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Abstract 

During renovation work behind the premises at Clifton Pace, Cove, former bread ovens were 

discovered buried below rubble. This report describes the ovens and provides their historical 

background. 

Introduction 

The location of the site is at NS 22105 81555 in the village of Cove which lies on the SW 

corner of Rosneath Peninsula in Argyll (Pl 1). A row of shops and former shops with houses 

above were built c 1859-62 (Pl 2). No 3 was a former bakery equipped with its own bread 

ovens at the rear of the premises, and which were accessed via a pend adjacent the original 

bakery shop.  

  
Pl 1. Location map. Pl 2. Clifton Place, Cove, with pend. 

   

The ovens. Fig 1.  

The double oven has been built with random rubble schist; being the locally available rock, 

dressed sandstone for sills, lintels and the oven floors, and cream coloured refractory bricks, 

of which examples of J & M CRAIG, KILMARNOCK (Pl 12) appear the dominant bricks 
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used. The frontal wall has been cement rendered. The structure in total measures 5m wide by 

4.1m deep, the front walls are 0.5m thick and the rear one is 0.7m thick. A timber built 

garage lies against the back wall of the ovens. Although the left oven door is in situ, the 

hinges are rusted solid, however the door is slightly ajar allowing a camera to be inserted, the 

exact dimensions of the oven interior are not exactly known. 

Viewed from the front (Pl 3) the two oven doorways are of different sizes insofar as the 

stonework is concerned but the actual cast iron doors are the same size, both being double 

pintle hinged with latches and curved tops and with the makers name embossed around the 

tops; Moses McCulloch & Co, and Glasgow at the bases (Pl’s 5 & 6). The oven to the left is 

complete with its roof intact (Pl’s 7 n& 8) while that to the right (south side) is partially 

demolished above its floor level. The sills and lintels vary in thickness from 140-180mm. 

The left oven doorway is 0.9m wide by 0.8m high while that to the right is 1.4m wide by 

0.8m high, the 0.55m ingoing on the left doorway narrows almost to the width of the cast iron 

door, a slot is cut in the sandstone left upright to allow the door handle to travel back and 

allow the door more open access.  The wider doorway with the same depth of ingoing on the 

right splays into the same sized iron door, leaving some space around it, but the door is 

hinged on the opposite side. The sill of the right sided door is heavily grooved showing the 

extent to which produce was pushed and pulled through the door, the oven on the left appears 

to have been less used as it shows no such ware.  

To the bottom right of each oven door there are ventilator tunnels (Fig 1) which rose up into 

the oven floors, they are 0.25 wide and 0.3m high, the tunnel to the left is complete but 

without its door, it travels into the building for 0.9m and then rises to the oven, while that to 

the right is partially demolished but the cast iron door was found in situ. The right flu door, 

which is 0.25m square, was set slightly back from the front wall by means of angled bricks, 

however, the left flue may never have had a door as the stonework is flush with the wall face 

with no indication of a controlling door! A grill from the right hand side oven floor also 

survived in situ in the rubble, it measures 0.45m by 0.3m. The flues would have been used to 

regulate air flow into the ovens. Above each cast iron door frame there has also been a 

control mechanism to regulate air flow. It is assumed that the right oven structure would not 

have extended much further to the right than is now seen. 

The floor of the partially demolished right oven, is complete and measures 2.9m deep and 

2.3m wide, it is composed of sandstone blocks forming paving 200mm thick, laid on 0.55m 

of mortared rubble which has been built over a layer of coal dross 100mm deep, this lies on 

natural flaked and broken schist (Pl’s 3& 4). The walls inside both ovens are made with 

sandstone blocks of various lengths but uniformly 0.3m high, over which are five brick 

courses of the above mentioned bricks, the top course bricks having been cut to allow them to 

lie at an angle to form the springing of the vaulted roof of the ovens, the vaults run in four 

directions to a rather flatted top (Pl 6). All of the internal walls are lined with a single layer of 

refractory bricks, while to roofs are probably double brick in thickness, perhaps with a rubble 

layer above? Bent and badly corroded iron bars seen in the right oven must have been 

reinforcing of the roof as they are not seen below the intact roof of the left oven. 

Presumably a chimney flue for the fire box is located somewhere in the rubble at the rear of 

the structure, but which was not visible at the time of the survey. 



 

3 
 

 

 

Fig 1. Plan of the ovens. 
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Pl 3. Frontal view. Pl 4. Section at right oven. 

 

  
Pl 5. Left oven door. Pl 6. Right oven door. 

 

 

 
Pl 7. Left oven interior roof. Pl 8. Left oven interior walls. 

 

A ‘hook plate’ (Pl 10 & 11) was found in the rubble and appears to be part of the oven system 

although its exact function is uncertain. It measures 0.7m long with a right angle hook at one 

end of 75mm square and an ornate bracket at the other end fixed at right angles to a plate 

measuring 120mm by 150mm. 
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A hexagonal ceramic tile (Pl 10, bottom right) measuring 280mm with 120mm sides and a 

central raised area of 240mm in diameter was also found, however, it may not have been part 

of the ovens. It appears to be a blocking plate for a chimney? 

 

 

 

 
Pl 11. above – plate hook. 

Pl 10. Left oven doorway and firebox. Pl 12. Below – refractory bricks. 

 

 

History. Alistair McIntyre. 

                                CLIFTON PLACE, COVE, AND ITS OVENS 

 

                                                            INTRODUCTION 
 

This essay was prompted by the revelation that bakery ovens were discovered during 

renovation work at Clifton Place, Cove. An excellent archaeological report was produced in 

consequence, compiled by Tam Ward, who arranged a site visit for the present writer, and 

invited him to complement the report by way of an historical account. Such was the original 

intention. However, it transpired at an early stage that the story of Clifton Place is bound up 

to a degree with that of adjacent properties. This circumstance was further underlined by 

some very useful additional information and encouragement afforded by local residents Ann 

Bray and Richard Reeve, to the extent that the scope has been extended to touch on nearby 

properties that also hosted shopping services. The hope is that in so doing, the account will 

help shed some light, not only on the way in which Clifton Place and the ovens took shape 

but will also go some way to portray the wider picture of how the retail area at Cove came 
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into being. 

       

Most grateful thanks are due to Stuart MacCrimmon and Paul Wilson, co-owners of Clifton 

Place, not only for graciously allowing access to the premises at a time when building work 

was taking place, but also for their plan to retain the ovens as an historically significant 

feature.  

 

                                                          OVERVIEW 
 

In order to help explain the genesis of Cove retail area, it should be noted that feuing of land 

at Cove and Kilcreggan, primarily for house-building, began in 1849.  Take-up of feus was 

rapid, and from the point of view of this narrative, two of those were registered at the end of 

1850. One was in the name of James Russell, described as a Glasgow-based joiner and 

builder. His feu was for an area of land extending to 1 acre and 18 poles of ground, on the 

east side of the road by the shore from Kilcreggan to Douchlage, being part of the farm of 

North Ailey (a pole is about 8 square yards).  

            

The title deeds for Clifton Place have kindly been made available by Stuart MacCrimmon, 

and these reveal that Russell was required to build, within a fenced plot of his feu, and 

extending to an area of not less than ¼ acre, a substantial house and shop of value not less 

than £250.  This was to be done within the year. He could also choose to build further 

combinations of shops and houses in similar-sized plots. Given the way adjacent feus came to 

be developed along similar lines, it plainly shows that this mixture of shops and houses was 

pre-planned by the landowner (or his agent), the whole to be contained in a discrete area.  

       

The other feu, registered at the same time as that of James Russell, was in the name of 

Samuel Carson, likewise described as a Glasgow-based joiner and builder. Once again, this 

was taken off the farm of North Ailey, and was also a sizeable piece of land, extending to 1 

acre and 2 poles. As will be shown later, all seven buildings that resulted from those two feus 

of 1850 would constitute Cove shopping area. Neither Russell nor Carson seems to have had 

a lot of ready cash at his disposal, and both had to mortgage their respective properties for 

loans, doubtless to provide the funds needed to carry forward plans for their respective sites. 

The difference is that Russell sold off two of his plots, keeping only one, while Carson 

retained his entire holding. One of the lenders utilised by Carson was the City of Glasgow 

Bank. Hopefully, his transactions with them were brought to a close before 1878, because 

that was the year the Bank crashed. 

       

Working from north to south, the seven buildings that went up over time became known as 

Rockside, Elmbank, Clifton Place, Rockvale, Ravenswood, Creebank (later Birchwood) and 

Ury Bank. Of these, Rockside and Elmbank would come to be built on the northernmost part 

of Russell's feu, sold off by him before anything was built on that portion.  Clifton Place was 

likewise erected on another plot disposed of by him, while the only building he himself put 

up was what came to be known as Rockvale, built on the southernmost part of his original 

large feu. This is depicted on an Ordnance Survey map, surveyed in 1858, as “Post Office”-

see Fig 2 for comparative extracts from this and later maps. Note that the location of the Post 

Office shifted over time, and likewise some buildings have undergone considerable alteration, 

not to mention changes of name. 

       

In the case of Samuel Carson, whose land lay just to the south of Russell's holding, it was he 

who was responsible for the building of Ravenswood. He may also have built Creebank, but 
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most likely it was his successors who put up Ury Bank.  
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Fig 2. OS maps showing the development of the site. 

  ROBERT HARVEY AND THE BUILDING OF CLIFTON PLACE 
 

Robert Harvey is a key figure in the whole narrative, and it is entirely relevant to switch 

attention now to this new player on the stage. Harvey makes his first entry at the time of the 

census of 1851, when he is listed as a 27 year-old single man, employed as a joiner, and one 

of four lodgers residing at William Orr's Meikle Aiden farm. Born at Carluke, Lanarkshire, 

Harvey would have found company around him to whom he could relate: his fellow lodgers 

were likewise young and single men, another of whom was a joiner, while the other two were 

masons. Their presence at that time should come as no surprise: with so many feus being 

taken off, any young, able and ambitious builder would have been well placed to make his 

mark and earn a good living. Did Harvey and his fellow lodgers work as a team? That could 

be a possibility but cannot be proven. 

       

Harvey next comes to our attention in April/August 1853, when he himself enters the 

property market by taking out a feu of 2 roods, this forming part of the lands of Meikle Aiden 

farm, by the road from Kilcreggan to Douchlage, on a contract between himself and the Duke 

of Argyll (a rood is ¼ acre). That he was not a wealthy man is shown by the fact that he soon 

afterwards mortgaged his holding to a Margaret Jack, relict of Robert Hamilton, grocer, 

Greenock, on a bond and disposition for £300. He would presumably have needed the money 

to finance building on the site. The name of the lender is significant, as we shall discover 

later. What is also noteworthy here is that the purchase was at Kilcreggan, rather than Cove. 

       

Corroboration from several other sources points to Harvey's purchase as one on which would 

arise the property known as Well Bank. The fact that Harvey had enough confidence to make 

a commitment like this suggests not only a belief in himself, but also a desire to put down 

roots in the area. It would also appear that he married around this time, which could go some 

way to explaining his actions.  

             

There is something of a puzzle over Well Bank. The name features in local directories of the 

1860's, but thereafter disappears. However, a valuation roll of 1886 lists the property under 

that name, with Robert Harvey given as owner and occupier.  Did it undergo a change of 

name at some stage?  Not all records, even official ones, can always be relied upon to be fully 

up to date. More work would need to be done to explain this seeming discrepancy. 

            

In June 1857, Harvey made another move in the property market, this time with the purchase 

of a plot of 1 rood, 16 and 5/10 poles of ground, taken from Russell's feu of 1 acre and 19 

poles of ground at Cove, by means of a disposition by the latter.  He does not seem to have 

required a loan immediately, but by May 1859, we find him mortgaging his new possession 

for £750. Significantly, too, Harvey is now being described as “sometime joiner, now grocer, 

Kilcreggan”. 

       

It should be noted that Harvey was not the first to purchase part of Russell's original feu. In 

1854, one Gilbert Currie, described as a Gourock-based baker, had seized a plot of 1 rood and 

26 and 3/10 poles of ground, being the northernmost portion of 1 acre and 18 poles of ground 

at North Ailey, on a disposition by James Russell. The Currie family were to be long-term 

owners and occupiers of this plot. It was they who would build what became known as 

Rockside and Elmbank, although the first named building on the site was called Hillside. 

Note that the Currie transaction is also useful in helping to define the northern boundary of 
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Russell's original feu. We shall return to the Currie family later.  

 

        

In 1862, Harvey mortgaged both his properties for a further loan of £300, this time from the 

West of Scotland Property Investment and Building Society (WSPIBS).  If this amount is 

added to the £750 already borrowed in 1859, the equivalent in to-day's money would be over 

£83,000.  Such a hefty financial undertaking strongly suggests the money was needed for 

ambitious building work. Almost certainly it was in this period that Clifton Place took shape 

in something like its present form. The map of 1858, referred to earlier, shows that the site on 

which Clifton Place would be built was still blank at that date. 

       

Interestingly, someone by the name of McFarlane has been mentioned as having had a role at 

this formative period. He is said to have had links to Dunoon, Greenock and Cove. No-one of 

that name has come to the present writer's notice in relation to Clifton Place as such, but the 

story may have an explanation as follows.  James Russell himself took out a loan of £460 in 

1851, his property being held in security. That was prior to the sale of any of his plots. The 

name of the lender was a Robert McFarlane, described as being resident in Greenock. The 

money was almost certainly used to help fund the building of what became known as 

Rockvale. 

      

It may be helpful to turn now to the census of 1861, in order to clarify who was living where 

by that time. The people who actually recorded the census details- often schoolmasters- were 

required to supply their own ink. From a modern standpoint, this was a big mistake: the 

quality of ink used varied widely, the result being that some census returns have faded badly, 

while others are as clear as the day they were written. Unfortunately, in our case, the relevant 

entries are very difficult to read. It is understood that “refreshed” images may be obtained on 

request: time constraints have prevented this from being done, but what follows is the best 

interpretation of the data. Note that the progression is from south to north.  

 

RAVENSWOOD 

Samuel Carson. Head. Married.  Age 54. wright /builder employing 8 men   b. 

Kirkcudbrightshire 

Mary          “      Wife                      “  54                                                          b.Wigtownshire 

 

RAVENSWOOD- POST OFFICE 

Catherine Cowan          Unm. Age 22(?)    Servant                                           b.Wigtownshire 

Archibald Campbell       “         “    20  Salesman and letter carrier                  b. Partick 

Jeanie Harvey                 “              22           “                “        “                       b. Lanarkshire                             

Jessie     ?                        “              17  Domestic servant 

 

COVE (?) 

Robert Harvey.  Head. Mar.  Age 37 Joiner (?)                                                 b.  Carluke 

Janet        “         Wife     “         “     ?                                                                 b.  Lanarkshire 

Thomas    “         Son                 “   13   Scholar                                                               “ 

Mary        “         Dau                 “   12        “                                                                    “ 

   ?            “            “                   “   10        “                                                                    “ 

Catherine  “           “                   “     7        “                                                                    “ 

Robert      “         Son                  “    4        “                                                                    “ 

Janet        |”         Dau.                “    2 months                                                       b.  Rosneath 

P. 
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    ?                      Mother in law       60    Widow                                                  b.  Carluke  

 

POST OFFICE (?) 

Mary Jane Paterson Head  Unm. Age  33                                                               b. Glasgow 

Jane                 “       Sister                                                                                               “  

Jeannie (?) Harvey  Head  Widow  Age 55    late dressmaker (?) 

Ann                “        Dau.                   “  27 

 

 

HILLSIDE 

Daniel Currie  Head   Mar.  Age 39  Baker, emp. 2 men and 1 boy                        b. 

Campbeltown 

Helen      “       Wife       “       “                                                                                b. 

Kirkintilloch 

Gilbert     “       Son                 “    3                                                                         b.   Rosneath 

P. 

John        “          “                   “    1                                                                                    “ 

Agnes Roberts            Unm.    “  16  Servant                                                           b. 

Dunbartonshire 

Isabella Thomson          “         “  16       “                                                                b.   Port 

William  

James Gilmour Boarder “         “ 18  Baker                                                             b. Glasgow 

(Next entries- BLOOMFIELD, then HAZELCLIFF, etc)   

             

Note that the only buildings specifically identified by their proper names are Ravenswood 

and Hillside. 

 

What is the significance of the appearance of Harvey names other than those of Robert 

Harvey and his immediate family? It seems reasonable to suppose that they might have been 

relatives, especially as the birthplace of at least one is given as Lanarkshire. Note too that 

most of Robert and Janet's family were born in Lanarkshire rather than Rosneath (parish). 

Well Bank at Kilcreggan was a family possession, but was it actually occupied by them- 

might it have been rented out? 

   

As far as the story of the ovens is concerned, there is no evidence that Robert Harvey ran a 

bakery at this time. On the other hand, it is useful to note that Daniel Currie was running a 

bakery and employing several staff. The Currie family were to establish a long association 

with the community, with their grocery and bakery being at the core of their endeavours. We 

shall look at them in more detail later on.    

 

    ROBERT HARVEY: GROCER, POST MASTER AND GENERAL MERCHANT 
       

 As we have already seen, Robert Harvey is being referred to as “sometime joiner, now 

grocer, Kilcreggan” in a land deed of 1859. Taken at face value, this statement might well 

give the impression that his grocery was at Kilcreggan, as opposed to Cove. Were this to be 

the case, it would certainly be helpful to find corroboration.  To date, this has not been found. 

However, is it possible that there could be some ambiguity with the description?  Might the 

reference to Kilcreggan be included simply because that was his place of residence? Could he 

possibly even have been running groceries at both Cove and Kilcreggan? In this respect, it 

may be helpful to look at how Harvey is referred to in various sources over time. Here is a 
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listing: - 

 

DATE                 DESCRIPTION                                                                 SOURCE 

 

1851                        Joiner                                                                            Census 1851 

1853                        Joiner and Builder                                                         Land deed 

1857                        Joiner and Builder, Kilcreggan                                         “ 

1859                        Sometime Joiner, now Grocer, Kilcreggan                       “ 

1862                              “              “        “        “             “                                 “ 

1865                        Grocer, Cove Post Office                                              Helensburgh 

Directory 

1865                        Postmaster, residing at Cove, near Kilcreggan        Land deed 

1865                        Residing at Cove, Kilcreggan                                           “ 

1869                        Sometime Joiner, now Grocer, Kilcreggan                       “ 

1869                        Grocer, Cove Post Office                                              Helensburgh 

Directory 

1871                        General Merchant, employing 5 persons                 Census 1871 

1873                        Residing at Cove, Kilcreggan                                  Land deed 

1874                        Grocer, Kilcreggan                                                           “ 

1886                        Grocer, as before                                                     Valuation Roll 

 

In the light of this information, it is suggested here that there does remain some ambiguity 

about the fine details. What seems clear, however, is that by 1865, and quite possibly for 

several years before that, Robert Harvey had his main business, as well as a residence, at 

Cove, and that his livelihood was centred there. Note also that by 1865, he is being described 

also as Postmaster at Cove. It also seems reasonable to suppose that by that date he was based 

at what was, or would become, Clifton Place. Notice too the description of “General 

Merchant” by 1871.  

      

One could have been forgiven for thinking that, with a thriving business, and a growing 

family to support, Robert Harvey would have found more than enough to keep him occupied. 

However, he seems to have been in some respects what could be described as a driven man, 

and, as it turns out, he was not yet finished with his land transactions. 

       

In the summer of 1865, he took on a 75-year lease of some land on the north side of the road 

leading from Clachan of Rosneath, being part of Clachan Farm. This comprised a plot of 22 

poles, the contract being between himself and the Duke of Argyll. At the same time, he 

mortgaged his purchase to WSPIBS for a loan of £300. He held the lease until 1873, when he 

relinquished it, at the same time paying back the £300 he had borrowed from WSPIBS. What 

he actually did at the site would need more investigation, but it is hard to see beyond a 

business venture, perhaps in the form of a grocery, or other retail outlet 

       

Yet another event happened in 1865. It will be recalled that back in 1853, Harvey had 

obtained a loan of £300 from Margaret Jack, relict of Robert Hamilton, grocer, Greenock. It 

would seem that in the interim, Margaret herself had passed away, because what now 

happened in 1865 was that her trustees made an assignation of the loan to Janet Hamilton or 

Harvey, wife of Robert. In other words, Harvey was now due to repay the loan to his own 

wife! Obviously, Margaret and Janet must have had close ties for this convenient outcome to 

have come about: the suggestion is that Robert Hamilton and Janet are likely to have been 

blood relatives, perhaps father and daughter. The census of 1871 reveals that Janet was born 
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in Greenock, so there is a logic to this train of thought. 

       

By the early 1870's, we see begin to see evidence of Robert Harvey's hard work beginning to 

pay off. In 1873, he was able to repay both £300 loans he had obtained from WSPIBS.  Even 

so, he borrowed another £300 from them two years later, his property at Cove being held in 

security. This probably suggests that further development at the site was being planned. 

       

Yet another land purchase was made by Harvey in 1879, when, on a contract with the Duke 

of Argyll, he feued a plot of 2 roods 5 poles of ground with buildings thereon, on the south 

west side of Argyle Road, being part of the farm of Meikle Aiden. He does not seem to have 

made any other land transactions from then until the time of his death. Overall, there is the 

sense of a shrewd but confident and ambitious business man at work.  

   

                                  ROBERT HARVEY: BAKER AND CYCLE AGENT 
 

One key resource that anyone interested in the history of Cove and Kilcreggan should consult 

is the book “A Victorian Burgh: The Story of Cove and Kilcreggan”, by local man Richard 

Reeve. First published in 2005, and now in its second edition, this book is a real mine of 

information, and truly represents a labour of love. Most books of this kind would be classed 

as secondary sources of information, but the author has faithfully transcribed many original 

documents to the extent that the book can also be regarded in places as a primary source. 

Needless to say, there is a good deal of content that is relevant to the present narrative, and 

the writer has drawn fairly heavily from the book in this passage, with grateful 

acknowledgement to the author.   

         

The Census of 1871 describes Harvey as a “General Merchant”, and by quoting from two 

adverts that were placed in the “Helensburgh and Gareloch Times “weekly newspaper in 

1881, the truth of that description can clearly be demonstrated.  

        

The first of those appeared in March 1881 and announces that now on sale are “Premier” 

bicycles and tricycles, described as “the best machines made”. These products can be 

purchased at Harvey's premises at Cove, along with the help of a “liberal discount”. Here, it 

is worth noting that the heyday of the tricycle, that is, one designed for adults, was the 1880's.  

Bicycles had by that time been around for some time, in various shapes and forms. The 

decade before had witnessed the arrival of a new wonder:  the “high wheeler”, or “ordinary”- 

what we know of to-day as the “penny farthing”.  Such machines, though capable of attaining 

considerable speeds, were not for the faint hearted, and use was pretty much restricted to the 

younger and more athletic members of society. Enter the tricycle, answering the mobility 

prayers of the older and less fit. 

         

As it so happened, the tricycle received a huge, if unexpected boost just a few months after 

Harvey placed his advert. No less a person than Queen Victoria, while out on a carriage drive 

from Osborne House, her retreat on the Isle of Wight, had been overtaken by a tricycle, the 

rider being a young lady, no less. It is not known if Her Majesty was amused, but she was 

certainly impressed, and placed an immediate order for two of them, to be delivered 

personally by the inventor. It suddenly became fashionable-and respectable- to be the 

possessor of such a machine.  

        

The tricycle was soon a familiar sight on local roads. Contemporary author, Donald McLeod, 

describes how John Stuart, Provost of Helensburgh (1877-1884) was “to be seen of an 
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evening, in company with a troop of friends, spinning along the Garelochside, each seated on 

that new machine, yclept the tricycle”. Cove and Kilcreggan Bicycle and Tricycle Club was 

formed in 1882, the secretary and treasurer being William McCracken, the local 

schoolmaster. An intriguing article appeared in the Helensburgh and Gareloch Times towards 

the close of 1888, in which it was stated that, for the past two years, postal deliveries at Cove 

and Kilcreggan had been made by means of tricycle, and that the idea had come from the 

Cove postmaster.  

        

 

 

 

 Several months after the March advert, another one appeared in the same newspaper, once 

more on behalf of Harvey, but this time advertising bakery produce. It is worth quoting the 

advert in full, as it gives some indication of the extensive range of products then being 

retailed by him: - 

                                       

R. HARVEY, Post Office, Cove, 

Desires to intimate that he is now baking Bread, Rolls, Cakes and Pastry at Cove. As no 

expense will be spared to produce every article of the best quality, he hopes to meet with 

encouragement.  

R. HARVEY has always on hand a carefully selected stock of Provisions, Groceries, Drapery, 

Furnishings, Boots, Shoes, Ironmongery, Hardware, Crystal, Stoneware, Perfumery, 

Medicine, Stationery, Toys, Fancy Goods. 

ORDERS CALLED FOR IN THE MORNING, GOODS DELIVERED BY THE VAN DAILY. 

         

This advert gives the definite impression that the offer of bakery products represents a 

completely new venture. This interpretation is substantiated by entries in Helensburgh 

directories of the period. There, bakery produce is never mentioned prior to 1881, but is 

always mentioned thereafter. As a consummate businessman, it must be taken as certain that 

Harvey would have advertised such products prior to the 1881 advert, had they been 

available. One therefore has some confidence in stating that the installation of the ovens at 

Clifton Place may be dated to that year. 

       

A full description of the ovens themselves is provided by the illustrated archaeology report: 

suffice it to state here that Ann Bray, archaeologist and local historian, has noted that the 

firebricks used (stamped with the name “J &M Craig, Kilmarnock”) are similar to some of 

those at the now-demolished Cove Gasworks. That utility was built in 1872, providing a 

reasonably close time-match.                

                      

THE PICTURE THAT IS WORTH A THOUSAND WORDS 
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Pl 13. Clifton Pace around 1880’s 

 

A truly revealing photograph exists that brings together in superb fashion many of the points 

that have been discussed so far. The writer of this account first noticed it in the book “A 

Victorian Burgh”, and the present writer is indebted to the author for his indulgence in 

allowing use of the image here- see Pl 13. 

         

The photograph in question shows the frontage of Clifton Place, with Robert Harvey's Shop 

and Post Office clearly visible.  As such, the picture represents a great record shot. For a start, 

Clifton Place can be seen to have taken on the general appearance it now possesses, with 

features like the three storeys, the central pend, the stylish cast-iron work below the dormer 

windows and so on. Look more closely and we see that above the wall letter-box there is a 

Post Office image on the wall panel above. Observe too the window clock, surmounted by a 

sign proclaiming, “Telegraph and Post Office”, and below, “Baker”. The seemingly 

ubiquitous “Fry's Chocolate” advert is displayed as well. Notice that the left hand portion of 

the building looks to be purely residential at the time. 

          

The presence of people, and so many of them, adds another dimension to the scene. Almost 

everyone appears to be most elegantly dressed, and overall, there is the impression that this is 

no casual snapshot, but one that is the product of a carefully planned and stage-managed 

exercise. Given Harvey's undoubted flair, it is hard to see beyond his being party to the event, 

and quite possibly the instigator. One would surely expect him put in an appearance. But if 

so, where is he? 

 

Let us digress for a moment and try to work out from what period the image comes. First of 

all, we home in on the ladies, especially the younger ones, as likely to provide the best clues 

as to fashion. Notice the closely-fitting upper garments, in contrast to the bulkier, and in some 

cases multi-layered, skirts. We see the relatively tall hats, mostly with narrow brims, ideal for 

accommodating high chignon hairstyles. Turning to the men, we note the drain-pipe trousers, 

the range of hats, and the good show of facial hair. Overall, there can be little doubt we are 

dealing with the 1880's. But can we narrow it down still further?  
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With what we have discovered about the bakery and the stocking of tricycles at Clifton Place, 

the picture cannot date from before 1881. Unless it is a blemish, the lady on the extreme left 

seems to be sporting a large medallion at her neck. That was a fashion accessory popular in 

the early 1880's. Next, observe the admittedly grainy image of a lady to the right, walking 

behind a tricycle. She seems to be wearing a bustle. Bustles first appeared in the first half of 

the 1870's, then re-appeared in the early 1880's, remaining in fashion until late in the decade. 

However, while the earlier version sloped down at the back, the later one tended to jut out 

horizontally. This one appears to conform to the former. One has to be careful- not everyone 

was a dedicated follower of fashion, especially in the case of older people. Is this lady one of 

the latter? If so, it might suggest a legacy from the 1870's. Handkerchiefs shown at breast 

pockets is a male feature that began in the 1880's. Overall, it is suggested here that the 

photograph probably dates from the early 1880's. But why spend so much time trying to pin 

down the date? 

        

If Robert Harvey is indeed in the picture, it would help to know the date, and so work out 

what age he would have been. If the picture was taken in the early 1880's, he would by then 

have been in his late 50's. Is there anyone here that might fit the bill? Most of the men look to 

be younger. Would Harvey have done anything to make him stand out? How about the hatless 

man at the doorway? That individual appears to be too young to be Harvey. How then about 

the man on the tricycle, apparently starting to move off? Having the machines on display 

would be a fine marketing ploy and would save on valuable inside space When all is said and 

done, however, the most fascinating person on show is perhaps the admittedly grainy figure 

of the man on the extreme left. He is clutching one stick in his right hand, with what might be 

another one propped against the wall. He appears to have a bulky object strapped to his chest, 

with what looks like a handle projecting from it. It is suggested that what we have here is a 

hurdy-gurdy man- some were disabled individuals, seeking to scrape a living from street 

entertainment.     

 

  

                                   

                                        WHAT ABOUT THE NEIGHBOURS?                                          
     

     Let us for now shift focus from Harvey and his doings to have a look at the bigger picture 

and take stock about how the other shops were faring at the time. Below are listed entries 

from a Valuation Roll of 1886. Such documents provide a unique source of information, in 

that they list owners, tenants and occupiers of property. However, they supply only the name 

of heads of household, and do not represent a comprehensive listing of people similar to a 

census. Here, for reasons of brevity, only summary details are given. The following sequence 

proceeds from north to south.  

 

ROCKSIDE –           3 houses, 1 shop and stable- propr. Mrs Helen Currie (wife of John 

Currie) 

 

CLIFTON PLACE-  6 houses, 1 shop, 1 bakery and 1 post office- propr. Robert Harvey. 

 

ROCKVALE-            5 houses, 2 shops. 1 stable- propr. John Sommerville, flesher 

 

RAVENSWOOD-      4 houses, 1 shop- propr. Alex. Blackwood, flesher 
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BACK PLACE-         1 house, 1 shop- propr. William Gordon, joiner 

 

URYBANK-               7 houses, 2 shops, 1 stable- propr. Wm Gordon, joiner 

 

CREEBANK-             8 houses, 2 shops, 1 reading-room- propr. Wm Gordon, joiner 

 

It will be observed here that James Russell is nowhere mentioned. Nor does he feature in 

local directories of the 1860's onwards. The last document so far located that mentions him is 

a sasine (land deed) of 1875, giving details of discharge of the loan made to him in 1851 by 

Robert McFarlane.  Beyond that, he comes over as an elusive figure, and one wonders if he 

was primarily a speculative builder, putting down no real roots in the area. More work would 

however be needed to prove the truth or otherwise of that supposition.  

        

The impression that is given by the above certainly suggests a very active retail heart to Cove 

at that time. Allowing for one or two subsequent changes of property names, this listing is a 

fair approximation of what is given in a document called “Cove Village Shops”, a most 

helpful modern work, produced by Cove and Kilcreggan Local History Group. The only 

property described there which is missing from the 1886 valuation roll is the one known as 

Elmbank, so perhaps it was not yet in place. At the same time, one has to be wary of changes 

of name over the years. For example, Creebank later became known as Birchwood. 

       

 

 

The owners of these various properties must surely have anticipated a fair return for their 

investments: often they ran retail businesses from the premises, while they must also have 

derived significant income from the renting of housing accommodation. 

        

Although the names of tenants who lived at Clifton Place have not been provided in this 

summary it may be of interest to note that one of them was a Duncan Allison, described as a 

fisherman. Old photographs from the Edwardian era show the foreshore opposite with 

hauled-up fishing boats and nets hung out to dry.  A later postcard, dating from the 1930's, 

shows a shop sign proclaiming, “W. Allison, Fishmonger”, perhaps a relative.  

       

As can be seen, William Gordon, joiner, owned three of the properties. The family occupied 

several of the shops as well, their retail outlets including a grocery and a drapery. They were 

to be at Cove for many more years. Although not directly relevant to the story of Clifton 

Place, they are well worth a mention. In recent years, Jan Royal, a descendent, who lives in 

Australia, visited the area. She got in touch with Richard Reeve, and gave him some excellent 

family-related material, including a family tree, census extracts, and some wonderfully 

evocative photographs. He has been generous enough to share the material with the present 

writer, some of which has been incorporated in this account- see Fig3 and PL14. Note that 

fuller details will be available in a copy placed in Cove Library. It would be splendid if 

similar images for the Harvey family could be sourced at some stage. 
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Fig 3. Gordon family tree. 

            

At this juncture, it is worth looking at the process by which the properties that once belonged 

to Samuel Carson passed to William Gordon, namely Back Place, Ury Bank and Creebank 

(Ravenswood had also belonged to Carson, but had sold by him to Alexander Blackwood, 

flesher, Cove, through a disposition, dated 1875). In a nutshell, the change from Carson to 

Gordon would seem to have come about through marriage and inheritance.   

 

 

Thanks to information supplied by Jan Royal, it can be seen that a William Gordon was living 

on the premises, with his wife, Catherine Cowan, as far back as 1862. The Census of 1861 

lists Catherine as a single woman at Ravenswood. She was born in Wigtownshire, the same 

county as Samuel Carson's wife.  Jan Royal mentions that Samuel Carson was uncle of the 

family.  Two of the Gordon children had Carson as a middle name. Interestingly, the first, 

Mary Carson Gordon, was born at Ravenswood in March 1862, while the next, John Gordon, 

was born at Cree Bank in 1863, the same birthplace as later children. That might suggest that 

Cree Bank dates from at least as far back as1862-63.  

        

A plausible scenario is that Aberdeenshire-born William Gordon, like Carson himself a 

wright and joiner, had been an employee of his, and had subsequently married into the family. 

The closeness of Carson and Gordon is demonstrated by the fact that in 1877/1878, they 

jointly took out two loans totalling £1,000. By that time Carson was living in Creetown, 

possibly in retirement. The suggestion is that the money was probably used to build Ury 

Bank. By 1883, Carson had paid back a £500 loan he had taken out in 1851. As shown by the 

above valuation roll, William Gordon owned all the Carson properties by 1886, which by 

then included Cove Reading Room. 
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Pl 14. Gordon family members. 

            

 

Several Gordon family members subsequently emigrated to Australia, but two of those who 

remained at Cove passed away as recently as the mid 1990's. As far as the business side is 

concerned, William Gordon came to own the firm of wrights and glaziers in succession to 

Samuel Carson, while the family also ran a grocery and a drapery- see Fig 4. 

 



 

19 
 

 
Fig 4. Invoice showing William Gordon as successor to Samuel Carson.  

 

 

Notice also that by the time of the 1886 valuation roll, Rockvale was by now owned by John 

Sommerville. Although his story has not been fully researched, he took out a loan for £1,100 

in 1875, when he was described as a flesher at Partick. It seems likely that he bought the 

property around this time from James Russell, and that he evidently had big plans for 

expansion of the premises, judging by the size of the loan.   
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As already seen, it was the Currie family who owned the land to the north side of Clifton 

Place Daniel Currie was a Gourock-based baker when he bought part of James Russell's feu 

in 1854. The census details of 1861 given earlier provide a valuable insight into both family 

and business circumstances as they stood at the time. The later Currie properties, Rockside 

and Elmbank, are not mentioned. Was Hillside the earlier name for one of them, or was it 

replaced by later building (work? Certainly, by 1886, it was Rockside, rather than Hillside, 

that was being used to identify their premises, which comprised three houses, a shop and a 

stable. That set-up would have appeared to continue until at least around the turn of the 

century.  Young Gilbert would grow up to succeed his father in the bakery business. By the 

time of the last comprehensive Helensburgh Directory, published in 1939, the Currie portfolio 

comprised Gilbert Currie, baker, based at Elmbank; James K. Currie, also an Elmbank-based 

baker; James L. Currie, builder, again at Elmbank; John Currie, licensed grocer, based at 

Rockside; W. Currie and sons, builders, based at Elmbank; Mrs G. Currie, Elmbank. There is 

a Miss Currie at Eastwood and a Miss Currie at Ashlea, who may also have been family 

members.  

         

Given the interest engendered by the ovens at Clifton Place, it would be interesting to know if 

any traces of ovens survive at Elmbank or Rockside.                       

 

COVE JOINS THE INFORMATION SUPERHIGHWAY 
 

Returning once more to the story of Robert Harvey, it may be of interest to look in some 

detail at his involvement with a cutting-edge technological marvel that must have impacted 

significantly in the workings of his Post Office: namely the arrival of the electric telegraph. 

Ever since the early 19
th

 century, far-sighted people had come to realise that electricity could, 

in principle, be harnessed to transmit information, perhaps through a wire, if various technical 

hurdles could be overcome. The coming of the railway is a prime example of the kind of 

activity that stimulated progress on that front: by its very nature, there needed to be a fast and 

reliable way of keeping different parts of a railway system in constant touch. By the time the 

railway reached Helensburgh in 1858, communication by electric telegraph formed an 

essential part of the whole enterprise. There were early hopes that the railway company 

would allow public use of its telegraph, but these aspirations were quickly dashed. 

Nevertheless, the railway had shown what was possible, and before long commercial 

operators moved in to fill the vacuum. 

       

 In 1865, the decision was made to install a telegraph system connecting Glasgow to the 

lower Clyde and on to the Mull of Kintyre. (By that time, Glasgow was already connected by 

telegraph to other major population centres). While there was strong commercial pressure for 

such provision- knowledge of the movements of ships and their cargoes could be of 

significant financial value- it was appreciated that this could also be linked to a service to the 

general public. The Universal Private Telegraph Company Ltd, a relatively small player in the 

field, undertook to do just that. The plan was to install overhead cables from Glasgow to 

Helensburgh, and on to Row (Rhu). At Row, an underwater cable was to take the line to 

Rosneath. Once again, overhead cables would enable Kilcreggan and Cove to be reached. 

Another underwater cable would extend the line to Cot House, Cowal, from where further 

combinations of overhead and undersea provision would take the line across Loch Fyne, 

thence down the length of the Kintyre Peninsula. There were to be branches to Rothesay and 

Arran, while another network allowed communication with places like Greenock. 
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Known as the West Highland Telegraph, and more informally as the Cantyre Line, the service 

was soon in operation. Constructed by Reid Brothers of London at a cost of a little over 

£6,000, there were 10 circuits for public use as well as the dedicated commercial ones. In a 

real sense, the whole scheme was planned to operate on a shoestring budget- the big idea was 

to rely heavily on the services of volunteers. There were to be 26 staging posts along the 

route, with a wide variety of hosts. 20 words could be sent for 6d, including delivery within 

half a mile. No rents were payable to agents, but obviously there must have been incentives to 

keep them on board. Currents of varying strength were transmitted, triggering the pointer on a 

dial to indicate a particular letter, or group of letters. Trained staff could soon operate the 

system with commendable efficiency. 

     

Locally, the agent in Helensburgh was Mr Battrum bookseller; at Rosneath, Robert Morrison, 

grocer, while at Cove it was of course, Robert Harvie, Postmaster. As far as is known, the 

system gave reasonable satisfaction, but inevitably there were problems from time to time. 

For example, in 1878, a large steamer badly damaged the cable running across at Row 

Narrows. It would be more than 20 years before the next marvel of communication, the 

telephone, would make its appearance in the area. See Fig 5 for details of the service 

offered.    
  

 

Fig 5. Advert for the Universal 

telegraph Company 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ROBERT HARVEY: IN SERVICE TO PUBLIC LIFE 
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The story of Robert Harvey never fails to amaze. Notwithstanding all his various 

commitments, he still managed to find time and energy to devote to the wider life of the 

community. 

 

In the following passage, great credit is again due to “A Victorian Burgh” and its author for 

the inclusion of much of the material from which this passage is drawn.  

        

Exactly when Harvey entered the realm of public service is not entirely clear, but certainly by 

1880, his name his name was appearing among the list of Cove and Kilcreggan Burgh 

Commissioners. Here, it will be appreciated that Cove and Kilcreggan was formed into a 

burgh in 1865, under the terms of the Police Act of 1862. Needless to say, Harvey was not the 

type of man to sit back and simply make up the numbers; he really did hit the ground 

running, and not just in his role as Commissioner. To quote from “A Victorian Burgh”: - 

 

“He instituted and was the mainstay of the Temperance Movement at Cove, he lent hearty 

support to the settlement of the United Presbyterian Congregation and the building of their 

church. As Burgh Commissioner, he laboured in the planning, building and maintenance of 

the water scheme. As chairman of the Parochial Board, much if his time and technical skill 

had been expended in the planning and adornment of the new cemetery at Barbour, which 

had its first burial on 28
th

 June 1876”. 

      

As if all that were not enough, he was also a central figure in the site selection and 

development of a public recreation facility for the community, and likewise was at the centre 

of planning for a public hall. An additional point worth making is that in elections, he always 

did very well, showing that here was someone in whom people could place their trust and 

expectations. Furthermore, it is clear that he was his own man, never afraid to speak out if he 

felt circumstances demanded it. One technique to which he resorted on occasion was to make 

his point through the medium of the Helensburgh and Gareloch Times. As an example, in a 

letter published on 12 January 1887, he discloses that the Burgh Commissioners have decreed 

that no word of what happens at meetings is to be divulged, save through reports issued by 

the Clerk as deemed appropriate. He informs readers that he will be prepared to provide 

feedback to ratepayers of deliberations at meetings where he feels it is in the public interest to 

do so.  

        

Anyone who would like more details of this formative time in the history of Cove and 

Kilcreggan should certainly refer to “A Victorian Burgh”. 

                                                  

                                                   THE END OF AN ERA 
 

The end for Robert Harvey seems to have come suddenly, and at a time when he was as 

active as ever. On 16
th

 December 1891, a flu epidemic was sweeping the area, and for Robert, 

it proved fatal. Two days later, his body was interred in the very cemetery at Barbour that he 

had helped to create. His headstone is stylish, but not ostentatious, created in red granite, and 

located just shy of the highest point in the cemetery. Here, we discover that he had known 

grief in his family life, with a son, Robert, being lost aged 2 ½ years. (a later son was also 

called Robert). We also learn that Janet predeceased her husband, passing away on 28
th

 July 

1889. His mother, Mary Forrest, is also buried here. 
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It was the second Robert who now took up the business reins from his father in Cove. In 

addition, he was very quickly elected to serve as a Burgh Commissioner, so there was 

continuity in more ways than one. Even so, valuation rolls show that actual ownership of 

Clifton Place now passed to James Harvey, described as a grocer, based at 398 Byres Road, 

Glasgow. For reason or reasons unknown, the family at Cove decided that their future lay in 

South Africa, and they emigrated to Pietermaritzburg at the close of 1895, having been 

showered with gifts by their many well-wishers. It would be splendid if Harvey descendants 

should get in touch at some stage and help carry their story forward.  

                                                

 

 

 

 

ENTER THE MACFARLANES 
 

With the departure of the Harvey family, Clifton Place passed into the possession of the 

MacFarlane family. Whether or not they were related to the Robert MacFarlane who had 

given James Russell a loan in 1851 is not clear: the surname is of course a common one in the 

area. A Valuation Roll of 1898 reveals that Clifton Place was owned by Mrs Mary Dobbie, 

per William MacFarlane.  A postcard view of the premises, probably dating from around 1910 

shows a sign “Macfarlane Brothers” above the right-hand frontage of Clifton Place, while to 

the left of the pend is the sign “Cove Post Office”.  Above the pend itself is a sign advertising 

“John McPherson, Carriage Hirer”- see Pl 15. 

 
Pl 15. Clifton Place around 1910. 

         

It should however be noted that the MacFarlanes did not run the Post Office themselves, at 

least initially. In 1899, the Postmaster was George Bain, and he continued in that role until at 

least 1907, after which William MacFarlane is listed as filling that role. Aside from the Post 

Office, the MacFarlanes were advertising themselves as “Grocers, Bakers and General 
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Merchants”. This description prevailed until around 1916. By 1919, the “Baker” designation 

disappears. One has to wonder if the timing of this change was in any way war-related.   

 

First World War memorial details at Cove Library do not seem to point to a family member 

having fallen, but of course the grim conflict could have created other issues. Of course, the 

matter may simply have boiled down to a business decision. 

     

Post-war, the business continued under the banner of MacFarlane Brothers, as grocers and 

general merchants, while William MacFarlane continued to serve as postmaster for many 

years.  The family continued to own Clifton Place until at least the end of the 1950's, and 

possibly beyond, but by that time were no longer been resident at Clifton Place. This study 

has not been extended beyond that point.  

 

                                                      WHAT'S IN A NAME? 
 

One aspect of Clifton Place and the other properties making up Cove shops is the naming of 

the different buildings, and by what process these names came about. People give particular 

names to buildings for all sorts of reasons. There is no formal or legal process involved, and 

some properties have undergone a number of name-changes over the year. It is however, 

fascinating to speculate. Given the location of Clifton Place and the other nearby buildings, 

backed as they are by quite imposing fossil sea-cliffs, and with the rugged rocks of the 

foreshore in front, it is tempting to suggest that names like Clifton Place, Rockside and 

Rockvale were influenced by such landscape features.  

 

The name “Ury Bank” may come over as quite different, and somewhat unusual. Thanks to 

information supplied by Jan Royal, however, there is a convincing explanation. William 

Gordon was born in 1832 at Chapel of Garioch, Inverurie, and it is supposed that the “urie” 

part of the latter gave rise to the “Ury” name. (“urie” itself is thought to derive from the 

Gaelic “iubhar”, meaning “yew”). 

      

In the case of Cree Bank, it may be instructive to reflect that Samuel Carson was born in 

Kirkcudbrightshire, while his wife Mary, was born in Wigtownshire, as indeed was Catherine 

Cowan, the spouse of William Gordon. As mentioned earlier, Samuel Carson seems to have 

retired to Creetown, so it is not too difficult to see the link to Cree Bank.  

       

Names like Birchwood, Elmbank and Ravenswood would seem to reflect locally-occurring 

plants and birds. 

 

                                             ROASTED BY RED HERRINGS 
 

It is probably true to state that we humans have a deep-seated propensity for putting two and 

two together- making logical deductions from what we observe may well have survival 

advantages. However, such thought processes can all too often lead us up the proverbial 

garden path, and this is what occurred when looking into the background of Robert Harvey. 

       

One document consulted was a prospectus that was drawn up when Rosneath Estate was put 

on the market in 1869-70.  It contained a list of feuars, and the sort of income that could be 

expected from their feu-duties, ranked in order of money payable. Second on the list was 

“Heirs of Robert Harvey”, against which was marked “£93- 2/-”. When it is considered that 

the average was around £20 or less, it can be seen that here must be someone with real 
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financial clout. Surely the chances must be quite low of two unrelated people by the name of 

Robert Harvey being in the same place around the same time, with both being in the property 

market: it began to look as though Robert the joiner must have had a well off relative in the 

background.  

          

The logic of this was reinforced from some of the entries in the census of 1861, where, as 

well as Robert Harvey and his immediate family at Cove, there were several other people 

with the same surname listed as living in proximity. Might they too be part of the wider 

Harvey family? 

      

Nonetheless, there were a few nagging doubts.... time to do a little more digging! 

The trail of the deceased, but wealthy, Robert Harvey soon led to an amended interpretation. 

The Robert Harvey alluded to in the Rosneath sale prospectus had feued two plots in 1865, 

totalling a whopping 13 acres, part of the farms of Barbour and Knockderry.....this went a 

long way to explaining the hefty feu-duty payable. Furthermore, he was a whisky distiller, 

whose distillery was at Port Dundas, Glasgow, while he himself lived at Pinkston.  The large 

villa that was erected on his feu went under the name of Auchengower. He had passed away 

before 1869. 

        

While theoretically, the two Robert Harveys could have been related, it looks very much like 

pure coincidence that they both happened to be in the same place around the same time. Had 

Robert Harvey the joiner known about it, he might have smiled wryly at the thought that even 

the filthy rich sometimes find it expedient to borrow money .... it turns out Harvey the 

distiller had himself had taken out several sizeable loans to help fund the building of 

Auchengower. 

 

Conclusion 

 This project began with the relatively simple survey of the ovens which appeared from the 

mists of time at Clifton Place. It soon expanded into a major piece of historical research 

compiled by Alistair McIntyre and which should be of considerable interest to those 

exploring the recent past in the area. This report is lodged as a paper copy in Cove and 

Helensburgh libraries and also is available as a pdf file from: 

 www.spanglefish.com/northclydearchaeologicalsociety.com 
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