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People and nature: learning through doing was an action research
programme supported by Scottish Natural Heritage and Scottish Community
Development Centre which aimed to increase understanding and improve
the ways in which voluntary and community sector organisations, and the
agencies and organisations which support them, work with excluded and
disadvantaged groups to involve them in activities in the natural heritage.

The programme ran from Autumn 2009 till Spring 2011, with five
participating groups.
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Executive summary
The Estate of Cowden Hall, tucked away at the edge of the village of Neilston, is a
jewel hidden in its landscape. Although the site’s former glory fades from view with
every harsh winter, its beauty is etched in the memories of many and its wilderness
relished by walkers and dogs. The place abounds with legends and stories as well
as relics of stone, brick, metal and plant that span the history of Neilston as a place to
grow up, a place to work and a place to play.
In 2009, Neilston became Scotland’s first Renaissance Town, a community-led
programme that empowers local people to lead the regeneration of their place. This
process allowed Neilston to develop a 20-year vision for the sustainable regeneration
of the town. These proposals are captured in the Neilston Charter, a manifesto for
the community, which identifies Cowden Hall Estate as a latent asset in terms of
heritage and natural environment.
The Neilston Develoment Trust Cowden Hall Community Action Research
Project is intended to help to take forward aspirations for Cowden Hall Estate by
developing a better understanding of its value to the community. Our aim has been
to find out more about the ways it matters to the community at present by asking
who uses it now and by finding out how it mattered in the past, and establishing
whether there are lessons from its past that can help us think about possibilities for
its future. The Cowden Hall Community Action Research Project aims to consider
how Cowden Hall Estate might flourish again alongside the community of Neilston.
The focus of enquiry has been to explore the potential for wider use by the
community of Neilston of Cowden Hall Estate.
The enquiry has several components:
1. Establishing a baseline profile of how the area is currently used (by whom;
how often; and in what way)
2. Exploring how the area was used in the past (by whom; and in what way)
3. Considering how the area might be developed to encourage and support
wider, integrated community use and access to the natural environment.
To this effect, a survey of 251 members of the community was administered on site
and off site between October 2010 and March 2011 and an intergenerational
storytelling project was delivered in early spring 2011. The information gathered
has allowed us to build a profile of those that use the site; to learn about the patterns
and purpose of their visits as well as their views on its future. As importantly, we
have been able to build a profile of those that don’t use the site and the reasons why
not, as well as what changes, if any, would make them more likely to visit.
Conversations and storytelling between older members of the community and
children from P7 of Neilston Primary School have inspired ideas for the site’s future.
These have been captured in art work and stories.
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Key findings: Survey
From the information gathered in the surveys, we learned the following:
• Of the 250 that responded, 88 (35%) didn't know where Cowden Hall is.
o Of the 82 adults, 8 (10%) didn’t know where it is
o Of the 132 under 12s, 77 (58%) didn't know where it is
• Of the 240 that responded, 127 (53%) do visit Cowden Hall.
• Of the 132 that responded to the question on frequency, 85 (64%) visit only
occasionally or rarely.
• Of the 132 that responded, 43 (33%) visit Cowden Hall to walk and 36 (27%)
to walk their dog.
• Of the 94 adult off-site respondents, only 10 (11%) identified Cowden Hall as
their destination for an outdoors trip.
• Most people who didn’t visit cited access, difficulty finding way around, and
safety concerns as reasons for not going. These points are most evident in the
responses from the seniors and the young people of the community.
• Cowden Hall has, however, a number of regular and devoted site users,
mostly dog walkers who visit frequently and in all weathers.
• All those surveyed, on and off site, endorsed the idea of basic improvements –
these included path maintenance, seating, wildlife areas and bins.
• Of the 115 that responded, 74 (64%) would welcome maintained paths.
• Of the 219 that responded, 119 (91%) would be more likely to visit if
improvements were made. This rose to 98% among adults surveyed off site.
• Several expressed the opinion that they wished it be left wild and as it is.
• Of the 89 respondents, 76 (67%) were interested in walks, and 44 (49%) were
interested in conservation activities, being organised at Cowden Hall.
In summary, we found that current use of Cowden Hall is primarily for dog walking,
by a small but regular group (some of whom also come for other reasons including
walks, watching nature and exercise). While only 10% of adults surveyed off-site
didn’t know where Cowden Hall was, only 62% ever visit Cowden Hall and less
than a quarter would choose it as a destination for an outdoors visit. The main
reasons for not visiting were: not knowing the way around, and safety concerns –
especially among older and younger respondents. 91% of everyone surveyed said
they would be more likely to visit if improvements were made.
Key findings: Storytelling
The Cowden Hall community research project uncovered a deep appreciation of the
Estate amongst the community of Neilston. This value can be attributed to various
factors. For many, it lies in the site’s wildness and beauty as a woodland and a place
to walk. For others, it is a place rich with memories and personal associations, some
of which are tied to the world of work and recreation in the Estate as a mill worker.
For others, attachment to the site comes from the privilege and experience of
growing up around, and in the shadow of, the Estate and the Mill. For many, its value
lies in its unique historic interest, which spans the centuries, leaving the relics of
landowners and land uses from the Middle Ages to the present. For the young, it has
been the chance to encounter this history and be inspired by stories of freedom,
magic, challenges and fun enjoyed by previous generations.
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Regardless of familiarity with the site today or knowledge of its meanings to the
community in the past, we can conclude that for most, the allure and mystique of
Cowden Hall is a force to be reckoned with.
Conclusion: Cowden Hall matters!
The results of this research will be shared with all those who have an interest in and
have supported the project. A “Cowden Hall Matters” Group will be convened to
follow up on this research project. This strategy group will develop an action plan
taking into account the findings of this research, noting concerns ranging from
immediate issues of path maintenance and tree management, to the more strategic
concerns of preserving heritage and recreational opportunities and supporting NDT’s
conservation, environmental, educational, food production, health and wellbeing
interests within a sustainable framework.

To find out more about Neilston Development Trust, the Cowden Hall Estate, and to
get a copy of the full report, see our websites www.neilstontrust.co.uk and
www.cowdenhall.org.uk
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1. Introduction
Neilston is a small town of 5,000+ residents with a proud history, of which the
Crofthead cotton mill and the Cowden Hall Estate are to the forefront. Industry
closures and the town’s increasing role as a commuter settlement for Glasgow has
led to a loss of its identity during recent decades, a fate shared by many such small
towns.
Neilston Development Trust (NDT) has been mobilising for change in the
community since 2006, utilising their unique model of community led-regeneration.
In 2009, Neilston became Scotland’s first Renaissance Town, a community-led
programme that empowers local people to lead the regeneration of their place. This
process allowed Neilston to develop a 20-year vision for the sustainable regeneration
of the town. These proposals are captured in the Neilston Charter, a manifesto for
the community, which identifies Cowden Hall Estate as a latent asset in terms of
heritage and natural environment.
(See www.neilstontrust.co.uk/Neilston%20Town%20Charter.pdf - Section 9, p47).
The NDT Cowden Hall Community Action Research Project is intended to help to
take forward these aspirations for Cowden Hall by developing a better understanding
of its value to the community. Records of the value and meaning of Cowden Hall to
the people of Neilston over time, and at the present, are incomplete. This community
research project has gone a small way to fill in some of these gaps. Our aim has
been to find out more about the ways it matters to the community at present by
asking who uses it now and by finding out how it mattered in the past, and
establishing whether there are lessons from its past that can help us think about
possibilities for its future.
The Estate of Cowden Hall is tucked away at the edge of the village, a jewel hidden
in Neilston’s landscape. Although the site’s former glory fades from view with every
harsh winter, its beauty is etched in the memories of many and its wilderness relished
by walkers and dogs. The place abounds with legends and stories as well as relics
of stone, brick, metal and plant that span the history of Neilston as a place to grow
up, a place to work and a place to play.
Location map: Neilston and Cowden Hall Estate
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Cowden Hall Estate (and the Neilston Pad)

The community of Neilston currently enjoys informal access to the privately owned
Cowden Hall Estate, located on the village’s north western edge. The records for the
Estate are amongst the earliest for the Parish. Its history is one of Lords, Earls and
Barons; of Lairds and 18th century agricultural progress; of nineteenth century
industrialists and empire; and no less important, of the life and work of “ordinary
people” over time in a rural mill town. The changes in its ownership and land use
provide a fascinating insight into the wider political, economic and social factors that
have shaped the development of Neilston, its people and landscape. (For more
information on the Estate and its history, visit www.cowdenhall.org.uk/thestory.htm).
Many of the details and facts of this past are, sadly, lost with time. Others are waiting
to be told and new ones are being made at this very moment. Beyond recent
personal accounts, and a very few images from the past, we know little of the
community of Neilston’s relationship with the Cowden Hall Estate, and its wishes,
dreams and thoughts for its future.
We know that the site is cherished, at least in memory, but is falling into disrepair.
We also know the site is a unique place on account of its cultural history and that it
offers great potential as an outdoor space, woodland and natural habitat with local
cultural value which spans generations.
People and nature: learning through doing
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The Cowden Hall Community Action Research Project aims to consider how Cowden
Hall Estate might flourish again alongside the community of Neilston.
Taking part in the People and Nature: Learning through Doing action research
programme with Scottish Natural Heritage and Scottish Community Development
Centre has enabled NDT to progress our interests as a community organisation on
several fronts. This programme aimed to support communities to develop the skills
and knowledge required to widen access to the natural environment. Within this aim,
the Cowden Hall Community Action Research Project:
•
•
•

Has allowed us to take forward enquiry on a site identified as a priority by the
community in the Neilston Charter;
Has allowed us to conduct that enquiry using a methodology which is
compatible with the ethos of NDT. That is, the research has been developed
and led by the community; and its findings are intended for community benefit;
Is in support of our interests in championing and cherishing local heritage.

Whilst our immediate aim has been to establish the extent of local interest and
awareness of Cowden Hall Estate, our longer term aim is to establish whether this
asset can support more sustainable lifestyles.
Specifically, can people be
encouraged to get outdoors and enjoy local walks and nature activities as something
easily accessible and enjoyable “on their doorstep”.
Neilston is a former industrial community surrounded by rural areas, yet with recent
housing expansion traditional access routes and walks to the countryside have been
lost. In general there is a lack of connectivity between areas of the village and
between the village and the outdoors. As such, we hope the research will also
support:
•
•

Interests in addressing issues of spatial connectivity though out the village;
Interests in championing health and wellbeing by making outdoor access
easier and more appealing.

We hope that in the longer term the research will support our wider interest in
promoting health and wellbeing through the increased access to the outdoors.

People and nature: learning through doing
Neilston Development Trust action research report

8

2. Neilston Development Trust - A profile
Neilston Development Trust (NDT) was established in 2006 (with its predecessor
Neilston: Space to Live established in 2004) to champion, facilitate, support and drive
the regeneration of Neilston. It is based in the ‘Bank’, an asset acquired through
Community Right to Buy, 2006.
Our vision is to ensure that Neilston is a successful, sustainable, well-planned and
well-connected small town transformed by local people in an extraordinary way.
What have we done?

Neilston Life:
• Since 2005, created and run the Neilston Live festival and a wider programme
of activities (see below)
• Created a community newsletter, The Space, delivered free to all households
Neilston Work:
•
Acquired the former bank to create a new focus for community life and
secure an asset base for the Trust
• Fostered new networks and partnerships between local organisations, council
departments and other agencies
• Participate as active members in the Neilston Town Team, a democratic
community forum, in partnership with the local authority and other key
stakeholders, to take forward the Neilston Charter, a 20 year masterplan for
the community (www.neilstontrust.co.uk/Neilston%20Town%20Charter.pdf)
Neilston Space:
• Delivered community workshops and surveys about the future of the village
• Won council agreement to undertake a masterplan for the village – now the
Renaissance Town programme (the Neilston Charter)
NDT activities currently include:
•
Playing a central role in Renaissance, locally and nationally
•
Running the former Bank building as a local resource for inclusion and
community development
•
Operating a carbon reduction programme
•
Supporting local culture and a cultural programme
•
Running a volunteer development programme
•
Taking forward a joint venture windfarm proposal
•
Developing a consultancy service in support of place-based, culturally
centred regeneration
•
A partnership with the local Community Health Care Partnership (CHCP) is in
negotiation, to develop the Bank as a means of tailoring and enhancing
services for older people
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Who we work with
NDT is a community-based membership organisation open to everyone within the
community, with a particular focus on the neediest which include the elderly, the
unemployed, the isolated (due to issues of physical incapacity or ill health) and the
infirm. Of Neilston’s population of 5000+, approximately 4000 commute on a daily
basis to places of employment or education outside Neilston. NDT’s challenge is to
provide services and activities that serve the needs and interests of both these
groups, and at the same time integrating the delivery towards the development of a
robust and sustainable community.
Neilston - and the need for the action research project
Neilston is a small town of just over 5000 residents, situated on a hill overlooking
Glasgow and the Clyde Valley. For 200 years it was a major centre for the cotton
industry in Scotland, with the last mill finally closing in the early 1990s. In the past few
decades it has increasingly assumed the role of countless such commuter villages on
the edge of larger towns and cities.
It has its own share of social problems, with several pockets of severe disadvantage.
Over 70% of the population leaves the village every day for work leaving behind a
population with low spending capacity and mobility. Inevitably the deprived sub areas
suffer most (with problems of low income, worklessness and poor health), aggravated
by isolation among the older population, carers and young parents. Scottish Index of
Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) figures were calculated for every Neilston postcode using
the 2009 figures. The figures highlight that while experiencing elements of rural
isolation on the urban fringe of the central belt, Neilston is not statistically one of the
most deprived settlements in Scotland. It does however contain pockets of
deprivation in relation to income, employment, health and lack of access to financial
services. Additionally, there are various types of need which do not readily feature in
league tables but which have nonetheless serious implications for those concerned,
including social isolation caused by age, bereavement and poor health.
Although fairly rural, Neilston has very little easy access to the surrounding
countryside. People typically travel by car for trips to the outdoors and for a place to
cycle. Cowden Hall Estate sits on the edge of the village as an untapped resource for
enjoying nature and the outdoors and for helping support better health and wellbeing
within a community committed to sustainability and community life.
To find out more about Neilston Development Trust and Cowden Hall Estate, see our
websites www.neilstontrust.co.uk and www.cowdenhall.org.uk
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3. The research proposal
3.1 Background
The aim of this research project has been to find out more about the community of
Neilston’s relationship with Cowden Hall Estate and its wishes, dreams and thoughts
for its future.
Mention of “Cowden Hall” arouses in many a passionate reflection on, and
sometimes a wistful sadness for, past childhood times and a way of life cherished
and long gone. Most often, talk is of its beauty and grandeur. Yet beyond these
recent personal accounts, and a very few images from the past, records of the value
and meaning of Cowden Hall to the people of Neilston over time, and at the present,
are incomplete.
This community research project aimed in a small way to fill in some of the gaps in
our knowledge about the value of Cowden Hall to the community of Neilston.
Specifically, our aim has been to find who uses it now and whether there are
lessons from its past that can help us think about its future with a particular interest
in stimulating interest amongst the younger people of the community.
3.2 Enquiry focus
The focus of the action research enquiry has been to explore the potential for wider
use by the Neilston community of Cowden Hall Estate as a place for enjoying nature
and the outdoors. To answer this question, we decided we first had to establish how
Cowden Hall matters to Neilston, by asking:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Who uses it now?
In what way do they use it?
What improvements, if any, would they welcome
Who doesn’t use it?
Why don’t they use it?
What improvements, if any, would they welcome?
Are there lessons from its past that can help us think about its future?

The enquiry, therefore, has several components:
1. Establishing a baseline profile of how the Cowden Hall estate is currently used
(by whom; how often; and in what way)
2. Exploring how the area was used in the past (by whom; and in what way)
3. Considering how the area might be developed to encourage and support
wider, integrated community use.
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3.3 Focus within the community
The project was targeted at the whole community of Neilston on the premise that
local residents active in the Neilston Town Team (see section 2) have asserted future
development of Cowden Hall Estate as a community aspiration and priority.
The project also sought to establish the interests, knowledge and experience of
particular sections of the community, specifically young and older people. These
groups were targeted for the following reasons:
•
•
•
•
•

They are currently less well represented in the Town Team, which as a
community-led structure, is still in evolution.
The young and the older are amongst those groups known at a national level
to face particular barriers in their access to the natural environment.
The older members of the community are those most likely to have memories
of the Estate as it was in years gone by.
The Primary 7s of the two local primary schools have been working with NDT
as part of a Living History project towards gathering a young person’s voice on
the village’s future for the past 3 years.
The community has the familiar challenges of “negative perceptions of young
people” in association with lack of opportunities (jobs, training) and an
absence of local services (no proper youth facility; limited youth services
provision).

3.4 Project impact
It is hoped that this research project will help to take forward interests and priorities
identified through the Neilston Charter - to increase community access to the
natural environment and ascertain the importance of Cowden Hall’s heritage to
future developments.
This research will provide a starting point in identifying community aspirations for the
site’s future and the project’s impacts will support:
•

Inclusion: NDT is well aware of the challenges of ensuring that community
engagement and participation is broad-based, and in particular includes the
young.

•

The project is an ideal opportunity to advance Neilston Charter aspirations
and specifically to develop a further organisational capacity and purpose in
working with all in the community and providing a tangible and valuable means
of registering their views, experience and aspirations in relation to Cowden
Hall Estate.
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3.5 Changes from the initial research proposal
Youth work: It was originally envisaged that the survey would be delivered to the
village’s youth to find out their usage of Cowden Hall. Proposals were progressed
with the Youth Services team from East Renfrewshire Council, who use the Bank as
a venue for youth work as well as delivering an outreach, street-based programme.
Although the work was agreed in principal, the challenges of time and capacity
experienced on both sides meant that this aspect of the project was not taken
forward.
Gathering memories and stories: It was envisaged that there would be interviews
conducted with members of the community identified as “holders” of information and
key memories of the Estate’s use and value in the past. The challenges of time,
volunteer training and support required to deliver such a programme meant that this
aspect of the project was not taken forward. Personal memories and stories were
gathered instead in a group setting using the expertise of a professional storyteller
from the Village Storytelling Centre.
A document in support of local heritage and walks: It was envisaged that the
project would leave as a legacy a document highlighting Cowden Hall Estate as a
local outdoor amenity. However, given that the land is privately owned and that there
has been no formal discussion with the landowners around their interest in supporting
the site’s development and promotion, the project has instead been posted at
www.cowdenhall.org.uk as a way of reporting back on findings and progress to date.
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4. Research process and methods
4.1 Overview
The research had two phases:
Phase 1: Cowden Hall matters? - Establishing a profile of current usage of the
site
To establish a profile of site usage, we developed a survey which sought to find out:
•
•

Who site users are and what are their usage patterns and their views on the
site now and its future
Who site non-users are and what are their views on the site now and their
thoughts for its future

The survey was administered on site and off site. Copies of the surveys can be seen
in the Appendix.
Phase 2: Lessons from the past? - Gathering stories from the past to inform
the future
To find out more about the value of Cowden Hall Estate to the people of Neilston in
the past, and as an inspiration for the future, we developed an intergenerational
storytelling project with older members of the community and children from P7 of
Neilston Primary School. This included:
•
•
•

Gathering memories and stories about Cowden Hall from older members of
the community
Sharing these memories and stories with the school children
Using this exchange to inspire suggestions for the site’s future, captured in
artwork, statements and stories by the children.

The storytelling outputs can be found in the Appendix and at
www.cowdenhall.org.uk/letstalk.htm

The methods used to gather information in these two phases of the research are
described on the following pages.
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4.2 Phase 1 - Survey methodology
It was decided that the best way to answer the question, Who uses it now?, was to
administer an on-site survey of people visiting Cowden Hall to allow us to develop a
profile of current users and usage, and where possible their views on its future. We
also decided to take the survey off-site and find out about the wider community’s
usage, knowledge and views of Cowden Hall.
On-site survey: Current users
The “on-site” surveys were delivered between October and December 2010 and were
carried out in (mostly) dry spells in reasonable, albeit cold, weather. The survey
sessions were normally conducted at 9.30am; 12.30pm; 3.30pm for 45 minutes, but
times were varied to accommodate volunteer availability and the weather. Eight site
visits took place on weekdays and two on weekends. Each survey took between 5-10
minutes to complete. Initial plans had been to survey early in the morning and in the
evening, but given that delivery slipped into the end of the year, and shorter days,
surveying did not happen at this time as a safety precaution.
A total of 19 surveys were completed; 16 conducted on-site, and 3 returned by post
from residents in the immediate vicinity who were posted the survey for their
consideration.
Off-site survey: Community engagement
To ensure breadth of coverage within the community, an “off-site” survey was
distributed around various community groups active in the village, local primary
schools and at events in the village. This included groups which use the Bank as a
venue (Cards Crafters, Knitting Group, Childminders and the Bank Gardening Club);
as well as the uniformed groups active in the village (Scouts, Boys Brigade etc); and
the Hillside Tenants and Residents Association (HTRA) who are an active group
within the Hillside area nearby Cowden Hall Estate, working around issues of housing
and environmental improvements with interests in gardening and food production
(see www.hillsidetra.blogspot.com). Seniors were targeted via their participation in
the various groups listed as well as through their support of the previous heritage
project delivered by NDT (Neilston: People and place).
The off-site surveys were delivered between November 2010 and March 2011. A
total of 232 off site surveys were completed; 97 of these were by over 16s; 3 by
leaders of uniformed groups and 132 by school children (under 12).
Community responses
A total of 251 surveys were completed - on-site and off-site - giving a response of
roughly 5% of the Neilston population.
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No. completed forms
On-site surveys
Individuals using the site
Individuals living next to site
Off-site surveys
Boys Brigade
Scouts/Beavers
Brownies
Cenentary Conference
Centenary Walk
Stich n Bitch (Knitting club)
Card Crafters
Seniors Health Club
Neilston Bowling Club
Crofthead Bowling Club (seniors) /
Holehouse residents
Hillside Tenants and Residents Association
Neilston Development Trust Board
Neilston Town Team
Neilston Childminders
School children (under 12)
Other individuals
Total responses

16
3
1 (group response)
1 (group response)
1 (group response)
12
17
11
7
1
4
7
4
(done as part of Town Team)
13
11
132
13
251

Community events and Cowden Hall walks
The off-site survey was delivered at a key event in Neilston’s cultural calendar for
2010, the Centenary Celebration, 6-8th November, 2010. This event (marking the
centenary of the publication of a “History of the Parish of Neilston” by a resident local
historian, Dr Pride) was an appropriate vehicle to promote the study on account of
the project’s contribution to local research. The inclusion in the conference
programme of a talk on the “Designed landscape of Cowden Hall” by Garden History
expert John West was also most useful in raising the project’s profile. The Centenary
Celebration was also a commemoration of the mill strike of 1910 and a tribute to the
legacy of the Mill in the development of Neilston.
Three organised walks to Cowden Hall were enjoyed as part of the project. All were
supported by the Dams to Darnley Park Rangers, who provided information and
inspiration to adults, families and school children in support of our appreciation of the
natural environment at Cowden Hall. The Centenary Celebration Walk took place
on Sunday November 7th, 2010 with a group of 32 adults and children. The schools’
walks took place on February 16th, 2011 (Neilston Primary School) and March 16th
(St Thomas’s Primary School). Learning outcomes from the schools’ walks included
a nature challenge provided by the Park Rangers and cultural question by the project
leader. This challenge helped to reinforce the children’s learning from the walk and
the research project. See www.cowdenhall.org.uk/gallery.htm for images of the
Cowden Hall walks.

People and nature: learning through doing
Neilston Development Trust action research report

16

Cowden Hall Walk and P7 Neilston Primary School

Groups of special interest
Young people/Schools
Primary 7 pupils from the two local primary schools (Neilston Primary School and St
Thomas’s Primary School) embraced the opportunity to take part in the Cowden Hall
research project and survey. Their response was developed in association with
learning targets in accordance with the Curriculum for Excellence. Pupils from
Neilston Primary completed the survey online using the GLOW learning tool, in
support of a “census exercise” from Learning and Teaching Scotland (LTS). St
Thomas’s Primary tied the survey completion into learning around survey techniques
and data analysis. The Primary 7 pupils from both schools have worked with NDT for
the past three years in various projects looking at the community’s past and future.
(Further information on the local schools engagement with the “Living History and
Beyond” project is forthcoming.)
Young people/Uniformed groups
All Uniformed Groups in the village were mailed the survey. Group responses were
received from the Brownies, the Scouts and the Boys Brigade.
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Young people/Childminders
The Neilston and Uplawmoor Childminders Association were given copies of the
survey. 11 were completed.
Older people/over 65s
Individuals from this group were identified through their participation in particular
groups (see list above). 23 surveys were completed.
Hillside Tenants and Residents Association
Four members of this group completed the survey and in addition provided a group
statement in response.

4.3 Phase 2 - Storytelling methodology
We thought we might get inspiration about why the site matters from those that
valued the Estate in the recent past, and specifically when it was still under the
ownership of the most recent of the mill owners, prior to closure of the mill in 1992. It
was decided that a good way to approach this was to gather stories and memories of
Cowden Hall from some people in the village who grew up in and around the site.
These “storytellers” were brought together with Primary 7 pupils from Neilston
Primary School as part of an intergenerational project, supported by the Village
Storytelling Centre. Together they considered what they see as their dreams for a
future for the Cowden Hall Estate.
The intergenerational storytelling sessions took place over six sessions in February
and March 2011. The first session included a group of 13 seniors with the storyteller
discussing the project and their stories. The second session involved the Primary 7
pupils and a site visit to Cowden Hall with the storyteller, project manager and the
Dams to Darnley Park Ranger. The third session was the P7 children and the
storyteller getting ready for the seniors visit and preparing their creative responses to
the walk. The remaining three sessions involved the children, four of the seniors, the
storytellers, a visual artist and the project manager. Their stories were recorded over
the 4th, 9th and 11th March 2011 by storyteller Allison Galbraith from the Village
Storytelling Centre.
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Cowden Hall treasures

The storytellers
The senior storytellers included four members of the Neilston community (one a
former mill worker from Nitshill and part of the mill reminiscence group, Neilston
Bobbins and Threads). This group spent an afternoon together, and then three
further afternoons with the Primary 7B pupils of Neilston Primary School. They
shared stories about, and their passion for, Cowden Hall with each other and the
school children. The seniors were Alex McDade, Gina Henderson, Willie Wilson and
Netta McDade.
Together they inspired each other to come up with a vision for Cowden Hall’s future.
Supported by artist Janie Nicoll, the children came up with their own creative
response to the conversation, including a collage of their vision and a story of their
experience of Cowden Hall.
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4.4 Research team and skills development
The research was led by a team of eight volunteers from the community, managed by
Neilston Development Trust’s Cultural Convenor (who managed the project in a
volunteering capacity). The volunteer research team met from September 2010.
The volunteer team was a wonderful source of help, providing varied skills in
photography, data analysis and compilation, and proof reading. The team has
gained skills in managing a complex and varied project, working as a team,
managing volunteers and developing a website.
The research was delivered in association with the Neilston Town Team, where the
project’s progress, and any future proposals, will be reported.
New skills and help
The community researchers needed support in developing a survey. NDT is
fortunate in that two of its Board members have research and community
engagement expertise and were able to advise on inclusiveness and ethics
consideration, specifically those raised in targeting young people (issue of parental
consent). Support in survey design and delivery was also provided, with mentoring
from Scottish Community Development Centre.
The intergenerational work was supported by the Village Storytelling Centre. The
skill and magic of storyteller Allison Galbraith was invaluable in inspiring the children,
winning the confidence of the adults, and drawing the project to a conclusion. With
the additional support of a professional artist, we have been left with a legacy (visual
and written proposals) upon which to build.
Expert help was secured towards gaining an appreciation of the site’s uniqueness
historically; as woodland and a designed landscape. Local history expertise was
shared by John West who provided initial support to the project with a guided tour
and generously sharing historical maps and information. Other expertise was shared
by Irene Hughson of the Barrhead and Neilston Historical Association. We would like
to acknowledge the contribution of Gordon Hicks for his championing of the
restoration of the woodland, undertaken in 2006.
Support was needed in appraising the site’s suitability for community walks as part of
the project. The Dams to Darnley Park Rangers supported risk assessments of the
site prior to each walk and ensured that the walks designed were suitable for the
groups in question.
4.5 Opportunities that arose
The Centenary Celebrations and associated activities (community walk and ceilidh)
met with a very positive response, supporting the completion of surveys and raising
the profile of the research project within the community and externally. The notice of
the event in NDT’s newsletter, The Space, was greeted positively by funders at a
SURF event (Scotland’s Independent Regeneration Network) on November 10th,
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2010. The contact with the Village Storytelling Centre was also made, by chance, at
that event.
The storytelling phase of the project generated a very positive response from older
members of the community and was greeted with a level of enthusiasm and passion
that was most welcome. Whilst not all of the group of 13 who took part in the first
session with the storyteller were able or keen to take part in the intergenerational
work, several were open to follow up interviews in a different setting.
4.6 Challenges faced
The support from the volunteer team, whilst enthusiastic at the outset, proved difficult
to sustain over the duration of the project and in the winter months. Health and
personal circumstances placed pressured on volunteer availability. That said, the
core team were dedicated in their commitment, providing support in a range of areas,
with one volunteer managing the process of data entry, analysis and presentation.
Initial opposition to the research project was encountered, prior to any delivery, when
objections were raised around access to the site by residents adjacent. Their
objections were expressed on account of issues of access via a road which they
have maintained privately under protest with the Local Authority. Objections are also
attributable to concerns expressed about anti-social behaviour by youth endured, and
fears that increased site usage would aggravate the problem.
4.7 Resources
The project required a massive in-kind contribution from NDT. NDT has no core
funding and the organisation is managed by a team of volunteers. The funding
available from Scottish Natural Heritage for the action research project was
insufficient to include the costs of childcare for the project coordinator. Likewise,
costs for overheads (venue hire of NDT’s Bank facility; IT; phone etc) were absorbed
by NDT to enable the delivery of an ambitious project.
Generous contributions were made by the schools who provided staff time and a
venue for the storytelling phase of the project, and by the Crofthead Bowling Club
who hosted the first seniors’ gathering.
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5. Research results
5.1 Survey – Establishing a profile of current usage of the site
Key findings
Responses from the 251 surveys completed by adults and children on-site and offsite are summarised below and shown in the following graphs. Not all questions were
answered by all respondents.
From the information gathered, we learned the following:
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Of the 250 that responded, 88 (35%) didn't know where Cowden Hall is.
o Of the 82 adults, 8 (10%) didn’t know where it is.
o Of the 132 under 12s, 77 (58%) didn't know where it is.
Of the 240 that responded, 127 (53%) do visit Cowden Hall.
Of the 132 that responded to the question on frequency, 85 (64%) visit only
occasionally or rarely.
Of the 132 that responded, 43 (33%) visit Cowden Hall to walk and 36 (27%)
to walk their dog.
Of the 94 adult off-site respondents, only 10 (11%) identified Cowden Hall as
their destination for an outdoors trip.
Most people who didn’t visit cited access, difficulty finding way around, and
safety concerns as reasons for not going. These points are most evident in the
responses from the seniors and the young people of the community.
Cowden Hall has, however, a number of regular and devoted site users,
mostly dog walkers who visit frequently and in all weathers.
All those surveyed, on and off site, endorsed the idea of basic improvements –
these included path maintenance, seating, wildlife areas and bins.
Of the 115 that responded, 74 (64%) would welcome maintained paths.
Of the 219 that responded, 119 (91%) would be more likely to visit if
improvements were made. This rose to 98% among adults surveyed off-site.
Several expressed the opinion that they wished it be left wild and as it is.
Of the 89 respondents, 76 (67%) were interested in walks, and 44 (49%) were
interested in conservation activities, being organised at Cowden Hall.

The profile of the 251 responses is:
• 116 adults (over 16 years) – 19 on-site; 97 off-site
• 132 children (under 12 years)
• 3 leaders of uniformed groups
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Do you know where Cowden Hall is?

180

Number of People Asked

160
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Of the 250 that responded:
• 162 (65%) know where Cowden Hall is
• 88 (35%) don't know where Cowden Hall is
.NB Number of “don't knows” is higher amongst under 12's (77 of 132, 58%)

Number of People Asked

Do you visit Cowden Hall?

Of the 240 that responded:
• 127 (53%) visit Cowden Hall
• 114 (47%) don't visit Cowden Hall
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How frequently do you visit Cowden Hall?

45
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Number of People Asked
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Of the 132 that responded:
• 47 (36%) visit daily or often (ie weekly/fortnightly)
• 85 (64%) visit occasionally or rarely
What do you go to Cowden Hall to do?

45

Number of People Asked
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KEY: dw = dog walking; wlk = walking; ex = exercise; nw = nature watching; cyc = cycling;
mb = mountain biking; oth = other

Of the 132 that responded,
• 36 (27%) are there to walk their dog
• 43 (33%) are there for a walk
NB Of the 19 on site respondents, 18 (95%) are there to walk their dog.
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Number of People Asked

Why don't you visit Cowden Hall?
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Of the 56 that responded, the main reasons for not visiting were:
• 14 (25%) don’t know where it is
• 11 (20%) don’t know their way around
• 8 (14%) don’t feel safe
NB Of the 11 adults who replied “Other”, explanations included “no time”, “prefer to
stay in”, and “safety concerns”.
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Number of People Asked

What improvements would you like to see at Cowden Hall Estate?

Of the 115 that responded:
• 74 (64%) would welcome maintained paths
• 61 (52%) would welcome seating
• 61 (52%) would welcome wildlife/nature areas
• 59 (51%) would welcome bins, and 49 (43%) would welcome dog bins
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Of the 219 that responded:
• 119 (91%) would be more likely to visit if improvements were made
Would you be interested in organised activities at Cowden Hall?
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Number of People Asked

If improvements were made, would you be more likely to visit Cowden Hall?

Of the 89 respondents:
• 76 (67%) were interested in organised walks
• 44 (49%) were interested in conservation activities
• 39 (44%) were interested in gardening activities
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5.1.1 On-site survey results
A total of 16 individuals were interviewed on-site at Cowden Hall. A further three
residents living in the immediate vicinity returned the survey by post. The results are
summarised below and shown in the graphs which follow.
The group surveyed were:
•
•
•
•
•

All were Neilston residents living nearby the Estate
10 were male; 9 were female
All were over the age of 37
The majority of those surveyed (17, or 89%) visit Cowden Hall to walk their dog,
at least once a day, and for at least 20 minutes to over an hour
Those surveyed also come to walk (10); for nature walks (5); and for exercise (2)

Number of People Asked

Why do you visit Cowden Hall?

KEY: dw = dog walking; wlk = walking; ex = exercise; nw = nature watching; cyc = cycling;
mb = mountain biking; oth = other
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Number of People Asked

How often do you visit Cowden Hall?

Number of People Asked

What improvements would you like to see at Cowden Hall?

When asked about their views on possible improvements, those interviewed on-site
were largely supportive. Amongst the changes endorsed:
•
•
•

12 (75%) thought seating a good idea
10 (62%) thought dog bins a good idea
Half or more were also supportive of maintained paths, cycle paths, nature and
picnic areas, and bins
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5.1.2 Off-site survey results
The survey was distributed amongst the community, at groups and at events. It was
also made available to the two local primary schools.
In total the off-site survey was completed by:
• 97 adults (over 16 years)
• 132 children (under 12 years)
• 3 leaders of uniformed groups
• Not all questions were answered by all respondents
Adults
From the 97 adults (over 16 years) who completed the off-site survey:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Of the 78 responses, 44 (56%) were female
Of the 71 responses, 49 (69%) were over 50 years of age
Of the 77 responses, 67 (87%) were from Neilston
Of the 82 responses, 74 (90%) knew where Cowden Hall was
Of the 73 that responded, 17 (23%) choose Cowden Hall as a destination for
an outdoors visit
Of the 89 that responded, 55 (62%) ever visit Cowden Hall
Of the 33 that responded to questions on frequency of visit, 15 (45%) visited
daily or often
Of the 44 who provided reasons why they choose not to visit, 20 (45%) were
to do with issues of access and safety
Of the 87 responses, 85 (98%) said they would be more likely visit Cowden
Hall should improvements be made
Of these 87:
o 56 (70%) thought better maintained paths a good idea
o 40 (50%) thought better access a good idea
o 39 (49%) thought a wildlife/nature area a good idea
o 39 (49%) thought seating a good idea
Of the 73 that responded to questions on organised activities, 56 (73%)
thought organised walks a good idea
Of the 86 that responded, 66 (77%) were interested to find out more about
future community initiatives for the site.

The results of the 97 adults who completed the off-site survey can be seen in the
Appendix.
Young people: Schools’ survey
One hundred and thirty two (132) children under 12, from Neilston Primary School
and St Thomas’s Primary School completed the survey. From these responses:
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•
•
•
•

55 (42%) of the children knew where Cowden Hall was
45 (40%) had ever visited it - visits were infrequent and mostly for dog walking
115 (87%) said they would be more likely to visit if improvements were made
(signage, access, paths, cycle paths etc)
40 (30%) said they would be interested in taking part in organised activities,
such as walks

The results of the P7 school children can be seen in the Appendix.
Uniformed groups
The Boys Brigade, Scouts and Brownies, all uniformed groups active in Neilston,
responded to say that in years gone by they routinely visited Cowden Hall as a venue
for outdoors work with young people. The usage of the site was discontinued
because it was in private ownership and also because it is no longer considered
suitable or safe. Should improvements be made they would welcome the opportunity
to make use of a local resource for their outdoor and environmental based work.
Childminders
There is a large network (22) of childminders within Neilston who support around 160
children for working parents with pre and after school care, as well as care during
holidays. As a group, they are vitally important to the functioning of the local
economy and supporting community life. Of the 11 surveyed, eight knew where
Cowden Hall was; six were in the habit of visiting; the majority would welcome
improvements and organised activities.
The results of the childminders who completed the survey can be seen in the
Appendix.
The young at heart
The results of the 23 seniors (over 65s) can be seen below:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

All of the 23 over 65s surveyed knew where Cowden Hall was
Only 2 (7%) visit, and do so rarely and/or occasionally
Reasons given for not visiting Cowden Hall included safety and access.
Of the 5 seniors who replied “Other”, explanations included “no time”, “prefer
to stay in”, and “safety concerns”.
18 (78%) said improvements would encourage them to visit
14 (60%) said path maintenance would encourage them to visit
14 (60%) seating would encourage them to visit
13 (57%) and organised walks would encourage them to visit

The results of the seniors who filled in the form can be seen in the Appendix.
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Additional comments from surveys
The following comments, recorded during the survey, have been picked as
representative of the many provided on possible futures for the estate. They provide
an insight into the breadth of opinion and passion that surrounds Cowden Hall.
“Bring it back to its former glory!”
“Like area as is – but signs to extended walks in and around Cowden Hall.”
“Needs interpretation and a managed woodland”.
“It would be great if we could try and fix up the old bowling green and signpost
Cowden Hall, where the house was, what trees are what, where they come
from etc.”
“It would be great if you could have information linking the Neilston Mill and
Cowden Hall, because there is so much history to share with people from all
walks of life.”
“A beautiful amenity on our doorstep underused.”
“My childhood was spent playing at Cowden Hall with loads of children. It was
magic. The history of the whole place is wonderful and to us children it was
paradise to be there.”
“Keep it wild! A little maintenance to trees and paths is all that is required. A
larger project may be to reinstate the pond. Eradicate hog weed, knot weed,
bracken.”
“I want you all to leave it alone. Concentrate on clearing the rubbish off the
Neilston streets, and the dog mess.”
Comments on site maintenance
Site visits in support of planning for the delivery of the project and
ensuring the safety of volunteers and participants were undertaken with the
British Trust for Conservation Volunteers (BTCV) and the Dams to Darnley
Park Rangers. Rangers from both these organisations commented on the
importance of :
a.. Path clearance in the interests of preserving the integrity of the
existing paths instated as part of the creation of the Estate in the 19th
century. Many of these paths are overgrown and new informal paths (or desire
lines) are being created in response to tree fall, overgrowth and muddy conditions,
thereby eroding the designed landscape. In the worst case, the site will be used
only by the more ambitious of walkers, with access confined to the more open areas.
b.. Tree management in the interests of preserving the existing pathways
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(as above) and the stock of trees, many of which are exotics and excellent
specimens.
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5.2 Intergenerational storytelling - Lessons from the past?
We thought we might get inspiration about why the site matters from those that
valued the Estate in the recent past, including when it was still under mill ownership.
It was decided that a good way to approach this was to gather stories and memories
of Cowden Hall from some people in the village who grew up in and around the site.
These “storytellers” were brought together with Primary 7 pupils from Neilston
Primary School as part of an intergenerational project, supported by the Village
Storytelling Centre.
Together they considered what they see as their dreams for a future for the Estate.
The pupils created pictures and stories to capture these proposals.

5.2.1 Elders look forward
The group of four seniors shared their visions for the future of Cowden Hall.
What would you do with the place now?
Netta: “Do you know what I would do with Cowden Hall now? I'd make it into a
restaurant, a restaurant! I'd make it into a place where you could take children, a
place for families to go to. There's not much here for children, so I would open up a
bowling alley for the kids.”
Willie: “I'd put it back to as near as you could to the way it was before. Two bowling
greens and two tennis courts, and the big boating pool, it was really good, yes...
that's what I'd do, put it all back for the people to enjoy again.”
Gina: “I think it would be excellent if we could have walkways through and people
could walk their dogs, plant some new trees, nature walks and things like that, it
could really be beautiful. I've been asking a lot of old Neilstonians what they think,
and that's what they would like too.”
Alex: “The grounds were really beautiful… it was covered in bluebells, the walks
there were really beautiful, the gardens, the orchards, the nurseries. I learned to
swim in the dam. It would be good to have that back.”
5.2.2 Children talk back
The children shared their visions for the future of Cowden Hall with the seniors. The
following is a selection from the conversations.
Harris: “I'd like five-a-side football there.”
Greg: “I think they should turn it back into tennis courts, then we wouldn't have to go
all the way to Barrhead to use the tennis courts there.”
Tee Jay: “We could play paint-ball down there, that's what I'd do with Cowden Hall.”
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Keiran: “I think if they've got the money to clean it up, why don't they just do that, and
keep it the same but make it tidier.”
5.2.3 Top seven ideas
The pupils of Primary 7B (Neilston Primary School) each created a picture showing
their ideas for Cowden Hall in the future. These images were inspired by the
stories and conversations with the seniors and by their experience and learning from
a study visit to the site. The class picked their top seven pictures from 32. These can
be seen in the Appendix.
Picture 1 “I don’t want to change it so I kept it the same and put the Black Adder
in it.” – James MacPherson
Picture 2 “I really don’t want to change Cowden Hall, but we should tidy it up and
add some flowers and that will add more colour.” – Caitlin Cameron
Picture 3 “My picture is a football/play park and there’s also a walkway in the
background!” - Harris McLean
Picture 4 “I have drawn a sports centre because it would make children fitter and
it would be fun to play different types of sports.” - Greg Fensom
Picture 5 “My picture is a play park for little kids (or bigger kids if they want to play
in it) to play in because they might not be able to play elsewhere in Cowden Hall.
It is a castle with a bridge, swings, climbing wall and another type of climbing
wall!” Lauren Thomson
Picture 6 “To keep it the same but tidy up.” - James Poynts
Picture 7 “A golf course; bowling green, tennis court/badminton court; wild area;
walks everywhere; Cowden House with restaurant, gym and some
accommodation plus museum.” – Emma Wilkinson
5.2.4 Old Stories and New Stories
The children and the seniors shared stories and the children created new stories
about Cowden Hall. These stories can be seen in the Appendix (Old Stories/New
Stories) or at http://www.cowdenhall.org.uk/letstalk.htm. The children’s stories were
part of a much larger creative writing project undertaken by the pupils, which was
stimulated by their intergenerational sessions and site visit.
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6. Key findings: What we have learned
This project has supported learning in a range of areas. In the first instance it has
highlighted the complexity of issues and interests requiring consideration with regard
to any questions on the future of Cowden Hall. The site’s value to the community is
complex: it means different things to different people at different times.
The project has had a great response from the community. A total of 251 surveys
were completed by adults and young people from organisations and schools and by
visitors at the Estate. The primary 7s and staff of Neilston Primary School and St
Thomas’s have taken the project to heart and spent time with some of the village
elders, inspired by their memories and stories of Cowden Hall and using these to
imagine new futures.
The information gathered has allowed us to build a profile of those that use the site;
learn about the patterns and purpose of their visits as well as their views on its future.
And as importantly, we have been able to build a profile of those that don’t use the
site and the reasons why not, as well as what changes, if any, would make them
more likely to visit.
We found that current use of Cowden Hall is primarily for dog walking, by a small
but regular group (some of whom also come for other reasons including walks,
watching nature and exercise). While only 10% of adults surveyed off-site didn’t
know where Cowden Hall was, only 62% ever visit Cowden Hall and less than a
quarter would choose it as a destination for an outdoors visit. The main reasons for
not visiting were: not knowing the way around, and safety concerns – especially
among older and younger respondents. 91% of everyone surveyed said they would
be more likely to visit if improvements were made (see below).
We also learned that whilst Cowden Hall mattered greatly to the community in the
past, the village’s young people, many for the first time, have come to enjoy its
beauty, realise its value and care about its future. Before taking part in this project,
over half of the under 12s surveyed didn’t know where Cowden Hall was.
The research has established a general consensus that priority considerations are for
basic maintenance of the overgrown Cowden Hall estate, including support for
access and signage, path maintenance and tree management. Interest was also
expressed in ideas such as wildlife/nature areas and picnic areas, and basic
amenities such as seating and bins. There was also considerable support for
organised activities at Cowden Hall, such as walks, conservation and gardening.
The Cowden Hall Community Research Project has sought to establish how Cowden
Hall might flourish again alongside the community of Neilston, and support wider
interests in promoting health and wellbeing through the increased access to the
outdoors. The minimum recommendations for the site’s future (i.e. basic
improvements) support these aspirations. Subsequent priorities are discussed below
(see Conclusions: Where do we go from here?)
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Other key points that have emerged from the study are as follows.
Historic value
The site has a rich and varied history and pattern of usage over time which adds to
its interest and value. For many though, the site’s historic value doesn’t influence
their enjoyment of its natural beauty.
Any plans for the site’s future need consider how to balance the priority given to the
site’s heritage and its value as an outdoors amenity.
Tradition
Although the site has deteriorated, some traditions in its usage continue, as revealed
through the intergenerational research, such as family walks and the enjoyment of
seasonal pleasures such as chestnut hunts and bluebell spotting. These pursuits
take place within the context of a site that is wilder and less integrated into
community life. For some, this is part of the site’s current attraction, for others these
are among the reasons why they don’t visit.
Cherished
We know that the site is cherished across the community and especially by walkers
and dog walkers and the older members of the community, at least in memory. We
also know the site is unique on account of its history and local cultural value which
spans generations. It is recognised as having great potential as an outdoors facility
as a woodland and natural habitat.
Educational resource
Engagement with the school children and the Dams to Darnley Park Rangers has
reinforced an appreciation of the site’s potential value as an educational resource.
The uniformed groups and the schools have all expressed an interest in using the
site as a local resource, should it be in better condition and issues of access are
made clear.
Creative inspiration
The project has allowed us to tap into a seam of Cowden Hall enthusiasts who have
been inspired by the site over the years in music, words, images and song. See
www.cowdenhall.org.uk/gallery.htm for an example of the works that have come our
way.
New contacts
The project has enabled NDT to develop several new contacts that have been
invaluable to the project’s delivery, and we hope will be able to support future actions.
These include the Dams to Darnley Park Rangers; BTCV in support of options for site
maintenance, environmental and conservation work; and Alex Hale of the Royal
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Commission on the Ancient and Historic Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS) for
interest and support of community-led projects on sites of historic interest.
NDT
The project has proven enormously fruitful to NDT.
• It has allowed us to build volunteer capacity and establish a new set of
interests and options for volunteering, with an environmental, creative and
outdoors focus.
• It has also allowed NDT to advance community interests within the Neilston
Charter and draw together sections of the community who may not have been
directly involved in the Town Team process to date.
• It has supported learning on the recreational and outdoors choices of the
community and issues around inclusion.
Cowden Hall’s future
More than anything, the project has resurrected the profile of Cowden Hall within the
community, for example attracting new visitors from the volunteer team and their
families, and has elsewhere ignited a conversation about Cowden Hall’s future.
The timing of this interest could not be better. With every harsh winter followed by a
summer of growth, Cowden Hall is in danger of slipping further out of the
community’s grasp. We look forward to reversing that decline.
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7. Conclusions: Where do we go from here?
The Cowden Hall Community Research Project has uncovered a deep appreciation
of the Estate amongst the community of Neilston. Its value can be attributed to
various factors. For many, it lies in the site’s wildness and beauty as woodland and a
place to walk. For others, it is a place rich with memories and personal associations,
some of which are tied to the world of work and recreation as a mill worker with
access to the Estate. For others, attachment to the site comes from the privilege and
experience of growing up and around, and in the shadow of, the Estate and the Mill.
For many, its value lies in its unique historic interest, which as we’ve seen spans the
centuries, leaving us with the relics of landowners and land uses from the Middle
Ages to the present. For the young, it has been the chance to encounter this history
and be inspired by stories of freedom, magic, challenges and fun enjoyed by previous
generations.
For many of us, the love of the place is a mixture of all of the above. Regardless of
familiarity with the site today or knowledge of its meanings to the community in the
past, we can conclude that for most, the allure and mystique of Cowden Hall, the
jewel in Neilston’s landscape, is still a force to be reckoned with.
Next steps: Feedback and strategy development
The next steps in this Action Research will be to feed back the findings to all those
with an interest in the site.
Landowners: The landowners will be contacted as a matter of priority with a request
to discuss the project, its findings, and hear their response.
Community: A feed back session will be scheduled for the community, and
specifically all those who participated in the research project, including the school
children and staff, the seniors and the volunteers. All who completed the survey will
be notified. The results will be posted on the Cowden Hall website
(www.cowdenhall.org.uk). A letter and copy of the Executive Summary will be sent to
those who indicated this was there preferred means of communication.
Strategy Group: A “Cowden Hall Matters” Group will be convened to follow up on
this research project, with the landowners invited to take part. This group will
consider the priorities and how best to proceed. The interests, concerns and ideas
that have been uncovered as part of this research will form the starting point for those
conversations. These include:
•
•
•
•
•

Cherishing the site’s heritage
Cherishing the site as a natural environment
Issues of access
Interests of dogs and walkers; concerns of nearby residents, civic behaviour,
and privacy; perceptions of danger and safety; interests of young people
Schools and desire to engage with outdoor learning
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•
•
•

Developing the site as an outdoors resource
Community interest in organised activities at Cowden Hall
Building in sustainability to future plans

More detailed considerations for a later stage might include options for:
• The provision of basic amenities (seating, signage, bins)
• The development of wildlife/nature areas
• Information provision / interpretation on the site’s history
• Food production, including gardens and orchards – linked to aspirations in the
Neilston Charter
Priorities: Depending on how the group wished to proceed, the following are critical:
• The development of an agreed action plan
• The identification and securing of funding opportunities in support of the
actions prioritised
Regardless of the thrust of the action plan and strategic proposals for the
site’s development, the site’s viability in the short term as a community asset
will require immediate consideration and funding in the following areas:
•
•

path maintenance
tree management

What’s been in it for Neilston?
NDT and its team of volunteers have gained invaluable skills from their participation
in the Action Research project. These include survey design and delivery; data
processing; and community engagement. The project has also uncovered a deep
vein of interest, feeling and concern about the future of the site, which spans the
generations of the community. NDT hopes that this project will be a stepping stone
to follow up initiatives which help to safeguard Cowden Hall’s future and realise its
value as a community asset.
The project has also enabled NDT to broaden its public space enquiry to include a
consideration of the village’s assets which are “outdoors” and part of the natural
environment. The project has also raised awareness within the organisation of the
range of barriers requiring consideration in such an enquiry, and in particular those
associated with disability and age. In conclusion it has reinforced the group’s
interests in urban design and place making, including outdoors access, in support of
health and wellbeing. The project has come at a time when NDT is piloting a project
with the Community Health Care Partnership on wellbeing and older people in the
community.
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Recommendations to funders
Future funding for Action Research projects needs to take account of the financial
position and capacity issues of community-led organisations and social enterprises
such as NDT. Specifically, the lessons from this project are that given the scope of
work involved in such a project, and the resources, costs and time required to project
manage, sufficient recompense is required and a robust, resourced local organisation
with the capacity and mandate to carry – for example providing staff, funds,
insurance, office facilities and an understanding of the issues and challenges of
working with volunteers (especially those from disadvantaged groups or needing
extra support). This is certainly a challenge for community-led organisations like NDT
which are not in receipt of core funding and rely on volunteer contributions and
income generation to support activity and cover overheads. This is a lesson for
future funders of community-led research, and also a note to the Town Team.
NDT would also like to advocate the value of cultural and qualitative dimensions to
enquiry and learning associated with future Action Research projects. In NDT’s
experience, the impact at a local level of the Cowden Hall community research is
largely attributable to the site’s value and meaning in cultural terms.
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Project team and acknowledgements
We would like to extend a sincere thanks to:
The Murdoch family and John Crawford for their support of the project. In particular,
for allowing access to the Estate to survey those visiting and to conduct walks with
P7 pupils from the local schools.
The team of volunteers who gave generously of their time and skills to make this
project possible. This includes Matt Marshall, Douglas Grey, Keith Fergus, Tricia
Murray, Ursula Connelly, John Johnston, Katie Robertson, Robert Humphreys, Lynne
Naven, Lorna Grey.
A particular thanks goes to Gina Henderson, Netta McDade, Alex McDade and Willie
Wilson who gave most generously of their time and experience to inspire the Primary
7 pupils of Neilston Primary School to consider possible futures of Cowden Hall.
The musicians and artists who have generously shared their work and love of
Cowden Hall in support of the project including Finlay MacDonald, Tam Sanderson,
Peter Finnigen, Matt Marshall, Davey MacLaughlan and Roddie Robertson.
Bobbins and Threads for all their help and encouragement and for keeping the Mill
history alive for us all.
Margaret Currie, Vera Coubrough, Ann Perrett, Jim Davidson, Robert Rodgers and
Ian McMillan for valuable information and support.
The Barrhead and Neilston Historical Association (BANHA) and Robert Humphreys
for providing access to historic images and supporting the project at various stages,
including the Centenary Celebrations.
Particular thanks to Irene Hughson, Susie Stewart and John West for their expertise
and research in establishing the historic value of the site.
To the Crofthead Bowling Club, especially Alex McDade and Alex Sclater for the
venue for the first seniors’ storytelling session.
Thanks to all individuals and community groups who took time to complete the
survey.
Munmun Hyder and the Health and Wellbeing group.
To the staff and pupils of Neilston Primary School and St Thomas’s Primary School,
especially the P7s and Mr Bonnar and his class.
To Allison Galbraith, the storyteller, and Janie Nichol, the visual artist, who supported
the pupils and elders with the development of stories, artwork and future visions for
Cowden Hall.
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To the Dams to Darnley Park Rangers, Eilidh Milne and Richard Bolton, for their
inspiring and informative nature walks.
To Scottish Natural Heritage and Scottish Community Development Centre for
supporting this action research project.
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Appendices
On-site survey questionnaire
Off-site survey questionnaire
Survey results:

Adults: off-site results
Young people: off-site results (Neilston and St Thomas’s Primary
Schools)
Childminders: off-site results
Young at heart: off-site results

Storytelling outputs: Old stories
New stories
Top 7 Ideas for Cowden Hall

Websites for further information
Cowden Hall Matters – research project website
www.cowdenhall.org.uk
Neilston Development Trust
www.neilstontrust.co.uk
Neilston Renaissance Town Charter
www.neilstontrust.co.uk/Neilston%20Town%20Charter.pdf
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Appendices
Action Research project: Cowden Hall, Neilston, October 2010
On-site survey
Day
Date
Time
Researcher initials
Introduce yourself and the project...
Q.1 What age are you?
Teenager
Adult
Adult
Adult
Adult
Adult

Age
(16 and over)
(18-25)
(26-36)
(37-50)
(50-65)
(over 65)

Tick

Sex M/F

Q.2 What have you come here to do today?
Activity

Tick all that apply

Dog Walking
Walk
Exercise
Nature Watching
Cycling
Mountain Biking
Other
Q.3 How often do you visit? Please tick
Daily
Often (weekly/fortnightly)
Occasionally
Rarely
Q.4 How long was your visit today? Please tick
5 – 20 minutes
20 – 40 minutes
40 minutes – 1 hour
1 hour +
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Q.5 What part(s) of Cowden Hall do you visit (see Map)?
Cowden Hall map
A
B
C
D
E
Some other (please specify)

Tick all that apply

Q.6 Do you live locally? (G78 3 postcode)
Yes

No

If no, how far have you travelled? (Approx mileage):
How did you get here today?
Q.7 Imagine we were free to make improvements to Cowden Hall…
What, if any, would you like to see?
Activity
Seating
Bins
Dog waste bins
Better Signposting
Better Access
Wildlife or Nature Areas
Picnic Areas
Maintained Paths
Cycle Paths

Tick all that apply

Other comments

Q.8 Would you be interested in taking part in any planned, organised activities at
Cowden Hall?
Activity
Walks
Exercise
Conservation
Gardening
Anything else?

Tick all that apply
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Other comments

Do you know any of the history of
Cowden Hall?

Y / N

If no, would you like to know more?

Y / N

Would you like to know more about
the work the community is doing on
Cowden Hall?

Y / N

Would you like to know more about
the Neilston Town Team and the
Charter?

Y / N

Contact Details (optional)
Name:
Address:
Postcode:
Tel:

Home :

Mobile :

Email:
How would you prefer to be contacted *Circle
Home Phone
Mobile
Email
Letter

AM / PM
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Appendices
Action Research project: Cowden Hall, Neilston, October 2010
Off-site survey: Community groups – individual responses (adults)
(versions adapted for community youth groups (group leaders) and
schoolchildren (individual responses)

Event
Group
Date
Time
Researcher initials
Introduce yourself and the project...

Q.1 What age are you?
Teenager
Adult
Adult
Adult
Adult
Adult

Age
(16 and over)
(18-25)
(26-36)
(37-50)
(50-65)
(over 65)

Tick

Sex M/F

Q.2 Do you live locally? (G78 3 postcode)
Yes

No

Q.3. Do you do any outdoors activities?
Activity

Tick all that apply

Walking
Gardening
Exercise
Nature Watching
Cycling
Camping
Outdoors survival/skills
Learning about the environment
Learning about conservation
Other
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Q.4. Where do you go to do these outdoors activities?

Q.5. Do you know where Cowden Hall is?
Yes

No

Q.6. Do you ever visit Cowden Hall?
Yes

No

Q.7. If yes, how often? Please tick
Daily
Often (weekly/fortnightly)
Occasionally
Rarely
Q.8. What do you go to Cowden Hall to do?
Activity
Dog Walking
Walk
Exercise
Nature Watching
Cycling
Mountain Biking
Other

Tick all that apply

Q.9. If you don’t visit, why not?
Reason
Don’t know where it is
Don’t feel safe
It’s difficult to get there
Don’t know way around
Nothing to do there
Other

Tick all that apply
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Q.10. Imagine we were free to make improvements to Cowden Hall…
What, if any, would you like to see?
Activity
Seating
Bins
Dog waste bins
Better Signposting
Better Access
Wildlife or Nature Areas
Picnic Areas
Maintained Paths
Cycle Paths

Tick all that apply

Other comments

Q.11. If improvements were made to the area, would you be more likely to visit?
Yes

No

Q.12. Would you be interested in taking part in any planned, organised activities at
Cowden Hall?
Activity
Walks
Exercise
Conservation
Gardening
Anything else?

Tick all that apply

Other comments
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Do you know any of the history of
Cowden Hall?

Y / N

If no, would you like to know more?

Y / N

Would you like to know more about
the work the community is doing on
Cowden Hall?

Y / N

Would you like to know more about
the Neilston Town Team and the
Charter?

Y / N

Contact Details (optional)
Name:
Address:
Postcode:
Tel:

Home :

Mobile :

Email:
How would you prefer to be contacted *Circle
Home Phone
Mobile
Email
Letter

AM / PM
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Appendices
Adults: Off-site survey results
(97 responses)
Do you know where Cowden Hall is?

80

Number of People Asked

70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Y

N

Do you visit Cowden Hall?

Number of People Asked

60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Y

N
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What do you go to Cowden Hall to do?

40
35

Number of People Asked

30
25
20
15
10
5
0

DW

WLK

EX

NW

CYC

MB

OTH

KEY: dw = dog walking; wlk = walking; ex = exercise; nw = nature watching; cyc = cycling;
mb = mountain biking; oth = other

How frequently do you visit Cowden Hall?

Number of People Asked

12
10
8
6
4
2
0
Daily

Often

Occasionally

Rarely
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Number of People Asked

Why don’t you go there?

12
10
8
6
4
2
0
Don't Not safe Difficult Don't
know
getting
know
where it
there
way
is
around

Nothing
to do

Other

g
Bi
Do n s
Sig g b
W
n in
ild Be po s
s
lif
e/ tter ting
Na a
t u cce
re ss
a
M Picn rea
ain ic s
ta ar
in e a
ed s
Cy pat
cle hs
pa
th
s

60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Se
at
in

Number of People Asked

What improvements would you like to see?
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Number of People Asked

If improvements were made, would you be more likely to visit?

70

50
40
30
20
10
0
Y

N

Would you be interested in planned activities at Cowden Hall?

60
50
40
30
20
10

lse

ng
An
yt

hin

gE

en
i
Ga
rd

se
rv

at
io
n

ise
Co
n

Ex
er
c

alk
s

0
W

Number of People Asked

60
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Appendices
Young people (Neilston and St Thomas’ Primary Schools):
Off-site survey results
(132 responses)
Do you know where Cowden Hall is?
(Neilston PS and St Thomas’s: 132 responses)

Number of People Asked

80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Y

N

Do you visit Cowden Hall?
(Neilston PS and St Thomas’s: 132 responses)

80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Y

N
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How frequently do you visit?
(Neilston PS and St Thomas’s: 132 responses)

35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0
Daily

Often

Occasionally

Rarely

Why don’t you go there?
(St Thomas’s: 16 responses)

7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0
Don't know Not safe
where it is

Difficult Don't know Nothing to
do
way
getting
around
there
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If improvements were made, would you be more likely to visit?
(Neilston PS and St Thomas’s: 132 responses)

120
100
80
60
40
20
0
Y

N

Where do you go to do outdoors activities?
(St Thomas’s: 16 responses)

Number of People Asked

16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0
Cowden Hall

East Renfrewshire
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Appendices
Childminders: Off-site survey results
(11 responses)

Do you visit Cowden Hall?

Number of People Asked

6
5
4
3
2
1
0
Y

N

Why don’t you go there?

Number of People Asked

2

1

0
Don't know
where it is

Not safe

Difficult Don't know Nothing to
getting there way around
do
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Where do you go to do outdoor activities?

10

Number of People Asked

9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0
Cowden Hall

East Renfrewshire

Would improvements encourage you to visit?

Number of People Asked

9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0
Y

N
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Appendices
Young at heart: Off-site survey results
(23 responses)

Do you visit Cowden Hall?

Number of People Asked

12
10
8
6
4
2
0
Y

N

Why don’t you go there?

Number of People Asked

5
4
3
2
1
0
Don't
know
where it is

Not safe

Difficult
getting
there

Don't
Nothing to
know way
do
around
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Would improvements encourage you to visit?

Number of People Asked

18
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0
Y

N

15
10
5

in
Sig
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W
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ild
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g

Number of People Asked

What improvements would you like to see?
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Number of People Asked

Would you be interested in planned activities at Cowden Hall?

14
12
10
8
6
4
2

El
se
hin
g

en
in
g
Ga
rd

An
yt
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ns
er
v

at
io

n
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Ex
er
c

W
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0
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Appendices
Old stories: Intergenerational storytelling project
We thought we might get inspiration about why the site matters from those that
valued the Estate in the recent past, including when it was still under mill ownership.
It was decided that a good way to approach this was to gather stories and memories
of Cowden Hall from some people in the village who grew up in and around the site.
These “storytellers” were brought together with Primary 7 pupils from Neilston
Primary School as part of an intergenerational project, supported by the Village
Storytelling Centre. Together they considered what they see as their dreams for a
future for the Estate. The group of four storytellers shared some of their memories of
Cowden Hall with the children.
Treasures
Alex McDade: “We used to go down and pick up pine cones, and chestnuts, take
them home and dry them. [Alex pointed to the fat end of the cone], I put a screw nail
in there, and tie a piece of string to it, then you can paint them with water colours, dip
them in the paints or paint each bit individually, then you have them all the colours,
hang them up as decorations. When you dry them slowly, they keep their shape, and
don't open up.”
Alex McDade: “Look, I found this coin at Cowden Hall when I was a wee boy. I know
it’s Queen Victoria, but I can't find the date on it. We'll look, you can see the date, it’s
1870, but I can't make out if it’s 73 or 74, so I need someone with good eyesight to
help me with this.“
Walks
Alex McDade: “When I was a little boy in Cowden Hall we had a lot of walks with our
parents, there was no entertainment, or computers, so we always went for walks.
They were nature walks, and my mum and dad would always turn it into a
competition, to see who could spot something first, or who saw the most of this, or
who saw the most of that.”
Alex: “We go down with the grandchildren on nature walks, and you see: squirrels,
the grey squirrel, I've not seen a red squirrel, not yet! You get deer down there at
Cowden Hall, but you've got to be very lucky to see deer. The children should always
take a camera, because the things you see, the things that crop up, it’s worth getting
a photo of them.”
Freedom
Willie Wilson: “What I remember at Cowden Hall was the wee river, and there was a
boating pond. I used to love going out to the wee island, jumping over to the island
and picking the bull-rushes, huge bull-rushes, with the big heads on them. I'd take
them home and put them in a vase.”
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Beauty
Gina Henderson: “I remember the bluebells, blankets and blankets of bluebells; I
didn't ever work there or at the Mill, but I used to go down there and pick the
bluebells. They still grow there, the place is covered in them in the spring-time. I
think it’s the surroundings, it’s a beautiful area, up onto the braes, magnificent trees,
and the fields, and of course the ruins. Some of the ruins you can see are really
interesting.”
Workmates and fun
Netta McDade (a former Mill worker from the age of 14): “What I remember, when I
was young, at Cowden Hall, we used to play I spy, during our lunch break, we'd go
into the grounds and play, and it was a beautiful place.”
Allison: “What did you do at the Mill, Netta?”
Netta: “I fed the winding machines, big machines, with fine cotton, onto these
bobbins. That was from ten to eight to quarter to six, an hour for lunch, and we got a
breakfast break in the morning. We used to come on the train, you know, they used
coal, it was the steam trains, it was compartments you sat in.”
Trees and wood
Netta told us about all the different things that were made out of wood at Crofthead
mill - bobbins and toggles, parts for coffins, wooden handles; boys went into the mill
to train in woodwork, training to be tradesmen.
Willie said he still had a coffee table that was made in the turning shop at the Mill.
Gina told us how the scrap wood from the mill was collected by men and put into a
horse and cart, and taken and sold as kindling for people's fires at home. She
remembered how she and her brother used to play with the round scraps of wood
before they were used to start the fire, they would make castles with them.
Netta pointed out that they didn't have toys like they do today, and nothing was
wasted, even the sawdust from the mill went to the butcher’s shops for the floor.
Willie agreed and told us how he used to go with the horse and get bags of sawdust
to put down under the cattle's feet at the farm.
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Appendices
New stories: Intergenerational storytelling project
The school children wrote their memories of Cowden Hall.
selected from the 32 stories.

The following were

“When I was 6 or 7 I went for a walk with my dad and sister Eilidh down to Cowden
Hall. We went to a place where there were old parts of walls and climbed walls. We
were really happy that we put our wellie boots because it was really muddy! We went
our walk for about half a hour just looking at all the trees.”
By Katie Byars
“I went to Cowden Hall with my dogs walking round all of it. I once saw some ruins of
the old mansion. I would like to put a tennis court in it so that there is some thing to
do when you want.”
By Sol
“When I went to Cowden Hall I played with my dog. My dog is called Ben. He is
really fast and chases me at Cowden Hall. I also go to Cowden Hall with Declane
Spence and Marcus Mccarron to collect chessies. I really enjoy visiting Cowden
Hall.”
By Kieran Alexander Robertson
“When I went to Cowden Hall I went there with my friend called Lara. When we went
there we found a good clear place. A few days later we looked around to find some
things to make a den. A week later we had finished the den. In our den we had a
tree swing with a twig on the end securely attached. We had two planks of wood and
a camp fire made from bricks and we even found a foxes skull and some foxes
bones.”
By Jessica Ellis
“I went to Cowden Hall and went to a den. I also climbed trees and went metal
detecting with Ryan in P7a. He showed me the den and he showed me a good tree
to climb. If I had to change it I would change it to a paintball place and football
pitches.”
By Greg Young
“I went to Cowden Hall with a friend in the class called Cara-Louise and also her
mum called Lorraine and her little sister called Rebecca. We took her little dog
Benny with us. When we were off the road we let Benny off the lead so he could run
about. When we reached a brick wall there was a massive tree and there was a rope
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hanging. I swung it, and the dog got distracted so he ran and jumped up for the rope
and he caught it in his mouth! His feet came off the ground. Then he fell down and
we went on walking. Because Cowden Hall is really muddy Cara-Louise’s wellie boot
got stuck in the mud. It was very funny. Then we came to lots of old bricks, we think
it was someone’s house. After that we then walked home back to Cara-Louise’s
house. It was a very fun walk.”
By Lynsey Ross
“On Sundays me and my friend Ryan go to the Cowdie to climb trees. Me and Ryan
go to the swingrope that we made and tied to a tree. We also come to a lake called
the Blackadder. I think Cowden Hall is very fun. On Thursday all the P7’s went to
Cowden Hall and we had lots of fun.”
By James Macpherson
“When I went to Cowden Hall I went with my brother, sister and my dad. We went a
long walk and went up trees and ran up and down hills it was fun. Then later on we
found something that looked like a trench, it was cool. Then we went home and my
legs were sore because of all the walking!”
By Harris McLean
“I went walking down with the school and I thought it looked quite nice. We never
went all the way in because we ran out of time. It was really overgrown and I think I
would prefer it repaired.”
By Ryan Donaghue
“I went to Cowden Hall with the school. We walked up and down muddy hills to get
there. We also went over a bridge. I think it would be fun to hang out there or walk
your dog. You can swim in Blackadder and play in the overgrown trees. I think it
would be cool if it could look like it used to look with the big house and the orchard
done-up. I would like to go back there again with my friends.”
By Lauren Thomson

These memories from the school children are part of a much larger creative writing
project undertaken by the pupils, which was stimulated by their intergenerational
sessions and site visit. These stories can be seen on the project website
www.cowdenhall.org.uk
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Appendices
Top seven ideas: Intergenerational storytelling project
Picture 1. I don’t want to change it so I kept it the same and put the Black Adder in
it.” – James McPherson

Picture 2. I really don’t want to change Cowden Hall, but we should tidy it up and
add some flowers and that will add more colour.” – Caitlin Cameron.
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Picture 3. “My picture is a football/play park and there’s also a walkway in the
background!” - Harris McLean.

Picture 4. “I have drawn a sports centre because it would make children fitter and it
would be fun to play different types of sports.” - Greg Fensom.
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Picture 5. “My picture is a play park for little kids (or bigger kids if they want to play
in it) to play in because they might not be able to play elsewhere in Cowden Hall. It is
a castle with a bridge, swings, climbing wall and another type of climbing wall!”
Lauren Thomson.

Picture 6. “To keep it the same but tidy up.” - James Poynts.
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Picture 7. A golf course; bowling green, tennis court/badminton court; wild area;
walks everywhere; Cowden House with restaurant, gym and some accommodation
plus museum.” – Emma Wilkinson.
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