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The Historic Uses of Water Power in the Forest of Birse 1 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
1 The purpose of this paper is to report briefly on the main historic uses of water 

power in the Forest of Birse, including a short description in each case of the 
evidence of these former uses that can still be seen clearly on the ground today. 

 
2 The first of these uses was to power a meal mill, the Mill of Cranna. This was built at 

the time when permanent settlements were first established in the Forest of Birse 
nearly 300 years ago in the early 18th century. 

 
3 In the 19th century, water powered threshing mills were installed at three of the small 

farms in the Forest of Birse; one at Easter Floors on Ballochan and two on 
Auchabrack, at what are referred to here as East and West Auchabrack. 

 
4 In the late 19th century or early 20th century, a former bend in the Feugh opposite 

the Finlets was converted into a reserve mill pond to provide power to the Bucket 
Mill downstream in Finzean. 

 
5 The most recent use was the development of a hydro-electric scheme in the first 

half of the 20th century, to provide electricity to the newly re-developed Birse Castle. 
 
6 Each of these four uses is described in turn below.  A map at the end shows the 

locations of some of the features associated with the Mill of Cranna and Castle 
hydro-electric scheme. 

 
7 The references in this paper to additional information in 'History in Birse', refer to the 

page numbers in the BCT edition published in 2000. 
 
 

___________ 

                                                           
1  This paper was produced for BCT by Robin Callander and Irvine Ross 
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(1) MILL OF CRANNA 

 
1 The Ballochan area of the Forest of Birse first started to be permanently settled in 

1724 and before 1736, a meal mill had been built there by Alexander Brown on the 
Burn of Corn.2 

 
2 The name of the burn is unconnected to the presence of the mill, as the burn's name 

is of ancient Gaelic origin.3 The name derives from the Gaelic for a horn or drinking 
horn and is taken to describe the way the burn curves round along its course. 

 
3 The Mill was known as the Mill of Cranna, with Cranna being the area of settlement 

to the south of the Feugh across from Ballochan.  The name Cranna is also of 
Gaelic origin and variously written as Cranna, Crannach and Cronach on maps, with 
the derivation meaning the place of trees. 

 
4 In the 1755 legal agreement to settle disputes over the Forest of Birse Commonty, 

the Mill of Cranna was specified as the one building that did not have to be moved 
off the Commonty and within the new dyke to enclose the Ballochan area.4  
However, the agreement also stated that the miller could not live next to the Mill for 
his convenience, but had to reside within the dyke.   

 
5 The Alexander Brown who built the Mill of Cranna had two sons, Alexander and 

James. They were born in the 1730s and raised families in the Forest of Birse. It 
was one of their sons, Alexander Brown born in 1785, who became the third 
generation of his family to work the Mill.   

 
6 It appears the Mill ceased to operate in the opening decades of the 19th century, 

which was a period when a number of other small, old meal mills in the parish also 
ceased to operate.5  

 
7 By the time of the first National Census in 1841, Alexander Brown, then in his mid 

50s, is just listed in Milltown as a farmer.  In the 1851 census, his son Peter Brown 
is described as a millwright there.  Two years later, Peter Brown built the Bucket Mill 
in Finzean.  Alexander Brown was still a farmer in Milltown in the 1861 census in his 
70s, but he had died before the 1871 census. 

 
8 There is still extensive evidence of the Mill of Cranna and the Milltown croft on the 

ground. The main features are marked on the attached map and described under 
the headings below. 

 
 (a)  Weir and Intake 
 
9 The Mill of Cranna weir across the Burn of Corn is a well built stone weir, which 

remains in very good condition.  The weir appears completely built of stone in 
contrast to the current weirs at the Bucket Mill and Finzean Sawmill, where the 
stones are held within a framework of tree trunks. 

 

                                                           
2  History in Birse page 150 
3  For example, it is recorded in the Bishop1511 Rental for Birse. 
4  Copy in Rev. G Browne 'Forbes Echt Family Charter and Record of the Forest of Birse' (1923) 
5  History in Birse page 149 
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10 At the Mill of Cranna weir, some surviving boarding can still be seen on the 
upstream face of the weir. The Finzean weirs have similar boarding, as part 
smoothing the passage of water over the weir. 

 
11 The position of the weir means that the burn flows directly at the intake to the 

beginning of the mill lade.  The intake consists of a masonry wall at right angles to 
the weir, with a passage for the water under a large lintel below the middle of the 
wall.6  There are also stones extending out from the wall on the lade side of the 
intake, suggesting that there was either a sluice or drop board to control the flow. 

 
 (b)  Ponds and Lades 
 
12 After around 50 metres, the lade from the Burn of Corn flows into the first of the 

former two mill holding ponds that were used to power the mill.  There appears to 
have been an offlet that could have been used to release water back into the Burn 
of Corn. At the lower end of the pond, there has been some form of sluice gate. 

 
13 The second pond is a further 100 m or so down the lade and has evidence of a 

sluice gate controlling the flow down the final 30 m or so of lade to the mill building. 
There was also an offlet from the lade just before the mill wheel, to run water back 
into the Burn of Corn from the lade when the Mill was not operating. 

 
14 This second pond was subsequently adapted in the 20th century, by cutting an outlet 

through its bank into the ditch that was dug to carry water to the intake for the Birse 
Castle hydro-electric scheme (see below). 

 
 (c)  Mill Building 
 
15 The mill building is completely ruinous. It can be seen that a wheel pit for a vertical 

water wheel has been in-filled with stones from the building, and that there was a 
stone covered channel leading from the pit to take the water back to the burn.   

 
16 The mill pit was at the south-east end of the rectangular mill building, which appears 

to have been of approximately 10 m long x 4-5 m wide.  While few other details of 
the building seem clear, it was built with good quality masonry stones compared to 
the stones used to built the houses on the Mill croft and most of the other former 
crofts houses on Ballochan.  While some stones have been taken from the mill 
building to fill under a nearby stock fence, it is not clear if other stones might have 
been removed from the site for re-use elsewhere within the Ballochan area. 

 
 (d)  Mill Croft 
 
17 There is an old track across the Burn of Corn between the mill and the mill croft, 

which was known as Milltown.  The croft area covers just over two acres of arable 
land and has two house sites on it.  The main house near the top end of the field 
was Blackfaulds, while the house adjoining the perimeter dyke was called 
Burnside.7 

 
18 The main house, while a ruin, clearly had a 'kiln barn' attached to its southern end.  

These buildings included space for grain and fuel to use with the kiln and also the 
                                                           
6  There is a pipe of c.25 cm diameter in the water passage, which may date from the adaption of the mill water 
supply to feed into the Castle hydro-electric scheme. 
7  named in National Census 1851 
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kiln itself.  These were constructed so that grain could be dried for grinding on a 
platform above a low fire which sent warm air up through the grain.   

 
19 None of the other ruins on Ballochan or Auchabrack have a kiln barn.  There are 

also no freestanding grain kilns recorded in the Forest of Birse, such as the restored 
18th century grain kiln at Haughend Croft, Finzean.8  However, grain kilns are often 
under-recorded.  Ruins of kiln barns appear more common in more upland areas, 
for example, in Glenmuick further up Deeside.  

 
20 While the arable land directly associated with Milltown only covers around 2 acres, 

the Browns were farming a larger area by the first National Census in 1841. In the 
1851 Census, the area is listed as 9 acres and in 1861 as 12 acres.  This equates to 
the amount of arable land to the north of Milltown on what had formerly been the 
separate holding of Sauchen Stripes.9  

 
 

(2) THRESHING MILLS 
 
1 Historically, hand flails were used to thrash the grain off the straw. Then, in the early 

19th century, threshing mills started to be installed in Birse parish. There were 
upwards of 30 in the parish by 1842, with the number increasing each year.10  
These mills were powered by either water or horses.   

 
2 By the 1st Edition of the Ordinance Survey in 1865, there were two water powered 

threshing mills in the Forest of Birse: one at Easter Floors with water from the 
Achaller Burn and one at East Auchabrack with water from the Badlean Burn. In 
each case, an open lade lead from the burn to a holding pond, from which the water 
would be released when required for threshing. In each case, the threshing mill was 
in a separate building from the rest of the farm steadings. 

 
3 At some stage between 1865 and the First World War, a water powered threshing 

mill was also installed at West Auchabrack.  This was built on to the southern end of 
the West Auchabrack steading and fed with water from two sources.  There was a 
lade and mill pond from a water supply to the south west, while there was also a 
connection to the lade from the Badlean Burn to East Auchabrack. 

 
4 The first of these threshing mills to go out of use appears to have been the one at 

Easter Floors. This was part of the Wester Floors farm and this seems to have been 
amalgamated with Ballochan in the 1930s. The Wester Floors farm buildings were 
replaced then by the house and laundry for the Castle and are now known as 
Floors. 

 
5 The second threshing mill to go out of use was West Auchabrack around the time of 

the Second World War. The house became un-inhabited and the land amalgamated 
to East Auchabrack, when David and Elizabeth Duncan who had farmed it, moved 
to farm Woodend Farm on Finzean Estate in the 1940s.11 

 
6 The threshing mill at East Auchabrack continued to operate but, like most surviving 

local water powered threshing mills after the Second World War, it was converted to 
                                                           
8  recorded as a Grade C Listed Historic Building. 
9  see BCT report 'A Record of the Households and Populations on Ballochan and Auchabrack 1841-1911' (2014).  
10  History in Birse page 150 
11   History in Birse page 80 



 5 

be powered by a tractor driven belt.  In the early 1970s, however, when Henry and 
Jean Duncan retired from Auchabrack to Laurel Cottage in Finzean, East 
Auchabrack became uninhabited and the farmland worked from Ballogie by the 
Estate as part of its home farm.12 

 
7 The lades, mill ponds and sites of the three water powered threshing mills in the 

Forest of Birse, can still be seen clearly on the ground.  While the threshing mill 
buildings at Easter Floors and West Auchabrack are ruins, the building at East 
Auchabrack is still in good condition.  The threshing mill is also still intact inside.  
This makes it possibly the last in situ threshing mill in Birse parish.  

 
 

(3) RESERVE MILL POND 
 
1 The Bucket Mill was built by Peter Brown in 1853, when he was in his late twenties. 

His family had worked the Mill of Cranna for three generations, and he was the first 
of three generations of Browns to work the Bucket Mill.  By 1861, Peter Brown was 
employing three men at the Mill and by 1871, six men.13 

 
2 Peter Brown was succeeded by his son, Alexander Brown, who worked the Mill until 

1940.  He convert the former bend in the previous course of the Feugh opposite the 
Finlets in the Forest of Birse Commonty, into a reserve holding pond for the Mill.14  
This was done by digging a lade from the Feugh into the former river bend, and 
fitting a sluice gate where the bend re-connects to the Feugh further downstream. 

 
3 The water was released at times of low water in summer, with those working in the 

Bucket Mill ready to take advantage of the increased flow.  Others using water 
power downstream from the Mill were also forewarned of the release, so they could 
be ready to use the opportunity.  This included the Woodend threshing mill, the 
Turning Mill, Quirie's workshop and others further down the river. 

 
4 There are still signs on the ground of the river bend arrangement.  The lade into the 

band can be traced in part on the south side of the Feugh, opposite the Stepping 
Stones crossing below the Finlets.  Some of the woodwork for the sluice gate at the 
outlet back into the Feugh, was also still there when visited 2-3 years ago. 

 
 

(4) HYDRO ELECTRIC SCHEME 
 
1 The scheme to generate electricity for Birse Castle was constructed in 

approximately 1930, as part of the major re-development of Birse Castle by 
Viscount Cowdray at that time.15   

 
2 The scheme then fell into dis-use during the Second World War, when parts could 

not be obtained for the turbine because it was of a German make.16  The scheme 
was never re-developed after the War. 

 

                                                           
12  The Nicols of Ballogie had bought the property of Auchabrack from Finzean Estate in c.1938. 
13  recorded in National Census  
14  History in Birse page 152 
15  Information from Birse Estate. 
16  History in Birse page 154 
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3 There is still extensive evidence of the hydro scheme on the ground. The main 
features are marked on the attached map and described under the headings below.   

 
 (a) Weir and Intake 
 
4 The water supply for the scheme mainly came from the weir that was built across 

the Feugh to the south of Ballochan.  The weir, which still survives for most of the 
width of the river, diverted water from the Feugh through a surviving sluice gate into 
an open lade. 

 
5 The lade lead the water to the start of the pipe that carried the water to the turbine 

house.  Before the lade entered the sluice leading into the pipe, it was joined by the 
ditch that was dug from the Mill of Cranna water supply. This enabled water from the 
Burn of Corn to be used to supplement the flow to the turbine. 

 
6 The concrete sluice into the pipe still survives, although without the covering of 

boards that it would have had previously.  Within the sluice, there are still the 
remains of the screens to prevent any objects going into the pipe with the water. 

 
 (b)  Pipe Line 
 
7 The length of the pipe line from its start to the turbine house was over 700 metres, 

with the pipe above ground for approximately half of the route and then buried for 
the rest of the distance.  The metal pipe was over 30 cms in diameter. 

 

 
 

Picture 1. The columns that supported the aqueduct pipe 
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8 The lengths of pipe that were above ground have been removed, but a couple of 

lengths have been left at the field side.  It appears that other lengths were used for 
culverts under hills tracks (e.g. track to Glencat) and similar purposes. 

 
9 The route of the above ground pipe is also marked by two main surviving features.  

Firstly, at each place where the route of the pipe altered, the turn was enclosed in a 
concrete emplacement and these all still exist.   

 
10 Secondly, where the pipe line crossed the Feugh and also a low piece of ground 

further down the line, the pipes were supported on well built masonry columns 
(Picture 1).  These all still survive intact, although the largest column close to the 
west bank of the Feugh looks in jeopardy as a result of bank erosion. 

 
11 Some of the spans between the columns across the Feugh appear to have had 

lengths of 'railway track' between them, judging from the cut ends of rail protruding 
from pairs of columns.  It is presumed the rails were to help support the weight of 
the pipe.  It appears the longest cut rails were re-used as part of the existing 
concrete foot bridge over the Burn of Corn where it is forded by the Fungle track. 

 
 (c)  Turbine House 
 

 
 

Picture 2. The Turbine House 
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12 The turbine house is a distinctive small building that has been sited to use the 
natural features at that point in the river.  The water supply reached the turbine 
house underground, in a chamber below the generator room at ground level.  After 
powering the turbine, the water flowed from the chamber straight back into the 
Feugh.   

 
13 The walls and roof of the generator house appear in good condition.  However, the 

door is in poor condition and the windows are becoming increasingly broken. There 
is nothing inside the generator room apart from part of the old switch board. 

 
 
 (d)  Electricity Cable 
 
14 The cable to carry the electricity to the Castle was buried up the edge of the field for 

approximately 250 m and then taken across the Feugh inside a log bridge. It is 
assumed that the cable was then buried along a route to the Castle.  

 
15 The log cable bridge still stands across the Feugh, some 85 years or so after it was 

potentially erected.  The bridge consists of a single tree trunk that has been sawn 
down the middle and had a groove gauged from the middle of each half to carry the 
cable.  The halves were then bolted back together, the trunk supported with sections 
of trunk on each bank, with one section on each side carrying the cable up into and 
down out of the bridge.  Thin slats of wood were also fixed along the top of the join 
between the two halves of the trunk, to reduce any water reaching the cable.  

 

 
 

Picture 3. The Log Bridge 
___________ 

 



 


