
 1 

 
 



 2 

 

 

This was a ramble that came up as a result of a first birthday. My grand- 

daughter, April, was to be one year old on 19
th
 August 2018, so my wife 

Margaret was assigned the great honour of  baking the cake for April’s 

first party. This all had to be done in my home on a Saturday, and I knew 

that I had to make myself scarce for the whole day. So the idea of this 

ramble came into my head. I had remembered that the West Kilbride 

Flower Show was on the same weekend, which was an opportunity not to 

miss! West Kilbride was not an entirely a random choice, as my family 

had lived in Seamill for fifteen years before moving to Dreghorn. It 

would also be a first as I had never been to the Flower Show in those 

fifteen years. 

 

 
 

West Kilbride is on the coast midway between Ardrossan and Largs. It 

always was a farming community, with some landed gentry who owned 

large pieces of the neighbourhood. It sits next to two enormous modern 

“castles”: two nuclear power stations, Hunterston A and B. There are also 

rich historical sites and these are some of the subjects of my ramble. I 

visited three castles and two splendidly designed houses worthy of a visit. 
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The map gives you all the points of interest and I wander by them in order. 

The time it takes you to go round them all depends on your way of travel 

and how long you stay at each site. At Portencross Castle, if it is open, your 

stay there alone is worth an hour. 
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The first of my stops is Law Castle  NS 211484. (These are Ordnance 

Survey coordinates, if that is helpful.) 

 

The castle  is a traditional Scottish keep. It is a recently restored tower on 

the slope of Law Hill east of West Kilbride. You find it up behind the 

railway station from where, if you stand back far enough, you can see the 

castle on the hillside.  

 

It was originally built by the Boyds in 1468 for James Ill's sister, Princess 

Mary, on her marriage to Thomas Boyd. She may never have lived in it, 

as she and her husband were forced into exile the following year. The 

Boyds kept hold of Law Castle until Major Bontin obtained it from 

William, 3rd Earl of Kilmarnock in 1670.  

 

For many years the tower was neglected and stood derelict. It was 

renovated in the last twenty or thirty years into a private home , which it 

now is. 

 

The keep is like the many keeps up and down the coast: Portencrosss 

Fairlie, Hunterston, Port Glasgow even. 

 

It has four storeys. The third storey formed a suite of two rooms for the 

laird, and the fourth storey contains two bedrooms, all these having 

latrines in the north wall. The tower measures 12.5 x 9.2metres, and rises 

to 13.2 metres. The entrance lies in the middle of the south side and has 

the spiral stair to one side of it instead of in a corner, an arrangement 

allowing easier access to all the rooms, for each of the four storeys was 

subdivided. The cellars have splayed gunloops for defence but I don’t 

think it ever was attacked. 

 

 A service stair leads up to the hall, which has big fireplace at the west 

end, and a narrow kitchen with a huge fireplace in the east end wall. I 

wonder if they kept these in the renovation?  

 

One hall window was later blocked to provide a niche for a date stone 

you can see over the entrance.. 
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My second rambling point is to the cemetery to the east of the town. This 

is famous as the resting place of one of Scotland’s most famous 

mathematicians, Robert Simson (1687 - 1768). It is marked by a tall 

tower in the centre of the cemetery. 

 

Robert Simson, born in West Kilbride at Kirktonhall House, had his path 

decided for him by his family. He was originally intended to enter the 

church. Logic was too strong within him, though, and he decided on 

pursuing mathematics via the University of Glasgow, where he gained his 

degree. 

 

Through his deep insights into mathematics and geometry he was given 

the position of Professor of mathematics at the University. He held this 

position for 50 years. He had such an influence that a part of the triangle 

is sometimes given his name: the pedal line. Sometimes called the 

Simson Line. He also contributed to early logarithms.  

 

He never married, but he had been much attached to one lady, to whom 

he had made proposals , but on her refusing him he became disgusted 

with the sex. Simson, however, was a sociable man. On Friday evenings 

he would meet with friends at a club in a nearby pub in Glasgow, where 

he would play whist, a game which he was very good at. This was 

followed by  conversation and singing. He was fond of singing Greek 

odes set to contemporary music. Sounds a real party man! 
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Another quirky piece of behaviour was that on daily walks in the College 

garden and elsewhere he counted the number of paces from one place to 

another.   

 

 
 

Carlung House is our third stop and this is where we meet the works of 

an architect who is involved in the two houses on our ramble. Looking at 

the map Carlung House  is on the left of the main road leading north 

going towards Largs. It is a magnificent house set back from the main 

road and shielded by trees with its north face having panoramic views of 

Arran and Bute. 

 

 An original Carlung House reputedly of c.1560 was replaced after 1770 

by a new Carlung House on its new site nearer the village, built for the 

Boyd family. This was described in 1823 as a ‘modern house of moderate 

size, set down in a fine commanding situation’, but was itself rebuilt or 

remodelled c.1845-53 as a compact two-storey gabled house with a 

gabled porch, dormer windows and thin Tudor hoodmoulds around 

otherwise classical windows, and deep eaves suggesting Italianate 

influence. The staircase hall and billiard room were redecorated by A. & 

J. Scott in 1880, but unluckily,  this house in turn was destroyed by fire in 

1902.  

 

Designs and ideas for a fourth Carlung House  by Leadbetter & Fairley 

for rebuilding the house in 1905 were done but not completed, and a 
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completely new and much larger two-storey stone house was built in 

1930-32 by James Austen Laird for his uncle, Robert Barr, a whisky and 

shipping magnate.  

 

It was architecturally described when it was built  as “a gabled 

‘Elizabethan’ mansion in Northumberland stone, with transomed 

windows having leaded casements framed in bronze. To the rear, the 

garden front has a balustraded terrace. The period interior has Austrian 

oak panelling and timbered ceilings.” 

 

James Austen Laird was born at 8 Firpark Terrace, Dennistoun, Glasgow 

on 22 September 1878.  The Lairds originally came from Glendaruel in 

Argyll. He was an Edwardian gentleman with good connections.  In 

person he was of average height, very slim and in his earlier years 

extremely good looking. Throughout his life he was always elegantly 

dressed with spats and bow tie. He however was very religious in nature. 

His son John wrote of him that beyond architecture “his thought went 

little further than an innocent and simple thankfulness for salvation from 

the wrath to come.” Nevertheless he had a humorous and engaging 

personality, much given to little poems and sayings. 

 

James’s main practice was the building of large houses. He built several 

in Kilmacolm. His biggest influence was Charles Rennie Mackintosh and 

he loved his style, although it is not really apparent in this house. 

 

Laird died of cancer at Shrublands Nursing Home, Croydon, on 14
th
  

February 1950 and was buried at Kilmacolm with his wives Agnes and 

Nettie.  

 

My memory of the house was that someone in the house had a microlite 

plane and every Sunday if the sky allowed he would don his goggles and 

take off from the North lawn and fly up and down the coast from 

Hunterston to Ardrossan high above the kiddies and families on the beach 

and no doubt frightening the basking seals off the coast.  
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HUNTERSTON CASTLE  NS 193515 

 

This small estate was owned by the Hunters from an early date. It has a 

lovely isolated little castle that is supposed to be private except if you are 

a Hunter.  

 

The original Hunters were Norman French in origin, who were granted 

the lands around Hunterston by King David I in the twelfth  century. In 

the Middle Ages, the chief of Clan Hunter was granted the hereditary title 

of Royal Huntsman.The family has owned the castle ever since, although 

much of the estate was compulsorily purchased by the government to 

build the Hunterston A and Hunterston B nuclear power stations. 

 

In c.1500 they built a four storey tower measuring 7.3 x 6.6 metres, rising 

10.2 metres to the top of the parapet upon a single course of plain 

rectangular corbels.  

 

This is a smaller keep than at Law Castle. The tower has original 

entrances to the cellar and hall set one above the other in the east wall. 

Originally only a hatch in a vault connected these two levels. A spiral 

stair in the NE corner then leads from the hall to the bedrooms and 

battlements. The following pictures were taken in the Tower at a visit I 

had on an Open Day at the Castle. 
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In 1799 the Hunter family started to build a house 500 yards away from the 

Castle and this was to become the main mansion house of the Hunter family.  

It took 7 years to build and it had only three storeys. However, it has had 

many alterations done since then, and in 1912 an additional floor was added. 

 

When the house was first constructed the servants’ quarters did not exist. They were added 

around 1865. 

 

The electrical system of the house was and still is 110 v, which was common 

in Victorian times, however some parts now have the more modern 240v 

system, as the 110v system is no longer supported or reparable in the twenty-

first century.  

 

Each of the 72 rooms is named after a town or area visible from that specific 

room. 
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The Hunters are not buried at a tomb at the house but buried under very 

well sculpted stones in West Kilbride Cemetery as can be seen in the 

cross monument. 
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Hillholme 
This modern house, our Number 5,  is a tribute to the Scottish-style 

architect Charles Rennie Mackintosh, right down to its name. ‘Hillhome’ 

is intended to remind the visitor of the  architect’s famous mansion in 

Helensburgh, Dunbartonshire, The Hill House. 

 

This house in Portencross was completed more than 35 years after The 

Hill House and was designed by architect James Austin Laird, who was a 

keen devotee of the great man and as we saw, had designed and built the 

newest Carlung House but in an entirely different style. 

 

Standing above the Firth of Clyde shoreline on a raised beach, Hillholme 

is instantly recognisable as an example of Art Deco, with its rounded 

balcony and smooth exterior and flat roofs. For example, the master 

bedroom was given an oval balcony, which now affords breathtaking 

maritime views over the West Kilbride Golf Club's links course. The 

locals say, as an explanation, that the original owner was a sea captain 

and the balcony was his request. 

 

Another local titbit told to me by someone I met at the house, was that the 

house was used as a backdrop and interior in a Taggart episode in which 

some poor person was murdered in Portencross. 
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Portcncross Castle has been here since the mid 1300s. In 1315, a year 

after the Battle of Bannockburn, Robert the Bruce gave the surrounding 

lands of Arnele to the Boyd family for supporting him in the War of 

Independence. The Boyds built the castle on its present site. They 

enlarged it later in the 1300s and 1400s to its present L-shape. The 

original great hall and cellar are still intact.  

 

Robert II and Robert III were frequent visitors when going  between their 

favourite residences of Dundonald on the mainland and Rothesay on the 

Isle of Bute. The castle may have been built for their use, and this would 

explain some unusual arrangements within it. The old harbour was once 

an important ferry port for access to Rothesay Castle and to the royal deer 

forest on Little Cumbrae (known locally as Wee Cumbrae). 

 

Portencross remained a Boyd property until 1737, but from the 1600s it 

was inhabited only by fishermen until the roof was blown off in 1739. 

 

 

 

Portencross Castle 
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In recent times a great job of renovation has been carried out. The site is 

worth a visit. And look at the views !! 

 
 

 

My personal story is that I worked at Hunterston A Power Station 

planning for its denuclearisation. It was a curious fact that for a long time 

Hunterston A were in charge of Hunterston castle and at the time I was in 

Hunterston the castle was firmly locked up. I have a niece Cathie who 
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was a school teacher near Toronto in Canada. She was, like all Scots 

Canadians, fascinated with Scottish history. She visited whilst I stayed in 

West Kilbride and I worked at Hunterston. As a treat I borrowed the keys, 

and for several hours we wandered all over our own castle. Not much 

health and safety in those days. But what a memory for her! 

 

 
 

At last (2.00pm) the Flower Show was open and all the prizewinners on 

display 
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Look at the array of individual jams, with so many different varieties. 
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The honey and beeswax display was very extensive. The lady at the stall 

told me that her husband, who has thirty or so hives at Hunterston Castle, 

had over 500lbs of honey this year, and last year was also a bumper year.  

 

 
           

And what we came for --------------Flowers!!! 
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After an hour in the Flower Show I visited in the room upstairs, the tiny 

local museum. Here there are lots of local things to see and many historical 

maps. 
 

 
 

And was the cake a big success? 
 

Of course it was !!!!!!! 


