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Kippen Heritage wishes to thank Tracey Crutchley (Nee Heaton) 
for her permission to copy extracts from her Thesis

“COAL - BLACK  SMITH 
A study of agricultural smithing in Kippen based on the 

recollections of Andrew Rennie”

Andrew Rennie with Tracey Heaton 1982

Kippen Smiddy booklet.indd   3 27/07/2019   14:26



4

Blacksmithing, or the rendering of metal 
malleable by heating in a forge or hearth 
to high temperature enabling it to be 
fashioned into objects, is an ancient craft.
The smiddy/smidy/smithy or blacksmith’s shop was once a common 
building type but became less so during the 20th century.  The rise of factory 
production and the internal combustion engine (especially the introduction 
of the tractor) meant that this craft was less in demand for the production 
and sharpening of agricultural implements, making or replacing cartwheel 
tyres or for farrier work.

Andrew with ornaments

THE SMIDDY
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Kippen Smiddy was gifted to the National Trust for Scotland in 1982 by 
Andrew Rennie, sixth generation blacksmith in Kippen whose family had 
owned the premises since the 1770s.

The Smiddy sits by the old main road into Kippen, an ideal spot for passing 
traffic. It was also beside the Black Bull Inn (now a private home) where 
horses could be stabled when passing through to Stirling or Glasgow. It is an 
interesting survival, given that it could not readily be modified to increase 
workshop space as it is bounded by the former main Stirling – Dumbarton 
road on its west, the village graveyard and its access to the east and south 
and dwellings to the north (formerly occupied by the Rennie family). Such 
constraints for expansion would have normally have meant that the Smiddy 
could have been converted into another use some time ago.  Andrew Rennie 
diversified into ornamental ironwork in the mid 20th century and did not 
need to substantially change the Smiddy layout, ensuring its survival.

Much of the smith’s work up to the early years of the last century was the 
shoeing of Clydesdales.  A horse would be given priority over any other 
work and there could be a queue waiting to be shod. It took two hours to 
put on four shoes, more if the shoes had to be made from scratch (in slack 
periods the smith would make a stock of horse shoes hung from the ceiling).  
Almost any other work for the community was undertaken by the village 
blacksmith, including re-rimming cartwheels (look for the wheelbed outside 
the Smiddy), laying coulters on the ploughs and remedying horse ailments.

After the coming of the tractor, smiths turned their hand to wrought iron 
work, and Andrew Rennie was no exception.  The famous artist Sir D.Y. 
Cameron commissioned Andrew to make one of the first gates he ever 
created which graces the garden at Dun Eaglais in Kippen ( he called 
Andrew an “artist in iron”).

In addition  few Kippen brides failed to receive either a set of fire irons, a 
snow goose dish or a lamp, prized in many homes today.
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Andrew was born in 1890. He was Dux of 
the village school could have done many 
things with his life (his ambition had been 
to become a marine engineer).  
His younger brother became a diplomat and governor of what is now 
Zimbabwe and was knighted (Sir Gilbert Rennie), his sisters had professional 
careers in teaching and nursing.  There is no reason to believe they were 
more gifted than Andrew but as the eldest son he accepted his filial duty 
and continued in the family trade to  become the sixth generation (and last) 
Kippen blacksmith. 

He left school in 1904 at the age of fourteen and served his apprenticeship 
under his father John Rennie (1858-1926). He was small for his age and 
found it hard because the tools were very heavy and his father was a hard 
taskmaster. He worked from 6am to 6pm with one hour for breakfast 
and one hour for lunch (only a light meal was taken as much of the work 
involved bending). At first his jobs would be simple ones, clearing the ashes 
and starting the fire. “Smiddy” coal was expensive and came in the form 
of small lumps about the size of a thumb nail.  This type of coal tended to 
coalesce as it burned and produced the necessary very fierce heat.

The main part of the smith’s job then was shoeing horses and the resultant 
accumulation of horse dung together with the parings from the horses feet 
made an excellent garden fertiliser. 

Twice a year the apprentice would oil the leather of the bellows with hot 
castor oil in order to prevent cracking in cold weather. Andrew’s small 
stature would make the job of crawling behind the bellows easier.

The apprentice’s training was largely by observation,  perhaps starting with 
straightening metal and handing the smith the tools he required. The skill of 
shoeing a horse was built up gradually, removing shoes, then paring hooves 
and eventually nailing on the shoe. The actual fitting of the hot shoe onto 
the horse’s hoof only happened at the very end of his apprenticeship. Since 
Andrew was working and living with his father, his pay for a week’s work 
was thruppence (@ 2p!) enough to buy a pie and a bottle of lemonade on a 
Saturday night.

THE SMIDDY
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Andrew outside Smiddy
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 CARTWHEELS

The wooden cartwheels, made in Welsh’s joiner’s workshop opposite the 
Smiddy, were placed on the wheelbed outside the Smiddy in Rennies Loan. 
The hot metal surrounds were placed on them by the blacksmith straight 
from the Smiddy’s hearth.  The wheelbed can still be seen there. (The 
adjacent “Kirkhouse” was the Rennie family home).

 THE SWAGE BLOCK

Located at the corner of the Smiddy 
building, it was used to mould pieces 
of hot iron into the required shape 
by hammering them into the requisite 
notch or mould.

OUTSIDE THE SMIDDY
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 THE GUILLOTINE

This was used to cut iron bars, @ 
1.5 x 0.5 inch thick, into smaller 
sections for making horseshoes and 
cartwheel iron tyres.  Large pieces 
of metal such as scrapped railway 
rails had to be cut cold as they 
could not be fitted in the fire.
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INTERIOR OF THE SMIDDY

The Smiddy is entered by a split stable 
door (which would allow horses  in for 
shoeing).  
The floor is partly stone flagged but there is a wooden area in front of the 
east hearth which was to prevent the blacksmith from getting a sore back 
from standing in one position for long periods of time.  The ceiling is not 
original.
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 THE BELLOWS

There are two sets of  bellows on either side of the 
hearth. Both sets were conserved in 1995 by Heritage 
Engineering.  The set on the right is a “tear shaped” 
or long bellows of traditional design set into a 
wooden frame attached to the east wall . To the left of 
the hearth, the set of cylinder shaped, double action 
bellows date from the late 19th century. These are 
on a cast iron stand and have two counterbalancing 
weights. 

The letters  burned into the wooden handles were 
made by  the smith practising farmer’s identifying 
marks.

 THE HEARTH

The hearth is a rare surviving example of a double hearth or forge.  It is 
built of red sandstone with a compartment in each 
side wall to hold kindling. The three compartments 
below the hearth were for storing tools and the 
central one for a basin of sand.

The double hearth fires were the right distance apart 
for both edges of the cartwheel rim or tyre to be in 
contact with the fire at all times. The hearth was 
little used by the 1980s as it was difficult to obtain 
the “smithy coal” required to reach the required 
temperatures in the hearth.  The hearth was rebuilt 
in the 1990s by Heritage Engineering as it was in a 
state of near collapse.

The busiest day for shoeing tended to be Monday. Farmers would be less 
busy on Sundays and would go round to see what needed done so on 
Monday mornings there would be a rush of horses at the Smiddy.  The first 
few days in March were busy as horses had to be well shod for spring work. 
The busiest time of year was however the beginning of October when the 
frost began and shoes were fitted with “cogs” to give horses an extra grip on 
hard frosty ground. This period of year was known as the “smiths harvest”.
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INTERIOR OF THE SMIDDY

 THE LATHE

The late 19th /early 20th century foot treadle operated, belt driven lathe was 
used for turning iron or wood (the naves or hubs of cartwheels) and for 
drilling holes.

The lathe was renovated in 1995 by Heritage Engineering.

 THE ANVILS

Most hammering jobs required 
a level steady surface. This was 
provided by the blacksmith’s 
anvil.  Kippen Smiddy has two 
anvils (as there is a double 
hearth),  both are made of iron 
with steel plates attached to the upper working surface or face (steel anvils 
were “the best” according to Andrew Rennie).

Each anvil is a different size and mounted on wood (traditionally elm or oak) 
although the west anvil has been remounted on a wooden block reinforced 
with steel bracing.  This arrangement of anvils allowed the working of a 
54inch diameter cartwheel tyre or rim by two blacksmiths simultaneously. 
The test of a good anvil was to listen to the ring it made when tapped with 
a hammer.
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 HAND TOOLS

Along with the smith’s anvil and hammers, tongs were one of the most 
important tools. They were used both to hold metal in the fire and to grip it 
when it was being hammered. The grip of the tongs was crucial in keeping a 
piece of metal in the correct position in the fire and even more so whilst the 
metal was being hammered. This accounts for the number of pairs of tongs 
in the Smiddy as each individual pair of tongs was made with its “grab” 
shaped differently to ensure that different shapes and sizes of metal could 
be held tightly.

There were also callipers for 
measuring, files for widening 
holes and finishing work, 
compasses for scoring metal 
and chisels for use on hot 
and cold metal.

 PILLAR DRILL

The wall mounted, hand 
operated pillar drill on the 
south wall was probably 
installed to replace the now 
vanished beam drill, and 
used to drill holes in metal.
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 CLOTHING

Andrew’s clothing was specially suited to the job. Firstly he wore a long 
sleeved blue flannel shirt “to absorb the sweat” as working in the Smiddy 
was very hot, especially in the summer.  This shirt would be home made, 
first of all by Andrew’s mother, later on by his wife. It would be worn with 
the sleeves rolled up to keep them out of the way.  Andrew’s trousers were 
of black “moleskin” and over them he would wear a waist apron with no 
bib to protect them from sparks.  

This apron had a slit made up the front of it so that Andrew could bring 
the horse’s foot up between his knees in order to work on it.  In the early 
days, this apron would be made from tanned sheepskin; later it might be 
made from muleskin. Andrew considered a sheepskin to be safer because if 
the apron had a hole burned in it by a spark and the horse’s shoe or a nail 
caught in that hole, then the sheepskin would tear.  

Muleskin however was much tougher and didn’t tear, a fact which might 
lead to the smith being dragged off his feet if a shoe snagged the apron. Torn 
aprons would be thrown away rather than mended, because the big stitches 
needed to mend the tear would also tend to snag things.  A new apron might 
cost ten shillings (the equivalent of 50p today).  On his feet Andrew would 
wear “tackety” boots in order to give him a good grip on the stone floor of 
the Smiddy.

 BURNS

Burns were an occupational hazard but unlike today, Andrew was taught 
never to immerse a burn in water.  No masks were worn so the only 
protection from sparks was to close your eyes!

 BILLS AND ACCOUNTS

In Andrew’s father’s day bills were sent out yearly.  Andrew sent them out 
twice yearly on “term” days May and November.

THE SMIDDY

Kippen Smiddy booklet.indd   14 27/07/2019   14:26



15     

 A SAMPLE ACCOUNT IS ATTACHED
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