
Report author’s note: This document outlines a potential vision for Geilston based on an initial visit and discussion; 

this is not a costed plan for works or future business viability; ownership and management are not addressed; 

images are for inspiration and have been sourced online with available credits at the end – Sutherland Forsyth 

 

Geilston:  Scotland’s home from home 
Where timeless skills of cooking, crafting and gardening live 

 
The experience of the remarkable year that was 2020 helps provide the inspiration for the future of 

Geilston. Throughout the year, people embraced traditional skills like cooking and crafting, pursued 

new opportunities for informal learning, and put a greater value on gardens and spending time in 

nature, all of which enhance health and wellbeing. For many, they were rediscovering forgotten past 

times, for some it was about teaching themselves and others things that might have been considered 

unnecessary: the ability to sew meant being able to make your own face covering or de-stress with some 

embroidery, making use of the food available meant cooking from scratch, either as a necessity or a 

chance to try something new, and for those with a garden, spending time in it was therapeutic and 

satisfying, whilst for those without, the importance of brief periods of time spent outdoors and breathing 

in were felt deeply.  

Of course, there are also many people for whom none of these things were possible, because of where 

they lived, their finances, lack of resources or not having the experience or people to teach them – they 

needed support and spaces to be able to develop these skills. 

Geilston has the potential to serve both audiences: an educational and community hub and a visitor 

attraction, able to engage traditional National Trust for Scotland audiences through visits, revenue-

generating courses and events, as well as developing targeted projects and programmes for people 

who might face social or financial challenges. There is also significant potential to develop targeted 

programmes for schools and nurseries. This combination could generate significant external funds 

for the renovation of the buildings on site and ongoing programmes, whilst also providing a 

commercially viable future for the estate. 

Geilston can become Scotland’s home from home, a place where cooking, crafting and gardening are 

celebrated and taught, and somewhere that, irrespective of age or background, can feel like a 

comforting and timeless place to experience these.  

Below is an outline of ideas for potential uses of the buildings. Note: images are for inspiration. 



Geilston House 

   

Geilston House could be renovated to work for a range of uses, enabling it to be functional throughout 

the year and in turn be more sustainable:  

- An educational facility for children and adult learners with school sessions and paid-for, bookable 

courses for adults exploring traditional crafts, cooking skills and gardening 

- A community resource for use by local groups where workshops and meetings can take place, as 

well as externally funded projects looking at cooking, crafting and gardening which can help 

build skills in audiences who might face social or economic challenges 

- An event space for hire, where private dinners, filming, wakes and other events can make use of 

the rooms  

- Part of the wider visitor experience of the estate, with visitors being able to experience some of 

the historic spaces which can be displayed with relevant interpretation to enhance understanding 

of the estate and the role of traditional skills both past and present (note: this would not be open 

every day as part of the visitor experience, but on specific dates advertised at the start of each 

season, and subject to volunteer levels to staff the open rooms).  

The plans below have been amended to give an indication of potential use, but all amendments are 

subject to practical issues which are unknown at this stage – planning permission, structural stability, fire 

regulations, service access and cost. The extent of new building work is largely focused on one area 

(with more minor structural work elsewhere), meaning that majority of the work will be remedial 

(removing areas of dry rot, dealing with any damp issues, and making good, etc.), updated services 

(electrics, heating, plumbing and internet), decoration, furnishing and interpretation. 

 



Building plan: Altered layout and potential uses 

 

 

 

NOTE: Some walls have 

been removed, doors 

added, etc. on these 

drawings where these are 

thought to be non-

structural and where it is 

assumed that planning 

permission will be granted. 

This would need to be 

explored further to 

ascertain viability. 

The layout has been 

planned to give flexibility 

of use and to enable 

multiple users to use the 

building simultaneously 

without significant need to 

overlap. 



Room by room 

The room names used are those I have put on the plans, and not the original names of the spaces. 

The rooms which could potentially be opened to the public on specific days of the year (manned by 

volunteers) would be the Hall, Library, Dining Room, Drawing Room, Old Kitchen, Servants’ Hall, Butler’s 

Pantry, Housekeeper’s Room and Flower Room; fewer rooms could be opened on days where there are 

too few people to supervise the rooms. The Hall, Library, Dining Room and Drawing Room would also 

be able to be used for educational and commercial purposes. 

Spaces such as the Teaching Kitchen, Courtyard Kitchen and all of the upstairs rooms would be for 

educational, commercial and staff use.  

The Teaching Kitchen, Courtyard Kitchen and larger toilet block would all be located in new builds 

within the existing perimeter walls, with the benefit of greater flexibility for space, design and services. 

 

Entrance area and hall 

To the right of the entrance, this space could be a small store/prep area with, if possible, a worksurface, 

sink and cupboards (this would possibly be better than a toilet, which is another potential use, as it 

might not be desirable right at the entrance and could also cause issues with the flow of people into the 

building). The small cupboard to the left of the entrance would be a useful space for keeping a couple of 

spare fold up wheelchairs, spare umbrellas, and so on.  

The main hall straight ahead could be decorated in a style in keeping with the house, and kept as a 

flexible space for welcoming both visitors and people holding events. There could also be 

information/interpretation available in this room about the occupants of Geilston, in particular Miss. 

Hendry, to emphasise that this was a much-loved home and provide historical context. 

 

Library 

This large room has the potential for multiple purposes, but it needs an identity to root it: turning it into 

a library of cookery books, craft books and gardening books on floor to ceiling shelves would make this 

a warm and impressive space, suitable for research, relaxation and also receptions/events. This enables 

the room to have a clear identity, but a flexible use. It also provides Geilston with a point of difference, 

and enhances its status as a centre for cooking, crafting and gardening, enabling researchers and 

enthusiasts to use it as a resource. 

Books could be sourced through a range of places, including de-accessioned library books from public 

libraries, as well as potential partnerships with publishers and bookshops. 

 

     



Dining Room 

This space is well suited to being furnished as a formal dining room, suitable for private dinners, board 

meetings of businesses or charities, community use for special occasions, dining for people participating 

in a cookery course, and as an attractive space for visitors to walk through on days when the building is 

open. 

    
 

Drawing Room 

This room can be dressed as a traditional, comfortable sitting room, and a place for people to retire to 

after a meal, informal meetings, or for NTS members to use to read a newspaper or relax in on a visit. 

   
Servants’ Hall, Old Kitchen, Housekeeper’s Room, Butler’s Pantry and Flower Room 

These spaces could be dressed to reflect all the time periods the house has been in use, and in turn, act 

as an informal exhibition on both the house’s history, but also the history of traditional skills in Scotland: 

cooking, crafting and gardening. 

The Servants’ Hall provides a space where the story of domestic life could be briefly explained; the 

Housekeeper’s Room and Butler’s Pantry could be dressed to reflect traditional skills – from cleaning to 

sewing; the Old Kitchen could explore changing tastes in food, equipment and so on; the Flower Room 

is a place which could have a dual purpose as an area looking at skills such as flower arranging, flower 

pressing, drying plants, gardening, etc., but also somewhere that small classes could take place (e.g. 4-6 

people doing flower arranging). It is suggested that there should be doors between the Butler’s Pantry 

and the Flower Room, and from the Flower Room into what is currently a bathroom; the bathroom could 

be split to create a toilet, but also an additional entrance/exit, meaning that if desired, visitors could exit 

there rather than doubling back on themselves; it would also provide an additional entrance for school 

groups or people attending courses, enabling them to head straight into the proposed cloakroom. 

    



     

 

Toilets 

It is suggested, as mentioned above, to create a large, single WC where the bathroom currently is – if 

possible, this would be an accessible toilet for people with disabilities, but this depends on whether it 

would be sufficiently large to meet legislative requirements; in addition, there could be a second WC in 

the corridor. If possible, an opening should be made from the corridor, via one of the current small 

toilets/rooms, through into what is currently outdoors but, in these plans, would be part of the new 

rooms; there would be additional toilets in the proposed new build area (within the pillared area 

supporting the first floor of the house) for use by schools, course participants, community groups or if 

there are many attendees at a large event (e.g. too many for the two WCs in the corridor of the main 

house). There would also be a single WC on the first floor. 

 

Teaching Kitchen 

It is suggested that in the area which currently comprises outbuildings and storage, that these 

outbuildings (subject to planning permission) are removed, just leaving the perimeter wall; a new roof 

spanning the whole space would be added, with skylights across it; subject to planning approval, a large 

picture window could also be added to the wall which faces in the direction of the burn; the large 

double wooden doors could be replaced with wood and glass doors.  

This space would ideal as a new teaching kitchen, making Geilston a leading venue for cookery courses, 

being able to host specialists from across the country, and to generate revenue from people attending 

short courses. There would be space for approx. 10 islands for cookers and worktops, plus a larger one 

for the workshop leader. This space could be used for public events (e.g. demonstrations) as well as 

schools.  

Alternatively, there is the potential that rather than using this new space as a teaching kitchen, this large 

room could be used as a bookable event space, potentially for weddings, parties and so on. Whilst this 

could be good, it would mean that Geilston would not necessarily be able to facilitate cookery courses, 

and so would lose not only part of its purpose, but also potential funding streams for the new work. 

However, it is an option that could be considered. 

    



  
Courtyard Kitchen 

In the small courtyard between the pillared area and the Old Kitchen, a glass roof could be added to 

create a small but impressive kitchen. This kitchen would be equipped to work for catering for small 

commercial events dinners taking place in the Dining Room, but could also be used by chefs and 

cookery writers as a practice kitchen, a place where they can come to test out recipes and ideas, having 

taken inspiration from the Library. 

   
 

Upstairs 

Upstairs is envisioned as an educational space, with some additional staff facilities.  

The main access would be via the primary staircase; the smaller staircase off the corridor would – if 

possible – be converted to a platform lift to provide access to some of the upper rooms for people who 

cannot manage stairs; the third staircase (off the Old Kitchen) would be for staff use only. 

 

Multipurpose classrooms x2 

Two large classrooms could be created (subject to planning permission) by removing non-structural 

walls; this would provide spaces sufficiently large for a class of schoolchildren or for a larger group 

attending a course. These rooms could also be utilised should Geilston host conferences. 

Art Room 

What is currently a bedroom could be converted to an art room, with sinks by what would be an 

additional window thanks to altering what is thought to be a non-structural wall (the bathroom next door 

could be converted to a small toilet, with the rest of the room cut off and given over to the larger room). 

This space would be able to be used by local artists, as well as for some small art workshops. 

The butler’s room next door would be able to be used as an art storeroom. 



   

 

Craft Room 

This room could be a space for sewing and crafting, with a dresser full of threads, paper, etc., a large 

measuring table with rolls of fabric and sheets of card under it, and a several sewing machines. This 

would be as much a resource space as one for teaching in, as the larger classrooms might be more 

useful for craft courses, but it would help to emphasise that Geilston is a place that takes crafting 

seriously. 

     

 

Office/staff room 

It is suggested that the current dividing wall between the two existing bedrooms is removed, but a new 

wall is erected to create a small corridor and store cupboards between the Craft Room and the Office 

space – this is to reduce sound bleed and ensure security. This room would be a hot-desking space for 

use by staff when they are working in the building, and as a base for volunteers to have tea and a break 

when supporting visitor activities in the house. 

 

Additional works to the wider estate 

As part of any project, ideally the house and garden would be seen as a single project, and so there 

would be investment in the wider estate and not just the buildings. 

It is suggested that this would include: 

- Path upgrades – this is vital as the climate changes, meaning that the moss paths are dangerous 

in wet weather; proper paths would potentially extend use of the garden to colder, wetter 

months of the year. 

- Enhance the playground – in keeping with the cooking theme in the house, a ‘mud kitchen’ could 

be added to the playground. 

- Bridge – there is the potential to install a bridge over the burn, providing easier access for the 

local school – this could enable a long-term partnership with the school. 



 

Stables, garage, cottage and dovecot 

Stables 

The stables provide an excellent location for a café and reception, which could be run by an external 

café business, bringing in some rent and ensuring that there is appropriate expertise in quality and 

safety for this sort of offer. Changing the large garage door to glazed windows and doors would create a 

bright space (with some additional windows on either side of the building in place of some existing 

doors), and a very obvious welcome facility for the estate. Knocking the garage, store and staff room 

together would create a suitable space for the café and reception: a small desk at the entrance to the 

building (via the large glass doors) could be used to check members’ details or sell tickets, and the rest 

of the space a counter-service café with small kitchen space. The current office could become the toilets, 

providing two points of access – the café and the current porch – meaning that they can be used by 

people not using the café as well as its customers. With an improved staircase, the attic above the 

current office could be used for storage. However, without drawings of the buildings, it is harder to say 

whether the building is sufficiently large for café (plus kitchen) and toilets.  

The garden to the left/back of the stables can be enhanced to provide a sheltered terraced area for 

additional seating in summer, with raised beds and herbs, acting as a bridge between the café and 

Kitchen Garden.  

By locating the café here, it would enable it to open even when the garden is closed, and could even 

have the potential to do table service in some evenings, filling a gap for family dining in the local area. 

Below are some images showing what has been done with courtyard and stable yard buildings 

elsewhere. 

       

       

  

Store and garage 

Currently tools and machines are stored in the stables and the courtyard area of the main house. The 

best option for these items is to build a new garage and store, potentially using a standard design and 

off-the-shelf kit (ensuring that it is in a traditional style so as to enhance the area), and locating it at the 

far end of the car park.  

Below are some examples of some kit and bespoke wooden garage/store options.  



     

       

 

Cottage 

There is the potential for continuing to generate rental income from the cottage, either through long-

term lets or as a holiday home; however, if Geilston undergoes a major renovation project, and sees 

greatly increased activity both in visitor numbers and educational/commercial users, there would be a 

strong argument to convert the cottage into staff and volunteer facilities. The benefit of this is that during 

any works on the stables or house, staff would have a seamless transition by being able to use the 

cottage. With sufficient space for offices, a sitting/dining space, kitchen and toilet, this would be a good 

size and central location for a staff building.  

 

Dovecot 

This building has the potential to be, primarily, an interpretation space where the story of the house and 

garden can be told through maps and images, and the space dressed with garden implements and 

other objects. The space can be open to the public whenever the site is open, meaning that on days 

when the house is not open (due to events or staffing/volunteer levels), there is still an area which 

provides historical information about Geilston. This can also serve as an orientation area, with all paths 

leading from the dovecot: the house, the walled garden, the burn and woodland walk, the playground, 

the walled garden and the café. 

Below are images to serve as from other small garden buildings with subtle interpretation to serve as 

inspiration: 

         



Images: Sourced for non-commercial research and education purposes from Google Images. Where 

individual credits were not readily available these can be added upon identification and request from 

the rights holder. 

p.1  National Trust for Scotland 

p.2  Author’s own 

p.3  Floor plan outline supplied by Friends of Geilston; altered by author 

p.4  Library: 1. Kiplin Hall; 2. Meredith Corporation; 3. Prepressure.com 

p.5 Dining Room: 1. Paul Costello; 2. crisparchitects.com; 3. Sourced via bhg.com 

  Drawing Room: 1. Wardington Manor, Andrew Montgomery; 2. Pale Hall Hotel; 3. thorp.co.uk 

Servants’ area: 1. Staatsburg House, McKim, Mead & White; 2. Unknown; 3. Ben Quinton 

p.6  Servants’ area continued: 4. Darren S. Higgins/Eyevine; 5. electrifyingthecountryhouse.org; 6. Unknown; 7. Unknown 

 Teaching kitchen: 1. Sauce by the Langham/nationalcookeryschoolguide.com; 2. Idealhome.co.uk; 3. Great British 

Bake Off tent (Love Productions) 

p.7  Teaching kitchen:  4. Via homeinspirationsltd.co.uk 5. homeinspirationsltd.co.uk 

 Courtyard kitchen: 1. Unknown – via hoomdecoration.com; 2. Unknown; 3. Unknown 

P.8  Art Room: 1. Unknown; 2. Unknown; 3. Via southlondonclub.co.uk 

 Craft Room: 1. Unknown; 2. Unkown; 3. Unknown 

p.9 Stable café: 1. Hillsborough Castle - Tom Bird; 2. Raby Castle Stables Tearoom; 3. Unknown; 4. Chelsea Physic Garden 

- Sam Holden; 5. Unknown; 6. Hillsborough Castle – Tom Bird 

p.10  Store: 1. Unknown; 2. Via ascot-timber.co.uk; 3. Via thestablecompany.com; Unknown; Unknown 

 Dovecot: 1. Unknown; 2. Historic Royal Palaces/Richard Lee-Hair; 3. twinperspectives.co.uk; 4. twinperspectives.co.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This document was prepared by Sutherland Forsyth at the request of the Friends of Geilston in December 

2020 as they explored a variety of options for the future of Geilston House. The purpose was to provide 

an additional external perspective, outline a potential vision and identify uses for different spaces within 

the buildings on the estate. 


