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Cluny Castle, Aberdeenshire
H Gordon Slade*

An investigation into the original form of this castle built ¢ 1604, and largely replaced in the
1830s by a large mansion in the castellated style designed by John Smith.

‘... I have learned that a huge mushroom cotton manufactory has been raised up by the
proprietor of this beautiful and antique gem by which the singular merits of so pure a specimen

of architects’ art are now smothered up in modern masonry.’
James Skene of Rubislaw, 1838

‘About 30 years ago he built a splendid addition to the house at Cluny, enveloping the old
mansion in a complete new castellated front, the exterior now presenting one of the finest pieces

of architecture in the north.’
Banffshire Journal, 1 July 1858

‘Before leaving let us turn back and take a view of the Castle as it now stands. The late
Colonel Gordon, many years ago, resolved to renovate the old Castle without taking any of it
down, which he succeeded in accomplishing most effectually, so that the Castle of Cluny is now
one of the finest specimens of masonry that is to be seen in Scotland.’

‘Cluny 60 years ago’: unidentified newspaper cutting, ¢ 1900

‘.. . perhaps the most shocking misuse of architectural effort and granite in the north east.’
‘Castle Fraser’: H Gordon Slade, 1978

The Cluny Castle built by John Smith for Colonel John Gordon ¢ 1820-36 has seldom
been viewed with favour save in the columns of an excessively parochial and sycophantic local
press. Even professed admirers of the Gothic revival have dismissed it in words of ill-concealed
and contemptuous patronage. The reason for this distaste is resentment at the loss of the old
Cluny romantically sketched and described by James Skene — a Cluny which has acquired an
aura of mystery and beauty turning it into a species of 17th-century Aberdeenshire Neuschwand-
stein — and the fact that the new Cluny is not nearly gothic enough for the enthusiasts. Hence the
comment by James Macaulay . .. a monstrous swelling of a small Z-plan castle which was buried
beneath towers eight storeys high. It is a curiously archaic building in its parts. Twenty years
out of date it is like a Regency buck, grown cankerous and old, flaunting the colours of the
picturesque’: clever writing, but inaccurate, as will be shown.

The lands of Cluny were originally granted by King Robert Bruce sometime before 1325
to Sir Alexander Fraser, who had married his sister, Mary. From this couple was descended
Margaret Fraser whose husband was Sir William Keith the Great Marischal; their daughter
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married Sir Adam Gordon of Huntly. He was killed, with his two uncles, in 1402 at the Battle
of Homildon Hill and the Gordon estates passed to his daughter, Elizabeth. Not only was she
the heiress of the Gordons of the legitimate line but she also succeeded to the great Keith inheri-
tance in south and central Aberdeenshire, which included Aboyne and Cluny. From Elizabeth
and her husband, Alexander Seton, the Cluny lands passed to their son, Alexander, 1st Earl of
Huntly, and from him, through his son and grandson, to Alexander Gordon, the first Laird of
Cluny of the first Gordons of Cluny.

Alexander Gordon — the second son of Alexander, 3rd Earl of Huntly - was not to be the
founder of the family for the only legitimate child to survive him was his daughter Janet, and Cluny
passed to his younger brother. John Gordon, the 2nd Laird, had married Margaret Gordon,
the daughter of Thomas Gordon of Auchenhuive — also known as the Goodman of Cracullie —
and together they raised seven children. John built the castle of Blairfindy where he died in 1586
having married his five daughters to the Lairds of Pitcaple, Cowbardie, Craigievar, Pittodrie,
and Carron, and was succeeded by his eldest son, Sir Thomas Gordon, 3rd of Cluny.

With Sir Thomas the family fortunes seem to have reached their highest point. He had
married well; his first wife, Elizabeth, being the daughter of the Earl of Douglas, and his second,
equally well-born, was Grizel, the daughter of the Earl of Athol. And it was he who was the
builder of the castle at Cluny which replaced an earlier house, either on the present site or near
to it. Preserved at Cluny is a stone with the inscription ‘THOM. GORDON A CLUNY MILES
ME FECIT 1604°. This date probably marks the finishing of the work, so it is likely that building
started in 1601 or 1602. Sir Thomas was to die in 1607 only three years after the completion of
his new house and from that date the family fortunes began to decline. Two noble wives, and the
cost of building a new castle are likely to strain any fortune, and Sir Alexander Gordon, 4th of
Cluny, may have found that on coming into his inheritance much of it had already been dissipated:
he was to dissipate the remainder.

Rather more is known of Sir Alexander than of any other member of his family for he
figures frequently in Spalding’s ‘History of the Trubles’ but his end, and that of his descendants
is obscure. His first wife — said to be called by the improbable name of Violet — was a daughter
of John Urquhart, the Tutor of Cromarty and builder of Craigston. By this marriage there was
at least one son, and possibly two. The first, also named Alexander had been born between 1612
and 16135, as in the latter year, his father on his behalf granted a Tack letter of the teind sheaves
of various lands in Aboyne to the Marquis of Huntly. This alienation of revenues for ready
money suggests that there may already have been financial difficulties to be overcome.

This seems to have been only a temporary answer for by 1636 the control of the Cluny
property had passed out of Sir Alexander’s hands. In that year a precept under the Great Seal
was given to the Sheriff of Aberdeen to infeft George Morrison in the Mains and Manor place
of Cluny as apprised by him from William Coutts of Auchtercoul for a debt of 5,600 merks.
How William Coutts laid his hands on Cluny is not recorded, but it seems to have been a fairly
thorough gathering up. Usually if an estate passed into the hands of creditors the Laird managed
to live on in the house but this does not seem to have been the case at Cluny, and no doubt
explains why, when Gordon married Lady Leslie in 1641, the Bridal was celebrated at Tilliefour.

The description contained in this precept shows how little the Cluny lands have changed
in the intervening years

‘. . . totes et integras terras dominicales et maneriei locum de Cluny cum dominibus
edificiis hortis pomariis et pertinentis earundem lie Woodend de Cluny molendino de
Cluny terris molendinariis multuris et lie knaiffschippes earundem molendino fullonum
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de Cluny cum moris marresiis pratis toftis croftis outsettis insettis partibus pendiculus et
pertinentis dictaram villarum et terrarum unacum decimis garbalibus earundem jacentes
infra vicecomitatem nostrum predictum de Aberdein . ..’

. .. the whole and complete lands of the mains and manor place of Cluny, with the house,
buildings, gardens, orchards, and pertinents thereof, the Woodend of Cluny, mill of Cluny,
lands and tolls of the mill and the Cottown thereof, fulling mill of Cluny with moors,
marshes, meadows, tofts, crofts, outfields, infields, small farms, and pertinents of the said
vills and lands together with tithes and dues thereof within our sherrifdom aforesaid of
Aberdeen . . .]

In the troubled years of the 1630s and ’40s Cluny appears as a loyal adherent of Lord
Huntly, who employed him on political errands. In June 1638 Lady Huntly died at Cluny’s
lodgings in Old Aberdeen - lodgings in the sense of a town house —~ and he was with Huntly in
Aberdeen in October of the same year for the signing of the Confession of Faith. In the following
year he was away twice; once returning in one of the King’s pinnaces escorting a merchantman
with stores of weapons, and later in April when he went south with letters from Huntly to the
King - a journey which was never completed, as he was recalled when he reached Edinburgh.

On 27 May 1637 he lost some of the weapons which he had brought in by sea, when his
house in Old Aberdeen was attacked by Montrose’s men; they ‘broke up the Laird of Cluny’s
yettis in Old Aberdeen and Hall Door, went in and took six score pikes’. He was in England again
between February and June of 1640, travelling on both occasions by sea.

These calls of public duties no doubt strained his remaining resources but the circumstances
of his private life did not help. He and his wife were close friends of Sir John Leslie of Wardess
and his wife, Elizabeth Gordon of Newton. So close indeed was the friendship that it gave rise
to scandal. MacFarlane in his Gerealogical Collections records that the two men contracted so
close a friendship that they dwelt together in one family; and it was thought there was too much
familiarity betwixt them and their ladies! There may be some malice in this for the ladies were
not viewed with favour by the Kirk; Elizabeth Gordon had on one occasion tricked the Bishop
of Aberdeen into blessing her extremely illegal chapel at Tilliefour, for which the unfortunate
prelate-was soundly trounced by his more saintly brethren. In November 1640 Sir John Leslie
died, and, Lady Gordon also being dead, the remaining pair were married the following year,
but not it seems until the Kirk had insisted on the banns being called. Presumably their lives were
an offence to the delicate morals of their neighbours. The marriage took place at Cluny, June 22,
and the bridal feast was held at Tilliefour. However by 1642 Cluny’s affairs had become so
involved that he was obliged to leave Aberdeen, settling in Durham, ‘there to remain quhil sum
course wes takin anent his effaires’. Lady Gordon was to die in December the same year at Durham;
Spalding attributes her death to ‘ane cancer in one of hir papes, quhilk eit into the bowellis: but tuo
yeir befoir scho went to England, this cancer wers in hir pape’. Such was the end of the ‘Nympth of
Tilliefour’. 1t seems that she finally ruined both her husbands - ‘an evill instrument to the down-
throwing of both these fair and flourishing estates’.

Sir Alexander returned to Aberdeen in 1643 with his step-daughter Elizabeth Leslie, when
he was given four months grace to compound his debts with his creditors, after which he soon
disappears from history; he is supposed to have died abroad sometime in 1644. The family too
disappeared; according to the Balbithan MS Sir Alexander’s son, also Alexander, married the
daughter of the Laird of Newton, and died abroad without issue. MacFarlane records that
Elizabeth Leslie of Wardess married, as her first husband, Sir John Gordon of Cluny — this
seems a mistake in the christian name of the baronet. A similar mistake was made in 1668 in a
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birth brieve where it is recorded that William Gordon of Cotton was brother to Sir William
Gordon of Clunie, whereas he was in fact brother to the first Sir Alexander. However it seems
clear that the last Gordon of Cluny of the first house was Alexander, born sometime before 1615
and probably dead by 1668, having married his step-sister after his return to Aberdeen from
Durham in 1643. .

What happened to the estate after 1644 is not known; it may have remained with the creditors
or have passed through several hands before 1680 by which date it had come into the possession
of Robert Gordon, 1st Laird of Cluny of the second house.

Robert Gordon was the third son of Sir Robert Gordon of Gordonstoun by his wife
Lucy Gordon. On his father’s side he was the grandson of Alexander Gordon, 2nd Earl of
Sutherland by his wife Jane Gordon, the divorced wife of Mary Stuart’s Earl of Bothwell. From
his mother he inherited Gordon blood of the same degree for her father, John Gordon, Dean of
Salisbury, had been first cousin to Lady Sutherland. She was the daughter of George, 4th Earl
of Huntly, and he was the son of the Earl’s younger brother, Alexander, Bishop of Galloway and
titular Archbishop of Athens. As a leaven to the Gordon blood Lucy’s mother had been a French
woman, Genieve Petaur le Maulet from Brittany. Presumably, as she had married a dignitary of
the Church of England, she was a Huguenot. Dean Gordon’s first wife was also French,
Antoinette de Marolles from the Beauce.

Robert Gordon married three times, and the last three Lairds of his house were descended
from his first and last wives. His eldest son, also Robert, whose mother was Eleanor Morrison of
Prestongrange was born in 1658 and married Catherine, daughter of the 2nd Viscount of
Arbuthnott; he was succeeded on his death in 1725 by their son, Robert 3rd Laird who only
enjoyed the estate for four years dying in 1729. Robert Gordon 1st had married, as his second
wife an English woman, Katherine Damsel of Henley. The two children of this marriage — which
seems to have been spent in England - died young and were not long survived by their mother.
For his third wife Robert was to look inside Aberdeenshire again — perhaps he felt that his
veins contained as much Gordon blood as was good for any family. His choice fell on a Highland
woman, Margaret MacKenzie, daughter of Sir Kenneth MacKenzie of Coull. Their son Kenneth,
who married the widow of Robert Arbuthnott, grandson of the 1st Viscount of Arbuthnott, was
the last Gordon Laird of Cluny of the second house. Before his death in the early 1750s the
estate was already in other hands. His son Robert, who died in 1757 was a plain farmer in
Kirkcaldy.

The end of the second house of Gordon seems to have taken place in a confusion of
financial difficulties and Jacobite sentiments. The story is to be found in the Gordon of Cluny
papers in the Scottish Record Office, and a sorry story it is.

Sir William Gordon of Invergordon was greatly concerned in 1719-20 in the purchase of
stock in the Mississippi Company — the French equivalent of the Darien Scheme and promoted by
John Law, an enterprising fellow Scot — and on his return to London from Paris Sir William left
his affairs in the hands of Robert Gordon. According to Kenneth Gordon’s memorial to Lord
Streichen (apparently written in 1750, but the date has been eaten by mice) Sir William Gordon

‘. .. gave him powers which Mr Gordon of Cluny thought at that time was sufficient to
make the loss in that trade if such should happen fall upon Sir William Gordon - But as
his powers were not so clear and that Cluny had really dealt a little for himself — and Sir
William had advanced Cluny considerable sums . . .’

The upshot was that when the Company crashed in 1721 Sir William claimed that Robert
Cluny’s dealings on his own account had been somewhat extensive and there was a sum of






