Memorial for a town’s banks.
“Culfoich’s” Bank
Grantown’s first banking business commenced on Tuesday 3rd of March 1829. It opened near
the centre of the market place, immediately to the West of the Orphanage, in a two storey
1770 building, constructed for the Parish Minister of the time the Rev. Patrick Grant, a great
grandson of Sir John Grant of Freuchie (1596-1637)
That, however, was not the start of the story. Colonel
Francis William Grant, son of the town’s founder, the “Good
Sir James,” during a visit to Edinburgh in 1822 initiated
discussions with the Commercial Bank of Scotland.
Consequently, on the 22nd of July that year Col. Gant’s
Edinburgh Agents wrote to John Fraser, his cashier and
principal estate manager at Cullen, to inform him the
Directors of the Bank were ready to consider establishing a
bank in Grantown.
That was at a time when Grantown was one of the most
successful of all planned settlements in the Highlands and a
centre of the Highland linen industry, It was cited as a model new town. It was also a time of
intense interest in all things Highland coinciding with the much applauded Scottish visit of
King George IV.
However, with the end of the Royal Visit in August, the “tartan tide” receded from Edinburgh
and the Bank’s directors met in the Royal Mile and changed their minds.
This rebuff was not well received by the Factor of Strathspey, John Grant, Congash, who was
anxious to see a bank set up in Grantown. He remained determined to obtain such an asset for
his native Strath and with the establishment in 1825 of another new bank he tried again. This
time it was the National Bank of Scotland founded as a joint stock bank with Col Francis
William as a shareholder. Congash promptly wrote to the manager, Patrick Borthwick on 23rd
May 1825 and immediately got a favourable reply.
In those days before full time salaried branch managers were employed by the Scottish banks,
the choice of who should manage the bank agency was of prime importance. The agent had to
be a man already of considerable standing in the community, whether factor, lawyer,
merchant or farmer in order that he would know the financial standing and potential
borrowing requirement of his customers.
John Fraser, the laird’s cashier, had two candidates in mind. One was John Grant, farmer at
Culfoichbeg, Postmaster of Grantown since 1821. Besides this he was well connected and
amongst his relatives were Sir William Grant, a Master of the Rolls; Major John Grant, a
commissary of Moray; John Grant, the founder of Aberlour; Charles Grant of Wester Elchies
and General C.S. Thomason, a distinguished collector of piobaireachd. The other was James
Houston, eldest son of the first Grantown Postmaster, farmer at Kirkton of Inverallan and later
Tullochgribban, driving spirit behind the revival of The Strathspey Farmers Club in 1812,
father of Dr James MacDonald Houston, physician to the Maharajah of Travancore, father in
law of Sir Arthur Mitchell the eminent Scottish antiquary and uncle of Sir Claude MacDonald,
Britain’s first Ambassador to Japan.
Both men were recognised as being eminently suitable. However, John Grant, Culfoich, had
one great advantage over his rival. He was also the first cousin of his namesake, the factor

John Grant, Congash. It was accordingly, Culfoich whom Congash promoted and the National
Bank accepted. Although in the financial crisis in the latter part of 1825 the Bank was in no
hurry to extend its commitments. It was a further 2 ½ years before John Fraser could write to
Congash that the National Bank was about to get in touch with Culfoich about the delayed
agency. A properly qualified accountant had to be appointed. This process frustrated the
impatient Congash even further but after even more delays until eventually Culfoich as the
agent and Forres lawyer and town clerk, Alexander Watson, as book keeper and now qualified
as a notary public duly took up their duties in Culfoich’s existing premises containing the new
banking office – henceforth commonly known as Culfoich’s. Predictably the first account
organised by John Fraser was for the estate to permit Congash to lodge rents collected.

Such was the success of Culfoich’s that others followed Grantown’s example. In 1833
Alexander Watson moved back to Forres to open a National Bank Agency there and there
followed, for example, Kingussie in 1835, Fochabers 1838 and Dufftown 1839. Two more
banks arrived in Grantown in 1839 and 1857.
In March 1850 an elderly and frail Culfoich
bought No 9 North Side from his sister and in the
next year, from Lord Seafield, No 10 on which
stood the ruins of the first building erected in
New Grantown, (another) John Grant’s linen
manufactory of 1765. On the combined lots the
National Bank built Grantown’s first bank office
and agent’s house. It was described in 1868 as
“conspicuous” amongst the several detached
buildings of the east end, “a fine two-storey building, having the bank offices on the ground
floor and the agent’s residence above’. This, with later 19th century additions and 20th century
modifications, is Morlich House as it is today. It appears to originally had a piended roof and
the gable ends later heightened to afford attic accommodation lit by the 19th century dormers.
In 1918 The National Bank of Scotland was bought by Lloyds Bank, although it continued to
operate as an independent institution until 1959, when it merged with the Commercial Bank
of Scotland to become the National Commercial Bank of Scotland. Ten years later the National
Commercial Bank merged with the Royal Bank of Scotland.
The “Caley” Bank
The second bank to set up a branch in Grantown, in 1839, was the new Caledonian Bank.
Established in Inverness in 1838, they persuaded Alexander Watson to return to Grantown
and open a branch. It developed a customer base consisting mainly of farmers, Highland
gentry, fishermen, whisky distillers and grain factors.
The Gaelic motto used on its banknotes – 'Tir nam Beann, nan Gleann, s'an Gaisgeach'
translated as 'Land of Mountains, Glens and Heroes'.

In May 1845 “George Dickson, the newly-appointed agent for the Caledonian Bank at
Grantown, .. entered his duties” it was agreed, shortly afterwards that a branch of the
Inverness Savings Bank would be set up under the superintendence of Mr George Dickson, the
agent for the Caledonian bank in Grantown.

He moved on in April 1851 presented with silver service to the value of 110 guineas.
Several years later, in 1865, whilst the long serving William Flemming was bank agent, an
advert appeared in the Forres Elgin and Nairn Gazette, Northern Review and Advertiser Wednesday 14 June 1865.

This new purpose built bank and bank house replaced the house built in 1782 by David
Stalker a merchant in Grantown on the corner of the High Street and the Square. The
impressive building was completed in 1867.
Interestingly this was the first site in Grantown identified by the founder. In a rough sketch of
1765, it was marked as the site for Grantown’s first Inn – which was subsequently built on
Castle Road.

The Caledonian Bank enjoyed reasonable growth until the City of Glasgow Bank spectacularly
collapsed. Unfortunately the Caledonian Bank held £400 of stock in the Glasgow Bank who did
not have limited liability, meaning that the shareholders were responsible for all debts. The
Caledonian Bank was forced to close its doors on 5th
December 1878. It later emerged that the City of
Glasgow Bank's total liability was £11,000! In the
light of this, and with assistance from Bank of
Scotland, the Caledonian was able to re-open in
August 1879. According to no less a paper than the
John o’Groat Journal of 25th December, “A branch of
the Caledonian Bank at Grantown, was opened on
Friday” [21st Dec.]
However, at the turn of the 19th century, the
Caledonian Bank's decline became increasingly
evident resulting from a couple of bad investments
from which they were unable to recover. In 1906 the
Bank's directors approached the Bank of Scotland
requesting an amalgamation. This was duly approved by the proprietors and the bank was
taken over by The Bank of Scotland.
The Bank of Scotland finally closed the doors of this branch for the last time on Monday 22nd
March 2021 having served the community well for all those years.
The Royal Bank of Scotland
Grantown’s third bank was completed in 1857.

The site was originally let in 1799 to John Macdonald, a tailor in Grantown who built a house
there. The bank was opened on the 6th of March 1857
The first appointment to the new Grantown agency of the Royal bank of Scotland. was the
ambitious young lawyer who had been the Caledonian Bank’s accountant in Grantown for
several years, Donald Grant, son of a farmer who had moved to Tullochgorm in 1851 from
Dalraddy in Badenoch. For the next half century “Dalraddy” as he came to be known
throughout the Central Highlands dominated the banking scene. One local writer recalled in
the 1930s ‘Next in grandeur to Caroline Countess of Seafield’s carriage, was the turn out of
Donald Grant of the Royal Bank, who employed a
coachman to drive his carriage and pair. He was
assisted by “Writer there. JamesWright, Secretary.”

The impressive new Royal bank building, set back
from the road, was completed in 1864 as witnessed by the date on the front wall at the top
right corner. The architects left their mark on the opposite corner.
After just over 150 years in Grantown this Bank, too, closed - on June 11th 2018
TSB
In 1846 a savings bank was established in Grantown, originally known as the Strathspey
Savings Bank. It was an offshoot the Inverness Savings Bank and set up under the
superintendence of Mr George Dickson, the agent for the Caledonian Bank in Grantown.
Unlike commercial banks, savings banks did not lend money to businesses or issue banknotes.
Their main purpose was to encourage the less well off to save small sums of money, so that
they could become more self sufficient, particularly in times of unemployment or other
hardship. The main customers of the savings banks were domestic and farm servants,
artisans, small traders and labourers. Unlike commercial banks, they also attracted large
numbers of women and children.

Around 1898 the savings bank was renamed the Grantown-on-Spey Savings Bank and from
1934 was part of the Aberdeen Savings Bank.
Current accounts and cheque books were
offered to depositors for the first time in 1965.
After several reorganisations of savings banks
nationally. in 1983 the Grantown Branch
became part of TSB Scotland. It was housed at
51/53 High Street, in premises previously
associated with various Solicitors and a series
of grocers. The first owner of the site (25
North Side – later 51 – 53 High Street) was
John Grant a weaver who built a house there.
The TSB in 2020 became another casualty of bank reorganisations and it too closed its doors.
Thus from the days in the 1820s when Grantown was a
young and thriving centre of the linen industry in the
Highlands with the first of three bank branches and a
savings bank to 2021 when all bank branches in the
town have closed. In between Grantown has enjoyed a
rich heritage of what was a banking service (rather than
a banking business) of benefit to the whole community.
Before this time Scotland had no formal banking system,
barter had been the way business was conducted
between people including farmers, tradesmen and
merchants. With that service came innumerable greatly
respected and influential bank agents and managers:
including The Grantown Society’s first chairman Frank
Macaulay.
And now..
…fortunately we have a post office
and that’s another story!
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