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Aerial view of Connel Park shortly after the órawsô were demolished 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Taken at Connel Park 

Back Row: Nellie Riddal, Mrs.  Collie, Hannah Robertson, Cathie R.  Lindsay, Liz 

McHallam, Helen McCurdie, Mrs.  Peg Hose, Mrs.  McCann, Mrs.  Gilmore, Annie 

Ewan 

Middle Row: (Two Small Girls) Jean Hose & Annie Houston. 

 

Front Row: Hannah McGinn, Jint McCurdie, Nancy Lorimer, ? Whiteside, Jean 

Neish, Belle Neish, Unknown, Ina Whiteside, Alex Neish. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sic a nicht in winter shin wad makô him cauld 

His chin upon his buffy haund, shin he will grow auld 

His brow, tis brent sae braid and I pray that Daddie care 

Wad let the waen alane wi his castles in the air 
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Even the most recent of the happenings described here are almost 50 years in the past 

at the time of publication.  It is almost certain that many friends and workmates who 

had a prominent part in some of the events have not been mentioned and to all of you 

I offer my sincerest apologies.  The absence of your names has nothing to do with any 

deliberate design on my part but simply through defect in this aging Connel Park 

Laddieôs memory. 

 

Bobby Rogerson 

 

 

 
 

I walk alone where two hawks fly 

Where once was heard the bairnieôs cry 

Where water runs doon the rankled burn 

Anô the broken brig grows green among the fern 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Introduction  

 
As the title suggests, this is the story of life through the eyes of a wee Connel Park 

boy from birth, through his childhood and teenage years.  Characters and events from 

New Cumnock will be described as they had a direct impact on the life and the 

experience of the writer.  What follows is by no means meant to be the history of New 

Cumnock, even if the descriptions of certain events do give cause for some fresh 

appraisal or the addition of some small increment of local knowledge.  The history of 

New Cumnock has been dealt with before and I can recommend what I consider the 

best and admirably researched in his óNew Cumnock far awayô by George Sanderson 

of the Leggate, New Cumnock.  The fact that some of the events, names and 

situations found in this narrative seem to almost mirror several parts of Mr.  

Sandersonôs writings is far from surprising and is a sign of respect for the manôs 

work.  There is no plagiarism involved as we both lived through many of the same 

experiences.  I differ from George in the spelling of some local features such as 

ñStayamrieò in his books would appear as ñStayamraò in mine.  It is possible that the 

former is correct but I follow my own past and I have always used the latter spelling.  

Neither do I use Georgeôs designation of the lochs as ñCreochò as I believe that 

research fell short of finding the facts here ï not that it is of any great importance but I 

can point to the old maps of Lochside where the loch is referred to as ñLoch of the 

Lowesò.   

 

I wrote this rambling tale for my children, so that they might have a clearer 

understanding of how their dad grew up to be the kind of fella that helped to raise 

them.  I wrote also for my brother, sisters and friends with whom I share these pages.  

I trust that I offend no one by my insistence of seeing the world through óBobby 

Rogersonôsô eyes; it is after all my story and it goes without saying that Lachie, Bet, 

Lily, Neil, Chrissie, Bill or any other friends of my youth who appear here would in 

all likelihood have some different perspectives.  They may even differ with me on 

exact truths or chronology of certain events.  All I can say to them ï in the nicest 

possible way is ï ñTough! ï Go write yer ain storyò. 

 

I have sought permission from Neil Currie, for the inclusion of a brief, but very 

informative description of his early life, with particular reference to his years at 

Creoch as an evacuee.  Neil wrote this himself, at his daughterôs request and I was 

amazed at just how much I didnôt know about my boyhood friend. 

 

Many years have passed by since the scenes described in the following pages became 

part of the past.  Those who seek in the autumn of their days, to renew acquaintances 

with childhood haunts, may take a walk from wherever life has led them and stand 

once more on the auld Connel Burn brig to gaze westward along the roadway and up 

the summit of the Bank Brae; they will find no more than memories.  The rail line still 

crosses the road but there are no gates, no Gatehouse and the auld summer seat has 

long since disappeared.  Fitba Raw, Store Raw, Washer Raw, Honeymoon Raw and 



the Boig Road are all gone ï as though they had never been.  The  Boo-in Farm 

(South Boig) where in the long gone days, Connel Park families passed their pennies 

over the small metal counter in exchange for a daily milk supply, now stands naked 

and alone.  The Caldwells were the resident farmers in the days when wee Bobby, 

Lachie and Betty skelped around the back doors and closes with the other kids, 

surrounding the farm steading with the noise and bustle of a thriving mining 

community.  I donôt know who is in the Boo-in now but having several times taken 

that journey down the years, standing on the auld brig, I have gazed and wondered ï 

do they hear on a quiet night, the voices of a thousand ghosts? 

 

 
  

Burnfoot Row 

 

Gone too are the auld Craigbank, Burnside and Burnfoot.  At the western boundary of 

the sad, empty stretch of grassland that was once Connel Park, stands the ñHawtreesò, 

Bouchie Grayôs dwelling of olden days, still defying the ravages of time and one of 

the few roadside buildings that survives from the days of my childhood, from the 

Leggate over Camlarg to Dalmellington.   

 

It would be good to be able to refer in these introductory paragraphs to all the people 

who live through the following pages in the present tense but the onward march of 

time precludes that.  So many of the lives touched upon in my story have come to 

their end ï some in fact, many years ago.  Of the people close to me ï Mum died 

some twenty years back, Faither three years since and Uncle Jim, the last of the 

family to arrive in New Cumnock from Durisdeer in 1913, followed just over a year 

ago.  Aunt Flora remains of Mumôs family, living quietly in sheltered housing at 

Afton Bridgend and I trust that she have more peaceful years and the chance to read 

what has been written here.  It would only serve to create sadness if I were to continue 

to mention all those who are no longer with us, even if some of that sadness is, for all 

we know, misplaced.  None of us can see beyond the veil ï Not Paisley, Pope or 

Prelate or any other seer who makes claims to the contrary.  Like many another, I 

have my conviction that death cannot be the end of all things.  I have tried to be a 

decent fella and to be on side with other good folk, whether they be underdog or 

millionaire.  There are many who can be called ñkirk gaun folkò and are sincere in the 

belief that they show respect to their maker in their way but I abhor the miserable 

creatures who try ï often with scant success ï to be good merely because some black-

robed religious person tells them that hellfire and brimstone awaits if you donôt 



adhere to their particular concept of goodness and that the wages for being good will 

be the admission to some abysmal, dull sounding place called ñHeavenò.  If my 

Heaven exists, in the unknown future, I want it to be no more or less than a return to 

the life of a wee laddie born in Connel Park, in the year of 1930.  Maybe if there was 

a choice, I would request more of some things and less of others and yet I would wish 

to share my years with the same people ï with my friends ï and those few I would not 

like to count among my friends.  After all there can be no knowledge of well being 

without first knowing pain or hardship; no awareness of good, without experiencing 

the result of which is bad and no true contentment without knowing love. 

 

The final paragraph of this tale is woven around an encounter at the caves at 

Corsencon in the year of 1948.  Yes, it is so ï the moments described here are not 

followed in sequence; previous pages tell of events more than two years later.  

Perhaps those among you who have taken the time after an early walk, sat down and 

remembered the glory of the sunrise and that no fragment of the rest of the day can 

surpass that moment will understand.  I met my lady at Corsencon ï and there indeed 

the sun rose on a day that lasted for over forty years.  Her name was Nellie.  The first 

time I saw her, she had my thumb stick; she still has it as she took it with her when 

she left. 

 

I have told my story mainly for the kids and to proceed further would mean starting a 

new chronicle and one that my children may wish to remain precious and unshared.  

Anyway ï they already know it 

 

Bobby Rogerson, Vancouver Island, Canada, 1996 

 

 

 



 

Chapter One ɀ Connel Park 
 

 

My life began on the 26
th
 of June, 1930 at 09:30.  What day of the week it was, I donôt 

know off hand but I donôt think it is important. 

 

In 1930 the great war of 1914-1918 was just twelve years past ï 12 years of 

momentous development as far as the ordinary people of the British Isles were 

concerned.  The advent of the female suffrage and the general strike of 1926 ï broad 

based at first but ending with the British miners struggling alone and going down 

finally in defeat, having to accept conditions worse, if anything, than those that drove 

them to strike in the first place.  The momentous years that followed in which we saw 

the rising influence of the Labour Party and of the nascent stirrings of the Nazis in a 

recovering Germany, paralleled by the growth of Mosleyôs fascists in Great Britain.  

Indeed the ingredients, by June 1930, for the mix which was to precipitate world war 

two were already in the political cauldron and ominously fermenting.   

 

Little boys of very tender years are blessed however.  Such events on the political 

scene may be described as ñearth shakingò They certainly do not shake little boys; 

especially little boys who have loving, caring parents, who cocoon them in a ball of 

affection, which shuts out the whole troubled spectrum on national and world affairs.  

The most disturbing event in my infant years was one which, even my parents ï 

especially not my parents ï could alleviate its effects on a spoiled wee laddieôs ego.  

A baby brother arrived! ï Lachlan McNiven Rogerson, a squalling wee bauchle of 

around seven pounds weight burst upon an erstwhile idyllic scene and suddenly, 

metaphorically speaking, snatched the lionôs share of the good things in life. 

 

In rational hindsight, of course, the arrival of Lachie caused hardly a ripple on the sun 

kissed calm of the sea of childhood.   

 

Mum and Dad were not well off in material terms.  The little house into which I was 

born was, literally, a railway crossing gatehouse.  Indeed, the postal address was 

Gate-House, Connel Park. 

 

Connel Park; it conjures images of lush green trees, of pleasant expanses of green 

grass and open spaces.  The reality was very different.  The towering pit bings 

frowned darkly down on stone built miners cottages, each one like its neighbour ï one 

room and a kitchen.  Two built in or box beds graced the living room and the kitchen 

was endorsed with a stone sink and a single cold water tap.  In the corner was a 

masonry shrouded cast-iron boiler, with an incorporated fire-bed beneath it.  This was 

the laundry facility.  At the rear of the house, at one side of a shared close, was ï in 

the enlightened, modern days of my childhood ï a flushing water closet and a brick 

built coal house completed the ensemble.  Such were the dwellings of the coal miners.  

ñHovelsò, some might say.  The merest glance at the front of the houses would have 

you believe otherwise.  Spotless white lace curtains, tastefully draped behind 

gleaming glass windows and the steps at the front door always freshly scrubbed or 

decorated in red cardinal or brilliant white stucco (stookie) design.  And the mistake 



of thinking these were hovels would be brought home even more if you were given 

the privilege of stepping over the portals of these cosy little rooms.  In nearly every 

house, brasses winked and gleamed across the mantelpiece, burnished by loving 

hands.  Lino covered floors were pristine and polished and partly covered by 

multicoloured rag rugs, all woven with patience and care in the long winter nights.  

And always the coal fire, with the kettle on the hob at its side and inevitable tea pot 

sat on the hearth.  Little palaces they were, almost without exception. 

 

NOTE: Not all the Rows had their own WCs and boilers.  The Washer Raw at 

least, had a communal block in which each house had its own coalshed but a WC 

was shared between two families and about eight shared the washhouse in which 

there were several boilers.  Perhaps to compensate for this, these houses had two 

rooms and a scullery.   

 

 

Mining villages tended to be close knit communities and Connel Park was no 

exception to this rule.  The term óminding your own businessô was somewhat blurred 

in definition among the mining families.  The term did have effect in most family 

affairs that deserved privacy (although in truth village gossip was a favoured pastime) 

but many aspects of life, which in a more diversified society, would be shrouded in 

secrecy or treated with public indifference, would be of common concern among the 

mining families.  If Johnny Edwardsôs pet fox died, we all knew about it.  If Sanny 

Sloper was ófuô again on Saturday night, again it was common knowledge.  If one of 

the boozing fraternities heard a new dirty story on one of his frequent visits to the pub 

doon the toon, then every receptive ear in CONNEL PARK had heard it within two 

days.  And if someone was hurt, ill or in any trouble not of their own making, there 

was never a need to call for immediate assistance; it was given warmly, willingly 

without question by the kindly folks, who knew where the expression óminding your 

own businessô had its limits. 

 

As is generally inevitable in such communities, CONNEL PARK had its share 

(perhaps more than its share) of memorable worthies.  Nearly all at the time of 

writing, live on in memory only, as many years have passed since wee Bobby 

Rogerson has passed amongst them.  I am sure all of them would be amazed to know 

how long they have actually lived in memory and how they affected and influenced 

the character of the community.  They cannot all be named and even those who are 

mentioned in this transcript are touched upon fleetingly, which is a great pity for I 

could fill a book on each and every one of them, and with exclusively humorous 

anecdote at that!  My fatherôs immediate circle of cronies had one or two worthy of a 

mention.   

 

Barney Crate, late of Fitba Raw.....  a stout jolly gentleman, who with his round 

rosy cheeks and permanent smile, was the perfect model for Santa Claus.   

 

óMungô Baird was another of Faitherôs pals, again of Fitba Raw, liked nothing better 

than a Saturday night in the company of my father and the crowd.  There they would 

enjoy a wee dram and sing a song or two in the Cross Keys, Macôs Bar or the Afton 

Hotel. 

 



There was óMajorô Clapperton formerly of Boig Road.  He was a tall man, usually 

well turned out, who had a reputation for a dry and witty repartee and was another 

character of note.  My father used to often tell the following story.  The Major, Uncle 

Jim (more of him later) and father took a stroll up the Afton Road, which as its name 

suggests, follows the course of the river almost to its source.  Back then you could 

find salmon in the Afton and as all were expert óguddlersô it should come as no 

surprise that three men walked up the Afton and three men and a salmon subsequently 

walked back down.  Now when Constable Morrison came into view in the middle 

distance, the salmon was swiftly slid down the majorôs trouser leg.  An amiable 

confrontation ensued. 

ñAye boys ï a grand day for a daunderò said Morrison 

All agreed.  The worthy policeman then addressed the Major.  ñThe salmon are 

running then Major?ò  

ñAye they are thatò he exclaimed trying to act innocent.   

The constable continued ñSome gey clever salmon in that Aftonò glancing at the 

majorôs distorted trouser leg.  ñSome of them can swim up the water and walk doon 

the roadò. 

 

Directly over the road from our home at the Gatehouse, lay the largest building in 

Connel Park.  A two storied structure, it rejoiced in the high sounding name 

óSmithfieldô.  It is possible that it was constructed to house the high ranking colliery 

officials but this is merely a guess although it did have a more imposing appearance 

than any of the existing minersô houses.  By the time the thirties came around, I donôt 

think any of the families dwelling there would have enjoyed any superior status, in 

either wealth or station.   

 

The tenancy included the Brown family, Mr. and Mrs.,  May, Greta, Matt, Sammy 

and a wee tottie smitch by the name of Henry.  Also Tam Burgoyne, the Currie, 

Strachan and Gray families completed the Smithfield population and not forgetting 

Constable Morrison who lived on the first floor.   

 

Big Wull Gray was in fact one of the óworthiesô who, both by virtue of his extrovert 

nature and his prowess on the football field made a lasting place in the memories of 

the people of CONNEL PARK.  Another member of the same family lived at the 

extreme western end of the village in what was I believe, the only detached house in 

CONNEL PARK other than our own Gatehouse of course.  Here lived óBouchieô 

Gray (pronounce the ch as in loch).  He was a somewhat eccentric fellow and famed 

for his dry humour and a certain satirical and penetrating wit.  The house was 

distinguished by having the name óHawtreesô and at the time of reproducing this story 

was the home of Alex and Mary Jess.  As a wee laddie, I found wondrous fascination 

with both the house and its owner.  One of the things that intrigued my young mind 

was the fact that it had a patch of green lawn to the rear of the house.  At the bottom 

of the garden was a low structure ï of what material I cannot guess, for it was almost 

entirely smothered in a copious growth of green ivy.  Two faces carved in stone could 

be seen peering from the tangle of vines and leaves.  I didnôt know it then, but 

peeking at me through the foliage were Tam OôShanter and Souter Johnny.   

 

Perhaps those stone caricatures may never have fixed themselves firmly in my 

memory had I not been introduced to the magic that they represented.  No matter 

when I visited, Bouchie would lift me up and in the mouths of one of the said 



characters, would be a treasure trove of pennies! Back then pennies were a 

considerable amount of money even to adults.  I could buy 

quarter pound of chocolate caramels in Sam Binghamôs shop for just one of those 

coins.   

 

So many more of the CONNEL PARK folk deserve a mention but time, space and 

perhaps a certain lack of patience prevents me from discussing them at greater length.  

But before moving on, and travelling back down the Bank Brae from Bouchieôs, I will 

name one or two of the residents.   

 

On the crown of the hill lived Johnny Edwards.  A man of many talents, Johnny was 

connected to the Scout movement and remained a prominent figure for many years.  

He was renowned for rescuing wild animals that were in distress and could and often 

did produce crocheted lace work that would be the envy of many a talented lady.   

 

Further down the hill and across the road in one of the single ends, were the Morrison 

family; all fourteen of them at one stage! I recall the Daddy of them all, Dick, a tall 

gangly man and deservedly known as a bit of a wag, declare he lived in a semi-

detached house in CONNEL PARK.  ñIt is breaking away from the yin next doorò he 

proclaimed. 

 

I will leave the good folks of CONNEL PARK with a brief reference to Mrs. Allen 

and her wee Sweetie Shop in the Fitba Raw and just around the corner Mrs. Neish did 

a roaring trade with toffee apples on match days and all from her window overlooking 

the Glens fitba pitch.   

 

CONNEL PARK people, faces and voices, now mere ghosts from the misty past but 

they lived and breathed and were part of the building of my life.  Where are they 

now.... ? 

 

Sam Hill, John Ferguson, Wullie Sweden, Dick McGinn, Sammy Broon, Jim Currie, 

Andy Robertson, Hugh McCurdie, Hawthorn Ferrans, Jim Black, Tommy Little, 

Forbes and Jim Morrison, Crighton Grant, Ginger MacAnespie, the óSpudô twins and 

all other laddies who shared the same scenes?  Some I know are still around.  Others 

have gone beyond the horizon to god knows where and others beyond this life, to 

whatever lies beyond the veil for us all. 

 

Ours wasnôt a mining family; we were órailwayô people.  My father was a railway 

surfaceman, which was probably as close to the bottom rung of the ladder as you 

could be.  His wage at that time for his weeks toil was a princely sum of two pounds 

and ten shillings.  My mother received a nominal fee for rushing to close the gate of 

the rail crossing to road traffic each time a warning whistle blast heralded the 

approach of a coal train.   

 

 



 
The Gatehouse can be seen on the left just before the level crossing 

 

The gates consisted of four heavy wooden gates which when closed barred the 

encroachment of motor vehicles onto the rail tracks.  It was by no means an infrequent 

operation for a few hundred yards up line from the Gatehouse was the coal washery 

plant.  It was a noisy, filthy mass of Victorian engineering, where passed the coal 

production of all local mines through its squealing innards.  A constant cacophony of 

clanks, screeches and squeaks emanated from the massive grimy structure, ever 

accompanied by hissing clouds of steam from the mysterious processes within.  It was 

a curious fact that when the racketing monster fell silent due to breakdown, holidays 

or whatever that hundreds of people who lived within the compass of the endless 

clatter, found themselves unable to sleep in the eerie silence! 

 

Trainloads of coal were shunted from this washery down the track and into the 

marshalling yard known as the Bank Junction, where the laden wagons were filtered 

accordingly before being switched to the main London Midland and Scottish railway 

en route to their final destination.   

 

So the demands of the crossing gates on my mother were frequent and heavy.  Just to 

the west of the crossing gates was one of the CONNEL PARK institutions ï the 

summer seat.  This was little more than a long low weather ravaged board supported 

at several points with brick butts.  It was well named óthe summer seatô for it was in a 

very exposed position and could by no means offer all weather comfort.  However, on 

a good day Mum could rely on an abundance of volunteers, assisting in the operation 

of the line gates, for there was seldom a time when that old seat wasnôt being used by 

locals enjoying a smoke and a blether whilst absorbing the sunshine.   

 

In times of less clement weather, volunteers were thin on the ground.  Sometimes off 

shift miners or men on the óBurooô (the dole) used to congregate in the Clachan - a 

converted coal company housing unit, which served as a community meeting place 

where men could hang around discussing football, horse racing, pigeons or placing 

bets with the local óillegalô bookmaker.  It is fairly certain that the virtues, demerits, 

performance statistics, willingness or otherwise of selected parish ladies were also 

discussed on a regular basis.   



 

To the east of the gates, just beyond Smithfield was a small cluster of shops.  Unless 

the citizens of CONNEL PARK required a pair of shoes, factory knitted socks or a 

suit for instance, there was little reason for them to travel beyond this handy group of 

retailers.  First was Peter Hendronôs barbers shop followed by Binghamôs Chippy.  

The chippy was indeed a popular place where a hungry lad could get a bulky bag of 

chips for a penny ï and OLD PENNY at that! Across the road, over the Connel Burn 

Bridge and round the bend was Murrayôs grocery shop where one could purchase 

everything under the sun.  Anything from porridge to wee paper flags for waving on 

the Rechabite trips. 

 

NOTE: The Rechabites were an anti-alcohol association and if your dad enjoyed 

a whisky or a beer you were sent to join Junior Rechabites so you could attend 

the trips. 

 

If you followed the road eastwards, CONNEL PARK was left behind and you entered 

the part of the parish known as the Leggate.  A pleasant and friendly place but it had 

no relevance to the early days of my life.  However the Leggate did feature strongly in 

my later life. 

 

All of my grandparents were alive in those early days.  My paternal grandparents 

owned a large country house, which stood in twenty-one acres of land.  They also 

retained all the sporting rights to the loch which lay adjacent to it.  On old county 

maps, this loch was titled óLoch oô the Lowesô meaning lake of the flames.  The house 

and its outbuildings were known collectively as Lochside, which was a thriving 

hamlet in those far off days.  Over the years the name changed to Lochside Loch 

taken from the name of the house on its northern shores and that was the only name it 

ever bore in my time. 

 

NOTE: On some Ordnance Survey Maps the loch is shown as Loch oô thô Lowes. 

 

From CONNEL PARK, the house lay two miles due north along the rail track beyond 

the River Nith.  Never did it enter my young mind that this cluster of stone buildings 

and people there were destined to play a colossal part in my life.  It wasnôt in fact, a 

favourite destination in my early days as I never felt truly at home with my paternal 

grandparents.   

 

My maternal Grandfather was Lachlan McNiven.  He was in his youth, a deep sea 

fisherman, sailing out of his native Islay.  Later he took up the craft of so many of his 

highland and island compatriots and became a shepherd.  Arriving on the Scottish 

mainland, he met and married a sweet lady called Eliza Morton and settled on the 

holdings of Floak Farm near the village of Eaglesham.  One of his tasks during his 

employment was to take the daily milk production by horse and cart into the city of 

Glasgow (by such coincidence does the traditional Scottish ditty óDrivinô intae Glesca 

in ma soor milk cairtô have a fair degree of poignancy for me).  Here on Floak Farm, 

my mother was born and spent her formative years.  After a few years, the family 

moved to a new location near Cumnock.  A shepherdôs steading called Newfield. 

My parents met after my Grandpa and Granny McNiven moved to Dumfriesshire, to a 

cot house called Hillhead on the rise above Tynron village not far from Moniaive. 

 



Like most people, memories from events occurring prior to my fifth birthday tend to 

be vague, but many Hillhead memories remain clear in my mind.  It was there that I 

took for granted the existence of other members of the McNiven family.  Aunt Flora 

was younger than my mother by a number of years.  The salient memory of her at 

Hillhead is one of the frequent excursions to the hillside spring, where the cool clear 

water bubbled from the earth which was also the closest water supply for the 

household and it was in my memory, pure and sweet.  A policeman came visiting too 

and was invariably accompanied by a dark haired lady.  So I came to know them as 

Uncle Neil and Aunt Cathie.  Uncle Neil was a tall well built fellow and was, I 

believe a few yearsô younger than my mother.  He was a policeman in London.  Aunt 

Cathie was a down to earth lady who said exactly what was in her mind.  More than 

sixty years have passed since they visited at Hillhead but she is still down in London 

saying what she feels with a broad Ayshire accent from her native Failford.  Other 

memories spring to mind; I scrabbled along the turf one day, mimicking the busy 

doings of a mole, which had somehow found its way into my infant sphere of activity.  

And Davie Stitt, an old Galloway tramp a ógaberlunzieô man, who was always given a 

brimming bowl of porridge and milk as reward for some minor chore.  I insisted, 

always, if I happened to be there, on my bowl of porridge too.  So Davie the tramp 

and I had many a confab squatting against the gable spooning our porridge oats and 

milk. 

 

Aye ï to a little fella of five years, Hillhead was heaven.  Ah, time, cruel time! My 

fifth birthday was spent there and I never was to spend another.  My last memory of 

Hillhead and Tynron is vivid in my mind ï the Jubilee celebrations for King George 

V at Tynron village green, 1935. 

 

The McNiven family moved to the Dunscore area, not many miles from Hillhead but 

to a wee laddie it might as well have been a thousand.  The Beatties of Dalmakerran 

Farm moved to another called McChainston and Grandpa, being literally part of the 

Beattie farming operation, found it necessary to move with his employer.  This was no 

chore ï a great mutual respect existed between Grandpa and old John Beattie, and 

there was no one whom he would rather work for.  Besides, Aunt Floraôs bosom pal in 

those days was Janie, the Beattieôs only daughter.  The new residence was a stone 

built cot, similar in many respects to the old Hillhead home.  It differed from Hillhead 

in that it was situated in a much more sheltered position, being almost surrounded by 

tall beech trees and having plum trees in the garden to the rear.  There were also 

neighbours close by.  They were now one of the families in the hamlet of Edgerton.  

The closest family lived in a cothouse just above and to the west; the Clarks.  There 

was no man of the house, at least not during the time I knew the folks.  Mrs.  Clark 

was a strange character; some would say, and with some justification, weird! Had she 

been around during Cromwellôs period, she may well have found herself tied to a 

stake among a pile of faggots.  And no person would be less deserving of that fate, for 

as I recall, she was a delightful and entertaining woman.  She held very strong old 

country beliefs and would wash her face in the morning dew every first day of May, 

and uttered her first words ñwhite rabbits!ò as she opened her eyes on the first Sunday 

of any month.  She also made the most delicious pancakes and homemade toffee and 

was more than happy to feed them to a visiting CONNEL PARK rascal.  She had one 

son who lived at Edgerton with her.  His name was Jim.  He must have been around 

fourteen when I first met him but itôs difficult to give any accurate estimate; for he 

was not like others of his age.  He was a very highly strung lad and appeared to be in 



a constant state of great excitement.  In hindsight, his interests were those you might 

expect of a boy several years his junior.  Despite his erratic mental state and his 

unpredictable behaviour, Jim was a harmless soul.  Nothing he ever did stemmed 

from any malevolent motive and he was always a welcome playmate.   

 

In another cottage in the hamlet of Edgerton lived the Irvine family.  My memory is 

vague where they are concerned and only one of the family membersô stands out and 

that was Jock.  I can comment on Jockôs character now because of his continued 

association and friendship for many years after Edgerton.  He was a thoroughly decent 

fellow; shy and somewhat withdrawn.  He could however be an enjoyable companion 

once he became part of the social scene, and down through the years was counted as a 

valued friend by both Father and Uncle Jim. 

 

Not much more can be written about Edgerton; yes we had our adventures there, for 

instance being viciously stung by a wasp swarm springs to mind.  Lachie and I were 

throwing stones at a tin can which was lodged in a hedge and managed to burst a 

wasp byke wide open.  Another day saw the pair of us careering downhill on Johnny 

Beattieôs bogie, and having failed to take the turn at the foot, taking lumps out of our 

scalps on the road metal.  I recall marvelling at the old steam engine at McChainston 

Farm.  It was still in use back then and one of its jobs was to power the thresher at 

harvest time.  There were peacocks, plums and chestnuts, not to mention rabbits by 

the thousand.  Yes it was quite a paradise for visiting CONNEL PARK kids. 

 

Life in CONNEL PARK went on.  The big event of this period was the 

commencement of my education at New Cumnock óHigher Gradeô School (forgive 

the quotes but I cannot for the life of me see how the youngsters at the Toon School 

were of higher grade than any others).  My first teacher was Miss Dalgliesh.  I still 

recall her as typifying exactly what one would expect in an aging, fussy, Victorian 

spinster, thin as a rake, tight-lipped, and pince-nez perched on her narrow nose end.  I 

am unjust! In truth, I have NO bad memories of Miss Dalgliesh at all.  She was a fine, 

kind lady.  I turned up each morning with my school slate, slate pencil, small cloth 

and a bottle of water.  All clerical functions were handily accomplished using these 

simple items.  Is there a lesson here for those in the present day hierarchy who are 

prone to bemoan materials shortage? I settled in at school in an admirable fashion 

having made a circle of young friends, wrapped Miss Dalgleish round my little finger, 

and even burst the nose of the class bully.  I was running like hell at the time, but he 

was about to catch me, so I stopped suddenly, turned round and bopped him a beauty.  

He called at our gatehouse, shirt all bloody, to complain to my Mum.  She chased him 

and I got an extra helping of baked rice. 

 

Then disaster struck!  The school catchment areas were rearranged.  I was sent to the 

BANK school.  Horror of horrors! All the barefoot, hard fighting, harum-scarum 

ruffians of the Parish were at Bank school and me without a club, a gun or even a 

sling shot.  How amazed I was when I found myself among a friendly, grinning bunch 

of kids.  More, certainly, seemed to prefer their socks hanging around their boot tops 

than had been the norm at the ñHigher Gradeò, but if the truth be told, from a class of 

about twenty boys, only two turned out to be more harum-scarum than me and 

incidentally those two I could never get the better of with my fists.  I beg pardon, but 

at Bank school oneôs prowess at óbattlingô was the decisive factor in the matter of 

oneôs level of popularity and influence.  I made firm friends of both of them and 



others around me.  Tommy Goudie, fair-haired, fast as sheet lightning, grew up to be 

a champion amateur boxer, and tragically died a young man of some ailment, the 

nature of which I never ascertained.  Geordie ñMontyò Montgomery, a red haired not 

very big bundle of energy and cheek with an ñAhôll fight oanybuddyò attitude and a 

heart of gold to go with it.  Geordie finally became almost civilised when a fair haired 

lass called Joan from the Leggate nailed him down at the altar. 

 

Then came 1938 - at this time the turmoil in continental Europe began to compel the 

attention of everybody, even us school kids.  The manoeuvrings of Herr Hitler were 

beginning to alarm all of his neighbours.  He marched bloodlessly into 

Czechoslovakia and began making threatening overtures to Poland on the pretext of 

alleged ill treatment of German elements in the population of Danzig (Gdansk).  I can 

plainly recall how we laddies had him all whipped and trussed in advance; who could 

possibly expect to beat the BRITISH??? 

 

One day, the coal washery fell suddenly silent.  People came from their homes to 

stand ashen faced on the footpaths, watching the traffic.  There was nothing to smile 

at, nothing to wave or cheer about.  They stood to watch the passing ambulances.  

There had been a disaster in Bank Number Six, a name which was destined to loom 

large in my later life.  Number six was a mine.  This meant simply that the coal seams 

had been accessed by driving a sloping tunnel down through the strata, catching each 

coal seam at varying depths.  A pit was by definition, an access to the seams via a 

vertical shaft.  A mine gradient varied according to geological conditions.  The incline 

of the coal bearing strata and the depth from the surface in number six had made a 

gradient of one in four (one foot down for every four forward) the choice there.  

Access to the work area was gained by travelling in a train of wheeled tubs, four men 

in each suspended by a steel wire rope which wound on and off a rotating drum on the 

surface based steam engine. 

 

The rope had broken.  Twenty men were sent hurling back down into the blackness, 

having been close enough to the end of the rattling journey at the completion of their 

shifts to have seen the approach of the square of bright daylight.  For five men, it was 

their last sight of daylight. 

 

Only two names stuck in my eight year old mind; Bill Grosier, died in the baths 

building after being stretchered to the surface and Jim Walls, fourteen years of age, 

first day underground. 

 

Grandma died, my Dadôs Mum.  From my point of view, she was there one day, gone 

the next.  I have made mention earlier that I had no great emotional tie to my paternal 

Grandparents yet Grandmaôs passing proved to be a watershed in our lives. 

 

We had to move.  We had to move from Connel Park from our Gatehouse.  By this 

time there were three kids in our family; me, brother Lachie, and four years younger 

than me, a girl ï yes a GIRL! Who ever thought of inventing THEM!?!? 

 

I suppose you could say that me and oor Betty didnôt see eye to eye too often! 

 

Anyway due to Grandmaôs demise at Lochside, Grandfather Bob Rogerson was left 

on his own.  So, we were moving in.  It was with sorely mixed feelings that I left 



Connel Park.  To a young lad this was the equivalent to emigration.  Connel Park and 

its people, its rows of minersô homes and its smoky chimneys were all I had ever 

known.  Everything outside was alien.  Here I was being asked to leave my friends, 

my beloved football, and to submit to being dumped miles from anywhere in the 

depths of the country and, incidentally, having to leave my friends at Bank school and 

start making a niche for myself at the ñHigher Gradeò again.  But it had to be.  The 

family possessions were meagre enough to start with, and the fact that we were 

moving into a fully furnished house rendered what small amount of stuff we did have 

almost redundant.  So we travelled light.  We transferred our home by means of the 

caboose or guardôs van which was attached to each coal train moving between the 

coal washery and the mainline Bank junction.  The buffer stops at Bank junction were 

a hundred yards from the front door of Lochside house. 

 

Thus my world became different. 

 



 

Nae castle then, nae castle now 

The ferm hoose stands, commands the view; 

Still the crescent moon hangs abune the door, 

Ancient spirits slowly tread the kitchen floorò. 

 

Where Two Hawks Fly 

Anon 



 

Chapter Two - Lochside 
 

From Connel Park, two miles to the north by the railway line, Lochside had always 

been óthe houseô.  A two storied traditional stone building, it dominated several square 

miles of the countryside around.  Standing on a bare rise of green sward, the front 

aspect with its large Victorian porch faced northward towards the Dumfries to 

Kilmarnock highway a third of a mile away, and was in communication with this via a 

dirt road, which tended to be bumpy over much of its length.  A hundred yards to the 

rear of the house, where the land dipped downwards from a copse of broom, the loch 

lapped on a gravel shore.  Lochside Loch, an odd name indeed.  I never was able to 

trace the origin of the old name, Loch oô the Lowes.  Just northward, nestling cosily in 

a natural hollow close to the main rail line, were the cottages.  A small bustling 

community of people, three families to be precise, all of them with their own special 

sphere of activity governing their lives, all of them different.  The houses werenôt 

named or numbered.  Their origins lay in the history of Lochside.  They were almost 

certainly used to house Buccleuch estate workers in the days when the place was 

owned by the duke.  It is thought that the true origins were as a shooting lodge for the 

Marquis of Bute.  In 1939, Will Cravens and his family lived in the cot.  Wull was a 

railway signalman, and a proud gardener.  With him were his wife, Mary, daughter 

Nancy and son Will.  Nancy was a couple of years my senior, and the derogatory 

nickname ófattyô was never far from my impudent lips when referring to the lassie.  

Shame on me! Nancy was a good lass.  Will?  He was almost of marrying age and did 

in fact disappear from my ken shortly after our arrival at Lochside.  Yes - many a time 

I was left with the imprint of Will Cravenôs boot on my arse after an abortive sortie 

among his prize strawberries. 

 

A few yards from Wullôs cottage was the Dawsonsô front door.  Come to think of it, 

the only door as none of the cots had a rear door.  Jimmy, his wife and five members 

lived here.  The eldest son, Jim, married a local lassie and left home just about the 

time we arrived on the scene.  Johnny was a ploughman on a neighbouring farm.  Of 

the three lassies, Jean was the eldest.  A brightly extrovert, dark-eyed damsel, Jean 

loved life.  As I recall, she was the first of the girls to leave home and marry and I 

believe lived in Saltcoats for the remainder of her life.  Alice too was a good looking 

young woman and wasnôt single for long.  She moved with her husband down to 

Lincolnshire, where as far as I know she still lives happily.  Chrissie ah Chrissie! Full 

of happy mischief, she used to smuggle sister Jeanôs love letters out of doors so that 

she and I could drool over them.  Chrissie had cute legs and had a habit of wearing the 

shortest of little miniskirts.  Without doubt the first love of my nine year life, this 

devastating little lady engendered some strange longing in my besotted soul.  Ach! I 

was only nine years old after all!  

 

Hitler started World War Two.  So the Lochside fighting unit was formed.  The 

battalion strength consisted of brother Lachie and me and the boys from the cot next 

door to the Dawsons; the Blackmores, Jim and Billy.  Jim and Billy lived more or less 

permanently with their Grandparents, Mr.  and Mrs.  Park.  Mrs.  Park operated a 

small catering business by the main road at the entrance to Lochside Avenue.  Jim 

was older than me at ten, and Billy a snot nosed kid, a mere eight years old.  There 



ensued some heated argument as to who was captain of the unit.  The final outcome 

was; Captain Number One, Jim Blackmore, senior in years and Captain Number Two, 

yours truly, Bobby Rogerson. 

 

Salutary effect on Hitlerôs armies, should they ever arrive, would be debatable indeed 

but we were, we thought, game for anything.  The L.D.V.  (Local Defence 

Volunteers) who were the forerunners of the Home Guard got a regular roasting.  It 

was their habit to use the countryside around Lochside as a battle training ground.  It 

was our custom to show them how easily they could be ambushed by armed bandits.  

The said armed bandits, mind you, had neither the experience nor the nous to question 

the wisdom of setting up an ambush from the treetops.  If you misfired with your first, 

imaginary grenade, there was no avenue of escape from a hundred 202 bullets, also 

thanks be imaginary, up your ass-hole.  We did however become adept at keeping our 

Home Guard on their mettle.  Some devilish weaponry evolved during this period of 

mock warfare.  One device in particular stands out and it was deadly.  Not the 

schoolboysô pretend kind of deadly but really and truly so. 

 

The famed English longbow of the middle ages was constructed of the wood of the 

yew tree.  It just so happens that yew branches are easily obtained at Lochside.  So too 

were the straight, rigid, feather light withes of dried loch reeds.  With a sharp steel 

nail bound securely in their hollow stem at one end, and feathered at the other, those 

reeds made Robin Hoodôs arrows look like telegraph poles.  Fired from a yew bow, 

they made incredibly fast and lethal missiles.  Without much effort, we could unleash 

those arrows straight upward beyond the range of eyesight.  Thank goodness that even 

in our immature years, we recognised the dangerous potential of this device and not 

once did we aim an arrow at anyone.   

 

So we were soldiers and we were boys.  Time passes and of course boys ï and girls ï 

change very quickly.   

 

To the west across rolling fields and swampland, bordering a neighbouring loch, was 

a group of farm buildings ï a steading called óCreochô.  Strictly speaking this was 

Little Creoch as Meikle Creoch (meaning Big Creoch) lay directly opposite Lochside 

beyond the far southern shore of the loch.  The latter played a minimal part in my 

unfolding youth.  Little Creoch - well there lies the scene of many ploys.  Most of 

which were mischievous, some were downright wicked and would have been whole 

heartedly condemned by our Presbyterian minister. 

 

Hah! ï The Presbyterian ministers held no terrors for Captain Number One and 

Captain Number Two and their brave brigands.   

 

Perhaps but for the war, nothing of note would have occurred at Creoch.  Then 

Hitlerôs blitzkrieg arrived, raining destruction on our island cities.  Glasgow did not 

escape the attentions of Goeringôs Luftwaffe, and so the tide of refugee children 

began to flood outward into our countryside and of course, our lives.   

 

One day ï a utility bus arrived! 

 

The utility bus was a phenomenon of wartime.  Every consumable that could be 

modified; buses, clothing, furniture and even food could be modified and WAS!  The 



idea was to minimise material consumption.  Utility buses were indeed, the only 

means of public transportation.  Private vehicles could be used for essential business 

purposes only.  Trains were for the sole use of the military. 

  

After this motorised marvel had ejected its designated portion of human cargo and its 

tinny rattle and phut-putting engine faded into the distance on its way back to the 

main highway, our family had suddenly been increased in number by three.  Three 

dark haired, sloe eyed lads; Jackie, Ellie, and Abie who were thirteen, ten and seven 

years of age respectively.  Ah! Yes! Jacob, Eli and Abraham ï JEWS! 

 

Life became abruptly hectic.  These were Glasgow urchins from Adelphi Street, from 

the back alleys of the Gorbals.  Native wariness gave way to curiosity, however, when 

it became clear that practising Jews, as indeed they were, didnôt tend to be gangland 

ruffians.  They were ultra-hygienic, meticulous in their ablutions and faithful to their 

religious creed.  Jackie, we soon learned, was a decent kind of guy.   

 

 
Children of the Gorbals 

 

 

Abie was just school age and Ellie was a pain in the neck.  His nose had to be 

punched to finally convince him that a country bumpkin wasnôt fair game for a tough 

nut from the Glasgow Gorbals.  Once the matter was settled, the lad was OK. 

 



Dormitory arrangements were of prime importance.  To the rear or south western 

aspect of the house, were the sitting and dining rooms.  I later learned that this part of 

the building was an addition to the original.  The sitting room had always been my 

Grandpaôs bedroom and as such had to remain so.  The dining room underwent some 

drastic changes.  This was to be the kidsô dormitory for Jews and Gentiles both but if 

memory serves me correctly then I believe the exception was Bet.  The furniture 

which merited protection was stored in other parts of the house.  Five beds were 

arranged around the large room.  The windows received the classic wartime 

treatment; tough sticky tape was placed in a criss-crossed fashion over the glass 

panes.  This was to protect us from, or at least limit, the scything shards of glass in the 

event of a bomb blast.  The carpet was removed, leaving the bare boards.  Like all 

new directions resulting from the war, this was a big adventure but like all similar 

measures soon became a bind and blood was often spilled in the dormitory.  Ellie and 

I just couldnôt get any form of camaraderie going at all.  A somewhat grotesque ritual 

grew from this mutual aversion.  More than once, I was rudely and painfully 

awakened by a slap on the ear and once, I swear, by a bite on the end of my nose.  

Hmmmmm .... no sweat, the idea wasnôt too bad really, for I tended to be an early 

bird in the morning and I was quite adept and enthusiastic about devising painful 

methods of introducing Ellie to his day.  We didnôt HATE each other because of this 

state of affairs.  NO ï it was kind of a game; a vicious one I grant you, but still a 

game.   

 

And out and about among the farm implements and animals, I am afraid no power on 

earth could impress upon Ellie, the dangers and the need for discipline.  He used hay 

forks for digging holes in the ground or chased the chickens, roused the milk cow and 

heifers; and he was forever throwing stones.  To his credit he never, to my knowledge, 

deliberately aimed stones at the animals but the inevitable happened.  It was a contest.  

That is to say I was throwing stones too.  I reckoned that I could pitch a rock higher 

than him.  So...  there we were, firing one after the other straight up into the air.   

 

Ellie was the unlucky one.  One of his better shots soared high, with hardly an arc at 

the top of its flight.  So perfect was its trajectory, that it plummeted straight and true 

onto the head of a white leghorn chicken.  There was no squawk but instead it 

suddenly turned over, feet in the air.  Just then Mother appeared and spotted the 

upturned hen. 

ñWho?ò she asked.   

Oh what glee! What devilish glee!  

ñEllieò I chirruped pointing an accusing finger, a picture of rigid adherence to the 

righteous path.  Ellie got whacked by Grandpaôs walking stick.  Poor Ellie....For all 

his devilment, he finally got punished for an accident.  And to add insult to injury and 

no small degree of hilarity ï the dead chicken unexpectedly came back to life, 

squawking raucously, it fluttered off to rejoin its feathered friends.  It must have had a 

pretty sore head though. 

 

All things considered, all of us got on pretty well in the end. 

 

Kick the can, a variant of hide and seek.  A strange name for a game I thought.  One 

guy was óitô or óhetô as we called it in our dialect.  A ring was drawn in the 

playground and an upturned can was placed in the centre.  This was protected 

desperately by the óitô guy, for if one of the other participants managed to boot that 



can out of the ring, thus releasing all those who had been caught or ócoppedô, it could 

well happen that the poor bloke could be het all day.  Kick the can was a favourite for 

all of us, boys and lassies alike, and this being the case; it was foreseeable that some 

rather cosy situations were likely to develop. 

 

There was a girnel in the byre.  (Hmmmm, local dialect again).  There was a large 

wooden chest in the cowshed in which it was customary to store grain feed for the 

cows.  In the stampede in one particular mass escape from captivity, I came tear-

arseinô round the door of the byre and was treated to a fleeting view of Chrissieôs 

pretty rear end, just disappearing into the girnel.  Honest there was nowhere else for 

me to hide and of course it was warm in there, dark and so little room that being 

tangled up was unavoidable.  Anyway, neither of us complained and were to the 

contrary beginning to look forward to a long period of incarceration when there was a 

sudden screech of hinges and a brutal blaze of daylight!  I had the merest instant to 

glimpse Chrissieôs startled face before a voice roared ñCome oot oô there ya young 

devil or Iôll brek ma stick ower yer bloody back!!!ô 

Grandpa ï an irate stick waving Grandpa at that.  Come out I did and hellish smart 

too, making an ignominious and extremely ungallant scurry for the byre door.  I left 

poor Chrissie to face whatever harangue the old fella intended to deliver.  Grandpa 

must have remained tight-lipped, for not a word of chastisement ever came our way.  I 

fully expected a much exaggerated picture of sin and debauchery would be described 

to Dad or Mum or indeed both!  But as I say, there was not a whisper.  Maybe he had 

a quiet chuckle over the episode; he was a horny old devil in his own right.  Ah yes! 

Kick the can was a rare old game.   

 

Our Jewish evacuees went home one weekend and just never returned.  The lads were 

happy enough with our family but their mother seemed to miss them badly, so I think 

the family bond proved too strong to bear further separation.  We never heard from 

them again.   

 

There were other kids nearby. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Langsyne when life was bonnie 

Anô aô the skies were blue 

When ilka thocht took blossom 

Anô hung its heid wiô dew 

When winter wasna winter 

Thoô snaws camô happinô doon 

Langsyne when life was bonnie 

Spring gaed a twalmonth roon 

 

Alexander Anderson, Kirkconnel 1845 - 1909 

 

 



 

Chapter Three ɀ Creoch Alliance  
 

An elderly couple farmed Little Creoch.  A kindly pair they were, with no family of 

their own; none, that is, until the boys arrived.  They came on the scene at the same 

time as our Jewish lads and from the same street jungle ï the Gorbals of Glasgow.  

Like the Jewish boys, they too were evacuees; Neil, George and James Currie.  Neil 

was ages with myself, George and James were younger by one year.  None of us knew 

it at the time but lifelong friendships were being formed.  Rivalry might well have 

been the order of the day but it didnôt work out that way.  Perhaps the attitudes were 

influenced by the confluence of the right of way with our Lochside Avenue.  From the 

main Kilmarnock to Dumfries road, the avenue (we always referred to the access road 

as óthe avenueô) led down to the cluster of buildings at Lochside.  A path, which is a 

public right of way, continued onward across the open fields, over Loch Hill Burn and 

past the line of beech trees, which marked the boundary of our property, and thence to 

a hundred yard long plank bridge.  The bridge spanned the swamp and the runner 

which connected Lochside and Creoch Lochs.   

 

 

NOTE: The runner is a broad ditch, dug many years previously, which allows 

the free passage of water between Black Loch, the smallest and deepest of the 

three, Creoch Loch, Lochside and subsequently the River Nith.  Black Loch is 

something of an enigma.  Coinciding with the point that the L.M.S railway 

reaches its highest level, its waters drain out either end.  To the west it flows to 

reach the River Ayr and to the east into Creoch Loch.  It has been stated that 

only one Lake in the world is known to run out towards two separate 

destinations, which is said to be somewhere in Norway.  Maybe the Black Loch is 

considered too insignificant to be added to the list; anyway, if curiosity drives, go 

an check the ditch, which flows from the west end of Black Loch.  You will find 

that Black Loch waters run northwest to the Firth of Clyde AND south to the 

Solway Firth.   

 

 

The far end of the bridge was Creoch land which also had its own community.  The 

farm cottages housed two families and both homes had their share of kids.  Geordie 

Weir was the stockman and the father to John and Ella.  John was in my age group, 

whilst Ella was a couple of years younger.  Next door were the Burns family (no 

relation to the mighty Bard as far as I know).  There was mum and dad and a shaggy, 

bad tempered dog called Tweed.  The father, Jimmy, did general farm work and took 

responsibility for the score or so of sheep, which grazed the surrounding fields.  Son 

James was two years my junior.  Of his two sisters, Jean was the eldest, thirteen years 

of age ï practically an old maid! Margaret was a cute, curly haired damsel of similar 

age to me.  She was of a happy disposition and always ready to take part in the group 

activities, unless some naughtiness was involved.  Ah well, a tiny bit frustrating for a 

boisterous laddie, who was just beginning to appreciate the company of the lassies! 

 

To the kid population of Creoch, Neil, George and James were added. 

 



All of those kids used the right of way as part of their route to school.  Consequently, 

there was a daily congregation at the avenue end, where we all hung around awaiting 

the arrival of the morning utility bus.  That rattling old bus served us well in those 

years. 

 

Those years when Neil and I formed a cast iron friendship that death alone could 

break.  The years when Gran McNiven died and Sister Lily came into the warring 

world.   

 

So much happened during those years and some events would merit a book of their 

own, and many, in fact, did become the subject of various literary works in post war 

years.  Adolph Hitler ravaged Poland, Holland, Belgium and France.  His Luftwaffe 

struck savagely at London, Sheffield, Coventry, Glasgow and Clydebank.   

 

And!  Neil and I found a BOMB! 

 

Jock McCrone, a local fella, took it upon himself to form a New Cumnock Company 

of the Boysô Brigade.  So Neil and I became B.B. boys.  Why we chose the B.B.  in 

preference to the established Scout troop in the village, I donôt know.  Possibly the 

glamour of being founder members had something to do with it.  A B.B.  company 

had to be affiliated to a church.  We had the devilôs luck (do I blaspheme?).  Our 

chaplain was a Wee Free minister, the Reverend Andrew Lowrie.  He is very easily 

described; tall, narrow of features and of body, thin lipped and pale.  No ï not pale, 

but deathly white!  A more graphic description, and one that is closer to being 

accurate, would be to compare him to a ghoulish extra from some Stephen King 

horror film.  Heôd be a dead ringer (wonderful pun) without makeup.  Our B.B.  

company was nevertheless a highly presentable example of a Scottish boyôs 

organisation and indeed, my attachment to the Boysô Brigade had a strong formative 

effect on my attitudes to life and living.   

 

Under the B.B. umbrella, I gained my first honours in the learning and practice of first 

aid to the injured at the early age of eleven years.  My interest and commitment to this 

humanitarian science never waned over the years but continued by association with 

the St.  Andrewôs Ambulance Service and latterly with the Red Cross.  With the 

Boysô Brigade, I became a middle distance runner of some repute, as did Neil I hasten 

to add, and I was an Ayr County Champion ball pitcher.   

 

I also discovered what bigotry and narrow-mindedness meant.   

 

Our company decided to hold an annual party.  The Girlsô Guildry were invited to 

form the female element in the festivities.  Ah!!  Women!!  If the Reverend Andrew 

possessed the psychic art of mind reading I am sure his imaginings included idyllic 

visions of decorous country dance, correct and courteous behaviour and Christian 

fellowship.  OUR fiendish little minds were immediately full of short skirts, plump 

legs and pink silk knickers.  Why pink?  Dunno ï sexy knickers were always silk and 

pink in our world.  So, since the Reverend Lowrie would be in attendance, there was a 

disaster waiting for an opportunity to happen.  And thus it transpired. 

 

Our officers, non bigots all, had enough cautionary knowledge to keep óBee Baw 

Babbityô and óPostmanôs Knockô off the programme.   



 

To explain; Bee Baw Babbity is an ancient Scottish game/dance in which the lads 

form an outer circle and dance clockwise, while the lassies dance anti-clockwise in an 

inner ring.  Each cycle is heralded and accompanied by a ritual chant. 

 

Bee Baw Babbity, Babbity, Babbity 

Bee Baw Babbity, kiss a bonnie wee lassie 

Kneel down kiss the ground, kiss the ground, kiss the ground 

Kneel down kiss the ground, a lassie or a wee laddie 

Choose, choose wha yeôll tak, wha yeôll tak, wha yeôll tak 

Choose, choose wha yeôll tak, a lassie or a wee laddie 

 

 

At the conclusion, the rings break up and a melee ensues during which, each 

individual, this applies to both male and female, endeavours to grab someone of 

mutual preference.  It is surprising how seldom it takes more than five seconds to sort 

the confusion out. 

 

Postmanôs Knock: ah!  There was a different kettle of fish or another ball game 

altogether you might say.  It can't be claimed as an exclusively Scottish caper, 

although it may have been played in a way that was typical of red-blooded Scots.  A 

boy or girl would be postman and would be consigned to a room or cupboard, the 

door of which they themselves could lock from the inside.  There could be, and 

indeed were, many variations of the game from then on.  The postman would request 

via a note, the company of a named member of the opposite sex.  He or she would 

also quote a number, which denoted the quantity of stamps or the value of the note.  

This of course was intended to convey some idea of the intensity of the feeling the 

postman had for the lucky or not so lucky recipient, and by inference, what heights 

the celebration of those feelings might raise in the darkened room or cupboard.  Oh 

what a terrific game this could be at times.  A veil must be drawn on further 

description, lest the laws of propriety be breached. 

 

Back to our tale ï we were of course discussing the annual B.B social evening.  The 

reverend Mr. Lowrie was there, austere in his Wee Free uniform, his manner 

approaching the benevolence of a warmed up corpse. 

 

Brigade marching displays were carried out with great aplomb.  Girlsô Guildry 

gymnasts, while displaying their abilities, and their knickers, caused no trivial amount 

of twitching and heavy breathing among the assembled innocents in pillbox caps.  All 

such reaction had to be surreptitious to the nth degree, since Mr. Lowrie was standing 

close by.   

 

So everything was going smoothly and happily.  I had already established a sly visual 

rapport with Jean, who had the prettiest face and the cutest legs in the hall that night.  

Perhaps what followed was our fault to some degree.  It stemmed from the grand old 

Duke of York.  Not the esteemed general but the dance connected to his name.  I 

made sure that I partnered Jean in this particular dance set.  Why?  Hmmm ï probably 

because she was fixed in my blinkered gaze when Lieutenant Alec Turnbull called 

ñTake you partners for...ò; I took off like a rocket.  Anyway, Jean and yours truly 



were prancing around the floor to the music of the Grand old Duke of York.  In this 

particular dance, when the lead couple end their set, they must form an arch with their 

hands and arms, under which all the following couples must pass.   

 

Disaster loomed.  A slightly naughty variation of the dance had evolved, which meant 

that the couple forming the arch prefixed their minds on a suitable pair and as they 

passed beneath, dropped their arms and trapped them.  Before they were allowed to 

escape, the captured pair had to kiss.  Ah, yes!  You guessed well.  Jean and I and oh 

yes, I kissed her!  I didnôt dare do less, for the eyes of my buddies were upon me, 

judging me.  I didnôt dare do more, remembering the brooding presence of the 

Reverend Lowrie.  But what a satanic atrocity this innocent kiss must have seemed to 

the super pious agent of the Wee Free Church of Scotland.  The man went berserk! In 

the short space of five minutes, we were all expelled from the church hall and out in 

to the cold darkness and the hall lights were extinguished.  The party was well and 

truly over.  The company was irate and the daggers of rage were flying in MY 

direction.  Jean had managed to convince everyone that I had forced myself upon her.  

I took off smartly.  Even my pal Neil was against me that evening but I have a notion 

that a wee twinge of envy may have had a part to play there. 

 

Funny thing was, I never partnered Jean again, not in any capacity.  We remained 

quite friendly though and perhaps there never really was a spark there.   

 

The war went on and on...... 

 

There was a Wednesday night in the year of nineteen forty-one, when a German 

warplane flew low and northward past Lochside, following the steel of the railway 

line.  It was soon evident that it was no mere reconnaissance, for later that evening, 

the infamous Lord Haw-Haw proclaimed on a German news bulletin that a large rail 

junction in the southwest of Scotland had been destroyed by Luftwaffe bombing.  In 

fact, our enemy visitor had dropped one bomb on Kirkconnel, eight miles down line 

from New Cumnock, and had wrecked the gable wall of the local Co-op building.  

Only one death recorded ï a pet rabbit.  Mind you, the pilot was a few scant yards 

wide of his target, which had been the railway.   

 

 
The Afton Buildings which was destroyed by fire in 1963 

 



Life went on as usual for the remainder of the week and on Sunday, Neil and I, in our 

Sabbath best, attended the B.B bible class as was expected of us.  The weather was 

nice, which was just as well, for in spite of there being a bus service, we were on 

shanksô pony, having as usual, spent our bus fares on something or other.  It wouldnôt 

have been sweets, chocolate, oranges or ice cream, for they werenôt available in those 

days.  Anyway, the benediction from the Reverend Andrew still ringing in our ears, 

we made our way along the loch road and over the Nith Bridge.  For the benefit of the 

new generation, back then there was loch and marshland on both sides of the highway 

between the smiddy and the Nith.  Turning left after the Afton Buildings, we made 

our way along the farm road alongside the railway to Waterside Farm, where auld 

Fitzie plied his trade.  Fitzie (Mr.  Fitzsimmons) was a cantankerous old fella, who as 

far as I know never harmed a soul in his entire life.  Not that his character has 

anything to do with this tale. 

  

Continuing past the farm, the track veered right, emerging on the north side of the 

railway via an underpass, and then left again for a short distance, hugging the railways 

boundary fence.  I noticed a Sunday gang at work on the railway track, where it 

passed by a piece of bog land, which was triangular in shape by virtue of the fact it 

was where the old colliery line veered away from the main line, heading right.  I was 

aware that Ned Smith was the ganger (he was my St.  Andrew first aid instructor too). 

 

NOTE: The old colliery line went to Paddy Waddellôs pit 

 

I saw a small rectangular hole in the bog.   

ñAhò I said, ñThereôs where Fitzieôs been burying the sheep!ò 

This is a common occurrence on sheep farms.  The animals die for many reasons and 

small graves are dotted all over the sheep country.  Commonplace or not, boys are 

curious creatures by nature, and that small hole exerted enough pull to have us 

eventually standing one either side of it.  A germ of puzzlement now entered my 

mind.  Something about the hole in the ground didnôt quite match our first assessment.   

ñNeilò I exclaimed, ñthat dirt hasnae been dug oot ï itôs been splashed oot!ò 

ñAyeò came the response, ñMaybe itôs a bomb?ò  

Well we looked and peered down into the black, murky depths of the water, which 

had seeped in from the surrounding bog and filled the hole.  There was nothing to be 

seen.  Soooooo.  ï we went and fetched some boulders and yes ï you guessed it, we 

proceeded to throw the said rocks into the hole to discover if indeed there was 

anything hard down there.  We were only eleven though! 

 

ñWhat are you doing Bobby?ò  It was Ned the ganger sticking his head over the 

railway fence. 

ñWe think there is a bomb in hereò replied Neil brightly. 

Nedôs eyes fell for the first time on the mysterious hole; his eyes popped, his mouth 

fell open, his face went a deathly shade of pale and I swear his hair stood on end.  His 

right hand gripped, knuckle white on top of the fence wire, his left was rigid and 

emphatically pointing in the general direction of Lochside ñget tae hell oot oô there 

and bloody fast!ò he roared.  ñGet yersel hame and tell yer faither and naebudy elseò 

he continued.   

Seeing Nedôs agitation, we did get ourselves out of there and bloody fast as well.  

Upon arriving home, I told Mum and Dad and not another soul.  I am sure that Neil 

would have put Mr. Sloan the farmer at Creoch in the picture too.  Boy did we feel 



ever so important though.  We knew a MILITARY SECRET!!  Next day at School, I 

went among the other kids, full of self importance.  I was entrusted with a state secret 

and my lips were sealed.  Then came school dinner time.  There was a strange array of 

motor vehicles lined up in the vicinity of the police station.  Was it the Bomb 

Removal Squad?  What a commotion this had caused in the town!  Rumour upon 

rumour, speculation was rife and of course a certain two young lads felt that they were 

the most significant secret agents in the whole of the allied war effort against the 

Nazis.   

 

In the afternoon we headed back to our classes.  Some humdrum subject or other was 

interrupted suddenly by a knock on the door.  A very authoritative knock it was too.  

Miss Lees, bless her, opened the door to reveal the stern and imposing figure of 

Sergeant Leslie, our local police supremo. 

 

ñIs Bobby Rogerson in this class?ò 

A concerted gasp of awe and surprise from the class and an extremely puzzled look 

from Miss Lees ï ñwhat have you been up to Rogerson?ò All she got was a sheepish 

grin in response to the question.  I recall vividly, my triumphal progress down the 

centre aisle of the classroom, across the floor in front of the blackboard to the door 

where the Sergeant laid his big hand upon my shoulder and escorted me beyond the 

ken of the wondering class.  Neil was waiting in the corridor with a big cheesy grin 

across his face.  Sergeant Leslie I am sure, knowingly and with secret enjoyment, fed 

our swollen egos like crazy.  He practically had us believing we were war heroes.   

 

We were informed by him of the following:- 

 

There indeed was a bomb.  It was of a type which if hadnôt detonated within nine 

hours of impact; it was never going to explode ï EVER!  Moreover, since a 

continuous and copious flow of water impeded their recovery effort, the bomb squad 

decided to leave it in peace.  So to this day, beneath a small a patch of green rushes 

and a willow bush, which grew to eradicate the small hole, there lurks a German 

WW2 bomb.  Over fifty years have passed but I can still take any curious visitor to 

the spot and point to it with pinpoint accuracy.   

 



 

A sound is in my ear today 

And playful fancies with it throng 

It follows me and all the way 

It haunts me like a snatch of song 

 

And it is this; an upland gleam 

Of sunshine such as warms and thrills 

The tinkle of a quiet stream 

That broke the stillness of the hills 

 

 

Alexander Anderson, Kirkconnel 1845-1909 

 



 

Chapter Four ɀ Of Seasons, Fish and Folks Old and New 
 

 

The changing seasons predictably dictated corresponding cyclic variations in our 

habits and in our interests.  In memory every winter season brought frost and snow.  

Perhaps it is wise to reiterate in memory!  In reality, the winter season varied in its 

weather patterns over the years.  The human mind, when engaged in retrospection, 

tends to recall the events and circumstances which gave pleasure in past experiences, 

and to exclude the mundane and even more so, the episodes of grief or pain.  So it is 

that I appear to remember each winter as a season of sledging, snowballing, ice 

skating and curling on the frozen lochs.  Much enjoyment ensued when the loch ice 

became thick enough to carry our weight.  Skates were on occasion produced and 

more often than not, were bound in ramshackle and precarious manner to our booted 

feet.  They werenôt strictly necessary however, for in those days boots were tackety.  

That is to say that all the boots worn by the lads of this period had rows of steel studs 

or tackets embedded in the leather soles.  Additional wear resistance was provided by 

a toe plate and a heel shod of similar steel.  Those boots were serviceable and being of 

all leather construction, durable and were worn for everyday activities.  They served 

for school, for football or roaming the hills and for the ever popular kick the can.  

They were also excellent for sliding which often took place on a frosted pavement, 

school playground or the dark ice of the frozen lochs.  Therefore skates werenôt an 

essential piece of kit for our games on ice.  Indeed on the 100 yard slides, which 

provided some of the high points of our enjoyment, skates would have been a 

hindrance.  Tackety boots were the ideal vehicle for speed and effortless performance 

of the various hunker sliders, spins etc. which were included in our repertoire.  If a 

game of hockey was suggested, then skates ruled the roost.   

 

Curling óThe Roarinô Gemmeô was played by Dads, Uncles and much older brothers.  

The venue was Creoch Loch.  A curling match was an occasion of excitement and 

celebration, usually coinciding with Christmas or Neôerday.  I do not propose to go 

into a lengthy description of the game of curling as it is so often featured on TV these 

days that such an explanation would be superfluous.  However, one thing can be said, 

the relative decorum displayed by the modern televised participants, bears little 

resemblance to the raucous, noisy, alcohol accentuated matches between the country 

dwellers, celebrating their festive seasons with great cries of ñsweep, sweepò or more 

often ñsweep ya bugger!ò, and all this to get their team mate to guide the granite stone 

on target.    

 

 Many a sore hip or indeed ósair erseô was in evidence in the opening days of each 

succeeding year; the direct consequence of indulging in Johnny Walker, Long John or 

Cream of Barley, coupled with the inherent tendency of tackety boots to slip on the 

frozen ice.   

 

Always there was a sneaking sadness in my heart when the thaw came; the ice 

became a sheet of grey water once more and winter resorted to its more normal 

succession of raw, windy days and dark scudding clouds, which carried cold, squally 

sleet, hail and rain showers.  Days more suited for welly boots, warm raincoats and 



woollen balaclavas.  Mumôs Scotch broth and tatties and stew were a welcome sight 

indeed when we toddled home from school on such darkening days.   

 

Then one morning, a balmy feeling would come on the breeze, no clouds, and no frost 

and white snowdrops giving way to daffodils.  We would all be aware that spring was 

upon us and King Winter toppled from his hoary throne.  The month of March, 

although never warm, often brought a final vicious blast of arctic fury from the north 

Atlantic.  The season would be changing, the birds pairing off to build their nests, the 

crows usually first.  Mainly they would be found in social groups.  They would prefer 

to build their nests in groves of tall trees, often using the same nests year after year 

and filling the air with their ócawingô racket as they fluttered and fussed around the 

tree canopy.  The old folks; and Dad was no exception, used to insist that crows 

started their nest building on the first Sunday in March.  How on earth the crows 

knew it was Sunday and not Monday or indeed, any other day, I was never able to 

figure out.  The blackbirds werenôt far behind and the Lochside yew trees were a 

likely choice for them, since the evergreen thickets were there during all seasons.  As 

March closed and April days began, the shrill, whooping cries of the peewit became 

part of the warming season.  Their activity was first witnessed by the appearance in 

the fields of the small, saucer like scrapes, which were the tentative beginnings of 

their nesting.  Back then, there were thousands of them.  It was a poor day without a 

doubt, if an egg hunting person, failed to collect in double figures.  It was common 

then for many of the villagers, to roam the countryside, gathering ópeesiesôô eggs to 

supplement the somewhat unappetising wartime rations.   

 




