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Torry sits alongside some very dramatic, beautiful 
and romantic coastal scenery. The coastal area here 
has a rich and dynamic history and archaeology 
which covers many different periods. Many of the 
locations contained in this leaflet relate to Torry’s 
relationship with the sea, such as the fishing station 
and the lighthouse, whilst others relate to Aberdeen’s 
experiences during the Second World War. 

The Coastal Trail from Balnagask to Cove forms part of  
a District Wildlife Site, important for its mix of geology, 
rock pools and cliff top vegetation. A walk along the 
Coastal Trail will reward the visitor throughout the 
year, especially between May and August, with a riot 
of colour. Wild flowers such as pink and deep mauve 
coloured orchids, the aptly named yellow kidney vetch, 
sea campion, bell heather and white lesser stitchwort 
provide a colourful backdrop, and food for many 
insects. Common blue, Meadow brown and Painted 
lady butterflies can often be seen in abundance. 
Swallows can often be seen swooping for insects in 
summer while redwing and fieldfares can be seen 
in winter. The high cliffs are home to birds such as           
kittiwakes, fulmars and black backed gulls.

A look out to sea will often give glimpses of pods of 
dolphins swimming up and down the coast. White 
beaked, Bottlenose dolphins, and harbour porpoises 
are among those most commonly seen. Torry Battery 
is the best place to view the dolphins which often 
congregate around the harbour entrance.

     Torry
Coastal

Trail

Ordnance Survey maps reproduced courtesy of Ordnance Survey, Licence 
No. 100023401.
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otherwise stated.
Cover image: Girdleness Lighthouse and Foghorn.

1     Inner South Breakwater
In the early 19th century there was a huge expansion 
of trade which Aberdeen’s harbour was ill equipped 
to deal with. The harbour was tidal and prone to 
silting up. Thomas Telford, the great engineer, 
was contracted to specify a programme of works 
to improve the situation. Telford’s improvements 
included the construction of the first part of the North 
Pier, to deal with the problem of silting. Despite 
problems of finance progress was made and before 
1840 a number of changes had been effected, 
including the construction of the South Breakwater, 
in order to make Aberdeen’s new quays (named 
Waterloo, Trinity and Regent Quays) less susceptible 
to the tidal influences of the North Sea. 

2     Rocket House
Before the advent of helicopters, if a lifeboat was 
unable to reach a stricken vessel, the only alternative 
means of rescue was the rocket-propelled Life-saving 
apparatus (LSA). One LSA unit was located at this 
Rocket House, and the other at Footdee, on the     
opposite side of the harbour. Unusually, Aberdeen 
Harbour’s LSA teams were run by the Royal National 
Lifeboat Institution rather than HM Coastguard, with 
harbour staff and volunteers pushing the equipment 
to the scene on handcarts. The LSA teams were in 
existence from 
the 1920s until 
the 1960s, when 
the service was 
withdrawn. 
During that 
period they 
took part in 
more than       
50 rescues.

Inner (or Old) South Breakwater from 1901 Ordnance Survey map.

The Rocket House today.



3     Torry Point Battery
This venerable and much loved fortification was built 
in 1860, along with another battery a little to the 
north on Aberdeen beach, to defend the city, harbour 
and trade of Aberdeen. It was staffed at first by        
volunteers and was decommissioned in the 1890s. 
Torry Battery was re-fortified in the early years of the 
20th century and was permanently staffed during 
the First 
World War. 

During the 
inter war 
years the 
Battery 
became 
home, for 
the first 
time, to 
a number 
of homeless families, during a housing crisis. During 
the Second World War the Battery was again 
permanently staffed and owing to the advances in 
warfare technology, especially the development 
of bombers, it underwent a number of changes. 
During the war years the Battery’s gunners engaged 
a number of German bombers and took direct hits. It 
was during the Second World War that the Battery’s 
big guns opened fire for the only time in their history, 
against a friendly vessel. After the war the Battery 
and its associated camp again housed a number of 
homeless families, including the families of many 
recently demobilised soldiers. Families remained here 
until the 1950s, during which decade the Battery was 
finally decommissioned. In the following decades it 
became a temporary home to many different species 
of migratory birds whilst today it is a favoured spot for 
many Aberdonians, offering unparalleled views of the 
city and harbour.

Gun practice at Torry Point Battery.

Torry Point Battery: in the foreground are structures on which to dry 
fishing nets.

4    Breakwater and Goliath
Despite the existence of the earlier Inner South 
Breakwater there was an ongoing need for more quay 
space and better facilities in Aberdeen’s harbour. The 
1868 Act of Parliament, which allowed the Dee to 
be diverted and a third extension to the North Pier 
to be built, also legislated for this breakwater. The 
works were carried out between 1869 and 1874. This         
structure was much larger than the Inner South 
Breakwater and is built of concrete.

A gale in 1937 tore a 100 foot gap in the Breakwater. 
Repair work began in 1938, was stopped during the 
Second World War and resumed in 1954. At that time 
the Breakwater was widened. The works involved  
constructing 30 ton concrete blocks in a yard close to 
the Breakwater. These were loaded onto a Sentinel 

steam waggon 
by crane and 
transferred 
to a Titan 
crane, named 
‘Goliath’. The 
completed 
Breakwater is 
1050 feet in 
length and 35 
feet in width. 

Titan crane at the Breakwater.

Breakwater today.

The Breakwater showing damage after the 
1937 gale.



6    Lighthouse
In 1813 the whaling ship ‘Oscar’ went down off the 
coast of Aberdeen with only 2 survivors of the crew   
of 44 men. After this the shipmasters of Aberdeen       
lobbied extensively for a lighthouse. It was not until 
1833 that this one was built. It was designed by 
Robert Stevenson, grandfather of the author Robert 
Louis Stevenson, and constructed by the Aberdeen 
contractor John Gibb. It was built to a new design 
of two lights, the lower of which was set at the third 
floor, where a corbelled gallery can still be seen.       
The Lighthouse was lit for the first time at sunset on         
15 October 1833. The Lighthouse is 37 metres high 
and contains 189 steps. 

In 1847 the original cast iron lantern was removed 
and sent to Inchkeith. In 1996 it was acquired by the 
National Museums of Scotland. During restoration of 
this 5 ton lantern, it was found to be decorated with a 
wonderful casting of dolphins, ships and lighthouses. 

5    Anti-Tank Cubes-World War Two 
remains
Not far from the Breakwater lie the remains of what 
may be part of a Second World War road block, in the 
form of rectangular concrete bases with iron uprights 
embedded in them. World War Two coastal defences 
included a variety of structures to deter landing of 
wheeled and tracked vehicles and their movement 
inland. Some of the broken concrete blocks visible on 
the foreshore around Girdleness may be remnants of 
anti- tank ‘cubes’, designed to slow tanks down and 
expose their vulnerable undersides to fire.

Lighthouse today.

7    Foghorn
The current foghorn, known affectionately as the 
‘Torry Coo’ (owing to its low sonorous tones) was 
completed in 1902 and replaced an earlier foghorn 
which was located to the east of the current 
structure. The foghorn, like the lighthouse, was 
once an invaluable aid to navigation. The siren itself 
is a cylindrical type. The Aberdeen Daily Journal 
published the following account on 25 March 1902 of 
how the horn worked.

‘Compressed air escapes from tanks into the            
perforated syren while it rotates and there are thus 
produced every two minutes four blasts-two high 
and two low notes. For the purpose of producing 
the  compressed air… three oil engines, each of 25 
horse power, are used, and these are housed in a                
commodious stone erection within the grounds 
of the Lighthouse Commissioners surrounding the  
lighthouse. Each of the engines produces air up 
to a pressure of about 30lb per square inch, and it 
is conveyed to the tanks through pipes and there 
stored. Three of these tanks are situated within the 
engine-house, and are capable of containing 135 
cubic feet. From the tanks to the feeders at the 
horn house the air is conveyed in pipes, and by an            
automatic arrangement is discharged in the syren 
with ear splitting effect…’

The horn was worked by a man who was posted on 
outlook duty and its plant was supplied by James 
Dove and Co., contracting engineers from Edinburgh. 
Although it has not been used for many years it 
retains a special place in the hearts of people from 
Torry and is a striking addition to the rugged coastal 
landscape of this area. 

Foghorn today. 





8     Girdleness Battery
This coastal artillery battery was built at the start 
of the Second World War and was issued with two        
six-inch naval guns on 28 May 1940. The guns were     
subsequently removed after the war finished in 1945 
and the Battery itself was demolished. Concrete 
bases of the gun emplacements can still be seen 
at the site, both at the top of the cliff and on the 
shore. Girdleness Battery was one of 14 batteries that 
defended Aberdeen during the war and was probably 
manned by the gunners at nearby Torry Point Battery.

9     Sewage Valve House
This once elegant, but now rather downtrodden 
building was constructed as part of the massively 
engineered sewage outfall system created for 
Aberdeen as the result of a scheme drawn up in the 
years 1896-98. Previously, a sewer built in the 1860s 
had been expanded bit by bit, but by the close of 
the 19th century, the growth of the city as well as 
changing standards of sanitation required more     
radical action. The new sewer was over three miles 
long, piping effluent from both north and south of  
the River Dee. It was designed to discharge up to      

81 million gallons 
per day, a quantity 
representing a  
significant degree 
of future planning. 
This Penstock 
and Valve House        
provided an        

automatic flap that prevented the sea from backing 
up the sewer, but opened when required by pressure 
of sewage. The building itself was constructed by 
John Morgan. The line of the sewer tunnel, which was 
dug through substantial rock cuttings in places, can 
be clearly observed on the shore between the Valve 
House and Nigg Bay.

Part of the remains of Girdleness Battery.

Sewage Valve House.

10   Torry Park/Girdleness Park/Walker Park
This plot of land adjacent to the lighthouse was      
purchased in May 1901, following public pressure for 
a formal park. Once the park was developed it was 
described in 1902 as ‘well laid out, with abundance of 
splendid spring water. It has also got its well arranged 
shelters...It will be one of the finest picturesque parks 
in Scotland…’. The area today no longer has these  
features described in 1902 and has also changed 
name to Walker Park. 

However the tradition of people from Aberdeen      
visiting the Torry area, in general, for leisure has a 
long history. It may stretch back to the 17th century 
but was still very much in evidence in the early 20th      
century. Many families would make day trips to the 
Bay of Nigg and a number of shops existed there to 
serve their needs. By the middle of the 20th century 
this age-old practice was in decline. 

Leisure in the Bay of Nigg in 1934. 
Image © Aberdeen Central Library.

Walker Park as shown on the 1925 Ordnance Survey Map.



12  Salt Pans
In the mid 18th century there was an attempt           
generally in Scotland to expand the manufacturing 
base of the country. This sea salt manufactory and 
refinery was established by Alexander Smith, a 
merchant from Old Aberdeen, in 1796. The process 
worked by evaporating sea water and collecting 
the salt which was left over. A number of houses 
and buildings were set up in 1797 in order to 
accommodate the process. However the venture      
was not successful, the minister of Nigg noting in 
the 1830s that it had failed some time ago. However 
Ogilvie, writing in the first years of the 20th century, 
noted that the bases of the buildings could still          
be seen.

18th century map showing salt pans,  © Aberdeen City Archives.

11  Fishing Station
This small granite-built dwelling, with a later harled 
brick extension, is visible on Ordnance Survey maps 
from the first edition of 1867 onwards. On the 1901 
version, a well is marked nearby and even today the 
remains of a slipway can be seen. Local people recall it 
being used seasonally by lobster and crab fisherman 
up until the 1960s.

Remains of the Fishing Station.

13  Rifle Range
This practice range for soldiers and volunteers 
stretched along the Bay of Nigg. It was in existence by 
1867 and was gone by 1901. There were other ranges 
like this in the city, often on the shore line, including 
one immediately to the north of Broad Hill. 

Rifle range as shown on the 1901 Ordnance Survey Map.



14  Kelp Works
Like the salt pans, the kelp works was part of an 
attempt to diversifying the manufacturing base of 
Scotland. Kelp could be used for a number of different 
purposes. In the case of Aberdeen (Bay of Nigg) it was 
to be used in part of the production of soap. As early 
as 1728 John Gordon, a merchant from Aberdeen, 
had been collecting ‘sea ware’ in the Bay of Nigg 
and  burning it in his nearby kilns. The Town Council  
objected to this because it encroached on the rights 
of those who lived there and collected the seaware for 
dung for their fields. On 8 March 1750, George Leslie, 
a merchant trading in Aberdeen, applied to Aberdeen 
Council for a warrant to cut and burn kelp. He wanted 
to undertake this work as part of what he described  
as his ‘soapere’.

In the early 1790s Dr David Cruden described the kelp 
business. He wrote: ‘The sea-ware, or bladder sucus, 
grows up in three years on the rocks around the Ness 
and Bay chiefly, to a condition for being cut, dried, and 
burned into kelp. In 1791, 11 tons, of a fine quality, 
were made by 33 women, mostly young women, at 8d 
per day, with the direction of an overseer.’

In the 1830s it was noted that kelp gathering for 
soap production had ceased but that young women 
still collected (possibly harvested, as a food stuff) a 
number of different kinds of kelp, namely dulce (Fucus 
palmatus), bladderlock (Fucus esculentus), and pepper 
dulce (Fucus pinnatifdus). 

15  St Fittick’s Well
This well is associated with St Fittick, an almost            
certainly legendary saint of the 7th century. The story 
runs that St Fittick was being brought to Scotland in 
a boat and when a storm developed the superstitious 
sailors threw the monk overboard. He was washed 
up on the shore of the Bay of Nigg, where a spring   
miraculously appeared to satisfy his thirst. The well 
emerges in the historical record after the reformation 
when the Protestant 
authorities attempted to 
ban people from having 
resort to the well for its 
curative powers. The 
well itself survived until 
the early 20th century 
but was washed away 
and replaced by a new      
structure, which in turn 
was also washed away.

St. Fittick’s Well, as drawn in the 
early 20th century.



For further information contact 
03000 200 293

info@aagm.co.uk 
www.aagm.co.uk

Aberdeen Information Centre 
01224 269180

www.visitscotland.com/destinations-maps/
aberdeen-city-shire 

For public transport information contact Travel Line
www.travelinescotland.com

Other trails in this series can be found at: 
www.aberdeencity.gov.uk/heritagetrails

& at www.aagm.co.uk

For a large text version contact 
03000 200 293

Torry Coastal Trail 
is one of a series of themed trails 

being developed around the City. 


