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Torwood - a brief update  

The redevelopment of the former nursing home, 

Torwood House, and its grounds, by AMA Homes 

has been underway for almost two years.  The 

original plan was to redevelop the listed house and 

stables and build two blocks of flats on what had 

been the gardens.  A vigorous local campaign 

resulted in substantial amendment of the original 

plans submitted and the presentation by one of our 

residents, Neil McKerrow, at a CEC planning 

committee hearing made a valuable contribution to 

this.  The photo on the right shows the site when 

work began in July 2020. 

This photo below was taken on 4 April 2022, 

eighteen months after work started and indicates that there still remains a bit to do.   

This Newsletter is an abridged version of an edition circulated amongst the property Owners 

living in the Westerlea Development.  The majority of articles have been written by Don Page, 

an Owner at Westerlea, whose inquisitive nature and detailed research on its past has 

unearthed some wonderful nuggets on its history and the people who once lived - and worked 

- here.  Our thanks to him for sharing this research with us.  Design, editing, printing and 

snippets by Alison. 

The development is 

dense with limited 

scope for landscaping. 

However, some of the 

properties are already 

on the market and you 

can pick up a three 

bedroom flat for 

£800,000 or, 

alternatively, you can 

have half of Torwood 

House for £2,000,000. 



- Charles Hodge Mackie RSA RSW (1862-1920) 

The last edition of the Newsletter contained a piece on the 
Nymph & Faun statue.  After removal, it was restored by the 
National Museum of Scotland and can now be viewed on the 
5th floor of the museum in Chambers Street.  The statue had 
been created by the artist Charles Mackie in 1914, as part of 
the refurbished gardens, designed by Sir Robert Lorimer. 
 
Charles Mackie lived and had his studio, from 1896 till his 
death in 1920, in the former Coltbridge School on 
Corstorphine Road.  However, the original building was 
demolished and supplanted with an office block called 
Murrayburgh House.  The decision was taken to place the 
plaque opposite the original studio site - you can view it in 
Roseburn Park, not far from the children’s play area.  The 
unveiling took place on 10 November 2021 and was attended 
by a small “delegation” from Westerlea - see adjacent photo. 

L to R – Vivien, John Yellowlees (Chair of MCC),  

Louisa, Janet, Dr Helen Scott (Curator, City Art Centre) 

and  Pat Clark (Mackie Biographer).                                                                                 

Two New Plaques around Murrayfield commemorating ... 

As you drive or walk up Murrayfield Road, you may not pay much attention to  Ravelston Elms, the large 
house adjacent to Murrayfield Golf Club, or be aware of its connection to Westerlea. 
 
Well, this relationship lies with Charles d’Orville Pilkington Jackson, the sculptor of the statue of the Girl at 

one end of the gardens of Westerlea and that of the now disappeared Putti on the column at the opposite 

end.  The first occupant of the Elms, in 1894, was the sculptor and poet, James Pittendrigh Macgillivray, 

who lived in and used the house as his studio until his death in 1938.  Pilkington Jackson then  became the 

next tenant, working there until 1954 which 

meant that Ravelston Elms was used by the two 

sculptors for a period of 60 years.   

 

Don was aware of Murrayfield Community 
Council’s interest in the artistic heritage of the 
area and drew its attention to the use of 
Ravelston Elms by these two eminent sculptors.  
Following this, and with the owner’s permission, 
the Council commissioned a plaque which was 
fixed near the main entrance of Ravelston Elms 
on 17 February this year. 

“Art washes away from the soul the dust of everyday life.” – Pablo Picasso  
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- James Pittendrigh Macgillivray (1856-1938) 

- Charles Pilkington Jackson (1889-1973) 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________



As you will know from previous brief updates since Autumn 2021, 
some Owners were keen to explore the possibility of resurrecting 
another statue to sit on top of the column.  Old photographs of the 
original show a lead-cast cherub (with a spear for a weathervane).  
Through contacts with the Edinburgh Sculpture Workshop and a 
professional sculptor, we have had several discussions and site visits 
to work through possible combinations; the latest version seems to be 
the most fitting.  We did not want to replicate the original, but have 
kept to the original size and scale so that the new statue will sit fixed 
on the top of the original column, without a weathervane.  French 
Lépine Limestone has been proposed by the sculptor. 

 

The research has continued to open up fascinating links to other artistic activities in and around Westerlea 
in Victorian times.  John James Cowan who commissioned the statues by Pilkington Jackson and Charles 
Mackie at Westerlea, as part of the redesigned Lorimer garden in 1914 ,was an established paper mill 
owner.  He was also a sponsor of the arts with an impressive personal art gallery in Westerlea House.  
Records suggest that the Cowan family were philanthropic employers who, amongst other things, built 
accommodation for their staff (mostly female) at the paper mill he owned in Penicuik.  An old photograph 
found of the staff (c. 1880s) has prompted us to consider an adjustment to the theme of the stone 
sculpture:  4 heads will represent not only the 4 winds but also the female mill staff.   
 

This latest idea provides a happy link for us today with our past and recognises the important influence of 
John James Cowan and the rich heritage in this development of which we are now the current custodians.  
We will keep you updated on the progress and would be very pleased to share some of the research 
material or arrange a visit to the workshop to anyone interested.  The project is to be funded on a 
donations only basis. 

The Putti Replacement Project 
Janet 

The Putti at Westerlea 

In 1913, John James 
Cowan, the owner of 
Westerlea, had the 
eminent architect, Sir 
Robert Lorimer, 
redesign the gardens. 
He, in turn, 
commissioned a 
young sculptor who 
had been one of his 
outstanding students 
at Edinburgh Art 

College to create a statue that would sit on an eight 
foot high column at the east end of the gardens. The 
young, up and coming man was Charles d’Orville 
Pilkington Jackson who was born in Cornwall but 
who, after leaving Edinburgh art college, spent the 
rest of his life in Scotland’s capital city. 
 

The photos show that the figure on the column was a 
Putti, or cherub, which was a plump, mainly male 
child and a popular figure in Greek and Roman art.  
The Putti regained some popularity in painting and 
sculpture during the 19th century and right up till the 
First World War, after 
which its popularity 
dipped sharply.  The 
point to note about our 
cherubic figure is that it 
is in the act of impaling 
a serpent with a spear 
acting usefully as a 
weathervane. 
Regrettably, at some 
unknown point in the 
past our Putti 
disappeared but moves 
are now afoot to fill the vacant spot on the column. 
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The ‘column minus the putti’ in c.1950s 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________



“If you hear a voice within you say 'you cannot paint,' then by all means paint,  
and that voice will be silenced.”  – Vincent Van Gogh 

John James Cowan (1846-1936) inherited 
Westerlea on the death of his father in 1889. 
Although he was employed in the running of the 
family paper mills in Penicuik, Cowan’s main 
interest in life was art and he became one of the 
principal collectors in Scotland during the last 
decades of the 19th and the first two decades of 
the 20th century.  He was a contemporary of 
William Burrell (of Burrell Collection fame) and 
amassed an extensive range of works of 
Scottish, English and Continental artists of that 
era, from Peploe and Cadell of the Scottish 
Colourists to Manet and Whistler. 
 
Don has been researching Cowan’s collection 

and, so far, has identified 250 paintings that would have hung in Westerlea House, including on the walls of 
the central hall, pictured above.  Cowan sold Westerlea in 1927 when he disposed of his entire collection at 
Christies in London the previous year, except for a few pieces that he took to his more modest home. 

 

Although the vast majority of his collection comprised pictures, 
he did acquire several Rodin statues, one of which he took to 
his new home.  This was Rodin’s La Defense (see left) which 
Cowan eventually gifted to the National Gallery of Scotland in 
1930. 
 

Ah, yes!  I did mention Whistler - and thereby hangs a tale!  
Cowan was not only a patron 
of Whistler, collecting at least 
thirty of his works, he was also 
a friend of the artist.  In 1893, 
he commissioned Whistler to 
paint his portrait, paying him 
600 guineas (c. £70k today). 
However, after around 60 
sittings in Paris and London 
over some seven years, 
Whistler had not completed 
the painting and Cowan never 

took possession.  When Whistler died in 1903, the picture passed to his 
sister-in-law who was his sole beneficiary and, 27 years later, she gifted it 
to the National Gallery of Scotland.  It is currently in storage in the 
Gallery’s warehouse at Granton and, on the 4 March 2022, Don and Louisa 
Page and Janet Price visited the warehouse where the portrait, fastened 
to a high, mobile rack (pictured right) was produced for them to view. 
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John James Cowan of Westerlea (Art Collector) 

 

The hall in Westerlea House 



“… we did an episode about the census and sampling versus a direct statistic. You just said the word 
'census,' and people fall asleep.”  – Aaron Sorkin 

In 1901, there were a total of 28 people[1] living in Westerlea House plus the adjoining Lodge and Stables.   
The last thing you might expect would be …. but let the owner, John James Cowan, tell you in his own 
words.[2] 

 

  

___________________________________________________ 

 
[1]  The 1901 Census shows 19 people residing in Westerlea House, including 8 female domestic staff and the groom.  The gardener and his family 
occupied the Lodge whilst the coachman and family were in the Stables block.  Should anyone wish to see the full details of the census entry, 
please get in touch with Don Page. 
 
[2]  From 1846 - 1932  - John James Cowan (1933) 
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1901 Census of Westerlea House / A break in at Westerlea House 

 

Page 1 of 1901 Census for Westerlea House 



‘Wherever I wander, wherever I rove; the hills of the highland forever I love.’ – Robert Burns  

Thomas Macdonald was coachman to the Cowan family, 
serving them for more than 30 years from 1888. He was a 
Gaelic speaking Highlander, born around 1854 in Ross-
shire and who lived in the stables house at Westerlea with 
his wife and two children. 
 
John James Cowan devotes a piece to him in his 
autobiography,[1]  describing him as “… a most excellent 
servant …” and a man who “… mended boots, drains, cut 
children’s hair, helped in the kitchen when necessary, and 
acted as plumber ... and on one occasion vaccinated my 
son, Duncan!” 
 
Well, interesting though that might be, it’s not the “real” 
story here which is that Thomas was a cousin of Major-
General Sir Hector Macdonald (pictured on the right) 
who, like his cousin, was a Gaelic speaking son of a 
crofter.  He left school at the age of 12, enlisted in the 
Gordon Highlanders at the age of 17, rose rapidly through 
the ranks, was commissioned in 1881 and was knighted 
by King Edward VII in 1901.  He saw active service in 
numerous parts of the world and was a celebrity in his 
native country where he was nicknamed “Fighting Mac”. 
 
Thomas and Hector were at school together and John James Cowan wrote further of his coachman: 
 
On one occasion my wife said to him: “Macdonald, did you really know Sir Hector?” “Me know him!  I’ve 
knocked him down many a time!” 
 
However, what is not mentioned in the account is the unfortunate fate of Sir Hector Macdonald.  In 1902, he 
had become commander of British forces in Ceylon but his meteoric career ended abruptly in 1903.  He was 
staying in a hotel in Paris, en route to Ceylon from Britain when allegations of homosexuality broke in the 
newspapers.  On reading this at breakfast, Macdonald returned to his room and shot himself - he was only 
50 years old.  His body was brought back to Scotland where he was buried at the Dean Cemetery in 
Edinburgh, only a short walk from where his cousin lived at Westerlea.  The funeral was private but it was 
reported that some 30,000 citizens came afterwards to pay their respects.   
 
You can read more about Thomas Macdonald in an article by the Press & Journal dated 7 June 2021 -  
(link here for those reading this Newsletter sent by email). 
 

___________________________________________________ 
 

[1]  From 1846 - 1932 - John James Cowan (1933) 
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An employee at Westerlea House - Thomas Macdonald (The Westerlea Coachman) 

 

https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/fp/past-times/3208438/how-a-humble-ross-shire-crofters-son-rose-to-become-a-mighty-military-hero-and-knight-of-the-realm/


Enjoy the seasons of the Woodland - see how nature comes and goes  

Recently, I met someone who recalled playing in the gardens when visiting Westerlea as a child in the 
1930s and 40s.  She recalled that, at that time, the woodland was a somewhat dark and forbidding place 
and, when we first arrived here some four years ago, it still had overtones of “Jurassic Park” about it. 
However, following prodigious efforts by residents and provision of a large skip by Myreside, the 
woodland was transformed: 
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The Woodland 

 

From this …. 

… and this …. 

… to this. 



Block Rep info  

Information Withheld 

 

 

 

Murrayfield Snippets 

1.  Murrayfield Community 

Council  (MCC) is keen to 

promote the architectural 

heritage of the area and in 

November 2021 and February 

2022, two new plaques have 

been erected close to 

Westerlea.  See articles on 

page2. 

2.  MCC is starting in person 

meetings again at Murrayfield 

Parish Church - the next 

meeting is on 28 June 2022.  

They’ve recently emailed a 

survey to establish whether live 

streaming their meetings would 

be of interest to the public.  

Results will be posted onto 

their website. 

3.  Work to convert the old 

toilet block in Roseburn Park 

has just started and the hope is 

to complete works by Autumn 

2022.  Having raised funds from 

a variety of sources, once 

building work is completed, the 

café will be operated by 

Murrayfield Wanderers Rugby 

Football Club as they are the 

key stakeholders leasing the 

café from Friends of Roseburn 

Park (FoRP).  They are hoping 

to operate year-round, serving 

hot drinks, snacks and ice 

cream.   

4.  FoRP have plans to run 

“Party in the Park” to celebrate 

the Platinum Jubilee on Friday, 

3 June 2022.  A variety of 

events will be held - a banner is 

in the Park listing activities.  

Roads near us are also being 

closed for street parties. 

5.  The Dean Path along the Water 

of Leith (close to Dean Village)  

has now reopened after years of 

closure (hurrah!).   

6.  Keep up to date with the latest 

on the roadworks in Roseburn on 

the  CEC and MCC websites. 

Defibrillator Update 
 

In the recent vote, a majority of Owners expressed a wish for the for the 
community to obtain a defibrillator.  The Factor has now purchased and 
will fit an iPAD SP1 fully automated machine from the British Heart 
Foundation. 
 
A brief notice of access, together with the Newsletter, will be posted 
into Owners’ letterboxes or sent by email to those who are not 
permanently resident at Westerlea. 
 
This is your defibrillator for your use in an emergency.  Whilst the 
machine is designed to be used by an untrained member of the public, 
the Scottish Ambulance Service has kindly offered to hold a defibrillator 
awareness and CPR session at Westerlea.   

Miscellaneous News 

https://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/downloads/file/31369/20-may-2022
https://www.murrayfieldcc.org.uk/news/ccwel-works-delay

