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Lord Findlater’s Corf House at the Old Harbour, Portsoy, built in the 1760’s by John Adam a member of the illustrious family of architects.   

When the Harbour Branch Railway Line was constructed in the early 1860’s, Shorehead

had to be levelled in order to allow the railway line to reach the west side of the Old Harbour. 
The picture shows the difficulties that was created: -

1.   The different lay-out of the stones at the top of the harbour wall reveal the extent of the       additional height that was required.

2.   Doors on the Corf House had to be shortened to accommodate the raised surface of the road.

,
 Corfe House -  List of Proprietors

As this building was owned by Seafield Estates up until the 1960’s when it was sold to Thomas Burnett-Stuart, of the Marble Shop there are no other changes in Proprietors to record since its erection.

________________
The Granary, Portsoy, Banffshire.

 By Elizabeth Beaton,  Keam Schoolhouse, Hopeman.

A communication from John Adam (1), a member of the illustrious Adam family of architects, belongs at first sight to the field of architectural history rather than of vernacular building. But, when the vernacular embraces traditional buildings besides building traditions, the boundary blurs. Adam's involvement was with an estate granary (Fig.1) at Portsoy on the Banffshire coast, almost certainly that now known as Lord Findlater's Corf House. (2) The following letter was written in 1765 by John Adam to the Earl of Findlater and Seafield, Cullen, Banffshire about his proposed harbour-side storehouse

To : - The Earl of Findlater and Seafield.(4)

My Lord

I have the honour of your Loss (3) of this date, and would wait upon your Loss to give the answer. But as I must go to Fife tomorrow morning early by appointment, I hope you will accept this manner of returning an answer.

As to Cellars under the granary, I do not imagine they would be advisable in point of expense (sic), as well as convenience. To make them answer in point of convenience, they should be sunk under the level of the Ground. But then the expense of digging out the Rock would far exceed what would be got for them: And I am afraid they would be liable to underwater. And if they were kept totally above ground, it would raise the Granary higher than one would wish in point of convenience. As to dampness arising from the Ground to the meall Girnells (sic), I do not think there can be much danger from that, especially as the floor is proposed (if I remember right) to be raised about 2 feet above the level of the Ground, which should be filled up with Lyme riddlings or such dry Rubbish, under the flagging as Pavement. And that I think would effectually prevent any danger. Indeed I do not see from whence damp is to come, except from the high ground behind the House; But I would propose that it should be cut down, as the distance of 2 or 2½ feet from the Back Wall, and some deeper than the level of the floor, so as to serve for a Drain and it should be made with a good descent if possible to both ends) that the rains, or what weeps from the rock, may run easily.

I should not imagine that at the width drawn, there would be any need for posts under the Centre(sic) of the Joisting. If it shall be thought necessary to make the Granary wider, then Posts would be very proper.

But I kept it narrow both to save putting down much of the Rock behind and a wide span of the roof. For these reasons I should think it improper to increase the width, unless it shall be found upon further examination that the Rock will admit it without much trouble. No doubt the width may be increased a little without much addition to the expense. But if it was to any degree, the Charge would be very considerably augmented.

I have the honour to be with the greatest Respect and Esteem

My Lord Your Lordship’s most faithfull and obedient Hum. servn.

John Adam,  North Merchston, 19 May 1765

Girnals (Scots), estate granaries/warehouses/stores were secure repositories for grain, meal and other commodities received by landlords as rent in kind, the accepted method of agricultural rental until the turn of the 1800s. Most surviving examples in northern Scotland date from the 18th century, but there is a late 17th century store at Portmahomack, on the Easter Ross coast, the property of George Mackenzie, Lord Tarbat, 1st Earl of Cromarty. Though utilitarian in appearance and function, girnals were important within the hierarchy of estate buildings. They were usually sited on the coast to store goods pending export by sea to markets at home or abroad in order to realise cash. Until roads and bridges (and later the railway network) were developed during the 19th‑century, marine transport was paramount. John Adam, however, when referring to the meall Girnells in the granary at Portsoy seems to indicate storage on the upper floors above any dampness arising from the Ground, where generous ventilation made these spaces suitable for grain and meal storage. (5)

Portsoy, between Banff and Buckie on the Banffshire coast, belonged to the Ogilvie, later Ogilvie Grant, Earls of Findlater and Seafield, substantial landowners in Banffshire and Moray with the family seat in Cullen. There is little natural shelter on this bold and rocky coast (6). Exceptionally, however, at Portsoy there was a safe harbour and Bullwork by 1701 (7). The Old Harbour is a small square basin bounded by the quayside of Shorehead on two sides and enclosed by piers east and north, exploiting the natural shelter of the high ground of Doonie (Downie) Point and protected eastwards by the rocky promintory of Craig Duff (Fig.2). Variations in the masonry indicate different construction periods; the wavy line of the harbour in the Feuing Plan of 1802 (8) (Fig 3), contrasting with the firm outline of the piers, suggests exploitation of the rocky shoreline rather than the present regular, vertical rubble masonry harbour wall. However, this walling was probably constructed soon after Robert Johnston had prepared his plan in 1802.

18th‑century merchant houses in Portsoy testify to a prosperous mercantile community. Besides farm produce from the hinterland, particularly grain, flax was grown and there were bleach‑fields in the village. By 1842 there were eight vessels belonging to the Port of Portsoy... eight to ten foreign vessels, chiefly from different parts of the Baltic, annually visit this port, bringing with them bones and taking cargoes of herrings in return. Besides the export of herrings, grain is also frequently shipped to a large amount. (9). A less obvious export were artifacts made from Portsoy Marble, a red or green serpentine quarried in the ordinary manner, and manufactured into chimney‑pieces, funeral-monuments, tea‑cups, sun‑dials etc.......... much of it was exported to France. (10)

The 1802 Feuing Plan reveals ground plans of long rectangular or L‑shaped buildings crowded by the quay‑side, some of which are known to be warehouses, others can assumed to have served that role. There is a post‑1802 pencilled rectangle probably indicating another storehouse; subsequent conversion to or replacement by housing may disguise others In 1996, four warehouse survive (11) forming a most remarkable group ‑ perhaps the most remarkable group ‑ of 18th‑century harbourside storehouses in Scotland. The salmon house (Fig 3, feu no 83) has gone, superseded in 1834 by a new building east of the old harbour overlooking Aird Bay. Another in the group is 10 Shorehead (Fig 3, feu no.5) dated 1726, a handsome domestic looking L‑plan range abutting the cliff backing the harbour area and at right angles to the Corf House. This probably combined the role of superior merchant housing with commercial/storage facilties.

From its description, proportions and elegant arrangement of fenestration, the granary assumed to be by John Adam is the long, narrow building sited at an angle between those bearing the feu nos 2,3,5 (Fig.3). The length of 81'6” x  21'0” (24.7m x 6.4m) could only be accommodated on the prime quayside site if angled, this angle aligning the front elevation to the main eastern approach along Shorehead. The site now slopes markedly, giving the impression of a running level to the base of the building. This slope, however, is largely caused by the raising and re‑surfacing of the quayside, above and masking the door cills at the upper (left) end of the building. One and two steps respectively to the extreme right hand doorways suggest that a shallow slope had to be accommodated by the builders. Between these doorways a large rock, probably original to the foreshore, has been built into the foundation.

Though now called Lord Findlater's Corf House, the association with the salmon is industry obscure. Salmon were salted and packed in barrels until the turn of the 19th century, and these may have been stored in the lower part of the building pending export (12). It would have been practicable to roll barrels into the ground floor storage space and equally practicable to roll them out again to waiting boats. The ventilated upper floors reached from the rear and by internal staircase would have been awkward, more suitable for sacks of grain and other more portable commodities.

These vaulted ground floor stores are built against higher ground at the back and have no light other that that provided when the doors are open. Interestingly the vaulting (not indicated on fig.1) is in brickwork, the bricks perhaps from Blackpots, a few miles east (13). Access to the well-lit upper floors is at the rear at first floor height, from the high ground behind the House. If some of this high ground was cut away 2 or 2½ feet from the Back Wall for drainage, it has been carefully infilled as a soak‑away and surfaced to facilitate water run‑off. (14)

The doorway and fenestration pattern of this granary sets it apart from its neighbours. The ground floor entrances are wide and low with long/short dressed freestone margins set in sneck harled rubble walling. The ground floor masonry in the front elevation differs slightly from the rest of the building, for which there is no known reason: one could suggest either re‑use of rubble excavated for foundations and the vaulted ground floor (15), a gap in the construction period or even re‑use of an earlier building. Re‑use seems unlikely, for there is no mention in Adam's letter quoted above. The entrances are closed with heavy wooden doors; two are now sympathetically arranged as recessed shop windows with the original doors converted as shutters.

The symmetrical fenestration, small square lights originally closed with louvred wooden shutters, is unusually attractive. Two windows light the first floor in the front elevation but at second and third floor level are grouped in threes. To the rear there is an off‑centre door (and a second later door, not marked on plan) giving access to the staircase and upper floors, well lit and ventilated with seven windows serving the second and third floors. louvred shutters have been replaced throughout with single panes set in wooden frames. The regularity and elegance of the fenestration pattern set this building stylistically apart from its more vernacular neighbours. For example, the mid‑18th century building at the rear, now the Portsoy Marble Workshop (Fig 3, feu no 3) displays local building characteristics. Of these the wallhead chimney stack with deep moulded cope on the long west elevation, is pertinent: such wallhead stacks are evident on the street elevations of contemporary housing in Portsoy and Banff (16). Hearths and chimneys were not uncommon in storehouses, indicating accommodation for owner or a resident custodian.

The 1802 Feuing Plan reveals the rectangular ground plans of two buildings without feuing numbers, that to which this paper is devoted and another at the rear. The absence of feuing reference indicates that these two were the property of Lord Seafield, for he would pay no feu duty to himself. That to the rear, now demolished, suggests a former warehouse: it appears the slightly wider and shorter of the two. Without evidence to the contrary, it seems safe to assume that Lord Findlater's Corf House, however misleading the current name, is the granary at Portsoy designed by John Adam in 1765.
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The Marble Workshop

Feu No. 3
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Summary of Changes in the Proprietors of the Marble Workshop
From the Title Deeds of the Marble Workshop

Whitsunday 1796 - Sold by Alexander Ogilvy of Culvie to Thomas Shepherd, farmer in Knowiemuir, Fordyce.   The house commonly called "The New House lying at the back of the Earl of Findlater's Corf House in Portsoy." Written by Robert Reid, writer in Banff. Signed at Culphin.

Witnessed by James Morrison, farmer at Culphin and George Grant, servant.
The Aberdeen Journal, December 9 1829 : -

Feu Tenement in Portsoy and Shares of the Sloop “Johns” for Sale

That feu tenement, situated at the back of the Earl of Seafield’s Granary, on the north-west side of the Harbour, which belonged to the late Tom Shepherd, Knowiemoor, on which premises are erected, occupied partly as a dwelling houses, and partly as grain lofts.

Also the shares of the sloop “Johns” of Portsoy, held lately by John Shepherd.

For further particulars, apply to George Grant., Solicitor in portsoy, or Robert Green, Solicitor in Keith, betwixt an 1st January next.

                               Keith, December 7 1829

28 November 1834 - Latin document presumably sorting out estate of Thomas Shepherd.

15 February 1836 - Sold by John Shepherd, son of the above Thomas Shepherd, with consent of John Shepherd, farmer in Newton, Fordyce, John Shepherd, farmer in Knockbog, James Mitchell farmer in Balnamoon, Walter Adam, farmer in Rannas and William Murray farmer in Mill of Cullen to Alexander Blake, merchant in Banff who had apparently had entry to the property in 1830. Signed by John Shepherd, Knockbog and James Mitchell at Keith (witnesses Robert Green, Solicitor, and Cosmo Reid his apprentice) by John Shepherd at Newton (witnesses Arthur Steinson, farmer at Quarryfield and James Steinson) and by William Murray at Banff (witnesses Edward Mortimer, solicitor and William Mortimer Berry his Clerk)

1839 - Sold by Alexander Blake to James Thomson at Broadley, Boyndie. Signed at Banff (witnesses David Henry, corn merchant and George Bannerman, solicitor).

1847 - James Thomson, corn merchant and farmer, died.
7 Feb 1849 - James Thomson's nearest heirs found to be sister Janet Thomson and sister Elspet's son James McBain son of Donald McBain, road contractor in Portsoy.

1849 - Sold by Janet Thomson and James McBain to William Gumming, grain merchant and farmer at Barren's Mill, Fordyce. Signed at Portsoy (witnesses James Wood, clerk to John Forbes, solicitor, Portsoy, John Scott, James Bremner, wright and Benjamin Wood, junior shopman).

1852 - Sold by William Gumming to William Morrison, farmer at Upper Cotbura, Turriff, and his assignees, whom failing to his sister, Mrs. Barbara Morrison or Moir, spouse of James Moir, merchant and Bank Agent in Portsoy, whom failing to the said James Moir. Signed at Portsoy (witnesses John Forbes, solicitor, and Alexander Shand his clerk).

1866 - Given by William Morrison to Barbara Morrison or Moir and James Moir.

1888 - James Moir died 1887 (his wife predeceasing him) without heirs. His nephew George Moir, Engineer, Turriff petitioned to have all his extensive property in Portsoy. James Moir had two brothers - the Rev. Robert Moir, Minister at Rothiemay and William Moir blacksmith, Detroit, USA (father of George).

1894 - George Moir died in USA.   William King Moir brother of George Moir laid claim to his property in Portsoy. Property was Feu No. 3 on the feu map and No.25 (described in length in document of 1888.    Also in 1894 William King Moir re-signed property back to executors.

1895 - Sold by George Moir's executors (George Moir Black and James Morrison) to Robert Thow, Coal Merchant, Portsoy.

1927 - Sold by Robert Thow (retired manufacturer, residing at Frankfort House) to John Cruickshank (known locally as "Jockie Thow) and Mrs.Victoria Douglas Isabella Catherine Thow or Cruickshank his wife.

1954 - Sold by Mr. and Mrs. Thow to James Watt, joiner, (son-in-law of Provost Wood) 
1964 - Sold by James Watt to Thomas Burnett-Stuart, Engineer.
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