John Ness was a keen local historian with a large collection of papers, books,
pamphlets, charts and letters about Kilwinning and district, but being before the days
of computers and the Internet, collating and editing this booklet would surely have
meant many long hours searching through piles of books and notes.
It was originally published in 1967, no doubt as part of the Abbey Church’s
400th anniversary celebrations (albeit a year or two late if the dates are correct), and
was one of only a few collected sources of information about the Abbey. Of course, it
is now long out of print and only a few dog-eared copies exist in libraries, but now it
is accessible to the public once more.
To make it easier to read on a computer screen, it hasn’t been recreated in
its completely original form, but I have more or less kept the same layout. I made a
few minor changes, adding a few commas here and there to make the sometimes
slightly awkward sentence construction easier to read. If something reads a little
strangely to modern eyes, that was the author’s style. Also, I corrected a very few
obvious printing errors, and standardised words and phrases that were in bold type
for no good reason. Full- or half-page photos which were in the middle of the booklet
are now placed at the end.
This is not meant as an academic work, so if anyone reads a statement
which they believe is inaccurate or just plain wrong, the mistake is not mine.
Interpretation or assumptions about known ‘facts’ may be misguided, and more
recent research may have uncovered new information since the first printing.
I have not been able to trace the copyright holder, so if anyone can help
with this, please get in touch via the Kilwinning Heritage website’s Contacts page.

Andy Baird
Chair, Kilwinning Heritage
2012

Interior - South Transept Gable

The transept gable at Kilwinning. The Masonic Glory of Hugh de Morville - the
honoured mother of a widespread family - still represents amid quiet graves
the crafts concerned in the rearing of that temple where,
“No workman steel, no ponderous axes rung,
Like some tall palm the noiseless fabric sprung."
J. Irving’s ‘West of Scotland in History’.

This book is a labour of love, written
for others who love the old Abbey of
Kilwinning. It deals with its illustrious
beginning and changing fortunes,
and of its transformation into
a Presbyterian Parish Church.

Dr. A. I. DUNLOP
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FOUNDING AND DESCRIPTION OF THE ABBEY OF KILWINNING
Was Scotland in medieval times an architectural minded country? One authority
states categorically that,
“the Scots have never been inspired with the almost reckless daring of great
builders, nor have they excelled in any marked way as an artistic people ".
However, a few years ago the Royal Commission on Ancient and Historical
Monuments of Scotland carried out a comprehensive survey over the last decade
with satisfactory results of Scotland’s achievements.
Be that as it may, if Scottish building craftsmen were not in the forefront of beautiful
architectural construction, they at least did rise to the occasion of church
architectural splendour. Four buildings in particular should be considered in any
appreciation of Gothic art.
These churches are Glasgow and Elgin Cathedrals, Melrose Abbey and Roslin
Collegiate Church. Glasgow for the noble simplicity of its design and execution and its
unrivalled and entrancing crypt, Elgin and Melrose for their skilled workmanship. Two
of these churches are now in ruins - Elgin and Melrose - while the other two are still
in use.
Unfortunately, Kilwinning Abbey, sadly wrecked to ruins at a very early date, cannot
be put in the same category as the above, owing to the extensive damage to the
once beautiful edifice which became almost unrecognisable by the ruthless
destruction. Nevertheless what remains of the ancient pile gives a vivid example to
which it has been conceded by those in authority that it was in its ‘heyday’, “a
magnificent Gothic structure of the twelfth or thirteenth century". Like many
historical towns of antiquity, the Records of Kilwinning Abbey are hidden in the mists
of obscurity; though it has been mooted that during the destruction of the abbey at
the time of the Reformation by the Earls of Glencairn and Argyll with their vassals,
the monks had sent the cartulary of the abbey to Rome for safe keeping. But, alas! it
has been denied from that quarter that any such records had been deposited there.
Consequently, through the dim ages, controversy has raged amongst historians from
time immemorial as to the actual date of the abbey’s birth.
From many researches of these venerable authorities, the disputed age has more or
less been agreed with one or two dissenters. For example, one historian commenting
on an article he wrote recently on Kilwinning states,
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“It is just as probable that the Pont line is as reliable as the other because
the precise foundation or endowment of an abbey does not occur always at
the beginning, and frequently, original intentions were changed in the course
of construction. The building of such a vast structure as Kilwinning Abbey
probably occupied the greater part of a century and it is most unlikely to
have taken place in a brief space of years."
It has always been understood that any building takes its birth from the day the
foundation stone is laid, not on the length of time taken to build it!
George Chalmers in his ‘Caledonia’ informs us that the event of founding the
monastery of Kilwinning occurred in 1140 AD. Spottiswoode, Church historian, agrees
as do many others, and according to the ‘Chronicle of Melros’ it was founded by a De
Morville. He was of French extraction, and named of a great Anglo-Norman family
which acquired vast possessions in Tweeddale, most of Lauderdale and other
property in the Lothians, also in Cunninghame in Ayrshire. Curiously enough, their
place of residence has never been established as there have never been any records
discovered of any residence in Scotland.
Hugh De Morville, the first record of his name in Scotland, was a firm friend of King
David I, which probably accounts for the vast territorial possessions of the family. He
was knighted and came to Scotland from Cumberland, England, about 1100. Sir Hugh
became Great Constable of Scotland before 1140, founded the monastery of
Kilwinning in 1140, also the abbey of Dryburgh ten years later, in 1150. He died at an
advanced age in 1182. (Chron. Melros.) The name has been extinct in Scotland since
the thirteenth century.
Some writers think that Timothy Pont was correct when he states that the Abbey of
Kilwinning was founded by a Sir Richard de Morville in 1191. But he does not say
which Richard! As there were two, one the elder, who was a kinsman of Sir Hugh de
Morville, and the other, the son of the latter.
Again, some claim that Pont meant the son of Sir Hugh. Assuming that this was the
case, this son Richard died in 1189, two years before Pont`s date of founding the
abbey, viz, 1191. Pont also states that after the death of Thomas a Beckett, the
grants of the de Morville family of Sir Richard (the elder) to Kilwinning were
confirmed by Pope Honorius II. Unfortunately for Pont, the death of that Pontiff,
according to Moshiem, historian (vol. ii, p373) took place in 1150, twenty years
before the murder.
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Sir Richard de Morville the elder, who was implicated in the murder of the
Archbishop of Canterbury in 1170 was supposed to have fled to Scotland, when
according to other sources he in reality fled to the Holy Land where he pleaded for
penance. He is presumed to have died there.
It was at the spot where St. Winning landed on the Garnock bank, and built his cell in
715, four centuries later in 1140 a stately monastery arose and was dedicated to St.
Winning who henceforth became the Patron Saint of Kilwinning.
The monastery was erected by one of the fraternities of architects formed on the
Continent who were of the Tironensian Order, and were brought from Kelso for the
purpose of carrying out the principles of Gothic Architecture.
It was during the reign of Alexander, King of Scotland that his brother David, brought
from France certain monks of a reformed Order founded by Bernard d’Abbeville, who
held a high reputation of severity and sanctity.
Bernard, the founder of the Order of Tyronensian Monks, was a disciple of Robert
d’Arbrissel, founder of the French Abbey of Fontevraud, which by a constitution
almost peculiar to itself, consisted of both monks and nuns, and had an Abbess to
govern the whole society.
Bernard founded the monastery of Tirone (Tyrone) in France, from which his disciples
derive their name, in the year 1109. David is said to have entertained so high a
veneration for this holy man that he went over to France to visit him; but the Abbot
was dead before David (who was then a prince) arrived. However, he brought back
twelve more of Bernard’s monks and an Abbot.
Bernard was a man of resource and would have all sorts of handicrafts practised in
his monastery to banish idleness, ‘the mother of all vices’, to procure recessions for
the support of life. Accordingly there were painters, carvers, joiners, smiths, masons,
vine-dressers and husbandmen, who were under the command of an elder; and what
they earned was put into the common stock for the maintenance of the religious
men.
There were five other religious houses in Scotland of this Order of Tyronenses, viz,
Lesmahagow, Kilwinning, Aberbrothwick (Arbroath), Fyvie, and Lindores. The three
first and the last were planted with monks from Kelso.
Lesmahagow and Kilwinning were founded in the time of David. The former by the
king himself, and the latter by de Morville, both in 1140. (Spottiswood’s Relig.
Houses.)
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These monks wore black habits and cowls but were latterly changed. Having built
Kelso Abbey these craftsmen monks were brought by Hugh de Morville to Kilwinning,
there with skill and hard labour erected what was to be a magnificent edifice of
Norman Gothic structure.
Today remnants of the once beautiful pile can still be seen standing silhouetted
against the skyline, while the splendour of the arched windows remains in the
chapter house and the ruins of the Western gable. It is said, “to appreciate the real
beauty of the ruined edifice it should be seen when the moon is at ‘full’ and the
majestic pile is shown in full perspective."
An extract from ‘Scottish Church Architecture’ on the ruins of Kilwinning Abbey gives
food for thought as to what the abbey was really like in its glory.
“The remains of this once splendid abbey are confined to the rather dismal
fragments of the south western arches, and to the gable of the South
transept, the doorway and the two side windows of the chapter house.
The south transept, 90 feet high, has been a fine piece of 13th century
building; there are three tall pointed windows and a circular window in the
gable. The chapter house door is in the same style, and there is also an
excellent doorway leading from the cloisters to the nave of the church.
A much later western wall has been built beside the western arches; enough
of the original work remains to show there was originally a western transept
and tower."
King Robert granted to this house (de Morville) the lands of Rollard near the Burgh of
Irving, and twenty shillings rent annually paid by the heirs of Baliol, for his lands in
Kilmarnock.
John de Meneteth, Lord of Annan and Knapdale, gave to the said monks the right of
patronage and advowson of the churches of St. Mary and St. Bridget in the Isle of
Arran, with their lands and chapels. The charter is given in Kilwinning, 12th October
1357; Sir John Maxwell of that ilk, in 1367 gave them the patronage of the church of
Liberton with an acre of ground thereunto contiguous.

WHAT WAS THE ABBEY OF KILWINNING LIKE?
Timothy Pont, Topographer of Ayrshire (1606), in his description of the abbey states,
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“the structure of this monastery wes solid and grate, all of freestone cutte,
the church faire and staitly after ye modell of yat of Glasgow with a ‘faire
steiple of 7 score foot of height yet standing quhen I myselve did see it ’."
A few facts have been obtained through the indulgence of Ayr and Wigtownshire
Archaeological Society Collections, whose architect Mr. W. Galloway excavated the
abbey grounds and gives in detail a vivid account of what the abbey was like (1878).
We learn from this and other sources that the abbey covered several acres of
ground, and it was evident that the church was a magnificent building.

Tower – south transept gable and church

ABBEY’S MEASUREMENTS
From East to West, that is, from the extremity of the chancel to that of the nave, it
was upwards of 225 feet. The breadth of the nave, 46 feet 3 inches; length of the
transept was 98 feet. The chancel measured 42 feet 6 inches, from the extreme
boundaries of the basements externally, and only 30 feet internally.
The abbey was built in the form of a Latin cross. At its western extremity were the
massive towers, one occupying a site roughly speaking just where our present tower
stands, and the other about 33 feet distant to the south.
From these two towers, two parallel walls separated from each other by 65 feet
extended east 110 feet, forming the nave which had an aisle running along both
sides. At the end of these walls, of which the south one forms at the present day a
boundary line between the churchyard and the adjoining buildings now demolished,
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the western boundaries of the transepts run north and south to a distance of 28 feet,
when at right angles to them, the north and south gable walls of the transepts were
erected, whose height is attested by the magnificent southern gable still standing,
was upwards of 90 feet and breadth of upwards 55 feet.
The eastern boundaries of the transepts, in both of which there was an aisle of the
southern transept being still seen, then ran due north and south to a distance of 35
feet, when the chancel walls extended due east to upwards of 48 feet, part of the
southern gable of the present church occupying the site of the old erection.
The eastern gable of the abbey was formed by the junction of these two walls, the
breadth of it being 42 feet, the eastern gable of the parish church utilising to that
extent the whole wall as a basement. There was a central tower of which Mr.
Galloway found traces when making excavations immediately in front of the parish
church.
We can only imagine what like the magnificent windows may have been by the
beautiful proportioned lancet windows in the southern gable. At that period of
Scottish architecture, round arches continued at dates when they were definitely
abandoned elsewhere. In the early Scottish Romanesque work, pillars and arches
show little variation from those of England. One of the earliest pointed arches can be
found at Dunning (Perthshire), ornamented with all that is characteristic of early
Norman work; but at Dundrennan and Jedburgh the pointed arch was definitely
adopted but carried on capitals with square abace; and this peculiarity was continued
at St. Andrews, Holyrood and Kilwinning.
The beautiful doorways wrought in these old edifices can still be seen and those of
Kilwinning are of the 13th century. Another example of the ornamentation, now
unfortunately destroyed, was the original Cross which, when it was removed to Main
Street, had the Norman-Gothic work on the capitals.
In medieval times, central towers were very popular. For example, in monastic
churches, provision was made for them in the plans of Arbroath, Holyrood, Iona,
Lindores, Kelso and Kilwinning, to mention but a few. Many of these churches have
three towers or provision made for them, including Dunfermline, Arbroath, etc.
The nave of Kilwinning Abbey is noteworthy for the arrangement of the west end
where the towers projected slightly out of line of the walls of the aisles, and, as the
towers rested on tall open arches on their inner walls, the end of the church must
have given the effect of a western transept not unlike that of Peterborough.
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The grandeur of the nave and its aisles, the elegance of the arch of the south western
aisle, and the highly ornamented chamber of the entrances into the abbey by the
doorway which is at the south eastern end of the south wall of the nave, even amid
the only remaining signs of its artistic splendour, arrest at once the admiring gaze of
all who behold it.

Chapter house and Archway to church

CLOISTERS
The cloisters seem to have been situated along the south wall of the nave and
probably consisted of a quadrangular space of considerable size, the beautiful
doorway at the east end of the nave being the principal entrance from this part of
the building to the church.
The Chapter House, now in ruins, is situated at the east of the cloisters and south of
the transept gable, from which it is divided by a slype. It was here in 1878, when
excavations were being made at barely a foot beneath the surface, that a skeleton of
a full grown person was found; and at another foot’s depth along the whole length of
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the slype was a large mass of bones, evidently the remains of several large sized
men.

DORTOURS
The dormitories of the monks - the vaulted rooms or ‘dortours’ as they were called extend from the chapter house to the western end of the south wall of the nave on
which modern structures were erected, the first in 1598, and were finally demolished
in 1950-51. The refectory or dining hall has possibly been built upon by a house
situated in Abbey Green. However from 1962-64, the Ministry of Works from
Edinburgh have excavated around this area and built up the foundations of the old
refectory and made lawns around the various stone work, which has certainly
enhanced the layout.
The abbey therefore was one of the ‘finest specimens of Gothic architecture’ in the
West of Scotland in its heyday. As Pont tells us that the monastery,
‘is environed vith a faire stone wall within vith ar goodly gardens and
orchardes’.
Readily then, it can be understood that although these excavations have in a
measure been very thorough on the surface, there are parts however of the
structure where the foundations especially of the chapter house have never been
exposed to any great depth below normal ground level.
The burial ground of the church is composed mostly of the rubble of the ruins of the
ancient monastery, and therefore, there are no internments deep enough to
penetrate the original virgin soil. It can be seen that there is no saying what may
come to light at a later date when more comprehensive surveys are undertaken.
To sum up, we record Mr. Wm. Galloway, who excavated the abbey grounds when
he says,
"As due to the munificent patronage of the de Morvilles, Lords of
Cunninghame and Great Constables of Scotland, as a historical monument
of this distinguished family, one thing is clear, that in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, Kilwinning must have been one of the noblest
structures in the West of Scotland, second only to - if its first erection did
not even surpass - the abbey founded by the Stuarts at Paisley or the
Cathedral at Glasgow.”
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As they now exist, both of these structures have the advantage of it in
length; Glasgow Cathedral including the Lady Chapel, being about 60 feet
longer internally; Paisley, half that amount; but in the breadth both at nave
and transepts, Kilwinning exceeded both of them.
Even the Cathedral at St. Andrews, 358 feet in interior length, and the
largest of all our ecclesiastical buildings, also fell short of it in breadth; while
at Dryburgh the dimensions are considerably less in every way. It may also
be mentioned that it was exactly one half the interior length of Salisbury
Cathedral.
The western extremity of the nave at Westminster Abbey terminates in
precisely the same manner as at Kilwinning, the towers being carried
internally on piers and lofty arches. Although the two buildings are not to be
compared either in length or general dimensions in the breadth at the nave,
the advantage of Westminster is very slight indeed; while in the Scottish
example the piers which carried the western towers were much more
massive and imposing, more massive even than those supporting the central
tower in England’s famous shrine.”
NOTE - The boundary walls of the ancient abbey including the “goodly gardens and
orchardes" can be traced today even though most of it has been built upon by
modern housing schemes.
When the abbey stood in all its grandeur, the boundary of the grounds extended
from the north west corner of Almswall Road at the junction of Main Street, then
running eastwards along Main Street (more or less down the centre of the street), to
a point near Abbey Church gate where houses are built over the wall foundations. It
continued to a little beyond Dove Cot Lane or, as it was originally called, Big Bank.
The line then ran parallel with Big Bank - to Bankhead southward; where the
columbarium stood close to the Abbots House, at the corner of Vaults Lane.
The wall then extended to within a few yards of the present Ladyford Avenue along
which it ran parallel westwards a little south of the now demolished Greenfoot
House. The “goodly gardens and orchardes" were sited here and also a sundial.
Meeting Almswall Road, the wall took in the present Orange Hall; the original U.F.
Church built in 1846, and finally completed its circuit at the junction of Main Street. A
portion of this wall was unearthed in 1957 on the north side of the street when
workmen were repairing the roadway. It was about four feet high, six feet long and
about 18 inches thick running parallel with Main Street.
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DECLINE AND DESTRUCTION OF KILWINNING ABBEY
When did the decline and destruction of Kilwinning Abbey commence? It’s a query
like the early history of its foundation - very fragmentary. There is no contemporary
account of either the foundation or the destruction of the ancient pile.
We do know that it was a magnificent Gothic structure. Beautiful to look upon in its
height of glory. But alas! of its downfall very little is known. Therefore, the evidence
which has been gleaned has to be built up to give one an imaginary illustration of its
actual decline.
As in the case of the founding of this ancient monastery by Hugh de Morville, dubiety
has percolated through the minds of historians of the past. Pont states that it
happened in 1591. Then we must consider John Knox’s explanation, when he said
after he had visited Kilwinning in 1562 "Kilwinning was cast down in 1561 by the earls of Glencairn and Argyll and
the protestants of the west; empowered thereto by an Act of the Secrat
Counsall, made for destroying all monuments and places of idolatry."
However we have another version by Rev. D. Hay. LL.D., in his ‘Scottish Reformation’,
when he states,
"about this time, 19th September 1559, Paisley, Kilwinning and Dunfermline
was suppressed and their images put to the flames."
This version more or less coincides with that of Knox and we have no alternative but
to believe that Knox saw part of the beginning of the second destruction which
began in 1559-61 and the climax culminating in 1591. Although Knox states that the
destruction took place in 1561 (the Reformation had been declared prior to this
date), we must not blind ourselves to the fact that the abbey had already had a taste
of destruction when it was invaded along with other lowland monasteries and
partially destroyed by the English, aided and abetted by Scottish nobles in 1512.

THE PROTOCOL
Here is an extract account of a Protocol of the Diocese of Glasgow.
‘Diocesan Registers of Glasgow’,
Grampian Club. (1875)
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This instrument relates to an armed invasion of the precincts of the abbey of
Kilwinning by the Earls of Glencairn and Angus. These noblemen seem to have been
acting on behalf of Mr. John Forman, pretending a claim to the abbacy; and evidently
desired to coerce Abbot William to resign on the promise of a pension to be
confirmed by the Roman See.
The instrument is much crossed and interlined, and bears witness to the disturbance
which must have been going on during its preparation. The Earl of Angus, who was
engaged in this operation, was the celebrated Archibald, `Bell-the-Cat’. He must
have been a very old man in 1512, for his third son, Gavin Douglas, Bishop of
Dunkeld, was born in 1474. Glencairn was Archibald`s son-in-law.
“Instrument narrating that while William, Abbot of Kylwynning, with his
convent, were assembled in the septs of the abbey and in the hall or courtroom thereof, with the doors and gates closed, on the 22nd March after the
palm branches, 1512, the place was surrounded by Cuthbert, Earl of
Glencairn, completely armed and accompanied by sixteen men similarly
armed, with swords by their side and all defensive armour, with a hold of
each others hands as they advanced rapidly, when the following colloquy
between the abbot and the earl took place:
“Wherefore have you cleared our ditches, broken our fences, and entered
hither?”
"We have come thither to hold a conference with you.”
“I will hold no conference with you at this time."
Whereupon the earl seized the abbot (who resisted and often called out,
and earnestly entreated to be set at liberty) with force and violence of arms,
throwing off his sword and shield, and giving them to one of his followers;
and while the armed men surrounded him sometimes threatening him,
sometimes fawning upon him, to make him submit himself to the pleasure
of Mr. John Forman, the pretended Abbot of Kylwynning. and open the gates
of the abbey to the king’s herald and, others of the same opinion
standing without the gates, held him long in his embrace, until induced by
the persuasion of Alexander Scott, Prior of Kylwynning, and some of the
armed men, he let him go, panting for breath, and calling out, "suffer me to
sit here, and cut off my head, because while I live, I never shall agree to
what you propose.”
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Nevertheless, after he had sat and rested awhile, and was desirous of
resting longer, the earl seized him a second time, while he struggled and
called out, and dragged him against his will to the gates of the place.
When there, trusting, as he alleged, to his appeal and besides being under
the protection of the Roman pontiff, he refused to open the gates to the
king’s herald, and Archibald, Earl of Angus, and others, who were standing
without, although earnestly requested to do so by the earl; and further
narrating the protest by the said abbot, when conducted between his
monks to consult, and deliberate upon the proposals made to him by the
said earl, that himself and his abbacy and convent, and the appeals formerly
made by him, should not suffer prejudices by what had taken place, etc.”
Done in the Abbey of Kylwynnyng.
22nd March, 1512.

OTHER INSTRUMENTS PERTAINING TO THE INVASION
KYLWYNNYNG
Instrument narrating that the said earls of Angus and Glencairn with their
accomplices, armed as above mentioned, to the number of sixty or thereby, besides
the above excepted persons breaking into and wandering through the gates and
doors court and choir of the abbey, their armour clanging, and meeting others of
their own party in the gates, to the high altar, one Sir Gilbert Haldane, vicar of Dalry,
who alleged he was procurator for Mr. George Forman (brother of John Forman)
precentor of the Church of Glasgow, presented to Mr. John Sawchy, notary, to be
read and duly executed, certain apostolic bulls granted to the said Mr. John
respecting the abbacy of Kylwynnyng and the notary after reading the letters, by
virtue thereof inducted Mr. John Forman in the person of the said procurator into
possession of the said abbacy, which, as the gates were previously shut and access to
the altar not allowed him, he did without the gates, etc.
Done as above.
MANDATE
Instrument narrating that the Abbot of Kylwynnyng asked the king`s herald in the
presence of John Hawick, Robert Edward and Henry Kelso, who asserted that he had
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the King’s letters and mandate to the abbot, Mr. John Forman as Abbot of the said
place, and his procurators to publish and read the said mandate and letters to him;
and that the latter replied that he would read them in the chapter of Kylwynnyng if
he (the abbot) would enter the same, not otherwise.
ABBOT REVOKES
Instrument narrating that William, Abbot of Kylwynnyng when freed from the hands
of the armed men, revoked and annulled all he had done or attempted through fear,
in consequence of their threats to the prejudice of himself and his benefice of
Kylwynnyng, and of his appeals formerly interponed, protesting that he should not
be prejudiced thereby.
APPEAL
Instrument narrating that Mr. William Barclay, procurator of William, Abbot of
Kylwynnyng, in the presence of witnesses publicly reed and intimated at the door of
the Church of Glasgow, during the time of high mass, an instrument of appeal, dated
1512 interposed by the said Abbot from Alexander Bunche, John Bunche procurators,
revoked by him and Mr. John Forman, precentor of Glasgow, and offered a copy to
those entitled to have it, and fixed itself on the doors of the church and left it
thereon.
Done at the doors of the church aforesaid
7th April, 1512.

PRE-REFORMATION
Regarding the destruction at the start of the Reformation, one must understand that
Pont never saw Kilwinning Abbey in all its glory until about sixteen years after the
date assigned by him, viz. 1591.
Gavin Hamilton was the abbot and Commendator of Kilwinning Abbey from 1550 to
1571. Previously he held the office of Dean of Glasgow which he changed with Henry
Sinclair, Dean of Glasgow, who had held the Commendatorship of Kilwinning from
1541 to 1550.
Hamilton was a very strong and staunch supporter of Mary, Queen of Scots. He spent
most of his time in Edinburgh in service of the Queen. He had often travelled to
France on her behalf. On 17th October, 1551, on behalf of the Abbot (who was on
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one of his periodic visits to France) the Earl of Arran at Linlithgow, petitioned Edward
VI and,
“requests safe conduct for Gawin Hamilton Commendator of Kylwynnyng to
pass from France to Scotland through England."
At this period Hamilton and Arran were very friendly. But latterly the earl’s religious
beliefs took a sudden turn, when—
"a considerable accession to the Reformers cause was gained when the Earl
of Arran the eldest son of the Duke of Chatelherault was forced to flee from
France by reason of his Protestant sympathies, he joined the lords of the
congregation when assembled in Stirling, September, 1559.”
“History of Glasgow " V.1.

FOREWARNED
The Duke of Chatelherault (who was the first Earl of Arran and a Hamilton) received a
warning of the coming events of the Reformation whereby he bought the property
built and owned by the monastery of Kilwinning - the old castle of Monkcastle on
20th July 1552. He was the first layman to do so concerning this ancient edifice.
From then onwards the yoke, power, and wealth of the papacy were slowly
dwindling, and Abbot Hamilton was now at ‘daggers drawn’ with the English king.

CYPHERED MESSAGE
July 3rd 1559, a message in cypher from Sir James Croft (Privy Councillor) to Sir
William Cecill also a Privy Councillor, stated,
“A herald sent by Queen of Scots to the Queen of England; while the
Protestants at Edinburgh in great numbers "intending" (preparing an attack
on the monasteries) to Kelso and all the abbeys westwards. The Queen was
in Dunbar at the time and was in great fear."
This was indeed a warning note of the coming conflict. The protestants with Knox at
their head were preparing for the onslaught on “places of idolry" hence the phrase
"intending."
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Sir William Cecill sends the following message on 28th July, 1559, to the Lords of the
Congregation:
“the proceedings in Scotland for the abandonment of idolry and the
maintenance of the freedom of their country from strangers are such as all
Christian men ought to follow ..... He doubts whether they are taking the
surest way, and marvels that they do not help themselves, for the young
Queen (Mary) swears to destroy the whole house of Hamilton”.
The Hamiltons referred to were the Duke of Chatelherault and his son the Earl of
Arran. On August 9th 1559, James, Duke of Chatelherault wrote to Cecill and returns
thanks for kindness to his son Earl of Arran and prays his assistance in procuring him
a passport through England to Scotland from France.

ACT OF SECRET COUNSALL
After the passing of the Act destroying all houses of idolry by the Secret Counsall,
many monasteries and abbeys throughout the country were ruthlessly destroyed
either partially or completely. Some were demolished even before the Act was
passed in 1560. Among those in the west were Crossraguel, Fail (Tarbolton) and
Kilwinning. One of those entrusted with this vile work of these pious edifices in the
west of Scotland was the Earl of Glencairn, who was called by the ‘Reformers`, the
"Good Earl."
Herewith an extract from John Knox’s History of the Reformation, Book III, giving the
charter of the Secret Counsall.
(In 1561) ”the Papistis, a little befoir the Parliament, resorted in diverse
bandis to the towne of Edinburgh, and began to brag, as that thai wald half
defaced the Protestantis.
Quhilk thing perceaved, the brethren assembled together and yeid in such
companyes, and that in peceible maner, that the Bischoppis and their bandis
forsuyk the calsay. The brethrene understanding quhat the Papistis meant,
convenit in counsall in the Tolbuyth at Edinburgh, the xxvii of May, the year
of God jm vc thre scoir and ane yeirs ; and after oonsultatioun considerit
that ane humble supplication suld be presentit to the Lords of Secreit
Counsall and unto the haille assemblie that then wes convenit, in the quhilk
suld thir subsequent heidis be required, and law to pass thairupon:
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That Idolatrie, and all monuments thairof suld be suppressit throughout the
haill realme.
Upon the quhilk requesit and Articles, the Lordis of Counsall foirsaid articles,
and commandit letteris to be answerit thairupon, quhilk diverse ministers
raysit, as in the buykis of Secret Counsall is yet to be found.
And thus gat Satan the secund fall, after that he had begun to truble the
estait of the religious ones established by law.
Meanwhile came Lord James Stuart as ambassador from Queen Mary at
Rheims, praying that the religion plublicitlie established suld go forward, but
the Lordis of Secreit Counsall gave him a negation to all his propositions.
With these answeris departit the said ambassador. And the Lords of Secreit
Counsall made ane act that all places and monuments of ydolatrie suld be
destroyit.
And for that purpose wes directed to the West the Erle of Arrane, having
joined with him the Erlis of Argyle and Glencairne, togidder with the
Protestantis of the west: quha burnt Paisley the Bischope (of Sanctandrois
quha was abbot therof) having narrowly eschapit; kest down Failfurd,
Kilwynning, and part of Crossragwell -and thus God sa potentlie wrocht with
us, sa long as we dependit upon him, and all the warld mycht se his potent
hand to maintain us, and to fight against our enimies: yea most to confound
them, quhen that they promest to thameselfis victory without resistance.
Oh that we suld rychtlie considder the wonderous workis of the Lord oure
God!”
NOTE - Fail or Failford Abbey was founded in 1252 by Andrew Bruce near Tarbolton.
Only two walls are still standing. It was actually a Priory for Red Friars.

MURDER OF THE FOURTH EARL OF EGLINTON
Glencairn’s antipathy to the abbey was strengthened by his profound hatred of the
House of Montgomerie whose connection with the abbey was thoroughly and
diligently established many years before the Reformation.
While the family feud between the Montgomeries and Cunninghames may have
been the cause of minor destruction of the edifice at the beginning, the continuance
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of it increased in intensity as the quarrel reached a climax, as proved by the fact that
on the 18th April 1586, Hugh, 4th Earl of Eglinton, was waylaid by the Cunninghames
at Annick Lodge, near Stewarton, and was cruelly murdered.
Alexander Cunynghame, third son of Alexander, fifth Earl of Glencairn, was
nominated Commendator of the monastery. He obtained a grant of Montgreenan to
himself and Jean Blair, his wife and confirmed by the Crown, 2nd March 1582-3.
He was involved in the long drawn-out feud between the Montgomeries and the
Cunninghames and was charged as an accessory to the above murder. On 31st
August 1608, he was attacked and shot at the gates of his own home at
Montgreenan.
This tragedy may account for the wholesale destruction of the ancient pile at the
date assigned by Timothy Pont, 1591.
More power and authority eventually were granted to the Earl of Eglinton, which in
all probability accounts for the land he possessed in Kilwinning. By a Charter dated
1st December 1552 entitled, ‘Carta confirmations Hugonis comitis de Eglingtoun.
Registratum Magni SigieIli, lib. 31, No. 77’, an abstract translation reads,
" Confirmation by Mary, Queen of Scots, under the Great Seal, of a Charter
granted by Gavin, Commendator of the Monastery of Kilwinning and
convent of the same, in favour of Hugh, (3rd) Earl of Eglinton, whereby on
the narrative of the usefulness and necessity to the said monastery of a
prudent and legal justiciar, chamberlain, and bailie, for the administration of
justice to the tenants and inhabitants of the lands of the said monastery,
and for their lawful defence against any that attempted to trouble them . . .
Providing also that the said earl and his heirs should do exact diligence in
time coming with their presence, friends, goods, kinsmen, and assistance
against any invaders and defend the said monastery in all cases, causes and
actions, etc. “
Dated in Kilwinning, 19th May, 1552.
From various learned sources of the Romanist conflict during the Reformation we
learn that there can be no doubt, however, that the church of Rome herself was
largely responsible for her own overthrow. She had been more or less stealing lands,
heritage and by influence she had annexed many of the best pastoral lands of
Scotland. In Ayrshire alone she had lorded it over each of the three provinces of the
county.
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State Papers of Scotland dated 1559 inform us of the destruction wrought by the
mass Scottish populace against papist property. Kilwinning was no exception, “when
papist stuff” in the abbeys of Paisley, Kilwinning and Dunfermline was burned.
The image of Kilwinning’s glory was gone; the altar, the pictures and artistic work
belonging to the grand religious edifices of the Romish Church were destroyed.
Among them too, were relics much prized and venerated by the monks which were
torn asunder and burned for all to see in Deanfield (now Abbey Green) and St.
Winning’s Square.
The monks of Kilwinning in their heyday were very popular with the natives but were
now in ‘a deplorable state of anguish’. With much grief and sorrow they had to
abandon their ‘sacred cel’ in which they had worshipped since the 12th century. Now
it had all gone. Slowly, the munificent property long built and owned by these
Tyronensian monks was cast down and spread unceremoniously over the once
peaceful and beautiful orchards and gardens they loved.
The monastery also possessed property in Glasgow. This was where, no doubt, the
Abbots and Commendators resided when they visited the Rev. Robert Renwick, LL.D.
In his ‘History of Glasgow’ vol. 1, he states,
By a charter supposed to have been granted about the year 1290, Finlay
Jager, son of Rudulf Jager, burgess of Glasgow, being under necessity of
selling his heritage in relief of his extreme poverty and having according to
the usual manner offered it to his heirs etc., sold it to Sir James Renfrew, a
chaplain. It is described as a house with yard and buildings, between "the
land of the Abbot and convent of the monastery of Kylwynnyng."
With the granting of new and authorative powers to Lord Eglinton, his increase in
ownership of property within the precincts of the abbacy grounds spelt the doom of
the long administration of the Roman hierarchy in Kilwinning. This could have been
the thin edge of the wedge so to speak, ‘future events cast their shadows before ’;
the long and gripping power of the papal rule was finally stripped and broken in
1560.
The once noble and beautiful abbey of Kilwinning, famous as a religious centre
throughout the west of Scotland in those days, had received and suffered a crushing
defeat.
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ABBEY’S WEALTH TOPPLES
With the invasions of the Wars of Independence and the Reformation, the strong
financial position of the monastery’s exchequer was indeed in dire straits. Gavin
Hamilton, the last of the official abbots saw that his pious charge was slowly toppling,
his power dwindling and papist cause lost. As Commendator he was deputed to
collect the revenues of vacant benefices as a steward till they were filled up; then to
account for the profits received. In process of time, authority was procured from
Rome for commendators to apply these revenues to ‘their own use’ during their
lifetime. Commendators of this kind could be appointed by the Pope only.
“Antiquaries of Scotland”
Now this source of wealth and power was gone forever.

MONASTERY PROPERTY SOLD
Here, one may ponder and ask, did Gavin Hamilton, Commendator of Kilwinning, play
the game with the finances of his charge? It was said of him, “he was a gentleman of
goodworth and moderat". At any rate more of his time was spent on so called affairs
of State in Edinburgh than in the service of his monastery.
Misfortune after misfortune followed him one after another. As things financially
were getting too tight and out of hand he fued the monastery property at first,
latterly it was sold. Notice of this is in a charter dated 1551. Such property which
passed into other hands were Innerwood; Synacres myle; (seven acres mill), etc. The
prior and monks went through a most trying and terrifying time as the crumbling
walls of their beloved ‘cel’ came tumbling around them. The first casualty of the
ancient pile to crumble no doubt was the north transept, where the porch and north
‘yett’ was held in 1512 by Abbot William against Glencairn. It was also by this gate
that the monks ‘came creeping in after vespers cleeking each other by the arm’.
The monks of Kilwinning seemed to have been a very jovial fraternity, though of a
very strong pious religious belief; but unfortunately, sobriety did not, in the true
sense of imagination, [seem to?] be one of their Christian virtues. However one thing
can be said about the fraternity of monks: they were very industrious and skilled in
many crafts and arts. For example, from Ayr Burgh Accounts Book 1534-35, and
audited in January 3rd 1536, we glean the following information –
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"To the monk of Kilwinning for binding the Mass Book and the messenger,
7/- . Dean of Guild, John Mur”.
The chancel and Abbot’s House in the south east corner of the abbacy followed in
the systematic destruction, then the east and southern part of Easter Chaumers
where the monks were wont to practice archery, of which they were fond and were
adept at. Their target was the gable end of the Easter Chaumers on the south and
their stance was at a point in the vowts (Vaults Lane).
Was Gavin Hamilton “a gentleman of goodworth and moderat”? Could he be
trusted? He certainly endeared himself to the good folks of Kilwinning. Above all, his
activities were more directed to the welfare of Mary Queen of Scots than to his own
parishioners. It is on record that he was under suspicion for acts of misdemeanour
against the Lords of the Congregation such as intercepting letters for the
‘congregation ’.
On 25th March 1560, a letter from Randolph to Norfolk (Duke) was intercepted by
Gavin Hamilton. It concerned the strength and positions of French forces in Scotland.
An extract reads “.... of French doings here I wrote to your Grace in my last - they were so
intolerable that much hatred was engendered even in their favourers. The
country gathered so fast to them that they left sooner than they meant, and
in better order than they came for fear of attack."
This letter was a hoax or decoy to incriminate Hamilton as shown by Randolph as he
continues “To show the nature of a well disposed prelate I send copy of an intercepted
letter privily sent to Mr. Gavin Hamilton, Abbot of Kilwinning, only to give
error to my lord Duke and put him (Abbot) in fear of the issue of the matter
in hand."
(Signed) Thomas Randolphe, Glasgow, 6 a.m. 25th March, 1560.
As already stated the Abbot of Kilwinning had his residence in the Drygate, Glasgow,
when he was not in Kilwinning, so here he must have been during the interception of
the letters.
At this period the Abbot of Kilwinning who then was really the last to hold official
office as Abbot and Commendator of the Roman See, passed through the north yett
of the abbey for the last time in 1560. He went to attend the regular meeting of the
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‘Estates’ in Edinburgh. He must have been a very sad and emotional man when he
bade goodbye to the Prior and monks with whom he had associated so long.
Although still Abbot and Commendator of diminished power, he nevertheless
negotiated more feus of monastery property. In 1563 and on to 1566 he feud to
Gavin Hamilton of Raploch, who latterly sold the property to Lord Boyd of
Kilmarnock. This deed was disclosed in an “Act in favouris of the lord Boyd” (1579).
The same property and land later fell into the possession of Lord Eglinton.
The properties concerned were Swandame medow (owned in 1559 by Js. Millar and
Jonathon Walker); Deane Williame Woddis medow; Deanfield (now Abbey Green)
and many other tracts of land.

NOTE:
LORDS OF THE CONGREGATION OF SCOTLAND
“The names of all the noble men temporall and spirituall of the
Congregacion of Scotlande, 1560.
The Duke of Chateaurialt; the Erle of Arren; his son; the Lord James priour of
St. Andrews; the Erle of Arguile; the Erle of Glencarne; the Erle of Rothos;
the Erle of Sutherland; the Erle of Mountithe; the Lord Riven; the Lord
Boide; the Lord Offoltree Ochiltree); the Master of Lindoye; the Master of
Maxwell.
The lordes and noble men newters:The Erle of Huntleye; the Erle of Catnes; the Erle of Athelll; the Erle
Marshall; the Erle of Morton and Angus; the Erle of Arrell; the Erle of
Casiles; the Erle of Eglinton; the Erle of Montroes; the Lord of Erskin; the
Lord of Dromond; the Lord Hume; the Lorde Rose; the Lorle Krighton; the
Lorde Liveston; the Lord Somerwell.
Doubtful to whether parte they will incline.
The lordes of the Queen’s parte:The Erle of Bodwell; the Lord Seton; Lord Fleminge; the Lord Semple ;
Bishoppe of St. Andrews; the Prior of Collingham; the Abbot of Holly Rood
house; with all the bishoppes spiritualtye of the reallme.”
The Hamilton Papers 1543-1590.
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These properties were liable to taxes as passed by the Privy Council.
"In 1565, the abbacy was set apart along with Paisley, Kelso, Jedburgh and
New battle for the Royal Charge."
‘Regist. of Privy Council of Scotland. V.1 p412.
The conflict against the Romanist church was intensified; the populace in keeping
with the rest of Scotland, played havoc with all that ‘smelt’ of idolry, by burning
everything which came to their hands. Relics and property were smashed beyond
repair, Yet, ironically, Kerlaw Castle, traditional home for some time of the Abbot of
Kilwinning, was ornamented with the coat of arms of the Scottish nobility; taken
from the abbey of Kilwinning at the Reformation.
“Paterson’s Cunninghame”.
Nevertheless there was a redeeming feature about the demolishing of the ancient
monastery as far as the natives were concerned. As the rubble and masonry piled up
over the area, the local folks made full use of the massive collection of sandstone
from the ruins. These stones were hard to come by, owing to the lack of transport
from the quarries which were some distance from their doorsteps. The stones were
used to repair or build up the hovels of dwellings in which they lived.
The rubble was spread far and wide over the monastery gardens, orchards and lawns
of which the monks were proud and greatly venerated. From Deane Williame Woddis
medow, (south of Greenfoot), to Lady Firs in the east; from Deanfield (Greenfoot), in
the south to St. Winning’s Square in the northwest. All this area was raised above
normal ground level from 10 to 15 feet.
Many ornamental stones found their way to gardens in various parts of the town and
even throughout the nearby hamlets. Two arches found sanctuary in private gardens
in Byres Road, where they were rebuilt. One is still standing in the property known as
Parkhead; and the other across the road from it. The second one was removed and is
under the custodianship of the Masonic Lodge Mother Kilwinning No. 0. Another
arch was taken from the abbey and rebuilt as a gateway to a garden in Dalgarven.
A carved stone was removed from a rear garden wall in Byres Road. This wall
separated the old property of the one time Cotton House in Dalry Road which was
built in 1779, and the newer property in Byres Road. This stone was also salvaged by
the writer and handed over to the care of the Masonic Lodge in 1965. (see page 23)
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This stone was found in a garden wall at the rear of Byres Road. It is presumed to have been
taken from the Abbey during 1560-61, and built into the wall when the Cotton House was built
in 1779 by Mr Watt, a Glasgow merchant.

In fact the first house to be built over the site in Abbey Green and on the rubble of
the ancient ruins was that known as the manse of Alexander Wreittoun which stood
in the north east corner of the Green, in 1598. This house was built entirely with the
sandstone from the desecrated abbey.
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This stone was unearthed from old Abbey rubble.

The task of levelling off the area of its many tons of accumulated rubble would take
some considerable time in those days, through the lack of suitable tools, etc.
An ancient sketch from the collection of drawings possessed by Captain Hutton of
the Royal Regiment of Artillery and copied by Francis Grose shows an edifice
overlooking what is supposed to be the cloisters. Gazing at this print, it can be
noticed that this particular structure is running north and south, but, if the sketch
was reversed the building coincides with the present day church and runs in the
same direction, viz., east and west. Also the south transept gable which has been said
to have been twisted round by the ‘artist’s prerogative’, falls into its proper position.
The engraver of this sketch was W. Thomas. It was first published in London by
Messrs. Hooper in 1790. (See page 26)
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The writer therefore avers that the said building is the roof of the original parish
church, and the sketch has either been inadvertently reversed by the publishers or it
was not in the first instance sketched ‘on the ‘spot’. Nevertheless, if as stated it was
the parish church, it certainly proves that it was in existence prior to Lee Ker’s date of
1592.
The sketch in all probability was executed shortly after the sacking of the abbey in
1559-1561. Most of the stones of the old pile were utilised in the construction of the
new church. In support of the foregoing statement is an extract from Chalmer’s
‘Caledonia’ when he says:
"When the extensive buildings of this abbey were demolished in 1560 the
walls of the church were left standing, and they were afterwards repaired
and fitted up for a parish church, and as such served the parish till 1773
when the building was pulled down and a new parish church was built in the
place where it stood."
Francis Grose says, "a few years afterwards part of the abbey church was converted
after being repaired into the parish church”. To strengthen the argument, the
following extract from the Preface of the ‘Eglinton Memorials’ gives a fairly good
guide as to when the church was constructed.
"In searching for the cartulary of the abbey several papers were found
connected with the abbey. One refers to a dispute between the abbot and
the third Earl of Eglinton ‘As to the said stepall, it is altogether boyldit vpon the bodie of the paroche
Kyrk of Kilwinning, far distant from the quier and closter, etc, etc.’ “
Dated 1571.
As already stated the role of the abbot and Commendator had passed from official
authority to a passive or honorary degree. Therefore Gavin Hamilton and his
successors all held the positions in name only. They had no abbey, no congregation,
and no legal ecclesiastical standing under Scots law.
When the fabric of the ancient monastery was torn asunder, and the hierarchy of
Rome broken, the ecclesiastical history of Kilwinning entered a new era. The Scottish
Parliament met on 17th August 1560, when it ratified and approved as wholesome
and sound, doctrine grounded upon the infallible truth of God’s word:
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Grose’s sketch reversed
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View from S.W., coinciding with reversed view

"the confession of Fayth professed and believed be the Protestantes within
the realme of Scotland."
The ratification was almost unanimous. Archbishop Hamilton and the Bishops of
Dunkeld and Dunblane were present, but did not venture to oppose it. On 24th
August 1560, Parliament ordained that in all time coming, the Bishops of Rome
should have "na jurisdictioun nor autoritie within this realme."
Hay’s History of Scottish Reformation, 1903.
The last official act of regality as Abbot and Commendator of Kilwinning carried out
by Gavin Hamilton was when proposals put forward by him to the Earl of Murray
who was then Regent, were rejected; and he acquiesced and signed the agreement
to the earl’s proposals in Linlithgow, 23rd August, 1567.
The proposals by the Abbot were 1 - To suspend acceptance of the regency till the Duke’s return; that being refused.
2 - To have the Duke tell Argyll, Huntly, one bishop and abbot and others might
convene to arrange for joint access to the Queen for her mind on the regency, etc.,
being also refused.
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3 - That they might not be forced to obey the regency; which being denied.
4 - That the proclamation of the King and Regency be not published in their bounds,
etc.
23rd August, 1567
Calendar of Scottish Papers.
Writing to Henry Bullinger, on 23rd August 1560, John Parkhurst, Bishop of Norwich,
says,
“The Scots have made greater progress in true religion in a few months than
we (English) have done in many years."
"Gavin Hamilton, Abbot of Kilwinning, a great enimie to the Congregation,
stirred up the Duke of Chatelrault against Knox and his followers. He was
sent with Argyll, and James, Prior of Saint Andrews to Perth by Queen
Regent for ane agreement betwixt Her Majesty and that city the 28 of May
1559. He was appointed by the Queen to treat at Preston,1559, anent the
means fitt to settle a solid peace betwixt her and the Congregation."
In 1564 he is forced to fly to England with the other Lords, but coming back shortly
after obtained his pardon with the Duke of Chatelherault.

REPENTANCE
Although pardoned, the Abbot was not in the least trusted, especially by the
Congregation. “He is stil’d by Knox a crafty man.” In a letter from Regent Murray to
Throkmorton which read,
"Argyll, Boyd and Kilwinning came an incontinent, every man began to
travail for himself; in the end craving but remission for past contempt, to
acknowledge the King and us Regent."
This certainly shows that he wanted to be repentant and wish to exonerate himself in
the eyes of the Lords of the Congregation. But although cute in his demeanour it did
not carry any weight or change of conscience to the Lords.
Continuing, Murray adds,

29
"Kilwinning craves our licence to go to the Duke in France to move him ; he
assures us to obey the King and will shortly be with you at court."
‘Calendar of Scottish Papers’
15th Sept, 1567.
His argument no doubt was to persuade the Duke of Chatelherault to go in with the
Congregation, or was it a case that he wished to flee to France. However, whatever
he intended, failed.
"In the year of grace 1568 he is one of the Commissioners at Yorke for
Queen Marie, then detained at Carlisle. He is declared guilty of treason in a
Parliament held in the Canongate near the Gates of Edinburgh, 1571, by the
Erle of Lennox Regent - and is fortified with Secreterie Maitland and his
brothers John and Thomas, on tenth of June. He led the foot towards Leith
against the Lords with Huntley and Mr. John Maitland, Prior of Colinghame,
but was forced to fly by Morton`s soulders."
Thus Gavin Hamilton, Abbot of Kilwinning, came to the end of his tenure after a long
and eventful career. He fell by the sword and was killed fighting for the Queen’s
parte against the Lord’s parte near the Watergate on what was long remembered as
‘Black Saturday ’, 28th June 1571.

QUADRI-CENTENNIAL OF THE ABBEY CHURCH KILWINNING, 1567-1967
O, sacred walls of ancient St. Winning;
Built by Tyronensian holy hands;
Symbol of glories that was Kilwinning,
Pious relics of God’s grandeur which still stands.
J. A. N.
Fifteen hundred and sixty-seven was presumed to have been a most momentous
year in the ecclesiastical history of Kilwinning. If the sandstones of the ancient ‘pile of
beauty’ could only speak, the tales of ‘ glory that were of Kilwinning’ during the early
12th and 13th centuries would be a revelation. It would have saved many a
heartbreak to modern writers who have endeavoured to unravel and put piece by
piece the many fragments of evidence of the past to portray unto posterity facts of
the monastery’s history.
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"The finest Gothic Structure in the West of Scotland” in the epoch-making period of
the Roman hierarchy throughout Scotland, and the centre of Catholic culture in
Cunninghame, had passed away. A new Reformed religious doctrine had descended
on the County of Ayr as well as the country as a whole, the doctrine of “John Knox’s
Protestant Fayth."
This new creed had replaced the ‘popish stuff ’ by the ordaining of the first Reformed
minister to the Parish Church of Kilwinning. Unfortunately the vexing question arises
- when was he ordained? From whence did he come? In addition, the thorn also in
the flesh of historians, when was the Reformed Abbey church built?
Now this year of grace (1967), the Kirk Session hope to celebrate the 400th
anniversary of the unique occasion, on the strength of the consensus of facts that the
clergyman concerned was minister in 1567 but not ordained then. There are no
annals of the church extant giving the actual date of ordination, let alone the
erection of the ruined or badly damaged church.
No! We therefore must search for these illusive ‘fragments’, put them together and
try if possible to fill the gaps with the missing data.

JOHN KNOX’S VISIT T0 AYRSHIRE
When was the Reformed Parish Church of Kilwinning constructed? That is the crucial
question! We do know that the monastery church was badly damaged, but not
destroyed; the walls were still standing after the coup de grace in 1560-61. Evidence
points to the fabric being repaired immediately as there were no alternative places of
worship in the town available.
John Knox on his visit to the west country saw the abbey in 1562. Now, why did this
‘stormy petrel of religious reform’ come to Ayrshire? Was his visit a sightseeing
mission? No! Definitely not! In the first instance, he came for a conference with the
Abbot of Crossraguel at Maybole.
This meeting with the Abbot was a memorable event. It was a three days disputation
between them on Maybole Green. “On the 27th September 1562, the parties met at
Mayboill when the following agreement was signed”.
“The day, houre, condicione, and nomber agreed vpon, for the conference
betuix Maister Quinteyne Kennedy, Abbot of Crosraguel and John Knox,
minister at Edinburgh. The day is the xxviii of September 1562."
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Here follows the rest of the agreement –
“And heirupon, bothe the said Abbot and John Knox are whollylie fullylie
ageed. bIn witness whereof they have subscribed these presents with their
hands.
At Mayboill, the xxviii of September, 1562.
Crosraguel.
John Knox."
The foregoing pact endorses one of the reasons why Knox came all the way from
Edinburgh to the west country, Ayrshire in particular. But there is also another
reason for his visit.
In his ‘Ayrshire History’, Robertson tells us “In 1562 John Knox came west into
Ayrshire to confirm the churches”.
Now, we know that Knox stayed in Maybole for three days - 28th, 29th and 30th
September, therefore on his homeward journey he could visit other small towns and
reached Kilwinning in the first Week of October, 1562.
As already stated after the destruction of the church it was repaired as a REFORMED
Church; and awaited the coming of the Reformer to dedicate it.
John Knox enters the scene; sees the repaired fabric of the converted church in
October, 1562. He confirms this Reformed parish church, and dedicates it to the
Protestant folks of Kilwinning both ‘spiritually and materially’. It is quite logical that
Knox did confirm this place of Reformed worship there and then, as he did not visit
Ayrshire again before he died in 1571.
Now the next point to be established is the appointment or induction of a minister.
In all probability the clergyman would be ordained at the same time by Knox. The
suggestion is not a flight of imagination but through diligent study and deduction,
which makes it quite feasible for the event to happen accordingly, as further
evidence shows.

WAS THE FIRST PROTESTANT MINISTER A MONK?
There being no bona fide records to go by of these historic events. A lot has to be
conjectured as to what actually took place. The General Assembly in Edinburgh did
not officially start records of the Presbyteries until 1581. What documents and
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records are extant are those of the particular churches or edifices concerned, and in
some cases very unreliable.
Some light is thrown on the subject from one or two annals of the church. For
example, the ‘Register of Ministers, Exhorters, and Readers 1567’, under the heading
Kilwinning gives as minister “William Kilpatrik".
“The Accounts of the Collectors of Thirds of Benefices, 1561-1572”, gives "William
Kirkpatrick".
“Fasti Ecclesiae Scoticanae”, vol. 3. under ‘Kilwinning and Dalgarven’, says William
Kirkpatrick minister in 1567. In 1574 Dunlop and Beith were also under his care. His
stipend was £80 (Scots). He had a Reader, David Myle, who was paid the sum of £20
per annum. He married Alison Campbell, and had issue - William and Martha. (The
supplementary volume says he also had issue - Marion. Presumably he had been
twice married. He died in 1577 (July). He is said to have been ‘eardit’ (or buried) with
his mouth down.
The Fasti gives the fullest details of this clergyman which may have been copied by
the other annals. However, notice must be taken of the fact that none of them states
he was ‘ordained’ but simply that he was minister in 1567.
The reader may observe that the names are spelt differently which should be
ignored, as the misspelling of names and places seems to have been prevalent in
those days and no doubt in some cases causes a little confusion.
Many Friars and monks renounced their vows to the Catholic Church and became
preachers in the Reformed Church. Some from Crossraguel and even Ayr. The gradual
dispersing of the fraternity of monks from Kilwinning, though slow at the outset, was
nevertheless complete by 1700 when there was not one Catholic in the town.
In the midst of the confusion of these turbulent times, there emerged a layman from
the ‘ruins of the monastery fabric’ so to speak, like a ghost in the night who must
have seen the light of ‘religious tolerance and freedom’ of the new creed. He was
"Willelmus Kilpatrick" who was under the jurisdiction of Gavin Hamilton. He is a
signatory to a charter dated 7th March 1551.
According to Chambers Ency. (1725), "no monks in holy orders are allowed to sign or
authorise any legal documents under the age of 25 years."
Strange! but never the less the facts are like a jigsaw puzzle, and are now fitting into
one another making the problem more complete in its simplicity.
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Charter granting the lands of Woodside to Ralston of that ilk. 7th March, 1551-2.
"Charter by Gavus, perpetual commendator of the Monastery of Kilwinning
and convent thereof of the order of Saint Benedict, and in the diocese of
Glasgow for the utility and advantage of the said monastery the increase of
the rental thereof, and other considerations granting to an honourable man,
Hugh Ralston of that Ilk, etc., etc.
(Signed) Gawinius Commendator de Kilwynnyng.
Witnesses:
Johannes Deyne, Jacobus Browne, Patricius Flescher, Willelmus Wrycht,
Johannes Culper, Alanus Steyne, Jacobus Machell, Robertus Curry, Johannes
Deyne, Willelmus Kirkpatrick.
These signatories were monks of the abbey as proved by the following charter.
Confirmation of a charter by Gavin Commendator of Kilwinning to Alexander Terbet,
of the Lands of Corsehill with other relative documents. Dated Glasgow, 18th July
1559.
"Charter by Gavin Commendator of the Monastery of Kilwinning and the
convent of the same whereby, for the evident utility of the said monastery
and the increase of the rental thereof, and for certain sums of money paid
beforehand by Alexander Terbet for the repair of the said monastery being
ruinous and decayed they granted and set to feu farm to said Alexander
Terbet, etc., etc.
Sealed and subscribed in Kilwinning,
18th December 1557.
Witnesses :
Robert Hamilton, Chamberlain of Kilwinning, James Hamilton of Woodsyde,
Alexander Cowper of Brigend, Robert Mason, etc.
As it is unnecessary to include all the charter, it nevertheless is important to continue
with what may be an essential quotation to further the evidence to prove the point
relative to the enquiry.

34
"whereupon the said judges holding the said request to be just and
consonant with reason and willing to obey the apostolic mandate, there
upon reverently, as they were bound issued letters of citation summoning
the said Commendator of Kilwinning, and the convent thereof;
Johannes Culpar, Jacobus Browne, Patricius Flescher, Willelmus Wryght,
Alanus Stene Jacobus Stene, Jacobus Mechell, Robertus Curry, Johannes
Deyne, Willelmus Kilpatrik Georgius Morsoun, Dauvid Wynzer, Alexander
Henderson. “
The monks mentioned above are the same as in the previous charter with an
addition of three. No doubt readers will note that the spelling of Willelmus is the
Latin for William.
Now we find that Willelmus Kilpatrick, William Kirkpatrik and William Kilpatrick are
all one and the same person, who was a monk prior to being converted to the cause
of the Reformers, 1560-61.
The deduction culminates in the logical conclusion that Willelmus (William)
Kilpatri(c)k or Kirkpatrick, a converted MONK, became the FIRST Protestant minister
to the Parish Church of Kilwinning, in the first week of October, 1562. Another point
which can be taken into consideration is the fact that the said Willelmus named his
son and heir William after him, which is a normal family procedure. At the same time
the converted preacher was proving his detachment from Rome by utilising English
instead of Latin for his son’s name.
In conclusion, it is hoped that my efforts and research have not been in vain, but
added interest and a contribution towards solving the vexed question of ordination
of the first parish minister.
The present Kirk Session have made tentative arrangements for the celebration from
Sunday 19th November 1967, to Sunday 26th November. It is intended to have the
ex-Moderator of the Church of Scotland the Very Rev. R. Leonard Small, D.D. and
later Professor Barclay who is very well known for his lectures on television.
An exhibition will also be held showing relics of the ancient monastery and town of
Kilwinning.
I must add a final word of appreciation to the Rev. Stewart Mechie, D.D., Librarian,
Trinity College, Glasgow, for kind assistance which gave me the final clue to unravel
this quadri-centennial problem, which was achieved not only by studious effort but
by divine guidance throughout the research.
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Abbey gate pillars, now sited at a house in Dalgarven (Photo JA Ness)

THE PRESENT CHURCH
The present church was rebuilt over the foundations of the old.
The stones of the previous edifice were utilised in the structure. This re-construction
took place during the ministry of Rev. Robert Pollock, 1770-1798.
An extract from the registered contract between the heritors of the Parish of
Kilwinning and the contractors gives interesting reading.
"The church to stand where the old church stood."
The fabric was to be 70 feet long, 46 feet wide, within the walls to have a pavilion
roof, and the builders were to preserve the same figure of ashlar on the outside of
the walls of the old church.
The contract was entered into in 1773 and the contractors agreed that the work
would be completed on 1st May 1774. The contractors were John Garland, mason;
John Armour, wright; both of Kilwinning; John Swan, architect, Kilmaurs.
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The total cost was to be £540-19-1 (Scots)
The stones of the old church were to be used by the builders if desired, except the
“stone of the 15 feet of wall opposite to the aisle to be built to the new
church by the Earl of Eglinton."
Thus after 400 momentous years, holy worship still continues in God’s sacred shrine,
and the congregation of the Abbey Church which has undergone many changes with
a stirring history behind it, will celebrate its heritage from the Church of Scotland
fostered by John Knox, in nineteen hundred and sixty-seven.
The present minister is Rev. Wilbur C. Lavalette who came from Chryston and was
inducted in 1944.

ADDENDUM
ABBOTS OF KILWINNING MONASTERY SINCE THE FOUNDING
NIGELLUS, Abbas de Kilwynnyng 1201-1212 was the first abbot of the monastery of
Kilwinning. He is a witness to a charter of Walter, second Stewart of Scotland;
JOHANNES (John 1220-1230).
BERNARD, who reigned from 1272 to 1307, swore fealty to Edward First of England.
ADAM, 1312-1327. In 1323 Thomas Baxter of Irvine whose family seal was lost
prevailed upon Adam for the use of the monastery seal, which was granted.
WILLIAM DAUNANT, 1335 - ?
ROBERT, 1361-1370 was witness to a charter of Robert, Earle of Stratherne and John
Lord Kyle, etc., etc., for putting into execution Pope Clement’s bull, 1367.
JOHN, 1371-1400, was witness to charter by John Kennedy of Dunure to the Chapel
St. Mary’s Maybole. 1st March, 1383-84.
ROGER, 1400-1408.
ADAM SPARK, 1408-1430.
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WILLIELMUS, 1449-1455.
WILLIAM BOYD, 1455-1482.
WILLIAM BUNCHE, 1482-1513. Bunche was the defender of the abbey against the
Earl of Glencairn. He fell at the battle of Flodden 1513. In Wider’s "Flodden Field",
reference was made of Bunche, thus"This bishop bold, this bastard blest,
With other bishops in his band,
And abbots eke, as bold as the rest,
For beagle-rods, took bills in hand."
JOHN FORMAN. Was abbot pretender, not accepted by the Roman See.
JAMES BEATON, 1515-1530. Was Chancellor of Scotland, Archbishop of St. Andrews
and abbot of Arbroath and Kilwinning at the same time.
ALEXANDER HAMILTON, 1536-1541.
HENRY SINCLAIR, 1541-1550. Dean of Glasgow. He held the Commendatorship of
Kilwinning from 1541 until 1550 when he exchanged that benefice for the Deanery of
Glasgow, which was then held by Gavin Hamilton. The exchange took place 10th April
1550.
GAVIN HAMILTON (GAVINUS HAMILTONUS, KILWINNING ABBAS in GALLIA 15501571). He is ‘stil’d’ by Knox as a crafty man. Met his death fighting for Mary Queen of
Scots near the Watergate, Edinburgh, on what became known as ‘Black Saturday’
28th June 1571.
ALEXANDER CUNNINGHAME, 1571-1591? Third son of the Earl of Glencairn.
WILLIAM MELVILLE, 1591-1615? Son of Sir John Melvil of Raith. He sold all his rights
of office to Hugh, 5th Earl of Eglinton, and on the 5th January 1603, a charter passed
the Great Seal confirming the purchase. He died about 1641.
JOHN SPOTTISWOOD, 1615-1639. Was the last Commendator and Archbishop of St.
Andrews. He died in December, 1639.
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MINISTERS OF THE ABBEY CHURCH WHO HAVE BEEN ORDAINED
SINCE THE REFORMATION
WILLIAM KILPATRICK

1562-1577 (circa).

ALEXANDER WREITTOUN

1578-1605

DAVID BARCLAY

1606-1614

JOHN GLASSFORD, A.M.

1614-1629

ROBERT BAILLIE, A.M.

1631-1640

JAMES FERGUSON, M.A.

1643-1667

RALPH RODGER, A.M.

1669-1684

ROBERT BELL

1684-1688 (circa.)

GEORGE MELDRUM, A.M.

1688-1692

JOHN MUNRO

1693. Did not accept the charge

JOHN STIRLING

1694-1696

GEORGE CHALMERS

1696-1718

ALEXANDER FERGUSSON

1721-1770

THOMAS POLLOCK

1770-1798

WILLIAM RITCHIE, D.D.

1798-1802

JAMES STEVEN

1803-1824

GEORGE COLVILLE

1824-1831

ARCHIBALD CAMPBELL, D.D.

1831-1864

JOHN SIME

1864-1866

WILLIAM LEE KER, M.A.

1866-1902

ARCHIBALD HUNTER, D.D.

1902-1944

WILBUR C. LAVALETTE

1944 -

Abbey Church – The Eglinton Loft

