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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
The former Castle Semple Estate is a unique resource. The interaction of geology,
topography and the efforts of man have created a highly significant and diverse
environment which should be preserved and enhanced as a matter of urgency.
The long settlement history and associations with notable figures in Scottish history have
combined to create a rich and varied historic environment relating to a range of periods.
In addition to built heritage, the effects of these historical processes have left an indelible
mark on the landscape as successive proprietors of the estate sought to reshape nature
to their advantage.
In doing so, important resources for biodiversity have been created in the form of dense
policy woodland, highly significant wetland and open water habitats and a mosaic of low
intensity agricultural land. This blurring of the lines between the natural and the cultural
environments offers a range of exciting opportunities to manage the resource to their
mutual benefit.
The accessibility of the natural and cultural heritage assets and the development of the
access network afford opportunities that are unparalleled in the region. Similarly, the
proportion of the heritage assets (particularly the nationally significant monuments) that
are in public ownership creates additional potential for integrated management of the
resource.
The quality and character of the landscape, the historic environment and the natural
heritage could therefore be justifiably viewed as a nationally significant asset.

BACKGROUND TO THE CONSERVATION STATEMENT
Scope of the Study
Land Use Consultants (LUC) was commissioned by Clyde Muirshiel Regional Park, on behalf
of the South Renfrewshire Access Network Initiative (SRANI) partnership to prepare a
Conservation Statement and outline management proposals for the historic features of the
former Castle Semple Estate, Lochwinnoch. SRANI is a partnership between the Clyde
Muirshiel Regional Park, RSPB Scotland, Sustrans, Scottish Natural Heritage, Renfrewshire
Council, the Lochwinnoch Millennium Events Group (LMEG) and Lochwinnoch and
Howwood Community Councils. Its aim is to improve the path network within South
Renfrewshire, and develop the provision of interpretation of the rich natural and cultural
heritage within the area.
Although this study makes a number of recommendations for conservation, access and
interpretation measures throughout the former Castle Semple Estate, the ultimate decision
as to which – if any – proposals are taken forward rests with the SRANI partnership.
It should be noted that the measures laid out in this document are preliminary
recommendations and may be subject to considerable change, subject to funding constraints,
community input and planning consent.

Aims and objectives
The production of a Conservation Statement is an integral part of applications to the
Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) and is designed to demonstrate the applicants’ knowledge of
the resource for which they are seeking funding to enhance and an awareness of the
potential issues and costs involved in the long-term management of heritage assets. The
stated aims of the Conservation Statement were as follows:
•

assess the significance of features within the SRANI area;

•

assist in identification of features to be included within interpretive materials;

•

identify and prioritise projects for repair/reinstatement of built heritage
features;

•

identify where further condition surveys are required, and;

•

identify priorities for the conservation and enhancement of the heritage
assets of the area.

To this end, LUC conducted detailed research into the physical development of the estate
and the historical figures that left their mark on the landscape, in addition to field inspection
of the architectural and archaeological record.

Structure of this document
This summary will briefly outline:
•

the development of the Castle Semple Estate;

•

the origins, significance, condition and management proposals for key features
of the historic environment;

•

the next steps following the production of this study;
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE CASTLE SEMPLE ESTATE
From its origins as the seat of the medieval Lords Sempill, the estate developed into an
exemplar of 18th and early 19th century sophistication in landscape management and design
under the ownership of the Macdowall family.
The Castle Semple Estate is, in many ways, a perfect microcosm of the processes that have
shaped the landscapes of lowland Scotland since the medieval period. In addition to bearing
the physical evidence of these processes, the high quality documentary record allows
episodes of building and landscape design to be tied in to the wider course of events in
Scottish and world history.

The Sempills
The estate was founded in the early 16th century by John, the first Lord Sempill, who moved
the family seat from Elliston, near Howwood, to a site on the north shore of the loch. In
addition to a new tower-house, he commissioned the construction of the Collegiate Church
around 1506. This church was designed partly as a private place of worship and also as an
‘insurance policy’ for his soul. The college of canons who lived at the church were employed
specifically to pray for the souls of the proprietor and his family to speed their progress
through purgatory and into heaven. This may have been a wise investment, as Lord John –
along with a third of the Scottish nobility and King James IV – was killed at the battle of
Flodden Field in 1513. In tribute, a fine canopied tomb was added to the apse of the church
to house his remains.
Robert, the third Lord Sempill, also left his mark on the landscape of the estate,
constructing the Peel Tower (also a tower-house) on an islet in the loch. This was intended
as a place of refuge from the frequent violent feuding that characterised aristocratic life in
mid-16th century Scotland. Its defences were subsequently tested during the political and
religious upheaval surrounding the 1560 Reformation, when it was besieged and overrun by
the Earls of Arran and Glencairn.
Around 1690, the first attempts were made by Francis, the 8th Lord Sempill, to drain Castle
Semple Loch – beginning a series of schemes spanning more than 150 years. In 1727, Hugh,
11th Lord Sempill (a career soldier, who was later to serve as a Brigadier General in the
Government army at Culloden) sold the estate to Col. William Macdowall.

The Age of Improvement
Macdowall had made his fortune in the Caribbean as a plantation and slave owner during the
late 17th and early 18th centuries and had amassed sufficient wealth to make him the richest
commoner in Scotland. Although he assessed several estates in the west of Scotland as a
potential investment, he was attracted to Castle Semple partly because of the perceived
value of the land that could be reclaimed from the loch.
He set about improving the estate, demolishing the ancient (and unfashionable) tower-house
and commissioning the construction of an elegant neoclassical mansion, formal gardens and
fish ponds – laying the foundations for the designed landscape that survives to this day.
His son, William II, pursued an even more vigorous programme of improvement, completely
draining Barr Loch and reducing Castle Semple Loch to around a fifth of its original area and
exposing an additional 250 acres of leasable agricultural land. He also added glasshouses,
and, around 1760, had the ‘temple’ constructed on Kenmure Hill.
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The third William Macdowall of Castle Semple, like his predecessors, had a major influence
of the landscape. He reversed much of his father’s drainage work of Castle Semple Loch in
order to provide a sufficient supply of water to the newly-developed textile mills
downstream on the Black Cart – in which he had a significant business interest. He also
significantly expanded woodland cover on the estate, ensuring that his plantations were the
most extensive and most valuable in the county.
However, the same globalised network of business interests that had brought the family
such great wealth was ultimately to be their undoing. Houston and Co., Macdowall’s
principal investment, relied on transatlantic trade with the Caribbean and the American
colonies. This was crippled by the American and French Revolutionary Wars and a series of
devastating slave revolts. Without its main source of income, the vast business empire began
to rapidly unravel and was declared bankrupt. The partners’ assets, including the Castle
Semple Estate, were sold off to settle the corporation’s vast accounts.

Drainage, Dissolution and Decline
Following unsuccessful attempts by members of the Macdowall family to buy back the estate
during the early years of the 19th century, it was broken up to hasten its sale. In 1814, the
Castle Semple portion of the estate was purchased by Major John Harvey for the equivalent
of £3.9million. In common with previous proprietors, Harvey set about reshaping the estate
to his specifications, commissioning a prominent garden designer to improve and extend the
walled gardens. Other additions, including gateways, lodges and an ornamental well, were
added using the fashionable Gothic Revival style.
The Barr portion of the estate was purchased by James Adam, a local solicitor who was
involved in the textile industry as the owner of a bleachfield in Lochwinnoch. Building on the
ambitious plans he had proposed to William Macdowall some years previously, he set about
improving the drainage of the Barr meadows. He strengthened the engineering of the
enclosing embankments by inserting a clay core on improved foundations, and built a canal
running over 3km from the east end of the meadows, around the Aird meadows and parallel
to the south bank of Castle Semple Loch, discharging into the Black Cart. However the
engineering works were so complex and costly that Adam nearly bankrupted himself in the
process.
Despite promising beginnings, the fortunes of the Harveys waned through the remainder of
the 19th century. An indication of their financial situation was their decision to sell the
wayleave for the ‘Kilbirnie Loop’ of the Glasgow and South Western Railway (now part of
the National Cycle Network) in 1905. It is hard to imagine anyone voluntarily allowing the
construction of a railway line less than 100m from their stately home!

Reshaping the Estate
The estate was sold off in 1908 and broken up into a several holdings. Castle Semple House
only survived as the centrepiece of the estate until 1924 when it was burnt out. The estate’s
lands were sold to the Crown in 1938 under the Smallholding Colonies Act 1916 and Land
Settlement (Scotland) Act 1919. This established the pattern of smallholdings that survives
to this day.
The high quality open water and wetland habitat created by the gradual re-flooding of the
Barr Loch and Aird Meadows was recognised as a major resource and was adopted as an
RSPB reserve in 1974, while the Clyde Muirshiel Regional Park was created in 1990. Both
lochs and the highly significant wetland area are designated SSSI.
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MANAGING THE HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT
Philosophy of Conservation
Built heritage is one of the main channels through which we can understand the lives,
experiences, aspirations and achievements of past generations. Architecture often creates a
common thread of meaning which can provide insights into many aspects of life which may
not be readily apparent from documentary sources. The preservation of the material legacy
of our forebears is desirable from an emotional, academic and aesthetic perspective,
maintaining the intellectual and social connection with our past. Unlike written history, built
heritage can be more readily interpreted and contested by the layperson, making it more
readily accessible, evocative and ‘real.’
Although it is tempting to think of ‘restoring’ historic structures to ‘their former glory’ for
these reasons – particularly in relation to monuments of high architectural or historical
value – a number of universal truths must be acknowledged.
•

all monuments are unique, and are therefore irreplaceable;

•

structures, as they are exposed to the elements, will have a finite life without
intervention – this should be accepted, as processes of decay contribute much to
the character of buildings and ruins;

•

conservation measures must strike a balance between prolonging the life of a
monument and being so invasive as to detract from its character and essential
qualities;

•

conservation measures should always be aimed at the lowest possible level of
intervention consistent with stabilising the monument;

•

all works of conservation should aim to be reversible (to an extent that is
compatible with ensuring the structure’s continued stability);

•

conservation interventions cannot be considered to be a ‘once-and-for-all’
solution as processes of decay can be retarded but never halted – maintenance
will always be necessary, regardless of how radical a solution is proposed;

These factors, along with the extensive experience of the project team, have been used to
inform the proposed conservation measures for the built heritage of the Castle Semple
estate.
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IDENTIFICATION OF KEY FEATURES
Defining Criteria
The former Castle Semple Estate is endowed with a rich built heritage dating from the late
medieval period, and considerable potential for the preservation of archaeological features
relating to earlier periods of occupation.
In order to produce a meaningful Conservation Statement to allow the SRANI Partnership
to make informed decisions – and to help the HLF in determining funding allocations – it is
necessary to make judgements as to which of the monuments in the study area should be
promoted for conservation and interpretation. Although all historic sites have meaning and
value, for a project of this nature it is imperative to select the ‘best’ sites to take forward
for conservation and interpretation. To do this, the project team judged each site against a
range of criteria:
•

architectural significance;

•

archaeological significance;

•

historical significance;

•

significance in the wider landscape;

•

significance of cultural associations;

•

preservation;

•

accessibility;

•

ownership;

•

importance to local people;

•

conservation need;

•

interpretation potential, and;

•

potential social and environmental benefits of intervention;

While these were often intensely subjective judgements, they were based on the project
team’s extensive experience of working with and enhancing the historic environment, and a
sound understanding of the history and development of the Castle Semple Estate.

Applying the criteria
Significance
The architectural, archaeological, landscape and historical significance of each monument
was assessed separately and then aggregated to produce an overall score on the following
scale: local, regional or national significance.
Preservation
How well a monument represents its original form is an important consideration, since it
makes it far easier for the structure to be presented to the layperson with minimal
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intervention. It is also significant for the amount of conservation work that is necessary to
secure the future survival of the monument – which has obvious cost implications.
Accessibility
Given that the SRANI project aims to improve the quality and increase the usage of the path
network in the area, it was important to assess how historic features relate to access
routes. This was an important consideration when formulating possible interpretation
strategies as clearly these are influenced by whether or not the site is physically accessible. It
was also a key consideration to ensure that less able visitors to the area were afforded a
much access to the historic environment assets as topographical constraints would allow.
Physical accessibility is only part of the challenge, as intellectual accessibility is also a key
consideration. Sites that are relatively easily ‘legible’ to the non-specialist – without recourse
to invasive levels of interpretation – clearly have more potential in this respect. For
example, although the Peel Tower is in relatively poor condition, most people would have
little difficulty in interpreting the remains as the lower levels of a tower-house.
Ownership
The majority of Scotland’s Listed Buildings continue to function as private dwellings. While
no one person can claim ownership of the history or significance of their property, there
are clear constraints as to the level of promotion or interpretation that is appropriate in
this context. The former Castle Semple Estate is no exception.
The promotion of access to the environs of private dwellings is clearly not a desirable
outcome of the project and, while some of these buildings have considerable architectural
value, this cannot outweigh the owners’ right to privacy and perception of security.
Fortunately, the most significant sites on the estate are in public ownership and are managed
by Clyde Muirshiel Regional Park on behalf of Renfrewshire Council (in addition to the
Collegiate Church, which is owned and managed by Historic Scotland on behalf of the
Scottish Ministers). Others are privately owned, but have been included as key sites as a
result of negotiations with proprietors.
Local Importance
A series of consultation events were held to gauge public interest and values relating to the
historic assets of the former Castle Semple Estate. This was a vital component of the
exercise, given that the project is intended to primarily benefit local people.
Conservation need
A site’s need for conservation intervention is determined by the relationship between its
current state of preservation, construction materials and complexity, and overall
significance. The range of intervention required can range from simply managing vegetation
growth or land use on an archaeological site, to complex engineering interventions designed
to prevent structural movement and collapse.
Interpretation potential
Some sites on the estate are crucial to telling the story of its development, while others
simply lend themselves to presentation to the public through their location or aesthetic
qualities. Other sites, due to their advanced state of decay or inaccessibility, are afforded
low scores in this respect.
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Potential social and environmental benefits
In taking sites forward for conservation and interpretation, it is necessary to weigh the
possible monetary and environmental costs of intervention against the potential benefit to
visitors (and, for some sites, landscape and environmental quality). For instance, restoring
the cascades complex would require significant hydraulic engineering work, clearing
watercourses and re-establishing weirs thereby significantly altering the flow of water in the
Blackditch Burn. However, the reinstatement of the fishponds creates the potential for
considerable environmental benefits in terms of habitat creation, and also the possibility for
improvements to water quality in the loch.

The following table shows a simplified assessment of the main recorded features on the
estate, indicating those that were defined as being central to the presentation of the estate’s
heritage.
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Scoring (High – Medium – Low)
KEY
FEATURE?

Ownership

Potential
benefits

Conservation
need

Interpretation
potential

Local
importance

Accessibility

Quality of
Preservation

Overall
Significance

Site Name

Site Description

PEEL TOWER

16th century tower-house

National

CALDER BRIDGE

18th century road bridge

Regional

RAILWAY BRIDGE

Early 20th century railway bridge

Regional

WEST LODGE AND GATES

19th century Gothic Revival archway and twin lodge houses

Regional

LOCH BRIDGE

18th century road bridge

Regional

LIMEKILN

18th century kiln for burning limestone

Local

(site of) CASTLE SEMPLE HOUSE

Altered service wings of demolished 18th century neo-Classical
mansion

Regional

P

TEMPLE

18th century folly/outlook tower

Regional

P

9

FANCY BRIDGE

18th century Renaissance-style bridge

Regional

P

9

ORNAMENTAL WELL

19th century well, built into estate walls

Local

P

9

UPPER CASCADE *

18th century ornamental waterfall

Regional

9

MIDDLE CASCADE *

18th century ornamental waterfall

Regional

9

LOWER CASCADE *

18th century ornamental waterfall

Regional

9

FISH PONDS *

18th century ornamental ponds

Local

9

CAVE *

18th century artificial cave (cut into bedrock)

Regional

9
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Scoring (High – Medium – Low)
KEY
FEATURE?

Ownership

Potential
benefits

Conservation
need

Interpretation
potential

Local
importance

Accessibility

Quality of
Preservation

Overall
Significance

Site Name

Site Description

ICE-HOUSE *

19th century semi-subterranean storage building for ice and
perishables

Regional

9

(CASCADES COMPLEX – sites marked
with *)

18th and 19th century designed landscape complex

National

9

LAUNDRY

19th century estate laundry building

Local

P

COLLEGIATE CHURCH

Early 16th century late Gothic private chapel

National

HS

9

DEER DYKE

18th century ditch, bank and retaining wall enclosing Kenmure
Hill

Regional

P

9

GARTHLAND BRIDGE

18th century road bridge

National

GROTTO

18th century designed landscape feature – rebuilt in 20th century

Local

BLACKDITCH BURN, NORTH WEIR

Boulder weir

Local

BLACKDITCH BURN, MIDDLE WEIR *
COURTSHAW WOOD, CULVERT *
ESTATE WALL

18th century weir and sluice – diverts water to the cascades and
fishponds
18th century stone built culvert channelling the watercourse
feeding the cascades under the carriage drive
18th/19th century policy walls enclosing the extent of the former
designed landscape

Local

9

Local

9

Local

Mix
P

BARR CASTLE

16th century tower-house

National

COURTSHAW HILL, WALL

?18th century wall, possibly part of a plantation bank or deer
dyke

Local

KENMURE HILL, FIELD-SYSTEM

Late medieval broad-rig field-system

Local

BARR LOCH DRAINAGE
INFRASTRUCTURE

17th-19th century drainage bunds, channels, culverts, sluices and
pumping house

National
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KEY HISTORIC FEATURES OF THE CASTLE SEMPLE ESTATE
This section details the history, significance, condition and outline management options for
some of the principal monuments on the Castle Semple Estate.

Collegiate Church
History
Built around 1504 – at the same time as the original Castle Semple – the Collegiate Church
is the most compelling remnant of the Sempill’s tenure as owners of the estate. It contains
the tomb of Lord John Sempill, the estate’s founder, who was killed at the battle of Flodden
Field in 1513.

Figure 1: Collegiate Church. From left: grave slab; general view; canopy tomb

Significance
As a fine, and relatively late, example of a rare type of ecclesiastical building the Collegiate
Church is adjudged to be of national significance. In addition, the high quality sculpture of
John Sempill’s tomb adds considerable interest and value to the structure.
The building is both a Scheduled Monument and A-Listed for its architectural and
historical importance.
Condition
The Collegiate Church is a Historic Scotland Guardianship Monument, meaning that it is
owned and maintained by the state. Despite being without a roof, the church is in good
condition and has been subject to a range of conservation works in the past.
Conservation and management options
No conservation measures are required. However, as the architectural centrepiece of the
estate, and the only easily accessible medieval component of the historic environment, there
is considerable potential to provide enhanced interpretation of the structure.
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Peel Tower
History
Constructed around 1550 on an islet in Castle Semple Loch, this tower-house was intended
as a refuge for the Sempill family in times of trouble when the original Castle Semple could
not offer sufficient protection. Its design reflects the rapidly evolving technology of the day,
featuring gunports to allow the use of early portable firearms in its defence.
The tower was besieged and overrun by the Earls of Arran and Glencairn in 1560, during
intense feuding relating to the nascent Reformation and royal succession. Although no
damage from this engagement can be readily discerned, cannon used in the siege were
recovered from the loch bed during 19th century drainage operations.
Significance
Given the connection of the tower with such major events in Scottish history, and its
unusual setting, it is considered to be of national significance. This is reflected in its
designation as a Scheduled Monument.
Condition
The Peel Tower is currently in very poor condition. The combined forces of weathering,
erosion and heavy vegetation growth have resulted in severe displacement and collapse of a
significant proportion of the stonework. Vandalism and illicit use are also an important
factor, with substantial quantities of fire and barbecue debris in evidence along with areas
where stonework has been moved to form shelters. In addition to the potential for damage
to the structure, there is also considerable potential for injury from unstable masonry and
voids in areas of rubble.

Figure 2: Peel Tower
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Conservation and management options
The monument is at a critical stage, where its decline can be successfully arrested and the
structure stabilised. This will involve substantial structural engineering works to shore up
the standing masonry, clearing fallen stonework and stabilising architectural features.
Removal of intrusive vegetation is likely to be a complex and costly procedure, necessitating
restorative building to fill the gaps left by tree trunks and root systems.
Given the location of the tower, promoting large-scale public access is not feasible. Instead,
it is proposed that interpretation be focussed on the excellent views afforded of the site
from the Castle Semple Centre and loch fringes. In order to accomplish this, significant
landscape works – notably tree felling on the islet, protective burying of areas of fragile
rubble and planting with appropriate species – will be required to maintain lines of sight.
There is also considerable scope for guided access to the site, both in the form of walking
tours and boat trips with Regional Park staff.

Figure 3: Cascades. Clockwise from top left: upper cascade; middle casade; distant view of upper cascade and
fishponds; lower cascade
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Cascades, fishponds and water management infrastructure
History
This series of 18th century water features represents the finest aspect of the surviving
designed landscape, as well as highlighting the importance of water in the history of the
estate. The fishponds were laid out between 1727 and 1730 to the specification of the first
William Macdowall. The precise date of the ornamental cascades is unclear, although their
design would suggest a similar 18th century date.
Significance
Surviving formal Georgian water garden features are relatively rare. While the structures
are architecturally relatively plain, this belies their original quality and sophistication. The
ponds and cascades are merely a component of a much wider system of water management
in Parkhill Wood, regulating the flow of the Blackditch Burn with weirs and a sluice. This
would also have allowed partial drainage of the ponds for maintenance and to encourage ice
formation in the winter to keep the (later) ice-house well stocked.
The landscape created by the cascades, ponds and accompanying monuments is perhaps the
most striking feature of the estate and would have been a major statement when built. It is
likely to have been accompanied by a suitably impressive planting regime of fashionable
plants and specimen trees. Each of the cascades is B-listed for their architectural value and
historical significance.
Condition
The upper cascade is in reasonable condition and is structurally sound, although the
abutments are suffering from some areas of masonry damage and limited collapse. The
middle cascade is in somewhat poorer state, as major pieces of masonry are being displaced
on the upstream side by tree growth, while the upstream arch has partially collapsed. This
bowing has rendered the structure dangerous on this side. However, its downstream facade
appears largely stable, despite ivy growth and at least two well-established shrubs in
masonry joints. The lower cascade is in desperate decline and has suffered major structural
failure. The ponds themselves are heavily silted and, with the exception of the upper pond,
hold very little water. This is largely due to the reduced flow levels through the system, as
the diverting weir on the Blackditch Burn has also collapsed.
Conservation and management proposals
Reinstating the cascades complex to a degree of functionality would be a major undertaking.
In addition to the restoration of the upper and middle cascades, and the stabilisation of the
lower cascade, the ponds would have to be cleared of silt and vegetation and potentially
relined. Rebuilding the diverting weir and clearing the supplying watercourse would also be
necessary to ensure suitable flow levels. There is also need for detailed hydrological
examination of the downstream drainage network to check its integrity and capacity to cope
with increased water flow.
As the area is seriously overgrown, considerable landscape works will be required to clear
inappropriate vegetation, thin non-native tree species and establish a planting regime which
enhances the character of the features.
The complex is easily accessible from the SUSTRANS cycleway and the path network in
Parkhill Wood, and is therefore a priority for enhancement.
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Kenmure Hill ‘Temple’
History
Built around 1760 as an outlook tower for entertaining guests in the deer park, the
characteristic octagonal structure is highly visible from across the estate. Although local
tradition suggests that this building had a religious function, there is no clear evidence of
this.
Significance
As a ‘functional folly’ the Temple is a
relatively rare structural form, and its
enigmatic nature and prominent position in
the local landscape add much to the appeal
of the estate. The monument itself, and the
wider deer park, are key features of the
designed landscape. Although many landed
estates in Scotland feature deer parks, they
tend to be ancient features, often
established in the medieval period. The
Castle Semple example could be seen as
the Macdowall’s attempt to connect
themselves to this tradition of ancient
status symbols.

Figure 4: Kenmure Hill 'Temple'

It is B-listed for its architectural value and historical significance.
Condition
The Temple itself is in good condition, despite lacking its roof. Although the upper floor and
windows are also missing, the structure is sound and shows no evidence of damage,
movement or significant weathering – which is impressive given its exposed location.

Figure 5: Views from Kenmure Hill

Conservation and management proposals
Only minor repair works are required to guarantee the long-term survival of the structure.
Small areas of intrusive vegetation need to be removed, and the exposed wallheads must be
sealed to prevent water and plant ingress.
The excellent views of the estate afforded by the Temple’s location are a significant
opportunity to provide interpretation of the man-made processes that have shaped the
estate and the landscape as a whole – most notably the episodes of drainage of Castle
Semple Loch.
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Fancy Bridge
History
The exact date of construction of this monument is not known. However, a late 18th or
early 19th century date could be reasonably surmised. The bridge originally formed part of
the east carriage drive which ran from Garthland Bridge to Castle Semple House along the
edge of the deer park.
Significance
The architectural style of the bridge is markedly different from other features on the estate.
While the now demolished Castle Semple House was a clean, uncluttered neoclassical
mansion, and the surviving gates and lodges are of a later Gothic revival style the Fancy
Bridge is something of an anomaly. Its rather more playful Renaissance-style features mark it
out as something of an architectural experiment. Although its cast iron balustrades are now
lost, they would have created an elegant and – for the day – very modern statement on the
approach to the main house.

Figure 6: Fancy Bridge. Note collapsed stonework at left side.

Condition
The bridge is in a rather sad state, as it is missing a considerable amount of stonework,
including all but one of its piers and almost the entire parapet. Although the arch itself
appears to be stable, the abutment walling and spandrels are somewhat degraded.
Conservation and management proposals
Although Fancy Bridge itself does not form part of the SRANI access network, it is situated
next to the newly-established route running from the east end of the loch around Kenmure
Hill to the SUSTRANS cycleway.
It is proposed that, at minimum, the arch and standing stonework are stabilised and
conserved, and that the fallen masonry is recovered from the watercourse and, if possible,
reinstated. It will be necessary to restore the parapets to more effectively retain the
grassed-over track surface.
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Grotto
History
Although a grotto is first recorded in a 1782 account of estate, the present structure in
Parkhill Woods is largely a modern reconstruction. Despite this, the grotto and its
associated features, particularly the pond, are an important part of the 18th century designed
landscape and add much to the character of the estate.

Figure 7: Parkhill Grotto

Significance
The significance of the grotto is largely confined to its contribution to the character of the
designed landscape, as it has little architectural or historical merit. It is also important as a
focal point for Sempill Family Society events and a well-known landmark in the policy
woodlands.
Conservation and management proposals
As the grotto is in relatively good condition, there is little need for urgent intervention.
However, in the longer term the replacement of incongruous concrete and cement-work is
desirably from an aesthetic and a conservation perspective.
The highly attractive space in the woodland where the grotto is located presents a
significant opportunity for promoting interpretation of the woodland and designed landscape
as a whole. Significant landscape interventions, including restructuring the existing woodland
to enhance key views and allow more light to the pond, will be required. This will help to
recreate a more authentic 18th century feel to the planting scheme and also improve the
aesthetic and biodiversity value of the woodland.
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Artificial cave and ice-house
History
Like many other monuments on the estate, the precise construction dates of these
monuments are not known. However, the cave appears to relate to the wider 18th century
designed landscape and would be in keeping with the Georgian tradition of grottos and
other deliberately rustic features that were an important part of contemporary pleasure
grounds. It has been suggested that it was used as an early storage facility for ice, but this
seems unlikely as it is both too small and impractically built for this purpose.
The ice-house is likely to be a 19th century feature, as its internal structure is built mainly
from red engineering brick – a typical material of the early industrial age. This structure was
built to store ice from the fishponds through the summer to facilitate the preservation of
perishable goods and to enable the production of highly fashionable iced desserts.
Significance
The artificial cave is a relatively rare feature, particularly in this part of Scotland, while the
ice-house is a fine example of a characteristic estate feature. These monuments accrue
additional significance when viewed as parts of the wider designed landscape system around
the cascades and fishponds. As the area of the designed landscape with the most complete
built heritage record, it represents a major opportunity for enhanced access and
interpretation provision.

Figure 8: from left: Artificial Cave; Ice-house

Conservation and management proposals
Although both structures are in relatively good condition, limited interventions are required
to stabilise stonework, particularly on the ice-house, and to prevent damage by invasive
vegetation. It will also be necessary to install locked gates on both structures to prevent
unwanted access to and use of the structures, while allowing unfettered access for bats.
Along with the cascades and fishponds, the ice-house and cave will benefit greatly from an
integrated programme of landscape design and restoration measures. Interventions such as
woodland restructuring, removal of brambles and ferns and sympathetic structure planting
will make the features easier to access, appreciate and understand as well as improving the
aesthetic appeal of the space.
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Estate Walls and ornamental well
History
The 18th and 19th century policy walls which enclose the full extent of the former Castle
Semple Estate, while perhaps less glamorous than some other historic features, are an
important component of the designed landscape.
The ornamental well, built in 1815, is a particularly fine feature facing on to the public road
at Gateside.
Significance
The estate walls are a key part of the designed landscape and serve to tie together the
disparate elements of the estate, and are highly visible from the roads and viewpoints
around the estate. The ornamental well is C(S)-Listed for its architectural value.
Condition
The comparatively short section of the policy walls that the Regional Park currently
manages is in varying states of repair. While some parts are in good condition and are
structurally stable, other sections – notably that backing on to Parkhill Wood – is in a state
of partial collapse, exacerbated by the development of an informal access route into the
woods at this point.
The ornamental well is also in comparatively poor condition, as it has been damaged in the
past by structural movement and has a few missing elements.

Conservation and management proposals
Rather than seeking to completely rebuild the walls where they have fallen into disrepair, it
is proposed that a formal gateway into Parkhill Wood be constructed where the present
unofficial route has developed. This would enhance access to the Core Path network and
develop one of SRANI’s aspirational routes, connecting the Johnshill viewpoint with the rest
of the estate.
The ornamental well urgently requires remedial work to prevent further degradation and to
restore its historic character.
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Barr Loch drainage infrastructure
History
Unlocking the potential of the land beneath Castle Semple and Barr Lochs was a key driver
of landscape change on the estate since the late 17th century. Competing demands of
agriculture, industry and environmental management have resulted in numerous changes in
loch level throughout the estate’s history created by ingenious and ground-breaking
engineering solutions.

Significance
The drainage system devised by the successive Macdowall lairds and ultimately James Adam
are highly significant for the date, scale and sheer ambition of the various projects. This,
combined with the Macdowalls’ importance in the early adoption of industrial water power
in the region, confers national significance on the drainage system.
Ironically, human attempts to reshape the landscape have unintentionally created ideal
condition for a nationally important wetland environment – with attendant floral and faunal
assemblages – to develop.
Condition
Although the Barr Loch reflooded in 1946 as a result of a lack of maintenance of sluices, and
a cessation of pumping, the physical remains of the system are generally well preserved and
can be easily seen on the ground.
Conservation and management proposals
The conservation statement focuses on interpreting the drainage system at a landscape scale
(from significant viewpoints), as the individual features are generally of low value in
themselves. This will make it far easier to explain the operation of the system and the
rationale behind such a mammoth undertaking.
SRANI Conservation Statement Summary
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NEXT STEPS
Heritage Lottery Fund application
The Conservation Statement is intended to support SRANI’s ‘Stage 1’ application to the
Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF). In order to be successful, the HLF must be satisfied that
SRANI have a detailed understanding of the issues likely to affect the built heritage and have
suitable plans in place to effectively manage the assets once their proposed project is
complete.
The full report contains outline costings for each of the proposals and future management
and maintenance of the heritage and landscape assets. Currently, the estimated total costs
are around £560,000 including design services, materials, labour and landscape works with
a further £4000 a year for maintenance. However, these figures are based on every
conservation option being pursued. This will not necessarily be the case, as the SRANI
partnership must decide which – if any – options to take forward and how they wish to
proceed.
Any application that SRANI makes to the Heritage Lottery Fund for enhancement of the
cultural heritage is likely to be accompanied by detailed information and proposals focussed
on natural heritage.

Detailed Design
If successful, the ‘Stage 1’ funding will allow SRANI to commission further work to prepare a
more detailed ‘Conservation Management Plan’ that will contain detailed designs for
conservation and landscape works and full costings for each project. This is then used in a
final application to the HLF for part funding of the physical works.
Further in-depth community consultation forms a vital part of the Conservation
Management Planning process. This helps to ensure that the proposed solutions meet the
needs and aspiration of local people and that they have an opportunity to make a positive
contribution to the design process.

Implementation
In addition to securing funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund and other partners, a range
of other considerations must be addressed before works can begin ‘on the ground.’ Planning
and Listed Building Consent must be obtained from Renfrewshire Council for conservation
works on the built heritage of the estate. In the case of the Peel Tower, Scheduled
Monument Consent will also be required from Historic Scotland. This will ensure that the
proposals comply with national and local policy in terms of heritage protection and design
quality. The planning process also gives people who may be affected by the developments a
further opportunity to make their opinions known.
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Estimated cost summary
Site / cost

Conservation

Peel Tower

£ 100,000.00

Contingency/Risk/Ac
cess
£
60,000.00

Landscape

Site total
£160,000.00

Cascades
Conservation of cascade structures

£ 103,000.00

£
20,000.00

Reinstatement of weir/sluice

£

5,000.00

£

5,000.00

Reinstatement of culvert

£

4,000.00

£

4,000.00

Landscaping

£123,000.00

£35,000.00

£ 35,000.00

Ice-house

£

8,000.00

£

8,000.00

Artificial cave

£

5,000.00

£

5,000.00

Temple

£

5,000.00

£

5,000.00

Fancy Bridge

£

25,000.00

Grotto

£

8,000.00

Ornamental Well

£

6,000.00

Estate Walls: Construct gate,
groundworks and bridge at Parkhill

£

25,000.00

£ 25,000.00

Interpretation facilities

£

50,000.00

£ 50,000.00

Subtotal

£
5,000.00
£10,000.00

£ 18,000.00
£

£
85,000.00
£
94,800.00

Overall contingency @20% of capital
cost
TOTAL

£ 30,000.00

6,000.00

£474,000.00

£568,800.00

Additional works
Estate walls

£

35,000.00

£
7,000.00

£ 42,000.00

Restore Fancy Bridge

£

20,000.00

£ 20,000.00

Re-roof grotto

£

10,000.00

£ 10,000.00

Reed beds

£

45,000.00

£ 45,000.00
£117,000.00

GRAND TOTAL
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