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Stonehaven Court Building Conservation Statement

Introduction

1.0 This is one of a series of documents informing decisions that need to be made to

achieve a viable re-occupation of Stonehaven6é sCourt Hou s e . Scotl and6s
environment strategy, Our Place in Time (Scottish Government, 2014) advises that
d&ffective management of the historic environment begins with proper understanding of the
significance and values6, that is, from havin
future decisions are appropriately informed.6 The conservation statement serves this
purpose.

1.1 The statement 6 s go al is to set out the histor
conservation status of the areas currently available for re-use, to document them for future
reference so that Stonehaven Town Partnership (STP) can identify those features and
properties which need to be preserved and respected in any future development. The
immediate next stage will be the generation of a conversation management plan, setting out

how it is intended to meet the various requirements, statutory and otherwise, toward the
conservation and forward management of this listed building.

1.2 This document draws from the Heritage Lottery Fund Conservation Plan
Guidance (October 2012) and that of the Pr i nceds Regelntas been on
prepared by The Heritage Place and Jonathan Gotelee Architect, with STP. The authors

are grateful to Ruaraidh Wishart of Aberdeenshire Archives, Professor David Walker and

the Princes Regeneration Trust for their help in the development of this plan.

Scope

2.0 This conservation statement reviews the development of the Court Building,
considers its historical context, setting and significance. It provides advice on relevant

planning policy. The report touches on the building
issues and risks. It is not about the future management and maintenance of the Court

Building. The recommendations outline potential steps to be taken to advance the findings

at this stage. The statement provides a platform from which to deliver a full Management

and Maintenance Plan once the particulars of future occupation are determined.
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Part One: Building and Setting
Current Status

3.1 Stonehaven Court Building was vacated by the Scottish Court Service in 2014 and
has been secured subsequently with a view to marketing the property. One challenge
posed for future owners arises from the sub-division of the historic fabric and the areas
available for subsequent occupation. The Court Services possess the majority portion of
the former Sherriff Court but the nature and extent of the division varies according to the
layout of the floors.

3.2 Police Scotland occupies the eastern portion and ground floor areas below that at
first floor to the south and centre of the blocki n t he Court Serviceds po:

3.3  The historic building is on two storeys (with differing levels), in a U-plan form that has
evolved from a simple rectangular core, over two centuries (see below). The principal
classical section by which the building is best-known, fronting Dunnottar Avenue, dates to
1863-65, and was designed by the leading Victorian architect, James Campbell Walker.

Historical Development
1779-1816

4.0 From the Middle Ages the most common form of prison in medieval Scotland was

that of cells in the burgh tollbooth: Stonehaven was no exception." The Tolbooth on the

t o w O fier (originally a granary) by the harbour served this purpose from about 1600

when Stonehaven became the County Town of Kincardineshire. The courthouse was on

the first floor with the ground floor housing the prison.? However, in 1779 the
Commissioners of Supply for the County of Kincardine agreed to buildanew6 Cour t Ho U ¢
and Prisono. The Minutes for 13 April 1779
recommendation noting t h ahey highly approved of the Plan and unanimously resolved to
engage not only to afford their aid to the scheme by paying secondary to the organisation of

t he sai d Andcthey appomtethe Resolution and Recommendation to be published

in the Mercury and the Aberdeen Journal.8

4.1 The plot chosen was some 150 yards west of the boundary of the then town of
Stonehaven (nowr ef erred t o as. Iltwa®to éacmmrodaiective rfudictions
previously provided by the old Tolbooth jail and sheriff court room on the Old Pier (now
serving as the Tolbooth Museum).

4.2 Later plans show that the 1779 building was a simple rectangle, entered from the
shorter east and west side elevations with 4 openings to the north and south elevations,
with a further door to right of centre on the south.

4.3 The building had sufficient authority for the Rev James Walker to record of
Stonehaven in The Statistical Account for Scotland 1791-99, for the Parish of Dunnottar,
t h &he principal support for the town has been derived from the sheriff court which has its
seat here.8
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4.4  The building was at least adequately maintained: the Minutes of the Commissioners
of Supply record, for example, a pay ment i nTo Aporge IMainlBlatk&mitho
Stonehaven nineteen pounds, three shillings and five pence sterling in full of an account of
Repairs to the County Hall6 >

Figure 1. Unexecuted Plan i possibly by John Paton or John Paterson in 1817 or John
Smith in 1821. SCS.

1817-1822

4.5 During the early 1800s, Stonehaven expanded as a dNew Towndwas built to the
north of the Court Building (shown on John Wo o d 6 s Pl an of t he. Tow
Simultaneously, its role as the county town of the prosperous Kincardineshire grew.

4.6 Accordingly, the compact building failed to accommodate the growing
requirements of the burgeoning town and by April 1817, ahead of the Act of 1819 which
authorised (but did not compel) commissioners of supply to contribute towards the
improving, enlarging or rebuilding of prisons, the Stonehaven Commissioners of Supply
responsibly supported tthassessithe Caumty far building an addition to the
County Hallé®.Meeting in Stonehaven in May they agreed to obtain specifications for the
building and in advertising these to offer a premium for the best plan and estimate to be
considered at the Michaelmas meeting.” By Sept ember ,the pAddaional f or
Apartments necessary for the accommodation necessary for the Sheriff Clerk and the
Records of the County and for the jailor and Prisoners6é had been received.
by John Paton of Edinburgh and five by George Smith of Aberdeen.® Paton is described in
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C o | v Biogiaphical Dictionary of British Architects (in the entry for his son, David) as a
successful speculative developer in Edinburgh. George Smith (1793-1877) began his
career in Aberdeen but soon moved to Edinburgh.® A committee was established to raise
the necessary funds for the work and:

dvithout the necessity of applying to Parliament and thereby occasioning an
additional expense of several hundred pounds to the County. é € to fix on any
of the Plans now produced or any other containing similar accommodation that

may appear fitand proper[and]lc ar ry t hese resolutions into

Figure 2. Ground floor plan of unidentified prison, 1821, identifiable as that of Stonehaven
County Building and showing additions proposed. Reproduced by permission of Aberdeen City
and Aberdeenshire Archives (Cat No DD1425/13).

4.7  While an unexecuted plan exists for the work (Figure 1) it has been attributed both to

John Smith (1781-1852), and to John Paterson (List Description), while neither are named

in the Minutes or the newspaper reports in connection with the additions. This plan shows
additional wings projecting to the north and a block addition to the south, neither of which

conform with what was realised. Colvin citesr ef er ence to Johnin&@8mitho
edition of the Aberdeen Journal that does not exist (1 January 1822) and the matter is not
recovered from a rigorous search in the months around for any equivalent. Tolbooths and
Town-houses cites a plan of circa 1821 in the NMRS: however upon enquiry no such plan

can be traced in their archive.’® It seems probable that these sources have referred
erroneously to the unexecuted plan by Paterson / Paton/ Smith of 1817.
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Figure 3. John Wood, Plan of the Town of Stonehaven, 1823. Reproduced by permission of
the National Library of Scotland.

4.8 The Aberdeen Journal in January 1822 advises that the committee appointed to
realise the 1817 resolutions for the new county building had stalled.'* To break the
stalemate, Mr Barclay of Ury, at the meeting of the Commissioners on 18 December 1821,
had recommended a simpler, less extravagant plan be advanced than those submitted in
1817. The plan of the work executed is currently lodged as d&round floor plan of
unidentified prisondin the Aberdeenshire Archives (Figure 2).*? It matches the description
given by Barclay of what was required and his signature, and that of his seconder at the
meeting, Mr Silver, both of whom were nominated to join the revived committee, are on the
plan. The plan shows the original block of 1779 with recessed additions to east and west.
It proposed the blinding of the outer windows to the north elevation and the narrowing of the
door on the south and changes to internal walls to create five cells at ground opening off a
central lobby to the north. The east wing addition contained a house (kitchen, bed closet

and stair) and the westwing,aSherri ff Cl erkdéds Roomamalbrgepr i nc

rectangular airing ground was enclosed to the south.

4.9 This plan conforms to the footprint shown in J o h n  Wdaterdniag of the town of
1823 (Plan of the Town of Stonehaven, see Figure 3) and is close to the illustration of the
O0Counugedoi n ViewsGl Sionehaven of 1840, Figure 4. We can accordingly
presume that this, with minor alterations, is what was realised, if it is unsigned and no
architectisnamed. Woodés Pl an | abet s €ourdy ¢&allJail &do dhe Gigb
drawing shows a building with small windows at ground and tall multi-pane sash windows at
first floor above. The main building has a steeply pitched piended roof with tall slender
wallhead stacks on the east and west gable ends. The lower, recessed flanking pavilions
added to each gable have a cornice and blocking course at wallhead. The whole shows the
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authority and dignity brought by its classical symmetry and underlined by the fine iron
railings and three pairs of pyramidally-capped ashlar gatepiers lining the street.

Figure 4. lllustration from A Gibb, Views in Stonehaven, 1840, showing the north elevation
of the County Building.

1823-1859

4.10 Despite discussion in the meetings of the Commissioners of Supply from 1828 on
a proposed Bill amending the laws for Gaols in Scotland to require greater provision of
prison accommodation and despite the First Report of the Board of Directors of Prisons in
Scotland recording in 1839 that there were only 178 buildings functioning as prisons, all
unfit for the purpose, nothing further was done to address this in Stonehaven before 1841.2

411 No substantial changes had been made to the building by 1837 when the Prison
Inspectors Second Report detailed five cells opening into a central lobby on the ground
floor of the <court house. This meets the
pl and, s ugmpdéudhericmggesthadayet been made.

4.12 Nothing had changed visibly on the ground five years later in January 1842 when
the Rev Alexander Irvine, Minister of Dunnottar, reported on the Court Building in the New
Statistical Account.** He explained that:

dn the town of Stonehaven are the county buildings, containing a spacious hall,
appropriately fitted up as a court room, with committee rooms, and offices for

the sheriff-c | er k , and on the basement are cel
house. Some late additions have greatly improved the appearance of these

des
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buildings; but the huge precipitous roof of the main building is a deformity which

stil | remains to be remedied. 6

4.13 This description accords with the work of the 1820s, which continued housing the
prisoners in the ground floor rooms and provided residential accommodation for the gaoler,
the building smartened by the classical form of the pavilion additions but still with a
substantial hipped roof.

4.14 However, the Rev Irvine was unaware that plans were in gestation to add a
substantial three-storey cell block to the rear of the Court Building, the plans for which were
prepared by Thomas Brown Il (1806-72) in 1841." The need for the expansion was fuelled
by fresh legislation and requirements. In 1835, the House of Lords had ordered a
Committee to examine the State of Gaols and this led to the Prisons Act of 1835. ' While

the Act did not apply in Scotland, t he Co mmi t ledeteadsgsterh of anthualrPgssn
inspections and report to the Government UK-wide. It appears that Brown's appointment
was to address deficiencies in the state of Scottish prisons, to ensure that the cities and
county towns of Scotland all possessed adequate prison accommodation and the annual
reports should show a good standard.

Figures5and 6. Thomas BGroundadds® e c o n d 6 laRslfor the addition of a
cell block to County Building to create Stonehaven Prison, signed and dated 23 July 1841.

National Records of Scotland, RHP 21747 and RHP21749.
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