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Inverness-shire Sanatorium 19071 

 
Inverness-shire Sanatoriumi was built through the initiative of Margaret 
Fraser of Lovatii, a sister of Lord Lovat, who was secretary to a 
committee consisting mainly of Highland land owners.iii  In October 
1906, Sir Arthur Campbell Orde, John Dewar MP for Inverness-shire,iv 
Lord Lovat and Sir Samuel Scott MP of Harris were appointed the 
trustees.2  Miss Lila Davy of Spean Bridge was secretary from 1908 until 
1915.3  The sanatorium opened in November 1907 and was claimed as 
the first in Scotland to be raised by public subscription.4  It was for early 
cases of pulmonary tuberculosis with referrals made through patients’ 
doctors and was targeted at rural sufferers who had previously no access 
to treatment and who were unable to pay the fees at private sanatoria.  
Although admission was by payment, patients paid according to their 
means up to a maximum of 15/- (75p) per week and in the first six 
months about half were treated free of charge.5  

 
i Also known as the Aberchalder or Bridge of Oich Sanatorium. 
ii Later Mrs Stirling of Keir who retained a close interest in its development. 
iii The need for a sanatorium for the poor had long been recognised. For example, 
in 1900, Dr de Watteville called for one when opening his private sanatorium at 
Kingussie.   
iv Who chaired the Dewar Committee in 1912. 



The sanatorium was fairly 
remote being at the end of a 
long track over two miles 
from Aberchalder railway 
station near Bridge of Oich. 
The eight acre site, feued 
from Lord Lovat, is shown 
on the one inch Ordnance 
Survey map on the left (top 
middle) as a clearing on the 
north side of the Invervigar 
Burn which provided a 
water supply.  A further 11 
acres was leased which 
extended the site eastwards 

to the River Oich next to the Caledonian Canal.  The sitei was sunny, 
sheltered and south facing and, by 1915, it supported an orchard.  The 
scent of the nearby pine trees was thought to help TB sufferers.6 
 
The promoters of the sanatorium claimed that TB deaths averaged 115 
per year in Inverness-shire although figures from the medical officer of 
health suggest the figure was somewhat lower.  It was believed that this 
high incidence was because many Highlanders went to cities for work 
and returned with the disease which they passed on to their families.7   
 
The architect was Mr Dewar of Lovat Estates whose design was typical 
of the time.  It was built of wood with corrugated iron roofing.  The two 
storey administrative block contained accommodation for the medical 
superintendent, matron, nurses and domestic staff as well as kitchen, 
large dining room and recreation room.  In front and down the slope (see 
photo on previous page) was a 50 metre long narrow single storey ward 
block for 22 patients with six double rooms, four single rooms, two 
nurses' rooms, large day room, bathrooms and lavatories with hot and 
cold water.  The full length doors were split horizontally, the lower part 
being in wood and the upper part in glass.  The eaves projected one metre 

 
i The site was commented on favourably by TB expert Dr Philip of Edinburgh. 



which gave enough shelter so that the doors could be open, even in poor 
weather.  There were ceiling level vents along both sides to allow even 
more fresh air to circulate.  Patients were effectively living outside but 
under shelter although it was very cold in winter and snow would blow 
onto the beds.8  It was said to have a capacity of 30 beds but it initially 
opened with 24 and it seems that this was not increased.  Lighting was 
by acetylene gas and heating was by open coal fire as well as firewood 
from the surrounding forests.9  The trades in its construction were 
Messrs Bain, Coatbridge, Mr Smith, Fort Augustus and Mr Urquhart, 
Beauly.10 
 
By 1908, the committee had raised £3,314 - including an anonymous 
donation of £1000 - and had £600 p.a. promised in subscriptions.  By 
1912, there were over 100 subscribers nearly all from the Highlands and 
Islands with about half paying 1 guinea (£1.05) or less but altogether 
totalling almost £500.11  The committee encouraged local authorities to 
subscribe and trustee Sir Samuel Scott, who owned the Isle of Harris, did 
so thus securing access for Harrisi patients.  By 1907, most districts in 
mainland Inverness shire, including Lochaber, had subscribed on the 
recommendation of the County Medical Officer of Health.12 
 
However, subscriptions were insufficient to run the sanatorium.  The 
building cost £2258 and furniture £489 and there were other costs in 
making up the road, septic tank and forming gardens so that additional 
capital was required to form an endowment.13  Therefore, in August 
1908, Margaret Fraser convened a two day fund raising bazaar in the 
grounds of Beaufort Castle.  It was a massive event with nine stall areas 
each convened by a prominent local lady.  Special trains ran to Beauly 
station with carriages organised from there.  There were tours of the 
Castle which was then about 20 years old and a commemorative book 
was produced.14  It raised an impressive £3420.15 
 
The sanatorium also aimed to train sufferers how to live in open shelters 
at home.  These were like small garden sheds with detachable walls which 
isolated the patient and provided constant fresh air thought necessary to 

 
i Harris was then part of Inverness shire.  It had a high incidence of TB. 



cure the disease.  They cost £12 - 20 and were also useful where there 
was insufficient sanatorium accommodation.  Initially, the sanatorium 
had two shelters, each for two male patients, with opening sides, one of 
wood and one of canvas.  The sanatorium intended to loan shelters to 
patients returning home and it had apparently done so by 1908 for two 
discharged female patients.16  However, in 1912, it was stated that it still 
had insufficient funds for this.17  However, local authorities maintained a 
stock of shelters which were regularly used by discharged patients.18 
 

Patient Numbers 
The year ran from 1st October to 30th September 
Year Male  Female  Year Male Female 
1908 17 17 1918 28 18 
1910 10 7 1920 32 18 
1912 18 4 1922 18 16 
1914 19 6 1924 27 21 
1916 20 9 1918 28 18 

Source: Medical Officer of Health 29th Annual Report 
 
From 1907, Dr Johnston from Fort Augustus was medical 
superintendenti and visited twice weekly.  Dr AC Miller, medical 
supervisor of the Belford Hospital, and Mr John Macdonald Medical 
Officer of Health for Inverness-shire were appointed consultant 
physicians.19  In 1912, matron had three nurses although, in later years, 
there were more often two of which one was a probationer.20  For many 
years, domestic staffing consisted of cook, laundress, house maid and 
gardener who later drove the ambulance.  There was also a kitchen girl 
for a time and, at one point, a boy to carry milk from the river Oichii, 
reflecting the remoteness of the location.21 
 
The sanatorium filled up fairly quickly.  In the first six months, it had 14 
female and 13 male patients and secretary, Miss Davy, noted that, in 
September 1908, there was just one vacant bed.  Thereafter, it was less 
full although patient numbers steadily increased (see table above).  From 
its opening until 30th September 1912, it admitted 115 patients of whom 

 
i Dr Kirkton by the 1920s. 
ii The milk was delivered across the river by boat. 



46 were treated free of charge and many paid a nominal amount.  Patients 
were mainly in their 20s and 30s although there were some children.  
They stayed an average of 27 weeks in the first few years although, by 
1912, this had reduced to less than 20 weeks.  By then, an ‘after care 
association’ had been formed with 19 members who were located across 
the Highlands from Inverness to Skye, North Uist and South Harris 
reflecting the wide catchment area of the sanatorium.22  Patients had a 
long journey to the sanatorium.  Those coming from the east caught the 
steamer at Inverness and sailed down the Caledonian Canal and Loch 
Ness.  Patients from the south came by rail, changing trains at Spean 
Bridge.i  Patients from Skye and the Western Isles had to make at least 
one overnight stay en route. 
 
The 2nd annual report noted that expenditure exceeded income by £165, 
that there was an average of 15 in-patients and that it had treated 20 men 
and 11 women over the year.  Miss Davy was still secretary.23 
 
It was frequently noted that patients seemed to have a general reluctance 
to go to the sanatorium which the Medical Officer of Health attributed 
to its isolated location rather than the treatment.24  Given the long 
journey to the sanatorium, this may have been the case from the start.  
Average daily in-patient numbers ranged from 15 in 1909-10 to 8 in 1913-
14.  After World War 1, a national priority was to treat discharged soldiers 
and the sanatorium was able to cope with all male patients from 
Inverness County although there was sometimes a problem finding 
accommodation for female patients.25    
 
The 1911 National Insurance Act allowed insured TB sufferers 
sanatorium treatment.  This scheme was administered by local insurance 
committees in each local government district and accommodation was 
sought in local facilities.  Therefore, in June 1912, the sanatorium was 
inspected by the Local Government Boardii and found suitable provided 
that it had a telephone link to the medical officer in Fort Augustus, the 
access road improved and a new water supply.  Later that year, Inverness 

 
i Except 1911-1913 when the railway was closed causing much inconvenience. 
ii The national regulatory body for local government. 



County and Burgh discussed acquiring the sanatorium jointly and the 
required improvements were carried out apparently by the County.26   
 
Inverness Burgh, however, delayed making a commitment.  It had been 
under pressure to find sanatorium accommodation because the Northern 
Infirmary wished to close its TB wards.  In January 1914, the Inverness 
press reported that the Inverness-shire Sanatorium ‘was ‘practically’ but 
not formally transferred’ to the local authorities and there were worries 
that it was too remote.  Shortly after, in the early evening of 15th January, 
the patient block was entirely destroyed within one hour by an intense 
fire which apparently started in the ‘heating chamber’.  There were nine 
patients in residence some of whom were able to help save the 
administration block.27  Happily, the £900 replacement cost was covered 
by insurance and rebuilding started in late spring.  It is unclear if this 
event further influenced Inverness Burgh but, around mid-1914, it 
backed out of any arrangement with the County and, by then, had 
purchased Culduthel House as a future sanatorium.  In December 1915, 
the Inverness-shire Sanatorium building and assetsi were finally legally 
transferred to Inverness County.  By then, the sanatorium had an 
overdraft of around £2700.28  It was obviously making a loss and charges 
were increased from 30/- (£1.50) to 35/- (£1.75) per week. 
 
Meanwhile, there were attempts to tighten up on regulations.  Sanatoria 
had most success with incipient cases of TB but far too often the patients 
presented were at too advanced a stage.  Part of the reason was a social 
stigma about TB which prevented many sufferers from admitting to it 
although the length and rigour of the treatment must have also 
discouraged sufferers.  Therefore, around 1915, rules were drawn up for 
the admission of patients and to ensure that those at advanced stages 
were sent elsewhere and, although the problem continued throughout 
the 1920s, it steadily diminished.  In 1912, the sanatorium had treated 
eight of the 14 Inverness County TB patients referred for treatment and, 
in 1913, five of the six Lochaber TB patients but, by 1933, it received 
only 14 of the mainland County’s 56 cases.  More advanced County cases 
went mainly to Culduthel in Inverness, the Seaforth at Maryburgh and 

 
i Including the £3000 endowment. 



the County at Invergordon.  Around 20% went to Edinburghi and 
Glasgow.29   
 
The rules for in-patients included undertaking light duties but otherwise 
keeping to their own rooms.  They had also to get their teeth checked 
before arriving so that toothache did not interfere with their recovery.  
Around 1915, some patients complained about the heavy food which 
prompted matron to send the Medical Officer of Health a sample menu 
which included a daily diet of porridge and bacon, ham or fish for 
breakfast, meat or fish for dinner (lunch) and meat and fish for supper 
(dinner). Such a rich diet was medically prescribed but was much heavier 
than in most Highland homes so that patients often struggled to adjust. 
 
Under the agreement with the County, the voluntary committee 
continued with Mrs Stirling of Keir patron, Lady Lovat convenor and 
Miss KB Shaw Stewart secretary and it reserved the right to nominate 
five free beds.  The county clerk handled the overall administration but 
deferred to the committee on staff appointments and building 
maintenance.  Until the 1920s, the committee secretary seems to have 
carried out day to day administration such as receiving and checking bills 
and passing them to the county clerk.  During the 1920s, this function 
passed to the matron but the committee continued to decide on staffing 
and building work.  It met irregularly or when there was important 
business such as the appointment of a matron.  There were ongoing 
logistical problems probably due to the remoteness of the sanatorium.  
The quality of the coal delivered was frequently of concern, the access 
road required constant attention and there were staffing shortages. 
 

Financing of patients 1913 
Funding Patients 
Free 7  
Inverness County Insurance Commission 18  
Inverness Burgh Insurance Commission 12 
Aird District Committee 2 
Private 3  

   Source: Medical Officer of Health Annual Report 

 
i Cities provided anonymity and many took the opportunity to be treated there. 



After 1912, most patients were funded by national insurancei although 
private patients and free patients continued (see table above).  The 
sanatorium received income from its £3,000 endowment but it is not 
clear how long the subscriber donations continued or if the sanatorium 
continued to receive gifts in kind as before.  A small amount of income 
came from the sale of pigs which the sanatorium reared from before 1912 
until at least 1936.30 
 
In 1920, an ‘ambulance car’ was purchased for £200 with half paid by 
Inverness County Council and the other halfii by Lovat Estates and it was 
replaced in 1936.31  In 1928, electricity was installed.  A hydroelectric 
plant was considered but rejected in favour of an engine with the Scottish 
Board of Health providing a grant of £655.  The sanatorium relied on an 
engine plant until it closed. 
 
After the 1929 Local Government Act, the new County Council 
continued the partnership with some members of the voluntary 
committee.  Lady Lovat still took the chair of the Council subcommittee 
on occasion.  In 1929, the County Medical Officer of Health noted that 
the building was in good repair and the interior suitable in its layout.  
However, the staff accommodation was full which would restrict 
additional patients and it had no radiological facilities which was a 
significant disadvantage.  The work of the sanatorium continued very 
much as before.  Dr Shina Grant, a retired GP, remembers visiting her 
father in 1947 who was a patient there.  ‘I remember rows of wooden 
huts in the woods.  They were open along both sides and had two beds 
in each hut.  I remember a work-shop where Dad had made toys for us 
and once we went down to the river with him where there was a little 
boat that could be pulled across the river by a chain.  He was there for 
some time in 1947/8 and then went to Glen O'Dee.iii  Dad was at home 
with us for long spells.  He had to live in a chalet in the garden and we 
were not allowed to go inside’.32 

 
i Surprisingly the sanatorium is not listed in the 1917 survey by the National 
Insurance Health Commission (Scotland). 
ii This seems to be a donation since the County now had the endowment.  
iii Glen O’Dee, Banchory had specialist TB surgical facilities and was regularly 
used by sanatoria in the Highlands especially for surgical cases. 



In the early 1930s, Lady Lovat started a Comforts Fund for patients and 
there was regular local fundraising including an annual dance in Fort 
Augustus which ran from at least 1935 until 1946.  Lady Lovat also raised 
funds to supply a wireless in 1933.33 
 
A survey was done of all Scottish hospitals in 1938.34  The sanatorium 
was described as very isolated with 26 beds, 18 in a block of eight double 
rooms and two single.  There were also four two-bedded shelters.  It was 
thought to be too small and remote and too poor in construction and 
equipment - all of which contributed to difficulties in obtaining staff and 
high maintenance costs.  In 1948, it became part of the NHSi with 16 
beds available35 but, in August that year, there was agreement to close it 
as soon as possible and the number of staffed beds quickly fell to around 
10.  Culduthel Hospital was identified as alternative provision but it was 
oversubscribed and this delayed matters.  After an inspection in 
September 1950, when it was realised that the water supply pressure was 
insufficient to operate a fire hose, the health board recommended no 
further admissions.36  Numbers dwindled thereafter and the sanatorium 
closed in August 1951,37 coinciding with the retirement of Matron Miss 
Macleay.38  Only three patients had to be transferred to Culduthel 
Hospital. 
 
The Northern Region Health Board and Department of Health then 
sought a waiver to the feu conditions which had restricted the use of the 
site to that of a sanatorium.  This was thought to be essential if the 
building was to be effectively disposed of and indeed there were 
apparently two fairly low offers.  However, despite strenuous efforts, no 
final response could be had from Lord Lovat until mid-1958.  By then, 
the Forestry Commission wanted the land for planting and the feu was 
transferred to them.  The buildings and equipment were sold for £300 to 
Messrs H Jamieson, Inverness who set about demolition but went 
bankruptii in August 1959 in the middle of clearing the site and another 
firm had to be brought in.39  Only the foundations remain (next page). 
 

 
i There was much pressure on TB beds at this time. 
ii It is not clear if the Health Board received the money. It cost £80 to get the site 
finally cleared. 



 
Remnants of Invergarry Sanatorium 200840 

 
Matrons 

1907-09 Miss Sturges41 
1910-15 Miss Margaret Brown42 
1915-17 Mrs Ross 
1918-20-? Miss CM MacRae 
1923-26 Miss Brebner  
1926-51 Miss Macleay 
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