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The Prison  
and Sheriff Court of Falkirk 

Allan Meek 
 
 

 The Sheriff Court-house at Falkirk, situated on the corner of Hope 
Street and West Bridge Street, has been the administrative centre of justice in 
East Stirlingshire and, latterly, Falkirk District, for the past 120 years.   The 
official opening of the building of the building on the 21st October, 1868, by 
Sheriff Bell (F.H. 22.10.1868; S.J.A. 23.10.1868) represented the culmination 
of many years of debate and effort by the administrators of the County of 
Stirling to establish a purpose-built Sheriff Court-house for Falkirk and the 
surrounding district.   In conjunction with the court-house, a similar and equally 
important debate was taking place with regard to the erection of a prison in the 
town but many years were to pass before both became a reality. 
 

 Prior to the opening of the Court-house, the administration of justice in Falkirk 
by the Sheriff was dispensed from various public halls which could accommodate a 
court.   For many years the Assembly Rooms, more commonly known as “Rankine’s 
Folly”, situated at the corner of Rankine’s Lane (now incorporated within the 
Howgate shopping complex) and the Pleasance, were used (S.J.A. 6.7.1866 p.5). 
Other premises in use were the hall of the Red Lion Inn on the High Street and 
James Love, writing in his “Local Antiquarian Notes and Queries”, points out that 
many trials were held in the Sheriff’s Chambers at 14 High Street.   When Wilson’s 
Building, opposite the Steeple, was erected in 1848, a hall at the rear of the building 
was constructed and available for use as a courtroom.   It had rooms suitable for use 
by the Procurator Fiscal, Sheriff Clerk and other Court Officials (F.H. 10.8.1848 p.3).   
It appears, however, that all of these premises were used on a temporary basis 
when the hall of the Temperance Hotel, situated on the south side of Bank Street (C. 
of S. Mins Ref. S.C. 1/1/6 p.171), was not available.   The temporary use of such 
accommodation is indicated by the fact that the court furniture – the Bench and 
Prisoner Dock – were portable items.   But at least some attempt was made to 
maintain a permanent court at the Temperance Hotel by virtue of the court 
administrators renting the hall at £15 a year (ibid pp.171, 175). When, in 1852, the 
premises were advertised for auction, Sheriff Handyside took the opportunity to 
purchase them at the bargain price of £445 (ibid p.174).   That was a bargain indeed 
when we consider that the building was only eight years old and initially cost £900 to 
construct (ibid p.173).   The Sheriff offered the building to the County officials for 
conversion into a court and the necessary office accommodation.   This offer was 
accepted and tenders for conversion work were applied for. 
 
 It was estimated that the total cost to the County, inclusive of purchase and 
conversion, would be about £600 (ibid p.175) and ways and means of recouping part 
of the cost were suggested.   The Commissioners of Supply agreed that a system of 
voluntary subscriptions by ‘Professional Gentlemen and Others’ residing in and near 
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Falkirk should be adopted (ibid pp.183, 186).   They also suggested that the 
Procurator Fiscal and the Sheriff Clerk Depute become tenants and rent office 
accommodation made available to them on the ground floor of the premises (ibid 
p.175).   A plan of the conversion was drawn up by Mr. Stirling, architect. 
 
 The following contractors submitted suitable tenders and were employed to 
carry out the conversion: 

 John Forgie, wright in Falkirk, for the joiner and carpentry work, ironmongery 
and plastering, at a cost of £128. 

 Messrs Gibson and Reddie, plumers in Stirling - £8.10s 

 James McGrouther, builder of Larbert, was responsible for the masonry work, 
which cost £54 

 An additional £2.5s was paid to James Law for his part in surveying the 
premises and advising on the required alteration (ibid p185) 

The total cost of the conversion was £192.15s.   The total sum raised by the 
voluntary subscriptions  was £164.12.9.      The Proprietors, that is those who owned 
property in the vicinity, donated £87.6.9 of this sum while £77.6 was collected from 
the other inhabitants. 
 
 The purchase of the premises did not include lighting and heating, although 
gas lustres and a grate had been installed by the previous occupant (ibid p.186).   
The Commissioners of Supply, therefore, had to purchase these items separately 
and paid the previous occupant £5 for them.   A further heating stove was installed in 
the lobby of the ground floor and a gas supply was introduced to the hall for lighting 
purposes.   The possibility of fire breaking out on the premises was ever present, 
particularly with coal heating and gas lighting, therefore Mr Gair, the Procurator 
Fiscal, was instructed to insure the premises against fire for the sum of £400, the 
annual premiums for which were to be paid out of the rents obtained from the 
Procurator Fiscal and the Sheriff Clerk (ibid p.187).   The time span from agreeing to 
purchase the hall to its completion as a court was only six months.   Thus by the 15th 
October, 1852, Falkirk had its first permanent Sheriff Court-house.   It was not too 
long, however, before the court was on the move again. 
 
 At the same time that suitable court premises were being sought, 
arrangements were being made by the Prison Board of Stirlingshire to erect a prison 
in Falkirk.   However, the need for a Prison Board of Stirlingshire had been the 
subject of debate for a much longer period.   Both commissioners of Supply for 
Stirlingshire and the Stentmasters of Falkirk saw that lock-up facilities were required 
as far back as the beginning of the nineteenth century.   Thomas Johnston, the 
Preses (chairman) of the Stentmasters, wrote in 1812 that “there are to be three 
Prison-Rooms … for the purpose of confining Strolling Vagrants and people who 
commit petty crimes” when he informed the inhabitants of the town that the present 
Steeple was to be erected (Lawson, L. 1975 p.54).   In 1814 the Commissioners of 
Supply, while discussing measures to strengthen the police of Stirlingshire, also 
suggested that “a lock-up house, or place of temporary confinement is necessary in 
Falkirk.”   (C. of S. Mins. Ref. S.C.1/1/3 p.405).   Such lock-up facilities were 
concerned but it appears that it was only one room, as the Stentmasters’ Minutes of 
7th November 1817 indicate that the “window in the lock-up room in the steeple was 
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nothing to keep out the wind and rain” and a shutter was ordered to be fitted for this 
purpose (Ref FAI 7/1, 7.11.1817). 
 
 This lock-up may have been ideal as temporary accommodation but, for long 
term prisoners, particularly those who had been committed for trial and remanded in 
custody, they were unsuitable.   Such prisoners were committed to the jail in Stirling, 
as can be seen in the case of Mary Block, who in 1820 was accused of murdering a 
child in Bainsford.   A similar situation occurred in the case of Francis Cockburn, who 
was found guilty of a murder in Falkirk in 1828.   After trial at Stirling, he was taken to 
Falkirk where he was executed (S.J.A. 17.8.1820 p.4; 12.5 1828 p.4).   By 1836, 
heavy expense was being incurred in transporting prisoners between Stirling and 
Falkirk (C. of S. Mins. Ref. S.C. 1/1/5, 30.4.1836) and improvements to the prison 
were suggested.   The Commissioners of Supply voted to levy an assessment (tax) 
to carry out these improvements but Falkirk Town Council were reluctant to comply, 
on the grounds that to impose such an assessment on the inhabitants of East 
Stirlingshire was unfair.   The Commissioners of Supply agreed that the people 
residing in this part of the county would contribute very little to the assessment 
because the prison would be of benefit to the entire population of the county, not 
solely Falkirk and its neighbourhood.   They therefore recommended that the sum of 
£60 be obtained from the ‘Rogue Money’ fund to pay for the conversion of the 
Steeple into prison rooms (ibid p.303).   The Rogue Money system had been 
introduced in 1724 by an “Act for the more effectual securing of the peace of the 
Highlands of Scotland”, whereby assessments could be levied in the counties to 
defray expenses incurred in the arrest of criminals and subsisting them while in 
prison.   The necessary work was carried out on the Steeple and two apartments 
were converted into jail rooms at a cost of £61.2.6, plus a salary of £10 for a 
permanent jailor (ibid p.304).   A further £10 was spent obtaining a warrant from the 
High Court of Justiciary authorizing the use of the jail as a legal prison.   The two 
prison rooms still remain and their doors are constructed of oak.   When in use, they 
were secured by a large box mortice lock and three twelve inch sliding bolts, which 
are still fitted to the doors. 
 
 The facilities still appear to have been inadequate and discussions between 
the Commissioners of Supply, Falkirk Town Council and the Prison Authorities took 
place.   The main desire of the Falkirk Town Council was to have a prison with nine 
cells, while the County Prison Board would only agree to six (Love, J. unpublished; 
Council Mins. 11.5.1841 & 23.11.1843).   The fire of disagreement was further 
fuelled in 1841 when the Commissioners of Supply announced that an assessment 
of £5,000 was being levied on the County for the building of jails.   Falkirk Town 
Council agreed to their share of the assessment only if the prison to be at Falkirk 
contained nine cells.   However, when in 1843 a further £4,000 assessment was 
suggested the Town Council flatly refused to contribute (ibid 23.11.1843), even 
although the existing prison was inadequate, as can be seen from the report of Her 
Majesty’s Inspector of Prisons during his inspection of 1844.   He reported that the 
prison was in a poor condition, that the rooms required to be repaired and the walls 
white washed and that there was a sad lack of an exercise yard (S.J.A. 4.10.1844 
p.4).   Due to the poor condition a recommendation was made that all prisoners 
requiring to be in jail for more than ten days had to be incarcerated in Stirling Prison 
(op. cit. 6.6.1844). 
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 A further six years were to pass before land suitable for the prison was 
obtained (ibid 9.3.1852).   A plot at the corner of Hope Street and Westbridge Street 
was sub-feued from the Falkirk Brewery Company (S.J.A. 6.7.1866 p.5) but a further 
sixteen years were to lapse before the idea of a suitable prison and court-house was 
to materialize into stone and mortar.   With the passage of time, it became necessary 
to erect a custom built court for Falkirk and, with the introduction of the Sheriff Court 
Houses Act, 1860; a renewed interest by the Commissioners of Supply was 
generated to achieving this.   They also considered the possibility of incorporating 
the prison into this building and the site acquired in 1850 was utilized to meet both 
goals. 
 
 The Sheriff Court Houses Act provided the means by which the 
Commissioners of Supply could make representation to the Secretary of State to 
have a court-house erected in the eastern district of Stirlingshire (The Councillor’s 
Manual, Sheriff Court Houses Act, 1860, section 4).   The Act also legislated that the 
expense of building the court should be equally shared by national government and 
local assessments.   The entire cost of the building was between £7,000 and £8,000 
(op.cit).   A second set of plans (the first set went missing at the Home Office) were 
approved by the Secretary of State and the work commenced on the construction of 
the court-house and prison on the 9th January 1866.   The following firms were 
involved in the construction: 

 Architect – Messrs Brown and Wardrope, Edinburgh, the plans having been 
drawn by Thomas Brown; 

 Masons – R & A Berry, Edinburgh; 

 Joiner – Johnston & Anderson, Stirling; 

 Slater – Mr Lamb, Falkirk; 

 Plumber & Ironwork – Messrs Hardie, Stirling 

 Plasterer – Mr Mayes, Stirling 

(F.H. 5.7.1866; S.J.A. 6.7.1866, p.5; The Builder 20.1.1866, p.45). 

 

Figure 1(a): Ground Floor 
Plan of Sheriff Court as 
designed in 1864 

1. Procurator Fiscal’s Office;  
2. Fiscal’s Clerk’s Office;  
3. Sheriff Clerk’s Office; 
4. Sheriff Clerk’s Clerk’s 
Office; 
5. Record Room; 
6. Cells; 
7. Kitchen; 
8. Strong Room 
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Figure 1(b): First  Floor 
Plan of Sheriff Court as 
designed in 1864 

1. Procurator’s Room and 
Library 
2. Keeper’s Room;  
3. Male Witnesses’ Room; 
4. Female Witnesses’ 
Room; 
5. Sheriff’s Room; 
6. Bench in Court Room 
 

 
 
 
 
The construction was under the superintendence of Thomas Ford, the Clerk of 
Works.   He also officiated at the laying of the foundation stone, which contained a 
copy of The Falkirk Herald and coins of the realm, on the 29th June, 1866 (S.J.A. 
6.7.1.1866 p.5) 
 
 The building is characteristic of the baronial style, which was in vogue in 
Scotland during the mid-Victorian period and was described by a journalist of the 
period as having an “authoritative feudal-lord-like air suggestion of pit and gallows” 
(ibid 5.1.1866 p.5).   The court and prison facilities, although under one roof, were 
separated by a vaulted stone corridor on the ground floor, which extended the full 
length of the building.   After the present police office was opened in 1965 several of 
the cells were converted into offices for use by the court administrators. 
 

 
 Figure 2: The Sheriff Court-house with the Police Station on its Left 
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 The main entrance into the court-house is situated on the east side of the 
building in Hope Street and, entering through the door, gives access to a small outer 
lobby, which in turn accesses the inner lobby and staircase leading to the court 
rooms and ancillary rooms.   Originally to the right of the inner lobby, three large 
rooms accommodated the Sheriff Clerk and the record office (F.H. 5.7.1866 p.4).   
To the left are two rooms once used by the Procurator Fiscal but later used by the 
Sheriff Clerk’s department.   The staircase, which led to the court rooms, consisted 
of ornate cast iron balusters which support the railing.   In the main court, the bench 
was situated in the north end of the room and an adjoining door led into the Sheriff’s 
chambers. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 (a): South Elevation of Sheriff Court as designed in 1864 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 (b): East Elevation of Sheriff Court as designed in 1864 

 
The exterior of the building has notable features.   The main entrance is flanked on 
each side by high pitched crow-stepped gable facades.   Two of the ground floor 
windows on the east elevation are divided by mullions into three lights.   Similar 
windows exist on the south and north elevations.   Other windows on the building 
comprise of only one light.   Around the angles of each window a moulding has been 
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incorporated and a moulded string course separates the two storeys.   Panels have 
been placed in the centre of the windows, upon which the heraldic devices are 
carved.   On the junctions of the string course, bosses of thistles, the cross of St. 
George, roses, shamrocks and fleur-de-lys have been carved.   These are national 
emblems representative of Scotland, England, Ireland and France. 
 

 The windows of the first floor and attic are finished with stone circular heads, 
upon which ornate finials and carved crests have been placed.   On the south 
elevation there is a circular tower, while on the north-east corner there is a similar 
circular tower.   Above the old public entrance on the south elevation is a square 
corbelled turret.   Also on the south elevation there is a heavy wooden door, which 
led from the old police station to the cells area.   The windows of the cells are still 
visible.   The raggled edge of the old police station roof is also visible on this 
elevation. 
 

 
Figure 4: Royal Standard of Scotland 

 There are eleven heraldic panels in all and nine of the devices represent 
persons who were prominent landowners in East Stirlingshire.   Situated above the 
main entrance in Hope Street is a Lion Rampant (Figure 4), the Royal Standard of 
Scotland representative of the Royal House of Scotland. 

 
On the corbelled turret on the south elevation is a 
device (Figure 5), somewhat deteriorated but still 
visible enough to identify as on mount of a highland 
warrior fully armed, holding in his dexter hand a 
claymore drawn and on his sinister a target.  The 
lettering on the scroll has disappeared completely but, 
from a photograph taken during the mid -1890s of 
members of the local constabulary outside this part of 
the building, the motto “Touch ane, Touch a’” can be 
read.   This is part of the motto of the former 

Parliamentary Burgh of Falkirk (Bute,J. p134). The 
‘highlander’, however, is only part of a full armorial, an 

Figure 5: Burgh of Falkirk 
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example of which can be seen above the entrance to the public library, also in Hope 
Street and upon which the ‘highlander’ is in the second quarter.    
 
 The following are descriptions of the remaining heraldic devices and where 
possible the names of the holders have been included.   The east elevation depicts 

six heraldic devices.   On the south gable, above the 
ground floor window, a lion’s head affrontee crowned 
with an antique crown struggling through an oak 
bush (Figure 6).   Due to weathering, the crown is just 
visible.   This is the crest of Dundas. 
 
 Directly above this crest is 
a full armorial which is a lion 
rampant, the crest, a lion’s 
head affrontee struggling 

through an oak bush (Figure 7).   
This is the armorial for Dundas of 

that ilk and will probably represent the Earl of Zetland, who 
owned land in and around Grangemouth.   A Colonel Dundas 
of Carronhall possessed lands in the parishes of Bothkennar 
and Larbert and Torwoodhead in Dunipace (Fairburn,J. 
p1.21.7, 310.7; Gayre,G. vol.1, p.115; N.S.A.). He was also 
one of the Commissioners of Supply during this period. 

 
 On the north gable above the ground floor window 
is a dexter arm from the elbow couped and in the hand 
a dagger holding on the point a boar’s head couped 
(Figure 8). It is difficult to establish from this carving if the 
head is in fact that of a boar or a bear.   My own opinion is 
that the head is that of a boar and, therefore, may relate to 
Erskine whose seat was Cardross, Port of Monteith, in 
Stirlingshire.   He was superior to the land of Quarrol (Fox-
Davey,A. p.445; Fairburn,J. pl.42.4; N.S.A.) now part of 
Carronshore. 

  
 
 Above this is a full armorial quarterly 1st 
and 4th on a chief three escallops; 2nd and 3rd 
a fess embattled between three roses.   The 
crest a dexter hand holding a sword erect 
proper (Figure 9) . This is the armorial of Graham 
of Airth (Fox-Davey,A. p.565; Gayre,G. p.167; 
Fairburn,J. pl.212.9)  
 
  
  

Figure 7: Zetland 

Figure 6: Dundas 

Figure 8: Erskine of Cardross? 
 

Figure 9: Graham of Airth 
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 Between the two gables is a crest on a 
chapeau proper a dexter arm in armour from the 
shoulder couped and embowed fesswise holding 
a sceptre (Figure 10). This is representative of 
Bruce of Stenhouse (Armstrong, W. p.cvii; 
Fairburn,J. pl.197.4). 
 
 

 

 
The last crest on 

the east elevation and to the north of the building is 
issuing from a wreath a demi-moor at his back a 
quiver of arrows, the dexter arm stretched oout, 
holding an arrow in fess (Figure 11).   This 
appears to be the crest of Sir William Stirling, Bart., 
of Glenbervie and Househill, Dunipace (Fairburn,J. 
p.529; N.S.A.). 

 
The three remaining devices are 
on the south elevation.   Above 
a ground floor window issuing 
from a wreath a boar’s head 
couped (Figure 12).  The main 
problem of identification with 
this crest is that there are 
numerous holders of such a 
crest in Scotland but it may 
relate to a William Graham 
Stirling, who was the proprietor 
of lands in Airth (Fairburn,J. 
pl.43.1; N.S.A.).    

 
 Above the west attic window is a crest 
which appears to represent Reid of Scotland but 
may also represent Brown of Scotland. It is 
issuing from a cloud a dexter hand holding a 
book expanded proper (Figure 13).   A John H. 
Brown possessed the lands of Quarter in 
Dunipace and, therefore, it may be representative 
of him, even although the crest for Brown does 

not have the hand issuing from a cloud 
(Fairburn,J. pl.215.1, pl.215.10).   

Figure 10: Bruce of Stenhouse 

Figure 11: Stirling of Glenbervie 

Figure 12: Stirling of Airth? 

Figure 13: Brown of Quarter? 
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  The last visible crest is that of Livingstone 
of Westquarter (Fairburn,J. pl.264.11; Fox-
Davey,A. p.467) and is a demi-savage, the head 
wreathed with laurel, holding in his dexter 
hand a baton erect and in the sinister a 
serprent entwined round the arm all proper 
(Figure 14).   The motto ‘Si je puis’ on the scroll is 
almost completely obliterated and only the first 
letter “S” is visible.   One other device on this 
gable has been obliterated and is not identifiable.   
It must be borne in mind that the engravings may 

not be totally compatible with the device recorded 
in the Lyon Office and may, therefore, be the 

mason’s own interpretation of written instructions, or of diagrams provided by a third 
party.   Also, identification of the holder of a crest is made much more difficult without 
the full armorial. 
 
 The old court premises in Bank Street had a further storey added to it during 
the 1880s and it later became business premises occupied by Young’s Store.   A 
legalized prison, which was incorporated in the present Police Office, ceased to exist 
in Falkirk in 1984.   Now, because of the increasing work imposed on the court 
system, the Sheriff Court at Falkirk is on the move once more.   A fine new Sheriff 
Court-house was recently completed in Camelon, which ironically took just as long to 
commence as the one which now adorns the south-west corner of Hope Street.   
Initially, it was intended that the new court be built within the Howgate shopping 
complex, or the old brewery site on which the Asda supermarket now stands but 
delays prevented this and eventually the site in Camelon was chosen.   The new 
building opened for business at the end of 1990 – no doubt in time it will come to be 
seen as not only a monument to late 20th Century architecture but to the continuing 
dispensation of justice in the Falkirk district. 
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Figure 14: Livingstone of Westquarter 


