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A box of delights to rescue Mackintosh’s Hill House 

 

Conservation charity the National Trust for Scotland has developed an inspired, 

cutting-edge plan to quite literally save the Hill House for the nation. 

 

The Trust plans to build a colossal yet sublime enclosure (designed by architects 

Carmody Groarke) over Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s renowned Helensburgh 

landmark to protect the building and keep the elements out.  This will give skilled 

conservation teams the time needed to find long-term solutions that will secure 

the building’s structural integrity.  

 

The Hill House was built as a domestic dwelling for publisher Walter Blackie 

between 1902 and 1904.  Mackintosh was determined to give his client a ‘home 

for the future’, dispensing with fussy Victorian and Edwardian-style external 

detailing in favour of a shockingly plain exterior. 

 

To achieve this Mackintosh made use of a new material – Portland cement – to 

form a smooth layer of render.  The result was much admired and controversial 

in equal measure to his contemporaries.  The trouble is that the once-

experimental finish has allowed extensive moisture ingress from the day it was 

first applied. 

 

Decades of driving west coast wind and rain have saturated the walls of the Hill 

House – and threaten the building’s long-term survival, including the bespoke 

interior finishes and designs that Mackintosh and his wife, Margaret MacDonald, 

created for his client. 

 

Over many years, solutions have been attempted but none have solved the 

problem.  The Hill House’s current owner, the National Trust for Scotland, is now 

taking action to ensure that, for once and for all, one of Scotland’s most 

important buildings will remain as a beacon of one of its greatest son’s design 

genius. 

Simon Skinner, the National Trust for Scotland’s Chief Executive said: 

 



“As our President, Neil Oliver, put it, the Hill House is in danger of ‘dissolving like 

an aspirin in a glass of water.’  We are building what amounts to a shield around 

and above the Hill House to keep wind and rain out and give the building a 

chance to dry. 

 

“The structure is effectively a porous cage, albeit a beautifully designed one, that 

still allows some movement of air and a degree of moisture penetration – this is 

essential to ensure the walls do not dry out too quickly and crumble as a result. 

 

“While the Hill House is being protected from the elements, our conservation and 

architectural heritage teams can start work to find solutions that will respect the 

historic and design integrity of the building, meet the standards and obligations 

required by its listed status and ensure that this precious place will survive to 

inspire future generations. 

 

“The temporary enclosure is see-through, which means that the building will still 

be visible from the outside, despite its respite from the elements after a century 

of being drenched.”    

 

The Trust also revealed that the enclosure, which could be in place for a number 

of years, will do more than act as a refuge from the weather.    

 

Simon Skinner added: 

 

“Not only will the structure allow us to keep the Hill House open to the public 

while our conservation teams are at work restoring the building to its original 

condition, it will become accessible to them like never before. 

 

“Within the enclosure, visitors will be able to climb stairs and gangways for a 

bird’s eye view of Mackintosh’s masterpiece and to get up close and personal to 

the genius of his design. 

 

“As a bonus, visitors can watch the restoration work as it progresses and then 

turn around to enjoy stunning views out over the Firth of Clyde.” 

 

Andy Groarke of architects Carmody Groarke said:  

 

“The National Trust of Scotland are adopting a very bold approach to the 

conservation of the Hill House; one that is radical and experimental in seeking 



new methods to extend the lifespan of our heritage, and one that invites public 

interaction and interpretation of these processes.  

 

“We are very proud to play a part in this pioneering project of theirs and to have 

a chance to learn at first-hand about Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s residential 

masterpiece.” 

 

Richard Williams, the National Trust for Scotland’s General Manager for Glasgow 

& West said: 

 

“We need to take the time needed to get this right.  While we anticipate that the 

protective structure will be up next year, and we very much appreciate the 

support Argyll and Bute Council are giving us through the planning process to 

achieve this, it may have to stay in place for a number of years. 

 

“There are many different experts and contributors who will have a part to play 

finding the eventual solution.  This is a conservation project of international 

importance - and this is not just because of Mackintosh and the intrinsic 

specialness of the Hill House itself. 

 

“Charles Rennie Mackintosh was in the vanguard of using the materials and 

creating the kinds of buildings that became the vernacular in the 20th century.  

As the 21st century progresses more effort is being made around the globe to 

preserve important structures from the preceding century and the lessons we 

learn can be applied by others.  This has been recognised by the Getty 

Conservation Institute, which has given us a generous donation for that very 

reason. 

 

“As generous as the Getty donation is, we as a charity are going to have to raise 

millions of pounds to shield, protect and save the Hill House.   

 

“Working with together with our colleagues in the NTS USA Foundation, we will 

be launching one of the biggest fundraising drives in our history early in the New 

Year: we hope that everyone who has a love of Mackintosh’s work and Scotland’s 

architectural heritage will make a contribution.” 

 

- ENDS -  

 

Images: hi-res images can be downloaded from 

https://www.flickr.com/gp/133918740@N04/80C84G  

 

https://www.flickr.com/gp/133918740@N04/80C84G


Background 

 Charles Rennie Mackintosh, the son of a police superintendent, was born in Glasgow 

on 7 June 1868. The 150th anniversary of his birth will be marked in 2018. 

 

 He enrolled at Glasgow School of Art in 1884.  After completing his apprenticeship in 

1890, he met his future wife Margaret MacDonald, her sister Frances and, together 

with his friend, Herbert McNair, they became known as ‘The Four’ who created the 

‘Glasgow Style’ of architecture and interior design. 

 

 In 1902, the publisher Walter Blackie purchased a plot of land at the top of a hill in 

Helensburgh for which he planned a new home with views over the Gareloch and the 

Firth of Clyde. 

 

 Blackie already had an interest in the Glasgow Style and Mackintosh was 

recommended to him. 

 

 Mackintosh was heavily influenced by the traditional plain style of historic Scottish 

towns and villages and disliked the then current vogue in architecture which copied 

Tudor, Gothic and Classical detailing.  It was a meeting of minds with Blackie. 

 

 At a cost of £5,000, Mackintosh, along with his wife Margaret MacDonald, oversaw 

the design and construction of every detail of the Hill House, which was completed in 

1904. 

 

 The Hill House proved to be incredibly influential in Europe, becoming especially 

inspiring to the German Bauhaus school and architectural/design movement, which 

in turn inspired much mid-late 20
th

 century architecture. 

 

 In 1953, the property was sold to Mr T Campbell Lawson.  In 1972 it was sold to the 

Royal Incorporation of Architects in Scotland (RIAS) and by 1978 the Landmark Trust 

took over a specially converted top flat for holiday-letting. 

 

 The National Trust for Scotland acquired the Hill House in May 1982, with financial 

assistance of £425,000 from the National Heritage Memorial Fund. 

 

 In 2015, the Getty Conservation Institute allocated a grant of £95,000 towards the Hill 

House. 

 

 The total cost of the Hill House project will be in the region of £4 million. 
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