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The Tomintoul and Glenlivet Landscape Partnership 

(TGLP) was created in 2016 to help regenerate the 

area by celebrating and promoting the area’s rich 

heritage; enhancing the natural environment; and 

developing skills and opportunities for young people, 

the local community and visitors. TGLP delivered 

20 projects over four years with the collective aims 

of improving, learning about and engaging with the 

natural and cultural heritage of the area. This was 

made possible with £3.6 million funding from a 

number of partners, with 65% from the National 

Lottery Heritage Fund. 

The Community Cultural Heritage Project involved 

a series of events, talks and training to raise 

awareness of the rich history and archaeology of 

the area, growing organically over the course of the 

TGLP programme.  In partnership with Historic 

Environment Scotland, volunteers learned new skills 

to record the built heritage of the area. These included 

learning to identify and interpret historic features and 

archaeological sites in the landscape; practical skills 

such as plane table surveying, photographic recording 

and writing site descriptions; and digitising old rental 

books, historic papers and estate documents. This has 

helped us create a more vivid picture of how the area 

has changed over time. The landscape tells a human 

story that began in deep pre-history.

This booklet was researched and written by project 

volunteers and invites the visitor and locals alike to 

share the adventures of discovering a unique history 

amongst stunning scenery. Our most sincere gratitude 

to Megan McHardy and the skilled volunteers who we 

hope will continue to record more of the area’s hidden 

heritage into the future. 

Tomintoul & Glenlivet Landscape Partnership, December 2020.
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PREHISTORIC EVIDENCE OF HUMAN EXISTENCE

Prehistoric Strathavon 
and Glenlivet 

02.

Perhaps as early as 10,000 years ago, at the end of 

the last Ice Age, people began moving through the 

areas of Glenlivet and Strathavon. These were hunter-

gatherers, perhaps following herds of deer, and some 

of their flint tools are now housed in Tomintoul and 

Glenlivet Discovery Centre. [see Tomintoul]

As the first farmers began to settle in the Neolithic 

(‘New Stone’) era (from about 4,000BC) and the 

Bronze Age (from around 2,500BC), they built 

great ceremonial monuments such as stone circles, 

and erected standing stones, which often align with 

specific points within the heavens. 

The Doune of Dalmore, a stone circle surrounding a 

central cairn, is the best example of a late Neolithic/

Early Bronze Age monument in the area.  It sits on 

a bluff overlooking the convergence of the rivers 

Livet and Avon and can be seen from Drumin Castle. 

These sites held religious significance to those that 

inhabited this land during the prehistoric time and 

thus they were important for centuries to follow.

The Community Cultural Heritage group have 

identified over a dozen hut-circles dotted across the 

heather-covered hills of Strathavon and on The Bochel 

and Convene Muir in the Braes of Glenlivet. These 

are the stone footings of substantial roundhouses 

and they date from the late Bronze Age and the Iron 

Age, roughly 1,500 BC to 0 BC. Around them we 

sometimes find little heaps of stone, now overgrown 

with peat, evidence that the ground around has been 

cleared of stones for agriculture. There may have 

been many more of these on lower ground, but they 

have been swept away by later inhabitants.

Knock Earth House, an underground chamber or 

‘souterrain’ near Knock Steading, may date from the 

Iron Age. It is said to have been used much later as 

an illicit whisky still, although this is unsubstantiated. 

A souterrain is a subterranean passage or structure 

like a grotto. The Community Cultural Heritage 

group hope to continue exploring the wealth of 

prehistoric sites that lay hidden within the Tomintoul 

and Glenlivet landscape.

Flint knife found on Carn Ghrantaich.

Dave, Eve and Kim stand on the footings and the middle of a hut circle near Deskie castle.

Doune of Dalmore stone circle.
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Blairfindy Castle in the snow.

Deskie Castle
Occupying a prominent spur, high above the River 
Livet, is Deskie Castle, which may be the earliest castle 
in Glenlivet. All that survives today is a flat-topped 
mound, with traces of a stone wall around its edge, 
protected by a deep ditch. We can now only imagine 
the timber buildings that would have stood within 
these defences. Deskie Castle may have been the 
original chief seat of the Lordship of Strathavon and 
was perhaps built around the year 1200.

Survey work, undertaken by project volunteers with 
help from Historic Environment Scotland, began in 
early 2020.  This revealed that long after the castle was 
deserted, the site was re-engineered to create several 
shallow ponds. These are possible retting ponds where 
raw flax was steeped to prepare the fibre for spinning 
and weaving into linen cloth. 

Today the remains of Deskie Castle lie undisturbed 
in a farmer’s field just off the Speyside Way Spur in 
Bridgend of Glenlivet.

GLENLIVET IT HAS CASTLES THREE, 
DRUMIN, BLAIRFINDY AND DESKIE

Castles of 
Glenlivet

03.

Drumin Castle 
Drumin Castle sits upon a hill with a commanding view 
of the junction of the Rivers Livet and Avon. The ruins 
that can be seen today were built in the 14th century 
for the Lordship of Strathavon and possibly erected by 
the notorious “Wolf of Badenoch”, Alexander Stewart, 
son of King Robert II.

Drumin Castle was perhaps the successor to Deskie 
Castle and would have been an impressive stronghold. 
Upon the first floor, above the vaulted basement, is a 
built-in stone window seat that looks out toward the 
River Livet and across to the Doune of Dalmore. The 
walls soar up some three storeys and the indentions of 
fireplaces are now home to nests of birds. A charming 
walled garden, connected to the roofless ruins, is 
planted with an orchard. 

The castle was purchased by the third Earl of Huntly 
in 1490 and was abandoned in the 16th century.  As 
the castle lay in ruin, its stones were robbed to build 
local farmsteads.

Blairfindy Castle
Built in 1564 by John Gordon, the L-plan tower house 
at Castleton of Blairfindy, was a modern replacement 
for Drumin Castle.

Heraldic arms of another branch of the Gordon family 
and the date 1586 are set atop the entrance to the 
castle. At that time, the tower house became a hunting 
lodge of the Earls of Huntly. Its history, its inhabitants, 
and how it was used is unclear from the records adding 
to the mystery around this romantic ruin.

In December 1647, during the English Civil War (1642-
1651), George, the second Marquis of Huntly, was 
captured at Delnabo for his loyalty to Charles I. He was 
held at Blairfindy Castle before being transported to 
Leith to await trial and subsequent execution in 1649.

It is believed the castle was eventually destroyed by a 
fire set by Government soldiers following the Jacobite 
defeat at Culloden. During stabilisation works on the 
castle, part of a floor joist was found to have fire burn 
marks on the end, a relic of the blaze, which destroyed 
the roof and resulted in the ensuing damage and 
ruination of the castle. 

Blairfindy Castle overlooks the River Livet and across 
to the site of Deskie Castle. It can be accessed via a 
footpath from The Glenlivet Distillery.
 

Site of Deskie Castle with views of the surrounding area. Drumin Castle.
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A SECRET SEMINARY

Scalan

04.

Hidden away in the Braes of Glenlivet is the Roman 
Catholic Seminary of Scalan. Scalan is either derived from 
the Gaelic sgalan or sgailean, meaning shieling shelters or 
from the Latin, scala, for ladder (possibly named after the 
Ladder Hills, in which the college is nestled beneath).  It 
was established in the 18th century as a college where 
young men trained to be priests. Despite possible 
persecution for defying the Penal Laws, over 100 men 
were educated here. The Penal Laws, passed by the 
Scottish Parliament in 1560 after the Reformation, 
forbade the practice of Roman Catholicism, even 
prohibiting priests from being in Scotland.  

In Victor Gaffney’s book, Tomintoul Its Glens and Its 

People, he explains that “after the ‘Fifteen [Jacobite 
uprising of 1715] the priest, John Gordon, moved 
into the Braes of Glenlivet and made his home at the 
uppermost limit of permanent settlement...such was 
the place destined to become the ‘College of Scalan’.”

The Glenlivet area was a stronghold of Roman 
Catholicism. “Many people clung to the old faith - 
benefiting, no doubt, from the former long connections of 
the Gordon family…”.  With the help and support given 
by the Dukes of Gordon, Scalan was a favourable site for a 
seminary, and it flourished from 1716 until 1799.  

Paul MacPherson, born at the Clash of Scalan, was 
trained at the Scalan College. He went on to have 
a high-profile career in Europe, becoming known as 
Abbé MacPherson. He did not forget his roots, and 
upon his return to the Braes, he built a church there, 
on the site where now stands Our Lady of Perpetual 
Succour. The churches at Tombae and Chapeltown in 
the Braes demonstrate the resilience of the Roman 
Catholic community in Glenlivet, and their size hints at 
an area once far more populous than it is today. 

Bishop John Geddes rebuilt the seminary at Scalan 
in 1767 after the original building was burned to the 
ground by the Duke of Cumberland’s forces after 
the Jacobite defeat at Culloden moor in 1746. The 
seminary remained open until 1799 when it moved 
to a larger establishment in Aberdeenshire. The house 
eventually became a farmstead, and two mills were 
erected. [See Farming] These can be visited today. 
However, Scalan’s former role is commemorated 
annually with the celebration of a Mass, keeping the 
sacred traditions alive.

Scalan seminary building built by Bishop John Geddes between 1762 and 1767.

Fireplace inside Scalan seminary.The old chapel at Scalan seminary in the foreground with the two 
storey house in the background.
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Lecht Mine

The 19th century Crushing Mill is the prominent 
feature of the site. However, with a keen eye it is 
possible to spot several other buildings amongst the 
now grassed-over spoil heaps that surround the Mill. 

On a couple of blustery and wet days, project 
volunteers, with help from Historic Environment 
Scotland, plotted out and surveyed these rather 
unknown and overgrown footings. One of the buildings 
appears more substantial, with right-angled corners 
and internal walls. The quality of the building materials 
and layout suggest that this building was part of the 
mining works. As it has been located at a slight distance 
away from the mill building, perhaps it was offices used 
by a site manager, away from the noise and smells of 
the works. 

Further research conducted by project volunteer, 
Donald Grassie, finds there had been earlier mining 
at the Lecht, but the first commercial mining started 
in 1730 by the York Mining Company. Equipped with 
panniers and driven by “scores” of men, 120 ponies 
carried the iron ore across the hill to Nethybridge, 
some 20 miles away.  The business collapsed in 1737 
with the general slump in iron prices.

The mine was reopened in 1840 by Cookson of 
Newcastle, who sank a shaft to a depth of 80 feet 
and drove a tunnel westward to the Crushing Mill  
on the banks of the stream. Cookson sought 
manganese, however this created spoil heaps from the 
large quantities of siliceous iron ore.  The mine was 
to close again in 1845 because of the abundance of 
foreign supplies.

In 1865 the mine was reopened for the third time. 
Ore was carried over the Lecht to the Ballindalloch 
Station at Cragganmore where it was transported by 
train. Once again, a lack of direct viable transportation 
routes ensured a brief operation. 

On occasion the rich vein was analysed but was 
never further developed. This allowed the stones of 
outbuildings and spoil heaps to once again become 
part of the earth from which it was quarried.

MINING AND WHISKY

Industry

05.
Croughly Distillery 

Local folk remember seeing walls visible above 
ground, and it was because of this recollection that 
we rediscovered Croughly distillery. Surveyed in 2018 
by project volunteers under the direction of Historic 
Environment Scotland, the lumps and bumps and 
scattered stones began to take shape.

J.G. Phillips (1881) describes the approach to Croughly 
distillery in the book Wanderings in the Highlands of 
Banff and Aberdeen Shires with Trifles in Verse:

“…We reached the tract which branches 

from the country road about a mile 

east from Tomintoul. Our attention was 

directed to the fine farm at Croughly…

A little to the south-west we observed the 

ruins of Croughly Distillery, built by a son 

of General Gordon…”

The remains of the Croughly distillery overlook the 
Conglass water and are along the Speyside Way Spur.  
The distillery was not easy to interpret. The earthworks 
that remain are best viewed from slightly higher on the 
path to take in their shapes. A pond is situated at the 
upper reaches with a lade ditch passing down towards 
the Conglass. The footings of two rectangular buildings 
(likely housing the still) are situated next to the lade, 
and there is evidence of a secondary pond. 

According to Victor Gaffney’s accounts of life in the area 
in Tomintoul Its Glens and Its People, “Robert Gordon of 
Croughly built a distillery at Knock of Croughly, but it 
was scarcely in working order before a disagreement 
with the Duke of Gordon’s factor led to his removing 
in 1843 to Delnabo.” Delnabo distillery was then 
bought by George Smith of Minmore, Glenlivet and 
was out of commission by 1858.

Many residents distilled whisky in their homes and the 
New Statistical Account of Scotland (1854) reminds 
us that almost without exception, the inhabitants of 
Glenlivet (among other areas of the parish) were 
“more or less engaged in manufacturing and carrying 
to market smuggled whisky.” The area was such a 
stronghold of distillation and smuggling of whisky that 
to the people it was “neither looked on as a crime, nor 
considered as a disgrace.”

The hills surrounding the area supplied the perfect 
cover from excisemen, and drover’s roads became 
smuggling routes. Local folks required supplemental 
funds and whisky distillation and smuggling provided 
cash income over and above the subsistence provided 
by cattle and crops.

The Duke of Gordon intervened and petitioned 
the government to make whisky distilling profitable. 
With the passing of  “the Excise Act of 1823, which 
sanctioned the distilling of whisky in return for a licence 
fee of £10, and a set payment per gallon of proof spirit,” 
smuggling began to fade and being free from the cat 
and mouse game between smuggler and excisemen, 
cultivation of farms began in earnest.

Eve helps volunteers survey Croughly distillery. Recording the lumps and bumps at the Lecht Mine.
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A LANDSCAPE IMPROVED

Tomintoul 
and Glenlivet

06.

Over the course of the period 1750 to 1850, often 
called the Age of Agricultural Improvement, the 
Scottish rural landscape was transformed, as new 
techniques and ideas were introduced to reshape the 
farming economy and the communities that depended 
on it. These changes have left us with the landscapes 
we know today, and it is important to remember 
that our understanding of how the countryside looks  
(and even how it should look) has been formed largely 
by the ideas of agriculturalists two hundred or so  
years ago. 

Before these radical changes took hold, estates 
typically divided up their arable land and leased it out 
in large farms, often (in the Highlands) to members 
of the clan gentry. These principal tenants, usually 
described as tacksmen (tack here meaning a lease), 
in turn let much of their farms to subtenants, who 
might pay rent in kind or in cash and would usually 
also be obliged to help work the tacksman’s portion 
of the farm. Subtenants usually held their portions 
jointly with several others, working the land in co-
operation, but also policing each other to ensure that 
their own rights were upheld. Their houses, byres, 
and barns were commonly grouped together in small 
settlements known in the Lowlands as fermtouns, 
and in the Highlands by the Gaelic word bailtean 

(the plural of baile) though today they are more 
commonly described as townships. 

To the improvers of the 18th century, this was 
a backward system that stood in the way of the 
industrious tenant, and over the next century or so 
a way of life was almost entirely swept away. New 
crops were introduced, with new methods of rotation; 
drainage was improved, and soil fertility increased 
through the widespread use of lime. Boundaries and 
fields were realigned into the rectilinear patterns that 
we know today, and farm buildings were replaced 
with new, improved, houses and steadings. Above all, 
though, the old joint farms were replaced with single-
tenant holdings of various sizes, and the tenants were 
given leases which gave them a security they had 
not possessed before, but which also stipulated the 
improvements they had to make. 

Some of the subtenants prospered under the new 
system, while some found their status reduced to cottars 
(landless labourers) on larger farms. Others, however, 
were forced off the land, moving perhaps into new 
villages founded by estate owners to promote industry 
(Tomintoul being a good example), or perchance leaving 
the area for the industrial cities of the Central Belt, or 
even for a new life in North America or Australia. 

Those who stayed on the land faced further pressures 
through the 19th century. Periodic agricultural 
depressions (such as the slump following the end of the 
Napoleonic Wars) drove more tenants from the land, 
and the absorption of their holdings into larger farms. 
This process of amalgamation continued through the 
20th century, gradually reducing the rural population. 

As farms were abandoned, so their buildings fell 
into disrepair, and across Strathavon and Glenlivet 
we have been left with dozens of derelict houses 
and outbuildings, in various stages of decay and 
collapse. Over the past three years, the Community 
Cultural Heritage Project has been exploring some 
of these remains, photographing and surveying them, 
compiling records of past life in the area which are 
being made available to everyone through the Digital 
Archive. In this Project, guided by archaeologists from 
Historic Environment Scotland, much use has been 
made of early maps of the area. The Gordon Estates 

commissioned detailed surveys of their lands in the 
1760s, the 1770s and again around 1840, and copies 
of these are also being made available in the Digital 
Archive. The maps reveal a landscape undergoing 
tremendous change through the improvement process, 
and can be compared with the Ordnance Survey’s 
6-inch maps, published in two editions around 1870 
and 1905 (and freely-available online), to help tell the 
story of our agricultural past. 

The following section highlights some of the ruined 
settlements in Strathavon and Glenlivet. Of course, 
there are many more examples still to be looked at, 
and only brief descriptions can be offered here of 
those that have been recorded by the project. Many 
readers will know some of these places; if you do, and 
you are willing to share your memories or stories with 
the Digital Archive, we hope that you will take the time 
to get in touch and contribute to our rich history for 
the benefit of future generations.

Lime kiln near Deskie castle overgrown with weeds.
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Deserted 
Settlements

07.

Uchdan of Croughly  
– a pre-improvement settlement 

While the improvements of the late 18th and early 
19th centuries led to the complete rebuilding of 
many townships, and the total removal of others, in 
a few cases enough survives to give us an idea of the 
character of these settlements, though the buildings 
are reduced to grass-grown wall footings, barely 
knee-high. The Community Cultural Heritage Project 
surveyed one good example, once known as Uchdan 
of Croughly, which today lies next to the Speyside Way 
Spur about a mile north of  Tomintoul.

The Gaelic word Uchdan is best translated here 
as ‘Hillside’, for the settlement lies at the top of the 
steep slopes above the Conglass Water. A map of 
1773 by Thomas Milne shows ‘Uchcan’ (a spelling error 
probably due to the Gaelic pronunciation of the name) 

as a settlement of six or seven buildings and several 
small enclosures, and names three sub-tenants. These 
three, together with two more families living at Knock, 
a short distance to the south, farmed the hillside in 
front of their houses, having between them 36 Scots 
acres of arable land and 34 acres of grassland. 

Change was already underway in 1773: limestone from 
a quarry close to Uchdan would have been burned in 
kilns to produce lime, which was spread on the fields 
as fertiliser, a new technique which was key to many 
improvements of the time. But much greater change 
perhaps waited until the 1820s, when boundaries 
across Strathavon and Glenlivet were redrawn to 
leave us the regular, straight-edged fields we see today. 
In 1872, the Ordnance Survey map shows just one 
cottar’s house at Uchdan and another at Knock. By 
then, the land was all being worked from a single large 
farm at Croughly.  

We can still trace most of the buildings shown on the 
1773 map, and it is possible to make them out from 
the Speyside Way footpath, in rough ground at the 
top edge of the field. The walls are no more than low 
footings of stone, so we must imagine the turf walls 
and the roofs of timber, turf, and thatch, held up by 
pairs of curved timbers known in Scotland as ‘couples’. 

The cottar’s house of the 1872 Ordnance Survey map 
can also be identified, next to the footpath and cut 
through by the modern fence. It has been a more 
substantial, stone-walled dwelling, and may have been 
built in the early 19th century as a small farmhouse 
in its own right, before sinking to the lowlier status of 
cottar’s dwelling. 

Knock Steading, Stratha’an 
– Victorian prosperity

Knock (or more correctly, Knock of Inverourie) stands 
high above the west bank of the River Avon, a site with 
marvellous views towards Ben Rinnes. It was derelict at 
the time of recording, but it has since acquired a new 
owner, and new life is to be given to this lovely farm. 

Standing next to the late Victorian farmhouse there 
is an L-shaped steading, its substantial size suggesting 
a prosperous business. The steading is stone-built 
and the roof, most of which survives, has Cnoc 
Fergen slates. As many as eleven doors face onto 
the courtyard, but there are few clues as to how the 
various compartments were used, apart from stalls 
(probably for horses) in one part of the west range 
and a Victorian threshing machine in the southern 
end of the same range. This machine has been partly 
destroyed by the collapse of the roof above it, but the 

watermill that once drove the machine remains largely 
intact against the back wall of the steading, fed from a 
pond up the hill to the west.

‘Knock of Inveroury’ is shown on Thomas Milne’s map 
of 1773, which depicts eleven buildings here, and 
names four householders. Traces of some of those 
buildings may be made out beside the trackway a little 
to the north of the steading, but most of them are 
now lost. The farm boundaries were reorganised in 
1822, and the mill (apparently the earliest part of the 
steading) was built by 1872, with the rest being added 
sometime in the following three decades, the present 
house probably also being built at that time.

Achfad, Morinsh       – lost in the forest

The ruins of Achfad stand in a forest clearing on the 
north side of the Burn of  Tervie. This was formerly 
part of the Ballindalloch estate, rather than Gordon 
territory. The courtyard layout – four buildings 
forming the sides of a central yard – is typical of many 
improvement-period farms, and maps suggest it was 
abandoned in the mid-20th century. As there has been 
no grazing by livestock here, the remains are now 
completely overgrown, and can be difficult to make 
out. The farm’s well is still open, now protected by a 
wooden fence. 

Roofed remains of Knock Steading.
Extract from Thomas Milnes Plan of the lands of Croughly, 1773 
©Trustees of the Goodwood Collection.
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The Tombae Road written by Alexander Grant (1893-1975) 
refers to the ‘auld road’ past Delhandy, which can still be 
identified passing in front of the present ruins:

Wi’ oor staff  in oor han’ we’ll be trampin’
An’ we sune get a glimpse o’ Croftbain
An’ the auld road gyan oot bye Delhandy
Tae see’t as it aince wis we’re fain
The hooses are noo a’ deserted 
An’ only the lone rowan trees 
Brak the silence that broods owre the hillocks
As their boughs shak and wave in the breeze

“

“

Alexander Grant (1893-1975)

Craighead & Mains of Quirn, 
Tomnavoulin      – stark ruins in  
a remote glen

Along the Slough Burn, south-west of Tomnavoulin, 
stand the ruins of the farmsteads of Craighead and 
Mains of Quirn, their distinctive outlines visible from 
the Carn Daimh circuit. 

William Roy’s map (1747-1752) depicts several small 
settlements on this burn, most of which are unnamed, 
but that at least does establish that there were 
farming communities in this little glen in the middle 
of the 18th century. Both farmsteads appear on the 
Ordnance Survey 6-inch map of 1872, and again on 
the second edition of that map in 1903, by which  time 
Craighead was shown partly unroofed while a new 
building is shown at Mains of Quirn, perhaps indicating 
better times there. Both farms declined, though, in the 
following decades, and by the 1950s only the house at 
Mains appears to have been occupied.   

Today the two farmsteads are reduced to mere shells, 
overgrown with thistles in summer, and a tree stands 
within the house at Mains of Quirn. It is still possible, 
however, to trace an Ordnance benchmark on the SE 
corner of the house at Craighead; the 1872 map notes 
that the height was 1156.2 feet above sea level. A 
similar mark on a wall of Mains of Quirn (1204.7 feet) 
was not found, but this detail reminds us that these 
were remote settlements at a considerable altitude.

Delhandy, Glenlivet   
– a desirable country business

The 1872 Ordnance Survey map depicts two houses at 
Delhandy, each with its gardens and small outbuildings, 
and the surveyors described the place as ‘two cottars’ 
houses including a merchant’s shop’. This is presumably 
the shop advertised in the Aberdeen Press and Journal 

on 24 July 1867 as a ’Desirable Country Business’, 
including stores, a tailor’s shop, sleeping apartment and 
‘a good dwelling house’. Its position, on the road north 

to Tombae seems to have attracted considerable trade, 
for the business was valued at £526 18s 10d.  The sale 
of Delhandy is detailed by the trustees of Robert Innes, 
Merchant, in 1867, and again in 1872, by the trustees 
of Peter Grant. 

Today, only one of the Delhandy houses survives. 
Derelict, only its northern end is still roofed, and the 
rest of what has been an exceedingly long building is 
reduced to its lowest courses of masonry. Presumably, 
the shop and stores were located here. 

There are traces of other buildings here, though. 
Downhill to the east, on the edge of the scarp above 
the Crombie Water, two rectangular platforms can just 
be made out at the edge of the field, one having a small 
yard or garden attached. They do not appear on any 
early maps, and their age and purpose remain obscure, 
though they may be the sites of small cottages.     

Advert from The Aberdeen Press & Journal, 1867.

Remains of a mystery building (foreground) with Delhandy 
Farmstead in the background.
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Inverblye, Braes of Glenlivet   
– the gamekeeper’s cottage

Inverblye is now deeply buried within a mature conifer 
plantation, but it must have been an idyllic spot at one 
time, overlooking the Blye Water as it flows into the 
River Livet. Two buildings are shown here on the 1872 
Ordnance Survey map, when Inverblye was described 
as a gamekeeper’s residence, with outhouse and garden. 
Thirty years later, the new edition of that map shows 
two buildings of quite different form, but we have not 
yet established whether the gamekeeper still lived there. 
 
Although roofless, the stone buildings are still 
upstanding, with clearly defined doorways, wooden 
lintels set atop fireplaces and window openings that 
once would have views of the Blye water. Curved stone 
lintels, evidence of harling, and changes in stonework in 
one of the buildings suggests more than one phase of 
construction. The ruined buildings were photographed 
by project volunteers, with survey work to commence 
sometime in the near future.

Thain, Braes of Glenlivet   
– a prosperous farm

Until the early 19th century, Thain was one of several 
settlements on the farm of Badievochel, the others 

being Lagual, Balnaclash and Badievochel itself. Thain 
may have been the most desirable of the four, as a 
survey of 1761 records that Helen Stuart, principal 
tackswoman, resided at Thane of Badivocle, while in 
1774 Thomas Milne’s map records it as being in the 
hands of James Grant, joint principal tacksman. In 
1822 the farm was divided into four units, and Thain 
probably continued as a single-tenant farm.

The Ordnance Survey’s 6-inch map of 1872 shows 
a group of buildings and enclosures quite different 
in layout to that depicted in 1774. Further changes 
before the 1903 edition of the Ordnance Survey map 
included a rebuilding of the farmhouse (which has a 
late-Victorian character) and the addition of a watermill 
to the north end of the earlier L-shaped steading. The 
history of development here is similar to that described 
for Knock of Inverourie in Strathavon (see above), and 
the impression of  Victorian prosperity is reinforced by 
the quality of stonework in the earlier section of the 
steading. However, while the farmhouse is now being 
renovated, the steading has been partly demolished, 
though some interesting features do survive, such as 
the mill lade and its wheel-pit, and a group of circular 
stone stack-bases (platforms) in the yard behind the 
steading. In this area too, there are hints of what may 
be buildings of the earlier (18th-century) settlement.

Plough at Larryvarry.

Plane table survey of Uchdan by volunteer.

Fireplace and wood paneled walls inside a home at Larryvarry.

Tin roofed building at Larryvarry.

Larryvarry       – a crofting settlement

Until the fairly recent past, the seven cottages at 
Larryvarry (Larachvarry on the Ordnance Survey’s 
1872 map) faced across Chapeltown of Glenlivet 
towards the Ladder Hills on the opposite side of 
the Braes. Now a belt of conifers screens the ruins 
from the rest of the glen, lending the settlement 
a quiet, melancholy atmosphere, though this was 
a place full of life well into the 20th century, as Ann 
Lamb describes in Alasdair Roberts’ Tales of the Braes  

of Glenlivet.

Larryvarry was laid out like the crofters’ settlements 
more common in other parts of the Highlands, each 

cottage upon its long narrow croft which provided only 
part of the sustenance needed for each family, so work 
had to be found elsewhere (as Ann Lamb describes). 
Now the fences are down, but the boundaries of each 
croft can still be traced on the ground. Some of the 
houses, colonised by trees, shrubs and nettles, stand 
almost intact, with wooden lintels still in place above 
entryways and windows.  There are fireplaces, both 
upstanding and crumbled, one with a visible flue and 
with a niche to the side. One dwelling has intact walls 
and has a tin roof with small skylights. Scattered around 
is the detritus of a farming life, including an old plough, 
discarded by a garden wall and now partly consumed 
by a mature tree that has grown up through it.

A curious semi-circular feature at Inverblye. Probably the remains of a mill.
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Scalan, Wester Scalan, Clash of 
Scalan, and Fuarandearg  
- the head of the glen

There are no longer people living at Scalan, right at the 
upper end of Glenlivet, but the number of ruins visible 
here beneath the steep slopes of Tom Trumper and 
Carn Dulack – Crofts of Scalan, Wester Scalan, Clash 
of Scalan and Fuarandearg – show that it was once a 
populous place.

The priests’ college at Scalan moved to Aberdeenshire 
in 1799, after which the fine building was converted 
into a farmhouse. Aside from the house, the two 
most prominent buildings here are the two Victorian 
mills, each drawing water from the Crombie Water 
to power their large waterwheels. Sandy Matheson, 
whose family had farmed here for 150 years, lived here 
until the 1990s, Scalan’s last inhabitant.

Since then, the old college building has been cared for 
by the Scalan Association, and it is open to the public 
as a museum. Most recently, the Scalan Mills project, led 
by Crown Estate Scotland and the Scalan Association, 
with funding from the National Lottery Heritage 
Fund through the Tomintoul and Glenlivet Landscape 
Partnership, has undertaken the restoration of the 
two mills, which are also now open to the public as a 
museum of farming life. The most striking aspect of the 
two mills is the historic graffiti covering the woodwork 
within the buildings, which offer us a vivid diary of life 
on the farm from the 1870s onwards. Relationships, 
love lives, work on the farm, local events and, above all, 
the weather are all recorded here. The mills show us 
not just some fine Victorian buildings, but the lives that 
busied around them.

To the south and west of Scalan, William Anderson’s 
1761 survey records ‘New lands..lately taken in as 

corn land’. Forty-five acres of pasture had recently 
been converted to arable on the hillside across the 
burn from the College, and another three acres had 
been converted at the Clash. A decade later, in 1774, 

Thomas Milne’s survey shows us that the new ground 
opposite Scalan was divided between Wester Scalan, 
Easter Scalan (today named the Crofts of Scalan on 
Ordnance Survey maps) and Fuarandearg. These 
farms had by then expanded to encompass a total of 
fifty-nine acres of arable and eighteen of grassland, all 
held by James McAlea of Tomalienan, who let them 
to subtenants. Upstream, the Clash (‘an Improvement 

belonging to Lettoch’) had just over seven acres of arable 
and one acre of grass. Already, in the third quarter of 
the 18th century, Improvement ideas had reached the 
head of Glenlivet.

The farmsteads are all now abandoned, but they still 
stand out in the landscape, particularly Wester Scalan, 
whose gable ends, high above the burn, still punctuate 
the skyline. Most of the remains match well with the 
structures shown on the 1872 Ordnance Survey map, 
though Clash of Scalan appears to have been rebuilt in 
the following decades. 

But if the people have gone, many of their stories 
have come down to us. The Clash, for example, 
is remembered as the birthplace of Abbé Paul 
McPherson, born in 1856, shortly after his father 
became the first tenant there.  Abbé McPherson spent 
much of his career in Rome, returning in 1827 and 
founding the first church in Chapeltown two years 
later.  There are many tales from Fuarandearg, a house 
that today still holds onto its tin roof. This was once 
the home of Robbie Lamb, remembered in Alasdair 
Roberts’ Tales of the Braes of Glenlivet. Robbie wrote 
regularly about life in the Braes in the Banffshire Journal, 
including obituaries for his neighbours, poetry and 
fiction too.  ‘Truly’, he once wrote of the people of the 
Braes, ‘this hardy race have lived up to the old saying: 
The Braes of Glenlivet folk never cry out - until the whisky 

is done.’ 

Scalan waterwheel at South Mill. Scalan mill buildings.

The ruin of Clash of Scalan with Wester Scalan on the hillside beyond.
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A REMARKABLY, WELL-PRESERVED EXAMPLE OF 18TH CENTURY 
PLANNING, ITS LAYOUT UNCHANGED IN NEARLY 250 YEARS.

A Planned Vision: 
Tomintoul

08.

In 1776, the fourth Duke of Gordon founded the 
village and hoped to bring industry to its inhabitants 
in the form of linen production. The industry did 
not come to fruition, but the village was still built. 
What you can see today remains remarkably close 
to the original plans drawn up by the Duke and his 
surveyors, with the central square, main street, and 
grid iron layout in keeping with Improvement ideas. 
All plots planned for the village were given a long 
stretch of land that villagers could grow crops and 
vegetables as they had previously done on their farms. 
It was hoped that this would attract people from the 
surrounding lands.   

Settlements dating to the 1640s were scattered 
around where the village is today.  A small farm with 
a barn on a hillock, in Gaelic tom-an-t’sabhail, became 
the site of the planned village.

Tomintoul was built using stone and lime fronted 
façades in the Georgian and, then later,  Victorian styles. 
With a central square and many accommodations 
throughout its history, travellers have often used 
Tomintoul as a place to rest. This includes Queen 
Victoria during her Highland Journey of 1860. The 
Queen was not too impressed with the village 
and its inhabitants. However, the spot where she 

picnicked, just outside the village, is now the Queen 
Victoria viewpoint and overlooks the River Avon and 
surrounding hills, with the distant Ben Avon summits 
in the background.

Many of the planned village’s original buildings, 
which started from the village square and spread 

outwards, are still in occupation today.  Original 
rental agreements, letters, petitions, and requests 
exist within the National Records of Scotland under 
the Gordon Estate Papers. From the first tenements 
built, to the Church’s design and construction, even 
to the schoolmaster and teacher’s salaries, these 
documents help place names to locations. One such 
letter from 1777, written by Thomas Stuart to the 
Duke of Gordon, aware of his plans to establish 
the village of Tomintoul and how he could earn  
extra income:

‘I have been meditating upon what might contribute 
to encourage such an advantageous plan, and 
amongst other thing I find there is one, perhaps of 
the most excellent medicinal or mineral wells in the 
north of Scotland there, which was it properly laid 
out, managed and cared for, would add not a little to 
the improvement of that village.’

We are not sure which well is referenced, but next 
to Craigcaulkie Quarry, outside of the village, there 
is Josie’s well. This was once a stopping point where 
people could take a cup of water.  It seems that 
someone felt there was potential for Tomintoul to 
become a spa village.

Through the project, volunteers are assembling 
a photographic record of the architecture in the 
village. Although many buildings and the layout are 
the same, this photographic survey is also a way to 
document the changing use of buildings. There was 
once a Co-Op in the Village Square which is now 
Tomintoul and Glenlivet Discovery Centre, a visitor 
information centre and museum. The museum, which 
is free of charge, houses many artefacts found in the 
area such as flint tools discovered on the hills, and the 
Tomintoul Coat.  This 19th century coat was found in 
the rafters of one of the homes that line the square 
and is now preserved and on display. Tomintoul once 
accommodated butchers, bakers, corner shops, and 
blacksmiths.  The findings, photographs of the village, 
estate papers, and verbal and written accounts of the 

villagers of Tomintoul and its surrounding areas are 
being included in the newly created Tomintoul and 
Glenlivet Digital Archive.

Thomas Stuart’s letter to the Duke of Gordon detailing the benefits 
of a spa well at Tomintoul ©Trustees of the Goodwood Collection.

Recording Tomintoul. Flint tools on display in the Discovery Centre.
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Discovering the Bronze Age, farming and a hidden seminary

DURATION: half to full day

DISTANCE: Livet Trail - 9.5 km circular; Bochel Circuit - 10 km circular

TERRAIN: paths, tracks and minor roads, can be wet and very muddy in places

START: Livet Trail - Allanreid car park near Tomnavoulin 

START: Bochel Circuit - Tombae Quarry car park near Tomnavoulin  

Itineraries for 
Discovery

09.

WALKING

Tomintoul, Croughly Distillery and Uchdan 

DURATION: 1.5 - 2 hours

DISTANCE: 4.5 km

TERRAIN: paths, tracks and minor roads; section of steep steps

START: Tomintoul village square  

Detailed directions for both walks can be found at www.glenlivetestate.co.uk
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Please be aware that at the time of writing the 

Bochel Circuit is partially closed at the Tullich 
bridge due to the bridge being damaged and unsafe 
to cross. Grid reference NJ 225 247. Glenlivet Estate 
hopes to fix the bridge as soon as possible. Please 
check the status of the bridge ahead of your walk at   
www.glenlivetestate.co.uk 

LOOK OUT FOR:

• Hidden heritage sites ‘discovered’ by Community 
Cultural Heritage volunteers including Bronze Age 
hut circles and past evidence of farming around the 
Braes of Glenlivet. 

• If you have the time, walk across to the Scalan 
Seminary and Mill Buildings. Turn off the Livet 
Trail near Rhindhu farm, following the road to 
the Carrachs car park and then the track to the 
Seminary.  You can return the way you came to get 
back onto the Livet Trail, or join the Bochel circuit 
close to Bochel Farm. Bochel Circuit.

• Walk down Main Street towards Campdalmore 
car park.  

• At the car park take the track, following the green 
Speyside Way Spur wayfinders. 

• Cross the bridge over the Conglass Water and 
walk up some steep steps. 

• Continue to walk to a gate at the top of the hill  
and another Speyside Way Spur wayfinder. On  
your left are the remains of Croughly Distillery.  
There is a wayfinder that highlights the site 
recorded by the group.

• At the gate either add an extension to the walk 
to take in the deserted settlement of Uchdan by 
turning left (continuing to follow the Speyside Way, 
coming back the same way).

• If not extending your walk to Uchdan turn right, 
following the single track road to the junction 
with the B9008 and turn right to head back into 
Tomintoul.   

• Cross the bridge and turn right at the Field of 
Hope car park for the Bird Hide.

• On leaving the Bird Hide turn left and then take the 
gravel path to the right through some planted trees.

• Turn left onto Lecht Drive heading up the village. 
At the top, turn right up Smiddy Lane, once the 
location of a Blacksmith or ‘smiddy’. 

• Head back down Main Street, or if you have time 
wander around the village and take in the different 
buildings and their features. Find out more about 
the cultural and natural heritage of our area at 
Tomintoul and Glenlivet Discovery Centre located 
in the village square.

LOOK OUT FOR:

• During the spring and summer months you can 
hear the distinctive call of wading birds, including 
peesies (lapwings), sea pyats (oystercatchers) and 

whaps (curlews). Spend some time at the Bird Hide 
to see, hear and find out more about our local 
population of waders and other wildlife.
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CYCLING

A hidden industry at the Lecht

DURATION: 2 hours (1 hour cycling) 

DISTANCE: 16 km 

TERRAIN: mostly tarmac on a 2-way road

START: Tomintoul

DIRECTIONS:

• Head north out of  Tomintoul on the B9008.  
• Shortly after leaving  Tomintoul, turn right up to the 

Lecht on the A939. 
• After about 5 miles the road turns sharply to 

the right and there is a track down to the left, 
signposted ‘Well of Lecht’.  

• Follow this track down to the main mine building 
(the surface is a footpath). There is a wayfinder that 
highlights the site recorded by the group off to  
the right. 

• Take the same route back, or challenge yourself by 
cycling another mile up to the Lecht ski centre car 
park and climbing 200m of elevation.

Discovering lost settlements and an Earth House 

DURATION: half to full day (1.5 - 2 hours cycling)

DISTANCE: 25 km 

TERRAIN: mostly on single track tarmac

START: Tomintoul 

LOOK OUT FOR:

• Glenmulliach forest picnic site and nature trails.
• Percy Toplis bothy. The infamous ‘Monocled 

mutineer’ hid here whilst on the run for murder. 
Discovered by a local farmer and policeman, 
he fled on his bike over the Lecht and cycled to 
Aberdeen, then travelled south to Carlisle before 
being apprehended and shot by the police in 1920 
near Penrith.

DIRECTIONS:

• Head north out of Tomintoul on the B9008.
• After the one way bridge, take the left turn 

signposted to Croughly.
• At the end of the Croughly road, turn right at the 

junction with the B9136.
• Cross the River Avon by taking a left turn at the 

junction marked Fodderletter, to Balcorach car park.
• Immediately after the bridge, take a right turn into 

the Balcorach car park, and continue on this track 
following signs for Knock Earth House.  This has a 
hard packed gravel surface.

• Come back on the same track and stay on the west 
side of the river until you meet the A939 again. (If 
you are scared of dogs then take the B9136 back 
to Tomintoul.)

• Turn left onto the A939 and follow it back to 
Tomintoul. Stop at the Still viewpoint for views 
across to the River Avon and the Cairngorm 
mountains in the distance. 

LOOK OUT FOR:

• On the Croughly road - Bird Hide, remains of 
Croughly Distillery, deserted settlement of Uchdan. 
(It is easier to walk up the Speyside Way to the 
wayfinder providing information on Uchdan.)

• On the B9136 - Kirkmichael Ex-serviceman’s Hall 
(known locally as the Green Hall), Kirkmichael 
Church, Tomintoul Distillery.

• On the west of the River Avon - Church at Dalvrecht, 
Fodderletter Lum. Cycling the Lecht.Lecht Mine.
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Glenlivet’s Castles Three

DURATION:  2 hours (driving time: 10 mins, exploring time: 1.5 - 2 hours)

DISTANCE: 2 miles

START: Drumin Castle carpark, Bridgend of Glenlivet 

DRIVING

Touring the Estate

If you have a full day with a car, why not tour around the Glenlivet Estate taking in stops along the way.  
Depending how long you have, and where you are starting from, you can tailor the route to fit.

DURATION: half to full day (driving time: 1.5 hour; exploring time: minimum 5 hours if stopping at each site)

DISTANCE: 58 km (round trip)

START: Tomintoul 

the B9008 for a short distance. There is a small 
parking area on the right at the end of a row  
of cottages.

 • Tombae Church and the Bochel Hill Continue 
on the B9008 towards Tomintoul passing Glenlivet 
Public Hall. Turn left for Tombae just before 
Tomnavoulin. There is parking at Tombae Quarry 
car park for the Bochel Circuit.

 • Braes of Glenlivet, Our Lady of Perpetual 

Succour church and Scalan Continuing from 
Tombae rejoin the B9008 towards Tomintoul.  
Turn left for Chapeltown just before Auchnarrow 
and head into the Braes of Glenlivet. You will pass 
the church on your right. The Carrachs car park is 
at the end of the road from which you can walk 
to the Scalan. 

 • Lecht Mine Continuing from the Braes of Glenlivet 
rejoin the B9008 towards Tomintoul. Turn left onto 
the A939 signposted for the Lecht.  Take the left 
turn signposted ‘Well of Lecht’.

MAKE UP YOUR OWN ITINERARY!

We’ve come up with some itineraries that take in many of the sites we have been recording and some 
of the key heritage sites of our area. However, why not make up your own itinerary?

Use the information in the booklet to find out which sites may be of interest and the map to create 
your own tailor made itinerary that suits you. Tomintoul and Glenlivet Discovery Centre, located in 
Tomintoul village square, can provide further visitor information on sites which might be of interest.

Blairfindy Castle.

Packhorse bridge.

DIRECTIONS & POINTS OF INTEREST:

 • Tomintoul and the Square

 • Still viewpoint Follow the A939 out of  Tomintoul 
towards Grantown. There is layby parking on the 
right at the former limestone quarry.

 • Knock Earth House From the A939 turn right 
onto the B9136, turning left for Fodderletter. Park 
at Balcorach car park, there is a 20 minute walk 
to site.

 • Drumin Castle Continue on the B9136, turning 
left at Glenlivet Community Surgery onto a minor 
road and the castle car park. You can also pick up 
the Drumin circular walk from here.

 • The Glenlivet Distillery for Blairfindy Castle 
Exit Drumin castle car park to the right turning  
left at the top of the hill. Take the right turn 
immediately after Glenlivet Primary School. 
Follow the signs for visitor parking at the Distillery.  
The castle is a short walk. 

 • Packhorse Bridge From B9136 turn right onto 

DIRECTIONS:

• Glenlivet’s castles are conveniently close. Start at 
Drumin Castle car park, take a short walk up to 
the castle. 

• Exit the castle car park to the right, turning left at 
the top of the hill. Take the right turn immediately 
after Glenlivet Primary School. Follow the signs 
for visitor parking at Glenlivet Distillery. Blairfindy 
Castle is a short walk from the car park. 

• You cannot visit Deskie Castle, however you will be 
able to see the location during the walk to Blairfindy. 
A waymarker along the footpath indicates where 
Deskie Castle is believed to be.  
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HELP LOOK AFTER GLENLIVET ESTATE AND CAIRNGORMS 
NATIONAL PARK BY TREADING LIGHTLY.

Scotland’s Outdoor 
Access Code

10.

Please access our outdoor spaces responsibly. 

This means keeping your dog under close control 
and on a lead around ground nesting birds (April 
to August), removing all dog poo, human waste and 
leaving no litter. Please keep the risk of wildfires to a 
minimum by not lighting campfires, BBQs or discarding 
cigarettes and look out for high fire risk signs. 
Please remember that Glenlivet Estate is a working 
estate therefore walks and sites may be affected by 
farming, forestry and sporting activities. 

Take care around farm livestock particularly around 
lambing and calving time (March, April, September and 
October).  Avoid fields with lambs and calves altogether 
and keep your distance from grazing livestock. Do not 
let your dog approach livestock, keeping them under 
close control and on a lead at all times.

Be mindful of any sporting activities which may 

be taking place. These include deer control (roe 
deer stalking takes place in May, June and July in 
mainly woodland areas; red deer stalking in October 
and November on certain hill areas, particularly in 
the Ladder Hills) and grouse shooting (August to 
mid-October except Sundays). If you encounter 
any shooting activities please turn back and find an 
alternative route. Some waymarked walks (The Livet 
Path) pass through grouse shooting areas and walkers 
are requested not to use certain sections of these 
routes when grouse shooting is in progress.

Further information can be found at  
www.cairngorms.co.uk/discover-explore/

enjoying-the-park/outdoor-access-advice/
©

 C
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Volunteer 
Testimonials

Volunteers taking a break from surveying Croughly distillery.

Walk and talk - exploring and recording our past in Tomintoul and Glenlivet.

Essential planning tools and snacks for our volunteers!

Volunteers, Meg and Ann, discovering the joy of plane table 
surveying at Croughly.

“A few years ago, I moved to 
a remote part of Scotland and 
fell in love with the history, the 
landscape and the people who 

make Glenlivet their home.  

Volunteering helped me meet 
more and more community 

members and through shared 
interests and taking part 
in various events put on 

by Tomintoul and Glenlivet 
Landscape Partnership and 

Historic Environment Scotland,  
I have enjoyed discovering a small 

part of my adopted country. 

I look forward to exploring more 
of the area so that my knowledge 

grows as deep as my love for  
my new home.” Megan

“My wife bought me John Barrett’s book on The Making 

of a Scottish Landscape for Christmas. I then went on a 

Moray Walking Festival walk with John in May 2017. Both 

opened my eyes to the lack of knowledge I had about the 

history of my environment and my ancestors. Shortly after, 

I attended my first Tomintoul & Glenlivet mapping activity 

on a warm summer’s day at Croughly - I was sold.

Every activity is like a light bulb going on. You get the 

opportunity to spend time working with other like-minded 

and knowledgeable enthusiast volunteers and professional 

staff, who all bring their own piece of the jigsaw to 

create a rich picture of our historical social environment.  

Just fascinating.” Donald

“Being involved in the project has been a very awakening 

experience in revealing how the countryside around us 

has been shaped by our ancestors. Exploring areas we 

have passed every day with experienced eyes has made 

us aware of the people who lived here before, enticing us 

to find out more and doing this with others has been a 

great pleasure.” Tricia
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tomintoulandglenlivet.com

For more information on anything contained within this guide, please visit:  
 
Tomintoul & Glenlivet Discovery Centre 
The Square 
Tomintoul 
Moray 
AB37 9ET

Tomintoul & Glenlivet Digital Archive:
www.tgdt.org.uk/digital-archive/the-archive/


