
Sister Dominic Savio was a history teacher at St Michael’s Academy in Kilwinning, one of many nuns who taught 
there over the years, and was a member of The Sisters of the Cross and Passion, founded in Manchester in the 
1850’s. The Sisters work all over the world in education, nursing and pastoral care. She joined St Michael's staff in 
1966, and had a great interest in local history, Kilwinning Abbey (in its pre-reformation days, of course) in particular.  
 
As well as this booklet, she also wrote "Mary Queen of Scots and her Connection with Irvine" for the Irvine Carters' 
Society in the 1980s, and a history of her order, "The Sisters of the Cross and Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ in the 
Diocese of Galloway" in 1988. 
 
Originally, the publishers placed the footnotes in a separate chapter at the end, but because it’s difficult to scroll 
backwards and forwards on a computer screen, I’ve put them at the bottom of the relevant pages, and have placed 
the photos and diagrams at the end. 

This booklet was first produced in 1988. The costs of publishing were met by advertising, and I have included the 
adverts after the photos. These are of some historical interest themselves, as most of the businesses are no longer 
trading. 

I have not been able to trace Sr Dominic or her heirs to seek permission to reprint this booklet here, but since its 
purpose is solely to make her work widely available again, I assume it would meet with her approval. If anyone 
knows any more information, please contact us through the Kilwinning Heritage website at 
www.kilwinningheritage.org or email kh.2011@hotmail.co.uk 

 

Andy Baird,                                                                                                                                                                                                   
Chair, Kilwinning Heritage 2012. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Out of print books available for download from the Kilwinning Heritage website: 

A Short History of Kilwinning Parish, 2nd Edition, John Hay and Isabel JT Wilson, 1988.                                                                                          
Kilwinning Abbey, John A Ness, 1967.                                                                                                                                                                                      
Kilwinning Abbey, Sister Dominic Savio CP, 1988.                                                                                                                                                                                      
Kilwinning Abbey, the Church of Saint Winning, Rev. William Lee Ker, 1900. (Also available in print via Amazon).                                                                                                                                              
The Life and Recollections of Dr Duguid, edited by John Service, 1887.                                                                                                                        
Ayrshire, Its History and Historic families, Vol 1, William Robertson, 1908.                                                                                                                           
Ayrshire, Its History and Historic families, Vol 2, William Robertson, 1908.                                                                                                                                                                          
Historical Tales and Legends of Ayrshire, William Robertson, 1889.                                                                                                                                                                       
Archaeological and Historical Collections of Ayr and Wigton Vol 1, 1878 (Galloway’s articles on Kilwinning Abbey 
architecture). 
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Kilwinning Abbey 

 

Nestling in the centre of modern Kilwinning are the ruins of a medieval monastery, a Benedictine abbey of the Tiron 
reform, founded by the De Morville family in the twelfth century and dedicated to the Blessed Virgin 1 and St Winin. 

ANCIENT CHRISTIAN SITE 

The west of Scotland is rich in place-names with the prefix ‘Kil’, constant reminders that the country owes its name 
‘Scotland’ not to its natives, the Picts and Britons, but to an Irish tribe, the Scots, who originated in the glens of 
Antrim and established their kingdom of Dalriada in what is now Argyllshire. In 563 St Columba sailed from Northern 
Ireland with twelve followers on a peregrinatio pro Christo to found a Celtic monastery and missionary centre on the 
island of Iona in that kingdom of Dalriada. 

About a century later, another Irishman 2 sailed either from Ireland itself or from Iona to evangelise the people who 
lived in the Garnock Valley. His name is known today as ‘St Winin’. A man of immense spiritual stature, 
commemorated presumably in Caerwinning Hill, Lochwinnoch and Kilwinning, he established himself on the banks of 
the River Garnock in a place that became known as ‘Segtoun’, the ‘dwelling place of the saint’, or ‘Kilwinning’, the 
‘cell or church of Winin’. In course of time, at the wish of priests and people, he was ordained a bishop. 

CELTIC CROSS 

According to Adam King’s Kallendar, published in Paris in 1588, St Winin died in 715, probably on 21 January since 
that was his feast day as denoted in the Aberdeen Breviary and it was usual to celebrate the date of a saint’s death 
as the date of his entry into heaven. He was buried in Kilwinning, probably in the church he himself had built. 
Outside it stood a Celtic Cross 3 he had personally erected in honour of St Bridget. 

 

1.  As indicated by both the abbot’s seal and the community seal, discussed by W. L. Ker in his Kilwinning Abbey (1866-1902)), p. 89, the 
abbot’s oval seal depicted Mary crowned and seated on a throne, with the Child Jesus sitting on her knee, and below them the figure of an 
abbot in prayer. The obverse of the round community seal showed "an exceedingly rich and beautiful design, representing within a Gothic 
niche the Virgin with the Infant Jesus, the background ornamented with foliage”. The reverse of this community seal showed the figure of an 
abbot within a Gothic niche, holding a crozier in his right hand and a book in his left. 

2.  It has been noted by Mr A. Boyle in his ‘Notes of Scottish Saints’ (Innes Review, vol.32, no.2, autumn 1981, p. 64) that St Winin’s name is 
Brittonic. He may therefore have been a missionary from Whithorn, where St Ninian had established a Christian missionary centre about 398. 
St Ninian’s Isle, a small island in the River Garnock at Dirrans, Kilwinning, indicates a local connection with St Ninian. On the other hand, the 
Celtic prefix ‘Kil’ and the legend of St Winin both suggest he was a Celtic saint. The legend was recorded by Bishop William Elphinstone in his 
early sixteenth century nationalist Aberdeen Breviary, a collection of more than seventy ‘lives’ of Scottish saints. According to this legend, St 
Winin arrived on the coast of Cunninghame. Hungry after his journey, he fished in the River Garnock but to no avail. Being then angry as well 
as hungry, he cursed the Garnock, condemning it to have no fish in it for ever more but, continues the legend, the river evaded the curse by 
changing its course. While not historically true, the legend is significant. If St Winin landed on the coast of Cunninghame, he had come by sea. 
That suggests that he had come from Iona or Ireland, although it does not exclude Whithorn or even Wales. The river’s evasion of the curse 
indicates that the River Garnock, which has changed its course, had changed it before the early sixteenth century. Finally, the angry cursing 
indicates a medieval hagiographical pen-sketch of an Irish saint, in the same sense that a modern cartoon might sketch a Scotsman in kilt and 
tammy. The fact that St Winin was depicted in this way and, indeed, the fact that he figures in the Aberdeen Breviary, is strong evidence that 
he was a Scot, an Irishman of the tribe of Scotii. It is also possible that Winin is the Brittonic form of the Celtic ‘Finnian’, because the local 
inhabitants of Cunninghame were, of course British, not Celtic. 

3.  A remnant of this Celtic Cross is preserved in the North Ayrshire Museum, Saltcoats. It appears to be the top shaft of the Cross. It was found 
in 1925 in the gable of a house in Cross Brae, between the bridge over the River Garnock and the main street of Kilwinning. Reminiscent of St 
Martin’s Cross in Iona, the Kilwinning remnant depicts two figures, one armed and on horseback and the other playing a harp. They possibly 
represent King Saul and David of the Old Testament. The carving also shows two animals, which appear to be a lion and a sheep. These motifs 
strengthen the connection with David. The other side of the Cross, which must have been turned into the wall as it is in much better condition, 
is a brilliant example of a Celtic interlacing pattern. 
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PETERBOROUGH CHRONICLE 

There was obviously lasting devotion to St Winin in the area, for, in addition to its name ‘Kilwinning’, more than four 
hundred years after his death the Peterborough Chronicle 4 in 1184 could refer to a church there dedicated to him. 
By that time, King David I of Scots (1124-53) had invited to Scotland a number of Norman knights. Amongst them 
was Sir Hugh de Morville. 

THE DE MORVILLE FAMILY 

The De Morville family originally came from Morville near Brix in Normandy. Like other Norman families, such as the 
Bruces and Balliols, they came to England in 1066 or thereafter with William the Conqueror or his family. They 
settled in Huntingdon, where St Margaret, English princess and Queen of Scots, also held land. 

ST MARGARET, QUEEN OF SCOTS 

Even after she left England about 1068 Margaret remained friendly with William I, who was her relative. She 
implemented in Scotland a number of the reforms he was initiating in England. Her sons copied her example and 
none more so than David I, who, as youngest prince in the Scottish royal family, had been able to spend a lot of time 
in England. 

FEUDAL SYSTEM 

When he became King of Scots in 1124, David I was determined to establish in Scotland the same institutions of the 
feudal system by which the Norman kings were so successfully strengthening their control of England. Since the 
Scottish nobles had shown his older brothers they resented any such schemes, David I turned for help to his Norman 
friends in England. Accordingly he invited Sir Hugh de Morville from Huntingdon to become his Constable of 
Scotland. 

In return for his onerous duties as guardian of the king’s horses, Sir Hugh de Morville was granted two areas of land: 
Lauderdale in the east and Cunninghame in the west. Here the King expected him to implement the same reforms 
that he himself was effecting on the royal estates. As Sir Hugh de Morville and his family surveyed their new ‘honour’ 
of Cunninghame, they had to decide how to defend it, how to maintain law and order, how to develop it 
economically and how to care for the religious, medical and educational needs of the people. They decided they 
would need a castle, a town and a monastery. 

SEAGATE CASTLE 

The area, they noted, had two rivers, the Irvine and the Garnock, which flowed into the sea together. The point of 
defence must, therefore, be beside that estuary, on the River Irvine in fact. Thus the site of Seagate Castle was 
determined. It certainly existed by 1184 when it was mentioned in the Peterborough Chronicle. Sooner or later a 
town would develop beside it. 

MONASTIC SITE 

The site of the monastery, which would provide for virtually all the other needs, was predetermined by the Celtic 
Christian foundation which St Winin had established about four hundred years earlier and which was still designated 
by at least a church and a Celtic Cross.  

 

4.  A.O. Anderson (ed.), Scottish Annals from English Chroniclers 500-1286 (1908), 286. 
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TIRONIAN FOUNDATION 

The De Morville family were no strangers to the intricacies of founding a monastery, as Sir Hugh de Morville in 1150-
52 had already founded a Premonstratensian abbey at Dryburgh, where the monks followed the Rule of St Norbert. 
To Kilwinning the family decided to invite another order, the Benedictine monks of the Tiron reform, who were 
becoming very popular in Scotland with houses at Kelso, Lesmahagow (1144) and Arbroath (1178) and would in the 
future have further houses at Lindores and Fyvie. This religious order had been founded in 1109 by Abbot Bernard of 
Poitiers at Tiron, in the forest country of Perche, north of Chartres, in France, as a reformed branch of the 
Benedictine order. It had first been invited to Scotland by Prince David in 1113, when he had given it land in Selkirk, a 
foundation of particular historical significance, because this was the first time any of the ‘new orders’ started in the 
eleventh century had been brought either to Scotland or, indeed, to the British Isles. When the Selkirk area proved 
unsuitable, Prince David gave the Tironians a better site at Kelso. It was from Kelso that Kilwinning Abbey was 
founded 

DATE OF THE KILWINNING FOUNDATION 

Although it is not possible to state definitively when Kilwinning Abbey was founded, it seems to have been in 1187. 
Unfortunately the cartulary of Kilwinning Abbey has been lost. Timothy Pont, a writer in the early seventeenth 
century, claimed to have seen it and stated that the abbey was founded by Sir Richard de Morville. This is 
reasonable, because Sir Hugh, Richard’s father, while mentioned in sources as the founder of Dryburgh Abbey, is 
never mentioned as the founder of Kilwinning and he must surely have been too preoccupied with the foundation of 
Dryburgh and his other responsibilities to have been able to found a second monastery simultaneously. Another 
source dates the foundation of Kilwinning as 1157, although ascribing it to Sir Richard de Morville. 5 He succeeded his 
father as Constable in 1162. He died in 1189 and was buried in Kilwinning Abbey. 6 It would therefore seem that 
Kilwinning Abbey was founded by Sir Richard de Morville between 1162 and 1189 and, if the reference in the 
Peterborough Chronicle in 1184 is to a non-monastic church of St Winin, as it appears to be, Sir Richard founded the 
Tironian abbey between 1184 and 1189. It therefore seems likely, as Professor I. B. Cowan has suggested 7 that 1157 
is a clerical error and that Sir Richard de Morville founded Kilwinning Abbey in 1187. 

DAVID I’s POLICY 

One cannot overestimate the effect the Tironian monks had on Kilwinning and the surrounding area. David 1, later 
called ‘a sair sanct for the crown’, was not in fact giving away crown lands and encouraging his barons, like the De 
Morvilles, to give away their feudal lands out of any simplistic devotion to the Church, nor was he trying to impose a 
Franco-Roman Church over its Celtic counterpart. On the contrary, the Celtic Church was every bit as loyal to the See 
of Peter and as sound doctrinally as was the French or English Church. There were differences in customs, such as 
the date for keeping Easter or the shape of a monk’s tonsure, but there were no differences in doctrine. 8 David I was 
using the Church to help him to establish a strong feudal monarchy, not as an instrument of his own royal tyranny 
but in the interests of his people. He was ensuring that everyman, woman and child had the protection of an 
overlord ultimately responsible to himself, the king. In availing himself of the services of the monks, David I was not 
only establishing his monarchy on a basis of prayer; he was also setting up a welfare state.  

 

5.  According to W. L. Ker, Kilwinning Abbey, p.45 a document found among the papers at Eglinton Castle and "said to have been copied from 
the Register at London by Hugh Coulter" dated the foundation as 1157. Unfortunately this evidence seems to have disappeared. 

6.  According to Timothy Pont, quoted by Ker, p. 54. Pont drew a diagram of the Morville coat of arms on the tomb he saw. A stone bearing the 
same coat of arms was found in a garden wall in Kilwinning in 1966. 

7.  I.B. Cowan, ‘Ayrshire Abbeys: Crossraguel and Kilwinning,’ Ayrshire Archaeological and Natural History Society Collections, vol. 14, no. 7 
(1986), pp. 267-8. 

8.  See folio 202V of Luke’s Gospel in the Book of Kells, now preserved in Trinity College, Dublin for a picture of St Peter holding the crossed 
keys. 
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The monks would certainly look after his subjects’ religious needs, and they would also provide hospitals, libraries, 
schools, sheltered housing, and food and clothing for the needy. Moreover they were excellent farmers. As they 
cleared the barren scrub, transforming unproductive lands into rich acres for pastoral and arable farming, they 
would promote the economic life of the country. 

A LIFE OF PRAYER 

To the monks themselves these ideas of King David I or of the De Morvilles were secondary. Economic or political 
benefits were side effects of their monastic existence. Their aim was to seek God. They wanted to live out the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ in a life of personal simplicity and austerity, of obedience and chastity and, to a great extent, of 
solitude. Above all, they were men of prayer, prayer of loving, selfless contemplation of God and also prayer for their 
fellowmen. In order to promote their life of prayer, they took three vows: of stability; obedience; and conversion of 
manners (conversio morum). 

DIVINE OFFICE 

They rose from their sacks of straw at two o’clock in the morning and silently processed down the night stairs from 
the dormitory into the transept and into the choir to chant the Divine Office. The night stairs to the south transept 
can still be seen in the abbey ruins. From about ten past two to three-thirty they chanted Matins, Lauds and Prime, 
sections of the Divine Office comprising psalms from the Old Testament and Scripture Readings from the Old and 
New Testaments. There would also have been a period of personal mental prayer in these early hours of the 
morning. 

MASS 

The highlight of the monks’ day was the celebration of Mass at the high altar in the abbey church. Many of the 
tenants from the abbey estates would also have attended, not within the monks’ enclosure between the rood screen 
and the altar but in the nave of the church, which is now the area covered by grass between the tower and the 
present church. 

After Mass the monks would have had a simple breakfast of bread with ale or weak wine in the refectory. All meals 
were taken in silence, so that the monks’ prayer-life was uninterrupted. 

CHAPTER HOUSE 

Prayer was the central focus of their lives: the point of their existence as monks and the foundation upon which the 
rest of their lives was built. After breakfast the monastery bell summoned them to the chapter house. It still stands, 
even if bereft of ceiling, a rectangular room reached from the east cloister through an ornate doorway, flanked by 
two elaborate window frames. After the church, the chapter house was the most sacred part of the monastery, 
because it was here that the monks listened each day to the reading of a chapter from their Rule of Life, the Rule of 
St Benedict. In the chapter house, too, the abbot discussed the business of the abbey, sought the monks’ advice and, 
with their help, reached important decisions. During the rest of the day the monks spent considerable time in 
prayerful reading of the Bible, meditation and other forms of prayer. 

DAILY ROUTINE 

There was also a lot of work to be done: administration of the abbey affairs, carpentry, making of stained glass 
windows and general household chores. A monk had to make the religious habits for the others to wear. Another 
had to make the sandals for their feet. The cook had to attend to the meals. Other monks studied in the library. 
Others wrote out illuminated manuscripts of the Bible and other ancient writings in the scriptorium. Without them 
the modern world would have no civilisation. Neither the Bible nor the works of Ancient Greece and Rome would 
have been handed down, if countless medieval monks had not sat down in unheated and poorly lit rooms and 
patiently copied out these ancient manuscripts.  
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GLASGOW UNIVERSITY 

There may also have been a school in Kilwinning Abbey. Certainly some of the monks studied or taught at the 
earliest Scottish universities, Robert de Knokis in 1415 9 probably at St Andrews (founded in 1412), and William Boyd, 
John Spark and Robert White at Glasgow University at its foundation in 1451. William Dunlop in 1466 and James 
Spark in 1467 were also associated with Glasgow University. 10 

CARE OF THE POOR 

Then there were guests to be attended to; pilgrims to be shown the shrine of St Winin; and sick people to be nursed 
in the infirmary. Almswall Road today reminds us of the monks’ care of the poor. 

FARMING 

In the grounds of the abbey the beehives had to be tended; the vegetable patches cultivated; the fish to be caught in 
the River Garnock and transferred to the monastery fishpond for use as required on meatless days. Another monk 
had to tend the herb garden; another care for the orchards. The cattle, goats and poultry had to be looked after. 
Further afield the tenant farmers had to be instructed and guided; the pigs and sheep cared for; the oats and barley 
rigs tilled and harvested. And running through the day was that constant stream of prayer: Tierce, Sext, None, the 
hours of the Divine Office, so that the command of Jesus Christ to His Church to pray without ceasing would be 
fulfilled. 

REFECTORY 

At midday there was dinner in the refectory, the room off the south cloister. Its foundations can still be seen. During 
dinner a monk went up into the pulpit to read aloud from a spiritual book, so that the monks should feast their 
thoughts on God even as they partook of necessary carnal refreshment. 

PROCESSIONAL ENTRY 

After dinner the monks walked in solemn procession, their cowls over their heads, their hands tucked into their wide 
sleeves, their eyes cast down, from the refectory, along the east cloister, past the chapter house, the slype and the 
aumbrie (recess in the wall), all still clearly visible today, and through the beautiful processional entry into the 
church, chanting a psalm as they went. 

RECREATION 

After a short time in common prayer and also, probably, after they had washed the dinner dishes, the monks had 
recreation for about an hour. They could chat in the calefactory, warming themselves beside the fire, or in fine 
weather they might have a game of bowls on the garth, the central lawn between the four cloisters, easily 
recognised today from Abbey Green or Vaults Lane. 

After recreation the monks returned to their various offices until the bell called them to Vespers, the official Evening 
Prayer of the Church. Next came supper, probably followed by another hour’s recreation, and then Compline, the 
last part of the Divine Office, which ended with the Salve Regina, the monks’ final salutation to Mary, patroness of 
Kilwinning Abbey. 

THE ABBOT 

Judging from the size of the remains of the garth and the chapter house, there could scarcely ever have been more 
than about twenty monks in Kilwinning Abbey. Their leader was the abbot. St Benedict stipulated very clearly in his 
Rule the kind of office he intended the abbot to hold: "The abbot is believed to hold the place of Christ in the  

 

9.  Cowan, p. 272, citing Papal Letters to Scotland of Benedict XIII of Avignon, ed. F. McGurk (Scottish History Society, 1976), 326. 

10. Cowan, p. 272, citing Munimentu Alme Universitatis Glasguensis (Maitland Club, 1854) ii, 55, 68 and 73. 
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monastery." He was to be a father to his monks, guiding them in their search for God. "Let the abbot, since he is 
considered to represent the person of Christ, be called Lord and Father out of reverence and love for Christ," wrote 
St Benedict. "Let him be mindful of this and show himself worthy of such an honour". The abbot’s office was 
essentially a pastoral one. 

OTHER OFFICIALS 

Next to the abbot in authority were the prior and sub-prior, responsible for the more mundane necessities of 
monastic life. Other monks also had special positions: the cellarer looked after the food supplies; the sacristan the 
altar linens, vestments and sacred vessels in the church; and the guestmaster the needs of visitors, who might be 
very plentiful if the king chose to arrive at the abbey, as Robert I did in 1316. 

THE WARS OF INDEPENDENCE 

According to the Book of Melrose, the name of the abbot of Kilwinning in 1190 was Rainer. From 1201 to 1210 there 
was an Abbot Nigel and from 1214 to 1226 an Abbot John. In 1289 the abbot’s name was William. These earlier 
abbots were probably able to fulfil their office as St Benedict, Bernard of Poitiers, David I and the De Morville family 
had all intended. 

In 1286, however, King Alexander III had died suddenly. The next few years saw the death of his only direct 
successor, Margaret, the Maid of Norway in 1290; the accession of King John Balliol in 1292; and the subsequent 
unwarranted interference of Edward I of England in Scottish affairs, which finally led to war. 

DECLARATION OF ARBROATH 

In 1296 Bernard of Linton was abbot of Kilwinning. Like every other landowner in Scotland, he was forced in that 
year to pay homage to Edward I as overlord of Scotland. Had he not done so, Edward I would have confiscated 
Kilwinning Abbey’s lands. Later, possibly in the same year, 1296, Bernard became abbot of Kilwinning’s sister 
Tironian abbey at Arbroath. 

It was when he was there, that, in his capacity as Robert I’s chancellor, he drew up one of the most famous 
documents in Scottish history: the ‘Declaration of Arbroath’ (1320), a letter from the Scottish barons to Pope John 
XXII, explaining why, in spite of the papal excommunication of King Robert Bruce for his murder of the Red Comyn in 
the Grey Friars’ kirk in Dumfries in 1306, they had supported him, intended to continue to do so and asked the Pope 
to lift the ban and to recognise Robert I as the King of an independent Scotland. Robert I, it said, had courageously 
rescued the country from the power of the English. Hence they supported him and would continue to do so. "But," it 
said, "were he to abandon the task to which he has set his hand or show any disposition to subject us or our realm to 
the King of England or the English, we would instantly strive to expel him as our enemy and the betrayer of his own 
rights and ours, and we would choose another King to rule over us who would be equal to the task of our defence. 
For so long as one hundred men remain alive, we shall never under any conditions submit to the domination of the 
English. It is not for glory or riches or honours that we fight, but only for liberty which no good man will consent to 
lose but with his life." 

PAPINGO SHOOT 

During the war the abbot, as titular landowner, was responsible for raising troops for the king’s army. Possibly the 
papingo shoot originated as an imaginative means of training the local archers. 

 

 

6 



KILWINNING ABBEY LANDS 

The years of warfare inevitably took their toll of the abbey. The accompanying civil war, between the supporters of 
Robert I and those of the Comyns and the Balliols, may have led to attacks on the abbey properties. As a result, by 
1320 the monks of Kilwinning Abbey were so reduced to poverty that they had to be given several baronial and royal 
grants. 

In 1320 King Robert I granted them the parish of Dumbarton, which was confirmed by John, Bishop of Glasgow in 
1325. Robert I also gave them the lands of Halland beside the town of Irvine and an annual payment of twenty 
shillings from the Balliol lands in Kilmarnock. 11 Kilmacocharmik or North Knapdale was granted to them by Walter, 
earl of Menteith (1258-94) and confirmed by Andrew, bishop of Argyll in 1327. 

In the local vicinity Kilwinning Abbey possessed all the lands of Kilwinning parish except the Eglinton and 
Montgreenan estates, part of the parish of Beith and a number of smaller pieces of land. It also owned three mills in 
Kilwinning parish. In 1332, however, these local lands were being misappropriated by both laymen and clerics to 
such an extent that the abbey had to appeal to the pope for protection. 12 

Even when additional lands were granted, it was not always easy to take possession. In spite of litigation at even the 
papal court, the monks of Kilwinning Abbey never managed to take possession of Libberton in Lanarkshire, granted 
to them by, John Maxwell of that ilk about 1360 and confirmed by David II in 1364 and even by Pope Gregory XI in 
1372; nor of the churches of Kilmory and Kilbride in Arran, granted to them by John of Menteith, lord of Arran and 
Knapdale in 1327 and confirmed to them by David II in 1364, by Robert III between 1390 and 1406, and even by 
Benedict XIII in 1407/8; nor, indeed, of the church of Rothesay, granted to them by James Stewart, grandson of 
Robert III, between 1397 and 1406. Evidently whoever had previously held these patrimonies had no intention of 
surrendering them. 

KILWINNING ABBEY CHURCH 

Within Ayrshire Kilwinning Abbey had the right to draw revenue from a number of parishes in return for the abbey’s 
sending out a monk to say Mass, administer the sacraments and in general look after the parish, or at least pay a 
stipend to a secular priest to fulfil these duties. The first parish to pertain to Kilwinning Abbey was understandably 
that of Kilwinning itself and it belonged to the abbey from its foundation. Once the abbey’s own church was built, it 
became the ‘monastical parish church of Kilwinning.’ 13 

The beautiful, sensitive, refined arches and pillars that remain in the west end and in the south transept of the abbey 
church ruins indicate that it was built in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. The south transept would 
have been within the monastic enclosure, with the choir, the presbytery and the high altar set against the great east 
window. The present Church of Scotland parish church is built on this area. 

It was the nave of the medieval church that served as the parish church. Dividing it from the monks’ enclosure would 
have been the rood screen, a stone or wooden screen surmounted by a Crucifixion scene. In the centre of the screen 
was a gate. Here at least would have been open trellised iron or wooden carvings, through which the people in the 
nave would have been able to see and hear the monks as they chanted the Divine Office and, beyond the choir stalls, 
the presbytery, the high altar and the great east window.  

 

11.  According to Rev. T. Pollock, minister of Kilwinning, in the Statistical Account of Scotland, vol. VI, Ayrshire, compiled by Sir John Sinclair in 
1792 (ed. D.J. Withrington and I.R. Grant, 1982), 365-6. Pollock also said that Sir William Cunningham of Kilmaurs gave them the lands of 
Grange but he did not give the date. 

12.  Cowan, p. 269. Pope John XXII directed the Abbots of Kelso and Culross and the Archdeacon of Glasgow to remedy the matter. See Ker, pp. 
70-2. 

13.  It was so described in 1450. See I. B. Cowan, The Parishes of Medieval Scotland (Scottish Record Society, 1967) 110 and Registra 
Supplicationum (Vatican Archives), 446 fo. 225. 

 

7 



In the nave there would have been another altar, where the monk or secular priest who looked after the parish 
would say Mass for the people. There would have been a Blessed Sacrament altar and a Lady altar in chapels 
probably at each side of the rood screen. There may have been other side chapels in the north and south aisles of 
the church. There would have been statues and pictures, and the walls, piers and arches of the church would have 
been brightly painted. 

CARE OF OTHER PARISHES 

Kilwinning Abbey claimed a right to the parish church of Ardrossan and its chapel of Dalry in 1226. The bishop of 
Glasgow acknowledged the abbey’s right to a pension from the Ardrossan church but insisted that it renounce any 
rights to Dalry. 14 Dalry was, however, annexed to Kilwinning Abbey in 1471. 15  

The parish church of Loudoun was annexed in 1238/9 and the parish church of Beith at some time before 1286. 

It was not until the fourteenth century that Kilwinning Abbey was granted the parish churches of Dunlop, Irvine, 
Kilbirnie and Kilmarnock. Dreghorn, Perceton, Stewarton and Stevenston were granted in the fifteenth century and 
West Kilbride only in the sixteenth. 16 

The dating of these grants is interesting, because during the fifteenth century a transformation was taking place in 
the nature of the abbacy, a transformation that would ultimately have radical effects on the lives of both monks and 
people. The key to this transformation is to be found in the policy of fifteenth century Stewart Kings. 

 

FIFTEENTH CENTURY ABBOTS 

There were four abbots of Kilwinning Abbey in the fifteenth century: Bryce Macmakyn, Adam Spark, William Boyd, 
and William Bunche. Little is known about any of them. Bryce Macmakyn resigned his office shortly before 17 May 
1407. He was succeeded by Adam Spark, who had been the prior, was elected abbot by the community was 
confirmed in office by the bishop of Glasgow and by ‘Pope’ Benedict XIII. Abbot Adam was still in office in 1439, 
when he built a bridge over the River Garnock. 17 William Boyd became abbot in 1443, his position being confirmed 
by the pope. He may have been the William Boyd who was one of the Kilwinning monks associated with Glasgow 
University in 1451. He resigned from the abbacy on account of ill health before 9 May 1474 as a man in his sixties.  

Either during Abbot William Boyd’s term of office or in that of his successor, Abbot William Bunche, James III (1460-
88) granted the Kilwinning monks the right to hold chamberlain courts on their lands for their own tenants and other 
inhabitants. At the time, the grant gave them added security against interference from outsiders, but after the office 
of chamberlain with that of bailie and justiciary later passed to the neighbouring earl of Eglinton, it became a source 
of discord, causing considerable distress to the tenants. 18  

Abbot William Boyd’s successor, William Bunche, was provided by the pope on 9 May 1474. It was during his term of 
office that on 10 July 1507, King James IV came on pilgrimage to Kilwinning to visit the shrine of St Winin. 19 By 1512 
Abbot William Bunche was becoming an old man. His feebleness provided the opportunity for royal and baronial 
interference in the abbacy of Kilwinning. 

 

14.  Cowan, ‘Ayrshire Abbeys’, p. 272. 

15.  Reg. Supp. 671, fo. 231, cited in ibid. 270. 

16.  Cowan, Parishes, 48, 53, 91, 94-6, 104, 165 and 187. 

17.  Cowan ‘Ayrshire Abbeys’, p. 272. The abbot sought the permission to build the bridge to help the men, women and children who were 
finding it hard to cross the River Garnock at certain times of the year. The request possibly reflects an increase in the number of pilgrims who, 
like King James IV, came to the shrine of St Winin in the fifteenth century. See D. McRoberts, ‘The Scottish Church and Nationalism in the 
Fifteenth Century’, Innes Review, vol. 19 no. 1, spring 1968, p. 11. 

18.  The chamberlain courts were to be held on one acre of land extending from the burn of Corsehill to the end of the bridge of Kilwinning. 
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ROYAL INTERFERENCE 

By the fifteenth century, the Stewart Kings, impoverished by wars with England and by quarrels with their over-
mighty subjects, were aware that an enormous amount of land was held by the Church. It was James I (1406·37) who 
first referred to David I as a ‘sair sanct for the crown.’ David I had established the ‘Ecclesia Scoticana’ to strengthen 
his feudal system. James I saw how the Church weakened the feudal system. Because the Church could not die, 
there was never the possibility of escheat (the property returning to feudal lords) through their lack of heirs. 
Because the Church was never a minor, the king could never enjoy the rights of wardship and marriage. Because the 
Church could not commit treason, the lands could never be forfeited. By the fifteenth century the Church in Scotland 
held vast extents of land which rendered no tangible return to the crown and could never be recovered. The King 
did, however, have certain rights over the appointment of abbots. 

Since landowners sat in parliament, land, in theory, could not be held by an institution, such as an abbey, but only by 
an individual person, in this case an abbot. When an abbot died or resigned, his successor was elected by the monks 
in the community, as Adam Spark was elected by the Kilwinning monks in 1407. The monks’ choice, however, had to 
be confirmed by the pope and also, because the Abbot was the titular landowner, by the King. King James III forbade 
monks to apply to Rome for confirmation of their elected abbots. But he applied instead for his own nominees. 20 
Thus he over-rode the choice of the monks. He could also distribute abbacies as royal favours, with little regard for 
St Benedict’s idea of an abbot. 

VIOLENCE IN KILWINNING ABBEY 

This is what happened in Kilwinning in 1513. Abbot William Bunche, a Tironian monk, overcome, apparently, by the 
fatigue of age, resigned. His resignation would not become effective until it was accepted by the papacy and a 
successor was elected. In the interval, Abbot William seems to have realised his resignation was leaving the abbey 
open to lay interference, as James IV had petitioned the pope to appoint John Forman, precentor of Glasgow, not a 
Tironian monk, as abbot. William Bunche therefore withdrew his resignation. 

Forman was evidently the creature of Cuthbert Cunningham, earl of Glencairn, neighbour of Kilwinning Abbey in 
Stevenston and evidently anxious to append its estates to his own, for on 22 March 1513 Glencairn and his father-in-
law, Archibald Douglas, earl of Angus and sixty armed men came to Kilwinning Abbey to force Abbot William to 
resign. 21 The king’s herald also came to proclaim Master John Forman abbot. The monks ignored the herald’s shouts 
for admittance. Instead the community seem to have gathered in the chapter house around Abbot William, seated 
on his throne, with Prior Alexander Scott at his side. The earl of Glencairn with his armed men broke into the abbey. 
With armour clanging, they wandered into the church, even near the high altar, and through the gates and doors 
until they found Abbot William Bunche. Not daunted by the appearance of such strong opposition, Abbot William 
demanded of Glencairn,  

"Wherefore have you cleared our ditches, broken our fences and entered hither?"  

"We have come hither", replied Glencairn, "to hold a conference with you."  

"I will hold no conference with you at this time", replied Abbot William.  

 

19.  Ker, p. 99. 

20.  As a result of a papal indult of 1487 James III gained the right to recommend to the pope his nominees for the headships of all religious 
houses worth more than 200 florins gold of the camera. Kilwinning Abbey fell into this category. See J. Herkless and R.K. Hannay, Archbishops 
of St Andrews (Edinburgh, 1907-15), i. 157-8, cited by Cowan, ‘Ayrshire Abbeys’, p. 273. 

21.  Abbot William’s subsequent complaints to the Archbishop of Glasgow were recorded in the ‘Protocol Book of Cuthbert Simson, Diocese of 
Glasgow’. See Ker, 72-6 and also Rev. A. Ross OP, ‘Notes on the Religious Orders’, Essays on the Scottish Reformation (ed. Rev. D. McRoberts, 
Glasgow, 1962), pp. 223-4. 
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"Whereupon", related the official account recorded in the ‘Glasgow Protocol Book’, "the earl seized the Abbot (who 
resisted, and often called out, and earnestly entreated to be set at liberty) with force and violence by the arms, 
throwing off his sword and shield and giving them to one of his followers; and while the armed men surrounded him, 
sometimes threatening, sometimes fawning upon him, to make him submit himself to the pleasure of Mr John 
Forman, the pretended Abbot of Kilwinning, and open the gates of the abbey to the king’s herald and others of the 
same opinion standing within the gates, held him long in his embrace, until induced by the persuasion of Alexander 
Scott, Prior of Kilwinning, 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." Nevertheless, after he 
had sat and rested a while, and was desirous to rest 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 by the 
earl to do so". 

Glencairn’s anxiety was that Abbot William in person should open the gates, so that he could be said to have 
admitted his successor. The king’s herald needed to be admitted to the community assembled in chapter before he 
could publish James IV’s letters and mandate installing John Forman. Since he did not succeed in gaining entry, a 
notary, Mr John Sawchy, did attempt to induct John Forman by reading, outside the abbey gates, apostolic bulls 
produced by the vicar of Dalry on behalf of John Forman, but to no avail. 22 

Abbot William Bunche, to ensure he could not be forced to surrender to John Forman and realising he had not long 
to live, offered his rights on 7 April 1513 to Archbishop James Beaton of Glasgow, in whose diocese Kilwinning lay at 
that time. His appeal against Glencairn was read publicly at the doors of Glasgow Cathedral on the same day and 
then fixed to the cathedral door. Abbot William died before 27 August 1513. 23 He was the last genuine abbot of 
Kilwinning Abbey. Nostalgically, his term of office coincided with Bishop William Elphinstone’s publication of the 
Aberdeen Breviary, in which were extolled the virtues of St Winin. 

COMMENDATOR ABBOTS 

Since the pope, having received no application from the monks of Kilwinning, as they were not allowed to make one, 
had confirmed James IV’s appointment of John Forman, he again attempted to become abbot of Kilwinning. 
Archbishop Beaton, however, even when Forman took) him to court, insisted that William Bunche had resigned in 
his favour and he continued to hold the position of commendator abbot until, having become the archbishop of St 
Andrews, he resigned Kilwinning in favour of his nephew, George Beaton, shortly before 16 May 1526. In fact George 
Beaton never managed to become the abbot, because the Douglas keepers of the young James V successfully 
petitioned the pope for the appointment of Alexander Hamilton. He became commendator abbot on 11 February 
1527. 

LAY COMMENDATOR ABBOTS 

A new sinister element had now appeared in Scottish monasticism: the appointment of laymen as abbots. Having 
succeeded in petitioning at the papal count, the king, or his government, by the sixteenth century, was utilising the 
abbacies as crown patronage, bestowing them as royal favours on relatives and nobles alike. The latter, with vested 
interests in an abbey adjacent to their estates, were not slow to seek such favours, as the earl of Glencairn had 
obviously done in the John Forman case in 1513. 

 

22.  It is interesting that the only slur that has besmirched the reputation of Kilwinning Abbey has been on account of this John Forman’s 

abducting a certain Sybil Galloway. John Forman was no monk and never in fact the abbot of Kilwinning. 

23.  According to the Flodden Death Roll in Scottish Antiquary xiii (1899), William Bunche died with James IV at Flodden on 9 September 1513 

but under the circumstances it seems likelier that he had already died before 27 August 1513, as recorded in the Vatican Registra 
Supplicationum, 1424, fos 273 and v. See Cowan, ‘Ayrshire Abbeys’, p. 289. 

10 



The pope was in a dilemma. He did not want lay abbots, because they were not monks at all. They could not reside 
within the monastic enclosure. They could not fulfil the office as envisaged by St Benedict. Their personal lives might 
bring disrepute on the monastic state. The mere fact of their existence precluded the appointment of a real abbot. If, 
however, the pope refused the king permission to appoint lay abbots, the king would leave the abbacy vacant. 

The pope therefore compromised. He told the king his nominations must be approved in Rome and in each case the 
pope refused to confirm the appointment unless the lay candidate agreed to become a monk. 24 Lay abbots did 
become monks, as Alexander Hamilton of Kilwinning seems to have done by 1529, as in 1527 he was given papal 
permission to be commendator for only two years. Within those two years he had to become a monk or resign. He 
must have become a monk because he was abbot of Kilwinning for another thirteen years and was invariably called 
‘abbot’ and ‘religious’. 

In general however, unfortunately the ‘lay’ abbots’ monastic commitments, even to celibacy, weighed on them 
lightly. Inevitably the spiritual temperature in the monasteries dropped considerably. The chill was felt, too, by their 
tenants. 

ABBEY TENANTS 

The Kilwinning Abbey estates, like all feudal estates in the Middle Ages, were divided into ferm touns. Each ferm 
toun had its own houses, its infield rigs and its outfield rigs. Each tenant had a number of rigs, scattered over the 
fields to give him a share of both good and bad land, and for which he paid rent in services and in kind to the abbot. 
The tenants sub-let their land to sub- tenants, cottars and labourers. All these people lived as a community, sharing 
their farm work, their social life and their religious devotions in the abbey. The monks were good landlords, giving 
their tenants long leases which were in fact hereditary, 25 although unfortunately not guaranteed so by charter. 

ROYAL TAXATION 

In 1528, a year after Alexander Hamilton became lay abbot of Kilwinning, King James V overthrew the ruling Douglas 
faction and made himself supreme. By then, control of the abbey estates throughout Scotland was virtually in the 
hands of the nobles. James V decided to tax them. He did so, so heavily that the revenues he raised for the crown 
were tantamount to Henry VIII’s dissolution of the English monasteries. The problem for the nobles was that the king 
wanted money, while their rents were paid in kind. 

FEUING 

In order to pay the royal taxation, the lay abbots began a system of feuing. It was Alexander Hamilton who began 
this iniquitous system in Kilwinning, allowing non-resident tenants to rent the estates for a down payment of cash 
and a yearly feu duty. In 1533-4 a group of Kilwinning tenants complained at the courts in Edinburgh that the 
commendator, Alexander Hamilton had feued lands, held by their families for two hundred years, to Hamilton of 
Cambuskeith. 26 These tenants saw the danger: the feuar’s rights were legal and therefore he could raise their rents 
and even evict them as he chose. 

In the face of this threat, some sitting tenants who were rich enough sought to secure their positions by applying for 
feu charters themselves. Thus Thomas Nevin in 1539 feued the lands of East Monkredding; in 1543 those of Guslone 
and Bannach; and in 1545 those of West Monkredding and Gaitmureland. As well as security of tenure, feuing gave 
the feuar the right to exploit any minerals on his land. Thomas Nevin was thus able to hew and sell the coal on his 
feu lands. His family became so rich that they were able to build themselves a tower house at Monkredding. Other 
tenants were not so fortunate. 

 

24.  See Rev. M. Dilworth OSB, ‘The Commendator System in Scotland’, Innes Review, vol. 37, no. 2, autumn 1986, pp. 51-67. 

25.  M.H.B. Sanderson, ‘Kilwinning at the Time of the Reformation and its First Minister, William Kirkpatrick’, Ayrshire Archaeological and 
Natural History Society Collections, (1972), p. 106. 

26.  Ibid., p. 107, citing Scottish Record Office: Acta Dominorum Concilii et Sessionis, vol. 4, f. 2. 
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THE MONKS 

In 1544 there were seventeen monks in Kilwinning Abbey. 27 There was no abbot in the sense understood by St 
Benedict. It is interesting that the prior bore the name ‘William Hamilton’. The sub-prior was James Mechell. Two of 
the monks in 1544 were obviously cultured men: Charles Stule and Thomas Brown. Charles Stule seems to have been 
a professor in Glasgow University in 1519. He possibly also wrote and had printed in Edinburgh in 1520 a book called 
(in Latin) The Compassion of the Blessed Mary. Thomas Brown built the organ for the church of St John the Baptist 
in Ayr in 1536 and could also bind Psalters and missals. 

Other monks in Kilwinning in 1544 were John Dochean, John Deyne, John White, William Wright, James Brown, 
Patrick Flescher, Robert Curry, Alan Steyne, Alan Wilson, Gilbert Dawson, Robert Edward, William Kirkpatrick and 
another John Deyne. 

OPPOSITION 

By 1544, however, Scotland once more had a royal minority, with a queen who inherited James V’s throne on 14 
December 1542 when she was only one week old. The regent for Mary, Queen of Scots was the heir-presumptive, 
James Hamilton, earl of Arran, a man with Protestant sympathies but who changed his creed as opportunism 
dictated. 

By 1544 Protestantism was becoming widespread in Scotland. As early as 1494, when William Bunche was abbot in 
Kilwinning, the Lollards of Kyle and Cunninghame, with whom the earl of Glencairn had sympathies, were 
summoned before the ecclesiastical court in Glasgow. Their statements, as made by people supposedly reared as 
Catholics, demonstrated a startling ignorance of Catholic doctrine, which must be seen as the result of the 
monarchy’s unseemly distribution of Church offices to men, and even children, who lacked the necessary moral and 
intellectual qualities.  

What was equally significant was the Lollards’ attack on the monarchy. As the news of Martin Luther’s progress 
reached Scotland, the Scottish barons could not fail to see that Luther had enabled the German nobles to increase 
their landed wealth at the expense of both the Emperor and the Church. James V had extorted heavy taxes from the 
nobles. The baby queen he had left to succeed him in 1542 was at the mercy of those nobles. Her minority was their 
opportunity, in Kilwinning as elsewhere. 

RIVAL FAMILIES 

Around Kilwinning Abbey were a number of landed families, all of them eager to snatch the abbey lands and 
revenues for themselves. Probably most hostile were the Cunninghams of Glencairn, Kerlaw and Kilmaurs, of whom 
a cadet branch held Cunninghamehead in the parish of Dreghorn. The Cunninghams also held Glengarnock. In 1534 
Alexander Hamilton had leased Clonbeith to James Cunningham. 

In opposition to the Cunninghams and Hamiltons were the Montgomeries. They held the Eglinton estate, as well as 
Skelmorlie, Giffen and Hessilhead. The earl of Eglinton was the bailie of the abbey estates. Alexander Hamilton, 
however, refused to recognise his hereditary title to the office, refusing for two years to allow Hugh Montgomerie, 
second earl of Eglinton to succeed his grandfather as bailie, until forced to recognise his right by the Lords of Council 
and Session in 1547. Consequently in 1550 when Gavin Hamilton became commendator abbot of Kilwinning, the 
third earl of Eglinton insisted on new charters appointing him justiciary, chamberlain and bailie and also on 
transcripts of earlier infeftments. 28 

 

27.  Ibid., p. 115. 

28.  Cowan, ‘Ayrshire Abbeys’, p. 276. 
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In the meantime, however, in 1545 Henry Sinclair of the Glencairn family had become the lay abbot. 29 Inevitably, 
friction between the Glencairns and the Eglintons made difficulties for the tenants. In May 1546 John Masoun, a 
tenant of lands in Corsehill and Pathfoot, for which his father had previously paid rent, complained to the Lords of 
Council that the earl of Eglinton had postponed his infeftment in the property, ignoring the order issued by Henry 
Sinclair. 

Local strife between these landed families mirrored the national scene. Scotland was a tiny country buffeted by the 
intrigues abroad between France, the Empire and England and intrigue at home between rival aristocratic factions. 
In 1548 the five year old Queen was sent to France to be married in due course to the dauphin. Thus Hamilton 
followed a pro-French policy. He was rewarded with the French duchy of Chatelherault. It was under that title that in 
1553 he secured from Gavin Hamilton of Kilwinning Abbey the estates of Dalgarven, Auchenkist and Birklands and 
the lands and tower of Monkland, which became Monk Castle. 30 

THE NEW RICH 

Gavin Hamilton continued the policy of feuing. On 7 March 1551 he feued Woodside and Turnerland to Hugh Ralston 
of that ilk for an increase of rent from seven marks Scots, twelve capons and twelve hens to eight marks, the same 
number of poultry and three suits of court at the three head pleas held yearly at the monastery, with the due and 
customary services. 31 In 1557-8 Gavin Hamilton feued part of the land of Sevenacres to Patrick Montgomery for    
£3-2-8. 32 Montgomery and his father had been the sitting tenants. By the end of the century the family had become 
fairly substantial ‘bonnet lairds’.  

Between 1557 and 1560 a large number of tenants in Bridgend, Corsehill and Nethermains made down payments to 
Gavin Hamilton for a feu charter. Since the same pattern was being repeated over Scotland, as the lay abbots made 
the most of their monastic possessions, the government decided that, in order to be valid, all feu charters must be 
confirmed by the crown, at a fee, of course. The Registers of the Great Seal and the Privy Seal show eighty-nine feu 
charters from the Kilwinning Abbey estates between 1539 and 1587. The Lord Treasurer’s Register records an 
additional fourteen. About sixty-nine of these feu charters were granted to the sitting tenants; about twenty-one to 
people outside the area. These absentee landlords with their extensive holdings formed a new class of rich people 
distinct from the landlords of the feudal middle ages. 

GEORGE WISHART 

In the meantime, Scotland had been undergoing a political and religious revolution. In 1543 the first outstanding 
Scottish Protestant preacher, George Wishart, arrived in Scotland from England. By 1545 he had organised a 
conspiracy against the government of the Regent Arran and Cardinal Beaton, their pro-French policy and the Catholic 
Church. In March 1546 Wishart was hanged and his body burnt. On 29 May 1546, Wishart’s supporters murdered 
Cardinal Beaton in St Andrews Castle. A few extremists, including John Knox, joined the murderers inside the castle, 
but instead of the English aid they expected from Henry VIII, a French fleet arrived and they were captured and sent 
to the French galleys. Arran’s party was supreme. A Hamilton, John, became archbishop of St Andrews. His career 
casts an interesting light on the abuses of the times, which had so many disastrous effects on the mass of poor, 
innocent people. John Hamilton at a very early age had been placed in Kilwinning Abbey to become a monk, a 
Benedictine of the Tironian reform. In 1525, however, when he was fifteen, he became commendator and later 
abbot of Paisley Abbey, which was Benedictine of the Cluniac reform! By 1546 he was bishop of Dunkeld. In 1549 he 
became archbishop of St Andrews and papal legate. 

 

29.  Ibid., 291. 

30.  E. Finnie, ‘The House of Hamilton: Patronage, Politics and the Church in the Reformation Period’, Innes Review, vol.36, no.1, spring 1985, 
p.l7. 

31.  Ker, 108. 

32.  Sanderson, p. 109, citing the Register of the Great Seal (RMS) 5: 852. 
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COUNTER-REFORMATION 

It was Scotland’s misfortune that it was the same John Hamilton, who as archbishop of St Andrews in 1552, was the 
president of the council appointed to prepare and publish the Catholic theological reply to the spread of 
Protestantism. Thirty years earlier the pope had apologised to Martin Luther for the abuses in the Church. Pope Paul 
III after his election in 1534 had called a Council of the Church to reform those abuses. As the Council of Trent, it had 
already met in two sessions in 1545 to 1547 and in 1551 to 1552. In response to it, a Scottish provincial council had 
already met in 1549 and had identified the chief errors of the time. It should therefore have been possible to have 
produced a clear theological statement in 1552 to eradicate the uncertainties in people’s minds. 

John Hamilton did not personally write the catechism produced by the council. He entrusted this work to Richard 
Marshall, a Dominican, who, while sound enough in his personal belief, seems to have relied on several Lutheran 
sources and may, perhaps, have been trying to preserve some unity in the Scottish Church by attempting to 
integrate Catholic and Protestant doctrine. Thus although it was certainly clear on some disputed points, the 
catechism was inadequate in its treatment on the Mass and even silent on the papacy. In fact throughout its whole 
length the catechism did not even mention the existence of the pope, and yet these two issues, the Mass and the 
papacy, were the two main areas disputed by John Knox. 33  Thus John Hamilton, as president of the council, failed to 
clarify the Scriptural and doctrinal misunderstandings which were the religious basis of the sixteenth century 
Scottish reformation, misunderstandings which had been largely created by the poor teaching and preaching of 
inadequate men placed in high positions in the Church through royal favour or baronial greed. 

It was the same type of baronial greed that placed Gavin Hamilton as commendator of Kilwinning Abbey in 1550. In 
1551 he also became coadjutor with right of succession to his relative John Hamilton, archbishop of St Andrews and 
he was also administrator of Arbroath Abbey for the twelve year old ‘abbot’, another Lord John Hamilton. 

MARY OF GUISE 

In 1554 Arran, or Chatelherault as he then was, was deposed by the Scottish parliament. Mary of Guise, the Queen’s 
mother, became regent. Unwisely, however, she appointed Frenchmen to high positions in the state. 

JOHN KNOX 

Then, in autumn 1555, John Knox returned to Scotland. After his release from the French galleys, he had spent time 
in John Calvin’s Geneva. Mary of Guise, embroiled in politics, not in religion, made no attempt to prevent his 
Calvinist preaching in Scotland. In 1556, however, he judged it wise to leave the country again for a while. He 
returned to Geneva. In spite of his absence, the Protestant party in Scotland became stronger, forming itself into the 
‘Congregation’. The earl of Glencairn and the Queen’s half brother, Lord James Stewart, later earl of Moray, were 
two of its leaders. 

ELIZABETH I OF ENGLAND 

In 1558, Mary, Queen of Scots still in France and only sixteen years old, married the dauphin. In the same year Mary 
Tudor, Queen of England died. On the orders of Henry II of France, Mary, Queen of Scots quartered the English royal 
coat of arms, claiming to be the rightful queen of England because Elizabeth, born of Anne Boleyn to Henry VIII when 
his first queen, Katherine of Aragon, was still alive, was illegitimate and should not succeed to the throne. Thus 
began the personal rivalry between Mary and Elizabeth that eventually ended with Mary’s execution in Fotheringay 
Castle in 1587. 

LORDS OF THE CONGREGATION 

From Geneva in 1558-9 John Knox was sending inflammatory pamphlets to Scotland. In May 1559 Mary of Guise 
decided to take vigorous action against the Congregation. At the same time John Knox returned to Scotland.  

 

33.  Rev. M. Taylor, ‘The Conflicting Doctrines of the Scottish Reformation’, Essays on the Scottish Reformation, pp. 245-274, and especially 
pp. 252-255. 
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The Wars of the Congregation began. In France Henry II died. The dauphin became King Francis II and Mary Queen of 
Scots became also Queen of France. She continued to quarter the English royal coat of arms. Elizabeth of England 
sent financial help to the Scottish Lords of the Congregation. In September 1559 Chatelherault joined their side.  

Already, on 26 June 1559, with an eye to the future, Gavin Hamilton, commendator of Kilwinning, had feued some of 
the abbey lands to his son, James, the wood called the Innerwood; Swan Meadow; Dean William Woods Meadow; 
Ronne Meadow; Dalglen Meadow; eight acres of land called Beir Flatt; Meikle or Big Ward; Prior’s Meadow; Parson’s 
Fold; Broad Meadow; and nine acres of land adjacent to it; a portion of Whitehirst; a portion of Over Whitehirst; 
Bridgend Easter; a portion of Overhill of Beith; and Bogside, Beith. At the same time he feued lands in Auchentiber 
and Airthmaid to his younger son, Gavin. 34 

In September 1559 the earl of Glencairn came with troops and suppressed Kilwinning Abbey, burning whatever 
pictures, statues, books, vestments etc. he could find, in one huge bonfire on the Abbey Green. 35 

In early 1560 the Lords of the Congregation, including Gavin Hamilton, commendator of Kilwinning, in rebellion 
against their own Queen Mary, their regent, her mother, Mary of Guise, and the auld alliance with France, made the 
treaty of Berwick with Elizabeth of England, by which English troops entered Scotland to join the Lords of the 
Congregation besieging Mary of Guise in Leith. The struggle ended with her death, through illness, in June 1560. 

In August 1560 the Lords of the Congregation recognised Elizabeth as Queen of England, thus disowning their own 
queen’s claim. The French were forced to leave Scotland. The Scottish barons had at last triumphed over the Scottish 
monarchy. Now they could reap their harvest in the lands of the Church. 

 

THE REFORMATION PARLIAMENT (1560) 

In May 1560 the First Book of Discipline recommended that the Scottish parliament should "utterly suppress 
abbeys, monasteries, friaries, nunneries, chapels, chantries, cathedral kirks, canonries, colleges, other than presently 
are parish kirks or schools (except only the palaces, mansions and dwelling places adjacent thereto, with orchards 
and yards of the same.)" In August 1560 the Reformation Act was passed by an illegal parliament, packed with lay 
abbots who were really the aristocracy, and a band of lesser barons and lairds whose right to be there was extremely 
doubtful but who had an eye to their social advancement. According to the Act papal authority was no longer to be 
recognised in Scotland; the celebration of and attendance at Mass was forbidden under pain of imprisonment, 
torture and even death; and a Protestant Confession of Faith was approved. But the reformed Church received no 
financial endowments. The barons were not interested in destroying one Church in order to put another in its place. 
Their aim was to take the lands of the Church for themselves. They retained the administrative titles such as abbot, 
prior and chapter to facilitate their own usurpation. 

The feuing of the monastic lands continued, with the lay abbots safeguarding their own interests first. In Kilwinning 
the lay abbot Gavin Hamilton feued the lands of Rapploch in 1560 to his mistress, Margaret Hamilton of Broomhill 
(whom he later married) and their son, Gavin. About the same time, he purchased a feu charter for the lands of 
Barnis belonging to Paisley Abbey. 36 

 

34.  Ker, pp. 110-111. 

35.  Rev. D. McRoberts, ‘Material Destruction Caused by the Scottish Reformation’, Essays, p, 435 quoting Sadler’s State Papers (1809), ii. 6. 

36.  Finnie, pp. 16-17. 
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MATERIAL DESTRUCTION 

Religious houses all over Scotland had been even physically under attack for a long time before 1560. The Blackfriars 
of Montrose were defrauded and bullied by the Crawfords for nearly thirty years after the Battle of Flodden (1513). 
Walter Stewart, brother of Lord Ochiltree, was summoned before Archbishop Dunbar of Glasgow in 1533 to answer 
a charge of malicious damage to a statue of the Virgin Mary in the Observant Friars’ kirk at Ayr. 37  Lindores Abbey 
was sacked in 1543. Glenluce Abbey suffered repeated invasion by local lairds, especially the earl of Cassillis and 
Gordon of Lochinvar. And, of course, Kilwinning Abbey had been attacked by the earls of Angus and Glencairn as 
early as 1513. It was invaded again in the 1540s by some of Wishart’s followers, led by John Lockhart of Barr and 
Charles Campbell of Bargour, who in 1550 were put to the horn for not answering charges of violent theft, 
depredation and spoliation of sundry parish churches, religious houses and chapels in Lanarkshire, Renfrewshire and 
Kyle, Carrick and Cunninghame in the years 1545, 1546, 1547 and 1548. 38  A letter under the Great Seal, dated 20 
January 1552, refers to recent raids night and day on the goods and lands of Kilwinning Abbey and even on the 
abbey church. 39 

Unless Gavin Hamilton was fraudulently trying to acquire ready cash at the expense of the abbey, there seems to 
have been more damage done to Kilwinning Abbey in the 1550s, because in 1558-9, land was alienated in exchange 
for ready money to pay for quarrying stone for repairs to the houses, dormitory and refectory. 40 If these were 
genuine repairs, they proved to be of no avail for in September 1559 Glencairn suppressed Kilwinning Abbey and 
burned its "images, idols and popish stuff". Then, in 1561, on the orders of the Lords of Secret Council, Kilwinning 
Abbey was cast down by the earls of Glencairn, Argyll and the Protestants of the West. 

The term ‘to cast down’ was one of the special technical terms of the Scottish Reformation. It meant the monastery 
was attacked; its altars, pictures, statues, choir stalls, vestments, books, the ornamental structure of tombs (and 
sometimes the actual graves) and the windows, especially the stained glass windows that depicted Christ, the Virgin 
Mary and the saints (images), were all destroyed. Doors, screens, and wooden furnishings were broken up to provide 
fuel for the bonfire on the green. Altar vessels and domestic furnishings were looted. The bed clothes, habits, food 
supplies, meal, malt, flesh, fish, coals, pewter, tins etc. were stolen. To ‘cast down’ did not mean breaking down the 
actual structure of the building, although this might be a consequence if the attackers set fire to the building or stole 
lead from the roof. 41  The local inhabitants must have found all this destruction truly shocking. Many of them must 
have shared Lesley’s difficulty in believing "that the honour of God consisted in demolishing churches, that the glory 
of the Passion of Christ consisted in breaking His Cross, that a reformation of His Kirk was in breaking kirks and altars 
and spoiling the kirk gear". 42 

What happened to St Winin’s Celtic Cross can be imagined from the memories of some very old people in the 
Highlands and Isles in 1626, who described what had happened in their area at the reformation, and spoke of 
invaders "razing our churches, profaning our cemeteries, tearing down, treading underfoot, breaking up, burning our 
altars and sacred images". 43 

 

37. D.E.Easson, Gavin Dunbar (1947), p.55 

38. McRoberts, p. 418,citing Pitcairn’s Criminal Trials, i. 286 

39. RMS, V, 1132. 

40.  Ibid., 858, 1499. 

41.  McRoberts, p. 420. 

42.  Ibid., p. 435, citing Lesley’s Historie of Scotland (Scottish Text Society), ii. 402. 

43.  J.L. Campbell, ‘T he Letter sent by Iain Muideartach, Twelfth Chief of Clanranald, to Pope Urban VIII, in 1626’, Innes Review, vol. 4, no. 2, 
autumn 1953, p. 114. 
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Much of the structure of Kilwinning Abbey itself, however, survived the attack of 1561. In 1608 when Timothy Pont 
saw it, he described the structure of the monastery as "solid and great, all of free stone cut, the church fair and 
stately, after the model of Glasgow, with a fair steeple of seven score feet in height". 44  Probably two parts 
remained intact: the dwelling places, which the barons in 1560 had been anxious to preserve, and the part of the 
church that was used as the parish church until 1774. 

THE END OF MONASTIC LIFE 

And what of the monks of Kilwinning Abbey? How did they fare in these turbulent times? Any real monks, of course, 
would have fled by 1560 to France or the Low Countries or to the Scottish Benedictine Abbey of St James at Ratisbon 
in Germany. Any kind of community life that St Benedict would have recognised must have disappeared from 
Kilwinning before 1560. From 1560 it was impossible to be a priest. It was impossible to be a monk. Religious vows 
were no longer recognised. Religious were not allowed to wear the habit. The Divine Office, like the Mass, was 
forbidden. 

In 1557 there were only twelve monks, nominal or real, in Kilwinning Abbey. In 1560 there were only nine. Seven had 
been there for about twenty years at least: John Deyne, James Brown, Patrick Flescher, Robert Curry, Alan Steyne, 
William Kirkpatrick and James Mechell. The other two were John Culper and Alexander Henderson. It seems likely 
that these nine had become Protestants because, had they wished to practise their Catholic Faith, they would have 
needed to go to the Continent or at least to go into hiding, as the parish priest of Kilwinning did. 

FATHER EUMENIDES HENRYSON 

From about 1512 this position had been held by Father Eumenides Henryson. He was there until 1557 when his 
house and yard on the north side of the Queen’s Street in Kilwinning were feued to Robert Hamilton of Dalserf. 45  
There is no mention of him in 1560. He had therefore had a timely death or he had fled for his life, although possibly 
no further than an Eglinton stronghold since the earl of Eglinton remained a Catholic in 1560. 

THE FIRST MINISTER 

Father Henryson’s place as vicar of Kilwinning was taken in 1560 by one of the ex-monks, William Kirkpatrick. 
Apparently a native of Ayr, where John Knox had once been a priest, William Kirkpatrick had three brothers there: 
Lawrence and David, who were merchants and shipmasters dealing in hides, herring, cloth and coal, and John, who 
was also a merchant and even a magistrate. He had strong Protestant connections through his wife. He was in 
Edinburgh in 1560 and may have been in the parliament that passed the Reformation Act. 

As first Protestant minister of Kilwinning, William Kirkpatrick in 1567 married Alison Campbell, daughter of the laird 
of Stevenston. 46 Gavin Hamilton, who still bore the title of commendator abbot, gave them a wedding present of a 
pension worth twenty bolls of victual, twelve stone of cheese and £20 in silver. They lived in a house in the abbey 
precincts and had three children: Martha, Maria and William. Kirkpatrick had a minister’s stipend of £100 47  as well 
as a portion of the abbey’s wealth distributed to the nine ex-monks of 1560, although he had to go to the trouble of 
collecting these dues himself from tenants in Monkcastle, Dalgarven, Guslone, Goldcraigs, Over Smithstone, Easter 
Bridgend and Byres. When he died in 1577, he left free estate of £636 to his wife and three children. 48 

 

44.  Ker, p. 56. 

45.  Cowan, ‘Ayrshire Abbeys’, p. 270 citing Liber Protocollorum M. Cuthberti Simonus Notarii Publici et Scribae Capituli Glasguensis 1499-1515 
(Grampian Club, 1875), ii, no. 622; Register of abbreviates of feu charters of Kirklands (Scottish Record Office), E 14/1/202. 

46.  Sanderson, p. 118. 

47.  Ibid. 

48.  Ibid. 
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OTHER EX-MONKS 

Like the aristocracy, the ex-monks who remained in Kilwinning after 1560 seem to have made ample provision for 
their future long before 1560. As early as 1549 one of them owned land at the west end of the Garnock bridge. 49 By 
1560 others had individual chambers and yards in the abbey precincts, with servants to look after them and fixed 
pensions to support them. Those who held administrative posts would have had an additional pension. Thus James 
Mechell was still living in Kilwinning Abbey with the title ‘sub prior’ in the 1580s, more than twenty years after it 
became impossible to be a real sub prior! 

He was still there, with even a promotion to the title Dene James Mechell, in 1591 when William Melville, the last 
commendator abbot of Kilwinning, accused him of fraudulently taking away the common seal of the chapter of 
Kilwinning. 50  Mechell was also still there in 1592 when, on 17 April, Melville, "understanding that the monastical 
superstition, for which the abbeys within this realm were of old erected and founded, are now by the laws of the 
same utterly abolished, and that no memory thereof shall be hereafter", resigned the “manor place of Kilwinning, of 
old called the monastery and abbey of Kilwinning” into the hands of King James V1. 

THE SALE OF KILWINNING ABBEY 

The Kilwinning parsonage and the vicarages in the parishes which had been under Kilwinning Abbey’s care were then 
separated from the other temporalities. These were regranted to William Melville on 17 May 1592. On 5 January 
1603 he sold them to Hugh Montgomerie, fifth Earl of Eglinton. 

THE LAST COMMENDATOR 

The title of commendator, however, with a right to the teinds, remained in existence. On 10 March 1615 a Jesuit 
priest, St John Ogilvie was hanged at Glasgow Cross, mainly due to the Erastian zeal, and desire for further 
promotion, of the Protestant archbishop of Glasgow, John Spottiswoode. In April 1615, James VI rewarded 
Spottiswoode for his zeal by making him archbishop of St Andrews and commendator abbot of Kilwinning. 

THE PARISH CHURCH 

Part of the abbey church was used as the parish church of Kilwinning until 1774, when, with four magnificent arches, 
it was pulled down and a new one erected. The abbey buildings which were not inhabited came to be used as a 
stone quarry for various buildings in and around Kilwinning, including the cotton mill built at the top of the Dalry 
Road in 1789. Even part of the tomb of Sir Richard de Morville was used in a garden wall, while a piece of the Celtic 
Cross was used as part of the gable of a house at Cross Brae. 

AN UNDER-DEVELOPED COUNTRY 

And what of the people? While the feu charters granted by Alexander Hamilton, Gavin Hamilton and other 
commendators gave security of tenure to the sitting tenants who were already sufficiently wealthy to pay for them 
and for their crown confirmations, they brought an increase in rents and even evictions to the poorer sitting tenants 
who had become subtenants. 

In July 1585 Andrew Nevin of Monkredding brought an action in the bailie court in which he demanded the eviction 
of John Rogg elder, and John Rogg younger, from the lands of Bannoch, and of Michael and Matthew Lynn from 
Gaitmureland. Andrew Nevin was able to produce the feu charter granted to his father Thomas in 1545, with the 
result that the Roggs and the Lynns were ordered to leave, taking their families, cottars and goods with them. 51 

 

49.  Cowan, p. 277, citing Eglinton Muniments, 2/86/ 1. J. Hay, Kilwinning Parish (Kilmarnock, 1967), p. 12, however, gives 1558 as the date. 

50.  Ker, p. 43.  

51.  Sanderson, p. 108. 
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In other cases tenants had to pay higher rents, as the feuar tried to recover the money he had had to pay to the lay 
abbot and the crown. Sometimes leases were reduced and, when they came to an end, the rent was raised yet 
again. As leases eventually shrank to three, two or even one year, at the end of which rigs were changed from tenant 
to tenant, farmers inevitably lost interest in the land. By the eighteenth century this iniquitous system had reduced 
the tenants of Kilwinning estates to poverty-stricken, subsistence level farmers and the soil to such a state of 
barrenness that by 1760, two hundred years after the reformation parliament, this area, like the rest of Scotland, 
was under developed country. 

THE OLD STATISTICAL ACCOUNT 

Reporting on the parish of Kilwinning for Sir John Sinclair’s Statistical Account of Scotland in 1792, the Reverend 
Thomas Pollock, minister of the abbey church, wrote that when he came to the parish, "very little either grass or 
grain" was produced from the farms of Kilwinning. "There was no sown grass; consequently no hay, except in some 
few farms a little coarse meadow hay. From this slovenly and absurd mode of management, the pasture was 
extremely scanty and of very poor quality". 

By 1792, for most of the tenants, the situation was even worse. A new series of evictions had followed the enclosure 
movement of the second half of the eighteenth century. Noting a decrease in the population of Kilwinning, Thomas 
Pollock wrote, "The causes of this decrease in the population seem to be the three following: - First, the union of two 
or more small farms into one large farm. This has happened in not a few instances. Secondly, the barony of Eglinton, 
formerly one of the most populous quarters or divisions of the parish, is enclosed and farmed by Lord Eglinton and 
inhabited only by a very few families of his Lordship’s servants. Thirdly, the almost total want of cottagers. Every 
farm had formerly one or two, or more of these families upon it. The cottages are now, in a great measure, 
demolished; and this numerous and industrious class of people has been under the necessity of removing to Irvine 
and to the other towns in the neighbourhood". 

Thus the economic revolution of the sixteenth century reformation eventually reached its logical conclusion, with 
the poor turned off the land and forced to seek an existence in ‘dark, satanic mills’. 
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