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Recent research into tenement building in the north Fife coastal burghs has established the 
importance of the role played by comparatively small number of Cellardyke builders who, by adopting 
and developing a two storey formula first evolved in the 1860s, guaranteed its survival and 
widespread application throughout the late Victorian and immediate pre First World War periods.  
This article focuses on the career of one of the several individuals identified as active in this respect, 
Robert Williamson, and documents his broader contribution to the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century development of the Cellardyke, Kilrenny and Anstruther Easter areas. 
 
A starting point is provided by a group photograph of c.1880 (Plate .1) which includes Robert (back 
row, extreme left), his elder brother Thomas (back row, second from right) and younger sister Isabella 
(front row, left hand side;. Both brothers had commenced their careers as plasterers, working within 
the firm operated by their father, Robert Williamson of Pittenweem’s Robert, junior, (born 1843) was 
approximately forty at the time the photograph was taken, and was already working on his own 
account, operating from a base within the two miles distant burgh of Kilrenny and Cellardyke. He had 
married Jane Peat, the daughter of a local farmer in 1866, and in 1868 occupied a cottage in 
Colinsburgh Road, Pittenweem. Five years later, in July 1873, he is found advertising on his own 
behalf, supplying concrete blocks for house building purposes. Thomas appears to have succeeded 
his father as the active head of the Pittenweem based firm at approximately this date, an event that 
conceivably determined Robert's own decision to work independently of the family concern. No further 
evidence of his activities emerges until July 1877 when he is listed as the successful plasterwork 
contractor involved in the completion of Cellardyke Public School.  

 
It may have been this commission that first introduced him to the potential of the Cellardyke area 
where an ambitious programme of tenement building had been in progress for at least a decade, 
stimulated by the pressing housing needs of an expanding fishing community. By the 1870s tenement 
building focused on an area adjoining and immediately to the west of Cellardyke School' adhering to 
the broad outlines of a feuing plan drawn up in 1876' establishing the lay-out of what would eventually 



constitute Rodger Street and Fowler Street. Work on the first of the Rodger Street plots began in the 
spring of 1877 under the direction of the Cellardyke builder, Thomas Brown' A second phase of 
building commenced almost exactly a year later and involved Williamson who purchased an east side 
feu on 25 April, subsequently (8 August} securing a loan of £350 from the Anstruther notary, David 
Cook. 
 
The conditions laid down by the feuing agreement envisaged the erection of two terraced houses, at a 
total cost of £500, thereby approximating to the corner site arrangement already employed-by Brown 
in the west side of Rodger Street' The stipulation was nevertheless ignored by Williamson who in an 
open attempt to secure a maximum financial return, proceeded in accordance with a different design, 
with the external appearance of two dwellings (Plate 2) but subdivided internally into five flats. 
Four of these were rented, with the remaining two roomed ground floor unit of what now constituted 
14 Rodger Street functioning as the Williamson family home. The 1881 census lists this as housing a 
family of nine, including seven children, some of whom slept in a single Storey building to the rear 
which, again ignoring feu specifications, operated as a works store, providing access to a lime yard. 

 
 
Whether Williamson was responsible for supervising the construction of these buildings is uncertain, 
but it is conceivable given his family's pioneering involvement in concrete house building. His 
contribution to the subsequent development of the Rodger-Fowler Street area is unfortunately equally 
difficult to determine with any degree of precision, although he is documented as promoting at least 
five tenements between 1884 and 1885, almost all built singly and to commission, undertaken jointly 
with the husband of his sister Isabella, the Pittenweem joiner, William Lumsden. The family tradition 
that he was responsible for the majority of the Rodger Street tenements should not, however, be 
discounted, not least for the fact that it would explain his friendship, assisted no doubt by his staunch 
Unionist leanings with the land superior for the area, Charles Henry Bethune, as well as his ability to 
repay the last instalment of his debt to Cook in November in 1883, albeit three months later than the 
originally agreed date. 
 
Reaffirming the prosperity of the post 1878 period the Williamson family moved house in 1884, this 
time to an appreciably larger dwelling, 'Castle Cliff' (Plate 3), the first of seven, six-apartment villas, 
also erected (1884-86) in partnership with Lumsden and sited two hundred yards to the east of 
Rodger Street, along a section of Toll Road subsequently named 'Williamson Place'. Continuing the 
momentum of these operations, more land was purchased for house building purposes in '1885, 
extending along the northern boundary of the main Anstruther Easter-Crail highway. A terrace of eight 
houses was subsequently erected on the site, constituting Melville Terrace (Plate 4), all undertaken 
independently of Lumsden, with each dwelling comprising seven apartments. The financial dangers 
inherent in such a development - which, departing from the precedent of the nearly contemporary 
Fowler Street tenements, was aimed unmistakably at the Anstruther and Cellardyke merchant 



community - were lessened by Williamson's by now well established working procedure of building 
houses singly or in pairs, or to commission. 

 
 
Significantly, this, by far the most imposing of Williamson's various ventures, was also the only one to 
be designed by a professional architect, John Currie of Elie.at The presence of concrete model 
buildings in the front and rear gardens of 'Castle Cliff' (Plate 3) raises the possibility that in addition to 
being aware of the advantages to be gained from self-advertisement, Williamson himself may have 
had architectural ambitions, but his pretensions in this respect should almost certainly not be 
exaggerated. In Rodger and Fowler Streets, for example, he simply assimilated an established 
tenement format, without significant variations. 
 
Elsewhere, his designs invariably incorporated a strictly limited repertoire of simplified Jacobean 
elements of a type popularised by the pattern books of J C Loudon and perfectly exemplified by the 
gabled elevations of the Toll Road villas. 
The early 1880s had thus witnessed the steady expansion of Williamson's building interests, which in 
turn reflected the prosperity of a local economy sustained by a prolonged herring 'boom'. Not the least 
impressive of his achievements was the speed with which he secured acceptance within a notoriously 
tightly knit community. His active involvement in the affairs of Cellardyke Parish Church may have 
acted as a significant factor in his respect, but it is nevertheless remarkable that as early as 1881, 
only three years after having taken up residence in the burgh, he was elected to Kilrenny and 
Cellardyke Town Council. He served from 1884 until his death as a Baillie and a member of the 
Committee of Police Commissioners, the latter post guaranteeing his involvement in decisions of 
potentially vital importance to the local building trades. The underlying strength of Williamson's 
position is demonstrated by his ability to survive the consequences of slump conditions, prompted by 
a collapse in the fortunes of the Fife fishing fleet, datable to 1885 and lasting until the mid-1890s' 



Something of the impact that this exerted on the building community can be gauged from the fact that 
of the four builders operating in Cellardyke and the Anstruthers in the late 1870s and early 1880s, one 
of them, Thomas Brown, appears to have ceased operating while another, Alexander Wallace, left the 
area altogether. Revenue provided by Williamson's letted properties may have assumed considerable 
significance during this period. Reference in this respect has already been made to his earliest 
(1878) Rodger Street properties, but at least one of his Rodger Street tenements was rented out, as 
well as one of the Toll Road villas, and almost certainly his original Pittenweem property, 
supplementing an income that must have depended heavily on his plastering skills. By the 1890s 
Williamson's dominance of this particular trade was such that he had virtually eliminated rivalry within 
Cellardyke itself and extended his sphere of operations to include Crail, Ovenston and St Monans. 
Revealingly, and presumably attesting to the importance place on family loyalties, no attempt appears 
to have been made to secure contracts in Pittenweem, which he seems to have respected as the 
preserve of the original family firm. 
 
Evidence of a further and ultimately more significant product of the post 1886 crisis is provided by 
signs of diversification in the Williamson workforce. Until this period, and indeed until the very early 
1890s, Williamson continued to be described as a plasterer, suggesting that a considerable amount of 
the construction work associated with his building operations was contracted out, perhaps to William 
Lumsden. In 1893, however, he is also listed in Slater's Trade Directory as a builder and slater', a 
change of status that was clearly dependent on maintaining a more flexible (if not necessarily larger) 
workforce, capable of tackling a broad range of contracts. These frequently encompassed modest 
commissions, including concreting, slatering, carpentry and masonry work. It was thus as a general 
purpose builder that he supervised the repair of Anstruther Union Harbour (1898) presumably, the 
continuing development of the Melville Terrace houses, the last of which progressed slowly and to 
commission, being finally completed in 1905. 

 
 
Apparently undeterred by this lack of demand for new housing, Williamson continued to purchase 
land for building purposes. In 1889, for example, he failed to acquire an undeveloped plot in 
East Green, Anstruther, having submitted a late bid at slightly below reserve price. Such a tactic was 
clearly intended to exploit the anxieties produced by slump conditions and was subsequently 
employed to secure undeveloped properties in the West Forth Street and the Burnside areas. 
 
The eventual revival of the Cellardyke economy - which, as in the 1870s and the 1880s, reflected an 
upturn in the fortune of the fishing fleet - thus found Williamson well placed to exploit a renewed 
demand for new and improved houses. In late career his activities continued to be underpinned by a 
steady demand for his plastering skills, notable commissions including work at Cellardyke 



School House (1904), Crail School (1908), the Waid Academy (1909) and the Anstruther Murray 
Library (1907-08). Contrast was provided by the importance now placed on purchasing existing 
properties, frequently in derelict condition, which were renovated and rented out. By far the largest of 
these was Toft Terrace, Cellardyke, consisting of five houses purchased in 1900 and subsequently 
subdivided into one-, two- and three- apartment units. Tenement properties in James Street were 
acquired and renovated at approximately this time, as was Cellardyke's Old Infant School, bought by 
Williamson in 1901 and remodelled and extended to form six two-apartment flats, all of which were 
rented. 

 
The extent of this involvement in letted property raises the possibility that, as he approached the age 
of sixty, Williamson was anticipating retirement. Confounding this, house building continued under his 
direction, soon surpassing the scale of his early and midcareer operations. In 1906 work began on 
Burnside Terrace, on land purchased cheaply one year earlier. Eleven six-apartment houses were 
subsequently erected (Plate 5), all aimed at well-to-do fisher families. Two were rented, with the 
remainder built to commission, each selling at £480. Williamson's pride in the undertaking is 
suggested by the existence of two formally posed photographs commemorating work in progress on 
the last of the houses (Plate 6) which was completed in 1909 when the monogram 'R.W" was added 
to the southernmost gable. The photographs confirm that Williamson's workforce now consisted of at 
least fifteen men, including hewers, carpenters and a carter, and involved three of his sons, the eldest 
of whom, Robert, eventually inherited the Cellardyke firm. 



 
 
A second terrace, begun a year earlier in neighbouring Kilrenny, met with less success: although the 
first two houses sold quickly, a third, also undertaken on a speculative basis, failed to attract a 
purchaser and was only rented with difficulty, prompting the premature curtailment of the development 
(Plate 7). Problems encountered at precisely the same time in letting vacant flats in Toft Terrace and 
the Old Infant School point to the onset of yet another slump, this time of national proportions that 
would last throughout the remainder of the pre War period. In contrast to the caution displayed twenty 
years earlier Williamson appears to have ignored these signs of threatening recession, and had 
already embarked upon at least two further housing developments at the time of his death, following a 
heart seizure, on 1 September 1911. 

 
The value of his estate, a comparatively modest £1339.5.0, is presumably to be explained by the 
extent of his investment in unfinished projects, one of which, Burnside Place Terrace, was 
subsequently abandoned following the completion of only two houses. Lauded in his obituary as a, 
'sound practical man ... of a genial and hearty disposition', who would be, 'remembered for his share 
in adding to the town.  Williamson deserves to be recognised as having made an enormously 
important contribution to the housing stock of a community that never in the nineteenth century 
supported an orthodox architectural practice. Although it would not again operate on a scale 



comparable to its pre First World War activities, the firm itself survived a further two generations. It 
latterly divided into distinct plastering and joinery concerns, both of which closed in the last decade 
following the respective retirements of Robert's grandsons, Robert and James Williamson. 


