A Ramble to Dundonald Castle and
Dundonald Highland Games
By
John Smith
On Saturday 11th August I was invited to meet up with my friend John Deason at the
Highland Games in the Ayrshire village of Dundonald at 12.30 a.m. My wife
Margaret and my daughter Ashley, with her year-old daughter, April, also decided to
join me and we all looked forward to the day. I, however, wanted to make the most of
it so I went to Dundonald early, at 10.30 so I could explore the village a little.
The first place I visited was Dundonald Church and churchyard.
The history of this church is long and it has a Burns connection.

According to Conchrubanus, the Irish author of her ‘Life’, St Monenna founded a
church at Dundeuenal (Dundonald) prior to her death in 518. The present church was
put up on this site in 1804. The steeple was finished in 1809.
In the chancel is the stained-glass window featuring Henry Dearie’s The Last Supper.
It was made for Dundonald Church by William Morris & Co. of London. Judas
Iscariot is one character easily identified. The window is set in the west wall of the
church behind the pulpit and measures 5x10 metres. Installed in 1906, the window

was gifted to the church by the Finnie sisters in memory of members of their family,
including Sir Archibald Finnie, Provost of Kilmarnock.

The village clock, installed on the steeple, dates back to 1841, and was built by
Breckenridge of Kilmarnock.
The Burns Connection
William Burness, the father of Robert Burns, (1721–1784) left his father’s farm of
Clochnahill, Glenbervie, in 1747 looking for employment. After a short time in
Edinburgh, he came to work as a gardener on Fairlie Estate, Dundonald. While here,
William worshipped in Dundonald Church, and on leaving was issued with a
certificate by Dundonald Church’s longest serving minister, Rev. Thomas Walker.
Robert Burns himself would have passed Dundonald Church on his way to visit his
relatives at Old Rome or to his work in the flax shop in Irvine.
Another Robert Burns connection was his nephew, the Rev. Thomas Burns
With the Disruption of the Established Church of Scotland in 1843, a Free Church
was founded in Dundonald under the oversight of the Rev. Thomas Bums, minister of
Monkton Free Church.
Rev. Thomas was born at Mossgiel Farm, Mauchline, on 14th April, 1796, the son of
Gilbert Burns, the brother of our Robert. Like his father and uncle, Thomas was welleducated, having attended a private school in Dumfriesshire, Haddington Grammar
School, and Edinburgh University.
In 1847, this minister left for New Zealand where he landed on 15th April.1848 There
he founded the State of Otago, and prior to his death on 23rd January 1871, he had
helped ‘see a Presbyterian Minister m every settled district, town and country, a
school in every district, a secondary school in leading townships, and a University

I wandered round the church yard and then walked up to Dundonald Castle for a look
around before the parade. The castle sits in a commanding position on a volcanic plug
with views north-west to the Paps of Jura, north to Ben Lomond and east to Loudon
Hill, another volcanic plug.

There once was a substantial Norman fortress on the hill – a castle much bigger than
the current structure. In 1160, the Norman noble Walter FitzAlan moved north to
serve King David I as his steward. Walter was granted lands in Renfrew and Ayrshire
and built this impressive Norman castle at Dundonald.
This large fortress was destroyed during the Wars of Independence with the English,
but Robert the Bruce may have been responsible – to stop it falling into enemy hands.
Walter’s descendant, Robert Stewart – also the grandson of the Bruce – became King
in 1371. He began a long line of Stewart (or Stuart) monarchs who ruled Scotland and
later England, for the next 300 years.
The present castle was built by Robert II and housed all the lifestyle luxuries of an
important medieval household. The current castle was Robert’s favourite residence.
He established nine of his adult children as nobles to dominate Scotland. They chose
to exert their power elsewhere, so in the 1630s the Castle’s occupants moved to Old
Auchans House nearby.
In 1641 the Cochrane family, who owned the castle, was living at Auchans House
nearby when Sir William, a strong royalist, was created Lord Dundonald by King
Charles I. He was further honoured by King Charles II in 1669, now becoming the
Earl of Dundonald. The family left Auchans in the mid-1720s but retained some
property in the village, including Dundonald Castle.
Auchans House can be reached by following the path at the end of the ‘Smugglers’
Trail’. I didn’t have time to visit it but it is pretty much an off-limit ruin now.

There are tales of Covenanting prisoners, taken by the Royalist Cochrane family.
Many villagers talk of ghostly psalms being sung in the castle on a certain night every
year!
The castle and its amazing stories inspired American horror writer, Edgar Allen Poe,
when he stayed here with his foster family in the mid 19th century. The guide book
says the dungeon pit – which may have inspired Poe’s famous The Pit and the
Pendulum – is one of the few places where European cave spiders can be seen in the
UK. I did not see any!
Dundonald Castle harbours a great many secrets and I was fortunate to meet a guide,
Colin, who had very well defined opinions about the Castle and its history which he
was willing to share with me.
Through archaeology done in the 1980s, there is evidence of Bronze and Iron Age
settlements. In the 12th century, Dundonald was well fortified against the Viking
invasion, and a substantial force was raised to march to the Battle of Largs.

However, there is still such a lot that isn’t known. If only the stones could talk…well
maybe they can! Colin told me that next week in the middle of August there was to be
a large excavation on the castle hill and he said they may be looking for possible
towers and a substantial dwelling place on the flat terrace on the South side of the
castle.

I had time for a brief look at the inside of the castle which impresses with its size and
solidity.
I didn’t get a full look at the inside as I wanted to see the Highland Games parade and
this I did.

It’s a small Highland Games but there was all the trappings including a Queen and
her attendants.
There was a fair crowd that followed the parade in its half mile to the Highland
Games site.
At the end of the walk there was a quite unique programme seller

I do like this costume!!!!
The Games now were well underway with caber tossing, pipe band competitions,
Highland dancing and lots of stalls.

The grounds were well laid out

There were many things to do and see and raffles galore. At about this time I met up
with my family and in a short time I met John and his partner.
My daughter was a champion Highland dancer in her time and so we spent time
around the Highland dancing platforms where budding and serious dancers were
competing.

After eating and spending an hour here we decided to go home having thoroughly
enjoyed a dry day and a fine outdoor Ramble.
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