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FOREWORD


My father was a local government official in Ayrshire and his job, winter and summer, took him far and wide over the highways and byways of the old county. For thirty-seven years he was never happier than when cruising along some leafy unfrequented road in Carrick or entering the portals of some great industrial undertaking in Cuninghame. He was not a desk man, and in later years when he was promoted and relatively office-bound, his sunny nature suffered something of an eclipse. Many were the stories he brought home to us, and I would occasionally suggest that he should write a book entitled Old Ayrshire by One Who Knows. He would decline the challenge, saying, in his mild way, that he had a fancy to end his days out of jail. The book remained unwritten. Here is one of the more printable tales.


During the Second World War, when Hermann Göring’s Luftwaffe were doing their best to eradicate British war industries, they attacked the vast explosives and chemical factory at Ardeer near Stevenston. The explosions were seen and heard all over Ayrshire, and there were many casualties. The morning after the raid my father happened to be calling on a Co-op, predecessor of supermarkets, in Kilwinning. There was a queue, of course, and two typical Ayrshire ‘bodies’, curlers under head-scarves, carpet slippers, shopping-bags carried near the ground, were in the line having an animated conversation, just in front of my father and a rather stiff-looking English lady, who obviously had a low opinion of these Ayrshire natives.


‘Did ye hear it last night?’ said Bodie A.


‘Aye,’ said Bodie B. ‘It was that bad, the pig fell oot the bed!’


The English lady’s eyes bulged in mingled triumph and horror at the image. But ‘pig’ was and is Ayrshire (and other) dialect for a stoneware hot-water bottle ...


It is still possible – just – to walk out along the old Ayr harbour breakwater and turn to face inland from the lighthouse, surveying the whole sweep of the Ayr Bay coastline from the Heads of Ayr in the south to the Cumbraes in the north. Then, turning again, you may gaze out over the firth, from Ailsa Craig massively rising out of the sea, and the impressive mountainscape of Arran, to the northern narrows of the estuary, the Holy Loch, the Loch Lomond Hills and the Paps of Jura. It is a spectacular setting that can be enhanced by taking the road to the top of Carwinshoch Hill, the Brown Carrick, which commands a view from the north coast of Ireland and the distant Campbeltown on the Mull of Kintyre to Schiehallion in Perthshire. But for all its romantic beauty, this segment of Britain is nowadays such a mundane and unremarkable backwater that it may come almost as a shock to realise that Ayrshire too has a history, that exciting and alarming events have occurred within its borders, and even that it has not always been a single unit – as Ayrshire – nor always a part of Scotland. Between the northern and southernmost points of Ayrshire – Wemyss Bay to the Galloway Burn – lies a great deal of history.


This history begins far back in the mists of time, long before the integration and realization of Ayrshire itself. Part I of this book tries to give an account of how Ayrshire came about – not just of what happened there once it was in existence. In order to understand the components of what became Ayrshire you have to take into account Strathclyde and Galloway and their long prehistory in the form of Brythonic tribes that may have been in the Ayrshire region since Neolithic times and even before then.


Even in the very deep past, ten or eleven thousand years ago, when the first Mesolithic pioneers crept in their tens or twenties through the silent forests of post-glacial Scotland or came upon the shimmering expanse of Loch Doon, their strategies to make use of the gifts of nature can be recognised – in their industrial chipping of ‘microliths’ still to be found in quantities on that loch’s shores, or in their huge shell-mounds at the edge of the sea, one of which was removed only a century ago near the Castle Hill at Ardrossan. These signs are reproduced all over Britain, showing that human beings were for the first time invading the inhospitable lands of the north and wresting them to their own use. Later, the first glimmerings of state and religious organisation are to be seen in the great row of hill-top cairns that stretches down to the sea from Knockdolian, unmistakably delineating a sacral and royal precinct even if we do not know the names of the people or the kingdom. That little patch of human settlement in the Glen App region endured and still endures – now as an integrated part of Ayrshire.


These apparently forgotten people developed a fully Megalithic culture, perhaps more clearly in places like Arran (on the plain of Machrie) or Orkney, but in Ayrshire well attested by henges, standing stones and cup-and-ring marked rocks. The relics seem anonymous and unresponsive to us, yet present-day place-names, Finnarts Hill, Ayr, Girvan, Loudoun, echoing the names of ancient Celtic deities, may through them preserve a trace of the original Neolithic sense of local divinity and kingly power. Such traces are as worthy of preservation in Ayrshire as in any other part of Britain.


The ‘prehistory’ of Ayrshire winds through some rather tortuous and gloomy cleughs before arriving at the plain vista of 1371 – the approximate date of integration under Robert II. Yet I have thought it worthwhile in Chapter 2 of Part I to take the reader through some of the linguistic evidence for the pre-1000 period, to display the great melting pot of Cymric, Anglian, Gaelic and Norse influences that can be traced in Ayrshire place-names even today. I have speculated on David I’s dismemberment of Strathclyde and his sharing out of the fragments among his Norman colleagues, and I have shown the practical effects of this reorganisation. I have tried to unravel the dynastic rivalries and alliances that in the end led William the Lion to set up his royal castle at Ayr in 1197 and some years later to establish a sheriffdom there with putative powers extending ‘on paper’ from Cuninghame to Carrick. I have also given, in the Gazetteer, a very brief description of the development of the three principal burghs of northern Ayrshire; Ayr, Irvine and Prestwick – and I should like to give notice here that I have not tried to emulate let alone surpass the meticulous and all-embracing studies of Strawhorn and Dodd, to which I refer all seekers after more information.


I have grappled in a very short compass with the gigantic mess of hesitation, accident, frenzy and misunderstanding that led the Earl of Carrick to renounce his allegiance to the King of England, to make his earldom a base for an adventure which by any standards must have been regarded as crazy, and to come to the throne of a new-minted realm – and by the way to make a Gordian knot of inheritance that, two generations later, by the interposition of a royal house not his own, casually created the integral shire of Ayr. All this with more than one glance over my shoulder at the presiding genius of Bruce history, Professor Barrow.


Newly-made Ayrshire in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries must have resembled Somalia or Afghanistan in our own day, torn apart by warlords. Montgomeries, Cuninghames, Campbells, Kennedys, Wallaces – all plunged with enthusiasm into fierce rivalry for land and power. The removal or reduction of the threat of English annexation released these chieftains to a seemingly never-ending internecine civil war between families and factions. But once the Reformation had taken hold of Scotland, and the land-hunger in Ayrshire had been to some degree assuaged by the plundering and spoliation of the abbeys of Crossraguel and Kilwinning, the internal enmities began to subside. The people as well as the magnates came together to respond to the challenge of a vaguer, more abstract bogey – one, therefore, that could not be defeated so readily as a flesh-and-blood neighbour: the Church of Rome, and locally, episcopacy, the hated ‘rule of bishops’. Ayrshire magnates like the Earls of Cassillis, Eglinton and Loudoun, representing previously irreconcilable interests, rode together against Edinburgh in 1648 to establish a Presbyterian dictatorship, a Rule of Saints. Ayrshire people and rulers controlled Scotland and, for a brief moment, Scots were the Chosen People. But an exclusivist logic had its inevitable effect upon the Covenanters, and they dwindled to a ‘suffering remnant’ hiding in the hills above Muirkirk and New Cumnock, perpetually divided even against themselves. Siste viator.


In the task of compiling this brief record of Ayrshire’s history I have had the welcome assistance of many hands, and these must be acknowledged. Dr Richard Oram has been kind enough to read the whole text several times in the course of its development, to make many helpful suggestions and to save me from more than one egregious error. Without the assistance of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS) I should have been lost – or perhaps even more forwandered. I must thank in particular Mr Iain Fraser, who assisted me vitally in coping with the intricacies of the great database ‘Canmore’. The staff at the new Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh and its library have been most helpful in the latter stages of preparation; Mr Andrew Martin and Dr Alison Sheridan have grappled nobly with my anxious queries. In the Dick Institute in Kilmarnock I have been assisted very materially by Mr Bruce Morgan and Mr Jason Sutcliffe. Mr Gordon Riddle and Miss Lorna Cawood of the National Trust for Scotland (Culzean Castle and Country Park) have let me have indispensable information. In addition, the publications of the Ayrshire Archaeological and Natural History Society (AANHS) are completely indispensable for anyone who wishes to master the outlines and detail of Ayrshire’s story. So are the section maps (green Pathfinder and red Landranger series) produced by the Ordnance Survey, whose grid references appear at every site entry in the gazetteer. Grateful acknowledgement is made to the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office for permission to include two maps based on Ordnance Survey maps (pp. xxiii and 2), and to Nicolson Street Guides of Largs for permission to modify three local street maps. South Ayrshire and North Ayrshire Concils were kind enough to grant permission to reproduce copyright material, and this is also gratefully acknowledged. I must also thank the staff at Ayr Carnegie Library (in particular Mrs Sheena Andrew) and the Ayrshire Archives Centre at Craigie Estate. I owe a debt of gratitude to the staff at Glasgow University Library, the National Library of Scotland, the Hunterian Museum, Glasgow, and the Museum of the Society of Antiquaries of London (Burlington House). I must acknowledge the kindness of the National Trust for Scotland in granting permission for the reproduction of a detail of the portrait of Sir Thomas Kennedy of Culzean, the Tutor of Cassillis, by an unknown artist. Finally, I must record my great indebtedness to those Victorian heroes, David MacGibbon and Thomas Ross, whose Castellated and Domestic Architecture of Scotland, published between 1887 and 1892, provided the superb line drawings which adorn Part II of this book.


Among individuals who assisted me I must mention Mrs Jean Donaldson of the Largs Historical Society, Sir Claude Hagart-Alexander of Kingencleuch and Mr David Hunter of New Dailly. I must also thank my sister Mrs Aase Irvine, Mrs Ann Rayner, Mrs Anne Ross, Mr Charles Sandford, Mrs Carol Wilson and Mr and Mrs Ian Cuthbertson. I also have to thank Mr Hugh Andrew and Mr Andrew Simmons of Birlinn for forbearance and understanding.


Perhaps I shall be forgiven if I give a special place in this list of helpers to two dear friends both very recently dead of the same unspeakable scourge – cancer (one in the flower of her young womanhood). The first, Ian Murray McAllister, helped in two vital ways: I do not possess the skill of driving, but whenever I needed to go to an out-of-the-way site Murray drove down to Ayr and we went off together in his little blue car to take photographs; he also made available his extensive library – and his vast experience and knowledge of Scottish country houses. The other friend, Mary Seaward, assisted me not only in this project but a previous one – by foot-slogging, as it were one of the pedisequi patrie, who followed me on foot where it was impossible for a car to go and whose sense of direction and locality invaluably supplemented the Ordnance Survey maps. She acted, too, like Voltaire’s old woman who sat by the fireside and criticised every line of his composition, making each successive idea clear to herself and thus to him and his readership. Both these people are irreplaceable in every way.









HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is meant to help you to move around Ayrshire and go to places that you may find interesting. Practical information on sites – how to get there and basic recognition – will be found in the Gazetteer, which is set out in alphabetical order. Background and general historical information will be found in Part I. Names of places in the Gazetteer are printed in Part I and cross-referenced within the Gazetteer in bold type.


Each Gazetteer entry has a map reference at the right-hand margin. To make full use of these you should have an Ordnance Survey map, especially for country areas. The OS Landranger series is the most handy, but the green Pathfinder series is more detailed. However it is not essential to carry a map, and many Gazetteer entries give nearby road numbers and the nearest town or village. Each entry tells you what it is for – a cairn, a castle, a church, a burgh. NB Some ways of getting to sites may have changed since they have been visited or may no longer be available even when shown on map. Check local sources of information.


Isolated finds of small Bronze and Iron Age and other objects have often been collected in various museums in Edinburgh, Glasgow, Kilmarnock and elsewhere. The locations are usually given in the site entries.


Places of outstanding beauty or interest mentioned in the Gazetteer are italicized. NB however, none of the listed places is guaranteed to be open at any time to the public and some are quite definitely closed, for example the italicized Rowallan Castle. The same applies to Cassillis House. Except where a house or a location is definitely advertised as being open with or without entrance charge, it is always better to check with the owners before walking across fields or down driveways. In the larger towns there is usually a tourist information centre which is there to be used.


Always follow the countryside code, close gates, and KEEP OUT WHEN TOLD TO DO SO EITHER VERBALLY OR BY POSTER. Some of the places mentioned here are quite dangerous: Glengarnock Castle is poised about to fall over a deep ravine; Lacht Castle sits atop the Dunaskin Glen in rough moorland where ankles can only too easily be twisted; the Iron Age hillfort on Castle Hill above Largs is extremely precipitous. The author of this book does not accept responsibility for the reliability or safety of any of the routes or places described here.
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1. PREHISTORIC: THE EARLIEST TIMES TO AD 82


The remote past


The first immediately recognisable events to leave their mark upon the Ayrshire region of Scotland took place about sixty million years ago, when cataclysmic volcanic eruptions took place all along what is now the north-eastern rim of the Atlantic Ocean. What caused the cataclysm is not clear. It may have been the latest of a series of geological events originating beneath the earth’s crust, or it may have been caused by the impact of an extraterrestrial body; it was about this time, perhaps, that some such violent global event caused the extinction of the world’s dinosaur population. In any case, very large volcanoes erupted, and some of them – Hecla in Iceland, for instance – are still active. East and south of Iceland a chain of extinct volcanic remnants can be traced, noticeably in the Faroes, Shetland and Orkney, and down through the west coast of Scotland – St Kilda, Staffa, Rum, Eigg and Muck, Arran and the Ayrshire coast. Although these volcanoes have been inactive in modern times, earthquake activity is not unknown in Ayrshire, and fault-lines occur in the Kilwinning region and elsewhere in the county. Plutonic forces are still welling up along the North Atlantic ridge and forcing the continents of Europe and North America further apart.


In Ayrshire extensive traces of volcanic activity are to be found where igneous intrusions have forced their way through the granitic cover, from Loudoun Hill in the north-east to Benbeoch above Dalmellington, the Heads of Ayr to the south-west of Ayr, and Ailsa Craig off Girvan. Millions of years of weathering have produced some spectacular effects, for example at Benbeoch, where the characteristic vertical porphyritic crystals form a gigantic cliff-face crowning a dizzy, isolated hill high above the surrounding countryside. At the Heads of Ayr, one half of a large volcano has long ago fallen into the sea, and the remaining half forms a sheer cliff wall, with a wide central cleft marking a vertical vent. At the western end of the cliff, giving on to Bracken Bay, a smaller vent, is as it were, tipped on its side, like a huge ladle in a steel-works, from which lava must have poured in a glowing flood. A similarly slanted vent is situated at the south-western end of Drumadoon Cliff in southern Arran, and from both outlets fault-lines radiate as cracks in a hard lava pavement at the edge of the sea. At Drumadoon the cliff is again formed of great vertical porphyry crystals – a formation also to be seen at Ailsa Craig, as well as at Fingal’s Cave in Staffa, the Giant’s Causeway in Antrim, Samson’s Ribs at the Salisbury Crags in Edinburgh, and other well-known places. Ailsa Craig is a stupendous rock towering more than 300 metres out of the sea opposite Girvan; it, like Loudoun Hill, is a ‘volcanic plug’ – the cooled lava in the volcano’s throat, harder than the crater walls, which have been eroded away over the millennia.


Fire, in the form of plutonic forces, shaped a great deal of Ayrshire’s physical form and human destiny. Water, in the form of ice, also contributed to the formation of the land and the fortunes of the inhabitants of Ayrshire. The last great Ice Age, the Younger Dryas period, finally relaxed its grip on Europe about 10 000 BC, and its effects and those of previous Ice Ages on the countryside are still to be seen everywhere. The rounded hills show the effects of the pressure of the ice, and the deep valleys of the rivers – the Doon, the Girvan and the Stinchar in particular – trace the course of glacier tongues flowing from the highlands of the south and east. Striations along the valley sides – notably at Hadyard Hill in the valley of the Girvan – are rubbing marks made by the ice in its slow, heavy progression to the coast. On the other hand, raised platforms to be seen along the Clyde coast – north of Ardrossan and south of Girvan – are old beaches, testifying to when the sea-level was as much as 30m higher than it is at the moment, following the melting of vast quantities of ice all over the hemisphere. As a consequence of the thaw and the relieving of the heavy pressure of the ice, the land gradually rose again and left the beaches high and dry with their shells and animal remains. Also left high and dry are the so-called ‘erratic blocks’, large boulders carried along with the slow, strong glacier flow towards the coast and deposited miles from their original home when the thaw came. ‘The Baron’s Stone of Killochan’ in the grounds of Killochan Castle is one such boulder, a huge rock perhaps forty tons in weight. Its home was the Loch Doon region. Smaller fragments of rock are piled up into great heaps known as terminal moraines, to be seen in the lower reaches of the Stinchar or at Cuff Hill, near Beith.


According to the latest estimates the ice of the great glaciation first melted in Scotland about 13 500 BC. Some 2,500 years later there was a return of cold, which lasted about 1,000 years. Temperatures have continued to fluctuate irregularly ever since then, but in modern times permanent glaciers have been confined mainly to far northern areas and to high altitudes. With the lessening of the cold the Arctic forms of life gradually retreated northward and the once barren lands of Scotland began to be colonised by plants and animals suited to temperate conditions. At first mere tundra scrub appeared – juniper bushes and low creeping moorland plants like whortleberry. After about a millennium larger trees such as birch and hazel began to form forest areas, which gradually increased in size. Birch covered the whole of Scotland by 8000 BC, quickly followed by elm, and, by 6500 BC, after a significant increase in temperature, by oak. Later still, Scots pine made its appearance in southern Scotland.


Soil is originally weathered rock, and particular kinds of rock give rise to different varieties of soil – both light and heavy, sand and clay. Forests improve soil over long periods by the nutrient-seeking action of tree-roots and the accumulation of organic material from rotting leaves to produce ‘brown earth’, which is highly fertile. In Ayrshire the rivers which now flow to the coast in the place of the glaciers laid down surrounding plains of productive clay. The great plain of Kyle owes its formation to the action of several rivers flowing west from north and south – the Garnock, the Carmel Water, the Water of Irvine, the Ayr, the Water of Lugar, the Water of Coyle and the Doon. The fertile region east of Girvan follows the course of the Water of Girvan, and the farmlands and forests in the Ballantrae, Colmonell, Barr and Barrhill areas of Carrick lie around the courses and confluences of the Stinchar, Tig, Dusk, Muck and App. Dense forest covered much of the whole area until quite recently; the fourteenth-century chronicler John of Fordun says that in his time the Forest of Selkirk reached as far west as Ayr Castle. Extensive clearances, however, were present from a very early period, especially along the coast.


Animals, some of them now unfamiliar, began to roam up into Scotland after the complete sterility of the great Ice Age. Of course, the pre-glacial giants – the mammoth (Mammuthus primigenius) and the rhinoceros (Coelodonta antiquitatis) – had disappeared. Sourlie in Ayrshire is one of only two locations in Scotland where remains of the woolly rhinoceros have been found, and mammoth tusks and teeth have been discovered at Kilmaurs quarry and at three other locations close by. But although Scotland has been seen as poor in ancient species by comparison with Europe, the country had become restocked with European animals before the flooding of the ‘land bridge’ connecting Britain with Europe around 8000 BC. Reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) appear to have lived through the Ice Age on the tundra fringes of the glaciation, as witnessed by two Ayrshire sites (near Ardrossan). The wild horse (Equus ferus), the aurochs (Bos primigenius) and the beaver (Castor fiber) have also been recorded in Ayrshire; the last-named seems to have survived in Scotland until recent times. The brown bear and the wolf, also recently extinct, have not so far appeared in the Ayrshire archaeological or fossil record. Other kinds of mammals are fortunately still with us, including the wildcat (Felis silvestris) and the pine marten (Martes martes), neither archaeologically recorded in Ayrshire. Birds which once abounded in Scotland and the northern hemisphere include the flightless Great Auk (Alca impennis), the last of which was killed in Scotland only a little more than 150 years ago. It does not appear to have frequented Ayrshire, though Ailsa Craig would probably have been a suitable habitat for this bird, judging by the populations of other birds which roost on the cliffs of the islet.


With the arrival of these diverse species came another more dangerous animal – man. These tool-using descendants of African forest apes had, of course, evolved hundreds of thousands of years before the great glaciation, had learnt to adapt to conditions other than savannahs and tropical habitats, and gradually colonised most of the land surface of the planet. But although vestiges of the most ancient people – those of the Palaeolithic, or Old Stone Age – can be discovered in southern Britain, they have left no readily identifiable traces in Ayrshire and so will not be considered here. (In Troon, one flint scraper ‘of apparently palaeolithic affinities’ was discovered in 1985.1) In Scotland and in Ayrshire in particular, to all intents and purposes, man appeared only after the great Ice Age, with the onset of a new phase in human culture, the Mesolithic, or Middle Stone Age. The Mesolithic people were represented by small bands of hunter-gatherers who began to trek into Scotland perhaps as early as 10 000 BC.


The Mesolithic period


Mesolithic people in Ayrshire and elsewhere left no surface structures or monuments. They were bow-using nomads, i.e. they wandered from place to place on a seasonal basis. In the immediately post-glacial period, the numbers of people involved were very small – perhaps ten or twenty in a group at a time. Their shadowy presence has had to be inferred either from the remains of the animals they killed for food, from the (tiny) stone and bone implements they used, or from the coastal fish-traps they constructed.


Mesolithic implements, known as microliths, are small fragments of stone that have been shaped or ‘knapped’ by repeated blows on harder stone to give them shape and direction. Smaller and finer than the corresponding tools of Palaeolithic times, they are often encountered in ‘scatters’. Production was intense, amounting to an industry at certain sites, notably at Loch Doon. Great quantities of microliths have been found at certain points along both shores of that loch. The types of stone used for these instruments varied quite markedly – flint, chert (flint-like quartz), bloodstone and, in Ayrshire, agate such as that found in the sea off the Heads of Ayr.


Microliths are classifiable by their shapes, but less so in respect of their functions. One may infer that they were used for arrowheads, spear-points, fish-hooks, harpoons, scrapers, sharpeners, ‘burins’ (chisels) and even axeheads, used to clear trees and other vegetation. The production techniques of these tools changed and improved at uneven rates throughout the period, the last phase of which was characterised by finely shaped and polished trapezoids. It is thought that in Scotland the early period, from about 9000 BC (or earlier) to 7000 BC, was differentiated from the later (about 7000 BC to 4000 BC) by broad-blade and narrow-blade technology respectively. Broad blades have been discovered at several sites in Scotland, including Irvine (Shewalton) in Ayrshire, where, however, a number of narrow blades has also been found.2


Other signs of human Mesolithic activity are large mounds of shells from oysters and other coastal creatures. These, as well as bone fragments, are datable by Carbon-14 analysis, as are charcoal traces from fires. But all systems of dating are uncertain. At one point in the fifth millennium BC a massive marine inundation or ‘transgression’ took place, as a result of which many formerly mainland sites became islands and many islands were reduced in size; later again the water subsided. Mesolithic sites can often be pinpointed as either pre- or post-transgression – but then Carbon-14 dating is often at variance with the expected typology of the stone fragments or stratigraphic dating ascertained in comparison with other sites. Thus confusion arises.3


It may be possible to trace some of the movements of the first explorers. Here in the south-west there was clearly exploration by sea along the shores of the firths, and most of the signs of Mesolithic human occupation – stone tools, shell-mounds, middens and camp fires – are found in the coastal regions, at Ballantrae at the mouth of the Stinchar Valley and Irvine in particular. It is noticeable that many of the sites are to be discovered some little way inland from the present coastline, on or near the 15-metre contour – the beach formed by the raised sea-level following the thaw. The land gradually rose again later, after the tremendous pressure of the ice was lifted. But the impression that the Mesolithic occupation was exclusively maritime, shunning the forested inland areas, is probably wrong. Mesolithic humans seem also to have come overland from the south, from the north coast of the Solway Firth, up into the Southern Uplands and to Clatteringshaws Loch and Loch Doon, where the quantity of stone tools found probably represents a long period of temporary occupations rather than large numbers of people. The suggestion has been that the grouping of the sites represents a ‘through-way’, speculatively traced from the Dee at Kirkcudbright Bay, along the Waters of Ken and of Deugh, the Carsphairn Lane, and down through Loch Doon by the River Doon to the coast; or, to the west, from Fleet Bay by the Big Water of Fleet, Loch Grannoch, the Black Water of Dee, the Cooran Lane, the Gala Lane and the Doon system.4 It appears that these routes would provide the Mesolithic hunters with game and river fish, and the likely wood cover of these regions (birch, hazel, elm, oak, alder and pine) would provide shelter and resources for fire. All the river routes follow the tracks of massive glacier flows to the coast during the great Ice Age.


Deeper penetration took the explorers northward into the Muirkirk region and to the Darvel Valley, through which the Irvine flows to the Firth of Clyde. They also arrived in central Lanarkshire, in the Biggar Common area, and thence to the Forth.


The Firth of Clyde can be looked at as an enclosed sea, open on the south-west to the Atlantic and the Irish Sea. On the west lies the peninsula of Kintyre and on the east the fertile coast of Ayrshire-Renfrewshire. In the middle lies a collection of islands describable as an archipelago,5 dominated to the north by Arran and to the south by the impressive islet of Ailsa Craig. The Mesolithic peoples after the Ice Age probably used the overland and coastal routes from the Solway to reach the lands of Arran, Kintyre and the near north-western islands, in particular Jura, where extensive mesolithic traces have been found. See Great Cumbrae Island, Farland Hill.


The New Stone Age (see p. 2 for Map of Neolithic Sites in South Carrick)


There is no clear cut-off point between the Mesolithic and the Neolithic ages. The meaning of the term Neolithic, ʻof the new stone age’, refers to a new way of handling stone tools. Of course the basic defining signal of the Neolithic period is a more refined manufacture of such implements, and the use and shaping of stone for construction of walls, dwellings and tombs. But the significance of the period goes further, for it was during the Neolithic times that humans seemed to wake up for the first time to the general possibilities of exploiting nature and nature’s gifts constructively, as opposed to merely hunting and gathering. This awakening was a gradual process, uneven and hesitant at times. In Scotland it seems to have taken place during the centuries, perhaps as many as five, on either side of 4000 BC.


Active engagement with nature is most obvious in agriculture – a systematic effort to produce food by cultivating grasses and domesticating animals for nutrition and for traction. These strategies for living involved abandoning the old wandering style of existence and instead settling in one place long enough for crops to grow and be processed and for stock to breed and become useful. The signs of settlement begin to appear round about 4000 BC – the first farms, with fields, fragments of which are often found under peat cover in Britain, and houses, some little better than skin-covered tents, others more substantial structures made of stone, earth and timber. Such traces are barely discernible and none have been found in Ayrshire; fragments of fields dating to before 3000 BC have not been found in Scotland.


Cairns


Early Neolithic humans in Ayrshire and elsewhere did, however, leave very noticeable traces of their presence in another way. Side by side with strategies for sustaining life appeared a systematic attempt to deal with another pressing problem – the disposal of human remains. The solution was the construction of houses for the dead – tombs built of earth, stone and timber. Such tombs, together with the remains and the grave goods inside them, have turned out to be our surest guides to the way of life of our remote ancestors.


Tombs which are covered mainly with heaped earth are called barrows, while stone heaps, which allow more variation in style and internal structure, are called cairns. In addition to barrows and cairns, of course, sub-surface graves and pits were also used at different times, grouped into cemeteries, in which the burials might be laid in cists or under slabs of stone. Secondary indications of corpse disposal include the marks left by bonfires for cremation, and mortuary enclosures, where bodies would be exposed for the flesh to rot away until the residual skeleton could be burnt or buried.


There are a great many cairns the length and breadth of Ayrshire, almost all of them mutilated by modern improving farmers who found the great piles of stone too convenient for wall-building purposes when their original functions had been forgotten. There may also have been an animus against ancient monuments – and this is still with us. It is perhaps significant that the first great age of the grave-destroyers was the rationalistic eighteenth century. And, of course, there had been robbers of grave-goods from a very early time.


Many cairns, then, are represented by ravaged heaps of stone (sometimes of considerable size) in remote places. Many are difficult to date because of the absence of organic (Carbon-14 datable) remains or because grave-goods have been stolen. One group of cairns that seems to be earlier than others is the chambered variety, in which chambers or cells for the dead have been constructed out of stone slabs before being covered with mounds of stone. Some chambered cairns, for instance the ‘Bargrennan’ group, have a passageway leading from the outside of the cairn to the chamber some metres within the pile of stones; these cairns can have multiple chambers, each with its own slabbed passage, in the body of the cairn.6 Others, the ‘Clyde’ group, have entrances opening directly from the exterior into the chamber, which is divided into compartments by low coamings, septal stones set into the ground at right angles to the wall slabs. Some have an elaborate continuous façade of vertical slabs on either side of the entrance, the plan forming a flattened C-shape with ‘horns’, between which a concourse of flagstones may have provided a space for ceremonial activity of some sort. Differences like these help to distinguish between different groups of people, or separate peoples – or perhaps between different periods of the same people. The Bargrennan group of graves takes its name from the example at Bargrennan in Kirkcudbrightshire just over the Ayrshire border. The Clyde group is centred mainly on the Isle of Arran and examples are to be found in Northern Ireland and along the Solway coast. More widely known are groups beyond the south-west, such as the massively constructed tombs of Orkney.


There are about twelve securely identifiable chambered cairns in modern Ayrshire. They are of only two varieties, while at least six varieties have been identified throughout the whole of Scotland. These tombs appear to have been built and used over the long period between 4000 BC and 2500 BC.


In Ayrshire the only identifiable Clyde-type chambered tomb to have survived even partially is at Haylie, Largs. Four Bargrennan-type cairns are also known to have survived into recent times; they were the cairns at Ar(i)ecleoch, Balmalloch, Cave Cairn (Wee Fell) and Cuff Hill. All five of these are noted in the Gazetteer together with one unclassified chambered cairn, at Loanfoot (The Law).


By the time that the custom of commemorating the dead in stone came to be practiced by Neolithic people, there must have been a social context in which one person or group of people could command the services of others, for instance in the labour of constructing hilltop or chambered tombs, as well as in farm work. The idea of territoriality may have emerged, including that of tenancy, leading to the subordination of a whole neighbourhood to one land-owning family or individual. Occupational ranking could also have been present: a difference would gradually have emerged between farmers and those in charge of large numbers of animal stock. Historically, herdsmen, owning more land for pasture, tend in time to dominate crop growers.


Apart from the chambered cairns there are dozens of unclassified prehistoric cairns in Ayrshire, undated but certainly later than the chambered variety. There are so many of these that distribution patterns and social organisation may be guessed at even within Ayrshire alone.


By a universal trope, it is a fairly safe conclusion that the people who were accorded burial at the top of high hills were socially exalted – though this does not exclude the occupants of graves at a lower altitude from being socially marked out too. The pharaohs of Egypt were buried in pyramids, artificial hills in a flat plain. In Ayrshire there was no need to build the king a hill for his grave – there were plenty of ready-made hills to hand. So a series of spectacularly sited cairns marches south-west from Craigie Fell in Carrick along the western side of Glen App, Carlock Hill, Penderry Hill and Drumduff Cairn (Penderry Hill) to Finnarts Hill – high places between the sea and the sombre valley of the App. There is also a clear connection with cairns a little distance from Glen App itself, on the top of Knockdolian and of Cairn Hill, Mains of Tig, as well as with those on Drumdowns (Altimeg), Millmoan Hill and Haggstone Moor on the eastern side of the glen.


The Glen App group is wholly within the modern Ayrshire area. Many other groups of hill-top cairns are distinguishable at least partly within the county boundary. Around the Loch Doon / Dalmellington region we find cairns at or near the summits or other prominent features of Auchenroy Hill, Bellsbank, Pennyarthur Rig and ‘Bubbly’ Cairn, Beoch, Cairnennock, Dalcairnie Cairn (Wee Cairn Hill), Pennyvenie and White Laise Cairn. Further north, in the Muirkirk region, among even higher hills, we find another probably distinct network, including in Ayrshire Blacksidend, Cairn Table, Glen Garr Hill, Wardlaw Hill I and Wetherhill. In other parts of Ayrshire, both in the north and the deep south, we find yet more clusters of prominent cairns, including of course the Bargrennan group of passage cairns which extends south and east beyond the Ayrshire boundaries. And east of Ballantrae, almost at right angles to the Knockdolian-Glen App group, a series of riverside cairns extends along the course of the Stinchar: Mains Hill, Balnowlart, the Colmonell group – Polcardoch, Sallochan and Tongue Cairns and the Craigneil Cairn.


Some cairn groupings are perhaps not as geographically coherent as the four mentioned above, but all of them give the impression of commemorating lengthy succession lines of local chieftains, whether to be called ‘kings’, warlords’, ‘land-owners,’ ‘high priests’ or whatever. The Glen App-Knockdolian-Stinchar area of Carrick in particular gives the impression of being a small compact lordship of some sort, perhaps with a sacred significance extending beyond its borders. Another earlier lordship was centred on the eponymous chambered cairn at Bargrennan just outside Ayrshire.


Nearly all the Ayrshire tomb structures have been devastated, but one or two have been overlooked until the present day. At South Burnt Hill, during a survey for a windfarm in 1994, researchers discovered the small top part of what may be an undamaged larger cairn poking up from beneath the peat cover near the summit (454m OD). This hill is in the remote upper part of north Ayrshire near the Renfrewshire border (Inverclyde). It is adjacent to the Duchal Moor. There is also a recently discovered ring cairn at Pennyvenie near Dalmellington, possibly undisturbed.


Henges, standing stones, cup-and-ring-marked rocks, stone balls etc.


There are other visible Neolithic monuments in Ayrshire besides cairns. These are standing stones (whether single or arranged in fours or rings or arcades), cup-and-ring marked rocks, and ‘henge’ monuments. One should also remember the characteristic carved stone balls, of which several Ayrshire examples exist. All these artefacts are probably of a later Neolithic period, round about or following 3000 BC.


Henge monuments immediately call to mind the massive structures of Stonehenge, from which the term has been derived. In fact, however, the word ‘henge’ has now come to mean a ritual circular enclosure within a bank with a ditch running round the inside and with at least one (causewayed) entrance. It may or may not be associated with encircling post-holes or rings of stone or single standing stones, or with burials. These earthworks can be identified by their more-or-less perfect circularity and their siting, often in a high position and always with a clear view over a wide area. There are eight or nine such enclosures in Ayrshire, including one at Finnarts Hill, which, by its position and association with cairns and standing stones, would seem to indicate great importance accorded to this site. Two at Laggan, closely associated with a burial area at Ballantrae Bridge, and the recently destroyed standing stones at Garleffin, similarly give the impression of something akin to a temple complex. Ballantrae is of course adjacent to Knockdolian Hill, which seems to be pivotal to the little realm whose arms are Glen App and the River Stinchar.


Actual rings of stones in Ayrshire have, however, all been destroyed, some quite recently. Rig Hill, near Nith Lodge was obliterated only after 1937 when a dig was carried out. Seemingly there were 15 standing stones in an ellipse on this site. Another ring of boulders may have existed at Laggish at the White Cairn – an example which makes us think that large circular cairns may have covered over stubby stone rings, as is perhaps the case at Temple Wood, Kilmartin, in Argyll. What was probably a ‘four-poster’ – four standing stones in a square or diamond-shaped arrangement – still stands in a field at Cuff Hill, but the individual stones have been rearranged for the convenience of the farmer. Single standing stones are still not uncommon in the county, and some have been incorporated into urban areas, e.g. in Darvel (the ‘Dagon’ Stone) and in Doonfoot (Ayr) at Stonefield Park Road.


Cup-and-ring marked rocks and carved stone balls are also probably ritual objects, but we do not know what they were for. In both cases we can infer a powerful aesthetic impulse, which leads people to take an interest and pleasure in sheer workmanship, whatever the ostensible primary purpose of the productions.


The most spectacular cup-and-ring markings in Ayrshire are to be found near Ballochmyle Viaduct and at Blackshaw north of Ardrossan. This kind of rock-carving cannot be Carbon-14 dated, and it has been suggested that the designs go back to Mesolithic times. However, to judge from associated finds, cup-and-ring markings should probably be dated to between 3000 and 2500 BC. The same applies to the characteristic carved stone balls, of which at least three have been found in Ayrshire. The finest example, perhaps, is that found at Jocksthorn near Kilmaurs, now in the Dick Institute, Kilmarnock.


Funerary and ceremonial enclosures have been gradually uncovered or discovered in Ayrshire. One of the most (potentially) spectacular sites, at Ballantrae Bridge, was revealed only in 1995 by a series of oblique aerial photographs which took advantage of the slanting light of the sun to show up features invisible on the ground.


Mortuary house


A suspected mortuary house has been found at Courthill, Dalry, where excavators discovered an apparently rectangular arrangement of posts, roughly 15 by 7m, with, between the long sides, two pits 9m apart, in each of which a very large upright had been planted. This would correspond to the structure at Pitnacree in Fife, in which it is conjectured an open wicker rectangular box was constructed between two large uprights made of a split tree-trunk. Inside the box a body or bodies was exposed for ‘biodegradationʼ or cremation, after which a barrow-mound was constructed to cover the entire arrangement. A cremation was discovered at Courthill between the positions of the two posts, and the structure appears to have been buried under a mound. Pitnacree is dated to between 3800 BC and 3300 BC,7 and if Courthill is of corresponding date it is one of the earliest monuments in Ayrshire.


Later Neolithic times


After about 2500 BC, cultural changes in Neolithic life appeared in Ayrshire as elsewhere: chambered cairns seem to have gone out of use and from this time onwards it is thought that people began to erect henge monuments and standing stones. Houses became circular in plan, small organised villages appeared in the midst of small cereal fields and pasture-land, and more signs of social stratification can be discerned. In many groups of houses, one house, often larger than the others, stands apart from them – the village chieftain or landowner asserting his status and higher standard of living. ‘Roundhouses’ can be identified from aerial photographs and crop-marks at Enoch near Girvan, at Ballantrae Bridge and elsewhere. These are detected by their hut-circles, sometimes double, indicating a central core of stone and soil, sandwiched between wall-faces of wattle-and-daub. There would be a central stone hearth and a conical roof supported by a ring of stout posts. Post-holes have been detected at a large roundhouse in the Ballantrae Bridge area and at Enoch, where one of the houses is larger than the others and stands a little distance away. Field fragments appear at many, places including Ballantrae Bridge.


One feature of Neolithic life that can be identified in Ayrshire and elsewhere is a characteristic way of heating water: the ‘burnt mound’. People would heat stones and plunge them into water contained in wooden troughs. When the heating was completed the stones would be discarded into a pile or heap that would gradually form a mound, often crescent shaped, partially surrounding a hearth or site for a fire near a burn or loch. ‘Burnt mounds’ have been discovered in Ayrshire at Knockittis Burn and Clauchrierob in Carrick, and elsewhere in the same region. Wooden troughs have been discovered at Chapeldonan. It is thought that burnt mounds may indicate camp-sites used in connection with hunting and herding.


What are thought to be fish traps of varying design have been discovered at eight groups of sites on the North Ayrshire coast between Hunterston and Ardrossan.8 Four are noted in the Gazetteer, at Ardneil Bay, Bastion Craig and Farland Head – all in the vicinity of Portincross. They are lines of heavy boulders across the mouths of small bays below the high-water mark: the tide overlapping the stones carries fish into the bays and leaves them trapped when it recedes. The boulders have often been displaced over the centuries by surf and gales. These devices have not been dated, but it is thought that while originally Neolithic, they may have been in use much later, a conclusion strengthened by the proximity of the eight site groups to eight known coastal fortifications in the area, which include Hunterston, Portincross, Law, Tarbet, Montfode and Ardrossan.


The Bronze Age


One of the best known of the changes that came about in the culture of the early inhabitants of Britain is the introduction of metalworking, heralding the so-called Bronze Age. Some analysts have down-graded this ‘revolution’, important though it undoubtedly is. They point out that Neolithic culture is still with us, especially in the matter of building stone houses whether for the living or the dead, and that agriculture, first developed in Scotland 6,000 years ago, is still the mainspring of organised human life. Technological innovation, surprising though it is, has only succeeded in piling complications upon the primary discovery that metal could be wrought. Be that as it may, metal-working first makes its appearance in Scotland about 2000 BC, in the shape of a bronze dagger with a gold band found at Collessie in eastern Scotland. A hoard of roughly the same period containing many bronze ornaments and weapons was discovered at Migdale in Sutherland. The technique of metal-working was probably introduced into Scotland directly from Europe, whether by invasion or by simple exchange of ideas.


Perhaps equally important was the rather earlier introduction of new styles of pottery, indicating a major shift in outlook. Funerary use of pottery may seem a bizarre indicator of cultural trends, but this is one of the major ritual practices by which the development of early peoples can be detected and estimated.


In the early part of the Neolithic period, from about 4000 BC, the farmers seem to have used plain round-bottomed pottery vessels, fragments of which are associated with many Neolithic burials. There seems to have been a ritual practice of smashing pottery into graves together with other domestic refuse. In the later period, from about 3000 BC, different shapes and designs of pottery appear. These include large storage vessels and small elegant drinking-bowls with flatter bottoms, both distinguished as grooved ware, because their bodies are grooved with horizontal lines and bands, some with additional decoration. These are found both at ceremonial/funerary and at what we might call secular sites. But from about 2500 BC onward an altogether different style of pot appears in both kinds of sites: archaeologists call these vessels beakers, by some taken to signify the advent of the famous Beaker People, described as an alien, invading force who conquered the indigenous Neolithic peoples of Britain.


Beakers are decorated pots with rims; they taper below the rim and also toward the bottom, giving an ‘S’-shaped profile. They were given their name because they were formerly supposed to hold drink for the deceased, as opposed to what used to be taken for a sub-variety of the design, of various shapes and sizes, but with a more emphatic shoulder and rim, called food vessels. These latter were thought to be provided by the Beaker People to contain solid food for the departed.


However, it is now reckoned that only one of these types, the beakers, represents a genuinely new style of thinking associated with funerary rites and possibly with an incursion of foreigners around 2500BC. The other type, the food vessels, is based upon older indigenous styles of pottery and would provide evidence that the original current or style of ritualistic thought, slightly changed, persisted sometimes side by side with the modification represented by beakers. Neither of these styles of pottery can be taken as proof positive of an ‘invasion’ of alien people, but only of a current of new thinking. In places in Scotland where beakers and food vessels have been found together it may be guessed that the beaker burials represent a higher status than the food vessel burials.


Beakers and food vessels have been recovered at a number of Ayrshire sites, notably in 1996 at Kennel Mount near Culzean Castle, where the pottery has been dated to 2000–1500 BC, but also at Finnarts Hill and elsewhere. In Ayrshire there are far more Bronze Age burial sites only with food vessel sherds, e.g. at Doonfoot, Ayr, or with a third variety of pottery, the ‘Cinerary Urn’ style – Bucket-Shaped, Collared and Cordoned. All three kinds have been found at several locations in Ayrshire.9


Whether Beaker People actually subjugated British Neolithic native populations or whether the style changes (and metal working) were just the result of peaceful transmission of cultural ideas are still open questions. Some archaeologists have claimed that there was a racial difference between the Beaker People and their predecessors: the Beaker People were brachycephalic, short-skulled, as opposed to the dolichocephalic, long-skulled natives. Evidence for this, however, seems to be questionable. Invasion is a convenient explanation for cultural changes, but it is perhaps even more interesting to contemplate the possibility that since early Neolithic or even Mesolithic times right down to the Bronze and Iron Ages there has been an uninterrupted cultural continuum. Changes such as those between grooved ware and beaker ware, or between sub-rectangular and circular houses – or even between a nomadic and a settled way of life – can be interpreted as changes in fashion or styles of thinking within a single continuum, within one people. Of course, large-scale movements of peoples have occurred throughout history, and various groups have been displaced from time to time. As time progressed, invasions undoubtedly did take place, and settlements of aliens occurred, from the Romans to the Anglo-Saxons, the Danes and Vikings, the Normans and so on. But even these were of comparatively limited effect, and invaders and natives intermingled and settled down together in a gradually strengthening cultural amalgam only occasionally disturbed by intercommunal friction.


Within the native people themselves, however, as Neolithic and/or Bronze Age culture spread throughout Scotland and the population of the territory grew and clustered, differentiation between various groups in separate parts of the country led to the formation of several tribes, and the opportunity for inter-tribal jealousies and warlike antagonisms undoubtedly increased. The evidence for this is in part the variety of cairn types and the geographical groupings of hill-top cairns referred to above. The development of a tendency for one group to war with another is witnessed by the proliferation of killing instruments such as axes, spears and swords. Apart from potsherds, most Ayrshire Bronze Age relics are weapons – an early dagger at Airds Moss, a Middle Bronze Age palstave of Irish type from Largs (indicating a possible trade link), or a Late Bronze Age sword from Girvan. The scene is set for the appearance in the Iron Age of the duns and forts of Ayrshire and Scotland, now clearly testifying to the fighting spirit of early human beings.


Hoards of both pottery and metal objects often owe their survival to ritual observance. The circumstances of the hoards found in Ayrshire – at Lugtonridge, a set of bronze shields set upright on edge and buried in a ring, and at Maidens, five flat bronze axes and a bronze armlet – seem to indicate a votive purpose, the donor sacrificing these clearly precious objects as an offering or thanksgiving to the gods. A hoard at Dalduff may be a bronze-smith’s collection of scrap – bronze swords and axes – for recycling, but, as with the similar find in Duddingston Loch near Edinburgh, the possibility of a sacrificial, votive purpose remains open. All of these finds, including the Duddingston hoard, are associated with water or at least marsh ‘wetness’, and this may indicate that the worship was connected with water deities of some sort.10 They are perhaps to be dated to the late Bronze Age.


One type of find in Ayrshire reveals a startling reach of trade connections – beads of ‘a grey vitreous paste’ discovered at Misk Knowes (as well as elsewhere in Ardeer and in Glen Luce). This material is thought to have originated in Egypt in the eighteenth dynasty and to have got here round about 1500 BC.11 Many Bronze Age finds, from the early period onward, hint at a developed trade between Ireland and Western Scotland. These finds are often ornamental, for instance, ‘the somewhat debased herring-bone design on the Cairn Table armlet’ which ‘resembles the decoration on some Irish Early Bronze Age flat axes’.12 Trade of this nature had probably been going on since before the beginning of the Bronze Age.13


The Iron Age


The Bronze Age is thought to have lasted from about 2000 BC to about 500 BC, when it gave way in Scotland to the Iron Age. This era is signalled in Ayrshire by what may be the remains of a prehistoric iron-smelting site at Tannahill/Meikle Mosside, where iron slag has been deposited. A widespread use of iron weapons and other utensils seems to have become common about 500 BC.


The main physical evidence in Ayrshire for the Iron Age is the range of duns and hill-forts which dot the countryside. It is thought that the weather had substantially worsened by the beginning of the period, and this may be the reason for the high elevation of so many buildings assigned to it. The settlements and field fragments of Ayrshire are very often found high in the hills, an indication that boggy conditions in the valleys made them unsuitable for agriculture. These conditions led to what German scholars call Hohensiedlung – settlement on the heights. So many of the signs of agricultural settlement of this period are to our minds at an unusual altitude – in Ayrshire at levels now suitable only for hill-farms and sheep-walks; examples are to be found at High Altercannoch, Gass, Drumdowns (Altimeg), and other sites. This tendency to ‘high settlement’ may also have led to fortification on the heights – and gives this period its characteristic martial flavour of arms and armed camps.


It is from 1000 BC that the Celts are conventionally supposed to have started arriving in Britain and Ireland from the continent in a series of invasions up to about 250 BC. However, the Celts may have been in the two islands longer than that, and it is possible that Brythonic and Goidelic14 speech may have been in use long before 1000 BC. The use of iron may have been transmitted by trade and peaceful contacts, and the suggestion that it accompanied a conjectured Celtic invasion or invasions of the first millennium BC may not be valid.


In the prehistory of Ayrshire, as in other parts of Scotland, the persistence of the circular style of house-building is one example of a cultural idea – a customary technique – that may have lasted more than 2,000 years. The large huts at Glenhead, north of Ardrossan, were originally thought to be a double fort. These twin earthworks are in fact civilian structures and are built upon an earlier level of occupation, also two huts. Beneath the earlier huts were two sets of stone-lined passages which were filled with rubbish including Roman relics: these buildings are unquestionably Iron Age productions. Yet both the earlier and later levels were built in an ancient circular style that may date back to Neolithic times. The larger of these earlier huts had a single internal roof-post support, and the roofs of the later huts were supported by internal rings of posts.15


The huts at Glenhead are non-military, but before excavation the structures appeared outwardly to be defensive – two flat-topped mounds separated by gullies from a plateau in the north. It has been suggested that the same circular style of wooden construction may be the predecessor of the stone-built broch style and of its successor, the dun style fortified homesteads. Brochs, looking like miniature dry-stone cooling-towers, are found typically in the north-east and in Orkney and Shetland. If we follow Feachem (and RCAHMS), however, an isolated example is to be found in Ayrshire at Craigie, nearly circular, with a diameter of more than 19m and a wall 4.8m thick. Broch building is related, it seems, to dun construction, and other authorities have classed the Craigie structure as a dun.


Some difficulty has also arisen as to the precise difference between duns and forts, and some archaeologists have even proposed to abandon it. The difficulty is shown by the way in which modern analysts have classed as forts or castles some buildings bearing the word ‘dun’ in their names. Duniewick on Knockdolian is classed as a fort; the great motte above Girvan is called Dinvin. In the Gazetteer I have followed RCAHMS in the classification of sites.


Duns are to be found in all parts of Ayrshire. It is not always easy to recognise them, such are the eroding effects of time – or of siege and battle long past – or of man’s perennial proclivity for quarrying stone. Nevertheless at least fourteen duns have been identified in Ayrshire besides the broch at Craigie.


An Iron Age class of monument which has been extensively investigated over the last century and a half is the crannog or lake-dwelling, of which there are or were several examples in Ayrshire. In the case of one, the Kilbirnie Loch crannog originally discovered in 1868, part of a probably associated logboat was discovered in 1952 and sent to Paisley Museum. This specimen had mud in the interstices of the timber, and analysis of the pollen found in this mud suggests that the boat should be assigned to the ‘Sub-Boreal’ period (pollen zone VIIb), giving dates between 3000 BCand 700 BC, Bronze Age if not Neolithic – substantially earlier than other dated Ayrshire logboats.16 Most Ayrshire crannogs and logboats, however, appear to be of more recent date, going back only to the beginning of the Iron Age. The crannogs are all roughly of the same kind of construction, artificial islands based on heavy boulders and/or timbers with a brushwood and timber superstructure rising to a platform on which is built (once again) a characteristic round-house with a conical roof supported by a ring of posts. Secondary features include palisades formed of rings of stakes and causeways leading from the shore of the loch. Several levels of habitation are often found – a series of superimposed collapses – and these cover a range of periods from the beginning of the Iron Age to the early medieval period. Most of these structures have come to light through the drainage of a loch, e.g. at Lochlea or Buiston, and no site in Ayrshire is evident to the eye. The logboats are ‘monoxylous’, i.e. they are formed from a single piece of wood, a large tree-trunk hollowed out and made sea-worthy with various degrees of expertise. Some of these craft, which are very subject to disintegration on exposure to the air, have nevertheless found shelter in museums such as the Dick Institute at Kilmarnock or Paisley Museum, and they are well worth going to see.


Iron Age forts are perhaps rather larger in the scale of prehistoric buildings than duns, and they are much more obvious to the eye. Often they are simply defensive walls of enceinte on hill-tops, within which, it has been conjectured, village populations and live stock could be gathered for safety in time of war, with a relatively small central organisation of mound and rampart. Some are so large and permanently adapted to civilian settlement as well as military life that, like Traprain Law in East Lothian, they are designated by the Latin word oppidum, which can mean either town or fortress, and sometimes both. Perhaps two structures in Ayrshire are oppida – Craigie and Harpercroft. Other structures are prominent by reason of their multiple ramparts, often sculpted into the sides of a hill or knoll, with scarping, terraces and ditches arranged about the summit, which might be taken as the ‘conning-tower’ in warlike operations.


The Romans


It is at this point in our survey that we encounter the first historically verifiable invaders of Britain – the Romans. In spite of fairly detailed written evidence, much unsubstantiated speculation has persisted about these enterprising imperialists. Many a road or fort has been labelled Roman without a shred of proof. However, the Romans did penetrate to Ayrshire if only for a short period and they recorded the names of the tribes they met here.


When the Romans finally arrived to stay in Britain in AD 43, there was no such thing as a united British nation. Over thirty different tribal areas existed throughout the main island – for instance, those of the Catuvellauni in the south or of the Iceni in what is now Norfolk, from where stemmed the great early (AD 60–1) revolt against the Romans headed by Boudicca (‘Boadicea’). Other tribes of the period include the Brigantes (occupying much of the north of England on either side of the Pennines) and the Dumnonii or Damnonii, who held two widely separated areas of west Britain: Devon and Cornwall in the south and Clydesdale and northern Ayrshire in the north.


There was, of course, no division between Scotland and England, but the limit of permanent Roman occupation became stabilized not so very far south of the present English-Scottish border. Hadrian’s Wall, built between about 122 and 136, runs between the Tyne (Wallsend) and the Solway (Bowness). Shortly afterwards a further occupation zone was established as far as the Forth-Clyde isthmus, with a northern limit at the Antonine Wall, built in 142–3 and running between Carriden on the Forth and Old Kilpatrick on the Clyde. However, the imperial forces soon found themselves over-extended and, even though the apparent intention had been to enlarge the area of permanent colonization northward, the Romans had to withdraw from what is now southern Scotland, possibly in or soon after 180. A buffer zone may have been in existence for some time after that, but the tribes north of Hadrian’s Wall remained unconquered by Rome. North of the wall the Romans were never more than a fleeting presence.


Agricola


After AD 43 the Romans pushed northwards in Britain with caution, thus demonstrating their intention of securing the island thoroughly and permanently. They made sure of their hold on one region of the island – pacifying it, splitting large tribes into smaller units (‘divide et impera’) and establishing the physical and cultural norms of Roman civilization – before probing forward into another. It was nearly forty years after the first invasion when the great general Gnaeus Iulius Agricola pushed his forces into southern Scotland.


Immediately after his arrival in Britain in the spring of AD 78, Agricola had made his mark with the systematic genocide of the Ordovices tribe in North Wales and the conquest of Anglesey, then a centre of the Druidic cult; in AD 79, by contrast, he had proved himself a strong but benevolent ‘Romanising’ administrator in the territory of the Brigantes. Then, in AD 80, he made his first foray into Scotland, marching up probably in two columns of advance: one on the east from the Tyne and Tweed up to the line of the Forth, and the other on the west by Carlisle and Corbridge to Crawford, and thence north-eastward to join up with the first column at Inveresk. The next summer was spent in consolidating Agricola’s grasp on the parts of southern Scotland so far invaded, in preparation for a decisive push to the north beyond the Forth and the Tay. However, before that took place, Agricola investigated the possibilities of invading Ireland. He thought it would not be a difficult operation. The notion may have entered Agricola’s mind as early as AD 79 during his operations in Wales and the north-west. Probably in AD 82 he made a reconnaissance in force involving penetration of south-west Scotland and the Firth of Clyde area. He may have crossed the Solway into what is now Galloway and the Rhinns, and he may also have marched up the Nith Valley and down to the Clyde coast, perhaps to Ayr or points south. A substantial Roman camp at Loudoun Hill existed just at the Ayrshire border, dated fairly securely to AD 82. This camp has been obliterated by gravel-mining, but the site was efficiently surveyed and described before digging commenced, so that there is no doubt of the characteristic ‘playing-card’ rectangular plan with granaries, hospital, stores and barracks regularly laid out. Two other camps have been discovered at Girvan Mains at the mouth of the Water of Girvan, and a fortlet, perhaps better described as a look-out post, has been identified at Outerwards high above Skelmorlie in North Ayrshire. With the exception of Outerwards, no surface feature of these encampments has survived, the Girvan camps being detected as cropmarks by aerial photography in 1976–8.


The Romans, as far as we know, never invaded or colonised Ireland. Instead, the next year, in AD 83, Agricola marched into Aberdeenshire and finally achieved a set-piece victory over the native inhabitants at a place called Mons Graupius, tentatively identified with Mount Bennachie near Inverurie, i.e. in the locality of the Grampians.


For various reasons the battle was not as decisive as the historian Tacitus (Agricola’s son-in-law) boasted. The Britons simply continued with the guerrilla tactics they had previously been using and melted away into the hills when the day looked like going against them. Neither Agricola nor any of his Roman successors succeeded in subjugating North Britain. But to his northern campaigns we owe the first historical recognition of the region we now call Ayrshire.
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