
146 

L e a v i n g L o c h B r o w n we reach the Skeoch R o a d at the tunnel 
a n d t u r n east towards Mauchline. There were three Mossgiels on 
this road : two alone remain now W e s t Mcssgiel, tenanted a 
hundred years ago b y Thomas Brownl ie a n d s t i l l in the possession 
of his descendants; E a s t Mossgiel, tenanted for a hundred years 
b y James W y l l i e a n d his descendants. T h i s was the Mossgiel of 
Rober t B u r n s . 

Passing the B u r n s Memorial we are now on the N e w R o a d a n d 
most easi lv approach the Castle or P r i o r y b y Loudoun Street and 
the Avenue . T h e prior>^ of Mauchline w i t h its tithes a n d pertinents 
belonged to the Monks of Melrose who also held the extensive 
barony of K y l e s m u i r and B a r m u r e i n that parish.» 

Here at this building, the headquarters of the Monks of Melrose 
i n this place, we f ind a fitting terminus to our journey along the old 
Monks ' R o a d . 

Chalmers, " Caledonia," Barmuir is in tlic parish of Tarbolton and extended down to the 
water of Tail close to the site of the old Monastery of Failford. 
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Three Letters of George Dempster. 

T h e following three letters were wr i t ten i n his old age b y George 
Dempster of Dunnichen, M . P . for the For far and F i f e burghs 
from 1761 to 1790, whom B u r n s , i n his " E a r n e s t C r y and P r a y e r , " 
eulogised as " a true-blue Scot . " T h e y should properly have been 
printed i n the last chapter of the Letters of George Dempster to 
Sir Adam Fergusson, which I pubhshed i n 1934, since they were 
w r i t t e n to S i r A d a m ' s nephew and heir, James Fergusson, who 
succeeded as 4 th baronet of K i l k e r r a n . I did not, however, 
discover them among the unarranged papers at K i l k e r r a n t i l l 
several years later. E v e n at this date it seems worth while to pr int 
them as a supplement or closure to the Dempster-Fergusson 
correspondence a n d as characteristic specimens of Dempster 's 
epistolary style . 

T h e letters were wr i t ten when Dempster was over 80, a n d are 
a l l overshadowed b y death, ac tual or imminent . Dempster 's 
contemporaries are dropping off and he recognises that he must 
soon follow them. H i s simile of his old age as a battlefield w i t h 
fal len comrades a l l round h i m was a favourite w i t h him.i 
D u r i n g the year preceding the first letter he had lost his wife a n d 
h is niece, Harr ie t Soper-Dempster, and this letter's immediate 
occasion was the death on 10th November, 1810, of S i r A d a m ' s 
sister, Helen , the widow of S i r D a v i d Dal rymple , L o r d Hai les . 
She was also the mother-in-law of James Fergusson, whose first 
wife had been his first cousin, J e a n Dal rymple , after whose death 
he marr ied Henr ie t ta D u n c a n . See Note (2) below. 

The J e a n or Jane Dal rymple here mentioned, however, is a 
s l ip of the pen for Chris t ian D a l r y m p l e , L a d y Hailes 's step­
daughter (daughter of L o r d Hai les b y his first wife) , who inherited 
Newhailes and l ived t i l l 1838—dying a genial old lady who w a s 
wont to observe (being both a weal thy heiress and a hunchback) 
that " for the honour of m a n k i n d , she h a d never had a proposal 
of marr iage." " C h a r l o t t e " is Dempster 's niece, Mrs. Charles 
B o d d a m . 

* * * 
George Dempster to James Fergusson. 

Dunnichen b y For far , 

im November, 1810. 
M Y D E A R SIR, 

O n m y return to this place yesterday I found your favour 
of the 10th instant conveying the melancholy tidings of L a d y 
Hai les . I regret this loss, and condole w i t h y o u most sincerely 

<1) See Letteri, pp. 321, 327. 
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on the occasion, and with Miss Jean [sic for Christian) Dalrymple, 
Sir Adam, and Lord Hermand, to all of whom I request you to 
signify my condolences when an opportunity offers. We are strange 
inconsistent beings. We are as certain her innocent soul is gone 
to heaven, where there is no sorrow, as that it has left this world, 
where there is nothing else ; and yet we mourn the change. I 
regret dissolution of the parental and filial connection between the 
deceased mother and surviving child. Lady Hailes and Miss Jane 
(sic) Dalrymple. They set a bright example, and afforded a rare 
instance, of what good hearts improved by a virtuous education 
can do, by converting the novercal relation, the cause of so much 
domestic misery, into the tenderest tie of nature—mother and 
child. I regret it never was my good fortune to see the parties 
during Lady Hailes's widowhood. But old as I am, it may still be 
my lot to witness as bright an example, of the same kind, and in 
the same family.2 The branch ingrafted into it, is from our best 
Angus stock ; and not degenerated, or the world is much mistaken. 
I t is seldom given to telling lies of the good-natured kind. I thank 
you for your condolence with me in the late wreck of my family. 
For these last ten years, such a letter could at no time have come 
amiss. During that period Death has robbed me almost of every 
thing that would have render'd my life happy, and my old age 
supportable. Your sister my child, her husband, their son,^ and 
now the last of my brother's progeny, Harriet. My own dear wife, 
after a union of thirty-six years. I have buried my sweetheart 
and my nurse just when entering on my second toothless childhood. 
But time must deaden our feelings, and a repetition of such losses 
render us as callous as grave diggers, I am ashamed to say. I 
enjoy at this present moment good health and good spirits. I f 
you come to Lundie House perhaps you'll push on another stage. 
I ' l l try to wait for you, but don't delay too long for fear—• 

Your affectionate friend, 

G E O R G E D E M P S T E R . 

Charlotte is with me and begs to be remember'd to you. 

Dempster's next surviving letter to James was written on 
receiving the news of the death of Sir Adam, his friend for nearly 
his whole lifetime. Sir Adam had died, after a long illness, early 
in the morning of 25th September, 1813. 

Dempster alludes to James's three children by his first wife and to their stepmother, his 
second—Henrietta, whom he had married in 1804, second daughter of Admiral Viscouw 

Jean Fergusson married Dempster'.s half-brother. Captain John Hamilton Dempster, and 
had one child, George, whom Dempster had wished to make his heir. They all died 
between 1798 and 1801. 

(2) 

(3) 
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Dunnichen, 
2Sth September, 1813. 

M Y D E A R S I R JAMES, 

Your favour of 25th instant has just reached me. I t 
would fill a volume to give vent to my feelings for the departure 
of a friend with whom I studied law sixty-two years ago 4; 
accompanied to London ; travelled twice with, over the continent 
of Europe ; sate together many years with, in Parliament; we 
visited Staffa, and the Hebrides, together, and I cannot recollect 
that any circumstance ever interrupted our friendship, during the 
long period of its duration. I shall therefore be silent on the subject, 
and proceed to congratulate you on succeeding to the ancient 
honours of your family and its fortune, and to wish you an aug­
mentation of the one, and much happiness and contentment to you, 
and Lady Fergusson, in the enjoyment of the other. Had not my 
sand glass been nearly as low as your uncle's, I should think it a 
duty, and a pleasure, to pay my respects to you both on this 
melancholy occasion—one of you the heir to my friend, the other 
the daughter of the best and greatest man our country has produced 
and the companion of my still earlier studies. We were both flogged 
by the same school master.^ May God bless you both. Farewell, 
my dear Sir James. I have the honour to remain with affection' 

Most respectfully yours, 

G E O R G E D E M S T E R . 

P . S . — I pray my affectionate respects and condolence to Lord 
and Lady Hermand, and Miss Fergusson« and Miss Dalrymple, 
whom I co(n)jecture to be at Kilkerran. 

* * * * 

B y the time of Dempster's next letter. Sir James had already 
embarked on the course of uncalculating expenditure in which his 
uncle Lord Hermand was to pull him up less than two years later. 
He was enlarging Kilkerran House, projecting ambitious improve­
ments to the estate, and, as this letter shows, treating his wife to 
a gay season in Edinburgh. 

The nephew to whose death Dempster alludes at the beginning 
of the letter was Lieut. Col. Thomas William Gordon, 3rd Foot 
Guards, who had died a prisoner of war in France. He was the 
son of Thomas Gordon of Balmaghie, who married Dempster's 
sister Agnes Augusta. 

(4) At the University of Edinburgh. See Letters, pp. 3, 5. 
(5) Admiral Duncan and Dempster were born within eighteen months of each other and both 

received their first education in Dundee. 
(«) Catherine, only surviving daughter of Sir Adam's brother, Charles. She later married the 

Rev. Leslie Moodie, minister of Inveresk. 
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Dunnichen, Forfar, 
29,th December, 1813. 

My address St. Andrews. 

M Y D E A R S I R JAMES, 

I thank you for your favour of the 23rd instant inclosing" 
Captain Blair's letter. I t gives a fuller and more accurate account 
of the premature fate of m}- favourite nephew, than I have reason 
to believe his brother and heir, Captain James M(urra3') Gordon 
of the Navy, has as yet received. I have therefore sent it to him. 
I consider human life as a battle of 70 or 80 years' duration, in the 
course of which all the combatants are, to use Mr. Windom's 
expression, are kill 'd off. Bonaparte is a corporal, compared to 
General Death. I write this on a drum head, with wife, brothers, 
sisters and nieces all lying dead in heaps around me, and expecting 
to be order'd every minute on the forelorn hope my self. 

I wish you, Lady Fergusson and family many happy returns 
of the season ; and a full enjoyment of the fashionable round of 
amusements of the capital, for the short while within which they 
are bounded. I assume some authoritj- over Lady Fergusson, and 
must restrict her ladyship to one dinner, three routs, and two balls, 
and one supper in the 24 hours. I t would be a proof of insanity 
if a K . B . and his lady did not run stark, staring mad, for six weeks 
every winter. Besides how could the industrious tradesmen, and 
women, born to no inheritance, but their heads and hands, share 
in your ample hereditary possessions, and vindicate their grain ? 
I n proportion as your purse lightens, you return to the solid 
Kilkerran senses. Then plant, drain, farm, build. Cultiver une 
terre—planter une arhre, faire tin enfonce.—The Gentoo 
commandments. 

I heard of your being in Angus last summer, when I was there. 
But you'r(e) not obliged to visit church yards, and charnel houses, 
eve(r)y visit you pay your living friends. Believe that with sincere 
respect I have the honour to be 

My dear Sir James, 

Yours and Lady Fergusson's 

most respectfuU, &c., &c., &c., 

G E O R G E D E M P S T E R . 

JAMES FERGUSSON. 
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T h e Ayrshire Commissioners of Supply. 
Local Government in the 18th and 19th Centuries.* 

By Thomas Hamilton, M.A. 

Author of " Poor Relief in South AjTshire, 1700-1845." 

INTRODUCTION. 

The investigation of county local government in Scotland during 
the 18th and 19th centuries is a very complicated problem on 
account of the number of unco-ordinated agencies of local govern­
ment which then existed. " At intervals of time," one writer 
informs us, " the Crown had set up sheriffships, royal burghs, 
justices of the peace, commissioners of supply; a baronial origin 
marks the regalities and baronies, with their dependent ' unfree ' 
burghs ; and the Reformed Church had taken a hand in the work 
through its kirk sessions."i These earlier agencies were further 
increased by the establishment, during the 19th century, of 
such important local government units as Parochial Boards 
and School Boards. The fact that any one duty was, as a 
rule, shared sometimes by even more than two agencies adds to the 
investigator's difficulties. We find this divided responsibility in 
poor relief administration where heritors, kirk session, justices of 
the peace, presbytery and Commissioners of Supply al l played some 
part ; it is found also in the field of education where heritors, the 
Church and the Commissioners of Supply shared in the work. 
Similarly the Commissioners of Supply themselves were associated 
with various other agencies : with the justices of the peace regarding 
roads, with the freeholders regarding rogue money, with the Church 
regarding education, and with the Lord Lieutenant regarding 
military matters. To furnish a complete picture, therefore, of local 
government in any one county, and to elucidate clearly the inter­
relations of the different agencies, the records of all the agencies 
would require examination. Despite the consultations which must 
have been necessary between one agency and another, no reference 
to friction has been found in the records which the writer has 
examined ; no doubt one factor which contributed to the 
harmonious working of a complicated system was the fact that 
many individuals were members of more than one agency. 

* The Author has pleasure in acknowledging his thanlts to Mr. Thomas Pate, Clerk to A y r County 
Council, who kindly granted him access to the Minute Book of the Ayrshire Commissioners 
of Supply. Altogether there are eleven Minute liooks extant, and they cover the period 
1713-1879, with two gaps 17i')8-1774 and 1807-1812. The Author is also grateful to Mr.. 
J . E . Shaw, former U e r k to A y r County Council, who read the proof sheets and oflercd 
useful suggestions. 

(1) E . S. B a i t and G. S. Pryde, " Scotland," p. 180. 
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