


You will see from the included flyer that our 2015 exhibition is open.  A great deal

of preparation was made for it by Dr Bartholomew and the committee and the

exhibition  covers  much  of  the  existence  of  the  church  from  early  times.   Dr

Bartholomew has made a discovery about the age of the central communion table

which is described in his article about the early church included in this newsletter.

The weekend of 4th and 5th July will be one when there will be several events

marking the 200th anniversary of the current church building.

On the 4th there will be two walks around the village, led by Mrs Anna Campbell,

the morning one being at 10.30 and the afternoon at 2.30.  It is anticipated that

these walks will take about 2 hours.  Why so long – after all it is just down one

side on the street and back up the other side. Indeed, really a very short walk but

lots of stories of bygone days from the seventeenth century onwards together with

the places  associated with them and the walks  will  culminate  in  a  cup of  tea,

reliving an afternoon in 1910 at the Knowe.

On the 5th a communion service will be held in the church at 3pm.  Communion

will be given around the central table.  Beforehand a soup and sweet lunch will be

held in Lagwyne Hall between 1 and 2.30 and all are welcome.

On August 22nd there will be a guided walk to the leadmines and more details will

be given in the summer newsletter.

Membership.

Our thanks to all those who have renewed their subscription.  Some have added a

donation, either in a monetary form or thoughtfully in stamps for the postage of

newsletters.  We are very appreciative of all help.

Winter enquiries.

A request came from a lady wanting to find out about Mary Louisa Cannan, the

daughter  of  Reverend Thomas  Cannan,  minister  here  between 1826 and 1832.

Mary Louisa  became the tutor  to  the family of  Isambard Kingdom Brunel  the

world renowned mechanical and civil engineer.

Another came asking for information about John Laing born at Garryhorn about

1842, the son of William Laing described in the 1841 census as an agricultural

labourer.  In 1860 John went to South Africa where he became a member of the

South  African  parliament  and  a  member  of  the  Cabinet  serving  under  Cecil

Rhodes. The town of Laingsburg is named after John Laing
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THE PRE-1815 CHURCH BUILDING

By Reverend David Bartholomew

The Statistical Account of 1845 tells us that Carsphairn Church was built around

1815 and extensively repaired in 1837, but unfortunately, there are no surviving

records, to our knowledge, of what work was done at these two times. 

This year we are celebrating the bicentenary of a significant building event in the

history of Carsphairn Church but we are unsure what work was actually done at

that point. We are fortunate to have one of the few surviving central communion

tables in a Scottish kirk, and a particularly fine example of one. Can we shed any

light on when exactly this table was constructed?

The First Statistical Account of 1793 tells us that the church at that time was small

and in tolerable repair. Do we have any other information on what the church was

like before 1815? There are extensive minutes of the Presbytery of Kirkcudbright

going right back to 1700 and some of these minutes in the 1700s give lengthy

reports of planned work on the church and sometimes report that the work was

completed satisfactorily. It is just a pity that no minutes around 1815 have survived

and there is no mention of Carsphairn Church building in the Presbytery minutes

around 1837.

The first church on the site was built around 1636, nine years before Carsphairn

was created as a new parish by Act of Parliament. We know little about the church

building in the early years. We know that the church had a bell, which was gifted

to the church by its minister John Reid in 1723. 

From the surviving church accounts of 1737 we know that the church had a slate

roof at that time, and that lime was required for the church. The church officer was

paid  for  carrying  ‘fogg’ to  the  church.  ‘Fogg’ was  moss  which  was  used  for

packing walls to keep out draughts. It may well be that the church had dry stone

walls and was not cemented at this stage. Unless, that is, moss was used instead to

cover the floor as a simple form of carpet, for in 1738 there was a call for the

church to be divided and we must presume that there was no fixed seating in the

church at that time. 

The heritors said that they would sort out the seating themselves, but would allow

the Presbytery to decide where the communion tables, the minister’s seat and the

baptism room should be placed. We are told that at this time the pulpit was on the

north side of the church just to the east of the north door, and the proposal was to 
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allow a space six feet  wide and ten feet  long to the east  of  the pulpit  for  the

minister’s chair and the baptism room. The baptism room must therefore have been

designed to be a small cubicle with walls no more than waist high. The current

church is aligned roughly east-west and, if we assume that the earlier church had

the same alignment in those days, the pulpit must have been located on the long

wall of the church. There is no evidence however that this proposed plan was ever

carried out.

Towards the end of the ministry of William Boyd the ruinous state of the church

and  manse  prompted  some  of  the  heritors  in  1769  to  call  for  a  meeting  of

Presbytery in Carsphairn to discuss necessary repairs to the church, manse and

churchyard  dyke.  By  July  1770  the  church  and  manse  had  been  repaired

satisfactorily and a further request was put forward for seating the church and the

dividing up of the building. 

Later that month a meeting was called at which workmen were invited to come

forward with estimates of the cost of the proposed works. James Wight and his son

James, wrights (joiners) in Dalmellington, gave a quote of £14 sterling for building

a new pulpit,  minister’s seat,  elder’s seat and reader’s desk. They also gave an

estimate for constructing east - west aligned communion tables in the kirk, at a

cost of £4 6s 7d. This would fit with a number of parallel tables arranged end to

end up the centre of the church, the same as we currently have, though there is no

mention of the tables being boxed around and provided with benches. They also

quoted £39 13s 4d for seating the whole kirk, leaving an unseated portion at one

end 14ft wide for the pulpit, minister’s seat, elder’s seat and reader’s desk, and at

the  other  end  3ft  wide,  and  leaving  a  gap  up  the  middle  6ft  wide  for  the

communion tables. It is interesting that the current gap up the centre is only a few

inches short of 6ft.  The gap between the front of the main pews and the pulpit wall

is just short of 13ft, and the width of the seated portion on both sides (including the

aisle)  is  13ft  6in,  so  it  would  seem that  in  a  broad  manner  these  plans  were

implemented at some point.

At the same time Alex Rae and James McNeil, masons and wrights at the Mains of

Kenmure, New Galloway, gave in an estimate for rebuilding the churchyard dyke

of £6 3s 4d. It was proposed that this should be 3ft 9in high and capped with a

layer of turf. Lime was required for cementing the stones together and timber for a

wooden stile.

The Presbytery accepted these quotes. However some of the heritors objected to

the plans for the seating of the kirk. They said they were happy for the building of

the pulpit, minister’s seat, communion tables and churchyard dyke to go ahead, but
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they  requested  the  Presbytery  to  divide  up  the  rest  of  the  kirk  amongst  the

individual heritors and allow them to provide their own seats with their own timber

and workmanship.  The Presbytery seems to have been unwilling to accept  this

protest. 

The October 1770 meeting of Presbytery in Kirkcudbright  appointed Mr Boyd

factor, to oversee all the work being done and allowed him 10% of the cost of the

work  as  a  fee,  ordering  the  heritors  to  pay  their  proportion  of  costs  by  next

Candlemas (2 Feb). In November Mr Boyd complained to Presbytery that some of

the heritors were giving him trouble. In April 1771 he asked for another meeting to

take  place  at  Carsphairn  to  try  and sort  the  whole  matter  out.  The  presbytery

appointed a meeting for 18th April, but unfortunately there are no minutes of that

meeting preserved. Mr Boyd died on 3rd February 1772.

The next minister,  John Campbell,  asked for his manse to be repaired in 1774.

There is no mention of any work requiring to be done on the church. We might

assume therefore that the construction of the communion tables had gone ahead, as

well as the division of the church and the installation of fixed seating. We can be

fairly sure that the central communion table was constructed by the Wight family

of Dalmellington, as the family business continued into the 19th century. 

In 1779 Mr Campbell said the manse office houses were in a ruinous condition and

required to be rebuilt, as also the churchyard dyke. The fact that the churchyard

dyke required work done on it suggests that that work had never been done. Mr

Campbell died on 28th May 1780.

In 1784 the new minister Samuel Smith called for various repairs to be done to the

kirk, manse and office houses, and also to the churchyard dyke.  The workmen

called to inspect the church declared that to make 

…..the church decent and comfortable the outside walls should be rough cast, the

lead upon the gutters and the slates in several places mended and tagged, that the

inside  walls  must  be  plastered  anew  with  one  coat  and  the  roof  oiled  and

plastered, that the door in the aisle must be shut up and a new door opened below

the window in the gable; that the window in the east gable must be enlarged to

give more light to the church; and that the floors in the areas must be paved. 

The Presbytery agreed that these repairs should go ahead and the heritors seem to

have been supportive also, though there is no record in the surviving Presbytery

minutes of the work being done. The proposal that the door in the aisle be closed
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off suggests that the main entrance into the church was still at that point in the

centre of the north wall (as described in 1738) and that there was a short entrance

aisle into the church between the new pews. At this time the main entrance was

moved to the west gable end of the church, where the main entrance remains today.

In  1806 the  minister,  Henry  Currie,  requested  further  repairs,  including  a  few

repairs to the church. It was recognised that repairs to the skew stones and some

slates was required and that a skylight window needed to be laid round with lead,

presumably to stop water getting in. No major works however were proposed.

After using the Presbytery minutes to document work done on the church prior to

1815, I had a major breakthrough in my research. The Kirk Session minutes rarely

provide any information on the church building, instead being preoccupied with

documenting individuals brought before the Session for the sin of fornication. 

I  decided  to  check  the  Session  minutes  for  the  1770s,  and  as  suspected  they

provided no information of relevance. However I had forgotten that the church

accounts from 1772 to 1782 are also preserved and they provide some invaluable

information. 

We find that on 26th Aug 1775 table linen was purchased for 19s 11d and nails for

the tent for 5d, and at the beginning of September Joseph Biggar was paid 1s 6d

for mending the tent and 1d for nails for the tables. At first I thought that the box

around the communion table was called the tent, but I later concluded that the tent

was  in  fact  a  pulpit  erected  in  the  open  air  for  outdoor  services  during  the

communion season. 

On 25th September James Couper, a mason in Carsphairn village, was paid 1s 6d

for mending benks (benches?) and 1d for nails. Then on 30 th October we find that a

woman was paid 6d for washing the table linen. On the income sheet for church

offerings we find that there were services on Thursday 31st August (which was a

fast day), on Saturday 2nd September (the preparation day before the sacrament), on

Sunday 3rd September (the day of the sacrament) and on the Thanksgiving Day

(Monday 4th September).

We  know  from  other  sources  that  the  sacrament  of  communion  was  never

celebrated in Carsphairn Church during the ministry of William Boyd, who was

never accepted by the vast majority of the parishioners. 
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His successor, Rev. John Campbell, was ordained in Carsphairn Church as minister

on  25th March 1773 and at  his  induction a  pointed question was  asked of  the

heritors as to whether they had proper utensils for administering the sacrament,

such as cups, tables, benches and table linen – to which they replied ‘Yes’. 

It is possible that there were still the old communion tables, thus enabling them to

answer ‘yes’ to this question. It is also possible that the new communion table had

already been built. It seems most likely to me however that, after the lapse of 16

years during which the sacrament had never been celebrated, the beginning of a

new ministry was the incentive for a new beginning in other ways too. 

The heritors decided to press ahead with the building of the new communion table,

along with benches, and also with the seating of the kirk. When all was ready they

purchased a brand new linen cloth for the table and also had the outdoor pulpit (the

tent) mended so that they could cater for the large crowds they expected to gather.

After a busy period of several years this all culminated in a special communion

season  with  the  sacrament  celebrated  around  the  new  table  on  Sunday  3 rd

September 1775. At the last moment there was a need for a few finishing touches

with extra nails to make sure everything was just right. 

From  the  accounts  we  can  see  that  in  the  period  between  1772  and  1782

communion was celebrated three further times – on 15th December 1776, 27th July

1777 and 18th July 1779, on all occasions with a fast day, preparation day on the

Saturday, Communion on Sunday and thanksgiving day on the Monday. On the

last two occasions the fast day was on the Wednesday rather than the Thursday.

There  are  two  other  mentions  of  the  table  linen  being  washed  (by  a  Marion

Mitchell) and also mention in August 1777 of the use of 306 pennies worth of nails

to  repair  the  tent  and  forms  (?pews)  at  a  cost  of  £3  3s.0d.  We  also  find  the

following intriguing account for 20th July 1779: ‘To cash for ale for the workmen

who built the tent - fourpence halfpenny’.

There is a helpful confirmation of the fact that fixed seats had been installed in the

church in  a  Kirk Session minute  of  March 1787.  It  would seem that  after  the

moving of the entrance door to the west gable that was proposed in 1784 a gap one

seat wide was left where there had been a short entrance aisle from the former

north door. The Kirk Session had applied to the heritors to erect a seat in that gap

for the benefit of the poor of the parish, which had been done in November 1785.

However it  would seem that this  seat had been little used by the poor and the

Session decided instead to make the seat available at a rent of eight shillings a

year.
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So what work was done in 1815? It would seem that the central communion

table had been constructed in the 1770s and the seating in the kirk installed

at that time also. But light within the kirk was clearly insufficient, despite a

number of skylights in the roof. In 1784 it would appear that the only other

light came through one centrally placed window in each gable end – hence

the desire to enlarge the window in the east gable. I therefore conclude that

the major building programme centred on creating three large windows on

each side of the church. These were probably matched by three windows on

each gable end. Early photos of the west gable show two windows and a

central entrance to the miner’s gallery. This entrance to the miner’s gallery

would probably have taken the place of a central window at the west end.

These improvements would have transformed the church, allowing light to

flood in.

--------------------------------------------------------

Extracts from Kirkcudbright Advertiser Friday, January 18th, 1867

Carsphairn  Sabbath  School –  The  annual  meeting  of  the  scholars

attending this school took place in the school-room on Thursday evening of

the 10th inst., when they were entertained to tea with a distribution of fruit.

On the centre of the table stood a large Christmas tree adorned with fruit

and  other  juvenile  delights.  Small  books,  one  for  each  scholar,  were

likewise attached to the tree and the whole brilliantly illuminated. On one

end of the school, and occupying the whole breadth of the room, the words

“Happy-New-Year” were tastefully and beautifully formed with evergreens.

The Christmas Hymn being sung, and a blessing asked by the Rev David

Welsh,  who presided,  the children  enjoyed a  hearty tea,  after  which Mr

Welsh shortly and appropriately addressed them on thankfulness to God and

gratitude to  parents.  After  enjoying some amusing recreations  with great

jest, and the contents of the Christmas tree being distributed among them,

they were dismissed smiling, having been very happy during the evening. –

Cor 
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