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The Secret of Scalan 
 

by Dr Graham Connelly 
 

IN 1560, one year after John Knox famously preached about cleansing the temple at the 
kirk of St. John the Baptist, and the subsequent sacking of Perth’s religious houses, the 
Scottish Reformation Parliament passed three acts which effectively proscribed 
Catholicism, and these and subsequent statutes, collectively known as the Penal Laws, 
made the practice of Roman Catholicism in Scotland an underground religion. 
 
Between then and the early 19th Century, the ‘old religion’ retreated to small pockets of 
the country, especially where there was protection from Catholic nobility: notably in 
Banffshire, the mid and west Highlands, the southern Hebridean islands, and parts of the 
Borders. Saying Mass was specifically banned, and services were conducted secretly in 
houses, or outdoors, served by itinerant ‘heather priests,’ supported by Catholic laity. 
 
During this time, putative priests studied in the Scots colleges established abroad, but 
these institutions were not ideally suited to the task of preparing priests for the harsh 
reality of ministering in post-Reformation Scotland, and there was also a need for the 
more basic education of boys identified as suitable candidates for priesthood. While 
there were various attempts to establish colleges in the Highlands in the early 18th 
Century – notably a short-lived college on Eilean Bàn in Loch Morar - a seminary 
eventually became more firmly established in the upper Inveravon parish of Glenlivet.  
 
The Scalan - the name derives from the Scots Gaelic sgrathan for turf - was a simple 
cottage built in 1716, in a secluded hollow beside the Crombie Burn in the Braes of 
Glenlivet on the estate of the Catholic Duke of Gordon.  
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It was constructed in traditional style, with a single course of stones as a base for a rough-
wood frame, before large blocks of turf were built up to form the walls. The turfs were 
allowed to dry and harden, after which apertures were cut for windows and a door. A 
simple timber roof frame was then created which was covered by turf divots and heather 
thatch.  
 
After two decades of operation as a college, a grant from Pope Clement XII and a legacy 
in the will of Lewis Innes, formerly principal of the Scots College Paris, allowed the 
original cottage to be replaced by a more substantial house of stone and lime mortar built 
nearby in 1738-9. 
 
Despite its remote location, the college’s existence could hardly remain secret. The 
occupants of the college and the majority Catholic population of upper Glenlivet 
apparently lived harmoniously with their Presbyterian neighbours who mostly lived in the 
lower areas of Strathavon parish.  
 
The ministers of local Synod of Moray of the Church of Scotland, however, were much 
less sanguine about what they saw as “the growth of popery,” and they petitioned the 
Scots Parliament requesting that “some effectual means be taken to suppress…the 
practices of the numerous priests and Jesuits and disaffected teachers of non-Doctrine.”  
 
This open hostility and the death of the Duke of Gordon in 1728 presaged a worrying 
period for the security of the college. It was raided at least twice by Hanoverian troops 
and finally burned down by soldiers of Lord Louden’s new Highland Regiment under the 
command of Major William Mackenzie on 16 May 1746, one month after the battle of 
Culloden. The master, William Duthie, and his students had already made their escape 
into the surrounding countryside, and carried the contents of the house, including books 
and papers, to safe hiding places, as the troops’ arrival was expected.  
 
In the military climate which followed the Jacobite uprising, and the suppression by 
Government of the Highland way of life, it was impossible to attempt to re-establish the 
college, even though the lease on the land was secure.  
 
After a gap of three years, however, the house was rebuilt on the original foundations and, 
following a period of relative calm, it was replaced in 1767 by a more substantial building 
constructed in traditional stone and lime. Modified over time, and restored in recent 
years, the building remains intact today.  
 
In operation, the college initially accommodated about six boys (prentices) at a time, 
under the tutelage of a master, attending for between two and four years, or longer for 
those who completed their entire vocational training at Scalan.  
 
By 1794, “8, 10, and sometimes 12 children of Popish gentlemen [were] taught at the 
Scala,” according to the Rev. James Grant in his Statistical Account of Inveraven.  
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John Watts, who has conducted the most detailed research on Scalan, found evidence 
for at least 64 former students who became priests, mostly after further education on the 
Continent, though the early records are incomplete. One of these boys was Alexander 
Kennedy, believed to hail from Perthshire, who attended from 1756-59, and who later 
served as a priest in Arisaig and the Small Isles.  
 
The college also educated some paying scholars whose families wanted them to have a 
grammar school education within a Catholic ethos. 
 
With the lessening of the oppression of Catholics by the authorities in the later years of 
the 18th Century, there was no longer a need for a seminary to be hidden away, and Scalan 
closed when a new college opened in 1799 at Aquorthies, near Inverurie. That building 
continued to operate as a seminary until 1829, before being replaced by St Mary’s 
College, Blairs, at Maryculter, just south of Aberdeen. Blairs, in turn closed in 1986 and 
was, until recently, functioning as a museum of Scottish Catholic life. 
 
Scalan’s buildings were abandoned for a time and later found use as a croft. The most 
recent tenant, Sandy Matheson, was born at Scalan in 1916 and retired from the land in 
2003, aged 87. Census returns show that Mathesons were tenants from at least 1871.  
 
The main building and some outbuildings, including two water mills, have been restored, 
and are maintained under the auspices of the Scalan Association, and the site is 
Category A listed by Historic Environment Scotland. The building, but not the mills, is 
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open for self-guided tours and there are helpful interpretation boards inside and in the 
grounds.  
 
Scalan is located about four miles north-east of Tomintoul and can be approached by an 
unclassified road which leaves the B9008 at Knockandu. There is a heritage trail car park, 
and the final half mile is completed on foot or by bike along a good farm track, with 
information boards at intervals on the way. It’s a beautiful and peaceful setting. 
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