
History of the Village 

 

The village grew up around the Castle of New Cumnock or Castle of the Black Bog 
as it was sometimes called.  The Castle stood on the site of the present day Arthur 
Memorial Church and when the ground was cleared to build the house of Mrs Harvey 
Sloan across from the Church, the foundations of the castle were uncovered at the 
side of the church walls.  The Castle would be predated by a fortified Crannog with a 
moated walkway to the Shilling Hill or Leggate area. 
 
The Castle itself is dated from the 14th century and is shown on a map circa 1325, 
this map is in the Bodlean Library in Oxford.  In the earliest map of the village the 
Castle is called Kumuck  Castle and in a 17th century map by Timothy Pont the name 
is spelled Kumnock .  The mail family of the Castle were the Dunbars, but I won’t 
elaborate on this, as the family history has been well covered in the book by Thomas 
Murray – The Castles of New Cumnock.  However, it is recorded that the last two 
occupants of the castle were two old ladies of the Dunbar family. 
 
In 1307 Edward the second, King of England arrived at the castle with a vast army 
but after some weeks, he returned to England.  Through the years the spelling 
gradually became the modern day spelling of Cumnock and this name applied to the 
area which is now Old and New Cumnock.   
 
The original parish of Cumnock was divided into two parishes on the 11th of July 
1650.  What is now New Cumnock was given the larger land area of approximately 
48,000 acres but was more thinly populated.  In an old guide book of Scotland 
published in 1821 the page which gives the route from Glasgow to Dumfries we 
read, ‘On reaching New Cumnock we cross the River Nith and on the right are 
the ruins of Black Castle’ as the Castle was sometimes known.  However, a ruined 
Castle at this time was looked upon as an ideal source of building material and who 
knows in some of the older houses of the village there may be built a datestone or 
even a marriage stone with a crest of the Dunbar family. 
 
One of the other Castles of New Cumnock was Waterhead Castle which sat on the 
southwest bank of the River Nith on the Dalmellington side of the village near to 
Craigman and Waterhead farms and in 1974 the site was partly excavated by 
members of New Cumnock Local History Group.  In the course of the excavation it 
was found that the Castle had been of the Fortified Tower style and was roughly 50ft. 
By 30ft. With a tower in the northeast corner, where part of the spiral staircase may 
still be seen.  A graphite marker was found among the large whinstone foundation 
stones.  This marker may have been used to illustrate to the masons how the work 
was to be done.  Frome papers in the Carnegie Library we note that the Chalmer 
family were the residents and owners in the late 1500’s and that Janet Chalmer, 
Lady of Waterhead was to be married to John Cathcart whose family also held the 
lands of Fardenreoch, not far from Waterhead.  When the Castle was abandoned, is 
not known, and there is every possibility that the stones from Waterhead Castle 
would be used to build the nearby farms of Wee Riggend, which is now totally 
demolished and the farm of Waterhead near to the site of the castle.  
 



The name Castle William is to be seen in many of the maps of the Afton Valley area 
and on the Armstrong Maps of Ayrshire for the year 1775 there is shown a symbol 
for a Castle near a large rocky outcrop which is also known as Castle William.  No 
foundations are to be found in the immediate area of the rock but it could have been 
a turf and timber structure adjoining the large rock and after being abandoned it 
would rot down into the surrounding grassland leaving no trace.  Blind Harry the 
Minstrel mentioned in one of his ballads that William Wallace spent some time in this 
vicinity and it may be that the rock was a meeting place for Wallace and his men, or 
that they used the rock as a lookout tower as it has an all round view of the valley. 
 
At that time the whole valley would have been a loch, which covered the area from 
Corsencone right through the valley to Dalricket Mill, Waterhead and through by 
Lochside and the Lowes to the Borland Mill area but through the centuries with mud 
and gravel being carried down by the burns on the hills surrounding the loch, it 
gradually filled itself in and became an immense marsh.  The water had also been 
held back by a natural rock formation or geological dyke near to Corsencone on the 
bottom side of the present day March Bridge.  This was removed I believe in the 
middle 1800’s and thus allowed the water to drain away more easily and quickly.  As 
the water receded, the village spread a little farther from the shelter of the Castle and 
small croft type farms appeared on the land previously covered with water.  These 
small farms would barely have had a subsistence, the ground being ill drained and 
sour, the surplus if any would be absorbed in the village. 
 
This lasted for many years and only changed when farmers began to realise the 
advantages of draining and the use of lime to sweeten the soil, gradually the low 
lying land became the rich grasslands of today.  A leader in this field was Sir Charles 
Menteith who patented his own Three Draw Kiln for the burning of limestone to turn 
into valuable fertilizer for the spreading on the fields.  The remains of one of the Kilns 
can be seen at the site of old limestone quarries behind Mansfield Hall Farm.  It is in 
a fairly good state of preservation and is often mistaken for the ruins of a castle, 
another of the Kilns can be seen at Craigdullyeart and is dated “1837”.         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Minerals and Mining 
 

Coal 
 

Coal itself was mined from very early times from the out-crops and small Bell-Pits.      
The method of working Bell-Pits was to dig down to the coal seam and then dig out 
as much coal as possible before the roof gave way and the air ran out.  Another pit 
would be started nearby and the old one filled in with waste from the new but it 
wasn’t until the 1700’s that commercial coal production really began with the forming 
of the The Afton Mining Company at Straid on the New Cumnock – Dalmellington 
road, using the new road built by McAdam of Craigengillan.  On the other side of the 
valley at Mansfield, Sir Charles Stuart Menteith was mining in the Grieve Hill area, 
much of this coal was opencasted as it was only two or three feet under the surface 
of the peat.  Part of this seam was known as Noah’s Ark, owing to the shape of the 
seam.  The coal from these workings was sold in Dumfries, Annan and Lochmaben 
from a stowage site in Sanquhar to which Menteith built s cart or bogey road for 
easier haulage of the coal. 
 
This roadway was made up of two rows of limestone blocks approximately 18 inches 
square and seven or eight inches thick with a central hole with a large wooden 
“dook” or plug which came into use when the rails were laid on to the blocks.  The 
rails had a matching hole through which a six inch handmade nail was hammered 
into the plug holding the rails in place.  The rails were four feet long, nine inches 
wide and three quarters of an inch thick with a bottom flange which fitted snugly to 
the edge of the blocks and a rail on the top side to guide the wheels.  This roadway 
was also graded and enabled heavier loads to be pulled fairly easily.  The roadway 
can still be seen and at one place runs parallel to the old road to Kirkconnel.  Some 
of the stones of the roadway can also still be seen. 
 
Over the years coal mining expanded to mines at Bridgend, Craigman, Marchburn, 
Polqhuirter, Coalburn and Auchincross.   It took the opening of the Railway in 1850 
to create a boom in coal sales in the South West.  The first of the larger companies 
to take advantage of this was the Bank Coal Company formed in 1863 and the 
Lanemark Coal Company formed in 1865, both were eventually taken over by the 
New Cumnock Collieries Ltd in 1909.  These collieries were Nationalised in 1945 
and at that time consisted of Knockshinnoch, Bank, Seaforth, Burnfoot, Coalburn 
and Bridgend.  There have been many more collieries in the area over the years.  On 
old maps of the village and the surroundings, mines are shown at the Coupla 
Rottenyard, Muirfoot Burn, Connel Burn and Polqhuirter Burn.  Even on where the 
garages used to be on Farden Avenue and one at Dalricket Mill, Riggfoot, South 
Boig Farm and Marchburn.  The railway came through the New Cumnock area in 
1850 but it had not been an entirely smooth passage.  First, the nearest it came to 
New Cumnock, was in 1848 when the section of railway from Kilmarnock to 
Auchinleck(Horscleugh) was opened on August 9th 1848 and Dumfries to Annan and 
Gretna on August 23rd of the same year.  It took over a year to raise the finance for 
the remaining sections Dumfries to Closeburn on October 18th 1849 and the last 
stretches were opened through to New Cumnock and Auchinleck by the end of 1850.  
It was named the Glasgow and South Western Railway Company, this being an 



amalgamation of the Glasgow, Paisley, Kilmarnock and Ayr Railway and the 
Dumfries and Carlisle Railway. 
 
The railway bridge crossing the old toll road just below the Bowes Cottage is built 
with girders from the Vulcan Foundry, Kilmarnock and the girders are stamped with 
the date 1850, the year they were made.  It may interest readers to know that 
Alexander Anderson, the poet who wrote under the pseudonym of ‘Surfaceman’, 
worked as a labourer on this railway in the 1870s.  One of his most notable poems is 
‘The Bairnies Cuddle Doon’, at one time this poem was a must at all school concerts 
and parties. 
 
One of the most outstanding features of the railway was the building of the 
Ballochmyle Viaduct in 1846 to 1848 and at that time it had the largest masonry arch 
in the world.  A larger one was built some time later in Austria but it was destroyed in 
World War Two, so the Ballochmyle Viaduct is still the record holder at 181ft in 
diameter and 161ft above the bed of the river. 
 
 

Iron Ore 
 

The development of iron ore in the parish was undertaken in 1847 by a group of iron 
merchants from Yorkshire who had been convinced of the possibilities of a fortune to 
be made in iron based on reports from the Houldsworths of Dalmellington who 
convinced them that there was an area of high quality ironstone just waiting to be 
exploited.  A set of furnaces were built near to the banks of Connelburn and the 
company transported the coal by a tramway from Straid, the iron ore and the 
limestone from the mines on Brockloch.  The actual furnace had two blowing engines 
capable of blowing seven furnaces, this was in the hopes of future expansion.  The 
company also built an office, foundry, workshops and dwelling houses for their 
workers and managers many of them from Consett in Durham.  This area was 
known as the Furnace Rows.  This area has been opencasted and now there are 
virtually no remains of the iron ore foundry or spoil heaps to be seen anywhere, the 
reports had been ill founded and by 1857 the company( despite building a railroad 
from the iron ore mines at Beoch where they obtained a better quality ironstone) was 
offered for sale with a loss of over £100,000. 
 
 

Limestone 
 
Limestone has been worked for almost as long as coal, it was used as a fertiliser 
after being burned in the lime kilns.  Using burning, broke up and softened the 
limestone thus enabling it to be scattered on the boglands and lower hill slopes and 
along with drainage, helped to turn them into arable and pasture land.  Burned 
limestone was also an essential ingredient in mortar and would predate an 
agricultural use of limestone by many hundreds of years.  The mortar made from 
Mansfield and Benston Limestone had the unique property of being able to bind 
under water making it invaluable in bridge building.  The caverns of Benston 
Limeworks are vast and are among the oldest and largest in the country and are well 
worth a visit but only under the guidance of a properly trained guide.  Limestone was 



also worked at Craigdullyeart, Lanehead,  Polquhirter Burn, Westpark, Mansfield and 
High Polquheys. 
 
 

Clay 
 
Clay was mined extensively at Wellhill and Benston and between Whitehill Farm and 
Dalricket Mill Farm and was used to supply the many brick and tileworks in the area 
including Cumnock Potteries.  There are brickworks and tileworks ( NOTE Some 
works made both tiles and bricks) at Wellhill early 1800s, Lanemark 1860s, 
Straid1830s, Bank 1930s to 1960s and Afton Bricks 1890s onward.  The last local 
brickworks was Afton Brick and Tile Works at Fordmouth which was also used as a 
munitions store during the Second World War. 
 
There was also a clay mine just below the Antimony Mines, the clay was extracted 
and taken to the machinery on the edge of Polshill Burn.  This machinery was 
operated by a water wheel which drove a long horizontal shaft which in turn, through 
a series of teeth and pinion gear wheels, drove a large paddle type mixer.  The clay 
was emptied into the paddle tank and the paddles in turning broke up the clay and 
liquefied it so that it could be pumped( by a pump also geared off the shaft) down to 
the drying sheds at Meikle Westland.  The works were known as the Nithsdale Tile 
Works. 
 
 

Lead 
 

Lead was prospected for, in many parts of the parish and a trial mine was driven on 
the west side of Afton Water about two and a half miles south from New Cumnock, 
but the only commercial lead workings were on Dalleagles Burn on the old Afton 
Estates.  There are a larger number of mines and shafts and possibly two smelting 
points.  The remains of one of the smelting points can still be seen, with the chimney 
flue running uphill for 150 feet from the base of the chimney.  A large circle of stones 
which would have formed the base of the chimney are still visible.  The long flue was 
necessary to take away the poisonous fumes which contained (among other 
chemicals) Arsenic.  There also the remains of a number of small reservoirs all 
interlinked by a series of water collecting channels.  The water would have been 
used in the separating process and possibly to operate a Stamper and Bellows for 
the Smelter House.  The Dalleagles mines were started in 1790 and employed a 
fairly large number of workers including many Englishmen, possibly experienced 
lead miners brought up especially to train the local workforce.  It is assumed that the 
lead was melted from the ore and made into moulds suitable for carrying on pack 
ponies.  There are still good ore specimens to be picked up in the river bed and at 
various spoil heaps in the vicinity of the workings.  It is hoped that in the near future 
that a plan can be drawn up showing the extent and the layout of these works and 
the methods used to extract and smelt the lead. 
 
 

 
 
 



Graphite 
 

Graphite was found at Craigman in a small mine there and was described by John 
Smith, a historian and geologist of the 1800s as a six foot eight inches coal seam 
baked by an intrusive basic sill.  He also stated that microscopic diamonds had been 
found in the mine on Christmas Day 1894.  The Graphite mine had first been opened 
around 1750 and worked intermittently for over 100 years.   
 
The last men to work there were William Sanderson, father of Matt Sanderson, Afton 
Road and Jack Harris both of Coalburn village.  They worked for themselves ‘part 
time’ during the first World War.  When iron making was started in Ayrshire, an 
attempt was made to manufacture graphite crucibles for use in iron and steel making 
but the quality of the graphite did not allow this.  The mine had a brief reprieve during 
the first World War when for a time it was re-opened to supply graphite for battleship 
engines.  For this purpose, the graphite was mixed with grease to form a heavy 
lubricant for steam pistons. 
 
 

Copper 
 

Little is known of this mine, other than its location on the banks of Dalleagles Burn 
just above the farm under a yellow sandstone outcrop.  It is assumed that the copper 
was worked by monks from the monastery which was somewhere in the Dalleagles 
area.  The position of the mine is shown on a map circa 1740 in the possession of 
British Coal.  Mr Goudie, one time of Dalleagles Village and Dalricket Mill Farm, told 
me that as a boy living in Dalleagles Village he and other boys would take candles 
and go a fair way into this mine which at the time was still open.  It is now rubbled 
over. 
 
 

Antimony 
 

The antimony mine on the slopes of the Knipes, south of New Cumnock was worked 
from approximately 1830-1864.  The mineral was used in a variety of chemicals and 
old fashioned medicines and more importantly in the manufacture of pewter, being 
80% tin and 20% antimony.  Good specimens can be found in the spoil heaps in the 
vicinity.  The ore was taken by horse sledge to Kirkconnel and from there to be 
processed.  In the same area is a spot marked on the Ordnance Survey as 
Fountainhead.  This was where the piped water for the village originally started on its 
way to the small dam on the side of the Garepool Burn near to Patterson’s Well and 
piped from there to the village. 
  
 

Freestone 
 

Freestone or building stone occurs all over the valley and is mainly whinstone and a 
gold coloured sandstone.  Both were used extensively up until the late 1920s.  One 
of the big quarries for freestone was at Quarrel Quarry on the boundary of Gatehead 
and Mansfield Farms.  The name Quarrel is an old Scots word for a quarry.  British 



freestones are generally sandstone or limestone. (Introduction to Geology by E.B. 
Bailey and J. Weir, 1939) 
 
 

Antiquities 
 

There are many signs in the New Cumnock area relating to the ancient peoples who 
inhabited the valley and surrounding hills in prehistoric times.  The oldest signs of 
course are the sites of burial mounds, possibly of tribal chiefs and priests of ancient 
and forgotten religions.  If there are any battle sites they are yet to be found.  These 
people were buried with great ceremony in cairns of various styles and designs.  
Burial mounds have been found at Polquheys, Meikle Creoch and Polquhirter all 
containing human bones, mostly calcined, sometimes just buried loose in the ground 
under the cairn and sometimes in small urns of fired clay.  When workmen were 
removing gravel from a sandpit between the Lowes and Lochside they found two 
Pigs, as the urns were called, one very large containing a stone and the smaller one 
filled with human bones. 
 
There is also a mound on Ashmark Farm called Buchanny Cairn but there are no 
records that I can find relating to its ever being opened.  In 1834 a farm servant dug 
up a small earthenware jar which contained a number of coins.  The value of the 
coins was very small and were of the reign of Edward 1st of England and Alexander 
of Scotland.  The farmer, a Mr George Rankin of Whitehill, where the coins were 
found,  came into possession of some of the coins but the farm servant kept the 
remainder.  A much more important find was made in Glen Afton when the shepherd 
of Over Blackcraig was walking along a steep and rocky piece of ground near the 
edge of the River Afton.  He heard a tinkling noise by his feet and looking down he 
saw a golden gleam among the grass.  He bent down and found a hoard of gold and 
silver coins:- 
 
Gold, Scottish: St Andrew’s: various 18, lions 21, half lions 2 
Silver, Scottish: Robert II Edinburgh groats 4 
Siver, English: Edward II London half groats 10 
   Henry V London groats 11, half groats 5 
   Henry V Calais groats 22, half groats 18 
   Henry VI Calais groats 44, half groats 10 
   Henry VI London groats 6 
   Henry VI bad (i.e. counterfeit) groat 1 
   Henry VI London heavy groat 1 
 
The majority of the coins went to the British Museum and the remainder to the 
Antiquarian Museum in Edinburgh.  The shepherd was allowed to keep one gold and 
one silver coin as a momento and was also given a reward of £85.  This sum of 
money in 1882 was a considerable amount and was of great help to the shepherd 
and his family in the hard and lonely life they lived in the wilds of Glen Afton. 
 
There are no clues as to how the money came to be there or who had hidden it.  It 
may have been the treasure of Castle William, a castle reputed to be in the area of 
the rock known by the same name less than a mile from where the coins were found.  
 


