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Introduction 
 

1. Conservation areas are areas of special architectural and/or historic interest, the 
character or appearance of which it is desirable to preserve and enhance.  Under 
Section 61 of the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Act 
1997, Midlothian Council is required to determine which parts of its administrative 
area should be designated as conservation areas.   
 

2. When a Conservation Area has been designated, it is the duty of Midlothian Council to 
pay special attention to the character or appearance of the Conservation Area when 
exercising powers under planning legislation.  The character of a conservation area is 
not a simple matter of style, it is a combination of street layout, building density, scale 
and form, and landscape character.   

 

3. Conservation area character appraisals are a non-statutory form of planning guidance 
recommended as part of the ongoing management of conservation areas.  The 
purpose of this Conservation Area Character Appraisal and Management Plan 
(CACAMP) is to: 

 
Á Highlight the significance of the Conservation Area in terms of townscape, 

landscape, architecture and history;  
Á Provide a framework for conservation area management and for managing change 

within the conservation area; and 
Á Confirm the importance of the designation of the area.  

 
The CACAMP will define how change is managed within the Conservation Area, 
identifying specific opportunities for enhancement and it will inform planning 
decisions in the Conservation Area.  The purpose of conservation area designation and 
this CACAMP is not to prevent change.  The aim is to identify the key characteristics of 
the historic environment and establish a context within which change can continue in 
a way which enhances historic character.     
 

4. The Mavisbank Conservation Area, shown in Figure 1, is centred on the Mavisbank 
Estate, which is located 6 miles south of Edinburgh, between Loanhead, Lasswade and 
Bonnyrigg (Poltonhall).  The population within the Conservation Area is approximately 
180 people.  The Conservation Area straddles the River North Esk and is bounded by 
Wadingburn Road to the north, Loanhead to the west, Poltonhall (Bonnyrigg) to the 
south and Kevock (Lasswade) to the east.  The village of Polton is the only settlement 
within the Conservation Area.  The focal point for the Conservation Area is, however, 
the Mavisbank Estate. 
 

5. The Mavisbank Estate was originally created by Sir John Clerk in collaboration with 
William Adam, in the early 18th Century.  The Category A listed Mavisbank House is 
ƻƴŜ ƻŦ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ tŀƭƭŀŘƛŀn villas, and was one of {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ finest country 
houses for many years.  It is still of significant architectural importance, despite being 
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derelict, and is considered to be of European importance. Mavisbank House is set 
within a designed landscape referred to as the Mavisbank Policies.  Policies is a Scots 
ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ άƎǊƻǳƴŘǎέ ƻǊ άŜǎǘŀǘŜǎέ.  
 

6. Mavisbank Conservation Area was designated in 1977.  The boundary was reviewed 
and enlarged in 1992 and 2014. There are four areas of distinct character ς Mavisbank 
Policies, Polton (including the village, Polton Bank and Polton Road), Wadingburn Road 
and the southern slope of the North Esk valley.  The Conservation Area boundary 
overlaps in parts with the following designations, shown in Figure 2: 

 
Á North Esk Valley Special Landscape Area;  
Á Mavisbank Garden and Designed Landscape; and 
Á Mavisbank Local Biodiversity Site and River North Esk (Lasswade) Local Biodiversity 

Site. 
 

Figure 1: Mavisbank Conservation Area Boundary 

 
 

 

 

  

https://www.historicenvironment.scot/advice-and-support/listing-scheduling-and-designations/gardens-and-designed-landscapes/what-is-the-inventory-of-gardens-and-designed-landscapes/
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Figure 2: Mavisbank Conservation Area and Other Designations 
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Historical Development and Significance 

Origins of the Area 

7. Mavisbank Conservation Area spans the River North Esk between Polton and 
Lasswade.  Much of the North Esk valley is narrow with steep and densely wooded 
sides, but it opens out a little around Polton, creating a broader but still steep sided 
and largely wooded valley.  Along much of its length, including at Mavisbank, the River 
North Esk runs through or is bordered by large estates and former estate lands.  The 
character of Mavisbank Conservation Area is largely influenced by the landform 
resulting from the river, and by the estates lining the banks of the river ς Mavisbank 
Estate and Polton Estate.   
 

         
   John Adair Map (printed 1735)               Roy Lowland Map (1755)          

 
8. The main focus of the Mavisbank Conservation Area is the Mavisbank Estate.  The 

Estate was formed by Sir John Clerk (2nd Baronet of Penicuik) from land originally 
purchased by his father (Sir John Clerk, 1st Baronet) as part of Mavisbank Farm.  The 
farm was purchased with the intention of building a small house from which the 1st 
Baronet could supervise his local coal mining operations more easily than from the 
family home in Penicuik.     
 

     
  Mavisbank Estate aerial view               Aerial view of Conservation Area 

  

9. The former Polton Estate also lies within the Conservation Area.  The estate was feued 
in 1500 by Sir David Ramsey from the Abbot of the hospital of St Leonard (Edinburgh).  
The estate was purchased by William Calderwood (later Lord Polton) in 1711.  The 
now demolished Polton House was built in the 1700s on a small promontory over the 
valley, which was the site of an older house dating from the 16th century.  The site of 
Polton House is now the Poltonhall Industrial Estate.  The summerhouse has survived 
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and is Category B listed.  It sits outwith the boundary of the Mavisbank Conservation 
Area. 
 

     
   Polton House (by Mrs Kenny Stuart 1864-65)          Polton House (Ordnance Survey 1852) 

 
10. Polton village developed as a result of the establishment of the Springfield Paper Mill 

in 1742 and the Polton Paper Mill in 1750 which both utilised the power of the River 
North Esk.  The site of the Polton Paper Mill lies within the Conservation Area.  The 
site belongs to Midlothian Council, and following the demolition of the former mill 
buildings, has been re-naturalised.  The site of Springfield Mill is not within the 
Conservation Area.  The mill buildings were demolished and the site has been restored 
for wildlife, managed by the Midlothian Council Ranger Service.  It is a designated 
Local Biodiversity Site. The paper mills were served by the Esk Valley Railway, which 
was a branch from the Edinburgh ς Peebles railway, from the 1860s to the 1960s.    
 

    
    Polton Paper Mill 1974                Polton Bowling Green 2020 
 

Archaeological & Historical Significance 
11. The great estates, combined with the industrial development along the North Esk in 

the 18th and 19th centuries, has led to strong relationships between the buildings and 
landscapes of the valley and a rich and complex set of literary, artistic and 
architectural associations.  During the mid-18th century there were claims that the 
River Esk was the most industrialised 17 miles in the whole of Europe.  The water of 
the North Esk provided power for numerous industries along its bank for centuries, 
leading to the construction of more than 20 weirs along its length and leaving a 
significant legacy of industrial heritage and archaeology.  This industrial development 
also had a significant effect on the pattern of built development and urban expansion 
along the river.  The whole of the North Esk Valley has important historic and cultural 
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associations, which over time had significant influence on Scottish cultural life, and 
Mavisbank is a key part of this. 
 

12. Sir John Clerk (2nd Baronet of Penicuik) was a lawyer and politician. He was 
instrumental in the Act of Union between England and Scotland in 1707, and served 
on the first joint Government of the United Kingdom.  Alongside his role in early 18th 
Century British political and cultural history, he was a central figure in the Scottish 
Enlightenment (the period in the 18th and early 19th centuries characterised by an 
outpouring of intellectual and scientific accomplishments which exerted significant 
cultural influence).  {ƛǊ WƻƘƴ ǿŀǎ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ άŀǊōƛǘŜǊ ƻŦ 
ǘŀǎǘŜέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ муth Century.  He was an enthusiastic antiquarian and 
improver of his estates.  He was also an important patron of the architect William 
Adam, with whom he designed Mavisbank House and Policies.   
 

        
                Sir John Clerk               William Adam 

 

13. Mavisbank House was intended to be a summer pavilion rather than ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ 
principal residence, which remained at Penicuik House.  Mavisbank House and the 
designed landscape of the Policies provided Sir John with the opportunity to put into 
ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƘŜ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻŜǘƛŎ ǘǊŜŀǘƛǎŜ ƻƴ ά¢ƘŜ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅ {ŜŀǘέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ 
ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ мтнтΦ aŀǾƛǎōŀƴƪ IƻǳǎŜ ǿŀǎ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ tŀƭƭŀŘƛŀƴ Ǿƛlla and is a prime 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǾƛƭƭŀΩ ōǳƛƭǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǘƻǿƴ ƻǊ ŎƛǘȅΦ  The design of 
the house is Palladian in form, sketched by Sir John Clerk on the basis of Dutch 
examples, and finalised by William Adam with added Baroque detail.  It had a 
profound influence on Scottish architecture, inspiring a generation of country houses 
with symmetrical plans, curved wings and classical ornamentation. It is a Category A 
listed building. 
 

 
Front elevation of Mavisbank House by William Adam, published in Vitruvius Scoticus 
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òOn Escaõs flowry banks there is a Grove, 
Where the harmonious Thrush repeats its love. 
There Ile observes the precepts you indite, 
But never any more attempt to writeó 

              CǊƻƳ ά¢ƘŜ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅ {Ŝŀǘέ ōȅ {ƛǊ WƻƘƴ /ƭŜǊƪΣ 1727 

 
14. Polton Paper Mill was originally established in 1750, and by the 1780s was owned by 

William Simpson, who was responsible for a number of papermaking innovations in 
Scotland. These included introducing the use of chlorine bleach in whitening paper, 
the tub-sizing of writing paper to improve the absorption of ink, mechanical agitation 
of the stuff chest and steam heated vats.  The Esk Valley Railway opened in 1867 to 
serve the Polton Paper Mill, the neighbouring Springfield Mill and Kevock Mill.  It was 
a branch line off the Edinburgh to Peebles railway.  One of the significant features of 
the Esk Valley Railway was the Lasswade Viaduct, a six arch viaduct with a gentle 
curve.  The viaduct was designed by Thomas Bouch, designer of the first Tay Bridge 
which collapsed in 1879, and is a Category B listed structure.   

 

     
Polton Station (circa 1910)                Lasswade Viaduct (aerial view) 
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Townscape and Landscape Setting Analysis 
 
15. Four areas of distinct character can be identified in Mavisbank Conservation Area 

(shown in Figure 3 below) ς Mavisbank Policies, Polton (including the village, Polton 
Bank and Polton Road), Wadingburn Road and the southern slope of the North Esk 
valley.  These character areas are simply a means of describing areas of common 
characteristics (architectural, historical and layout) within this appraisal.  They have no 
administrative, legal or other significance.   

 

Figure 3: Character Areas in Mavisbank Conservation Area 

 
 

Architectural Quality & Built Form 

16. Mavisbank Policies Character Area - Mavisbank Policies is a designed landscape laid out 
in the early 18th century around Mavisbank House.  The grounds comprised a loch, 
woodlands, a walled garden, walks, viewpoints, open pasture, fields and several 
structures which had ornamental and/or functional roles in the estate, including a 
doocot and a game larder.  The location of the House was chosen in response to the 
άwƻƳŀƴ Stationέ ς a mound to the south-west of the house which was said to be 
Roman, but is more likely to have been an Iron Age site, although there is no 
archaeological evidence to indicate the nature of the mound.  The relationship of this 
άŦƻǊǘέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ was a major determinant of the central axis of the designed 
landscape, as was the natural topography of the valley and the setting it provides. 
 

17. Key surviving features of the original designed landscape, that integrate the house and 
its policies, ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŀȄƛǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ άŦƻǊǘέΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ 
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the central avenue terminating in the Doocot; traces of the ǊŀŘƛŀǘƛƴƎ άƎƻƻǎŜ-feetέ 
avenues; and the walled garden, drives and paths.  The lochan (small loch) is a key 
feature of the landscape and was formed in 19th century from the original ornamental 
canal as part of wider changes to a more natural-style landscape in the estate.   

 

18. The original Mavisbank landscape is chiefly important as the embodiment of the early 
18th century intellectual and aesthetic concerns of its creator, Sir John Clerk.  Both the 
house and the landscape were conceived as an integral whole to demonstrate all 
ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ άǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ [ƛŦŜέ ŜǎǇƻǳǎŜŘ ōȅ /ƭŜǊƪ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 
gentlemen.  The careful and artistic integration of the House and Policies is an 
important feature which has survived throughout the changes experienced by the 
Estate.   It is the later phase of the landscape from the late 18th and early 19th 
centuries that is most evident today ς drives, paths, plantations, parkland and lochan 
are all in this later form.  The Policies are now an important publically accessible 
greenspace and designated as a Local Biodiversity Site. 

 

 
Mavisbank & Polton (Ordnance Survey 1892) 

 

19. The house was built between 1723 and 1727 and was designed by Sir John Clerk (2nd 
Baronet of Penicuik) in collaboration with William Adam, who was the foremost 
architect in Scotland at the time.  The architectural style of the house was mainly 
influenced by the Palladian style of Sir John Clerk with Baroque influences from 
William Adam.  Mavisbank is considered by many to be the first example of this style 
of country house, inspiring a new generation of villas, for example Arniston House 
near Gorebridge and Paxton House near Duns.  The Clerk family sold the house in 
1815 and substantial additions were made to the house between 1820 and 1840.  In 
1877 further extensions were added and the house, re-named New Saughton Hall, 
became an asylum.  When the asylum closed in 1953, it was sold to a private owner 
and the house was taken back to its original external form.  The house has been 
















































