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Figure 1    Hall of Clestrain: south elevation (S&B) 
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1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1.1 Hall of Clestrain  

Hall of Clestrain is an eighteenth-century villa in its original designed-landscape 
setting, located in Orkney. It is owned by the John Rae Society who intend to restore 
the mansion to form part of a visitor attraction overlooking Hoy and Graemsay, and 
offering opportunities to learn about, understand and research links between Orkney, 
Scotland and Arctic Canada. The project will generate the revenue to support the 
conservation of the building and provide a memorable and intelligible tourist 
experience of the site and inculcate the values of John Rae.  The project will be 
environmentally sustainable.  

It is listed at Category A, the highest level of statutory protection for a historic building 
in Scotland. It is considered to be of considerable cultural-heritage significance with 
some elements of lesser significance.  

Hall of Clestrain is largely single-phase villa of c.1750. It ceased being a family 
residence in the mid- twentieth century. The house straddles the old Stromness to 
Orphir road and is aligned with it, with the principal elevation facing South. It is on 
three floors with an attic and almost square in plan and with three bays to each 
elevation. An outbuilding to the north west was formerly matched by another on the 
north east as a pair of flanking pavilions. Evidence from old photographs shows that 
these pavilions were taller with an attic storey. The principal rooms were located on 
the first floor with bedrooms above and service rooms below.  

Hall of Clestrain has a formal Georgian design with good quality stone detailing, door 
and window surrounds.  The rubble walls of Orkney stone were harled.  Until the 
1950s the building had an Orkney slate roof.  The windows are traditional sash 
windows and parts of some early sash windows survive. The front elevation has an 
advanced section in the centre. This conservation plan supports the theory that there 
was a pediment over the advanced centrepiece.                                                               

To the south east there is a large walled garden which contains a stone-edged circular 
ornamental pond, now considerably overgrown. A number of agricultural buildings 
of low quality have been located alongside the walled garden. 

Apart from its architectural significance, Hall of Clestrain is highly significant as the 
Birthplace of John Rae, the Arctic explorer.  John Rae (1813-1893) grew up at the house 
and learned to sail, shoot and fish in the area around it. He went on to become a doctor 
with the Hudson’s Bay Company and mapped large parts of the North Coast of 
Canada, largely on foot. Relying on advice from the indigenous peoples he travelled 
light and managed to live off the land. He also discovered the last navigable link in 
what became the route for Roald Amundsen to sail through the North West Passage 
in 1903-1906. Amundsen named this narrow waterway between King William Island 
and the Boothia Peninsula, Rae Strait. John Rae was one of the greatest, but least 
celebrated, of the Victorian explorers. 

1.2 This plan 

This conservation plan begins with a summary of the development of the mansion and 
its landscape. This information is evaluated in an assessment of cultural-heritage 
significance, following international best-practice, recognised by Historic 
Environment Scotland. This evaluates the Hall of Clestrain as a place embodying 
values that are important for our society today and in the future, in a broad cultural 
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context, to establish its cultural-heritage significance. There follow policies to guide 
future use, alterations and management.  

Following international best-practice, this conservation plan uses a five-level scale for 
assessing cultural-heritage significance. Clestrain has been assessed as having some 
historic values of Outstanding or international significance.  These include its 
association with John Rae and the architecture of the south front in its setting as a set 
piece of Scottish 18th Century architecture which is both unique and characteristic. 
Most of the surviving building is in the second level, of ‘considerable’, cultural-
heritage significance. The definition of ‘considerable’ means that the building overall 
and the elements within it are of national importance, and the individual elements 
contribute substantially to the importance of the building overall. There are individual 
elements categorised as being of moderate significance, and the lower levels of 
significance, some elements being of ‘negative’ significance. Where elements are 
categorised as negative, there is an imperative for change.   

The policies section provides both strategic conservation policies, and detailed 
recommendations and methodologies to sustain, reveal and enhance the cultural-
heritage significance of the building, and help manage change as part of the project of 
restoration by the John Rae Society.  

 

Figure 2    Conjectural Restoration of original appearance of the south elevation (S&B) 
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2.0 INTRODUCTION 

2.1 Location 

The Hall of Clestrain is located in the West of the largest of the Orkney Islands, known 
as Mainland. It is approximately 9km from Stromness and 18km from Kirkwall just off 
the A964. The Kirkwall/Stromness bus via Houton ferry terminal (No.5) passes along 
this road. 

      

Figure 3    The study area, marked with a red circle, in the geographical context of Scotland 
and the western mainland of Orkney (Map data © 2015 Google) 

 

Address:   Hall of Clestrain, Orphir, Orkney, KW17 2RF 

Grid Reference: OS Grid Reference HY297072 

Orkney comprises a group of about 70 islands, of which around 20 are inhabited. At 
59ºN they lie at similar latitude to St. Petersburg, Helsinki, Stockholm, Oslo, 
Anchorage, Alaska and Churchill in Manitoba on Hudson Bay.  

2.2 Heritage Designations 

Hall of Clestrain was listed at Category A on 8/12/1971. The listing reference number 
is LB19892. 

The area surrounding the Hall of Clestrain is designated as a National Scenic Area: an 
area of “outstanding scenic value in a national context” 

2.3 The John Rae Society 

The John Rae Society (www.johnraesociety.com) was established in 2013. It is a 
Scottish Charitable Incorporated Organisation (SCIO). The Society’s Registered 
Charity Number is SCO44463. The Society’s purposes are set out in its Constitution 
are: 

 To advance the education of the public in the life and achievements of John Rae 
as the discoverer of the final navigable link of the Northwest Passage and one 
of the greatest Arctic explorers. 

 To advance the arts, heritage, culture and science by promoting the life and 
achievements of John Rae to foster friendship and understanding between 
members of the public, the people of Orkney and those in Canada, particularly, 

http://www.johnraesociety.com/
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but not exclusively, those areas associated with John Rae, through a broad 
range of activities. 

 To develop the Hall of Clestrain as a memory to John Rae and as a centre for 
all things Arctic.  

 As noted in its constitution, the John Rae Society (JRS) has the ‘power to do 
anything which is calculated to further its purposes or is conducive or 
incidental to doing so’.  

The Society is governed by a Board of Trustees. The Society has a number of highly 

prominent patrons.  

The Society had 340 members as at 28 April 2020. Since its formation, the Society has 
been undertaking a wide range of activities. 

 Over recent years the JRS has demonstrated a dynamic and successful track record 

with 2016 seeing the purchase of the Hall of Clestrain, following a highly successful 

fund-raising campaign, and then the purchase and installation of a temporary visitor 

centre, employment of a project manager and numerous events, activities and outreach 

with schools’ educational resources (John Rae box).   

As the Birthplace of John Rae, Hall of Clestrain has great importance to the Society. It 
is the building on Orkney that can be most closely associated with his family and his 
early life. The Society aim to renovate the Hall of Clestrain and transform it into a 
visitor attraction and community facility. 

2.4 Objectives of this Conservation Plan 

This conservation plan is intended to inform the conservation, repair, use, 
management and future alterations of the designated historic asset, the mansion house 
of Hall of Clestrain and its landscape setting. 

This conservation plan sets out and assesses what makes the historic building, 
including its setting, important in national terms. Based on this, it makes an assessment 
of the cultural-heritage significance of the individual elements and the historic asset as 
a whole.  

Conservation policies and individual recommendations are laid out which will enable 
the cultural-heritage significance to be retained, revealed, enhanced or at least 
impaired as little as possible, in the future. This document does not simply suggest 
constraints on future action; it introduces flexibility by identifying areas and elements 
which can be adapted or developed with greater freedom. 

 

Figure 4    View westwards from Hall of Clestrain (S&B) 
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3.0 UNDERSTANDING HALL OF CLESTRAIN: DOCUMENTS 

3.1 Description  

The principal elevation faces south. It is on three floors with an attic and almost square 
in plan and with three bays to each elevation. An outbuilding to the north-west was 
formerly matched by another on the north east as a pair of flanking pavilions. 
Photographs show that the east pavilion, at least was taller than the current height of 
the west pavilion, with an attic storey. An analysis of the masonry of the western 
building seems to confirm that they were symmetrical. 

The principal rooms were located on the first floor with bedrooms above and service 
rooms below. 

It has a formal Georgian design with high quality detailing in sandstone for the door 
and window surrounds whilst the Orkney stone walls were harled.  

Until the 1950s the building had an Orkney slate roof. The windows are traditional 
sash windows and parts of the originals survive. The basement floor is projected with 
a sloping string course to form a plinth. The front elevation has an advanced section 
in the centre originally thought to have been topped by a pediment. The walls are 
generally flagstone-built with lime harling. There are sandstone quoins and dressings 
to doors and windows and the small area of wall to either side of the advanced bay is 
ashlar finished. A further string course runs round the building at high level. 

The front door into the principal floor is reached by a flight of steps which is built over 
a small cellar below. The steps have a curved plan with a moulded bottom step and 
originally had a wrought iron balustrade, now replaced with low stone walls. The door 
is quite low but is topped by a square window to suggest a much grander entrance 
and has a moulded lugged architrave. A door in the north wall gives access to the 
basement floor. 

Internally there is a curving stone stair. Fragments of original partitions, doors, 
shutters, cornice, skirtings, dado and other details survive. The interior was lined with 
timber and plaster.  Significant evidence of original paint colours survives. 

3.2 Recorded History  

The Hall of Clestrain was built in 1769 for the Honeyman family. Andrew Honeyman 
(1619-1676) came from St Andrews in Fife to Kirkwall as Bishop in 1664. He was 
recorded as being present at a witch-burning in Crail whilst minister of the second 
charge in St. Andrews. He was shot in the arm by a Covenanter with a poisoned bullet 
intended for Archbishop Sharpe outside the Archbishop’s residence in Edinburgh’s 
Blackfriars Wynd. It was Honeyman who organised the townspeople to save St. 
Magnus Cathedral from a fire when it was struck by lightning in 1671. He died on 21 
February 1676. 

Andrew’s son by his second wife Mary Stewart (possibly), a great granddaughter of 
Earl Robert Stewart, was Sheriff Robert Honeyman (died 1679), father of another 
Robert (1676-1737) whose tutors donated £100 in his name to the repair of the 
Cathedral spire in 1681. This Robert was also present at a shooting in 1726, when 
Captain Moodie of Melsetter was murdered on Kirkwall’s Broad Street by the Jacobite 
Stewarts of Burray. 

In 1699 he and his wife Cecilia were given the Graemsay estate by her father Harry 
Graham of Breckness as a dowry the day before their marriage. In 1725 Cecilia 
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managed to hide a large sum of money from Pirate Gow when he raided the previous 
Hall of Clestrain: possibly the ‘Storehouse’ that stands on the shore below the farm at 
Clestrain. According to Daniel Defoe’s account of Pirate Gow, when the Hall of 
Clestrain was approached by pirates intent on burning important documents held at 
the house, Mr Honeyman’s daughter threw the documents out of a window, “jumpt 
after them herself, and Escaped without Damage; tho’ the Window was one Story high at least”.   

Robert’s son was William Honeyman (1706-1758) who married Mary Graham. William 
drowned in the Pentland Firth with his son Mungo whilst travelling to Edinburgh. In 
folklore, William buried treasure on the estate before the journey. His untimely death 
was to propel younger son Patrick, (1730-1798) into unexpectedly taking over the 
estate. 

Patrick had married Margaret Mackay in 1755 and they had seven children. Patrick 
later remarried to Margaret Sinclair in 1764 and had a further fifteen children. This 
was the height of the kelp boom when the harvesting and burning of seaweed for its 
chemicals raised huge sums for Orkney landlords. In 1769 Patrick decided to invest 
his income in a new house at Clestrain. 

Patrick’s son by his first marriage, William Honeyman (1756-1825), went on to become 
a Session Court judge: Lord Armadale. In 1777 he married Mary McQueen, a daughter 
of Scotland's Lord Justice Clerk, the much-feared Lord Braxfield, and was created a 
Baronet in 1804. In 1787 he built a home at 14 Queen Street in Edinburgh. By the time 
he died on 5 June 1825, he held lands in Orkney, Sutherland, Lanarkshire and Lothian, 
where the town of Armadale was named by him. 

Lord Armadale appointed John Rae snr. as his factor on his Orkney estates and Rae 
lived at Clestrain with his family. His son John Rae (1813-1893) grew up at the house 
and learned to sail, shoot and fish in the area around it. He went on to become a doctor 
with the Hudson’s Bay Company and mapped large parts of the North Coast of 
Canada, largely on foot. Relying on advice from the indigenous peoples he travelled 
light and managed to live off the land. As a result, he brought back the first news of 
the whereabouts of Sir John Franklin’s ill-fated expedition to discover the North West 
Passage. Franklin’s ships Erebus and Terror have very recently been located in the 
location that Rae was told by local people. He also discovered the last navigable link 
in what became the route for Roald Amundsen to sail through the North West Passage 
in 1903-1906. Amundsen named this narrow waterway between King William Island 
and the Boothia Peninsula, Rae Strait. John Rae was one of the greatest, but least 
celebrated, of the Victorian explorers and in recent years his story has featured in 
books by Ken McGoogan and Michael Palin, in TV series presented by Billy Connolly 
(2009) and Ray Mears (2009) and in the feature length documentary Passage (2008) 
directed by John Walker. 

Sir Walter Scott visited the Hall of Clestrain on Tuesday 16 August 1814 whilst on his 
tour of the North of Scotland in the Lighthouse Yacht, the Pharos. After a visit to the 
Standing Stones of Stenness nearby with Mr. Rae he records that “the hospitality of 
Mrs. Rae detained us to an early dinner at Clestrain”. Scott’s novel The Pirate was built 
around his experiences on this trip and the stories of Pirate Gow that were no doubt 
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related at Clestrain. Rae’s older sisters are said to have provided the model for the 
characters Brenda and Minna.1 

3.3 Map Evidence 

A map of 1769 shows the area of Stromness parish and ‘Orpher’ parish at exactly the 
date Hall of Clestrain was completed. The map is short on detail and emphasises land 
and cultivated areas.  

 
Figure 5     William Aberdeen map 1769 (NLS) 

The cultivated areas around Clestrain which is marked ‘Claiftron’. The next map is the 
map by Thomson in 1822. ‘Clestron’ is indicated as a house of status.  

                                                      

 

1 This section has been edited from the previous Feasibility study by Leslie Burgher  
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Figure 6     Thomson Atlas 1822 (NLS) 

The shapes of the houses are generally a generic indication of a house of status rather 
than being a particular portrait. ‘Clestron’ is shown as a bigger house than Cubister.  

  

Figure 7     25” OS map 1880 (NLS) 
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The first ordnance survey maps were not drawn until the 1880s. There are maps of 
1880 and 1882. The map of 1880 indicates ‘Hall of Clestron’. This shows that by this 
date the main road was on the current line but with long straight tracks or roads 
running axial with Hall of Clestrain to the north and south and the east-west tracks or 
roads running off axis. The two pavilions are not shown precisely symmetrical but this 
might be a surveying error. The walled garden is shown but with the only area laid 
out for use being a northern strip of about 10 metres wide. Small structures are shown 
at the west end of the north side of the north wall of the walled garden.  Another 
structure due east of Hall of Clestrain in the field to the north of the walled garden. 
The steading is shown set as an angle to the grid around Hall of Clestrain, the roads 
and the walled garden. This is the site of the current Hall of Clestrain steading. By 1880 
it is clear that the surviving low walls existed around the Hall of Clestrain. There is a 
suggestion of a porch on the north door. A well is shown in the field to the north of 
Hall of Clestrain and due north of the walled garden about 10 metres north of the north 
garden wall.  

A standing stone is indicated in the field to the south west of Hall of Clestrain.  

Hall of Clestrain is shown clearly on the map of 1902. In this case the same roads and 
tracks are shown and roughly the same arrangement as shown on the previous map 
around the walled garden and steading. As on the 1880s drawing there is a mill lade 
sluice and mill dam to the east of the steading.  

The historic maps do not indicate if the axial approach and the north-south axial 
relationship with the landscape was part of the design of the house or if it is 
contemporary with the possibly later grid of field enclosures around it.  

 

Figure 8    25” OS map 1902 (NLS) 

Although the steading preserves the off-grid alignment of the steading is shown on 
historic maps it seems that none of the buildings shown on the 1903 map survive in 
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the current steading complex. The group of cottages to the north east of the steading 
postdates 1903. A farm house which is due south of Hall of Clestrain was built in 1953 
after Hall of Clestrain was damaged in a hurricane.  

 

3.4 The Setting 

Hall of Clestrain stands within a rectilinear arrangement of even sized fields which 
seems to be a characteristic of some parts of the Orkney and Caithness landscape. 
These landscapes might be associated with particular estates or a particular approach 
in land management. The ‘squaring’ or rectilinear division is significant surviving 
evidence but the landscape did not necessarily look the same way in the mid-18th 
century when Hall of Clestrain was first built.   

There might have been a greater amount and different kind of cultivation. Within the 
walled garden would have been an area of cultivation. Thomson, W.P.L. (2008). The 
New History of Orkney (Birlinn) refers to agricultural improvements of 1828 as 
‘squaring’ the landscape2.  Sheila Garson refers to Orcadian land changing beyond all 
recognition by the introduction of agricultural improvements in the mid-19th century. 
3 She describes farming in the 18th century being the old style which was little changed. 
Field walls were part of the introduction of improved agriculture with the arable land 
worked in the run-rig system. (See Sandy Fenton in the northern isles, Orkney and 
Shetland 1978 40). The main crops before the construction of Hall of Clestrain were 
oats and bere which were first fertilised with seaweed, turf and animal manure. The 
construction of Hall of Clestrain was roughly contemporary with the introduction of 
potatoes as a crop and, less successfully, turnips. Enclosed fields and walled gardens 
were needed to introduce more vegetable crops and grass. Improvements introduced 
single fields for a single purpose-different types of arable or livestock.  

The location and route of the road is understood to have been between Hall of 
Clestrain and the shore. There is an account of it passing across the line of the fields to 
the west of Hall of Clestrain within living memory. But this road is not evident on the 
ordnance survey maps of either the 1880s or 1902/3 but a map has been sourced which 
proves that this track existed. A track is shown running close to the shore but this 
might have been a means of access to the beach partly for gathering seaweed. 

The landscape would have been without trees as it is now. The 1880s map does show 
some bushes along the water course to the north east of Hall of Clestrain. It also shows 
the rough moorland starting very close to the east of Hall of Clestrain immediately to 
the east of the walled garden and the steading. At that stage, the improved and drained 
land was largely between Hall of Clestrain and the sea or shore.  

It is possible that the general character of the setting of Hall of Clestrain has changed 
relatively little since its construction 250 years ago. The immediate surroundings 
might have changed but anyone designing, building or occupying Hall of Clestrain 
would have been strongly aware of the distant views particularly Scapa Flow to the 

                                                      

 

2  
3 An Orcadian childhood: Orkney during the late 18th and early 19th centuries and how the 
islands influence John Rae’s formative years. Sheila Garson, John Rae 200 conference 
proceedings in New Orkney Antiquarian Journal volume 7 2014. 
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south and west, of Hoy to the south west and of Stromness to the west. At that time, 
perhaps the sea was busier with small boats and larger ships. 

 

Figure 9    Conjectural Restoration of appearance from the south east in the late 18th Century (S&B) 

 

Figure 10    Conjectural Restoration of appearance from the north west in the late 18th Century (S&B) 
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When viewed from Hall of Clestrain, Stromness would have been an obvious place of 
trade and prosperity. Our perception of the landscape of Hoy is influenced by the 
Romantic Movement in Scotland promoted by the writings of Walter Scott and 19th 
century artists. The perception of the builder, Patrick Honeyman when he built Hall 
of Clestrain would have been different. A near contemporary map of Drummore 
House in east Lothian shows that landscapes could be set out with an understanding 
of a field of views towards various sites, both natural and antiquities. It is possible that 
the best views being to the west influenced the positioning of the principal rooms in 
the house; the drawing and dining rooms. It would also have influenced the 
positioning of the subsidiary buildings which are aligned with the north corners of 
Hall of Clestrain possibly to avoid blocking the views.  

John Rae would have been aware of these views and the relationship of the gap 
between Hoy and Stromness being a gateway to Canada for the Hudson’s Bay 
Company. Stromness would have been a busy place with a herring fleet. Early 
photographs show the harbour full of boats. This might have included boats for 
whaling. 

Scapa Flow has a long history as a haven for shipping rounding the North of Scotland 
but is most famous as the base for the Royal Navy in two World Wars. It is the centre 
of a recreational diving industry based around the wrecks of the German High Seas 
Fleet: scuttled whilst interned at the end of World War I. Scapa Flow was the focus of 
an HLF funded Landscape Partnership (2008). 

Stromness grew to importance as a port in the eighteenth century and retains its 
unique character of houses with piers on the waterfront. It was an important base for 
the Hudson’s Bay Company and the last stopping off point for Atlantic crossings 
during the Napoleonic Wars when sailing through the English Channel from East 
Coast ports became dangerous and before the development of West Coast harbours.  

Visible from Hall of Clestrain are the Hoy High (right) and Hoy Low lighthouses on 
Graemsay designed by Alan Stevenson in 1851 and set against the backdrop of the 
Hoy Hills which rise to 479m from sea level. 

To the north lies Stenness Loch and the World Heritage Site around the Neolithic 
monuments of Ring of Brodgar, Stones of Stenness and Maeshowe. The house was 
built on the line of and aligned with the old road through Orphir. To the East of the 
house lies the highest ridge of hills on the Orkney Mainland reaching 270m at Mid 
Hill. 

3.5 Walled Garden 

There is no clear date for the walled garden at Hall of Clestrain. It is not clear when it 
was constructed. It might have been part of the originally intended layout for Hall of 
Clestrain and its surroundings or it might be an early 19th century response to the grid 
set up by the axis to Hall of Clestrain to the south. It seems to be one of Orkney’s 
biggest walled gardens;  

Clestrain      150 x 90m 

Balfour           75 x 55m  

Melsetter        60 x 40m 
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Binsgarth        30 x 20m  

Trumland       55 x 50m  

Kierfold          50 x 25m  

The walled garden which contains a stone edged circular ornamental pond, now 
considerably overgrown. A number of agricultural buildings of low quality have been 
built against the north wall. 

3.6 Account or Inventory 

A list or inventory survives which marks the completion of the construction of Hall of 
Clestrain in September 1769. It seems similar to a final account in today’s construction 
process but it might have been part of the legal action to resolve a dispute. It is a means 
where the builder, or the person organising the construction on behalf of the owner, 
reports the final cost of the newly built house.  

It is held in the Orkney Islands archives and has been transcribed by Fiona Gould, a 
trustee of the JRS. The transcription of this account is included as an appendix. 

There are various people mentioned in the account. Patrick Honeyman of Gramsay 
was the owner, as we know. The other people involved seem to be lawyers based in 
Kirkwall. The people mentioned at the end, Alexander Stewart and William Manson 
seem to be the authors of the account rather than the joiner. It is possible that the joiner 
was not able to write an account of this complexity and needed others to do it. Stewart 
and Manson might have been surveyors similar to the current role of a quantity 
surveyor. 

The account is unclear in some cases because it refers to more levels than exist at the 
Hall of Clestrain even including the upper attic level within the roof structure. The 
number of windows is consistent with the surviving number of windows as is the 
number of rooms or internal doors etc. on the basement floor. The account indicates 
the uses of rooms on the ground floor or basement.  

There is a reference to sash windows. The windows that survive in the building are 
not of a profile that would be typical for 1769 so this suggests that the windows that 
survive in the building are a second generation of sliding sash windows.   

The ground floor account indicates that there were 7 sash windows. This matches the 
number of windows that exist now have either opened or obviously blocked. There is 
no account for the window under the forestair but that is unlikely to have been a sash 
window.   

In the basement, there were 6 doors but that does not necessarily mean that there were 
6 rooms because some of the doors would have been cupboards. The names and uses 
of some of the spaces in the ground floor were; wine cellar, kitchen, parlour and ‘milk 
house’. The rooms were connected by a passage and there was storage for papers and 
books, perhaps of significance, such as household accounts. Another cupboard is for 
‘coaths’ – possibly the equivalent of a modern boot room.   



16 Hall of Clestrain, Orkney – Conservation Plan 

 

For the first, or principal, floor there is a note of 9 windows. There might be two ways 
of counting the 9 windows depending on whether the window above the door is 
included. If the window above the door is included in the 9 then this might suggest 
that the central window on the north side was blocked from the start. It has an older 
form of blocking than other blocked windows in house. However, the window above 
the door is unlikely to have been a sash and case window.  

The 5 hearth stones at this level is one more than the current building. There are traces 
of 4 rooms plus the entrance hall on the first floor. The account tells us that there was 
a drawing room and dining room as expected. Another room is named the ‘grain’ 
room. This might mean a painted finish to the walls which is grained to look like 
timber.  

There is reference to a second floor, third floor and garret. This is one more level than 
the current building unless there were two levels of accommodation in the roof. The 
second floor as described has 4 hearth stones suggesting 4 rooms, and 9 windows 
which is much more than the 2 or 3 that could be suggested at the moment. The third 
floor with 2 hearth stones and 3 windows sounds similar to the top floor that now 
exists. The circular window does exist anywhere on the building currently and could 
be a reference to a window in a pediment.  

At the Garret floor, the word 'tympany' might refer also to the pediment. A tympanum 
being the flat wall surface within the pediment. This term usually refers to as a 
triangular shape but this is because most traditional classical pediments were 
triangular. Where the account refers to the whole work of the roof of the tympany this 
might mean the low pitch roof which would have extended back from a pediment to 
meet the main south pitch.   

The two agricultural buildings are referred to as the 'wings'. The account demonstrates 
that the wings were built at the same time as the main house and are part of the full 
architectural concept. There is a reference to 8 windows. This seems to be the total 
number of windows in both buildings. Photographic records show that there were 4 
windows facing the courtyard in each of the wings so this suggests that there were no 
other windows on these blocks facing out from the courtyard or on the gables. There 
is no record of window finishings for the small windows at high level on the south 
facing gables that ca be seen on old photographs.   

There are separate headings for the byre and the stables. This might refer to fitting out 
of each wing, but they might have been separate buildings. The pigeon house, or 
doocot, was a separate building that was constructed at the same time as the rest of 
the group of buildings.  

3.7 Pediment  

All surviving photos of the building show the present appearance of the roof with an 
Orkney slate covering, it is now generally accepted that this was not the original form. 
A contemporary measurement account of the building found in the Orkney Archive 
refers to a circular window at the ‘third’ floor which supports the idea that there was 
a pediment. 
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Figure 11    Reconstruction of the original appearance of the Hall (S&B)  

There is a record that a storm ‘destroyed the roof’ of the Hall in the 1790s. It is likely 
that there would have been a shallow-pitched lead roof over the pediment which may 
have been removed by the wind.  

     

      

Figure 12    Fig 12. Gayfield House Edinburgh, 1765, General View and details of pediment (S&B) 

The house bears a resemblance to Gayfield House in East London Street, Edinburgh.  
This house was built around 1764 by Charles (d.1785) and William Butter, wrights and 
was first occupied by the Earl of Leven. This timing makes it plausible that Clestrain 
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was based on this new Edinburgh house: whether from a direct link with the Butters’ 
or a shared source in an Architectural pattern book.  

 

3.8 Historic Photographs  

 

Figure 13    Photograph after 1925 (JRS) 

An image of Hall of Clestrain by Tom Kent dating from 1924 shows an image of the 
east pavilion block. It was finished with a gable and was rubble built. It is difficult to 
judge from the photograph but appears to have been taller than the current height of 
the surviving west pavilion.  

The Kent photographs are most interesting for the evidence of the pavilions. The 
pavilions had symmetrical elevations facing into the courtyard. Each pavilion had a 
central cross wall which contained flues. To either side of the central wall and facing 
towards the courtyard was a ‘cottage’ arrangement of central door flanked by 
windows so that there was a run of 6 openings on both the east face of the west pavilion 
and the west face of the east pavilion.  

Other indications from this photograph are that the chimney pots on the main house 
have survived in their current arrangement for over 120 years. There were 2 roof lights 
through the slated pitch to the second-floor level and a centrally placed roof light into 
the loft. The harling looks to have been recently patched in places. The stone walls 
built on the entrance steps are shown complete with copes passing down to circular 
terminations.  

On the south gable of the east block there was one window placed at an upper level 
with its sill just below the wall head level on the east and west sides. To the south of 
this building and to the east of Hall of Clestrain there was a lightweight shed or 
possibly a peat stack.  
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Figure 14    Photograph by Tom Kent 1924 (JRS) 

3.9 20th Century History  

 

Figure 15    Orkney communities Photograph 1935 (JRS) 
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The building became the main residence for the farm of Hall of Clestrain which was 
acquired by the Craigie family in 1925. It was occupied by them until 1952 when 
Orkney was battered by an exceptional gale which destroyed the Orkney slate roof. 
The family moved to a new farmhouse to the south, closer to the steading. The roof 
was replaced with corrugated asbestos sheeting and the basement floor was converted 
for used as a pigsty. Much of the interior woodwork has been cleared out. 

 

3.10 Recent Proposals 

Around 1990 Orkney Heritage Society sought to restore the Hall of Clestrain. 
However, the proposals did not proceed due to concerns over the potential end use 
conflicting with the needs of the farm. Around 2000 another attempt to restore 
Clestrain was made by Orkney Building Preservation Trust, however a viable publicly 
accessible use was not found and land ownership was again an issue and these 
proposals also foundered. 

In 2003 proposals were made for a museum to house the collection of small boats held 
by Orkney Islands Council. A range of sites were examined. Clestrain was suggested 
as an option and it was seen that there was a unique opportunity to link the museum 
to the restoration of an extremely important historic building at risk. The space 
available at Clestrain allowed the room to propose a new Boat Hall in conjunction with 
the existing building without being to the detriment of the Hall or limiting new 
development. The site was also ideal for a major visitor attraction being on the main 
circuit of the Mainland of Orkney. Importantly, the owners also supported the 
proposals. 

Orkney Boat Museum was formed as a company limited by guarantee to take forward 
the project. This scheme featured in the BBC Restoration programme in 2004. 
Significant interest was generated and it received 15,000 votes. This impetus helped to 
establish the Friends of Orkney Boat Museum. 

An initial bid for a Heritage Lottery Fund Project Planning Grant in late 2007 was 
successful, but the resulting Stage 2 bid was turned down in 2009 as it was thought 
that the site, away from the water, was unsuitable for a Boat Museum. This effectively 
ended the scheme. 

A renewed approach was made to the Landmark Trust by Orkney Boat Museum to 
establish whether the Hall could suitably be restored for their use. The Landmark 
Trust was also very keen on the property having originally made an approach just 
after the Restoration process had got underway. They commissioned an evaluation of 
the Hall but this coincided with the financial crash in 2008 when the market for larger 
self-catering properties was badly affected.  

During this process the importance of the Hall has been made much better known, the 
story of John Rae has become much more appreciated, and a large amount of work has 
been done on recording the building, including traditional measured and 3D scanning 
surveys, environmental, structural and condition surveys. Basic repairs to the roof 
sheeting, support of failing structural elements and exclusion of birds have arrested 
decay. 

Orkney Boat Museum decided to disband but from this, two groups emerged: Orkney 
Historic Boat Society and the John Rae Society. The former is pursuing the construction 
of a ‘haven’ for surviving examples of Orkney’s traditional small wooden boats. 
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To date the John Rae Society have achieved considerable success in both raising the 
profile of John Rae and in raising funds to buy the Hall and towards its eventual 
restoration. Alongside arranging a myriad of successful events, their principal success 
has been in successfully purchasing the Hall and adjoining grounds which, in the past 
has been a considerable barrier to development. 

There are proposals to develop the network of public paths along the coast in this area. 
Public toilets, parking and opportunities to link with public transport would be 
needed. 

 

 

Figure 16    Roof plan as existing (S&B) 
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4.0 UNDERSTANDING HALL OF CLESTRAIN: PHYSICAL EVIDENCE 

4.1 Roofs 

The roof is recorded as having been blown off in 1952. (It also blew off in the 18thC). 
It is assumed that the slates previous to this date were Orkney slates. There may be 
some evidence for the slates such as fragments surviving in the roof structure.  The 
roof is now covered in asbestos cement sheeting. 

If there was a pediment on the main south facing elevation, it would have had a 
shallower pitch than the main pitch.  It is likely to not have had slates on it but a lead 
deck. Further research might show precedents for the use of lead in buildings in 18th 
century Orkney such as the roofs of St. Magnus Cathedral. 

Since it is assumed that there was a lead deck behind the pediment it is possible that 
the main ridge was also lead, but more likely that it would have followed the well-
established Orkney and 18th century vernacular precedent of cope stones cut to a 
triangular profile with a lap over the top course of slates.  It is possible that the ridge 
stones that survive on the roof are the original ones placed back in position after the 
asbestos cement sheeting was fitted. 

The slating would have been laid according to the practice established for Orkney 
slates. They are likely to have been single pegged onto battens. This is the construction 
in the current outbuilding. The battens have diminishing widths as the slates get 
smaller as they rise up the pitch. It is possible that the slates would have been pegged 
to the battens rather than nailed. Scottish practice would have been to single peg with 
some cheek nailing or pegging every few courses.  

The roof structure survives in remarkably good condition. It is a double collared roof 
built without lateral timbers at wall head level. The timbers meet the wall head with 
an ashlar post.  This is a form of construction expected in pre-18th century buildings. 
The roof design is similar to the construction one might find in a 15th or 16th century 
castle. It is pegged and there are numerous notches and changes which indicate the 
position of partitions. They also indicate the position that laths were fitted directly to 
the underside of the rafters to support the plaster finish of the attic interior.  

There are 19 trusses or couples. The main rafters are assembly marked with a saw. The 
timbers appear to be pit sawn rather than circular sawn.  This is as expected in an 18th 
century roof structure. The ashlar posts are not consistent on the south side. Together 
with the documentary evidence, this suggests that there was an additional pediment 
structure above the base of the rafters on this wall. It is not clear if there is a wall plate 
but normally ashlar post construction predates the introduction of wall plates later in 
the 18th century when machine sawn timbers became available.  

In the collars towards the east end a dwang has been introduced to allow enough space 
for a steep stair or ladder to give access to the attic space between the upper and lower 
collars. There is some evidence of nail holes for laths on the underside of the upper 
collars and on the underside of the rafters but not on all of the rafters or the same 
rafters that universally have the positions of nails for laths at the main second floor 
level. It seems likely that this loft was inhabited although there is no sign of a separate 
fireplace or windows.  

It is possible that the loft level was finished with paper or boards which would have 
needed nails at less frequent centres than laths. 
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4.2 Chimneys 

The chimneys are built of rubble with ashlar quoins at the north and south ends. They 
were designed to be harled and some harling remains on the south face of the west 
chimney. The loss of harl on the west gable of the west chimney exposes particularly 
beautiful masonry construction using flat rubble stones between extended inband 
quoins.  The chimney has a projecting course with an ashlar blocking course above. 
The ashlar stone has a stugged finish which might also suggest that the render was 
carried over the top stones. Normally the purpose of the projecting stones is to protect 
the upper edge of the harl coat.  

  

Figure 17    Hall of Clestrain: west and east chimneys (S&B) 

Each chimney has 5 flues. Close up physical investigation might reveal more about the 
history of the flues. This evidence could tell which flues were used for cooking.  

The departure from strict symmetry in the west and east gables seems not to be 
associated with flue positions. On the west side it is controlled by the intention to have 
a symmetrical arrangement of windows within the north-west room. 

 

4.3 South Front 

This is the principal designed front of Hall of Clestrain. It is the front which had a 
landscape layout of a strong straight axial approach which was possibly also the public 
road. Sometimes straight lines in 17th and 18th century Scottish architecture are 
aligned on particular features. Not necessarily hills but sometimes points of 
antiquarian interest such as tombs. The alignment at Hall of Clestrain seems to point 
to the gap between Hoy and South Walls and so it is possible that it is not on a 
significant historical alignment. This front is a carefully designed and proportioned 
composition. To some extent it takes a lead from Palladian architecture in the design 
of villas. The building look smaller than it is. It is designed as a discreet and elegant 
pavilion. The embanking up to the steps and the route into the building at the first 
floor level means that only the principal storey is fully expressed. It is possible that the 
basement was more visible in the past and that the walls on either side of the stair are 
recent introductions where there would have been an embankment before.  
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Figure 18    Hall of Clestrain, South Elevation as existing (drawn 1989) (S&B) 

 

The windows at ground floor level are at the same height as the windows on the main 
first floor. They have been infilled with stone and concrete slip sills, possibly during 
the early 20th century. The windows are formed with inbound and outbound rybats 
and single stone sills. The course heights are not even and the bed joints do not run 
through on the same level to either side of each window. Smaller stones have been 
introduced at the top of the sides of the windows to provide the lintels to the basement 
windows.  

The central part of the front of the house is advanced by about 100mm. To either side 
is a panel of ashlar. This has a 10mm raised margin which looks as if it is intended to 
receive harl. It might well be that the ashlar was not intended to be seen particularly 
at first floor level and that it was simply easier to build these sections in ashlar rather 
than rubble, in a similar way to the ends of the chimneys. When close inspection is 
needed to look for fragments of harl on these surfaces. Even if these surfaces were not 
harled it is probable that they were lime washed along with the finish of the rest of the 
wall.  
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Figure 19    Hall of Clestrain, South Elevation, Conjectural Restoration (S&B) 

  

Figure 20    Hall of Clestrain: details of door surround (S&B) 

The central door case is slightly wide in proportion.  It possibly had double doors. It 
has lugged architraves with a fairly flat moulding. The architrave is a typical architrave 
moulding with a flat outer edge with a lamb’s tongue moulding within and then a 
beaded moulding close to the opening. It has the character of a moulding that has been 
taken from a pattern book but the way that the lug has been created and the even 
recession of the mouldings suggests a lack of familiarity with classical profiles. There 
are blocks at the foot of each architrave. The lintel contains stools for the window over 
the door. This door design with a window over it is one of the most characterful parts 
of the design of Hall of Clestrain. The door is not particularly tall. The window might 
have been intended to provide a reasonable amount of light into the entrance hall 
because the door would have been solid. The over door light might also have been 
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considered to be the right proportion for a 6 pane fixed light although it would not 
have been the same proportion as the 6/6 sash windows to either side. The door 
arrangement is surmounted by a projecting cornice which again has a slightly naive 
pattern book character. The cornice oversails the ends of the margins of the window 
below in a way which is characterful but not quite ‘correct’.  

   

Figure 21    Hall of Clestrain: south front (S&B) 

 

The general wall masonry is rubble, which was clearly intended to be covered with 
harl. Various dates of harl survive. There would be enough on this surface to analyse 
the history of lime coverings on this wall. More evidence might be available from 
behind the walls which have been built on top of the stairs.   

The stringcourse above the first floor and offset course above the basement have been 
carefully designed according to a considered arrangement of proportions. These 
horizontal elements are a pleasing and successful part of the design. The mason has 
given careful consideration to the way that the string course has broader blocks 
projecting further where they intersect with the vertical corner bands. There is further 
carefully considered detailing at the offset course where the 45 -degree angle of the 
weathering on the upper side of the offset course is mitred out by 10mm. Many masons 
would not have bothered with this additional detailing.  

The moulding on the capital blocks might be the extension of the original cornice 
detail, which extended across the full width of the wall.   

To the east of the stair are hooks possibly for rainwater pipes and one without a 
rainwater pipe survives. There are channels cut through the stringcourse which might 
indicate the position of a former rainwater pipe before the pipe that survives now. 

 

4.4 Pediment 

The evidence for a pediment is on the second floor where there is clear evidence of a 
window set centrally above the door and also a documentary record of a circular 
window.  This seems the only position where a circular window could have been 
located. The loss of the pediment has been associated with the anecdote that a storey 
was lost from Hall of Clestrain in a 1790s storm. The gable form on the east and west 
gables and the wall head on the north side are all entirely convincing mid-18th century 
detailing and consistent with the rest of the build and so the only part which could 
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have changed would be the head of the south wall. The ashlar post construction on the 
north wall shows that there could never have been an extension upwards on the north 
side.  

There is no evidence for the shape of the upper edge of the pediment. The similarity 
between this design and Gayfield House in Edinburgh, which also has a central 
circular window, gives a reasonable precedent for a pediment of Palladian proportion 
and design. It is possible that the pediment and elevation design are based on an 
architectural book illustration but at the moment the pediment shape is a best or 
reasonable guess rather than being based on solid evidence.  

There is a balance of design significance and fabric significance that must be 
considered in restoration. This is considered in the policies part of this conservation 
plan. 

 

4.5 Forestair 

The survival of this stair is another tremendous asset at Hall of Clestrain. It is similar 
to many stairs which would have led to smaller country houses throughout Britain but 
many have been altered. The stair has seven risers in ashlar sandstone cut with a 
bullnose and fillet. They were originally parallel with the house but have been pushed 
outwards due to general distortion. The step at the front door also has a bullnose and 
fillet but is slightly less tall and has a more refined design. It is possible that the stairs 
were built by a different mason than the finer dressed work on the south front of the 
house.  

      

Figure 22    Hall of Clestrain: details of forestair (S&B) 

 
Above the seventh step, two slabs have been inserted which form a further step. These 
are not original but might suggest that there was a further step next to the step at the 
base of the door. There would have been paving flush with the level of the 7th step. 
This is seen on the east side of the stair below the wall that has been built on top of it. 
There are three paving stones visible and they were originally finished with the same 
bullnose and fillet but this has been cut off presumably at the time that the wall was 
built on top of the stair. On the west side this was a single slab.  
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At the western end of the lower step is the survival of a beautiful spiral which probably 
reflected the wreath shape of the iron handrail directly above it. It is not cut to a perfect 
spiral which suggests that it was drawn by eye rather than plotted mathematically. 
The base of the newel post at the foot of the iron handrail survives. The socket can be 
seen at the equivalent stones to the east. Where the wall that was built on top has been 
lost, further sockets can be seen, one per stone thread. The removal of the walls built 
on these stone threads will reveal more and it would be possible to reinstate a metal 
handrail with the design developed from 18th century precedents elsewhere 

4.6 Areas 

In front of the house are lowered areas possibly originally for drainage with stone 
retaining walls to the south. These have rough half round copes. In design terms these 
walls could be considered to be a distraction and it is possible that this masonry was 
originally finished level with the ground. Alternatively, they could have been 
introduced to replace banks.  

This is an area which needs some archaeological investigation. The walling is clearly 
secondary and needs physical investigation. 

4.7 West Gable 

On the west gable the stringcourse and offset course of the South front are brought 
across the elevation.  But it is clear that this gable was not intended to be as prominent 
from a distance. The horizontal proportions were carried across to form the right 
context for the main south front. The key evidence for this is the asymmetrical or slight 
divergence from strict symmetry in the placement of the windows. The window at the 
centre and the north have been placed so that they are correctly symmetrical on the 
room inside. This demonstrates that the symmetry of the inside mattered more than 
the external symmetry on this elevation and on the north elevation.  

   

Figure 23    Hall of Clestrain: west wall (S&B) 

The construction and detailing is similar to the south front. The gables are finished 
with flat sandstone copes, which do not appear to be checked under stones at the 
chimney but have a check formed for them at the skewputt stone. Below the skewputt 
stone is a cavetto shape which was the design at all 4 corners of the house. The capital 
block at north-west corner is missing.  
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The harling on this wall appears to be a cement harl, which will cover any traces of an 
earlier harl. The harling has also been taken over the concrete blockwork infill of the 
southern of the basement windows, which dates it to the mid-20th century. The three 
basement windows are the same height as the original height of the basement 
windows on the south side. These are unusually large for windows which will 
probably have been associated with a service area. The three windows at this level 
have been blocked in three different campaigns with the central window blocked in 
rubble and pointed in cement. The south window filled with blockwork flush with the 
outside wall. The north window is blocked but allowing a recess. The first-floor 
windows have been blocked with blockwork presumably after 1952. The window to 
the second floor has a different proportion from the windows below. It is taller in 
proportion. The surviving window is a 6/6 upper sash but with lying panes. 

4.8 North Wall 

This wall has the same architectural detail as the gables. The ground appears to have 
been built up since the windows were probably the same height as the windows on 
the other sides. The door and windows at basement level do not have the pronounced 
raised margins as on the other three walls at this level. The door moulding has an older 
character with a simple 10-15mm quarter round detail which is mitred onto the lintel. 
It is possible that these mouldings were salvaged from the previous Hall of Clestrain. 
The window mouldings also have the same quarter round and are also mitred onto 
the lintels. At basement level, the lack of a margin does not mean that the wall was not 
harled but it might have been more roughly finished. Quite extensive areas of harl 
survive. Some of this harl might be from the original build.  

     

Figure 24    Hall of Clestrain: north wall (S&B) 

 

The first floor has 3 window positions. As with the basement windows these also do 
not have raised margins and neither do the quoins. This change in masonry detailing 
indicates that this north side of the building was definitely considered to be the back. 
It was not intended to be seen by people who cared about fine masonry detailing. 
However, from a distance the stringcourses and orderly arrangement of openings 
would have made the appropriate impression.  

The first-floor window is off centre for the same reason as the windows on the west 
gable. This position seems to have guided the position of the basement door below it, 
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which is also off centre. The two basement windows have been blocked with rubble 
masonry and concrete slip sills have been introduced.  

       

      

Figure 25    Hall of Clestrain: window details (S&B) 

 

6/6 sliding sash windows survive. These might be original although the thin profile 
of the astragals would have been Edinburgh fashion for the 1770s and 1780s. They 
seem a little narrow for Orkney in 1769 and so it is possible that they are fairly early 
replacements for sash windows which had thicker astragals. The 6/6 proportion looks 
to be right for these windows. It was the proportion that the windows were designed 
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to hold so that each pane had a roughly golden section alignment. In fact, the 
alignment is slightly more vertical than the golden section but this was probably the 
proportion that was intended. 

 

4.9 East Gable  

The design, detailing, stringcourses etc. are all similar to the west gable. This gable was 
also asymmetrical but with the central windows shifted to the south rather than the 
north as on the west gable. This is presumably controlled by the planning of the 
window on the first, principal, floor where this window would be placed in the right 
position to light the closet.  

    

Figure 26    Hall of Clestrain: east wall (S&B) 

 

The basement windows are similar to the south and west sides. The northern basement 
window has a stone bridge built into it. This elevation is the only side where dummy 
windows have been used to provide an even arrangement of windows. On the first 
floor both north and south windows are dummies and must always have been so. The 
north central window may have been blocked and a wood-lined cupboard inserted in 
this position. The south window would have been crossed by the stair and the north 
window would have crossed over the fireplace position in the north east room. On the 
basement floor the south window was probably always a dummy due to the position 
of stair. Staining inside the north window suggests that it was once an opening.  

When harling is removed from these openings it is possible that a flat plastered surface 
will be revealed. Dummy windows in buildings of this date often had the glazing bar 
pattern painted with black painted on the position to imitate positions of the glass.  
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Figure 27     Hall of Clestrain: Section looking west as existing (S&B) 

 

 

Figure 28    Hall of Clestrain; Section looking west, conjectural restoration (S&B) 
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4.10 Second Floor  

The second floor, or attic, has survived as a single large space within the roof with 
windows in the gable to the east and west. There was a further window to the south 
passing through the presumed pediment. There is evidence of 3 fireplaces which 
indicates at least 3 apartments at this level. However, with two fireplaces on the west 
gable but only one window this suggests that one of the rooms did not have a window. 
It might have had light through a roof light. It will be possible to determine the position 
of partitions from the marks on the underside of collars and rafters.  

 

Figure 29    Hall of Clestrain: Second floor survey as existing (S&B) 

 

The finishing of plaster on riven lath is evident throughout this space. Some remnants 
of plaster survive on the hard on the walls. The fireplace on the east wall retains its 
stone surround. This is a typical 18th century surround for a secondary room with an 
inset into the lintel with curved corners. The ashlar posts do not appear to have the 
same fixings for lath as the underside of the collars or rafters. This suggests that the 
plaster was either finished between ashlar posts, leaving them visible, or more likely 
there were boards fixed over the front face of the ashlar posts. 

A Norwegian shipping mark has been noted on one of the roof timbers. 
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Figure 30    Hall of Clestrain: second floor interior (S&B) 

 

Between each ashlar post are timbers extending up from the wall head. On the south 
side, these timbers are brought across the more crudely finished timbers on this side. 
The ashlar post timbers on this side are not constructed in the same way and do not 
have timber pegs. They look secondary and might date from the time that the 
pediment was removed. Presumably, they relate to a time when this roof had to be 
rebuilt following the loss of the pediment. The fixings between timbers are iron rather 
than timber pegs as seen on the north wall.  

At the head of the stair the design of the roof structure is similar to elsewhere but 
without ashlar posts. Ashlar posts in this position would have cut across the form of 
the stair and would have been visible from the first floor below. The way that ashlar 
posts have been avoided in this part of the roof suggests that they were not intended 
to be seen elsewhere. A ceiling has been introduced over the stair at a lower level than 
the collars and some remnants of lath and plaster have survived in this position. 

 

4.11 Stair 

The survival of the pencheck stair at Clestrain is particularly important. The stair 
carries a huge amount of evidence of the way that the building was used. At the head 
of the stair seven wrought iron balusters have survived. These are iron. Each has 3 iron 
scrolls attached. Two on the upside and one on the low side so that the scrolls intersect. 
This handrail is quite primitive in construction compared with the fine quality of the 
masonry detailing. It is an extraordinarily precious survival.  It should be retained and 
used as the template for replacement handrail further down the stair. The stair treads 
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have bullnoses and fillets just like the steps up to the main door. Each flight turns 
through 180 degrees with a fairly crudely formed and uneven set of steps around the 
curve.  

     

Figure 31    Hall of Clestrain: stair at second floor level (S&B) 

 

This is a characteristic 18th century stair constructed with a pencheck cut at the junction 
of each tread and riser. In a true pencheck stair, the location of the stone into the wall 
stops the stone rotating but the weight and the load of the stair is transferred from each 
step to the step below so that the step at the foot of the stair bares the load of the full 
flight. This particular stair is an unwittingly audacious example because the stone at 
the foot is founded on timber rather than stone. Although the stair uses pencheck 
construction it seems unlikely that it actually operates structurally as a pencheck stair. 
This appears to be a cantilever stair in the way that a stair would have been constructed 
in a vernacular building.  

The sockets for the handrail are evident. In many places it has been the cause of 
breaking away of the return bullnose at the end of each stair. On the full width stair in 
the straight flights, there are 2 sockets per stair.  

At first floor level there has been a slight design compromise where the stair rises 
above the level of the sill of the window which lights this part of the stair. An 
additional stone has been introduced as a raised sill. 

 

4.12 First Floor 

This was the principal floor of the building. It contained the apartments for polite 
living. It is these apartments which will have the greatest associative historic 
significance because these are the rooms that John Rae would have known, where 
important conversations have taken place and decisions made.  

Despite substantial stripping out of the interior, there is still almost complete evidence 
or the former appearance of these rooms. This is partly due to the survival of the 
floorboards, which contain the sockets for partitions. The ceiling timbers also indicate 
socket positions. From this, the exact location of the original partitions can be 
understood.  
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Figure 32    Hall of Clestrain, Principal floor survey as existing (S&B) 

 

Figure 33    Hall of Clestrain, Principal floor; possible original uses of rooms (S&B) 
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Inside the front door was an entrance hall which is about 3m square. The wall to the 
west was quite close to the door leaving enough space for a square room to the west. 
As you entered the door you would have been faced with two similar architrave doors. 
The one directly in front was to the largest room at this level and the door to the right 
would have led to the apartment in the north east corner of the plan. The position of 
doors on the west wall will probably be indicated by the position of sockets in the floor 
but these floorboards are currently covered with boards. To the east of the entrance 
hall is the stair leading up to the second floor and down to the basement. The stair was 
better lit than the entrance hall with a full 6/6 window into it. The entrance hall was 
lit from the window above the entrance doors. There is a hook in the ceiling of the 
entrance hall which would have held a lantern. These partitions are now quite visible 
as the coverings are no longer there. 

      

     

Figure 34    Hall of Clestrain: first floor interior (S&B) 

 

The uses of the rooms at this level cannot be fully understood unless there is 
documentary evidence. There may be some clues. It was customary to arrange the 
principal apartments on one level in an 18th century house of status. The dining room 
and drawing room would have roughly equal sides but it was generally the case that 
the dining room would be closer to the main door than the drawing room. The dining 
room was used for business and considered to be the male domain. The drawing room 
would be set further away from the door to emphasise that one had to proceed further 
through the house to reach it. It would be generally the room for women.  
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The difference between the character and use of the two rooms was usually 
emphasised in their scheme of decoration.  The character of the dining room would 
suggest pedigree and linage with darker walls and family portraits. By contrast, the 
drawing room would be brighter, more fashionable and more forward looking in its 
decoration. Also, at this level it was customary to have the principal bed chamber.  It 
would have needed a closet room next to it for dressing and washing.  

This expected arrangement seems to be reflected at Clestrain. The room to the south 
west is more likely to be the dining room than the room to the north-west. Its window 
faced the approach towards the house and would have been more public than the 
room to the north-west. It would also have a more direct relationship to the stair down 
to the probable position for the kitchen in the basement, although proximity to services 
does not seem to have mattered too much in 18th century planning.  Food would have 
been delivered into the dining room and could have been served from a buffet table 
against one wall. 

18th century planning also used a sequence of rooms, derived from a palace or a great 
house of state. It would start from the smallest and most intimate – the closet, through 
the bedchamber, then the drawing room and then the dining room.  In this case at 
Clestrain this seems to be the arrangement in an anticlockwise arrangement looking 
down on plan.  

The most important room in the house was the room to the north-west.  This interior 
design of this room was sufficiently important to require careful symmetry on at least 
its west and north walls and possibly its south wall as well, with doors set close to the 
south west and south east corners.  The lintel rail for the south east door survives.  
There may be timber socket positions that show the position of a door to the south 
west but this part of the floor is currently hidden by the timber underneath the props.  
The east wall of this room appears to have been blank because the socket positions do 
not indicate a position for a door, but this conclusion would be reconsidered when the 
boards have been cleaned for closer inspection.  This room also had the largest of the 
four fireplaces at this level.  There is a hook in the ceiling, presumably for a chandelier.   

It seems likely that this most important room was the drawing room.  It was far better 
lit than the other rooms with four large windows.  This would have provided an 
exceptionally well-lit room in the 18th century.  Well-lit rooms went out of fashion 
during the 19th century when direct sunlight was mistrusted and this might explain 
the blocking of one of the windows on the north side.   

The room to the north east was probably the bedchamber.  Its extent is visible both 
from post positions on the floor and also a vertical mark in the surviving remnants of 
plaster on the walls. This room had one window, as befits a bedchamber, and a 
fireplace set close to centre of its east wall.  The bed would not necessarily have been 
the same size as current beds but its position would probably have been opposite the 
fireplace, against the west wall of the room.   
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Figure 35    Hall of Clestrain: Details of sockets showing positions of partitions at first floor level (S&B) 

The closet or dressing room was set between this principal bedroom and the stair.  It 
had its own large east-facing window.  It also had a smaller fireplace than the other 
rooms, set at an angle against the stone cross wall of the stair.  It seems possible that 
this fireplace had an arched head although this shape might be the result of inserting 
a Victorian cast iron fireback with an arched head.   

     

Figure 36    Hall of Clestrain: remnants of paint finishes at first floor level (S&B) 

The inside faces of the outside masonry walls are exposed on all sides.  The floor 
construction is clear when viewed from its underside.  The depth of the building is too 
great to be spanned by single joists running north south.  They had to be lapped over 
a beam.  The beam is carefully located to be on line with the partitions.  The carpenter’s 
diagonal finishing of the timbers is evident in some timbers to the south of the beam 
but is not seen on any timbers to the north.  This difference in finish suggests that some 
timbers have been recycled from another building.  In the eastern part of the house to 
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the north of the stair, the position of the beam changes so that it can be in line with the 
partitions between the bedroom and the closet.  There might also have been a need to 
locate the beam away from window lintels.   

    

    

Figure 37    Hall of Clestrain: details of joinery and plaster at first floor level (S&B) 

It is remarkably fortunate that just enough detail of the interior detailing is preserved 
in the surviving partitions.  Most of this detail survives in the entrance hall.  Evidence 
survives for the architraves, skirting faces, skirting moulding, dado profile, and corner 
beads.  The cornice does not survive but it could be assumed to be a similar moulding 
to the moulding used above the central door on the south elevation.  The partitions 
appear to have been faced with board rather than plaster towards the entrance hall 
although the ceilings were finished with plaster.  The other rooms had plaster walls 
which survives in places.  It has had boards fitted over the upper surface.  The height 
of the cornice can be determined from marks on the beams and the plaster walls of the 
closet. 

As well as providing the appropriate mouldings for joinery reinstatement, these 
original timbers will contain evidence of the original paint colours.  Paint colour 
research should provide a lot of evidence of the history of paint colours in this 
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building.  Some of the plaster, particularly around the stair, seems to retain a blue 
colour although it should be noted that this might have started as an entirely different 
colour and faded to the current colour.   

The faces of the fireplaces have been stugged.  This indicates that a timber, or possibly 
marble, surround had been applied.  It seems more likely that the fireplace had timber 
surrounds.  The stone fireplace has an elegant bead moulding.  They have been filled 
later to change them to 19th century and 20th century heat sources.  The removal of this 
infill is likely to reveal significant evidence.  The bedroom fireplace has fixing points 
for a timber chimney piece to be fixed.  The evidence of the dining room fireplace is 
largely lost.   

 

4.13 Basement 

The stair down to the basement has a similar detail to the stairs above.  It has survived 
in better condition, possibly because it did not have an iron baluster handrail.  It seems 
possible that there was no guard rail at all on this flight of stairs.  It was possibly 
considered that servants did not need to be protected from falling.  The amount of 
wear on these stones is also of interest.  There is heavy wear at the lower stones on the 
flight, less on the upper stones.  One reading of this is that there was limited access for 
adult servants who could hand up food and other goods to house servants, who had 
lighter footwear, at the mid height of the stair. 

 

Figure 38    Hall of Clestrain: Basement Plan (S&B) 
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The basement is the most altered part of the interior of the house.  Its floor has been 
raised with a concrete floor inserted and the walls of pigsties built in concrete block 
finished with plaster.  More evidence will be revealed when this concrete is taken away 
and when the concrete finishing of the walls is removed.   

There is little evidence of partition positions in the ceiling timbers.  The main point of 
interest in these timbers is the different periods of construction.  The timbers to the 
east are darker and are pit-sawn.  They pass across to a beam which does not divert 
away from the lintel of a window as noted on the level above.  The construction to 
support the hearths of the two fireplaces to the east is visible.  The use of iron straps to 
hold the boards which in turn support the mortar and stone hearths is an unusual 
detail.  The under face of some of the joists are adzed rather than sawn.  The same 
unusual mix of conversion applies to the timbers around the base of the stair, although 
some of the undersides are pit-sawn.  The timbers used for the north western part are 
much more roughly cut and, in some cases, have an adzed finish on both the side faces 
and under faces.  This mix of timbers almost certainly indicates that timbers have been 
recycled from another building for the mid-18th century construction of Hall of 
Clestrain.   

   

Figure 39    Hall of Clestrain: basement interior (S&B) 

The five-flue chimney to the west suggests that there was only one fireplace at the 
basement level in this gable.  It might be speculated that this single fireplace to the 
west was the main kitchen fireplace but its position will not be known until the cement 
covering to the wall is removed.  There is evidence of a stove and other heaters in this 
position. 

The squint openings to the western window on the south side suggest an alteration.  
These windows retain late 18th century sashes which have no paint surviving on them.   

Under the forestair is a chamber.  Its use was sufficiently important to deserve a 
window in the wall supporting the stair to the east.  A mangle has been stored in this 
space but there is also a remnant of a timber cut to a rounded profile which has the 
character of a winding beam.  It seems possible that there was a well in this space.  The 
position of a well on a central axis might be significant.  It would have been unlikely 
to build Hall of Clestrain without knowing that there was a well in this position so it 
is possible that the well is the reason for the exact location of Hall of Clestrain rather 
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than a fortuitous discovery.  The main drainage from the floor drains around the 
pigsties has been taken through this space.  

Some pieces of balustrade from the stair are stored in the basement, as well as two 
identical forged iron door hooks. The spiral ends represent those on the outside steps 
and continue the theme if spirals on the balustrade. One of these hooks was found in 
the mud by the basement door. The other in amongst rotted wood by the main door. 

4.14 West Outbuilding 

This is a well-constructed building that formed one of two flanking pavilions for Hall 
of Clestrain.  These pavilions enclosed a courtyard to the rear of the main house.  The 
south wall has been substantially altered with the insertion of a wide doorway and the 
corners have been built up to form shoulders for a concrete beam which supports the 
sliding door mechanism.  The gable above this has been built in blockwork.  There is 
a tradition that this building was taller originally.  The side walls are neatly finished 
immediately above the lintels of a cart opening on the east side and a window on the 
west side.   

 
Figure 40     Analysis and reconstruction of West Pavilion (S&B) 

 

There is evidence for the original form of the building on the north gable.  Within the 
gable is a blocked opening.  The lintel survives.  This seems to have been a rubble 
construction.  The corner stones are finely formed and dressed.  The dressed stones 
continue up to form the gable.  They have been capped with a layer of concrete but the 
dressed stones suggest that a gable was in this position at some point in the history of 
the building.  
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Figure 41    Hall of Clestrain: west pavilion (S&B) 

On the east side, facing the court, there are more openings.  The openings are smaller 
than the single opening to the west.  The cart opening to the southern end of this east 
wall has an extraordinarily long narrow stone lintel which has survived without 
cracking.  It could not have supported further masonry above it but it could have been 
replaced following the removal of an upper storey. Further north on this wall, there 
are three domestic scale openings that form a cottage front of a door flanked by two 
windows.  These openings have pencil rounds which are received with mitres on the 
lintel and have weathering on the sill.  Timber boards have been used to block the 
windows.  There are some historic paint finishes on the surfaces of these boards.   

The roof structure of this building is a single-collared close set truss using circular 
sawn timbers nailed together.   
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Figure 42    Conjectural Restoration of section looking west and east side of west pavilion (S&B) 

 

There is a change of construction at mid-length on the west wall.  At the southern 8m, 
the masonry at the wallhead is built up around the base of the rafters.  To the north 
the rafter bases are left clear as they are on the full length of the east wall.  The north 
wall appears to have been constructed on two different dates with a thicker wall up to 
a height of about 2.5 m and the gable being constructed as a wall which is about 75 
mm recessed on the inner face.  The amount of plaster on the inner face of the wall 
suggests that the northern part of this building was intended to be habitable while the 
south part was for agricultural use.  The windows in the east wall appear to be original 
to the wall but the larger window in the west wall appears to have been inserted.   

  

Figure 43    Hall of Clestrain: interior of west pavilion (S&B) 
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4.15 East Outbuilding 

Only part of one wall of this pavilion survives.  It is indicated on maps as being the 
same footprint and bearing the same dimensional relationship to Hall of Clestrain, as 
the west pavilion.  The surviving wall is about 1.2 m high.  There is evidence of various 
openings which have been filled with mass concrete.  The position of the south east 
corner is evident, with the cornerstones surviving.  The north east corner is also 
evident.  This outward face of the wall, facing east, appears to have been broken by 
only one opening about 1m wide within its southern jamb about 2.5m from the south 
east corner.  Ivan Craigie found a well in the Low Dykes field, which would have 
served this building. 

   

Figure 44    Hall of Clestrain: remnant of east pavilion (S&B) 

 

Between the east and west pavilions there are remains of stonework in the courtyard. 
Upright curbing, level flagstones and metalling survive there. At the door impressive 
slabs lead into the courtyard and further curbing exists. This whole area should be 
archaeologically excavated so the functions of this important external area can be 
thoroughly interpreted. Archaeological works during summer 2020 revealed a stone 
stair descending to the north door. A huge drain was inserted to either side of it. Water 
passed beneath the bottom step over carved gutter stones. These gutters passed all 
around the hall building, but have been upturned, probably when the retaining wall 
was constructed. It is probable that the main drain from the sunken areas at the foot of 
the walls will have led from the middle of the west gable, downhill towards Scapa 
Flow. 

4.16 Agricultural building 

This building against the north wall of the walled garden. It is built of mass concrete 
and has a low pitch lean-to asbestos cement sheeted roof. 

4.17 Archaeological evidence of other buildings 

There appears to be archaeological evidence, including some stones, that indicates the 
position of a building to the east of the east pavilion.  Buildings in this position are also 
indicated on the 1880 ordnance survey map.  

4.18 Storage shed 

This building is probably of similar age and construction as the shed against the north 
wall of the walled garden.  It is used for storage. 
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4.19 Temporary timber buildings 

These structures are in the court area to the north of Hall of Clestrain.  

 

Figure 45    Hall of Clestrain, Site plan as existing (S&B) 
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4.20 North wall of Courtyard  

This is a rubble-built wall with half circle copes. There is a wide gateway which is on 
axis with the Hall of Clestrain. It has been widened with a reinforced concrete gate 
pier to the east. The wall bends southwards to the east of the gateway. The eastern part 
of the wall is a concrete block wall roughly built and possibly indicating the position 
of a former building.  

The wall is in fairly poor condition and would need to be substantially rebuilt.  

 

4.21 Field Wall to West  

This is a wall of less than a metre high with copes formed with flat stones dressed to a 
triangle.  

 

4.22 Walled Garden  

The walled garden is not part of the ownership of the John Rae Society. It is clearly a 
significant part of a group of structures that comprises the historic Hall of Clestrain 
site. It is an unusually large walled garden measuring about 150m x 90m. A blockwork 
farm building measuring about 16x3m has been built into the north west corner. The 
wall survives a fairly even height of around about 3 metres throughout. There is no 
obvious sign of a cope. It is possible that the copes have been removed from the wall 
at some point in the past. The upper parts of the wall are in decay. 

An initial archaeological survey revealed hotbeds, cobbled paths made from beach 
stones from the shore, a gateway with paving and a stone post support. There is a 
round ornamental sandstone pool and other features. 
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5.0 ASSESSMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

5.1 Introduction 

The Burra Charter provides the following definition of cultural significance: 

Cultural significance means aesthetic, historic, scientific, social or spiritual value for 
past, present or future generations.  Cultural significance is embodied in the place itself, 
its fabric, setting, use, associations, meanings, records, related places and related 
objects. 26F

4 

Significance is a specific heritage term. It is defined in the National Planning Policy 
Framework (2012), which while only applicable in England, reflects the understanding 
of this term in Scotland: 

The value of a heritage asset to this and future generations because of its 
heritage interest. That interest may be archaeological, architectural, artistic or 
historic. Significance derives not only from a heritage asset’s physical presence, 
but also from its setting. 27F

5 

The following assessment of the heritage value of Clestrain is based upon an analysis 
and understanding of the historical development of the site, including the tangible 
documentary and physical evidence, as well as intangible historical, and social 
associations expressed in previous sections of the conservation plan.  

The assessment of significance establishes the importance of the building as a place of 
cultural heritage.  In order to establish parameters for appropriate and sensitive reuse 
of the building and site, whilst respecting the historic fabric, the grading of significance 
will help to identify key elements of the buildings, as well as those which may be of 
an intrusive nature – that is, those that adversely impact upon the appreciation of 
elements of greater significance and should be removed or changed.   

5.2  Historical significance 

5.2.1 What is historical significance?   

Historical significance encompasses the importance of the relationship of a site to the 
evolving pattern of our cultural or natural history or has a strong or special association 
with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in our history.   

A site may have historical significance because it has influenced, or has been 
influenced by, a historical figure, event, or activity, or as the site of an important event. 
For any given place, the significance will be greater where evidence of the association 
or event survives in situ, or where the setting is substantially intact, than where it has 
been changed or evidence does not survive.  However, some events or associations 
may be so important that the place retains significance regardless of subsequent 
treatment. 

                                                      

 

4 Marquis-Kyle P. & Walker M. The illustrated Burra Charter: good practice for heritage 
places (Australia ICOMOS: 2004). p. 11 
5 National Planning Policy Framework, Annex 2: Glossary (Department of Communities and 
Local Government, 2012)  

http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/planningandbuilding/nppf
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5.2.2 Historical illustrative significance at Clestrain 

Hall of Clestrain is both a unique example of a Scottish house of status but is also a 
highly evocative illustration of Scottish 18th century design and social structure. 

In terms of construction the building is interesting because it lags behind the ambition 
of the architectural design.  The ashlar post roof structure would be a common 
construction technique in a tower house over the previous 200 years.  The house is 
designed on a square plan despite the problem that timbers of sufficient length would 
not be available from Orkney.  The building contains evidence of timbers being reused 
from previous buildings.  Some timbers have been sawn in a pit and others have an 
adzed finish.  In other comparable, Western Seaboard, houses such as Seaforth Lodge 
at Stornoway, it can be proven that timbers were sourced from Baltic States because 
they were easier to deliver across the North Sea than they were to be transported from 
mainland Scotland.  In this way, the fabric of Hall of Clestrain illustrates the 
remarkable history of trade between the Orkneys and the countries around the North 
Sea.  The Hall of Clestrain will be one of the earliest buildings in Orkney to have been 
built with a wider span than the length of available timbers.  It is a timber structure of 
beams running east/west so that the ends of the overlapping beams to the north and 
south are supported. 

The reason for this innovative square plan is to provide the appropriate apartments 
for an 18th century house of status, on the principal floor level.  Although most of the 
partitions have been stripped out, there is enough evidence left to show the 
distribution of the rooms, their function, their inter-relationship and their detailing 
and appearance.  This is all remarkably valuable evidence in Scottish 18th century 
architecture.  The history of use of the building is also instructive; the Hall of Clestrain 
was the owner’s house for only 30 years after construction, became a tenanted and 
then a farmhouse throughout the 19th and first half of the 20th centuries.  This means 
that it was not extended or significantly internally altered as happened with most 
Scottish houses during the 19th century.  The lack of alteration leaves clear evidence for 
the 1769 arrangement. 

There is important documentary evidence with a final account for the construction, 
together with census and map records.  The connection between the documentary 
sources and the surviving building is remarkably clear and easy to interpret, partly 
due to the lack of change.  This layout also illustrates the relationship between the 
owner’s intentions and the setting of the building.  It is probable that Hall of Clestrain 
was designed to be visible and prominent in the view eastwards from Stromness.  The 
main rooms have views to the south, east and west.  There is a strong suggestion that 
the location of the house has a deliberate relationship with the mainland and Hoy 
which frames the westward route towards Canada, taken by the Hudson’s Bay 
Company.  Two of the large windows from the principal apartment, probably the 
drawing room, provide views across the water to Stromness.  This was an unusually 
well-lit apartment for the 18th century and so it seems likely that views across the water 
are considered to be an important asset in this building.  It might also indicate why the 
principal apartments are lifted up to first floor level.  
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Figure 46    Hall of Clestrain: view to south west (S&B) 

The landscape around Hall of Clestrain, the buildings to the north west and north east 
of the walled garden all illustrate agricultural practice in the second half of the 18th 
century and early part of the 19th century.  It is not clear if the “squared” landscape of 
field enclosures is contemporary with Hall of Clestrain.  There is a suggestion that 
squaring of landscape in Orkney happened in the early 19th century.  Hall of Clestrain 
is centred on the very strong landscape feature of a single axial avenue focusing on the 
south front.  This is a strong characteristic of the landscape around Hall of Clestrain.  
It might have had parallels elsewhere in the northern isles and in northern Scotland.  
It seems different to the common Lowland practice in the 18th century of driveways 
running past buildings rather than directly towards them.  The relationship between 
this axial route and the position of the road in the 18th century is not yet understood.  
However, it is curious that this approach is from the south which is the side furthest 
away from the main centres of population of Stromness and Kirkwall.  Hall of 
Clestrain illustrates the sophistication of design in Orkney in the mid-18th century.  
Few houses in the Scottish Highlands were so elegantly composed and detailed in the 
mid-18th century.  It is known that Belmont House in Shetland was the result of a tour 
by its owner, Thomas Mouat, to find sources for the design in the Lothians in 1775.  It 
is possible that Clestrain had a similar source or that there was some reference to 
pattern books.  The name of the designer is not known.  It is possible that it was a joint 
effort between the owner and the mason, developed from precedents elsewhere.  Some 
of the carving of the stairs and the profile of the architrave around the door, although 
characterful, is less correct in pattern book terms than the sophistication of the overall 
elevation.  This sophistication should not be a surprise.  Orkney was clearly a different 
character of place than the Scottish Highland mainland.  The quality of the architecture 
at Clestrain is associated with the Enlightenment ideas that spring from the 
international trade of the Orkneys and were encouraged by the security brought by 
wealth. 

5.2.3 Historical associative significance at Clestrain 

Hall of Clestrain is associated with the family that built it, the people who have lived 
there, and with other events in its history. It was built in 1769 by Patrick Honeyman. 
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It replaced a house situated by the shore that was raided by the pirate John Gow on 
10th February 1725. Honeyman paid for the house with money raised from the kelp 
industry. The Honeyman family were once the largest landowners in Orkney. 
Seaweed from Orkney became Britain’s main supply of alkaline for glass and soap 
manufacturing. Patrick Honeyman died in 1798 and Clestrain was passed to his son 
William, Lord Armadale. It was possibly the lack of polite occupation after only 30 
years of use as a house which has led to the preservation of so much evidence of the 
building as it was constructed in the mid-18th century.  

Walter Scott came to visit the Rae family at Hall of Clestrain. Scott was visiting the 
Orkney’s as the guest of the commissions of northern lights. 

The strongest historical association at Clestrain derives from its association with John 
Rae who was born at Hall of Clestrain in 1813.  John Rae’s father was a prosperous 
land agent from Lanarkshire and worked as the factor for the estate. Factors would 
have been seen as the social equal of ministers and local resident lairds.  John was the 
sixth child of nine. His father accepted the position of the Hudson’s Bay Company 
chief representative in Orkney in 1819. John Rae’s older brothers worked as clerks in 
the Hudson’s Bay Company and sailed west in 1827 and 1830. John Rae graduated as 
a surgeon from Edinburgh University at the age of 19 and in 1833 he became a ship 
surgeon on the Hudson’s Bay Company ship, the Prince of Wales. The ship could not 
return and Rae spent the winter in Canada. He remained at Moose Factory for 10 years. 
He came to understand the landscape and learned survival skills from indigenous 
people. This included the use of sleds and snow shoes.  

Rae became legendary as a survivalist. He walked long distances and was considered 
by his contemporaries to have exceptional abilities in leadership and survival skills. 
He was identified by Sir George Simpson, the governing chief of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company, as the appropriate person to complete the survey of the north coast of 
Canada. Rae took part in 4 expeditions and led 3 to explore the Arctic on foot and in 
small boats. He walked around 450 miles of coastline. He was the foremost hunter on 
every expedition he led. On a single Arctic expedition in 1854 Rae discovered the final 
link to form the first navigable north west passage and discovered that a previous 
expedition led by Sir John Franklin had ended in disaster. This caused controversy 
with an opposing position led by Lady Jane Franklin and supported by Charles 
Dickens.  

In 1860 Rae married an Irish Canadian woman in Toronto and returned to Orkney. He 
later moved to London where he could engage in debate and discussion around Arctic 
exploration.  Rae died on 22nd July 1893. He was buried in Orkney in the kirk yard of 
St Magnus Cathedral.  

The historic significance of John Rae has been hidden during the 20th century but is 
beginning to be fully and properly acknowledged, partly through the work of the John 
Rae Society.  John Rae was an exceptional person who learned about the outdoors and 
survival from an early age.  His life and thoughts can be understood from his writings, 
and from books written about him.  

John Rae is more than a historical figure.  His life has significant resonance with our 
own time.  He cared about the environment in the current sense and he also took care 
to understand the knowledge, language and traditions of indigenous people in 
Canada.  This means that his life is easier to connect with in a modern sense than many 
of his Victorian contemporaries.  Through him, we can understand how his history of 
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exploration can have meaning in the 21st century.  His life and beliefs should help us 
understand our environment and protect it.   

Through John Rae we also know the names of John Rae’s family, his father, mother 
and siblings.  It is probable that the names of the generations of the Honeyman family 
and the factors that worked for them might be recorded. 

More recently, Hall of Clestrain is associated with the last owners who lived in it and 
who still own and farm the surrounding land – the Craigie family. The Craigie family 
bought Hall of Clestrain in 1925 and lived in the house until the roof was blown off in 
the hurricane in 1952. 

Events are recorded, mainly due to the impact they had on the building.  A storm is 
recorded as having blown down the top storey during the 1790s.  Since the gables are 
intact and contemporary with the rest of the building, this is assumed to mean that a 
pediment was damaged in a storm. 

More recently the roof was so badly damaged in the hurricane of 1953 that the house 
was abandoned as a residence by the Craigie family in favour of a new house 250m to 
the south.   

5.3 Architectural, aesthetic and design significance 

5.3.1 What is architectural, aesthetic and design significance?   

Significance derived from the architectural, aesthetic and design qualities of a historic 
asset, can be the result of conscious design, including artistic endeavour. Equally, 
significance can be the seemingly fortuitous outcome of the way in which a place has 
evolved and been used over time. Many places combine these two aspects.  

Design significance relates primarily to the aesthetic qualities generated by the 
conscious design of a building, structure or landscape as a whole. It embraces 
composition (form, proportions, massing, silhouette, views and vistas, circulation and 
usually materials or planting, decoration or detailing, and craftsmanship). Strong 
indicators of importance are quality of design and execution, and innovation, 
particularly if influential more broadly. 

Aesthetic values which are not substantially the product of formal design, typically 
developed over time, more or less fortuitously, as the result of a succession of 
responses within a particular cultural framework, for example extensions to an earlier 
building or structure. Aesthetic value resulting from the action of nature on human 
works, particularly the enhancement of the appearance of a place by the passage of 
time creating a pleasing patina, may overlie the significance of a conscious design. 28F

6 

5.3.2 Architectural, aesthetic and design significance at Clestrain 

Hall of Clestrain was both aesthetically and technically ambitious for its date and 
location. It might have been one of the first buildings in the Orkney to have a deeper 
plan than the standard lengths of wood available to build it. It needed an east/west 
crossbeam for the joists to overlap. This was technical design which depended on 

                                                      

 

6 This definition is partly based on Historic England’s heritage category of aesthetic value. See 
Historic England Conservation principles, polices and guidance for the sustainable management of the 
historic environment (EH: 2008). p. 30-31 
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sourcing long lengths of timber which would not have been available on Orkney. It 
would be interesting to know where the timber came from. There seems to be some 
evidence that some of the timbers were recycled from other buildings. This would be 
an obvious thing to do because long lengths of timber would be valuable for new 
construction and too precious not to recycle. Wool was traded in exchange for wood. 
A Norwegian shipping mark has been noted on one of the roof timbers.  

At the time of the building of Clestrain, the large houses and other buildings in Orkney 
were essentially vernacular in character. Clestrain was the first piece of designed 
domestic architecture since the building of the Earl’s Palace in Kirkwall.  The 
farmhouses of the 18th century were small and low with roofs of thatch or flagstone 
slabs: direct descendants of the Viking longhouse. Larger houses were being built in 
Kirkwall, Stromness and St. Margaret’s Hope. Houses of status were built by 
landowners who had become wealthy during the kelp boom. These houses were plain 
and showed no pretensions to architectural style or design. Typically, single room 
deep, the houses were utilitarian structures with windows disposed according to 
requirements rather than a sense of symmetry or proportion.  

Clestrain was a completely new phenomenon in the far north and the Northern Isles: 
the first Palladian villa. Italian architect Andrea Palladio (1508-1580) developed 
classical forms to create estate houses in the countryside of the Veneto which are 
marked by the use of symmetry, central pediments and balanced wings to form a 
grand composition. These houses generally have their principal rooms on the first floor 
above a raised basement plinth with steps up to a central door. The style was 
popularised in the UK by returning grand tourists during the 17th and 18th centuries. 
One of the most influential examples is Lord Burlington’s Chiswick House built just 
30 years earlier in West London. With the symmetrical arrangement of the original 
outbuildings on either side, Clestrain sits firmly in this tradition. Belmont House in 
Unst, Shetland is a later example of the form on a similar scale. 

In 2006, the former Chief Inspector of Historic Buildings at Historic Scotland, John R 
Hume wrote, ‘This is a building, I would argue, of exceptional quality in an exceptional 
setting; one of the very best buildings of its scale and period anywhere in Scotland. 
The same building in a different setting would still be fine; here its clever design makes 
it fit its precise location. The initial surprise of such a building in such a place rapidly 
gives way to a sense of satisfaction, a sense that survives, and indeed is enhanced by a 
study of why the building is so satisfying. It richly deserves the tender, loving care it 
so obviously needs.’ 

Orkney is fortunate in having a series of buildings from prehistory through to the early 
20th century, which are fine examples of their period. Before Clestrain, Skara Brae, 
Maeshowe and the Standing Stones are unique in their quality and preservation as 
prehistoric monuments. St. Magnus Cathedral is the best preserved of Scotland’s 
medieval Cathedrals. Kirkwall’s Earl’s Palace was perhaps the finest Renaissance 
house in Scotland. Balfour Castle on Shapinsay is a perfectly- preserved early house 
by David Bryce, master of the Scots Baronial, and on Hoy, Melsetter is one of Britain’s 
finest Arts and Crafts houses. The Pier Arts Centre in Stromness might be added to 
this roll call to represent our time. Clestrain holds a rightful place in this sequence of 
buildings of national quality and importance in the Northern Isles. 

5.3.3 Fortuitous aesthetic significance at Clestrain 

Hall of Clestrain sits in a beautiful and evocative place.  The immediate surroundings 
have a simple agricultural character. 
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Although some materials have an attractive character as they age, the appearance of 
Hall of Clestrain has not benefited from decay. Replacement materials such as the roof 
sheeting are not attractive compared with the original Orkney slates. 

5.4 Social significance 

5.4.1 What is social significance? 

Social value represents the strong or special association of the site with a recognisable 
group of people for social, spiritual or cultural reasons. 

For these people, the place may figure in their collective experience or memory, they 
may draw part of their identity from it, or have emotional links to it. They may derive 
special identity or distinctiveness perhaps from an activity that is associated with the 
place, rather than with its physical fabric. Compared with other types of significance, 
social significance tends to be less dependent on the survival of historic fabric. This 
significance may also change over time, and may not always be affirmative for these 
groups of people. 29F

7 

5.4.2 Social significance at Clestrain 

Until 1953, Hall of Clestrain was a private house.  For the majority of the time since 
then, it has been a building within a working farm that has been relatively inaccessible.  

Clestrain has become associated with the John Rae Society and the people in the society 
have an enormous opportunity to make a difference to the conservation and future use 
of Hall of Clestrain which will become associative significance in due course.   

5.5 Archaeological significance   

5.5.1 What is archaeological significance?  

Archaeological significance is the potential of a building or a site to yield evidence 
about past human activity. Physical remains of past human activity are often the 
primary source of evidence about the substance and evolution of places, and of the 
people and cultures that made them. Understanding and interpreting this evidence 
tends to be diminished in proportion to the extent of its removal or replacement.30F

8  

5.5.2 Archaeological significance at Clestrain  

The assessment in this conservation plan is that there is good archaeological potential 
in the landscape to reveal historic features, walls, drives, paths and planting patterns. 
This landscape is significant, because it was one of the landscapes in Orkney designed 
on the principles of agricultural improvement. 

Archaeological analysis has the potential to reveal more information about the 
previous house and about the location of other lost buildings. 

                                                      

 

7 This definition is partly based on Historic England’s heritage category of communal value. 
See Historic England Conservation principles, polices and guidance for the sustainable management 
of the historic environment (EH: 2008). p. 31  
8 This definition is largely based on Historic England’s heritage category of evidential value. 
See Historic England Conservation principles... p. 28 
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There is strong potential for archaeological discovery, assessment and recording in the 
standing building.  This evidence is likely to be important to inform the design and 
specification of restoration. 

The building is also interesting as a very northerly realisation of the Palladian ideal of 
a symmetrically composed and massed building room which is both a country villa 
and a working farm steading.  

5.6 Grading of significance of individual elements  

5.6.1 Definitions 

Significance of individual buildings, structures, views and other elements is indicated 
on Table 1 and the figures that follow. The definitions in Table 1 are those used in this 
conservation plan only but are based on best practice.  

Table 1  Table of categories of cultural heritage significance and definitions (below).  

Outstanding significance 

A building or element of national or international importance, or a fine, intact or little-
altered example of a particular period, style or type that embodies the importance of 
the buildings or site overall or the element to which it is a part.   

Considerable significance  

A building or element of regional importance in northern Scotland, or a good example 
of a particular period, style or type with a high degree of intact original fabric that 
contributes substantially to the importance of the buildings or site overall, or the 
element to which it is a part, that may have been altered.  

Moderate significance  

A building or element of local importance (Orkney), or an element that contributes to, 
but is not a key element to the importance of the buildings or site overall, or the element 
to which it is a part, that may have been altered. 

Neutral significance 

An element which neither contributes, nor detracts from the importance of the 
buildings or site overall. 

Negative    

An element which detracts from the overall significance of other elements, the building 
or site overall. 
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Figure 47     Hall of Clestrain: site plan significance (S&B) 

 

Figure 48    Hall of Clestrain: second floor significance (S&B) 



58 Hall of Clestrain, Orkney – Conservation Plan 

 

 

 

Figure 49    Hall of Clestrain: first floor significance (S&B) 

 
Figure 49     Hall of Clestrain: basement significance (S&B) 
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5.7 Summary statement of Significance 

Hall of Clestrain and designed landscape embodies important cultural heritage values 
for society today. It has historical, architectural, aesthetic, design, social and 
archaeological significance. All aspects of significance have the potential to be 
sustained, revealed and enhanced if change is carefully considered, planned and 
managed. 

Hall of Clestrain is of outstanding significance for both its associative values and its 
aesthetic or design values. The associative values are due to the name of the original 
builder being known, the names of at least one Factor, John Rae Sr. and the names of 
other people associated with the building. The pirate John Gow raided the previous 
house at Clestrain in 1725. Walter Scott visited John Rae Sr. at Hall of Clestrain in 1814. 
The house is associated with the Honeyman family and the people who worked on 
their estate and with subsequent owners such as the Craigie family since 1925. By far 
the most significant association at Hall of Clestrain, however is with the explorer John 
Rae; his life, the Hudson’s Bay Company, exploration, working with indigenous 
people and the high relevance of his life to people in our time. 

There is unusually good evidence for the original appearance of some parts of the 
house. This is partly documentary; in photographs of the pavilions, and in a final 
account for the works dating from 1769. There is also good evidence in the building 
fabric. There is just enough surviving to show how the rooms on the main floor were 
finished, the position of the partitions and the colours of the paint on joinery and 
plaster. Hooks survive for light fittings and elements of the original stair handrail and 
balustrade also survive. Externally, there is evidence for the original wall finish and 
the windows. The surviving 6/6 sashes might not be the original ones but they do 
appear to be late 18th or early 19th century. This amount of physical evidence is 
exceptional for a building of this date and condition.  

Hall of Clestrain has a high value as a design. This is partly because it is an evocative 
building which could be distinctive and beautiful if the exterior is restored. The 
restoration might include the restoration of the pediment for which evidence survives 
in documents. Further evidence might be available in the roof timbers when available 
for inspection during the repair works.  

There is archaeological significance in the buildings and surrounding landscape 
within the study area. 

The building has gradually deteriorated and is today one of only four category A listed 
buildings at risk on Orkney.  The John Rae Society have made essential repairs but 
there remains a real danger that the building will be lost if conservation works are not 
undertaken.   

Based on the above assessment of significance, this conservation plan assesses Hall of 
Clestrain and landscape as a whole to be of outstanding cultural-heritage 

significance.  This categorisation of significance is the highest level of the five levels 
of cultural significance used in this conservation plan.  
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6.0 THE PROPOSED PROJECT 

6.1 Project Objectives 

The main objectives of the project are: 

 To restore and develop the Hall of Clestrain as a visitor attraction and 
community resource 

 To operate the Hall of Clestrain as a visitor attraction to, for example: 

o Promote the Hall of Clestrain as the childhood home of John Rae 

o Promote and interpret the Orphir area and northern shore of Scapa Flow 

o Increase awareness, and understanding of the Arctic, including 
indigenous cultures and climate change, through the prism of the life and 
achievements of John Rae. 

o Increase awareness and understanding of many local and global issues 
through the interpretation of Orkney’s history, heritage, natural 
environment and culture; and its approach to contemporary economic 
opportunities such as renewable energy. 

 To operate the Hall of Clestrain as a community venue and resource for a wide 
variety of activities and events, including: 

o Meetings 

o Talks and demonstrations 

o Music events 

o Wedding and other receptions 

o Art exhibitions 

o Training events 

 To operate as a focal point for education and research into both the history of 
Arctic countries and regions; and the challenges faced by the Arctic today. 

 

6.2 The Proposed Project – Spaces and Functions 

The physical elements of the project would be based on: 

 The restoration of the Hall of Clestrain and the remaining outbuilding 

 The construction of a new outbuilding to the north east of the Hall of Clestrain 
and a suggested new build linking space between the outbuildings 

 Infrastructure works (e.g. access road improvements and new car parking) 

 

6.3 Aspects of Operation  

The operation of the site as a visitor attraction would involve partnership working 
with Stromness Museum which has some displays about the Arctic, the Hudson’s Bay 
Company in Canada, and Dr John Rae. The Museum has offered to provide the John 
Rae Society with curatorial support for its work at the Hall of Clestrain. Orkney Islands 
Council Museums Service is also very supportive of the project. 
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The Hall’s operation as a community venue and resource would involve cooperation 
with other organisations and voluntary groups in Orkney. This could include other 
cultural organisations such as the world-renowned Pier Arts Centre in Stromness (in 
relation to art exhibitions at the Hall of Clestrain) and the organisers of the St. Magnus 
Festival and the Orkney Science Festival which could use the Hall of Clestrain as a 
venue for events. 

The Hall of Clestrain has considerable potential to act as a focal point for Arctic 
education and research. The North of Scotland has a substantial number of academics 
involved in Arctic research including staff of the Institute of Archaeology, Orkney 
College UHI who are involved in a number of programmes of relevance (e.g. Northern 
Periphery and the Arctic, and the UK Humanities Observatory which is researching 
climate change from the humanities perspective), and staff at other UHI centres, such 
as the Scottish Association for Marine Science (SAMS), Oban. 

SAMS is currently leading two large Arctic projects funded by the National 
Environmental Research Council (NERC), e.g. a project investigating how seasonality, 
ice cover and ocean properties determine the large-scale ecosystem of the Arctic 
Ocean. 

The University of Aberdeen also has a North focus with the aim to expand research 
within northern circumpolar regions as defined by climatic, environmental, historical, 
geo-political and cultural conditions. There are 4 broad themes under which research 
is carried out: 

 Climate Change 

 The Rise of Early Medieval Kingdoms 

 The Northern Temperament 

 Northern Colonialism 

The Society would work with academic partners to develop the Hall of Clestrain as a 
facilitator of: 

 Conferences and seminars 

 Exhibitions  

 Scholarships (e.g. a PhD scholarship into un-researched aspects of John Rae’s 
life) 

Other Scottish universities with Orkney links (e.g. Heriot-Watt through its Stromness 
campus) and Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen could also be involved in the 
project. 

With Scottish academic partners, the Society could develop relationships with relevant 
academic centres such as the Arctic Institute in Akureyri, Iceland and the Institute of 
Arctic and Alpine Research, University of Colorado (Orkney College UHI staff already 
participate in academic networks involving these institutions); and with museums 
such as The Polar Museum, Cambridge and the Royal Museum, Greenwich, London. 

The Society’s interest in the Arctic is very much in line with the Scottish Government’s 
concerns about issues such as climate change and its emerging Arctic policy. 
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7.0 RECOMMENDATIONS AND POLICIES 

7.1 Introduction 

The aim of this conservation plan is to inform and guide the management of change. 
Conservation is defined in the National Planning Policy Framework, which while only 
applicable in England, reflects the understanding of this term across the world: 

The process of maintaining and managing change to a heritage asset in a way that 
sustains and, where appropriate, enhances its significance.9 

The policies in this section of the document are formed by considering the significance 
of Hall of Clestrain, its physical fabric and setting, the requirements of the owner/user 
of the place and those of local and national planning policies.  

Hall of Clestrain is of outstanding cultural significance overall, though there are 
units/elements of different grades which contribute to this overall categorisation. This 
significance should be protected and carefully managed for future generations 
through the implementation of appropriate conservation policies based upon 
recognised best practice. It is Scottish Planning Policy that buildings and sites such as 
these should be ‘protected, conserved or enhanced’.10  

The greatest threats to the significance of Hall of Clestrain are: 

 Continued dereliction including lack of regular maintenance. 

Temporary materials such as asbestos sheeting on the roof being impossible to 
maintain effectively in the medium or long term. 

 Climate change causing increased rainfall and making it more difficult to keep 
Hall of Clestrain watertight and able to dry in advance of repair works.   

 A loss of the records which give us the understanding of Hall of Clestrain as a 
place of historic and associative significance, such as the association with the 
Honeyman family, John Rae and Walter Scott. 

 The building could also be subject to the disasters which threaten any building, 
such as fire and vandalism 

This conservation plan is written in the context of proposals for change at Hall of 
Clestrain. There is therefore another risk, which is that changes are made which are 
not appropriate for buildings of such significance.  It is possible that elements of 
significance, or elements which contribute to the character of Hall of Clestrain, but 
which may not be protected explicitly by statute, may be compromised or lost during 
the process of change. Much of the guidance that follows in this conservation plan is 
not necessarily enforceable by statute but is best conservation practice and is 
supported by the Scottish Planning Policy, which requires that a conservation approach 
is taken to building and sites of the significance of Hall of Clestrain.    

                                                      

 

9 National Planning Policy Framework, (Secretary of State for Ministry of Housing, 
Communities and Local Government, 2018). p. 65  
10 Scottish Ministers Scottish planning policy (Scottish Government: 2014). Policy 137, p.33 

http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/planningandbuilding/nppf
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These policies are arranged in the order suggested by Kerr in The conservation plan (first 
published 1982. National Trust for Australia, NSW) and to meet the following five 
broad objectives:11    

 to retain or reveal significance; 

 to identify feasible and compatible uses; 

 to meet statutory and non-statutory requirements; 

 to work within procurable resources; 

 to anticipate opportunities and threats. 

Kerr states that policies should be arranged in seven sections, which Simpson & Brown 
have named as follows:  

 Vision for the site and general policies  

 Retaining and enhancing significance 

 Provision of services and retaining character 

 Treatment of specific elements 

 Care of fabric 

 Setting 

 Management 

 

7.2 Overall policies 

7.2.1 Being conservation-led 

The conservation of Hall of Clestrain will depend ultimately on good, creative 
management. A resolution to act in a conservation-led way should be taken from the 
beginning to ensure that the principles of informed conservation are key elements of 
its future. This base policy should encourage the protection and enhancement of the 
significance of the building and the reduction of risk to fabric and character. 

A resolution to act in a conservation-led way should be set out to ensure the principle 
of informed conservation is the key element of the future of this building.  
 

Policy 1 – Resolution to be conservation-led  

Take a conservation-led approach to the repair, conservation and management of 
the building. This should be adopted by all parties, based on a sound understanding 
of the significance of the buildings and structures in the group.  

Ensure that by active and informed conservation, enhancement and interpretation, 
Hall of Clestrain will have a productive and sustainable use and will become a 
valued part of the heritage of Scotland.  

The conservation principles should also apply to the area around Hall of Clestrain that 
is not in the ownership of the John Rae Society.  The main heritage asset which is part 
of the group of structures at Hall of Clestrain, but is not in the JRS ownership, is the 
walled garden.  Care should be taken to avoid decisions which might compromise the 
conservation of the walled gardens walls or its future use. 

                                                      

 

11 Kerr The conservation plan…for places of European cultural significance. p.24 
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7.2.2 The conservation plan 

Adopting the conservation plan establishes a formal arrangement and allows policies 
within the plan to be actively used to help protect and enhance what is important. It 
places an onus on the owners, managers and professional team to use the plan as a 
basis for decision making. 

Policy 2 – The conservation plan 

Adopt this conservation plan to guide all planning for Hall of Clestrain. Review the 
conservation plan every ten years and allocate resources to achieve this. 

The conservation plan should be adopted by the owners, any future tenants, and those 
involved in managing and changing the fabric. It is to be used actively to help guide 
the future use and development of the site.  

It is not expected that the conservation plan could ever be sufficient in detail to provide 
for every eventuality or answer every question that might arise. It should not be used 
as a substitute for professional advice on specific matters. Any professional advisor 
should use the conservation plan to guide decision making. 

This conservation plan should be a dynamic document that should be adapted and 
updated as required. It should be updated appropriately, following significant 
conservation, major repair or alteration works, or if research of any kind 
fundamentally challenges or contributes major new understanding of the site. Any re-
writing should be undertaken by heritage professionals.  

The conservation plan should be reviewed and updated on a regular cycle. It is 
advisable to have a minor review every five years, with major revisions programmed 
every decade.  

 

7.2.3 Following national planning policy: Scottish Planning Policy 2014 (SPP) 

The Scottish Planning Policy (2014) is the statutory policy of the Scottish Government 
concerning all planning matters and is a material consideration for planning 
proposals. It has general policies for work in the historic environment, organised 
under the following headings: 

 Policy principles 

 Development planning 

 Development management 

Policy Principles, paragraph 137, states that the planning system should: 

o promote the care and protection of the designated and non-designated historic 
environment (including individual assets, related settings and the wider 
cultural landscape) and its contribution to sense of Hall of Clestrain, cultural 
identity, social well-being, economic growth, civic participation and lifelong 
learning; and 

o enable positive change in the historic environment which is informed by a 
clear understanding of the importance of the heritage assets affected and 
ensure their future use. Change should be sensitively managed to avoid or 
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minimise adverse impacts on the fabric and setting of the asset, and ensure 
that its special characteristics are protected, conserved or enhanced.12 

It lists key non-statutory guidance documents. This list is amended below to reflect 
updates to documents since 2014: 

 Historic Environment Policy for Scotland (2019); 

 Our Hall of Clestrain in Time: The Historic Environment Strategy for Scotland 
(2014); 

 Managing Change in the Historic Environment – Historic Scotland’s guidance note 
series, which is added to regularly 

 Planning Advice Note 2/2011: Planning and Archaeology 

 Planning Advice Note 71: Conservation Area Management 

 Scottish Historic Environment Databases (strategy 2014) 

It has specific requirements for work in the historic environment, organised under the 
following headings: 

 Listed Buildings 

 Conservation Areas 

 Scheduled Monuments 

 World Heritage Sites 

 Gardens and Designed Landscapes 

 Battlefields 

 Archaeology and other historic environment assets 
 

7.2.4 Following national historic-environment guidance documents 

The key non-statutory guidance documents list in the SPP is expanded below. 

Historic Environment Policy for Scotland (2019)  

This document (HEPS) sets out how authorities should approach decisions in 
the planning system affecting the historic environment.  

Managing Change in the Historic Environment guidance note series 

These are a series of guidance notes about making changes to the historic 
environment. The series provides HES’ best practice advice, and each guidance 
note looks at a different theme in terms of: 

 the key issues that might arise; 

 how best to deal with such issues; 

 the reasons behind the advice of HES. 

There are 26 guidance notes.  

Planning Advice Note 2/2011: Planning and Archaeology 

This PAN is intended to inform the day-to-day work of a range of local 
authority advisory services and other organisations that have a role in the 
handling of archaeological matters within the planning process.  

                                                      

 

12 Scottish Ministers Scottish planning policy (Scottish Government: 2014). Policy 137, p.33 
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Planning Advice Note 71: Conservation Area Management 

This PAN identifies good practice for managing change in conservation areas.  

This conservation plan has been produced following all relevant national guidance. 

Policy 3 – National planning policy and guidance 

All proposals for change to Hall of Clestrain should comply with national policy 
and guidance concerning the historic environment and planning. 

7.2.5 Following local planning policy: Orkney Islands Council Strategic Plan 

All proposals for change should comply with the Orkney Islands Council’s statutory 
development plan and its requirements for the historic environment.  

Any work which affects the character or appearance of a listed building or structure 
will require listed building consent from Orkney Islands Council.  Hall of Clestrain is 
a Category A listed building; statutory protection applies to all features, even those 
that this conservation statement categorises as being of neutral significance and 
negative. Although this conservation plan may not answer specific questions raised as 
part of Listed Building Consent applications, it should be used as a tool to assist in the 
application process.  

Policy 4 – Local planning policy 

All proposals for change to Hall of Clestrain should comply with Orkney Islands 
Council policy and guidance concerning the historic environment and planning. 

7.2.6 Statutory consultees: Historic Environment Scotland  

Historic Environment Scotland is a statutory consultee in applications for listed 
building consent for works on category A listed buildings. It provides comment and 
recommendations on applications for changes to these buildings to Orkney Islands 
Council, and guidance on whether to grant or to refuse an application. HES routinely 
comments only on applications for change to A-listed buildings. However, it reserves 
its right to object to an application for applications where ‘national importance’ is at 
risk.  

7.2.7 Non-statutory groups in the planning process  

Non-statutory organisations relevant to the process of change at Hall of Clestrain 
include: 

 The Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland 

 Local amenity groups 

 Association for the Protection of Rural Scotland   

 Orkney Heritage Society 

 Orkney Archaeology Society 

 The John Rae Society  

 Scottish Natural Heritage (NatureScot) 

It is important to maintain a good working relationship with non-statutory 
organisations, to consult them early and enable them meaningfully to contribute and 
comment on proposals for change.  
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The John Rae Society, who would be taking forward the current project, should plan 
their engagement with national and local amenity societies so that they are fully 
consulted.  Amenity organisations that understand the project are more likely to 
support proposals when applications for planning and listed building consent are 
submitted.  Indications of support in applications for consents are valuable in helping 
to inform the planners’ assessment.   

Another factor is the aspirations of the organisation that are sponsoring the project.  
The aims of the John Rae Society are similar and compatible with the aims stated in 
this conservation plan – to conserve the place and reveal its significance.  One of the 
key parts of the significance of Hall of Clestrain is as the birthplace of John Rae. There 
is a strong association between the place and the Rae family whose history and life are 
recorded in documents.  Since this association with John Rae is one of the most 
significant aspects of Hall of Clestrain, action to promote understanding of John Rae, 
the association with the Hudson’s Bay Company, Canada and the Arctic are all aspects 
that would reveal significance at Hall of Clestrain.   

There are many ways of revealing this significance to Hall of Clestrain. Accurate 
restoration based on thorough research is one way of revealing or enhancing 
significance.  At least a third of the interior has high significance as the survival of an 
18th century interior. There is enough evidence to allow restoration.  The kind of 
interpretation that is needed to fully understand John Rae and his legacy can probably 
not be accommodated entirely within the existing buildings or within a rebuilt east 
pavilion.  This amount of information will not meet the carefully established brief for 
interpretation that the John Rae Society has developed for the site.  The conclusion of 
this conservation plan is that an extension or a new building is needed to properly 
promote understanding of John Rae and the issues that he cared about.  A new 
building on the site would be considered to be within the minimum requirement to 
enhance or reveal significance in this policy.   

A restored Hall of Clestrain will be different to the current appearance.  The visual 
change in restoration might need to be part of the presentation of the building to 
stakeholders, particularly in the local stakeholders.  Restoration, even if correctly done, 
can have surprising results and the community need to be prepared for the changes.  
The key point is that, if the correct and matching materials are used, and if restoration 
is accurate, application of mouldings, paint finishes, mortar mixes, etc., then it will be 
possible for the building to weather over time to regain the character that people value 
about the appearance of the building now.   

7.2.8 Conservation  

The British Standard guide to the conservation of historic buildings.1998 (BS 
7913: 1998), now superseded by the 2013 edition (BS 7913: 2013), defines the 
terms as follows: 

Conservation: Action to secure the survival or preservation of buildings, cultural 
artefacts, natural resources, energy or any other thing of acknowledged value for 
the future. Where buildings or artefacts are involved, such actions should avoid 
significant loss of authenticity or essential qualities. 

The theory of building conservation is well established in Britain, with an established 
practice and associated history extending back over 200 years. There is considerable 
experience of the application of conservation theory and practice within the relevant 
statutory body, Historic Environment Scotland. 
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Policy 5 – Conservation theory and practice 

Follow established conservation practice in work to conserve or make alterations to 
the building.  

The following best practice conservation guidelines should apply when planning 
change to fabric at Hall of Clestrain: 

 Consult suitably qualified, experienced and competent professional 
conservation advice in the process of planning and designing change. 
Professionals include surveyors, architects, botanists, structural engineers, 
archaeologists, geologists, project managers etc. who specialise in the historic 
environment.  

 Work with contractors with suitable, competent, and significant historic 
environment experience.  Inexperienced workmanship can cause irreversible 
damage to historic fabric. Appropriate professional or craft skills and 
experience are essential in all work, including inspection, maintenance and 
repairs. 

 In general, all work should be carried out in accordance with the British 
Standard Guide BS 7913:2013 Guide to the conservation of historic buildings. 

 Minimum intervention – wherever possible, there should be a presumption in 
favour of retaining and conserving all significant components of the site. 
Remove or change as little as possible of what is there, change the fabric only 
where necessary to protect, sustain, reveal, conserve or enhance the 
significance of the site or its physical fabric. 

 Reversible change – wherever possible, alteration should be capable of 
subsequently being undone without lasting damage or negative impact on 
significance. 

 Priority should be given to repairing existing fabric rather than replacing it. 
There should be a presumption against removing material from the site unless 
the material being removed constitutes an element with intrusive or negative 
impact on significance.  Material that is removed should be recycled or 
disposed of in an environmentally conscious manner. 

 Repair should use like-for-like techniques and materials. Materials should be 
salvaged and re-used on site where possible. Except in exceptional cases, new, 
traditional materials should be used, rather than materials salvaged from other 
sites. 

 Repairs and new work should not be visually intrusive.  They should be of 
simple, high-quality, contemporary or complementary design. It should be 
identifiable as new work.  Facsimile work should only be used where there is 
indisputable, accurate evidence of an appropriate earlier design.  

 Targeted historical and archaeological research, investigative opening-up, 
recording and sampling should be carried out before and during work to 
inform the best design and technical solutions. 

 Particular attention should be paid to matters of detail to help preserve and 
enhance the significance of the fabric and its special character, including, for 
example, specific choice of materials, detailed location of services, and methods 
of fixing. The location of all service runs, pipework and cables is likely to 
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require different approaches to detailing. For example, in some places it will be 
better to conceal a cable, and others to mount it on the surface.  There may be 
some positions/locations where no service run, pipework or cable is 
appropriate, for example in areas assessed to be of high significance. 

 Fabric or spaces to be restored, altered or removed should be archaeologically 
recorded in accordance with relevant guidelines and the record lodged in a 
public archive. 

 Elements that present threat, risk or are harmful to historic fabric should be 
removed. 

 Detailed design development should precede implementation of all on-site 
works. 

 All changes should be subject to a documented process of options analysis, 
including assessments of impact on cultural-heritage significance by the design 
team. 

This is a comprehensive policy which is intended to protect the cultural significance 
of Hall of Clestrain from risk associated with a non-conservation-led approach. It sets 
out the theory to be followed when considering changes and can broadly be applied 
to management decisions as well as repair and conservation work.  Deviations from 
this best-practice list could result in irreversible harm to elements of cultural 
significance and the historic asset as a whole. The policy contains recognised 
conservation principles and is the basis for works to historic fabric and spaces, but it 
should be sufficiently flexible to achieve the necessary balance between protecting the 
significance of the buildings and ensuring the future sustainability of the site.  

 These principles should be applied as consistently as possible throughout the 
historic asset.  

7.3 Retaining, enhancing and revealing significance 

7.3.1 Introduction 

The significance of Hall of Clestrain, including its setting, should be retained, 
enhanced and better revealed. This section sets policies that have been developed from 
the assessment of significance in this conservation plan. 

7.3.2 How the grading of significance guides change. 

In the assessment of significance, the different elements of the site have been graded 
with different levels of significance. The more significant the element, the more 
resources, effort and care are required to conserve it. Also, it is usually the case that 
the most significant elements should be changed the least (those of outstanding and 
considerable significance). Equally, the less significant elements can be changed most 
(those of moderate and neutral significance), and those that negatively affect other 
elements should be removed or altered, as this would benefit other elements of the 
site. This is in line with national government policy, as set out in the Scottish planning 
policy and the Historic Environment Policy for Scotland. 

There is a sliding scale of what general actions can and should be taken for all elements 
outlined in the various categories of cultural significance and conservation thinking.  
This is applied to the elements of Hall of Clestrain in the grading of significance above. 
In this table, it will be noted, not all elements of the same significance have the same 
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required action, as professional judgement has been exercised to establish relative 
priorities. 

In principle, all decision-making concerning this asset and its component parts should 
be guided by the assessed levels of significance set out in this conservation plan. 

Policy 6 – Retaining, enhancing and better revealing significance 

The significance of Hall of Clestrain and its associated buildings and structures 
including its setting, should be retained, enhanced and better revealed. This applies 
now, and in the future, especially as proposals for architectural change are being 
developed.  

The overall categorisation of the cultural significance of Hall of Clestrain does not 
mean that changes cannot be made for good reason. However, changes must be based 
on sound understanding and balancing of the different aspects of cultural significance 
as expressed in this conservation plan. This section should be read in conjunction with 
the text and illustrations in the assessment of significance section of this conservation 
plan. 

While this policy, based on the assessment of significance, helps to identify where 
change may be appropriate, there should nonetheless be a presumption against undue 
change and alteration. A careful balance needs to be struck between making changes 
and maintaining the status quo.  

 

 

Figure 50    Diagram showing categories of cultural significance and conservation thinking. 

This is sometimes the most contentious statement within a conservation plan.  At Hall 
of Clestrain it does not mean that the appearance of the building or the form of the 
group cannot change.  In fact, the opposite is the case.  Change is essential to find a 
sustainable new use for Hall of Clestrain.  Remaining in its current dereliction and lack 
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of use is the main threat identified for the future of the building.  Change at Hall of 
Clestrain will be in proposed alterations or extensions which provide this new 
sustainable use.  The amount and impact of change will depend on the use proposed 
but it will also depend on the funding available to pay for that change, together with 
the criteria and aspirations of the funding bodies.   

 

7.3.3 Removal of elements that are negative to significance 

A number of elements have been identified as negative to significance and therefore 
intrusive in the schedule of elements of significance.  

 Roof finish and temporary pipes 

 Temporary windows 

 Walls built on original front steps 

 Loss of original door and current temporary door 

 Cables and other accretions on the wall surface.  This includes telephone 
brackets fixed to the walls. 

 Walls built up around the base of the building – what is the evidence for the 
original design? 

 Condition of damaged masonry. 

 Alterations to the west pavilion block – particularly the concrete gable, sliding 
doors and shouldered gable built to support the door sliding mechanism. 

 Temporary buildings in the yard to the north of Hall of Clestrain 

 Condition and dereliction of interior. 

 Damage to interior features such as stair treads. 

 Pigsty floor and walls in the basement. Policy 7 – Elements negative to 
significance  

 

Policy 7 – Negative Elements 

Elements negative to the significance of Hall of Clestrain should be removed or 
radically altered to reveal or enhance the significance of Hall of Clestrain.  

Where the element is necessary to the function of Hall of Clestrain, action may be 
deferred until new developments or change of use makes the element redundant or 
suitable for modification. Before the change or removal of any element, it should be 
archaeologically recorded. As Hall of Clestrain is listed, removal even of negative 
elements would need the appropriate application for consent; if the consent is granted, 
it may be conditional on certain archaeological requirements being fulfilled, for 
example the recording of the element before it is removed.   

7.3.4 Restoration  

The British Standard guide to the conservation of historic buildings 1998 (BS 7913: 
1998), now superseded by the 2013 edition (BS 7913: 2013), defines this as follows: 
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Restoration: Alteration of a building, part of a building or artefact which has 
decayed, been lost or damaged or is thought to have been inappropriately repaired 
or altered in the past, the objective of which is to make it conform again to its design 
or appearance at a previous date.  The accuracy of any restoration depends on the 
extent to which the original design or appearance at a previous date is known or 
can be established by research.13 

In conservation terms, restoration in general can be justified where putting back lost 
elements would enhance the significance of an element of a design identified as being 
significant. Restoration must have a purpose which goes beyond simply a desire to 
improve a dilapidated appearance; all restoration should have the intention to protect 
and enhance the asset, and the historic environment more widely. Where there is 
limited evidence of original form of a building or its details, the design of a restoration 
can be guided by historic principles. Restoration should not negatively impact aspects 
of significance and can also be appropriate if it would prevent continued loss of 
significance (i.e. loss or damage to extant historic fabric).  

Policy 8 – Restoration  

Restore significant elements, if restoration will preserve, protect and enhance 
significance. Undertake restoration only where there is sufficient evidence of 
original design, or where the design of restoration is guided by historic principles.  

Restoration is likely to be one of the biggest changes in proposals for Hall of Clestrain.  
It is desirable that the outside of Hall of Clestrain is restored.  This is because the work 
of restoration would significantly recover, enhance and reveal historic design values.  
The main design significance at Hall of Clestrain is embodied in the south front and 
its relationship to the long drive towards it.  This south front was seen in the context 
of flanking gabled buildings in symmetrical positions but not necessarily with 
symmetrical heights.   

There is sufficient evidence for the restoration of the surviving walls.  The wall finishes, 
the window arrangements and profile, the stair arrangement and the rainwater 
disposal can all be determined from evidence on the building.  The appearance of the 
metal handrail on the front steps would be more speculative.  It will be possible to 
determine the position of the vertical standards.  The sockets for the handrail are also 
visible at roughly the upper surface level of the cope of the existing wall.  This 
restoration of the appearance might be based on the handrail design that survives on 
the internal stair.  The dimensions of the handrail and the vertical members are known 
from the sockets and the surviving ironwork. 

More information about the harl coat will become available when close-up access from 
a scaffold is available.  This will allow chemical analysis of samples of original harl to 
determine the original lime and aggregate content.   

One of the biggest conservation issues at Hall of Clestrain is that its most prominent 
feature has been lost.  From both documentary and physical evidence, it is understood 
that there was a pediment over the south wall.  It is reasonably established that the 
pediment contained a circular window.  The size of the circular window and the shape 

                                                      

 

13 The British Standard guide to the conservation of historic buildings (BS 7913: 1998). para 4.3 and 
4.17 
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of the pediment is not known.  In order to design a reinstatement, the designer would 
have to pass into some speculation.  This speculation can be significantly aided by 
pediments on other contemporary Scottish houses, such as Gayfield House in 
Edinburgh or Blackburn House in West Lothian, among many others.   

 

 

Figure 51    Blackburn House West Lothian, c.1770, North front (entrance) and South side (rear). (Angus 
Bremner) 

Pediments of the same shape appear on Highland houses as well, such as Airds, 
Lismore Argyll or Barbreck, also in Argyll. 

   

Figure 52    Airds House, 1745 Canmore                         Figure 53    Barbreck House, 1790 Canmore 

 

The form and angle of pediments was well established by the mid-18th century in 
pattern books such as James Gibbs Rules for Drawings 1732, in the books by Palladio 
and by reference to Vitruvius.  Earlier Scottish houses had pediments that were 
derived from Renaissance architecture, and it should be noted that the side gables of 
Gayfield House have a curved S profile.  However, the sophistication and derivation 
from Classical precedent at Clestrain in the proportions of windows, and the moulding 
profiles, suggests that the designer was aware of contemporary practice in 18th century 
country house and villa design and would have chosen a “correct” triangular 
pediment with the well-established pitch.  It is possible that there will be further 
evidence that will support this to be revealed in the building fabric.  When the asbestos 
cement sheeting is removed from the roof evidence in notches and fixing positions in 
the roof timbers might be revealed. This would confirm the pitch of the flat, 
presumably metal covered, roofs that would have been behind this pediment.  It 
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would be normal practice on a pediment of this size for the roof shape to follow the 
shape of the pediment.   

The original south door of Hall of Clestrain has not survived.  The width of the door 
suggests that it was a double door but this could be confirmed by socket and hinge 
positions when the existing frame has been removed.  There is extensive precedent for 
mid-18th century door designs in Scotland.  The range of door types is quite narrow 
and so an appropriate door could be provided for the south elevation with reasonable 
confidence. 

The west pavilion should also be restored.  Further evidence might be needed of the 
original height of the building.  There is no obvious physical evidence other than the 
two different dates of the north wall when seen from the inside.  The building also 
appears to have been significantly altered on the west wall by the insertion of a 
window and by a significant change to half of the length of the wall which suggests 
rebuilding.  Further evidence would be needed preferably documentary to show how 
the height of this building could be changed.  There may be evidence or memories 
within the Craigie family. 

Paradoxically the evidence for the original height and form is better for the missing 
east pavilion than it is for the surviving west pavilion.  We can determine the 
construction from the surviving fragment of the east wall.  The height, form and the 
angle of the roof pitch can be determined from the circa 1900 photographs. 

Although the large extent of the first-floor interior – the principal apartments – has 
been lost, the extent to which evidence allows an almost complete restoration is 
remarkable.  It is fortunate and surprising that there is evidence for all of the joinery 
elements including architraves, skirting blocks, skirting and mouldings.  The position 
of the partitions and of doors are evident from sockets in the floor and on the ceiling 
beams.  The western window on the north wall of the principal room, the presumed 
drawing room, has one fielded panel joinery element surviving in the soffit of the 
window reveal.  The surviving fragment of the partitions show the heights of the doors 
which were unusually low. There is a considerable amount of evidence of early paint 
colours surviving on the joinery.  The height of the cornice is known but not the 
moulding.  However, since the moulding profiles of the other joinery are standard for 
a house of this date and since there is a cornice moulding over the front door on the 
exterior, an appropriate cornice profile could be designed with reasonable confidence 
that it is correct. 

The evidence is strongest for the entrance hall.  A confident restoration of the entrance 
hall could be provided which would include all joinery and wall colours, and the 
handrail on the stairs.   The ceiling of plaster on riven lath could be reinstated with 
confidence because there are marks which indicate the thickness of plaster on the north 
wall which originally would have been covered by the cornice.  A hook for a lantern 
survives but the form of the lantern is not known.  

The form of architraves into the closet and the bedroom are known.  There is evidence 
that the same architrave was used in the door to the principal room to the north west.  
This would suggest that it is reasonable to match the skirting dado and cornice details 
from the hall and to use the evidence of the fielded soffit panel of the window on the 
north wall as sufficient evidence for the joinery around the windows.  The remarkable 
way that this room was lit by four large windows, giving views to Hoy and Stromness 
to the west, and views over the Honeyman estate to the north, is a key feature of this 
room.  It suggests that the blocked central window on the north side should be 
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unblocked and the window restored.  The part of the room which is least understood 
is the fireplace surround.  There is plenty of precedent for 18th century fireplaces in 
houses of this date and status in Scotland to provide an appropriate restoration.  The 
infill of the fireplace would be removed to reveal the stone bead and a timber and 
marble surround would be designed for the fireplace.   

Less evidence survives for the south west room – the presumed dining room – and the 
north and east rooms – bedroom and closet.  Although a restoration of these rooms 
could be attempted and there would be a reasonable expectation that restoration 
would recreate the original appearance based on available evidence.  It might be 
considered that restoration of the rooms other than the entrance hall and the drawing 
room would not add significantly to the understanding or interpretation of the place.  
It is even possible that some of the partitions within the drawing room to the east wall 
and the south wall could be made to be removable so that they are of flexible use for 
this interior.  A lot will depend on how the restored rooms are to be presented.  If they 
are to be presented with furniture, as 18th century character rooms, then this would 
affect the design and use of all of the rooms at this level of the house.  Another 
possibility is that the south west and east rooms could be left in an approximation of 
their existing condition which would allow evidence to be retained and that the 
process of understanding evidence and using it in restoring two of the rooms remains 
visible for interpretation in the future.   

The explanation of the five rooms and the stair within this most significant level of the 
house need not be achieved entirely through restoration.  There are other ways of 
helping people imagine how the house was used and occupied in the original design, 
and later, when the Rae family lived in the house.   

Restoration need not apply to the attic level or the ground floor.  At both these levels 
there is less design intent to recover and the historical aspects of association or 
illustration would not be enhanced by restoration.  It would be best practice to use 
these spaces creatively but to leave the evidence that has survived, such as the blocked 
fireplaces, the plaster and the roof structure as visible as the new use and building 
regulations will allow.   

7.3.5 Physical access 

The intended use for the building is as a place for the community and visitors to enjoy 
and learn about the heritage of Hall of Clestrain, the story of John Rae, and how those 
stories have resonance for us today. 

Physical accessibility as far as reasonably possible must be enabled to comply with 
Building Standards and the terms of the Equality Act (2010). Physical access to the 
whole building that is to be in public or staff use should be enabled by physical 
changes to fabric. However, potential fabric change set against the physical impacts on 
significance, means that change is not always possible. Where physical change is not 
possible, access could be provided remotely.  

An access audit could be commissioned from a professional access consultant such as 
Access Panel Orkney. 
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Historic Environment Scotland provides advice on this issue in Managing Change in the 
Historic Environment: Accessibility.14 

Policy 9 – Maintaining and enhancing access  

Provide physical access to the building. The design of this access must not have a 
negative impact on elements of outstanding or considerable significance.  

7.3.6 New work and development  

As noted above, it is likely that an extension will be needed to meet the aspirations 
embodied in the current proposals.  It is the conclusion of this conservation plan that 
an extension is desirable because it would provide sufficient space to meet the 
community and interpretation aims of the project. The community and interpretation 
aims are essential to the capital funding and sustainability of a project which would 
secure the medium and long term future preservation of Hall of Clestrain. 

7.3.7 General principles for design of interventions 

This conservation plan is primarily concerned with conservation, restoration and 
repair. However, alterations, interventions and some demolitions are likely to be 
necessary for sustainable use of Hall of Clestrain. 

The design of new work in historic settings requires particular architectural 
knowledge, judgement, skill and care. There will be many appropriate ways of 
designing interventions and new buildings, but a set of standard criteria can be 
applied.  

The design of elements, where justifiable, should achieve the following objectives: 

 Design should comply with the guidelines noted in this conservation plan 
concerning repairs and conservation principles.  

 Interventions or additions should not negatively impact upon elements of 
significance.  

 An extension or new building should not dominate or detract from the existing 
asset, in fabric or visual terms.15  

 New work should be of high design quality and should complement the existing.  

 The interface between a new element and the existing fabric must be carefully 
considered to minimise damage to existing fabric, for instance by causing 
differential erosion or by damage at fixing points.  

 Alterations should be designed to avoid damage to the existing fabric wherever 
possible. There should be a presumption to retain historic fabric in all alterations.  

 Interventions throughout a building should have a common character so that 
they can be interpreted as being part of a single and datable campaign of 
alteration. They should be identifiable as interventions, both physically, by 
marking the intervention (possibly by a date), and by documenting the alteration 
process.  

                                                      

 

14https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-
research/publications/publication/?publicationId=f0185b2c-3ed9-40c4-899d-a60b00885214 
15 For further information see Managing change in the historic environment: extensions (HES: 2010) 
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-
research/publications/publication/?publicationId=0a55e2b8-0549-454c-ac62-a60b00928937 

https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/publication/?publicationId=f0185b2c-3ed9-40c4-899d-a60b00885214
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/publication/?publicationId=f0185b2c-3ed9-40c4-899d-a60b00885214
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/publication/?publicationId=0a55e2b8-0549-454c-ac62-a60b00928937
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/publication/?publicationId=0a55e2b8-0549-454c-ac62-a60b00928937
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 Significant historic fixtures, fittings and features should be re-used in alterations.  

 The work should be designed so that it can be carried out with minimal risk to 
historic fabric; consideration must also be given to safety issues arising from the 
continued maintenance of the building. 

The style and form of an extension is a matter for careful design but it would be a pity 
if the design was so deferential to the existing building that it is timid or uninteresting.  
One of the objectives for the site is to produce a visitor attraction of such interest that 
it would meet with and exceed other visitor attractions in Orkney, or that it could take 
its place in the already impressive range of visitor attractions that Orkney has to offer.  
The quality of the experience for visitors is likely to require a building which responds 
to these high aspirations.  Put simply, it would be more difficult to put a very 
interesting visitor experience in a boring building.  The building form should develop 
from the character of the interpretation and the stories it tells.  This experience needs 
to be designed before the building that houses it can be designed.  But good design 
practice would suggest that an exciting and worthwhile visitor experience would 
generate a structure which is itself interesting and distinctive.  

The architectural quality of Hall of Clestrain is very robust in its design as a square 
box sitting prominently on the site with symmetrical south elevation and near 
symmetrical elevations to the gables and to the north side.  It is not so sensitive that 
these characteristics would not remain legible even with an addition.  However, the 
most significant view towards Hall of Clestrain is from the south and it would be poor 
design within the context of a listed building if an extension were prominent or even 
particularly visible in the axial view from the south.  The repair of the west pavilion 
and the rebuilding of the east pavilion provides some visual shelter for a possible 
extension on the north side of the building.   

The building clearly has a front and a back. A larger country house would have had 
an entrance and garden fronts, but at Hall of Clestrain the south front is a higher status 
and has more considered design value than the north side The difference in 
significance of the elevations and the positions of the pavilions suggest that the north 
side of the building of Hall of Clestrain should be the preferred position for an 
extension.  Such an extension should leave the north side of the building legible even 
if part of it is within an extension and another part is above the roof.  The extension 
should not cover the central window on the first floor if the north west room on the 
first floor is to be restored and if this window is to be reopened.  The view northwards 
through these windows from this significant room should be considered in the design 
of the extension even if this room is not fully restored.   

The east facing elevation of the west pavilion is not as significant as other architecture 
on the site but it is desirable that it should be left visible even if an extension is built 
up against it.  This issue does not apply to the east pavilion unless the symmetrical 
arrangement of stone walls is considered desirable in the design.   

It is possible to successfully detail extensions to relate to original fabric. This could be 
in size of features, or character of elements, their position, height, or by lining through 
horizontally with existing openings or features, but with architectural expression 
which is legibly contemporary. The architectural response, which is least likely to be 
acceptable is a design which involves an approximation of historic detailing without 
an understanding of its purpose or construction.  
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Natural materials of high quality should be used in preference to composite materials. 
A materials palette could be derived in part from the significant historic structures on 
site. The palette must also consider the sustainability of the materials. For example, it 
is likely there were hardwoods used in the building that are now either difficult to 
obtain, endangered or extinct. All materials used in conservation or construction 
should have stringent sustainability tests applied.  

This does not exclude materials commonly used in contemporary design such as sheet-
metal or timber cladding and glazing.  

Poor-quality or unsympathetic materials should not be used, such as cast or 
reconstituted stone, reconstituted slate, concrete tiles, UPVC gutters or windows. The 
detailing of new work will depend on the materials chosen. Detailing of traditional 
materials should in most cases conform to traditional practice; in contrast, more 
contemporary materials can adopt more contemporary detailing practice.  

A major factor in sustainable design will be heating and ventilation. Heating costs will 
need to be minimised and managed, so the thermal performance of the existing 
building must be as good as possible after restoration. This will require the use of 
modern materials in the finishing of the inside face of external walls. Windows will 
need to be properly insulated. 

Records should be kept of all works undertaken. The fabric should be recorded 

archaeologically before the work is carried out, and during archaeological works. 

7.3.8 Historic Environment Scotland guidance and advice 

Historic Environment Scotland has published considerable amounts of guidance to 
assist in the conservation and restoration of all aspects of the built environment in 
Scotland. These range from highly technical reports, papers and guidance on specific 
building techniques and architectural design, to more general strategic guidance for 
historic assets. They are divided into series, of which the following are the most 
relevant: 

 Managing change in the historic environment (26 booklets) 

 INFORM Guide  (55 pamphlets) – high level and general guidance 

 Technical Advice Notes (26 booklets) 

 Short Guide (14 booklets) 

 Guides for Practitioners (10 booklets) 

 Technical Paper (27 booklets) 

 Research and Study Report (4 booklets) 

 

All publications are available for searching and downloading (and in some cases 
purchasing) from the HES website.16 This corpus of published guidance is a vital 
resource that should be relied upon in managing the process of change at Hall of 
Clestrain.  

                                                      

 

16 https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/ accessed 
September 2018 

https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/?publication_type=36
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/?publication_type=42
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/?publication_type=41
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/?publication_type=35
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/?publication_type=30
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/?publication_type=29
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/
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HES has also prepared Advisory standards of conservation and repair for the historic 
building environment in Scotland. This is an unpublished paper, but available on the HES 
website.17 The paper is a general paper concerning conservation and repair of all 
historic building types, and therefore not all sections are relevant. It sets out the 
standard that HES expects to be followed in conservation and repair projects and 
should also be followed as a general guide.   

7.3.9 Archaeology 

Archaeology is not limited to below-ground archaeology and applies to the fabric of 
standing buildings. Archaeology can also be a statutory requirement and can be made 
a condition on the granting of Planning or Listed Building Consent. 

This conservation plan has been commissioned to inform the management of change 
at Hall of Clestrain. However, despite the considerable amount of research presented 
in this conservation plan, there remain areas of uncertainty in the understanding and 
identification of elements of the fabric that may be of significance. Some of this 
understanding may only become complete with physical investigations. 

Archaeology will have an important part to play in the conservation of Hall of 
Clestrain.  In this project, the detailed understanding of physical evidence is critical.  
Archaeological analysis provides a way of further analysing and discussing this 
evidence.  Conclusions reached so far, including the conclusions in this conservation 
plan, should be considered to be provisional before they have been tested by 
archaeological methods.  This could include paint sampling, small scale physical 
investigation, observations during alteration or removal of fabric, and 
dendrochronology.   

The element of archaeological work that is likely to be needed before design is 
confirmed is in the clearance of the pig pens and concrete floor and wall covering from 
the basement.  This work might require listed building consent.  The reason for doing 
this work at an early stage is that as much understanding as possible is needed of the 
building before proposals are developed.  The removal of this material from the 
basement might reveal indications about partition positions which could influence the 
design.  Another possibility is that a stone flagged floor survives underneath the 
existing concrete base.  It might be salvageable or it might be unusable if concrete has 
been poured directly on top of it.  The cost of a stone floor is high, but it would be 
important to know if a stone floor exists, partly for costs, but also because it could 
influence the design, including the design of the heating system. 

Another element which could influence the design would be the information from 
archaeology on the site around the Hall of Clestrain.  Two particular areas could 
contain information which will influence design, funding, and operational issues:  
these are the area of the yard between the two pavilions, and the area to the east of the 
site of the east pavilion.  There is a potential that the area between the pavilions will 
reveal the history of levels in this area.  These levels look higher than the 18th century 
north wall of Hall of Clestrain but appear to be correct on the, possibly later, east and 
west pavilions.  There might be a record of paving or other surfaces visible in this area.  

                                                      

 

17 See https://www.historicenvironment.scot/media/4068/advisory-standards-repair.pdf 
accessed September 2018.  

https://www.historicenvironment.scot/media/4068/advisory-standards-repair.pdf
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It is also possible that records of buildings which pre-existed Hall of Clestrain could 
be discovered.  This could influence the design of an extension if it is to be between 
the two pavilions.  If the archaeology is interesting it could be left visible as part of the 
floor of an extension.   

The second area, to the east of the east pavilion, could be investigated to reveal the 
position and information about any buildings that once existed in this area.  A small 
building is shown on the 1880s OS map but it seems possible that buildings existed 
and were demolished before that date.  The position of a well is also possible in this 
area.   

The archaeological investigation should, if possible, cover a wider area than the 
ownership of the John Rae Society.  Archaeological investigations and analysis might 
be able to explain the history and note changes in the immediate setting of Hall of 
Clestrain. 

Opportunities for evaluation, analysis, or recording of the physical fabric of Hall of 
Clestrain need to be considered as part of its overall conservation.  A 3D point cloud 
scan has been completed and could be used as the basis for further recording. This 
would ensure that a full understanding of the history of the building is established for 
the future.  

It is advisable to consult with those employed or commissioned by the local authority 
responsible for archaeology at an early stage in developing proposals for change. If 
recording is carried out following their requirements and this may obviate any 
subsequent need for archaeological conditions on the granting of Planning or Listed 
Building Consent. {This is in progress} 

In areas, buildings and structures where the local authority has no statutory control to 
insist on archaeological evaluation, analysis, or recording, it should still be carried out 
as it is best practice in the historic environment. It may also contribute to establishing 
or maintaining good relations with the local authority. {I agree} 

Policy 10 – Archaeological evaluation, analysis, and recording 

Archaeological work should take place in advance of and during repairs and 
alterations to Hall of Clestrain. A programme of building recording should be 
developed with the local authority. 

It is normally likely that, prior to any development works commencing, the local 
authority will require a method statement for recording the buildings to be 
commissioned from an archaeologist. This would be in the form of an archaeological 
Written Scheme of Investigation and would need their approval before recording 
could commence.   

Policy 11 – Archaeological findings 

The results of any archaeological involvement with the fabric must be presented to 
the local authority through the completion of a Data Structure Report, detailing the 
findings of the archaeological recording. 

Any new information obtained from further archaeological recording, and primary 
source research should be used to inform ongoing management of the building and to 
update this conservation plan as appropriate. 
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Policy 12 – Further research 

Further research should be undertaken on Hall of Clestrain as opportunities arise, 
and such opportunities should be encouraged by the owners.  

 

7.4 Building Standards 

7.4.1 Complying with Building Standards 

The Building (Scotland) Regulations Act 2004, and all subsequent amendments, define 
the performance criteria that a building should achieve, such as the level of resistance 
to the spread of fire. The legislation is designed to ensure that new buildings and 
works achieve the objectives of the Act in terms of health, safety, welfare, convenience, 
conservation of fuel and power, and sustainable development.  

It is necessary to submit detailed proposals for works for checking and approval prior 
to commencing any works. Consent to proceed with works is signified by the issue of 
a Building Warrant issued by the LPA. 

The regulations always apply where construction occurs, except for a small number of 
exemptions. The definition of construction is such that it includes alterations and 
extensions as well as entirely new buildings. Changes in the use of a building, or even 
parts of a building (which are termed ‘conversions’ by the regulations), also require 
the issue of a Building Warrant. There are various criteria that define whether a 
conversion is taking Hall of Clestrain, such as a change in the occupation or use of a 
building which alters the number of dwellings in the building, a change in the 
occupation or use of a building to allow access by the public where previously there 
was none.  It is important to establish from the verifier (usually the LPA Building 
Control) whether they consider that a conversion is taking Hall of Clestrain as there 
may be a requirement to improve the existing standards of the building, or part of the 
building, concerned, even if no other work is planned.   

The need to upgrade the fabric of a building to meet present day standards can be 
difficult and costly to achieve, and it is recognised that this is not reasonably 
practicable in many existing buildings. The regulations therefore concede that a lower 
level of provision can be sufficient in certain instances and it is therefore important to 
establish with the verifier where meeting the standards in full is not reasonably 
practicable as early as possible.   

It is acknowledged in the Technical Standards that, in the case of historic buildings, 
the ‘special interest’ should influence the extent to which improvement is required; for 
example, special interest may be primarily limited to exteriors, and more improvement 
to interiors may therefore be required. Guidance on this area has been published 
jointly by Historic Environment Scotland and the Scottish Building Standards Agency, 
(Historic Scotland Guide for Practitioners 6, Conversion of Traditional Buildings, the 
Application of Scottish Building Standards). This publication is not a technical handbook, 
its function is that of a support document. It recognises that there are no rigidly defined 
rules when dealing with works affecting listed buildings and so the emphasis is upon 
establishing a practical approach; one where the needs of conservation and public 
safety are balanced. 

Policy 13 – Complying with building regulations 

All proposals for change should comply with the Building Regulations, and a 
Building Warrant is required before the start of any work on site. Work closely with 
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the verifier from an early stage in design development to ensure that historic-
building circumstances are considered. Applications should be lodged as early as 
possible to allow for discussion and possible adjustments to technical details. 

Complying with building regulations might produce some challenges for some 
conservation elements of this project.   

 Conservation of fuel and power.  This is one of the most difficult issues to 
address in making historic buildings comply with historic buildings standards.  
The regulations for conservation of fuel and power require external walls to be 
sufficiently heat insulating.  Frustratingly, the regulations and calculations for 
existing masonry walls undervalue their capacity for heat retention.  In order 
to meet building standards and to provide a heated interior it is normally 
necessary to clad the inner face of stone walls.  There are current advances in 
methods for doing this.  In the past, heat insulation of external walls was by 
fixing timbers to create a cavity and then finishing with lath and 30mm of 
plaster.  This is how the inside faces of the habitable rooms within the first and 
second floors of Hall of Clestrain would have been finished originally.  Until 
recently, insulation was added to this build up to achieve compliance with 
building regulations.  Recently, and with valuable research and advice from 
various sources including Historic Environment Scotland, an alternative has 
been used which is better for the condition of the building.  This is a build-up 
which involves no cavities.  Clay, or a similar material, is applied to the inner 
surface of the wall to get it flat and insulation and plaster applied directly to it.  
This is emerging practice.  Not all technical issues have been addressed, for 
instance how does the clay “stick” to walls built of non-absorbent stone such 
as limestone schist and granites, the typical building material in the north and 
west of Scotland.  More needs to be understood about how wet walls should 
be allowed to dry before this internal wall finish is applied.   

At Hall of Clestrain it should be possible to achieve the required insulation 
levels in the rooms that would be restored on the principal floor.  However, 
leaving masonry visible within these rooms might not be an option.  This might 
guide the project towards a greater amount of restoration on the first floor 
beyond the rooms where the best evidence survives which is the entrance hall 
and north west room. 

This same requirement would apply at the second-floor level.  It would be a 
great pity to find a solution which covers the ashlar post roof construction or 
the rafters.  Adequate insulation could be provided on the plane of the sarking.    

 Structural. The internal structure of Hall of Clestrain has survived for 250 years 
but it is compromised by rot, particularly under areas of the roof which have 
been open to rain for a time and where the timber passes into wet masonry.  
The structural capabilities of the floor have to accommodate the proposed use.  
This might guide the use of the top floor.  For instance, if office use is proposed 
for the top floor, the floor must be strong enough to support the weight of filing 
cabinets.  A physical solution might be in introducing steelwork into partitions 
within the ground and first floors to support additional weight at the upper 
level.  This would be invasive into the sensitive historic structure.  There might 
be ways of committing to methods and limitations in the management of the 
building in use which means that the amount of loading does not apply. 
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 Fire escape. Issues of safe escape during a fire are mandatory and less easy to 
relax.  A solution within Hall of Clestrain is likely to rely on the existing stone 
stair because there is insufficient space for an additional fire escape.  The 
existing stone stair will not comply with the requirements for a stair on a fire 
escape route.  However, it is not as divergent from compliance as some stairs 
that have been agreed as fire escapes in the conversion of listed buildings.  The 
building has a considerable advantage in having a main door on the first floor 
which means that the length of fire escape from the upper floor is only one 
floor.  Fire escapes are supposed to have two doors separation between the 
escape route and occupied rooms.  This could present a difficulty for the design 
of the restoration of the first floor Hall of Clestrain.  Introducing a lobby 
between the entrance hall and the north west rooms would be completely 
counter to the purpose of restoration.  It is sometimes possible to relax these 
issues by introducing special fire protection measures such as a sprinkler 
system. But these systems could be invasive if included within the floor build 
up or visually intrusive if fitted below in relatively low rooms.  Detection 
systems are usually easier to accommodate and an air sampling system, such 
as the Vesda system, might be appropriate.   

Access for the fire service will need to be considered in the site layout including 
a sufficiently wide access route. 

The same building control requirements also apply to the west pavilion, the rebuilt 
east pavilion, and any new building.   

7.4.2 M&E services: introduction, upgrading, extending  

Policy 14 – New services should be designed so that their installation and 
maintenance causes minimal damage to all historic fabric.  

This is particularly the case in the introduction of services; surface-mounting of 
services is preferable, re-using existing chases, or using existing voids, for example 
chimney flues and behind skirtings. This is necessary in elements of outstanding, 
considerable and moderate significance.  

The retention or recovery of significant character and quality by attention to details of 
form and texture, treatment of surfaces and methods of lighting. 

7.4.3 Other compliance requirements  

Some alterations or changes in the use of spaces may be required, in order for the 
finished project or parts of it to comply with aspects of the law and regulations. These 
range from data protection to safeguarding children. The completed building should 
meet these requirements where possible, without negative impacts on elements or 
fabric of significance. The impacts of proposed changes on fabric, views and setting, 
should be considered in impact assessments prepared by heritage professionals. 

 

7.5 Materials in repair 

Good guidance about the materials used in repair and conservation is available from 
organisations such as Historic Environment Scotland and the Society for the Protection 
of Ancient Buildings.  They indicate the general standards for conservation and use of 
materials in conservation that apply to Hall of Clestrain.   
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The evidence for the slated roof is from photographs of around 1900.  It is probable 
that this was not the original roof because a roof would be expected to be re-slated at 
least once over a period of the first 130 years of the life of the building but also because 
we know that there was a significant change in the roof around the end of the 18th 
Century when the pediment was removed.  This probably involved the stripping and 
re-slating of south pitch, at least. A storm that was strong enough to damage the 
pediment could also have significantly damaged the roof, requiring extensive repairs.   

The 1900 photographs are the best available record.  This could be backed up by 
physical evidence of peg positions, and any surviving pegs.  There may be remnants 
of slate for instance at wallhead level.  If this type of evidence is discovered, it will 
affect the selection of materials for the reinstatement of the building.  Based on the 
photograph, it is assumed that slates from an Orkney source, such as a quarry on 
mainland Orkney would be an appropriate source for re-slating the building.  Slates 
would be fitted according to traditional practice.  This might be by pegs over battens 
or it might be through sarking depending on the evidence of the roof construction.  
Slating would now include an underslate membrane intended to control condensation 
that could damage the underside of the slates and lead.  It would be a breathable 
membrane so that ventilation is available to the underside of the slates and 
condensation is not concentrated on timber below them.  This would be a departure 
from the original construction but it would be necessary to comply with current best 
practice and prolong the life of the construction.   

The existing stones on the ridge would be re-bedded.  At junctions with gables there 
would be a lime mortar fillet.  Various techniques can improve the adhesion of this 
vulnerable detail.  At the foot of the pitches there should be cast iron rhones and 
downpipes.  Cast iron would not have been the specification in 1769.  The final account 
schedule might give more information about pipes and hoppers.  If it does, it should 
be followed.  The 18th century wallhead finish will either have been no rainwater goods 
at all, where the eaves simply shed free of the walls below, or would have been lead 
gutters, hoppers and pipes.   

Cast iron should be painted.  Often a dark grey colour is chosen to reference the colour 
of freshly fitted lead.  This seems to have been the approach to selecting a colour for 
downpipes in the years during and after the gradual change from lead pipes to cast 
iron. 

Masonry should be rubble sandstone with dressed stones at corners, chimneys and 
around windows.  The dressed sandstone is from a different source than the rubble 
stone used for the walls.  It should have a petrographic analysis to match a similar 
sandstone in colour, characteristics, weathering and bedding.  Dressed stone should 
be correctly bedded according to their purpose within the building.  Tooling on 
dressed stones should match the character of existing stones exactly.  It is not clear if 
there was tooling on dressed stones but it appears that sandstone was brought to a fair 
flush face.    Dr John Flett Brown, geologist, has advised that the quarry on the 
Scorradale Road had all the strata of stone required for the construction of The Hall of 
Clestrain. It seems likely that the stone came from that quarry. 

The rubble stone would be from another local source.  A supply of rubble stone will 
be needed to rebuild the east pavilion at least for the south gable.  This should be local 
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stone for the walls and for the corners and around windows. It should follow the 
evidence of contemporary vernacular buildings elsewhere on Orkney.   

Mortars should be based on the analysis of early mortars.  It is possible that different 
mixes were used for bedding stones, pointing and harling. The addition of clay is 
possible. The source of lime should be established. In a site close to the shore, it is 
possible that lime was made by burning shells rather than quarried limestone.  This 
will become evident as samples of the existing mortar are analysed.  New mortars 
should match the existing closely.  The means of harling should also be considered. It 
is possible that lime is applied with a trowel rather than thrown at Hall of Clestrain.  
It is also possible that there was a different treatment on the smarter south elevation 
than on the other sides.  Generally, there would be up to five coats of limewash.  It 
seems most likely that limewash was carried over dressed stones as well as harl.  This 
might be proven by close inspection from a scaffold.  Although it is probably correct 
to put limewash over every external masonry surface except the steps, it is not popular 
in contemporary taste.  It cuts across the enjoyment of the aesthetic of the character of 
the stone, its aged and eroded state.  As with other decorating decisions, this is a 
decision which can be taken one way and then changed the next time the building is 
limewashed/painted. 

Windows should be a close match to the surviving softwood material, the detail design 
and astragal (glazing bar) profile of the surviving windows. The profile might need to 
be amended to meet requirements for minimizing heat loss. There may be some traces 
of colour in places where the surviving windows have been masked from weathering, 
such as where they are fitted into rebates in the stone openings.  If the colour cannot 
be found there are a number of Georgian precedents that can be used.  Pure white was 
not a colour used on external joinery for Georgian buildings.  Strong white paint was 
not available until the 1930s.   

Internal stonework such as the stair would be treated as external stonework.  Not every 
piece of decayed or chipped stonework needs to be replaced.  The visual appearance 
and historic record of masonry can be more disrupted by excessive stone replacement. 

In the interior the work is mainly restoration.  When existing material is being retained, 
which is always preferable, it should be retained with its paint layers.  Where paint 
survives it should be left in situ even if it is painted over.  In this way the evidence of 
former paint schemes is left in the building.  In the future it might be possible to 
determine more evidence from paint samples than can be discovered currently.  
Fragments of wall finish on plaster should also be retained in-situ even if covered over.  
All existing finishes should be recorded in photographs or cross referenced to the paint 
sample report.   

7.5.1 Understanding and planning regular maintenance  

Systematic care based on good maintenance and housekeeping is both cost-effective 
and good conservation practice. Early action can often prevent decay and avoid the 
need for major repair later.  

Hall of Clestrain has been uninhabited since it was damaged in a storm in 1953.  The 

ground floor has been used since that time, for keeping pigs. The building had minimal 

repair and maintenance apart from the asbestos cement roof covering fitted after the 

storm.  In 2018, following the purchase of the building, the John Rae Society have 
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commissioned temporary works to secure the building, patch the roof, and protect the 

windows.  The second-floor had poultry. The nests were between the rafters. 

This conservation plan has been commissioned to inform the management of change 
at the building and the development of designs for changing its current use. This 
includes improvements to condition and rectifying all defects. Within five years, the 
condition of the fabric should be systematically reviewed in a condition report, as the 
first quinquennial (five-yearly) condition inspection report.  

The report should list works according to categories of urgency. The categories should 
be ‘immediate’, ‘urgent’, ‘necessary’ and ‘desirable’:  

 Urgent work should be carried out within one year of the date of inspection. 

 Necessary works relate to issues that, while not causing actual damage, may 
become urgent within five years and should be addressed before this period 
has elapsed.  

 Desirable works are repairs of a long-term nature and other works, for example 
restoration of the original appearance of the building. 

Some urgent items may be noted as requiring immediate attention. This indicates that 
an issue is causing harm to the fabric, now, or presents an immediate threat to public 
health and safety and must be addressed and resolved as soon as possible.  It is 
unlikely that works of this nature can wait for grant funding.  The John Rae Society 
have tackled all “Immediate” category works.  The collapsing retaining wall at the 
front of Clestrain is getting worse. 

The quinquennial report should be a comprehensive survey of all buildings, structures 
and spaces in the same ownership, or land holding etc. irrespective of whether they 
are considered historic. 

An annual sum should be set aside to pay for the quinquennial inspection report and 
for maintenance purposes. It is inevitable that investment will need to be prioritised, 
and not all immediate or urgent actions will be possible within a set budget.  

It is essential as part of the ongoing management of the building to develop a 
maintenance plan for the site. Ongoing appropriate maintenance will prevent decay 
of building fabric.  

A regular watch should be kept from the ground and from upper windows for leaks, 
overflowing gutters, blocked downpipes, drains etc. 

Every six months: 

 the roofs, rhones, valleys and parapet gutters and all rainwater goods should 
be inspected and cleaned out. 

 drains should be cleared. 

 external paintwork checked. 

Every year: 

 masonry, pointing, limewashed/rendered areas should be checked for any 
damage or loss, cracking, flaking or efflorescence. 

 metal deck roofs (after reinstatement of the pediment) and flashings should be 
checked and cleared. 
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 accessible roof voids should be checked for evidence of water ingress, insect or 
fungal attack. 

 timber windows and doors (after repair) should be checked for decay, loss of 
sand mastic, cracking or rot, and moving parts oiled. 

 rooflights should be checked for deterioration and cleaned.   

 chimneys should be visually checked for pointing, security and condition. 

 vegetation next to structures should be kept away if potentially damaging to 
masonry or blocking drainage. 

Other regular checks should be made:  

 Fire extinguishers and all other appliances are to be serviced annually. 

 Electrical wiring and other installations should be tested every five years. 

 A cycle of external painting of joinery and ironmongery should be completed 
every ten years. 

Policy 4 – Maintenance planning 

Prepare a maintenance plan on the basis of quinquennial inspection reports. It 
should formally be adopted as part of the overall management strategy for Hall of 
Clestrain. 

7.6 Setting 

Policy 5 – Enhancing views towards buildings and structures 

Preserve, protect and enhance views and setting of Hall of Clestrain.  

The setting of Hall of Clestrain possibly has not changed significantly since its first 
construction in 1769.  It is possible that the north-south axis which is part of the 
aesthetic presentation of Hall of Clestrain, predates the “squaring” of the landscape 
around into fields.  The relationship between the house and the shore will be similar 
to the original relationship although the position of the public road has changed.  The 
relationship between Hall of Clestrain and the main views towards Stromness and the 
hills on Hoy will also be similar.  The main change will be in the character of the view, 
with more boats on the water and a change in the character of Stromness.  The 
immediate landscape would have been similar.  Old maps show slightly more trees 
but these are likely to have been quite low bushes rather than full woodland. 

The probable similarity of the setting to its past appearance means that visual change 
in the significant views should be limited.  A radical change of appearance on Hall of 
Clestrain or its immediate setting would not be desirable.  A change could be highly 
visible because Hall of Clestrain can be seen from a considerable distance away.  It is 
possible that it was intended to be visible from Stromness, and from the Coldomo 
Road. The amount of change would be measured by considering the principal views, 
both towards the building and from it.  The most significant view towards Hall of 
Clestrain is from the south.  This is the view towards the designed front of Hall of 
Clestrain including the now missing pediment.  This is also a landscape view because, 
historically, Hall of Clestrain has been seen within an area of managed landscape 
including the walled garden and the field enclosures.  The views to the west were 
probably also a consideration in the landscape design around the house.  Alterations 
to the north of the house and to the north east, would be partly hidden by the 3m high 
walls of the walled garden.   



88 Hall of Clestrain, Orkney – Conservation Plan 

 

The principal views from Hall of Clestrain are from the first-floor windows to the 
south, west and north.  The views from the south could also include the view from the 
head of the stair up to the south door.  These are distant views, but the character of the 
foreground is also important.  In the views to the west and south, the character of the 
foreground should not change significantly other than repair and improved drainage.  
In the view northwards, the foreground would have been the back court – a working 
area which would not normally have been part of the views from the polite 
apartments.  There is an important view to Stenness loch and the hills beyond. An 
extension would change this view by changing the foreground but change in this area 
could be considered to be acceptable because the view from the three north windows 
on the first floor was always intended to be over a practical service area rather than an 
area designed to contribute to the beauty of the view. The views to the north are not 
necessarily axial.  Like the views to the west, they might have been intended to provide 
a 180° panorama or sweep of views from the largest apartment at the north west part 
of the main floor.  

Some of the requirements of a building or extension that contains a visitor experience 
must be considered in terms of the setting of Hall of Clestrain.  In views from the north, 
it is likely that an extension would be visible.  However, Hall of Clestrain is a strong 
and significant presence within the landscape.  It is a well-defined gabled box.  An 
extension to provide a visitor experience need not be absolutely deferential.  It can 
have its own identifiable form within the landscape without damaging the significance 
of Hall of Clestrain within its setting. 

Possibly more difficult to design for will be the visual clutter of cars and coaches.  
Vehicles will be a new element to the landscape and will include of reflective services, 
and a variety of colours and forms.  This visual intrusion can only be mitigated by 
careful placing and by some screening.  The kind of screening that is available on most 
heritage sites such as hedges, trees, etc. might not be considered to be possible or 
appropriate in this landscape.  However, walls and bushes would have a strong 
precedent both from historic evidence and from the current appearance of the 
surrounding landscape.  Management 

7.6.1 Management 

Policies for management structures and practices that promote the efficient execution 
of the policies above and make clear the need for: 

•  planning and management by a single entity (or, at least, by a coordinated 
management structure with well understood responsibilities and procedures); 

•  continuing relevant and expert advice (including continuity of conservation 
advice); 

•  informed supervision of minor as well as major work including intelligent and 
vigilant attention to security and maintenance in order to reduce deterioration and 
the risk of fire, vandalism and theft; 

•  control of ephemera such as advertising, banners, signs, posters, art works, displays 
and exhibitions; 

•  keeping a record of actions which have affected Hall of Clestrain and the reasons 
for them—as a resource for future decision makers; 

•  periodic review of policies. 
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7.6.2 Business planning 

Policy 6 – Business Planning 

All business decisions for Hall of Clestrain should take into account anticipated 
costs of conservation issues, conservation plan policies and future repair liabilities. 

7.6.3 Interpretation 

Hall of Clestrain is intended to become a place where visitors would come for 
interpretation. An explanation of its history and significance should be provided. Hall 
of Clestrain has an interesting history which contributes to its cultural significance. 
Through interpretation, significance can be conveyed and explained. Interpretation is 
an integral part of raising appreciation and awareness for the conservation of Hall of 
Clestrain. 

The opportunities for interpretation at Hall of Clestrain are unusually broad.  This is 
due to the association of Hall of Clestrain with John Rae.  The life of John Rae is full of 
incident and is well-recorded.  It also has an important resonance with current issues 
about climate change, conservation of the Arctic, and the lives of people who live north 
of the Arctic Circle.   

Historically, Hall of Clestrain can cover many stories of 18th and 19th century life in 
rural Orkney through an understanding of its architecture, its position within the 
islands, and its recorded history.  These themes include: 

 Its architecture – the introduction of the Palladian style.  Where did this style 
come from?  Why build such a smart house at this date?  

 Land use – what was the relationship between the house and the way that the 
land was used around it.  Is it a farm house?  Is the inter-visibility between 
Clestrain and Stromness intentional and how did it affect the design? 

 What is the evidence for internal and external restoration?  How much could 
be found out through analysis including scientific testing, and where was 
guesswork needed? 

 Who is involved in the conservation and repair of the building – what were 
their skills in joinery, plastering and painting?  Were they the same as the skills 
250 years ago when the house was first finished? 

 What would the inside and outside of the house have looked like?  What would 
the furniture have been?  We know from census records that a lot of people 
lived in the house, what would its domestic character have been?  What would 
it have been like to live there or to work there? 

The interpretation of the stories around John Rae are almost limitless and will have to 
be carefully considered before interpretation is designed.  These stories might change 
and develop over time.  Climate change is a current and changing topic and permanent 
interpretation could quickly go out of date.  The requirement for flexibility in 
interpretation would guide and influence the design of a visitor experience.  As well 
as a wide scope of potential themes for interpretation, there is also the opportunity to 
carry interpretation much deeper into research.   

Interpretation over such a broad and relevant range of subjects should be designed to 
appeal to a wide range of audiences including each age group. It should appeal to 
people from the local community as well as visitors to Orkney.  Typically, these themes 
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are developed in consultation with the owner in an audience development plan and, 
activities plan or interpretation plan.   

It is likely that the design of interpretation will influence the design of the layout of 
both the existing building and an extension.   

Further research can be by access to further information in archive or posted on the 
internet.  It can also involve notification of discoveries or insights produced by 
research so that people’s engagement with the building can continue long after their 
visit.  This can be coordinated with the research aspirations of the John Rae Society.   

Policy 7 – Interpretation 

Interpret the history and significance of Hall of Clestrain, to promote it and its 
association with John Rae, and enhance its understanding and appreciation. 
Interpretation should have minimal physical impact on fabric and its appreciation. 

1.1.1 Archiving and dissemination  

A copy of this conservation plan should be kept in the archive of the owners. It should 
be actively made available to the users/managers/tenants of Hall of Clestrain. A copy 
of the conservation plan will be lodged by the authors with the Historic Environment 
Scotland archive, and the local authority archaeology service. A digital copy will be 
maintained by the authors.  

7.6.4 Further investigation, research and reporting and publication 

There are various gaps in understanding which have become evident during the 
consultation for of this conservation plan.  Sufficient detail has been supplied, or 
interpreted from the surviving fabric, to be able to address the conservation issues 
associated with the building.  More information might become available which could 
influence the conclusions of the conservation plan.  The most obvious area for further 
research is archaeology.  We can guess that there is information currently hidden 
underground or behind later finishes such as the concrete floor and wall coverings in 
the basement.  Information discovered through archaeological analysis or evaluation 
(digging) could influence the detail of conservation recommendations and should 
influence the design of an extension.   

Other gaps in the understanding of the history of Hall of Clestrain include: 

 Further documentary research – specific sources are not known but might exist. 

 Recent history – the history of the Craigie family and their connection and use 
of Hall of Clestrain should be recorded.  This history might be recorded in 
interviews.   

 Other memories and anecdotes about the place such as the existence of the road 
between the house and the shore should also be recorded.  

 Archaeological and architectural assessments of the building should also be 
stored in a single archive.   

 The final account document should be carefully transcribed.   

At critical points as the work is being carried out, an archaeologist should view parts 
of the structure.  This archaeological review should be built into the contractor’s 
programme if it is part of the restoration or building contract.  It would include 
inspection of the upper side of the roof timbers and the upper surface of wallheads 
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when roofing work is being carried out.  This might give more evidence about the 
pediment, its width and size, and possibly its shape.   

Physical research should also include research into the composition of early mortars 
found in the building both for pointing and for harl.  There may be traces of limewash 
left on the building, for instance in the junction with window frames.  All historic paint 
finishes should be analysed and the results added to the John Rae Society archive.  This 
research should be by microscope paint analysis where a sample is filed to a smooth 
surface to provide a cross section which can be inspected under a microscope.  Each 
layer of paint is evident, but the layers also contain other information such as 
discolouration, type of paint, its crystal or salt content.  In section it is possible to see 
layers of dirt on the surface of paint layers which distinguishes a topcoat from an 
undercoat.  The amount of dirt and discolouration also gives evidence about the 
periods of intense use or neglect of the building and can indicate alterations 
particularly on joinery.  An older piece of joinery will have more paint layers. 

The images below are from Axwell Park near Newcastle.  They illustrate a typical paint 
section analysis.  

 

Figure 54    Axwell Park, Gateshead, c.1760, Paint analysis of the Mirror Room. (Crick-Smith 
Conservation) 
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The significance of Hall of Clestrain means that it is of academic interest across 
Scotland and Britain.  As far as possible the research information should be published 
in the kind of detail that would be useful to people researching the various subjects 
associated with Hall of Clestrain.   
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8.0 APPENDIX I – LIST DESCRIPTION  
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9.0 APPENDIX II – HISTORIC ACCOUNT  
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10.0 APPENDIX III – LOCAL ARCHIVE RESEARCH  
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