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Name, Situation, Extent, Soil. And Surface.
The name of the town, parish, and county of Air, belonged first to the river, and was 
derived to them from it.  It is probably of Celtic origin; for, according to the information of a 
gentleman skilled in the Irish language, Ahre signifies thin or shallow,and is truly 
descriptive of the water of Air compared with the neighbouring water of Dohn, now Doon, 
which, flowing out of a large lake , is furnished with a more deep and copious stream.  
There are two towns of the same name in France, Aire in Artois, and Aire in Gascony, 
which, no doubt, have the same etymology.  The ancient name of this parish, as appears 
from some old papers , was Are; the modern name is Air or Ayr.  It is situated in the county
of Air, presbytery of Air, and synod of Glasgow and air. Its form is quadrangular. The west 
side side , about a mile and a half long, is bounded by the sea; the north, about 3 miles 
long, by the river Air; the forth, about the same length, by the river Doon; the eastern side 
is fully 4 miles long, bounded by the parishes of Dalrymple and Coylton. For a mile and a 
half   south of the town, the country is quite flat, and the soil sandy.  It is nearly the same 
on the north side of the river, and the rise is but small for two miles more. On the east the 
rise is gradual and beautiful for two miles and a half.  The soil is for the most part deep, 
much improved of late, and in general , sandy. There are some sunk rock; but they are not 
dangerous.

Climate and Diseases. – Sea air , upon the whole, is rather moist, owing to the clouds, 
which are wafted by the south-west wind from the Atlantic Ocean.  With a west wind, which
is often the case, little or no rain falls upon the parish of Air; the clouds being broken on the
highest point of the  Isle of Arran. About the time of the Equinox, there are frequently high 
winds.  In Spring, there are often long tracts of cold winds, which blow from the north-east 
and the north. Though the climate is  salubrious  in general, yet persons of a consumptive 
habit ought to dwell at a distance from the parish of Air.  A sea voyage gives the best 
chance of recovery.  The common distempers incident  to children prove less fatal here  
than in neighbouring towns. No fields can be more commodious for walking, or the 
healthful exercises of riding and golfing.  Wise parents send out their children early to sport
upon turf full of different sorts of clover, particularly the yellow and the white.  Once or 
twice within their 40 years, a dangerous sore throat, accompanied with a putrid fever, has 
been epidemical.

Lakes and Mineral Springs – There are two small lakes, one toward the south-side, name 
Carleny, and the other at the eastern extremity, called Loch Fergus, which is mentioned in 
the town's charter about  600 years ago. It appears  that some considerable edifice has 
stood in its vicinity, out of the ruins of which several houses have been built. It has a small 
isle in the middle, and probably,was a herenry.  In this lake are pike and eels, but few trout.
There is a mineral spring on the north side  of the river, found out near 50 years ago, and 
still used by a few poor people. It comes from a mixture of coal and iron, and  has been 
thought efficacious in several disorders.

Fish. – Haddock and cod have been very plentiful on Air coasts since the herrings left it;  
Mackeral has been scarce for some years past; Soals and turbot are rare.  White fish are 
generally sold at 1d. per English pound.  The price of salmon in January, and till the month 
of March, is between 6d. and 3d. . per hundred.  Sail fish of large size are sometimes 



taken, whence are got oils for tanners.  The season for white fish is through the whole 
year, except about six weeks , from the end of March till the beginning of May, old stile.  
When herrings were caught at the mouth of Air river , a lamp  was usually placed there. 
This lamp was of great use in preventing ship-wrecks; and the loss of several lives, and 
loaded vessels, at the end of the year 1789., may be imputed to the want of it.

Cultivation and Produce – Very little ground in this parish now lies waste or common. 
Between 80 and 90 acres, free to every burgess, for feeding milk cows, was lately 
enclosed. About 20 acres of common was feued from the town, little more than 30 years 
ago, at  L 112 Sterling, with 18s.9d. Of feu-duty. Being brought into good tillage, and finely 
planted, it sold in 1790  L.  1100 Sterling.  Thirty years ago there was much heath towards 
the east; it is now green, or yielding crops.  Sea-weed is thrown in plentifully by winter 
storms, and much used in manuring land. Marle, in the higher grounds, is got in 
abundance, and is of great advantage, as there is little lime but what is imported from 
Ireland.  Oats are sown from the end of February to the end of March; peas and beans are
sown in April;barley in May and June.  Wheat sown before winter is commonly first reaped,
towards the end of August. The parish is scarcely  able to supply itself with provisions, as 
appears from importations, and no great decrease of price.  Little flax is raised, at least for 
sale. A considerable quantity  of artificial grasses is raised with great success.  Most of the 
wood in the parish is young, but thriving well.

Population. – It appears from the records of the Sailors Society, that , when wine was 
imported at Air from France, the population was much greater than at present. When a 
plague broke out here, near 200 years ago , according to tradition, about 2000 died.   In 
1745, the inhabitants were reckoned about 2000. The return to Dr. Webster, in 1755, was 
2964 souls.  Trade since that time revived, particularly tobacco which added considerably 
to the population.  Inclosing took place much about the same time; and in the years 1747, 
1748. 1749, and 1750, the herring fishing was great;  Sailors, coopers, &c were of course 
numerous.  Upon the whole, the inhabitants have been increasing sensibly, though not 
rapidly, for more than 30 years past. The number of  examinable
persons in the parish, reckoning from 7 years of age and upwards, is 3400.  Of these there
are 3000 in the town, and the remainder in the country. The number of souls may therefore
be stated at about 4100 souls.
Many of the inhabitants are between 70 and 100 years of age.  One walked to London 
after his 100th year; another above 100 died a few months ago.

                         Abstract of Births, Marriages, and Deaths, at different periods.
        Years                        Births.                     Mar.                               Deaths.

M.         F           Tot.                               Men.   Wom.    Chil.    Tot.

1664 – 5              146        128         274
1688 – 9              128        131         259            34
1698 – 9                91          88         179            41
1715 – 16              82          97         179            31
1734 – 35            100          90         190            42                 39         49        39        127
1745 – 46              90          86         176            49
1756 – 57            112         107        219            54
1767 – 68            112         133        255            66                 33         41         45        119
1777 – 78            168         110        278            59                 38         48         60        146
1788 – 89            117         113        230            89                 47         45         65        157
There are about 600 inhabited houses in the parish. The number of  heritors is about 60.  
There are 2 ministers of the Established Church, 2 Moravians, 1 Episcopalian, and 1 



Methodist. There are two physicians, 3 surgeons and apothecaries, and about 16 writers. 
The seceders amount to about 50 or 60.   

State of the Poor – Weekly collections, and other parish funds, put it in power of the 
session to distribute L. 100 per annum.   The town gives  L. 30,  the sailors L. 10, the 
writers L.5,the merchants L3; and other small corporations contribute to the extent of L.14 
or 15; besides which, there is a half year's  float  of L. 50.  The session retains , for 
occasional charities among poor tradesmen , and others, about L. 20. If any part of this 
fund is saved at the end of the year, it is added to the funds of the Charity-house. This 
house was built by subscription in 1756, and is fit to receive 60 persons; but as many 
pensioners prefer a small weekly allowance out of the house, there are seldom more than 
40 in it. Alderman Smith of Londonderry, born at Air, left L. 100, several years ago, to 
purchase land for poor house-keepers. This charity has proved very seasonable. Provost 
Cochrane of Glasgow, born and educated at  Air, left likewise L. 100, the interest of which 
is appointed to be given to a reputable burgess's widow or daughter during life. An 
infirmary and bridewell are much wanted.

Price of Labour and Provisions: – A labourer, with a wife and 5 children, is able to earn 7s. 
per week, and sometimes a little more. At an average, he purchases 3 pecks of meal, and 
a greater quantity of potatoes, half a cart of coals, and soap to the value of 2d. per week; 3
stone of wool, at 7s. 6d. The stone, for clothing, and 10 lib. Of lint, at 10d. per lib. per 
annum. His wife's attendance on the children prevents her from earning much.  This may 
serve as a general specimen of the wages and expences of a labourer's family. A 
shoemaker, if industrious, gets from 1s.2d. to 1s. 8d. a day;  a mason from 1s.3d. to 
1s.8d.; a wright from 1s.3d.to 1s.9d.; a taylor 1s.2d. T he price of provisions is more than 
doubled within these last 50 years. Beef and mutton is now from 4d. to 5d. per lib. Lamb is 
from 1s.3d. to 2s.6d. per quarter; pork 6d. per lib; veal from 4d.to 6d; pigs from 2s.6d. to 
3s; geese 2s; ducks from 9d.to1s; chickens 4d. and sometimes less; rabbits 9d; butter 
from 6d.to 8d. per lib; cheese from 4d. to 6d; wheat from 21s. to 25s. per boll.;  barley from
18s. to 20s; oats from 16s. to 18s. 

Church and Stipend – The present church was built in 1654, and is kept in good repair by 
the magistrates.  The old church, stiled St. John Baptist's, was converted by Oliver 
Cromwell into an armory; for which he gave an allowance of 3000 English marks to build 
another. It was in St. John Baptist's church that the parliament met to confirm Bruce's title 
to the throne. Records of their sederunt show, that numbers of the nobility could only sign 
their initials. The  senior minister's living, including the glebe, is about L.130 per annum. 
The King is patron. The town generally allows the senior minister 12 guineas for a house.  
The legal stipend of his colleagues would scarcely amount to L. 75; but from regard to him 
who at present fills the charge, the magistrates and council, besides allowance  for a 
house, have added a sum which makes his stipend L.105. The town council and session 
are patrons.

Miscellaneous Observations – There are no volcanic appearances in this parish, unless 
large rocks, and fragments of rocks, which have numerous indented stones, or metals of 
different kinds, be considered as such.  Various figured stones and petrifactions have been
found in the parish. There is a considerable quantity of moor-stone lying on the surface of 
the ground. The free-stone lies rather deep.  Some houses in the town let at L.20, but a 
greater number between that sum  and L.10.  The rent of the salmon fishery in the river 
Doon is L. 80; that in the river Air a little less.  The markets here are good. The common 
fuel is coal. The price paid at the pit, per cart, is from 2s.3d. to 2s.6d. The one pit is half a 



mile distant, from the other rather more.  That at Drungan, in the parish of Stair, though a 
little dearer, is undoubtedly the best. According to tradition, there was a battle fought, 
before the Christian aera. In the valley of Dalrymple, in which two Kings, Fergus and 
Coilus, fell. It is added ,that Lochfergus takes its name from the former, and the river Kyle 
from the latter. Thither Coilus, it is said, was pursued and slain.  The village of Coylton, 6 
miles east of Air, likewise is said to derive its name from him. It has been supposed that 
Dalrymple, Dale-rai mel,signifies the valley of the slaughter of kings. There is a cairn of 
stones in the midst of the valley. In June 1734, a ball of fire passed through two opposite 
windows of the newest steeple, broke one end of the bell bomb-joist, and then descended 
to the street, but did no more harm. A boy in the neighbourhood was killed by another ball 
of fire. Perhaps the only inundation that deserves notice happened in 1739, attended with 
a great storm. This raised the river much, and forced ships of considerable burden quite 
out of the channel.

    26 APPENDIX.

Some additional information having been received, with regard to the population of the 
town and parish of Ayr, inserted in the first volume of this work; and also respecting the 
parish of Newton upon Ayr, which is included in this volume; it is thought proper to add that
information, by way of Appendix.

1. AYR
State of the Population of the Parish of Ayr, distinguishing the Number of Inhabitants in  
the Town and Country, their Age and Sex, the Natives of the Parish, and those born 
elsewhere. – From a Survey ,taken in the Year1791, by Mr. L. McKechnie, Session Clerk 
of Ayr.

Inhabiting the Town.
Males Females Total Born in  Born 

        the Parish else where
Under the age of 10     405                   429
From10 to 60              1108                 1517
         60 to 70                 83                   149
         70 to 80                 60                     73
         80 to 90                 17                     28
         90 to 100                                          2

      Carried over          1673                 2198              3871                1838               2033
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Brought over               1673                 2198              3871                1838               2033

Inhabiting the country
Under 10                         85                    81
From 10 to 60               254                  292
          60 to 70                 17                    23
          70 to 80                 14                      3
          80 to 90                   4                      1
          90 to 100                                         2



   374                   402               776                   299                 477
       Total  2047                  2600             4647                2137                2510

List of the 9 incorporated Trades of Ayr, distinguishing the Number of Masters, 
Journeymen, and Apprentices, employed in each – From an Account taken by the 
Convener, in November , 1791.

Masters         Journeymen Apprentices Total
Hammermen                    24                  16                                24                             64
Weavers                           61                  89                                36                           186
Dyers                                 6                    4                                  2                             12 
Tailors                              32                  20                                 5                             57
Squaremen                       34                  68                               33                            135
Shoemakers                      25                  27                              10                             62
Skinners                              2                    1                                1                               4
Coopers                             12                   5                                5                              22
Fleshers                             14                 16                                4                              34
                                         210               246                            120                           576

It appears , from their records, that the Dyers and Skinners were, about a century ago , 
among the most numerous corporations, and that the Coopers were,then, more numerous,
owing to a
 considerable wine trade carried on with France.
Besides the above incorporated trades, there are, in the country part of the parish, 5 
blacksmiths, 3 cart -wrights, and 2 taylors.      

Parish of Ayr.
Some particulars contained in a second account of the Parish of Ayr received from Dr. 
McGill in 1791, just after the first had been printed off, are here inserted.

The Charter of the Burgh. –  The Erection Charter of the burgh of Ayr, was granted by 
William the Lyon; and is dated at Lanark the 21st.day of May, but no mention of the year; 
an omission not unusual in those times. It must have been between 1165 and 1214, 
probably about 1182. However, the Charter contains a grant of all the lands now 
comprehended in the parish of Ayr.

Extent and form of the Parish. – The present parish of Ayr was formerly divided into two, 
Ayr and Alloway. Ayr, including the town and Borrowfield, was a collegiate charge from the 
Reformation. The other half made the separate parish of Alloway; which, having but a 
small stipend, was, about the beginning of the present century, annexed to Ayr, and its 
stipend divided between the two collegiate ministers of that parish.  The ruins of Alloway 
church are yet to be seen. Near the old bridge of Doon.
The river Doon, near its mouth, has ,at some former period since the division of the 
country into parishes, altered its channel. For, besides the marks of its old course, there is 
now on its north side a farm of some extent, named Coningpark, which must have been 
formerly on the south side, in the parish of Maybole, to which it still belongs. It may not be 
easy to account for this alteration, whether it was the pure work of nature, or assisted by 
art. But it is certain the river now empties itself into the sea in a much straighter course 
than by its former channel.



Within a quarter of a mile of its mouth, a paper mill has been lately erected, on the south 
side, by David Earl of Cassilis; and ,a little above that , a fine stone bridge, of one arch, 
was thrown over by his brother Thomas the 9th Earl. This bridge is little more than half a 
mile below the old one; and by them are opened two different ways of communication 
between Carrick and Kyle.

Privileges, and Administration of the Burgh – The town of Ayr is the seat of the presbytery 
of that name; and enjoys, with the town of Irvine, every sixth vice of the meeting of the 
synod of Glasgow and Ayr; which convenes twice at Glasgow for once that it does at either
of the other two towns. Ayr is likewise the head of the the county; and has a fifth vote with 
Campbelton, Inverary, Rothsay and Irvine, for a member of Parliament . In shape, it has 
something of the form of a crescent, but one of the horns much longer than the other.
The administration of this burgh is vested in a provost, two bailies, a dean of guild, and 
treasurer, with twelve counsellors, two of whom are from the incorporated trades.  Their 
election is conducted as follows. Upon the Wednesday, before the Friday preceding 
Michaelmas day, the magistrates and council ( seventeen in number) meet in the court- 
hall, and elect, first , one of their number, who is denominated old counsellor, then fix new 
counsellors for the ensuing year, four of whom are merchants, and two trades; these, with 
the magistrates, and other members of the council, meet in the  same place the Friday 
following, and make the leets for provost, baillies, dean of guild, and treasurer; and upon 
the first Monday after Michaelmas day, these twenty-three members,with three deacons, 
(termed extraordinary deacons,) from three different incorporations, meet as above, and 
elect the provost, baillies, dean of guild, and treasurer, and as many members from the old
council as, with the office -bearers and new counsellors, make seventeen, which form the 
magistrates and council for the ensuing year.  The magistrates may be re-elected many 
years without intermission, the provost excepted, who must be changed at least every two 
years ;  and the magistrates,&c. remain a year in the council after going out of office.
After the election of the magistrates and council, each of the nine incorporated  trades, viz.
The smiths, taylors, weavers, dyers, squaremen, shoemakers, skinners, coopers, and 
fleshers, elect a deacon; who, with the late deacon of each incorporation, meet on the 
Saturday following, and elect a convener, who must be one of that number. These form 
what is denominated the convenor's board, of which he is president; but he is neither a 
magistrate nor a member of the council from office; but he , or any deacon, may be elected
a counsellor, except the deacons of the fleshers and coopers, who can neither be chosen 
counsellors, nor vote for the magistrates.
The revenues of this burgh vary according to circumstances; they amount, at an average, 
to L. 600 sterling per annum.
The tolbooth, with a spire 138 feet in height, stands in the middle of the street called the 
Sandgate, and very much incommodes those who pass that way, or live in its 
neighbourhood.  The hall adjoining thereto, where the judiciary and sheriff courts are held, 
is tolerably large and commodious. The town-hall, or assembly room, situated near the 
Cross, though not large, is very neat and convenient for an ordinary company. The meal 
market stands near the middle of the town, but is a great deformity to that part of the 
street. The flesh market is very well situated on the edge of the river; and is at all times 
well provided with as good meat as is any where to be met with.

Situation and Productions of the Parish – For about a mile and a half south of the town, 
and the same distance east from the sea, a flat sandy soil, with very little rising, naturally 
yielding a short sweet grass throughout the year, extends about a furlong or two in breadth
along the shore. Beyond that, the plain is generally kept in tillage, and, with the help of 
manure from the town, and sea-weed from the shore, produces good wheat, rye, oats, 
barley, beans, peas, potatoes, &c. At the east side of the plain, nearly a mile and a half 



from the shore, the country begins to rise, in several places, rather abruptly at first, but 
afterwards more gently for about two miles, and falls again at the eastern extremity, which 
is between five and six miles from the shore, or western extremity; so that the greatest 
length of the parish,from E. to W. is little less than 6 miles; its greatest breadth, from N. to 
S. is between 3 and 4 miles; and from thence it lessens gradually towards the west, till it 
comes to the shore, to one mile and a half.  The soil is nowhere rocky, but for  the most 
part deep and wet, and not very fertile naturally; yet every part of it is improvable, and 
generally much improved of late years, both in respect of crops and elegant plantations. 
There are no lime quarries in the parish; but they have lately found, in some places of the 
high grounds, a kind of blue marle, which has been used with success. There is much 
limestone daily imported from Ireland, in the coal vessels. 

Agriculture – has made great progress here, as well as in other parts of the country, within 
the last thirty or forty years. The lands of Alloway, being the full half of the present country 
parish of Ayr, were formerly possessed by tenants at the yearly rent of 1s. 3d. per acre, 
which they were not able to pay, and often became bankrupts and beggars. In the year 
1755 , these lands were sold by the town to private proprietors, who continue to pay the 
ancient rent as a  perpetual perpetual feu-duty, and the sale produced a capital of L. 7200. 
Since that period, the lands have been brought into good  cultivation, and are now finely 
inclosed , and adorned with plantations  and country seats; Rossell, Doonholm, Greenfield,
Mount-Charles, Bellisle, &c.
The lands of Borrowfield, the other division of the country parish of Ayr, seem to have  
been alienated from the town at some far distant period, when money was extremely 
scarce; for though they still pay feu-duty, it is a mere trifle, compared with what is paid for 
the Alloway lands.
There is scarce any part of the parish which is not arable, and most of  it actually bears 
crops, chiefly of oats; yet it is by no means able to supply itself, including the town, with 
provisions. Large supplies, both of vegetable and animal food, are brought in from all the 
neighbouring country,from Galloway, and often from Ireland.  Clover and rye grass are 
frequently sown with great profit.
The town has still in its possession a small stripe of pasture ground along the sands, for 
about a quarter of a mile to the S;  as also ,at some distance to the S.E. A common, of 
between 80 and 90 acres, for feeding milk cows, and free to every burgess. The greatest 
part of the common to the S. a largecircular field, has been of late inclosed with a good 
stone wall, which has immediately within it a fine race course. 
The whole land rent of the parish amounts at present to about L. 3700 sterling; and the 
extent is said to be something more than 5000 acres.
Though the climate is healthy, many examples of that extraordinary longevity, which are 
reported from other places, cannot be produced. Several persons among us are above 80 
years, and we have four at present on the borders of 90. It is said that , in the year 1745, 
one of the inhabitants, at the age of 114, walked from Ayr to Leith, and there took shipping 
for London, where he died, after a stay of only two months.  The town stands on a dry 
sandy soil, and has fields adjoining, than which, none can be fitter for walking, or for the 
diversions of racing, golfing, &c.  Everyone has access to the turf,covered at all seasons 
with a beautiful verdure, and in Spring and Summer adorned with wild daisies and other 
flowers.
The sea-shore, is flat and shallow; and the navigation of the river, where the tide never 
flows above 12 feet, is subject to the inconvenience of a bar, which at times, especially by 
the violence of the N.W. Winds, is thrown up almost quite across the mouth of it. This, 
however, is in part cleared away, when the river happens to be greatly swelled by rains; 
sometimes it is necessary to dredge it; and the inconvenience is likely to be further 
remedied, by a good stone wall, built on both sides of the river, which is now carrying on, 



and more than half finished.  Formerly the south-side of the river,beyond the Quay, was 
fenced by large triangular wooden boxes, filled with stones. But these were found to be 
very expensive, by the frequent repairs which they wanted; and therefore, an attempt has 
of late been made , and is  already far on in the execution, to procure the same  
convenience, by building, instead of wooden boxes, a wall of the same height, but entirely 
of stone, perpendicular on the side next the river, and sloping off on the other side. This , it
is hoped, will answer the same end, and be more durable. In the course of last year, there 
were built at some distance from one another , but uniting in a line when viewed from the 
bar, two reflecting light houses, to direct ships into the entrance of the river.  From the 
mouth of the river southward , nearly in a direct line, and about a quarter of a mile distant 
from one another, there lie four different heaps of large stones; of which three are always 
to be seen at about half tide, but the  fourth or northmost one, only at some very low ebbs. 
These stones, being many of them of great weight, and all of them loose and 
unconnected, are lifted by grappling irons fixed to a crane, an conveyed on pontoons, and 
are found to be useful materials for fencing the river, on both sides, by the walls formerly 
mentioned.

Fisheries – Formerly there were great herring fishings at this place,much to its emolument;
but nothing of that kind has appeared for these 28 years last past. The coast affords plenty
of salmon, at least for home consumption every year , and a great variety of excellent 
white fish, cod, ling, haddocks whitings, skate,flounders, &c.  No shell fish , except a few 
crabs and lobsters.  Cod are in season from the end of June to end of February; ling and 
haddocks are the same. Skate good at all seasons, when they can be got. The white 
fishing is mostly carried on by a society of people from Aberdeenshire, who pursue their 
business with great diligence and success; but they begin to complain of a scarcity of fish 
on this coast,  such as has sometime ago taken place on the east coast of Scotland . They
used to sell their fish for a penny per pound, till a man came from Edinburgh of late, and 
offered large them 1 ½ d. for all that they could spare. They likewise send large supplies to
Kilmarnock, Irvine, Paisley, and Glasgow.  They catch their fish by long lines with hooks 
and baits fixed on them, at proper distances, and sunk to the bottom with weights at either 
end.  The salmon fishing is managed by people of this country; and there are seven cobles
or fishing boats , usually employed with four men for each boat, three for the river Ayr, and 
four for the Doon, but more or fewer as occasion requires.  They are permitted to use six 
for each of the rivers, if needful.  The salmon fishing at the mouth of Doon, which belongs 
to the Earl of Cassilis, pays a rent of L. 90 per annum, and there is a cruive about six  
miles up the river, which pays L. 13 more. The fishing of Ayr river formerly belonged to Sir 
Thomas Wallace of Craigie, but is now the property of the society of writers in Ayr; and is 
rented at L.85, together with the payment of some public burdens, as L. 1 to the town for 
each coble employed in the fishing, and L. 2 in all to the minister of Monkton. A few years 
ago, the price of salmon, in Summer and Autumn, came as low as 1 ½ d. per pound; but 
for now, it is never under 2 ½ d; sometimes much more, especially the first in the season.

Tides, Landmarks, &c. – Sea-weed of the common kind is thrown in by the winter storms, 
in great quantities, and much used for manuring lands. The tides are very equal; and no 
remarkable currents nigh the coast, nor rocks, except those already mentioned. As for 
landmarks, the rock of Ailsa, rising like a lofty broad shouldered cone, ten miles from the 
nearest coast, serves admirably for the entrance of the Firth of Clyde; and to the south of it
, in case of a storm, there is a safe retreat in Lochryan; on the north, in Lamlash, an 
excellent harbour, in Arran. The Brown Carrick hill, 3 miles to the south of us, presents a 
noble ridge, of nearly the same length from east to west; toward the last it bears its highest
point, and from thence slopes gently down to the sea. But on its north side , it sends out, 
beyond a deep narrow valley, a bold promontory or two , contiguous to one another, called 



the Bowerhill, or, Heads of Ayr;and another  not so high about half a mile east, called
Greenan, with the remains of an old castle, on the very brink of the precipice. About 8 
miles north from these promontories, is the small flat rocky island, called Lady Isle, 
inhabited only by a few rabbits, but supposed to afford good anchoring ground on its east 
side, and therefore has of late years had two pillars erected on it, for directing ships to find 
their proper station there. Nothing, however, but extreme necessity, can induce any ship to
attempt anchoring there, be the ground ever so good, because there is no shelter above.
All these landmarks, with the steeple of the town, the tower of St. John's in the citadel, and
a large house near the shore, furnish good direction towards the harbour of Ayr.

Stones, Minerals, &c. – Of freestone we have two quarries, now working, hard by the town;
but they lie deep, and require a good deal of labour to bare them. Two or three great coal 
works, also, are carried on in our neighbourhood, but all by the same company; one in the 
parish of St. Quivox, on the Blackhouse estate, now belonging to a company in Edinburgh;
another , to the community of Newton-upon -Ayr; and the third, to a private family. There is 
little doubt but that coal might be found in our parish. The exportation of coal to Ireland is 
the principal trade carried on at this port.

Schools. –  One might form a high idea of the population of the parish from the number of 
schools that are in it. Two English masters appointed with salaries of L. 15 each, have 
each of them from 38 to 40 scholars throughout the year, at the rate of 3s. per quarter for 
every scholar. Besides these, there are three other English schools, without salaries, and 
with the same wages, and almost as numerous as the former.
For the Latin there is a master , with a salary of L.20 per annum, and 5s. a quarter for each
scholar; and the number of his scholars is generally about 40. His highest class he 
commonly instructs in the rudiments of the Greek language. The same salary is allotted to 
a master who teaches arithmetic, book-keeping, navigation, geometry, &c. Finally, there 
are two writing masters; of whom one has a salary of ten pounds per annum. French is 
taught privately by several hands.

Religious Instruction – Of religious instructors, there are , besides two ministers on the 
establishment, who do duty in one place of worship, one episcopal, two Moravians, (  a 
sect which first appeared here not much more than 20 years ago) and very lately one 
Methodist. None of their meetings are, as yet , considerable. Of professed Seceders,
( Antiburghers,) who attend a place of worship at the head of Wallace Street, in the parish 
of St. Quivox, there may be 50 or60 souls; of Episcopalians, somewhat fewer; Roman 
Catholics, none.

Physic – For our bodily health, we have one physician and three surgeons, who all, except
the first, act as apothecaries. 

Law – Ayr, being the head burgh of the county, has much law in it; and the number of 
attornies, who attend the sheriff and town courts, has greatly increased of late  years, as 
well as the causes. The former are about 16. Of the latter there are generally pending 
upwards of 200. The writer of this article heard the sheriff- substitute affirm, that during the 
last summer session he had advised no less than 300 causes.

Houses – In the town alone it is computed that full 60 new house have been built within 
these ten years, and many also in the country part of the parish. The latter have been all 
built on new ground, and several of the former. But some houses of the town have been 
pulled down, to make way for new ones. It is rare that any of them have been left 
untenanted, but two or three are in that situation this year. The ordinary rent of houses is 



from L.20 or L.25 to L.1 per annum. The number of licensed alehouses in the parish, 
including inns and taverns,  is at present 48; and it cannot be supposed that many of them 
have a salutary effect on the morals of the people. Some think it is hurtful that  good ale is,
by public assessments, rendered so dear, and bad whisky so cheap.

Church – The present church of Ayr was built in 1654; and might contain, if well filled, near 
2000 sitters. The old church, named St. John Baptist's, of which only the tower or steeple 
now remains, stood on the other side of the town, next the sea, in what is called the 
Citadel. But Oliver Cromwell, judging it proper to build a fortress at this place, for keeping 
the west country in awe, took possession of St. John's Church for an armoury, and by way 
of compensation, gave the town 1000 merks English for building another. – The walls of 
the citadel inclose about 10 or 12 acres of ground, and were originally surrounded with a 
wet ditch, which had a drawbridge over it on the side next the town. It was a very regular 
fortress, with four bastions, three wells, a magazine, a sallyport, &c; but built at so great 
expence, that the Protector, when he had the account laid before him, asked if it was built 
of silver. For it seems no stone quarries near Ayr were then known; and the stones 
employed in building the Citadel were all brought from some distance by sea, and partly, it 
is said from the castle of Ardrossan; belonging to the Earl of Eglinton. After the 
Restoration, therefore, the Earl asked, and obtained a grant of the Citadel of Ayr from the 
Crown, to indemnify him, in part, for the losses he alledged he had sustained during the 
Usurpation. At present, it belongs to the Earl of Cassillis, has a large kiln and brewery in it, 
and pays L.50 sterling of rent per annum.
Within the wall of this fortress, as tradition bears, and at the highest mount of it stood the 
castle of Ayr, which is mentioned in old histories.  And in the church of St. John's it is 
recorded , that the Parliament of Scotland met to confirm Robert Bruce's title to the throne,
when many of the nobility could sign their initials.

Stipends; – The stipends of the two colleague ministers  of Ayr were, when first modified 
anno 1638, of equal value, or nearly so; the first being payable, in beer and oat-meal, out 
of the teinds; and the other all in money, from the rent of certain milns,granted to the town 
for that particular purpose, by Queen Mary, 1567. But the progress of agriculture and 
commerce, and the consequent decrease of the value of money, have long ago made a 
great difference between them;so that the first , at an average , may now be reckoned 
worth L.130 sterling per annum, besides a glebe; while the other does not exceed L. 75 
sterling per annum. Whatever the second minister enjoys above this ,is purely a voluntary 
gratuity from the town; and the gratuities allowed at different times since the year 1761 
amount now to L.37 sterling per annum. The patronage of the first charge belongs to the 
crown; of the second, to the town council, and kirk session,jointly. Neither of the ministers 
have manses; but the town, about seven or eight years ago, granted to each of the present
incumbents L. 12:12 sterling per annum, on that score.

Provision for the Poor –  For the support of the poor we have an hospital, which was built 
by subscription about the year 1756, which is sufficient to accommodate 60 persons, old 
and young.  But many of the poor chuse rather to receive a small weekly aliment, and to 
live in houses of their own. The funds out of which they are supplied, are the weekly 
collections, which may amount to L.120 sterling per annum; a contribution of about L. 50 
sterling, from different corporations in the town, and a yearly stent or poors rate of L.100 .  
Besides all this, there is an annual distribution, amounting to L.20 sterling or upwards, 
made to reduced house-keepers, by the magistrates and ministers, about the middle of 
winter, from a fund disponed for that purpose, by Alderman Smith in Londonderry, who was
a native of Ayr.
Our Poor are, upon the whole , well provided for , a circumstance perfectly understood by 



the poor of neighbouring parishes,who therefore flock in upon us from every side, but do 
not complain of want, till they have made out a three years residence in the place, after 
which they are reckoned its own proper poor. We are likewise oppressed with unfortunate 
women, who bring forth numbers of illegitimate children, whom cannot find fathers to own, 
( these being generally sailors or soldiers, previously gone away to distant places.) and 
who must therefore be eitherr maintained by the public, or suffered to starve. We stand 
much in need of a Bridewell, for restraining these and other disorders, and the timely 
correction of smaller crimes would, in many cases, prevent greater ones.
In Ayr gaol, during the year 1790, there were 70 debtors, 73 criminals, and 40 vagrants. 

Fuel – The common fuel of this place and neighbourhood is coal;

and the price some years ago was 1s.6d. Per cart, which is at the rate of 6s. per ton; 
afterwards it rose to 1s. 8d. A cart; and this last Winter it came to 2s. at the rate of 8s. per 
ton, where it now remains. The demand of late for exportation is so great, that oft times 
scarce any left for home use.

Commerce and Manufactures – The most considerable branch of trade, from the port of 
Ayr, is as before mentioned, the exportation o f coals to Ireland. The quantity exported to 
that kingdom in the year 1790, was 8418 chalders, or 12627 tons. This trade is chiefly 
carried on by vessels belonging to Ireland, which import a considerable quantity of 
limestone, of an excellent quality. The lime when burned and flacked, is sold at 7d. per 
boll. The articles  imported from Ireland, are chiefly grain, linen cloth, and hides. Of imports
from other countries, wood and iron from Prussia and the Baltic are the principal articles.
The vessels belonging to the port are 33 in number, as follows:
  Vessels                                                                 Tons        Men
 18 employed in the year1790 in foreign trade,   1894 ¼      134
   8                                            in the coast trade,   332 ¼       29
   7                                            in the fishery,         266 ½        27
  ----                                                                      ----------      -----                
  33                                                                          2494         190
 Manufactories are not carried on to any great xtent in this parish. The principal are, those 
of leather, and of soft and hard soap.  Of the former, the average number of hides tanned 
yearly for these  last four years is 3000, and 5 to 600 dozen of calf skins. There are three 
soap manufactories, but the quantity made cannot be well ascertained. Of retail shops in 
the town of Ayr, besides a few of inconsiderable note, there may at present be reckoned 
thirty-six. Twenty- one of which are furnished with articles of grocery, four with hard ware, 
two with saddlery, and nine with broad cloth and haberdashery. A large sugar house, built 
within these last 20 years, did not continue long employed, and lies waste and useless, as 
it has done for several years past. Our weavers of all kinds, have most of their 
employment from Glasgow and Paisley. But of late there are many female children happily 
engaged in the tambouring business, which they have from the cotton manufactories.

Banking Companies. – The first banking company established here, was that of John 
McAdam and Company, which consisted of 12 members, who carried on the business  
from 1760 to 1770, with advantage to themselves, and benest to the country. The next was
the famous and well known bank of Douglas, Heron and Company, which commenced in 
1769, and continued till about the end of 1772. Upon the dissolution of that concern, 
another company was formed, under the firm of Hunters' and Company, which with a 
branch of the Bank of Scotland, now carries on all that business in this place.

Fairs, Etc. – There are two market days in the town every week, Tuesday and Friday; this 



last is the principal one. And we have four fairs in the year, one every quarter. At the 
beginning of each fair coarse raw woolen cloths, manufactured in this , and the 
neighbouring parishes, are sold to merchants from Glasgow, Paisley, &c. to the amount of 
L.4000 or upwards yearly, at the four fairs. At three of them, when the cloth market is over, 
is a large horse market, chiefly of Irish horses.
In a sea-port town, many as usual, addict themselves to a sea-faring life, also some inlist 
in the army, and many young men go abroad to push their fortunes. But no emigrations 
took place, even when they were most in fashion.
The people in general are humane and charitable, live comfortably, and are contented with
their circumstances. Their morals in many instances have suffered by the practice of 
smuggling, which is not entirely  suppressed in this place; and it is not to be doubted but 
their condition might be ameliorated, chiefly by an increase of true piety, and virtue, and 
honest industry among them.

Learned Men – History has recorded but few men. natives of this place, who were 
distinguished in the republic  of letters. Only in the 9th century it produced the famous John 
Scot, surnamed Erigena, or born in Ayr, to distinguish him from a former born in Melrose, 
and from another born in the 13th century in the town of Dunse.  Erigena is said to have 
excelled all the men of his time, in the knowledge of languages and philosophy, as also in 
acuteness of judgement, readiness of wit, and fluency of elocution. He studied at Athens, 
lived in great favour, with Charles the Bald of France, and wrote many books upon 
different points of philosophy and theology, of which some remain at this day, To him may 
be added Andrew Ramsay, better known by the name of Chevalier Ramsay, the author of 
Cyrus's Travels, and other works. And lastly, Robert Burns, the poet, born in the country 
part of the parish of Ayr, and by his genius at least, as much distinguished as either of the 
former authors.


