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"My task is to try to organise some plan of campaign to have 
these papers arranged and catalogued, so that some enthusiasts in 
the future will be able to build up a picture of society in this 
area during the past three or four hundred years. 

"These papers were in a large basket hamper, exposed to 
damp, moths, mice and dust. They have lain in this condition, 
evidently untouched by human hands, for a long period of years. 
Some are parchments permeated with dust. Many items are 
very fragile and require careful handling. The first thing I had 
to do was to get them ironed out to be thoroughly dried, and 
where necessary rubbed with bread crumbs to take off the dust of 
ages. Many of them had to be repaired. To show the labour 
involved I may mention that one long roll, over 20 feet in length, 
took nearly five hours to clean and repair." 

M1·. Kerr went on to describe how he started visiting all the 
lawyers' offices in Saltcoats to collect used foolscap envelopes, 
in which the documents could be stored, with particulars of the 
enclosures noted on the back of each envelope. Mr. Kerr's next 
step was to collect a number of old tin trunks and deed boxes, 
which were adapted for holding the envelopes. To assist him in 
all this work Mr. Kerr approached a number of local persons who 
were "co-opted, conscripted or, as some suggest, press-ganged " 
into assisting with the work, and this little group Mr. Kerr 
christened " the Auchenharvie Brotherhood." 

It is to be hoped that this great project initiated by W. D. Kerr 
will continue despite his death. Undoubtedly the Auchenharvie 
Papers once they are catalogued will provide a mine of information 
for future researchers. They are of more than local interest. 
They will illuminate the story of the growth of Saltcoats from 
the time of the original crofters who were granted their 999-year 
leases in 1555 ; they will throw light on the history of t he 
Cuninghame family ; and they are of particular interest to the 
economic historian, touching as they do on the development of the 
coal industry and associated projects. 

Some months before his death Mr. Kerr passed on to the 
Editors a number of Auchenharvie documents for their examination. 
Dr. John Strawhorn has selected several items and presents them 
with some annotations, as an example of the material to be found 
among the Auchenharvie Papers, and as a memorial tribute to 
W. D. Ke:rr.

' 
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TuE .DOCUMENTS 

The documents which follow all relate to Robert Reid 
Cuninghame, who held Auchenharvie from 1770 till his death in 
1814. The estate 1 with its small mansion-house of Sea bank is in 
Stevenston parish. In 1678 it had been inherited by Robert 
Cuninghame, ·who initiated large-scale mining, sinking what was 
possibly the first deep coal pit in Scotland, installing saltpans at 
Saltcoats, creating Saltcoats harbour, building Seabank; but 
requiring to dispose of the greater part of the barony of Stevenston 
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to recoup himselt. After his death in 1715 his successors continued 
his work, installing in 1719 a Newcomen steam engine-the second 
in Scotland-and a larger one in 1732. When in 1770 Robert 
Cuninghame's great-grandson, Robert Reid, succeeded, he assumed 
the name of Cuninghame and proceed with a series of new projects. 
He entered into partnership with the owner of Ardeer estate, 

l Auchenhn.rvie Castle from which the family took their designation was in Stcwarton 
Parish, anrt the name Auchcnharvir was latterly attached to their property in 
Stevcnston. 
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