
This is a distinct local tradition that expresses the bond

between the people of the area and their natural resources,

through the buildings they inhabit.          - Tom Morton,

ARC Architects.

THERE ARE THREE

CHARACTERISTICS OF THIS

TRADITION THAT GIVE IT

SPECIAL SIGNIFICANCE

LOCALLY:

1 - NUMBER
The use of the traditional mudwall technique over a long

period of time has left a substantial number of complete

buildings within the area, around 40 recorded to date with

many more still to be investigated.  By comparison,

Dumfrieshire has a few derelict barns, in Angus a restored

school-house and several examples in Aberdeenshire.

2 - QUALITY
Even after centuries of social change, there remains a legacy

of many different building types with many still inhabited.

The Carse of Gowrie area contains nearly 30 two-story

buildings, with many in a non-rural setting.  Scotland’s other

surviving examples are all rural and single-storied.

3 - IMPORTANCE
The survival of the local

mudwall technique is an

indication of the respect

people give it as a marker

of their local identity.

THE BIGGINS O’ THE CARSE -
WHY DID THIS TRADITIONAL BUILDING STYLE
DEVELOP IN THE AREA?

Because glaciers retreating

after the ice ages left behind

a unique combination of clay

subsoils that were ideal for

use as a building material. 

From earliest times people

discovered the natural

advantages of their local clay.

There are six types of clay in the Carse suitable for building -

different ones were used from St Madoes to Inchture, depending

on which could be dug and transported with greatest ease. 

Although a builder might have carried his clay for a mile or

two, it still made it the most practical choice for building as

quarried stone was difficult to transport.  Stone was also

expensive, as the quarries were owned by the local lairds,

who operated with a profit in mind!

The village of Errol is unique in having a large number of

surviving buildings formed out of the local clay.

It was fortunate in lying on one

of the best combinations of clay,

silt and sand for building. This

allowed the ‘mudwall’ building

method to flourish in the area.
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WHAT STEPS ARE BEING TAKEN
TO HELP SAVE OUR CLAY HERITAGE?

The Tay Landscape Partnership, with funding from many

supporters including the Heritage Lottery Fund, is working with its

partners on several projects to help save our clay-building heritage.

HELP US TO TRACE OUR LOCAL CLAY BUILDINGS!

Did you grow up in a clay house, or know someone who lives in

one? We are anxious to find more homes and other buildings that

have been made in the traditional ‘mudwall’ style in the area.  

TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT THE ‘BIGGINS OF THE CARSE’
PROJECT OR TO HELP US DISCOVER MORE OF THESE

WONDERFUL TRADITIONAL BUILDINGS, PLEASE CONTACT:

THE TAY LANDSCAPE PARTNERSHIP
The Lodge  I 4 York Place  I Perth  I PH2 8EP 

Tel: 01738  477027

E-mail: sophie.nicol@pkht.org.uk

WWW.TAYLP.ORG
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KNOWN AS ‘MUDWALL’ OR ‘COB’
(IN DEVON), THE TRADITION OF
BUILDING WALLS WITH EARTH
IS ONE THAT CAN BE FOUND
ACROSS BRITAIN, WHEREVER
SUITABLE CLAY IS PRESENT. 

IN SCOTLAND, THE THREE MAIN
AREAS ARE DUMFRIESHIRE,
ANGUS AND THE CARSE OF
GOWRIE, TO THE NORTH SHORE
OF THE ESTUARY OF THE
RIVER TAY.

FROM PRE-HISTORY TO THE
EARLY 19TH CENTURY, THE
PEOPLE OF THE CARSE OF
GOWRIE HAVE USED LOCAL
CLAYS EITHER AS PART OF,
OR ENTIRELY, FOR THEIR
HOMES AND FARM BUILDINGS.  
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While a remarkable number of buildings survive, the lack of

statutory protection and effective guidance – together with the

deteriorating conditions of key buildings and unsupportive

economic circumstances – threatens significant loss within the

next five years. - Clay Building Rapid Survey, 2012.

OTHER BUILDING METHODS:  

1 - STAKE AND RICE
In areas where there was less clay available the most common

building technique was to combine clay with a wooden lath-work

known as ‘Stake and rice’ (Rice from the Old Norse ‘hris’ meaning

brushwood).  This method is also known as ‘wattle and daub’.

The chimneys at the Carse of Gowrie’s Cottown Schoolhouse,

dating from 1818, are of this style and are of national significance.

2 - FIRED CLAY
Fired clay, clay heated in an oven, results in products such as

floor tiles, roofing tiles, drainage pipes and bricks. With such a

clay-rich resource to hand, it is not surprising bricks and other

products were made in Errol from the late 17th century.  In the

oldest surviving contract fulfilled by the then Inchoonans

Tileworks, dated 1785, we see that they supplied bricks to the

Old Bell Mill at Stanley, just north of Perth.

3 - STONE
Although loose stone from field and river was used extensively

throughout the Carse of Gowrie as a free natural building material

cut stone was rarely used until the advent of the railways.  Before

the coming of industrial machinery, the quarrying, cutting and

transporting of stone was very expensive and the preserve of the

rich. Examples of stone cladding can be seen on some Errol

mudwall houses, this stone came from local quarries in the late

18th and early 19th as transport links improved. 

BUT THERE ARE ALSO PROBLEMS WITH:

•   Inappropriate 20th century internal alterations. As with all 

    badly planned and executed building work, these can cause 

    sudden structural collapse.

•   Cement render causing - and hiding -  the slow decay of the 

    core mudwall. This type of render means the wall can’t 

    ‘breath’ and moisture builds up within it, gradually 

    dissolving the strength of the clay wall.

•   Pests, such as worms eating into structural timbers and 

    small mammals and bees burrowing into walls.

•   Lack of a continuing local supply of clay and the skills with 

    which to work it.

•   As a ‘non-traditional construction’ type of building, 

    difficulties are faced in securing banks loans for repairs, 

    and even insurance and mortgages.
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THE BIGGINS O’ THE CARSE -
HOW WERE THESE BUILDINGS MADE?

A 2012 SURVEY OF CLAY-BUILT BUILDINGS WITHIN THE CARSE

OF GOWRIE IDENTIFIED THREE MAIN BUILDING STYLES:

1 - MUDWALL
Clay is mixed with some straw, to help bind it together and

then built up in layers on a stone base to form walls.  Lintels

for doors and windows were positioned in the solid walls and

the material beneath simply shaped or cut out to form the

gaps. So good was the Errol clay that layers of 300 to 400mm

could be set down at one time – called a ‘lift’ – which

compares with lifts of perhaps only 150 to 200mm from other

parts of Scotland. Once the walls were formed, the surfaces

were cut and beaten back with forks or other agricultural

implements.  For the best rooms they could be finished with a

clay-based plaster.  The house could then be completed on

the outside with a lime render and colour-wash.

2 - MASONRY-FACED MUDWALL
A refinement of the basic mudwall style was to face the outside

with either brickwork or local stone.  Errol had its own brickworks

for some 200 years, before its closure in 2009.  Facing the exterior

in this way gave greater protection from the effects of the weather. 

3 - CLAY-MORTARED MASONRY
This method combines the use of stones from field and river with

a mortar made from one of the local clays to form walls of around

450 to 600mm thick.  Walls made in this way would then be given

a lime-mortar pointing to help stop water penetration.

WHAT CAN WE DO TO SAVE OUR CLAY HERITAGE?

THERE ARE SEVERAL KEY DANGERS FACED BY OUR CLAY BUILDINGS:

•   Water coming down from above - they need big hats!  

    Defective gutters and down-pipes can cause rainwater to 

     penetrate wallheads and cills. This leads to a softening of the 

     clay and sudden catastrophic collapse of the wall can occur.

•   Water coming up from below - they need strong boots!

    Traditionally built on a stone plinth, with a clay mix used as a 

     damp-proof course, buildings have survived for many years. 

     But a build-up of surrounding vegetation, earth and other 

     materials can cause damp to cross the barrier and creep into 

     the core mudwall.  This allows more vegetation to grow roots 

     within the structure and softens the clay to allow rodents to 

     burrow within.


