
windows at first floor. Originally the building had an elegant 
cast iron shopfront arcade on both street elevations, but it 
was filled in on the corner of the building and over part of 
the elevation on Hill Street to accommodate a bar at street 
level, probably during the 1930s. Shop windows survive 
within the old arcade beyond the corner on the High Street, 
and on Hill Street. Pink sandstone with yellow dressings. 
Decorative chimneycans. Stone decay at high level. 

 

Mansefield House, High Street, c1897. Balancing part of the 
foreland development at The Retreat, at one stage a bank, 
and now solicitors’ offices. Flat roof behind the parapet is an 
unusual feature in the town centre. Brown rock-faced ashlar 
masonry. Distinctive ceramic plaque on the angled face of 
the building commemorating Queen Victoria’s 1897 Jubilee. 
Original unequal sash and case windows at first floor; 
windows and door at ground floor altered mid-twentieth 
century.  

 

14 High Street, 1901, WC Joass. There had been two known 
examples in Dingwall of shopfronts with distinctive curved 
glass panels, of which this is the last to survive. It is in a 
substantially unaltered state. Gable with finials has a high 
level of carved detail and is suffering from some loss of 
detail. Pink sandstone ashlar to street frontage. An earlier 
stone built property appears to have been given a new 
frontage, with the side walls extended upwards in brick. 
There is a polychromatic brick chimney. Properties to the 
rear on the court are also in a substantially authentic state, 
and are also of brick. Original glazed shop door, and mosaic 
threshold. 

 

Castlebank House, c1900. Idiosyncratically detailed in an 
Arts and Crafts style for the City of Glasgow Bank, latterly 
Bank of Scotland, marking in a convincing manner the 
transition of the High Street at the junction with Castle 
Street and where it widens out at the east end. Finely 
combed pink ashlar, with brown rubble masonry to the rear 
with pink dressings. Distinctive finials, rounded 
chimneyheads and tapered red clay chimneycans. High 
levels of original fabric surviving, but suffers from loss of 
original iron railings. 

 

Royal Bank of Scotland, at the eastern end of the High 
Street, 1906, WC Joass.  Imposing late classical design built 
on the last remaining woodland policies surrounding Park 
House. Polished buff ashlar frontage. 1930s pattern bank 
windows at ground floor, with contemporary dwarf wall and 
railings. PVC replacement windows to rear of building. Listed 
B. 

 

Former Post Office, now sorting office, c1905, Ross & 
McBeth, eastern end of High Street. Ashlar frontage, now 
painted. Windows and front door are modern replacements. 

 

Castle Street Church of Scotland, former UF Church, 1909, 
William Mackintosh of Inverness. Restrained late buttressed 
gothic with square tower and hood mouldings. Yellow 
sandstone dressings. Good contemporary decorative cast 
iron street railings and entrance gates. Polycarbonate 
protective glazing to more vulnerable windows. 
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Pair of terraced houses, 6 and 7 McGregor’s Court, one of 
which is in use as a solicitor’s office, c1910. Both properties 
are in a substantially unaltered state with original sash and 
case windows and lined doors. Brown rubble sandstone and 
dressings, devoid of skews at the gables which are infilled in 
brick. Simplified Dutch gablets to dormers and curved hood 
moulds above front doors. 

 

War Memorial, eastern end of the High Street, 1922, JJ 
Joass. Its setting has been impaired by the backdrop of the 
modern function hall built for the National Hotel. 

  
5.3 Architectural distinctiveness 
 
5.3.1 If it might be said that Dingwall has a wide variety of building stones 

appearing within the conservation area, this has led to diversity in 
overall appearance which is matched only by the individuality of the 
buildings themselves. There has been no single way of building in the 
town for each stage of the town's development. To a certain extent 
this compensates for the fact that there are no ordinary buildings 
appearing in the townscape which are earlier than the late eighteenth 
century. 

 
5.3.2 It is hard to say whether the trait of stubbornness in the town's 

merchants, which spurred them on to instil a sense of civic pride in 
the eighteenth century despite a wholly unfavourable trading position, 
evolved into the a strong and independent identity for the town. It 
appears like no other town in the Highlands. At times it seems that the 
councillors were open to carrying out improvements from borrowing 
ideas from elsewhere, hinted at when the local architect John Boog 
was sent to look at the Forres Tolbooth in 1773 for inspiration over 
the next stages of the redevelopment of the town house. Whatever 
was taken from that visit Dingwall inherited an iconic clock tower, the 
form of which was replicated in the extensive rebuilding of the early 
the twentieth century.  

 
5.3.3 The town's confidence as a growing regional trading centre in the 

period from 1860 to 1914 is manifested in its unique architectural 
heritage. Part of the interest in the High Street is that it passed 
through a transitional stage over this period, which saw the heights of 
the buildings increasing towards the east end of the street. And yet, 
apart from the Town House, there are very few institutional buildings 
such as banks, churches, and the larger hotels, to be found on the 
principal street, buildings which would normally be designed by 
architects from outside the town. As a group they tend to congregate 
in the area of the historic market at the east end of the High Street. 
With growing confidence the town's traders celebrated the 
opportunities that came with expanding their shopfronts and the 
frontages above them, which they adorned with carvings, gables of 
varying proportions and with finials that provide a lively sense of 
streetscape in the long street vistas. A few of the best buildings from 
the late nineteenth century were lost in the post-war years, and while 
the spirit of individual expression in the rows of frontages has been 
watered down with shopfronts having been modernised, it is still 
capable of being recovered. 

 
5.3.4 Gables add considerably to the variety in the townscape. Some of the 

double-fronted properties have unusually wide gables, and among the 
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lesser buildings of the single plot widths gables may be facetted for 
good architectural effect and to extenuate the apparent height. Others 
have distinctive Dutch gables. Where gables have been eschewed, the 
buildings of this period are imbued with good proportions and finely 
wrought architectural detail, canons of late nineteenth century 
building. Many of these structures are detailed idiosyncratically, not 
only in the shopfronts but in the architectural detail of the 
chimneyheads and other distinctive features such as street gables 
and dormer pediments. The architecture of the individual buildings of 
the High Street deserves to be recognised rather more than it has 
been in the past. 

 

 
 
5.3.5 Common to an enhanced appreciation of the revival of the 

architecture of the burgh is recognition of the contribution of William 
Cumming Joass (d 1919). It is inescapable that he had a major 
influence on the evolution of the buildings of the town. Joass was 
proficient in designing in a number of styles during his long 
professional career and with a seemingly inexhaustible originality 
which marks him well above the capabilities of many a local architect. 

 
5.4 Materials and architectural features 
 
5.4.1 The buildings within the conservation area display a surprising variety 

of building stones which appear to have come from several quarries. 
There is evidence that, because of the somewhat doubtful quality of 
the local building stones, material was imported for the more 
significant buildings of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries from 
across the Moray Firth. In this respect the parish minister's words on 
the subject (1837) are instructive: 

 
 There are three quarries in the parish; one of these, which is situated about one-fourth 

of a mile from the town, is the property of the public. It is a hard gray sandstone of good 
quality; but the labour and expense of excavating are very great, owing to the depth of 
clay and breccia by which it is covered. The other two, which are private property, are of 
fine light-blue colour, affording stone fit for all kinds of work, and susceptible to a very 
fine polish. It has however, one disadvantage; there is a small admixture of iron pyrites, 
upon which the rain in time operates, and stains in a very ugly manner the contiguous 
stones. 

 
 In this he was echoing the words of the entry made for the Old 

Statistical Account in the 1790s. 
  
5.4.2 The building material for external walls is primarily sandstone of 

colours more varied even than the minister's description. Grey 
sandstones may include mudstones, while the other colours are pink, 
orange/brown, and blonde. A common combination was to blend 
yellow sandstone for architectural dressings with the contrasting pink 
sandstone for rubble or coursed work. The sandstones used in some 
of the late nineteenth century buildings appear soft and prone to 
 



 

 
                  Dingwall Conservation Area Character Appraisal 

39 

 
 Commonly used building stones and types of pointing 
 
 decay, although decay can be found also in the pink sandstones and 

in the grey mudstone (see 8.4 below). 
 
5.4.3 Occasionally ashlar sandstone, or stone which has been coated with a 

smooth cement render, has been painted but this does not appear to 
have been a traditional feature other than for the ground storey of 
buildings with shopfronts. There is surviving evidence of a decorative 
finish to ashlar masonry which was once common, consisting of ashlar 
masonry painted in a dark colour (grey or black) having the joints 
picked out in lime putty mortar, of which very little now survives. 

 
5.4.4 Possibly because of the variability in the performance in the local 

sandstones it is not uncommon to find brick used, particularly in the 
buildings of the courts but its use is not confined entirely to workshop 
or storage buildings. Some polychromatic brickwork occurs on 
chimneyheads, but more commonly the bricks are of red clay, 
understood to have been fired at the brickworks at Maryburgh. 

 
5.4.5 There is little evidence of traditional lime harls. Where they existed 

they appear to have been replaced in their entirety with modern 
cement based dry dash renders which, without exception, appear as 
an alien element within the conservation area. Cement renders have
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 Chimneyhead of polychromatic brickwork and a typical brick panel for faced work  
 

 
 Three of the above are modern cement renders; a traditional harl of the late nineteenth 

century is bottom right 
 
 been applied to walls of buildings which had been originally of 

sandstone, and occasionally undecorated wet dash cement harling 
appears on prominent gables or as a finish to the buildings of the 
backlands. There are, however, a few good examples of late 
nineteenth century early Portland cement harls which have survived 
on contemporary buildings rather better than traditional lime coatings. 

 
5.4.6 Styles of lime pointing, mainly to nineteenth century masonry, make a 

positive contribution to the character of the conservation area, 
although many examples have been lost, or damaged, from repointing 
in unsympathetic cement mortar. The finishes that have survived 
suggest that there had been several approaches adopted, which 
included 'cherry cocking' for the finer work, from setting darker stones 
in the joints in a decorative fashion. Walls to the courts would be 
finished in rubble for which a gritty mortar would often be used 
applied as sneck pointing. 

 
5.4.7 Unlike other small towns of the Highlands, Dingwall has retained its 

tradition for roofs of blue slate, and there were few instances seen 
where the roofs of traditional buildings had been replaced in modern 
substitute materials. Earlier slates were of the West Highland variety, 
laid in characteristically diminishing courses, but towards the end of 
the nineteenth century machine-dressed slates of a regular face size 
began to appear, probably as a direct result of the railway. Welsh  
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Earlier roof of West Highland slates of random width, laid in diminishing courses (left) 
and (right) late nineteenth century roof of regular machine-dressed slates; both roofs 
have traditional lead ridges 

 
 slates appear occasionally in the streetscape, and some roofs have 

been renewed latterly in what appears to be regularly cut Spanish 
slate which rarely matches the texture, coursing and colour of the 
traditional roof finishes. Lead ridges and valleys were used commonly, 
substituted in later roofs often by zinc. Occasionally clay ridge tiles 
were used, and in some cases these had decorative cresting. 

 

 
 Scrolled skewputts at gables 
 
5.4.8 An unusual architectural detail, which appears to have been favoured 

by Dingwall's masons in the period from the late eighteenth century to 
the early nineteenth century, consists of a variation on a scroll 
moulded skew putt at the base of gable wallheads. The scroll often 
projects some distance beyond the tabling course at the head of the 
wall. Crowsteps appear on the gables of some buildings for decorative 
effect. They are used consistently, and to good effect, on the early 
twentieth century extensions and alterations to the Town House. A 
common feature which appears extensively in the streetscape is the 
use of semi-circular pediments to dormers, a variation on the use of 
Dutch gables in a number of the High Street buildings. 

 

  
 Examples of decorative ironwork within the conservation area 
 
5.4.9 Decorative metalwork was used extensively on the buildings of the 

town, particularly towards the end of the nineteenth century when 
architectural details such as finials and balustrading were ordered 
direct from the manufacturers' pattern books. There are good 
examples of decorative rainwater goods, although much of what has 
survived is incomplete, or in poor condition. Original iron gates are  
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 Decorative architectural metalwork to railings and rainwater goods 
 

Fireclay chimneycans 
 

 
 Architectural ceramics, examples on the High Street from 1897 and 1901 
 
 often still to be found at the court entrances. As noted elsewhere in 

this document, the shops of the town centre have retained a 
significant number of cast iron shopfronts, many of them decorative 
and highly distinctive architecturally. 
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5.4.10 Good examples of red and yellow coloured chimneycans have 
survived, of which many ranges are intact, or close to being intact. 
While some of the patterns are plain, a number are decorative; some 
of the later patterns are in keeping with the style of the buildings on 
which they appear. 

 
5.4.11 Decorative tile and mosaic features are rare, but they are important 

survivals within the townscape.  The most visible of these is the 
ceramic panel commemorating Queen Victoria's Jubilee of 1897 on 
the angled gable of Mansefield House, now a solicitors' office. The 
mosaic threshold of the distinctive shopfront at 14 High Street is a 
rare survival. 

 
5.5 Impact of change on authenticity 
 
5.5.1 Although the buildings within the conservation area have been 

subjected to considerable change over the years, and more 
specifically during the second half of the twentieth century when 
Dingwall witnessed an economic revival, while this has resulted in the 
loss of much original fabric a surprising amount remains and is 
capable of being restored. Often it has been the case that loss of 
fabric and key architectural features – such as cast iron finials to 
dormers and chimneyheads - has resulted from decay or damage, and 
they have not been replaced after having been removed. The damage 
to the historic townscape from the loss of chimneyheads at gables can 
be considerable. 

 
5.5.2 A recurring problem throughout the town centre has been the loss of 

fabric from advanced masonry decay. This is addressed in 8.4 below. 
Loss of architectural detail has resulted in many prominent examples. 
Frequently the problems of decay have been exacerbated from 
carrying out repairs using dense cement mortars. 

 
5.5.3 It is probable that the loss of original wall finishes has resulted from 

the poor performance of the underlying stonework, but this is not 
wholly the case. In many instances it appears that the desire to 
modernise the appearance of the older properties has led to the 
extensive use of modern cement renders and coatings as property 
frontages have been given a facelift. On the High Street these 
alterations will have been triggered by the introduction of new 
shopfronts and fascias, most likely to have coincided with when a 
property has been taken over. 

 
5.5.4 With the relatively high cost and difficulties encountered over securing 

replacement profiles, traditional cast iron rainwater goods have been 
repaired using PVC sections, or have been replaced in their entirety. 

 

 
 Traditional doors within the conservation area 
 
5.5.5 A very high proportion of original doors have been substituted by 

proprietary PVC or hardwood door-sets throughout the conservation 
area. Replacement windows in PVC or aluminium are commonplace, 
moreso in the courts or terraces off the High Street where residential 
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occupation is highest. Paradoxically it can be the case that the upper 
floors of the properties on the High Street can be the least outwardly 
changed, and a number of original sash and case timber windows 
survive to the rear of these properties. Patterns of replacement 
windows are rarely a close match to the windows that have been 
replaced, and can become a disturbing element in the historic 
townscape. 

 
5.5.6 Occasionally improvements have been carried out having a structural 

impact on the building façade, for instance, from the widening of  
               

 
 58-60 High Street in the mid-1970s (courtesy of Dingwall Museum) 
  
 openings. The listed property dating back to 1786 at 58-60 High 

Street is a case in point, having undergone several facelifts in the mid 
to late twentieth century. The first of these saw the pair of windows at 
first floor enlarged from how they appeared in the historic Washington 
Wilson photographs (page 27), following which bay windows were 
introduced. Casement windows with heavy astragals had been 
introduced by the 1970s, and the bow windows have now been 
replaced in PVC. As can be seen in historic photographs this property 
had the distinctive lined ashlared render common to a number of 
Dingwall frontages, before being removed to reveal a coursed rubble 
wall which has been pointed up in cement mortar. The amount of 
change to which the property has been subjected may seem extreme, 
but it is by no means unusual. 

 
5.5.7 Traditional dormers make a strong contribution to the historic 

townscape in punctuating the rooflines. Occasionally it may be the 
case that, while the property frontage has been given a facelift, the 
dormers together with the original sash and case windows have 
survived unscathed. Often the dormers have been retained, but will 
have been modernised with flat roofs and new windows, changing the 
character of the building and of the terrace in which it is located. 

 
5.5.8 Although many of the traditional shopfronts have survived without 

major structural change, very few of the shops have retained their 
original doors or windows. The vast majority have modern 
replacements. 

 
5.6 Buildings at Risk 
 
5.6.1 Apart from St Clement's Aisle, there were no redundant buildings 

encountered within the conservation area which were in an advanced 
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state of decay, carrying a consequent risk of collapse. Buildings at 
Risk from the street survey audit are listed below. Each case has the 
potential to make a positive contribution to the conservation area. 

 
 St Clement's Aisle 
 Several of the mausolea within the kirkyard of St Clement's Parish 

Church are in poor condition and inaccessible. The most venerable 
relic of the old parish church, the sixteenth century St Clement's Aisle, 
is in an advanced state of decay, cordoned off by a secure fence. The 
ruin is buttressed by a temporary scaffold, and is overgrown with 
vegetation. 

 

 
  
 High Street: Commercial Hotel 
 During the course of the preparation of the conservation area 

character appraisal the site consisting of the Commercial Hotel, and 
the properties on Commercial Court to the rear were the subject of an 
application for redevelopment of the site and possible demolition. The 
buildings appear to be under-used at the present, and have been 
modernised from the application of a cement dry-dash render. 
Windows have been replaced with basic timber casement windows. 
The High Street elevation of the Commercial Hotel is gabled. 

 

 
 Commercial Hotel (left) and 14 High Street (right) 
 
 14 High Street: shop 
 An attractive shopfront with curved glass panels and much original 

detail surviving, re-fronting an earlier property in 1901. WC Joass was 
the architect. Brick buildings to Commercial Court to the rear, with a 
modern shopfront at the rear of the shop. The brick structures 
appeared to be under-used, and at the time of preparing the 
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conservation area character appraisal it is understood that the 
shopkeeper, who has traded from this site for many years, may be 
vacating it. 

 
 21 High Street: shop and tenement 
 The building is not in good condition, and the flat at first floor, 

approached by a flight of steps to the rear, is unoccupied. Some of the 
window openings are boarded up. In many respects this mid-19th 
century building has authentic historic fabric surviving; there is an 
unattractive flat-roofed brick structure to the rear with blocked up 
windows. 

 

 
 21 High Street (left) and 36 High Street (right) 
 
 36 High Street 
 A late nineteenth century building in pink sandstone which is both well 

detailed and attractively situated, framing the open space to the front 
of the Royal British Legion building. The property is presently 
unoccupied with boarded up windows.  

 
5.7 Redundancy or under-use 
 

 
 
5.7.1 The problem of redundancy and under-use of space is comparable 

with other small towns in the North, and is certainly no worse. There 
appear to be relatively few properties which are currently vacant. 
Where there is residential property above or behind shops, some of 
which is in multiple occupancy, levels of occupancy appear to be at a 
reasonable level. There is some evidence to suggest that floors above 
shops where commercial use has continued are no longer fully used, 
or vacant. Where property to the rear of shops remains in commercial 
use, again there is evidence that these structures are not always fully 
utilised and, as they are often secured unattractively against break-ins 
they have greater potential to contribute to the conservation area. 
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5.7.2 While the High Street remains a bustling place at peak times and 
many of the established local businesses have continued to flourish, 
there is the evidence of high turnover of shops and increasingly empty 
units have been occupied by charity shops. The economy of the retail 
trade, subject to wider market forces affecting the region as a whole, 
appears nonetheless to be fragile.  

 
6 Public realm audit  
 
6.1 Street furniture and hard landscaping 
 
 

 
 The High Street after public realm improvements completed in 2010 
 
6.1.1 Historically the surfaces of the principal streets of the town appeared 

primitive. In the late nineteenth century, as it appeared in the 
Washington Wilson photographs, the High Street was given a finish of 
crushed stone dressed with a heavy clay material which would 
become unbearably muddy in winter. Mid-twentieth century 
photographs show the street cobbled, replaced later by tarmacadam 
and, most recently, with high quality finishes in the pedestrianised 
area which represents a major investment in enhancing the amenity 
of the town’s principal street. 

 
6.1.2 The improvements to the public realm at the western part of the High 

Street have exposed the shortcomings of some of the other streets 
within the conservation area. The eastern section of the High Street 
suffers from traffic passing though on the one-way system leading to 
the Station Road, which at peak times of the day can be heavy. With 
on-street parking permitted, restricted pavement widths on both sides 
of the street, and with the buildings here being taller than elsewhere 
(particularly on the south side of the street which puts the street into 
shade), a canyon effect can result which is unpleasant to pedestrians. 
It is more difficult to appreciate the shopfronts over this length of the 
street. 

 
6.1.3 Church Street appears somewhat degraded close to the junction with 

the High Street. The properties appear slightly rundown, and the street 
has suffered from the reduction in the use of the town hall. The street 
is also quite narrow. 

 
6.1.4 The public realm in the extension of the High Street, beyond the 

junction with Hill Street and Castle Street, has also become somewhat 
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degraded when compared with historic photographs. The forecourt to 
the front of the National Hotel has become less distinct with on-street 
parking taking place, and the setting of the memorial to the Great War 
has suffered from having lost the background of soft landscaping 
when the entrance to the function hall was erected to the east of the 
original hotel building. 

 
6.1.5 As noted in 4.8.7 the treatment of the spaces around the Cromartie 

Monument would benefit from enhancement: the ground plane 
consists of unrelieved areas of tarmacadam with unattractive 
perimeter railings.   

 

 
 Lochiel Place and Nicol's Court 
 
6.1.6 Many of the courts are in private ownership. Few of the entrances 

leading into them have been laid out attractively, and finishes vary 
considerably. The surfaces to them have suffered occasionally from 
digging up for utilities. Lochiel Place is attractively laid out and, while it 
is visible from the entrance pend on the High Street, there is no public 
access to the court. The hard and soft landscaping carried out when 
the properties on Nicol’s Court were refurbished is exemplary. The 
landscaping of the courts is raised as an issue in 8.5. 

 
6.1.7 There are good examples of ironwork to be found on boundaries 

throughout the conservation area, although the resource is less rich 
than in the neighbouring residential areas falling outside the 
designated conservation area boundaries. There are particularly good 
iron railings and gates at the Free Church at the east end of the High 
Street, and also at the former UF church at the beginning of Castle 
Street (page 42). Good ironwork is to be found closing off the court at 
the former manse at The Retreat. Many of the court entrances have 
retained their original gates when the properties were rebuilt in the 
nineteenth century. They are an important component of the historic 
townscape. 

 
6.1.8 Masonry walls surrounding the kirkyard are of historic importance, 

and those on the north and west sides (adjacent to the supermarket 
car park) are in a degraded state, partly from the invasion of tree 
roots. Some sections have been rebuilt inappropriately in concrete 
blockwork. Much of the walling has been repointed in an unattractive 
dense cement mortar. 

 
6.2 Utilities infrastructure 
 
6.2.1 Infrastructure for utilities in general appears to have been well 

managed within the conservation area, and is not unduly intrusive. In 
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a few cases wooden telegraph poles remain with overhead wires 
leading to properties. In some of the residential properties at the 
courts electricity meter boxes and wall mounted gas pipes can be 
unduly prominent. 

 
6.2.2 Street lighting is generally well handled throughout the conservation 

area. Other than where traditional lamp standards have been 
introduced to the pedestrianised length of the High Street, fittings are 
often secured unobtrusively at high level to buildings. Occasionally 
junction boxes and surface mounted cables can be intrusive. In the 
streets off the High Street, such as Tulloch Street, more conventional 
arrangements have been adopted with freestanding road lamp 
standards. 

 
6.2.3 Surface cables for redundant street lighting, telephones, TV and 

satellite appear frequently on the face of historic buildings and can 
detract from their appearance. Satellite dishes have proliferated 
throughout the conservation area, affecting the appearance of historic 
buildings but there is also a negative impact on the historic 
townscape. 

 
6.3 Negative factors 
 
6.3.1 Negative factors arising from the public realm audit are summarised 

as follows: 
 

• The heavy volume of traffic entering the east end of the High 
Street on the one-way system from Tulloch Street 

• A correspondingly poor environment for pedestrians over the 
same length of the street, resulting from a lack of traffic 
calming, narrow and unattractive pavements and the 
provision of on-street parking 

• Improvements are needed to the ground plane treatment at 
Church Street 

• The varied ground plane treatment at the entrances to the 
courts off the High Street 

• Areas of unrelieved tarmacadam for public car parking in the 
area of the Cromartie Monument and St Clement’s Church 

• Surface cables on buildings, and a proliferation of satellite 
dishes throughout the conservation area 

• Unresolved issues in relation to the open space to the front of 
the National Hotel, and the setting of the War Memorial 

• Poor condition of walls from tree root damage, and walls 
rebuilt in modern materials on the periphery of the kirkyard at 
St Clement’s Church 

 
7 Significance 
  
7.1 Summary of significance 
 
 Dingwall’s venerable past, associated with its status as a royal burgh, 

has left few tangible reminders. There is very little surviving of what 
would be recognised normally as the symbols of medieval authority 
and governance, of a royal castle and a medieval parish church, 
sustained through the turbulent association with the powerful Earls of 
Ross and the Lords of the Isles. There are disappointingly few 
archaeological remains from this era, but what has survived largely 
unscathed, despite the changes of the twentieth century, is the old 
medieval layout of tofts, or burgage plots, extending outwards in long 
lines from the principal street running east-west.   
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 The distinctive clock tower of the Town House stands out as a 

landmark above the estuarial plain on which the town was laid out. It 
is an iconic symbol of the town’s importance as an administrative 
centre in which it has always been a focus for the life of Ross-shire, 
even though this had not been recognised officially until the middle of 
the nineteenth century. At a strategic crossing point of two rivers at 
the head of the Cromarty Firth, it has long been a place of settlement. 
The current role as the former county’s market town reflects a role the 
settlement had once fulfilled as a major centre for Norse governance. 
The site of the parliament, where the Cromartie Monument is located, 
is on the fringe of the conservation area as it is presently designated. 

 
 Commenced in the mid-1730s, which makes it the oldest known 

building in use in the town, the Town House marks the beginning of a 
revival in Dingwall’s fortunes. There is nothing left now to indicate the 
struggle that the burgh had to endure in order to turn round its 
fortunes in the eighteenth century, when it earned for itself the 
description of a ‘wretched place’. Others saw it differently, and for 
them what was admired was the beauty of the setting, with the town 
surrounded by verdant hills. In the end, despite the joint efforts of the 
town council and principal landowner to improve the place, it took the 
sweeping changes that accompanied the spirit of agricultural 
improvement, and investment in infrastructure through improvements 
in communications, that permitted the town to flourish. The benefits 
from this period are still to be seen with good workmanlike buildings 
from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The parish 
church was replaced at this time also. 

 
 From what has survived it is evident that Dingwall prospered in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. A sustained period of rebuilding 
and extensions to the town endured into the first decades of the 
twentieth century. In some respects this can be attributed to the 
coming of the railway which added to the importance of Dingwall as a 
transportation hub. While some of this architectural legacy has been 
swept away, a surprising amount of it has survived. There are good 
buildings of all ages and types from this period which give Dingwall a 
strong identity and sense of place. Many of these buildings are very 
distinctive in design and detail, imparting a unique character to the 
town. There are high levels of originality in the detailing and in no 
small part this is attributable to the town’s leading architect, WC 
Joass, whose work was on a par with the best local architects to be 
found in any small town. He was active in practice for a considerable 
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length of time; his achievements do not appear to have been fully 
recognised to date.  

 

 
 
 The town's merchants and shopkeepers invested in striking cast iron 

shopfronts in the late nineteenth century – while some are plain and 
can be easily mistaken for refined stone detailing, others are, in 
contrast, decorative and robust. They can be difficult to recognise 
when submerged under modern fascias and signboards. Although 
modern intrusions have made their impact on some parts of the High 
Street, mercifully in Dingwall they have been relatively few and have 
been contained within the west end of the principal shopping street. 
Irreversible damage has been caused by the town’s relief road of the 
1970s, particularly to the town’s medieval plan. Admittedly though, 
the new road has brought undoubted benefits which have helped 
sustain the town’s historic role as a market town and administrative 
centre. 

 
8 Specific issues 
  
8.1 Introduction 
 
8.1.1 A number of issues have been picked up during the audit, highlighted 

below. It is envisaged that, with the exception of the issue of the 
statutory lists - primarily a matter for the Highland Council to take 
forward with Historic Scotland - clear guidance can be offered in 
respect of each through the preparation of a conservation 
management plan as recommended in 11.3. 

 
8.2 Signage and shopfronts 
 
8.2.1 Dingwall has a fine collection of traditional shopfronts, many of which 

have survived without major structural adaptation to create larger 
openings. The majority belong to the second half of the nineteenth 
century when there was a predilection for using cast iron and large, 
single sheets of plate glass. As yet it is not known at which foundry the 
sections were manufactured and, because there were so many it 
would be expected that the supplier would be reasonably local, and 
could have been the Rose Street Foundry in Inverness. Cast iron was 
used extensively also for the pillars and lintols of the shopfronts. 
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Dingwall's rich legacy of cast iron shopfronts 
 
8.2.2 Most shopfronts have not survived with their original doors and 

ironmongery, with the exception of 14 High Street, where the unique 
curved glass frontage has been preserved together with the mosaic 
threshold and the original glazed door. There had been one other 
known similar shopfront on the opposite side of the street where the 
Wimpy restaurant is located now. 

 

 
 Bow windowed shopfronts at 62 High Street (now replaced) and 14 High Street 
 

 
 Examples of over-dominant signage 
 
8.2.3 The significance of these distinctive features has been severely 

compromised over time from unsuitable decorative schemes and, 
more commonly, from uncontrolled signage. Historic photographs 
indicate the degree to which the shop proprietor’s name was applied 
unobtrusively to the stone or cast iron fascias of the building’s 
frontage by painting, or by embossed letters. The competition between 
shops had been primarily in the quality and range of the shop window 
displays. Gradually, but mainly in the latter half of the twentieth 
century, shop names were no longer painted and the traditional 
fascias gave way to larger applied signs, with the changes often led by 
the national chains who were taking over local shops. The impact of 
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oversized shop fascias is now that it is often difficult to make out the 
original architectural decoration and an appreciation of an essential 
component of the streetscape has been diminished.  

 
8.2.4   While there are good examples to be found of lighting to shop fascias, 

equally there are poor examples of illuminated signs which are over-
dominant within the streetscape. 

 

 
 Impact of roller shutters on traditional shopfronts 
 
8.2.5 There are some instances where security roller shutters have been 

installed, having a negative impact within the street scene and 
destroying the architectural detail of the frontage.  

 
8.3 Structural movement 
 
8.3.1 A number of historic buildings in the centre of the town have been 

affected by very obvious structural movement. The movement appears 
in many cases to be neither live, nor progressive, and study of historic 
photographs suggests that in the majority of cases it had occurred 
around the time of building. The settlement where it has occurred has 
been severe, causing distortion of wall planes. Most probably it will 
have been caused by inadequate foundations in relation to the 
underlying clay layer. 

 

 
 Structural movement in High Street properties 
 
8.3.2 When it is so prevalent in an area prone to subsidence advanced 

structural movement could affect the value of property. Attitudes to 
the responsibility of owning a historic property within a conservation 
area could be critical in ensuring that historic buildings need not be a 
long term burden if the problems, risks and potential remedies are 
understood better. 

 
8.4 Masonry decay 
  
8.4.1 As noted in 5.4 the building stones of Dingwall have originated from 

numerous quarries. Not all of them are local, probably because of 
uncertain durability. Some sandstones are prone to severe decay.  In 
the worst cases much of the architectural detail of the façade, such as 
stringcourses and hood mouldings, has been lost. Even where the 
sandstone is of better quality, carved detail providing information 
about the date of the building, monograms of those who had 
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commissioned the work and other detail is at risk of being lost 
altogether. 

 

 
 Loss of carved stone detail from erosion 
 

Common problems of stone decay (left to right): contour scaling of stonework, loss of 
coping stones to a Dutch gable, window rybat of soft sandstone, and loss of mouldings 
around a window opening with the gap closed here by timber battens 

  
8.4.2 There would be merit in carrying out tests on the worst affected 

sandstone to determine technical performance issues, such as 
porosity, and to throw light on the agents of decay. There needs to be 
greater awareness of the possible sources of the quarried material, 
and of the suitability of replacement stone. Outline guidance on repair 
techniques would be of value to tradesmen and property owners. 

 
8.4.3 Where high level features such as chimneyheads are hidden from 

view stone decay can be advanced to the extent that stability could be 
affected. In the worst cases building repair notices will be justified, but 
the problem will require to be monitored regularly. 

 
8.5 Treatment of ground surfaces to courts 
 

  
 Entrances to private courts off the High Street 
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8.5.1 Ground surfaces at the entrances to the courts from the High Street 
and from the public car parks which are, in the main, outside the 
boundaries of the conservation area, tend to be of variable quality and 
often differ in appearance. Consideration should be given as to how 
these spaces should be enhanced, and how encouragement should 
be given to private owners to carry out improvements.  

   
8.6 Designations: statutory lists 
 
8.6.1 As noted in Section 5, the architectural quality of many of the historic 

buildings within the conservation area, particularly of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, is high. Often these 
buildings are expressive of a flush of civic pride and confidence at a 
time when the town was prosperous and expanding. Many of the 
architectural features of these buildings are distinctive; some are 
unique to Dingwall, giving the town its special character and a strong 
sense of identity. 

 
8.6.2 There would seem to be a case for reviewing the work of WC Joass, 

who proved capable of carrying out distinguished work in a wide 
variety of architectural styles across the Highlands from his base at 
Dingwall. A former partner of Alexander Ross, his work is considered 
to be on a par with at least that of the Maitlands of Tain. Research 
carried out by the History Society has added to the list of projects for 
Joass was known to have been responsible.  

 
8.6.3 The originality to be found in the work of Joass and his 

contemporaries does not appear to have been recognised adequately 
in the statutory lists to date. Apart from the Cromartie Monument, 10 
buildings within the conservation area are presently listed, of which 7 
relate to structures known to have been erected in the eighteenth or 
early nineteenth centuries, the majority of which conform to the 
classical norm. It would appear that the last occasion when the lists 
were added to had been in 1983, in excess of 25 years ago. Listed 
buildings within the conservation are shown in Appendix 13.3. 

 
8.6.4 Consideration should be given at an appropriate stage to scheduling 

the sixteenth century St Clement's Aisle as a scheduled ancient 
monument together with other parts of the historic kirkyard. 

 
9 Development opportunities   
  
9.1 Gap sites and undeveloped land 
 
9.1.1 There were no gap sites identified within those frontages of the High 

Street occurring within the conservation area. 
 
9.1.2 Few gap sites were identified within the courts, at least not sufficient 

to identify that there have been gaps created by historic buildings 
which have been demolished and where the site has not been 
subsequently redeveloped. 

 
9.1.3 A number of courts, particularly on the south side of the High Street, 

have been redeveloped and extended. In the main they have observed 
the established patterns of the medieval burgage plots. In one or two 
cases the new development has not always followed the historic 
precedent of properties erected in the backlands, appearing to be of a 
greater scale than properties on the principal street frontages. There 
are opportunities to develop the courts further, following the historic 
urban grain, while at the same time improving landscaping of the 
spaces. Many of the individual plots deemed to be capable of being 



 

 
                  Dingwall Conservation Area Character Appraisal 

56 

Impact of new development within the courts: the more successful of them work with 
the established urban grain 

  
 developed fall outside the boundary of the conservation area as it is 

presently designated. In certain cases undistinguished freestanding 
modern buildings have been erected which are spread-eagled across 
two or more of the original burgage plots, disturbing the established 
grain and leaving properties isolated that had once been erected at 
the extremities of the original burgage plot. There would be merit in 
taking whatever opportunities may present themselves for removing 
these buildings, and re-establishing the urban grain.   

 
9.1.4 On the south side of the High Street there is no direct access through 

the courts to the rear of the sites behind the properties on Hill Street. 
The backland areas here fall outside the present designated 
conservation area boundary, but there would appear to be ample 
opportunities for redevelopment which would be beneficial to the 
conservation area if handled sympathetically. 

 
9.1.5 Ground to the rear of Castlebank House, adjacent to the Castle Street 

Church of Scotland, is presently underdeveloped and its use appears 
indeterminate. It makes no contribution to the wider conservation 
area. Part of the ground is used for car parking, and the remainder 
provides a pathway to the rear of the properties on the High Street in 
the direction of the Lidl supermarket. 

 
10 Planning action 
  
10.1 Review of conservation area boundaries 
 
10.1.1 As noted in 1.7.1 the original conservation area boundaries were 

drawn up tightly around the High Street, with an extension to the north 
to take in the length of Church Street, St Clement’s Church and 
kirkyard, and the Cromartie Monument. Anomalies exist, in which the 
boundary seems to have been drawn to include modern buildings of 
no merit, while missing out buildings in close proximity which are of 
definite architectural merit, or even those which are listed. As the area 
excludes the site of the castle it is not altogether clear whether the 
boundaries were drawn up to incorporate the chance of uncovering 
archaeology where it is most likely to occur, or that part of the original 
burgh that had existed according to the historical accounts of its 
possible whereabouts. It is also the case that the boundary cuts 
through some sites – for instance Nicol’s Court – but in other cases it 
has been carefully drawn to follow known property boundaries. 

 
10.1.2 Whether or not the recommendations set out in this section are 

followed up, it is strongly recommended that, at the very least, the 
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conservation area boundary should be adjusted to reflect established 
property boundaries, and to avoid cutting through sites that have been 
developed, or partially developed. 

 

 
 Villas on Station Road and houses on Park Street 
 

 
 Hill Street and Castle Street 
 

 
 Villas on James Street and Achany Road 
 
10.1.3 A strong case has been put forward to extend the conservation 

boundary eastwards to incorporate Castle Street with its two 
additional churches, the site of the castle and the adjoining residential 
area based around St James Street and Achany Road. Further 
southwards the extension would take in the railway station, the line of 
villas on Station Road, and the terraces of houses on Park Street. This 
area is distinguished for its residential buildings which are, in the 
main, close to being in their original authentic state. Many of the 
buildings have definite architectural merit and features that are 
unique to Dingwall. The majority of the sites possess original 
decorative ironwork on the property boundaries, making a positive 
contribution to the streetscape. The extension of the boundary would 
take in also the war memorial to the South African campaigns which 
is, inexplicably, just outside the existing boundary. 

 
10.1.4 Further to the west, there would be merit in including Hill Street within 

the extended boundary. Historically the street skirted around the 
wooded policies of Park House and marked the principal point of entry 
into the town. There are a number of buildings here on the west side 
of the street dating back to the early nineteenth century, if not before, 
one of which is listed. 

 
10.1.5 To the north of the town centre the extension of the present boundary 

to include the parish church and the Cromartie Monument seems 
awkward on plan, and isolates this area of high archaeological and 
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historic importance from the surrounding area. It also excludes the 
former Academy school buildings, some of which were designed by 
Joass. 

 
10.1.6 Having regard to various options for the extension of the boundary it is 

recommended that this be enacted to take into account the 
residential areas to the north-east and south-east of the town centre, 
including the old castle site and Hill Street. The north extension to the 
present boundary (to include the parish church and the Cromartie 
Monument) should be extended further northwards and eastwards to 
include the site of the old Academy school buildings, and also the 
canalised section of the river eastwards of Peter’s Bridge which has 
high amenity value, as well as historical importance. These 
recommendations are illustrated in Appendix 13.2. 

 

 
 Former school buildings beyond the Cromartie Monument and riverside walk at the 

canal 
 
10.1.7 If the recommendation for extending the conservation area boundary 

is accepted there would be merit in designating two distinct 
conservation areas; the first to cover the historic town centre (as 
originally designated), while the second would apply to the extended 
conservation area which has a different character for which detailed 
appraisals have not been carried out as part of the brief for the 
present study. 

   
10.2 Article 4 Directions 
 
10.2.1 There are no Article 4 Directions in place for the Dingwall conservation 

area as presently designated. 
 
10.2.2 Given the confusion which can arise over permitted development 

within conservation areas, and accepting that the historic fabric of the 
buildings of the conservation area has been subjected to considerable 
change already, it would be considered prudent to introduce this 
additional measure of development control. 

 
10.3 Enhancement 
 
10.3.1 The enhancement of the conservation area has commenced already 

with the improvements to the public realm introduced to the 
pedestrianised length of the High Street. Negative factors recorded in 
6.3 might be addressed through controlling through traffic, introducing 
traffic calming and reducing on-street parking with enhanced 
apparent pavement widths along similar lines to the improvements 
carried out to the remainder of the street. 

  
10.3.2 Similarly, there would appear to be opportunities for enhancing the 

extended area of the High Street where it widens out beyond Castle 
Street, with a view to restoring some of the lost qualities of the spaces 
appearing in historic photographs. In conjunction with this exercise, 
there would be merit in introducing trees in this length of the street as 
a stop to the long vista of the High Street looking east, once more 
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following historical precedent. Should the opportunity ever arise, 
consideration should be given to demolishing the disfiguring extension 
to the rear of the old National Bank building of 1838, thereby 
restoring the damaged setting of this building which sat at one time 
within generous garden ground. 

 

 
 The eastern end of the High Street from Ferry Road c1916 (courtesy of Dingwall History 

Society) 
 
10.3.3 There are opportunities for enhancing the public realm in Church 

Street and Tulloch Street. 
 
10.3.4 Poorly defined and underused ground adjacent to the Castle Street 

Church of Scotland, and to the rear of the High Street properties, 
should be developed or improved to improve amenity and linkages 
within the conservation area. 

 
10.3.5 The potential for the courts to improve linkages from outside the 

conservation area to the High Street should be examined, both in 
terms of improving the public realm and enhancing amenity through 
managed planting schemes. 

 
10.3.6 There is an urgent need to improve the amenity of the historic kirkyard 

of St Clement’s Church, undertaking conservation work to boundary 
walls, carrying out arboricultural work to trees, removing vegetation, 
preserving the remains of the historic chapel and mausolea on the 
site, and interpreting them. As part of a scheme of enhancement 
consideration might be given to removing the harling to the walls of 
the church for which there appears to be no historical precedent. 

 
10.3.7 The setting of the obelisk of the Cromartie Monument on the reduced 

area of what has survived of the original mound has been 
compromised, and the site as it presently appears is at odds with its 
historical significance as the site of the Norse thing. Opportunities 
may be sought for enhancement. 

 
10.4 Enforcement  
 
10.4.1 As noted in 8.4.3, during the audit of properties in a few cases decay 

in the fabric of buildings within the conservation area had advanced to 
the point that the structure appeared dangerous, for which emergency 
repairs would be merited. These cases have been notified to the 
Council, but constant vigilance is required. 
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11 Conservation management – strategic objectives 
  
11.1 Conservation principles 
 
11.1.1 If it is decided to establish a town scheme for the repair and 

enhancement of the town’s historic buildings, consideration should be 
given to creating a greater awareness of the importance of the 
traditional buildings and skills, and of the underlying principles that 
should be applied when repairing authentic historic fabric. 

 
11.1.2 Although considerable damage has been caused to the historic 

buildings within the conservation area from uncontrolled incremental 
change – for instance, from the loss of the original windows and doors 
and replacement with modern alternatives which may not match the 
original patterns, loss of the original rainwater goods, the application 
of modern cement renders – it is not necessarily the case that the 
changes are irreversible. It can be demonstrated that some of the 
changes will have caused harm to the underlying fabric and, possibly 
also, the structure of the building. Encouragement should be given to 
regaining the authenticity of historic buildings that have the potential 
to make a positive contribution to the townscape by restoring original 
features that may have been lost or damaged – for instance, the 
patterns of original windows and doors - and by reinstating the original 
appearance of walls. 

 
11.1.3 In general historic fabric should be repaired using like material. 
 
11.1.4 Conservation is not purely about preserving the historic environment – 

it is also about the management of change. The need for change 
should in general be accepted, but there should be a presumption 
always to preserving and repairing historic fabric where it has survived 
in an authentic state. 

 
11.1.5 Where historic fabric has been altered, or features removed or lost 

over time, they should be restored to an earlier known appearance or 
state, verified always by archival or pictorial research, or the evidence 
of the building itself. Restoration, or returning of fabric to a known 
earlier state, should never be conjectural. 

 
11.1.6 In general, conservation practice and philosophy should observe the 

relevant guidance set out in Historic Scotland’s publications, and in 
relevant international conservation charters. 

 
11.2 New development within the conservation area 
 
11.2.1 Where it is appropriate new development should be encouraged in the 

conservation area. It should preserve and enhance the established 
urban grain which has a strong identity in Dingwall. The scale and 
form of new buildings, or of extensions to existing buildings, should 
never be such as to overpower the existing historic buildings within 
the townscape, and should have regard to those elements of scale 
and height set down in Section 4. 

 
11.3 Conservation area management plan 
 
11.3.1 Strong consideration should be given to the preparation of a 

conservation area management plan to address the conservation 
principles set out above, and to provide guidance on the specific 
issues raised in Section 8. 
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11.4 Extended conservation area 
 
11.4.1 Should the recommendation for extending the boundary of the 

conservation area as presently designated be adopted, consideration 
should be given to carrying out a character appraisal for the extended 
area building upon the work carried out already for the preparation of 
this document. Equally, consideration should be given to the benefits 
from preparing an addendum to the conservation area management 
plan to address specific issues arising from the character appraisal. 

 
11.5 Funding sources and opportunities 
 
11.5.1 Working with other stakeholders the Council should identify priority 

projects for carrying forward. In addition to seeking funding for priority 
projects a programme for building repair grants should be established 
based on an application for Conservation Area Regeneration Scheme 
(CARS) funding from Historic Scotland. 

 
11.5.2 Consideration should also be given to the potential benefits for the 

community from a Townscape Heritage Initiative (THI) project for the 
town centre, administered by the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF).  

 
11.5.3 The preparation of applications for funding and the administration of 

the funding schemes, if approved, will require dedicated staff to be 
appointed by the Council. 

 
11.5.4 Opportunities of working with established Building Preservation Trusts 

(BPTs) should be examined for priority projects identified in the 
applications to funders, or for Buildings at Risk (BARs) which have 
been identified within this document. 

 
11.6 Buildings at Risk 
 
11.6.1 The Scottish Civic Trust should be notified by the Council of buildings 

identified in Section 5.6 of this document to be entered on the 
Buildings at Risk (BAR) Register. 

 
12 Monitoring and review 
  
12.1 Monitoring of the conservation area 
 
12.1.1 The Council should seek to work with stakeholders representing the 

interests of the community in monitoring the health of the 
conservation area and measures put in place to preserve and 
enhance its amenity. Consideration should be given to setting up a 
dedicated group for this purpose to work with the Council's officers. It 
may be considered appropriate to seek representation may be sought 
from the Dingwall History Society and from the Dingwall Business 
Association. 

 
12.2 Performance indicators  
 
12.2.1 It is recommended that performance indicators should be established 

whereby the external monitoring group would monitor the success, or 
otherwise, of the conservation programme. Depending on whether a 
bid for CARS funding is successful, the indicators could be, for 
instance: 

 
• improvements to shop fronts and fascias 
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• reduction in the number of empty shops 
• return to use of vacant floorspace at the upper floors of 

properties on the High Street 
• reduction in the number of Buildings at Risk (BARs) 
• evidence of improved conservation standards 
• enhanced public realm, for instance in the number of private 

courts improved 
• review of the success of the CARS scheme, priority projects, 

and any other publicly funded works 
• review of the impact of guidance  set out in the conservation 

area management plan 
 
12.2.2 For effective monitoring to take place it may be necessary to embark 

on preliminary surveys in order to establish baseline data, for 
instance, for the degree of redundancy in the upper floors of premises. 

 
12.3 Review: arrangements within the Council 
 
12.3.1 Review of the conservation area character appraisal and the 

conservation area management plan should be instigated in the first 
instance by the Council's Conservation Officer. It should take into 
account feedback from the conservation area monitoring group and an 
evaluation of agreed performance indicators as recommended in 12.2 
above. 

 
12.3.2 Recommendations following any review should be considered by the 

Planning, Environment and Development Committee of the Council, or 
its equivalent at the time when the review is carried out.   

 
12.4 Frequency of review 
 
12.4.1 The conservation area character appraisal and management plan 

should be reviewed on a regular basis, recommended to be not more 
than five-year cycles. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Appendix 13.1 
 
 Existing conservation area boundary  
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 Proposed extension of the conservation area  
 

 
                  Dingwall Conservation Area Character Appraisal 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Appendix 13.3 
 
 Listed buildings within the conservation area  
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