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From residence to ruin: re-
examining Old Auchans

Stephanie Weinraub
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Ruinous and actively deteriorating, the
castle of Auchans in Dundonald parish offers
decreasing opportunities for analysis
(Fig. 1). Most of its interesting features,
which lay at the roofline and the uppermost
storeys, were intact less than a century ago,
but have now collapsed, or are disappearing
under vegetation (Fig. 2). Nevertheless,
even when Auchans was whole, those who
examined it never agreed on the sequence
and dates of its construction. This work
briefly re-examines the physical remains,
alongside the survey evidence and assess-
ments of previous castellologists, and estab-
lishes a new paradigm for dating and
understanding the building within its histor-
ical and architectural contexts.
Although no written evidence exists of a
castle at Auchans in the sixteenth century,

and it is not noted on a map until the 1640s,
historical circumstance suggests a resi-
dence at Auchans after 1527, when William
Wallace of Shewalton received a charter to
the barony and lands of Dundonald, and
began styling himself ‘of Auchans and Dun-
donald.’ His descendants maintained the
descriptor until the barony was transferred,
possibly sold, to Sir William Cochrane
(Fig. 3) in 1638.¹  It is Cochrane’s possession
of the (presumably extant) castle that bears
the greatest physical testimony, in the form
of several date stones and initials of
Cochrane and his wife Euphemia Scott, all
of which have now gone or have become
obscured.² Date stones, of course, can be
misleading, and all further assessment of
its phasing and construction should derive
from physical examination.

Fig.1. Engraved view from NE by R. W. Billings, ‘The Baronial and Ecclesiastical
Antiquities of Scotland’, volume 1 (Edinburgh, 1845-52)
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Cochrane was a supporter of the Crown
throughout the mid-seventeenth century,
and was created Lord Dundonald in 1647,
then 1st Earl of Dundonald in 1669.³ His
daughter Margaret became the first wife of
the 9th Earl of Eglinton, through whom
Auchans passed to Lady Susannah
Montgomery, the Earl’s third wife, who
made Auchans her dower residence until
her death in 1780. The house was later
subdivided and used as housing for estate
workers, becoming unoccupied by 1885⁴
and gradually dilapidating until an Office of
Works sketch of 1925 shows it mostly
roofless with large structural cracks.⁵
Since it first attracted antiquarian attention
in the mid-nineteenth century descriptions
of the building have inevitably been
coloured by assumptions about its date and
phasing: ‘a picturesque mass… of 1644’
(Billings, 1845-52);⁶ ‘not all of the same
period’ (Millar, 1885);⁷ ‘a whole mansion…
of about the same date [1644]’ (MacGibbon
and Ross, 1887);⁸ ‘a mainly 17th-century
mansion built on the L-plan’ (Ordnance
Survey, 1954);⁹ ‘a Z-planned fortalice,’
(Tranter 1965);¹⁰ ‘a T-plan house of late

16th-century date,’ (RCAHMS, 1985);¹¹ ‘no
doubt… a [1530/40] hall house’ (Zeune,
1992);¹² ‘a 15th-century tower in an L-plan
house’ (Coventry, 1995);¹³ and, most
recently, ‘L-plan, C17 in character but begun
C16’ (Close and Riches, 2012).¹⁴
Such wide disparity in assessment - four
different plan forms, three different
centuries - is remarkable, and begs a better
understanding of what features and details
of have led to such broad analytical
disagreement. Historically, the external
render which survived over much of the
building until the early twentieth century
may have obscured evidence for
nineteenth-century surveyors (Figs. 4, 5
and 8).
However, examination of the bare stone
demonstrates multiple phases, and would
seem to contradict assessments that the
building is either of a single phase,¹⁵ or that
construction began with the Z-plan portion
in the north and subsequently extended
southward.¹⁶ A stack of quoins in the south-
west corner that truncates a full two
storeys below the height of the roof can
only indicate an extension upward and

Fig. 3. Portrait of Sir William Cochrane
(1605-85), later 1st Earl of Dundonald,
n.d. (WikiTree Commons). Cochrane
and his wife Euphemia remodelled
Auchans after acquiring it in 1638.

Fig. 2. Within the last half-century, the castle has lost its
upper floors and suffered major collapse. Visible in the centre
of this view, taken in 2020, is all that remains of the square
stair tower, which once rose to six storeys.
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Fig.4. View from SW by MacGibbon and Ross of Auchans when it was fully intact but unoccupied, 1887.
Inset: Fig. 5. Plans of ground, first and upper floors (N to top) also by MacGibbon and Ross, 1887. See
the gazetteer entry (p. 8) for a larger view of the floor plans.
Below: Fig. 6. View from W, 2020. The truncated quoins on the far right indicate extension upward,
while both visible seams indicate extension to the N toward the Z-plan portion, not the other way around.
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northward (Fig. 6). Uniformity in the style
and construction of windows in this section,
with disruption in their surrounding
masonry, suggests that all or most are later
insertions or enlargements, in keeping with
a larger total scheme of improvement.
Past examinations of the interior masonry
and chimney flues support a chronology of
expansion upward, then northward.¹⁷ It has
been proposed that the entire upper storey
- including the pedimented dormers - as well
as the baronial Z-plan addition at the north
- are all of 1640s construction by Cochrane,
while the square tower in the re-entrant is
a still later feature.¹⁸ Unfortunately, nothing
now survives at this height to either prove
or disprove this. A closer study of window
surrounds throughout the building, some of
which are roll-moulded and some
chamfered, might yield further insights. Of
all the above, it is Joachim Zeune’s
assessment of the phasing that seems to
best fit the physical evidence (Fig. 7).
The final phases of Auchans sit comfortably
within their historical and architectural
contexts. Cochrane’s choices reflect both a
desire to differentiate, and to keep up with

the shifting architectural fashions. The sty-
listic bent of the existing house, with its
turrets, crow-stepped gables, skewputs,
and corbelled-to-square caphouses, was
distinctly Scottish and, as Zeune points out,
would suit the late sixteenth or early seven-
teenth centuries. By the 1640s, such choices
would not have been unheard of, but
Cochrane and his wife chose a different
direction in adding an enormous square
stair tower in the re-entrant, topped by a
classically balustraded viewing platform and
entered by a new Renaissance doorway.
The tower is a distinctly genteel accessory:
a miniscule turret protrudes over the balus-
trade - another embellishment for the roof-
line - and serves the sole purpose of access
to the viewing platform, which overlooked
designed gardens to the south and a proto-
Romantic prospect over ruined Dundonald
Castle to the east. The classically-inspired
additions paradoxically enhance the baro-
nial character, aspiring to that same com-
plexity of roofline which characterises some
of the greatest houses of the period, Castle
Fraser, Craigievar, Innes House and Duntar-
vie Castle being among the very few – and

Fig. 7. Chronology of Auchans by Joachim
Zeune, 1992 (N to top).

Fig. 8. View from NE, undated postcard, probably
1880s,  (cropped).
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very lofty – contemporary analogues for the
balustraded feature-tower.
Viewed in this light, and against the steeply
rising fortunes of the Cochranes, these sty-
listically distinct alterations, coupled with the
placement of an armorial and several date
stones and initial stones, become a stamp of
new ownership driven by forward-looking
sensibilities. A close reading of the building
coupled with the events of its ownership
shows a house, not illustrative of a complete
transitional style, but in transition itself, with
additions and styles of different periods
grafted onto each other. Largely through
baronial enhancements that are finished off
with Renaissance accoutrements, it presents
a palimpsest of a century of castle-building
from fortified house to elongated L-plan
tower house.
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