
Shadows of the Past
Ayr’s Myths, Legends and History

As part of Once Upon a Time in South Ayrshire, Shadows of the Past...
Ayr’s Myths, Legends and History is a self-led journey where you will 
encounter life-sized character silhouettes and experience Ayr and 
Alloway like never before!
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One Dark Night

The Proposition

If you are viewing this booklet online, you can select a trail location title from the 
numbered index below to go directly to the illustrated story. If you would like to listen 
to the story, scan the information boards at each trail location or visit our website: 
destinationsouthayrshire.co.uk/shadows-of-the-past







Reverend William Adair was an 
outstanding and devout man, a 

Covenanter who believed in the word 
of God so much, that he 

gallantly fought in the battle of 
Mauchline Muir.

Adair felt it was a horrendous 
endeavour to slaughter fellow Scots endeavour to slaughter fellow Scots 

on the battlefield but what was at 
stake was a set of ideals. It was God’s 

work he did. One of Adair’s 
comrades told of how he had heard 
Adair citing scripture aloud as he 

plunged his sword into his enemies 
and was seen saying prayers as he and was seen saying prayers as he 

executed dying soldiers in the 
battlefield. When he swung his sword 

on the battlefield of 
Mauchline Muir and then Dunbar, 
Adair swung with faith - knowing 

that the Kirk party and those 
opposed to the engagement would 

lose. Once the Covenanter 
movement took control (for a time) in 

Scotland in the mid 1600’s, 
Reverend Adair turned his 

attention to a new enemy of the 
church: The Witch. 

At the time of his arrival inAt the time of his arrival in Ayr 
in1656 Adair was already a decorated 
war veteran and a respected Reverend 

- honoured to look upon the newly 
built Auld Kirk as its first Minister - 

spreading the word of God as a 
representative of the Presbyterian representative of the Presbyterian 

Church of Scotland.

The very day that Adair arrived in Ayr there was a public hanging of a Witch. A middle-aged woman who 
was stood on the gallows only to fall and hang in front of him. Adair found the screaming congregation of 

people more repulsive than the hanging woman. Something about this death haunted him. From that 
moment on Adair had to drink double at night as he could sometimes hear the woman's

neck breaking and the jeering crowd. It made him ponder on his past actions as he sat alone at night, 
comforting himself that no man is without their demons. And he did right by his God and his Church. 

When he came to be judged he would be welcomed into the Lord’s Kingdom.

Adair enjoyed an evening stroll along the sands ofAdair enjoyed an evening stroll along the sands of Ayr’s shore. He would ponder many things as gazed 
onto the horizon. One evening he was strolling down the beach when he spotted a girl sitting on her own.

Adair approached her and pleasantly greeted her:
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The Grain Exchange, or The Corn Exchange as it was once known, sits on the site of 
Ayr’s old Meal Market where grains such as wheat and barley were traded by local 
farmers. It is known that merchants came from far and wide to sample grains as early as 
the 16th century, though an exact date is hard to find. In 1843, the impressive structure 
you see before you replaced the old market and provided space for the Clydesdale Bank 
and, in more recent times, a nightclub by the name of ‘Suburbia’. Looking at the 
beautifully restored building today, it is hard to believe it lay idle and dilapidated for long 
periods of time.

In 2019, after a £1million regeneration project, The Grain Exchange, named in 
honour of its heritage, was restored to its former glory. Since then, the building has 
operated as a multipurpose market and creative hub, giving artists the opportunity to sell 
their beautiful creations and offer workshops to the public. In addition to this, the site is 
one of adoration for those that pass by on Ayr High Street.

Written By Annaliese Rose Broughton
Design by Toria Cassidy

The Grain Exchange







JOHN
“Err, I meant eight after taxes an all...”

Robert nods and looks around the graveyard and gets a chill.

ROBERT
“Is it true that they cut the bodies open in Edinburgh?”

JOHN
“Aye in the name of Science. You know, we should consider ourselves lucky to be part of “Aye in the name of Science. You know, we should consider ourselves lucky to be part of 

this. Me and you are two gentlemen at the forefront of the medical revolution!”

Robert hawks up phlegm and spits it out like a grunting warthog.

ROBERT
“Right, let’s go and dig up this body. Maybe it's still warm.”

A thin layer of fog now covers the graveyard. A dog barks in the distance. The two men A thin layer of fog now covers the graveyard. A dog barks in the distance. The two men 
roam around the graveyard like two foxes at night seeking out food. John stops to read the 
piece of paper once more and Robert clatters into the back of him.

JOHN
“Don’t walk so close behind me!”

Robert removes his hat and wipes sweat from his brow; he looks nervous.

ROBERT
“I don’t like it here John, this place scares me.”“I don’t like it here John, this place scares me.”

John reads the name on the paper out loud. 

JOHN
“Isobel Melley…How do I know that name?”

ROBERT
“Maybe just familiar.”

John now takes his hat off and wipes the sweat from his brow. The eerie silence is broken John now takes his hat off and wipes the sweat from his brow. The eerie silence is broken 
by the two mens’ footsteps. They approach a grave with wide eyes, at the head is a huge piece 
of granite. The two men stop with a confused frown on their faces. They look at each other 
then back to the metal structure entombing the grave, at first glance it looks like a giant 
bird cage protecting the grave.

ROBERT
“What is that…”

JOHNJOHN
“No idea.”

John grabs the metal structure over the grave. He yanks 
at it with both hands. It doesn’t budge.



JOHN
“That's solid.”

ROBERT
“Come on put your back into it.”

JOHN
“Why don't you come help before I rattle your face into it!”

Robert runs to the other side and the two men heave and ho, pulling and pushing the metal Robert runs to the other side and the two men heave and ho, pulling and pushing the metal 
structure to no avail. The two men take a moment to pant and catch their breath. Taking 
off their hats to wipe their heads they look round at the other graves, to see that several other 
graves have the same structure over them.

JOHN
“What the hell is going on? What are these?”

ROBERT
“John I’ve got a bad feeling about this. What if these metal gates are keeping the dead from “John I’ve got a bad feeling about this. What if these metal gates are keeping the dead from 

rising again! I don't want my brains eaten!”

Robert begins to slowly move back in fear he might wake the dead.

JOHN
“Robert don’t be silly, the people in these graves are dead.”

At that convenient moment a deep voice comes from behind them in the darkness.

CONSTABLE FRED
“You there. Stop where you are!”“You there. Stop where you are!”

The two men let out a high-pitched scream and turn around like spinning tops. Standing behind 
them are two men; a police constable with a baton grasped in his hand and a little man with 
a moustache.

CONSTABLE FRED
“Mr Melley I think you’re right. These two look like a couple of grave robbers.”

John and Robert have one last defeated look at one another.

Mr MelleyMr Melley
“Thank God for the Mortsafe or you two would be off with my wife!”

JOHN
“We should have planned this better in the pub...”

The end.
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The last few weeks before he died, Cornelius Anderson wasn't himself. It is argued 
that he wasn't, in fact, himself for years and that ‘his condition’ had deteriorated over 
time. His neighbour had said that he looked demented in the weeks leading up to his 
death and one night not long before he was found dead, screams and shots could be 

heard coming from his house. One thing that is certain is that the mystery surrounding 
his death on the 4th of June 1670 in Ireland was unsettling. It took eight men two days 

to uncover his charred corpse from his incinerated house. Every single remaining 
section of wall in his home had seven names scratched into them; James Smith, section of wall in his home had seven names scratched into them; James Smith, 
Alexander MacMillan, James McMillan, John Short, George MacCartney, John 

Graham and John Muirhead. They said from what it looked like it would have taken 
Anderson years to do that to his home. The man who discovered Anderson’s body in 

the living room said it was like nothing he’d ever seen… 
it felt like he was in a waiting room to hell.

The Proposition
by Neil Boyle



The court room was alive with the mumbling of voices. The noblemen who were to 
pass judgement arrived back into the courtroom and looked upon the twelve men, 

chained and dirty. A man ordered quiet in the room - and silence there was. One of the 
noblemen fixed his robes and looked down his long stern nose to the prisoners before 

him.
“We here in the town of Ayr are a people of morals and faith. We live and die by the 

word of God and for you in front of me… Well, you fight against this. On the 
battlefield your ideals were defeated and nobattlefield your ideals were defeated and now, on this day in court, you have refused a 

chance to repent. This court has decided that James Smith, Alexander MacMillan, 
James McMillan, John Short, George MacCartney, John Graham, John Muirhead and 
Cornelius Anderson, on refusing to re-join the church and refute the covenant will be 

hanged in Ayr until you are dead.”
The room remained silent as the nobleman decreed that two others would be hung in The room remained silent as the nobleman decreed that two others would be hung in 
Irvine, and the remaining two in Dumfries. The prisoners all had their heads bowed, 
some of them shaking. On the wooden floor, underneath their feet, their tears formed 

small puddles. 
Cornelius Anderson raised his head and looked the judge dead in the eyes: “I speak 
for us all when I say we will never betray our ideals, Sir.” All the men were silent. 

The court room erupted, some in outrage, some in support and others with the 
excitement of a public hanging.excitement of a public hanging.

In the cell that night the moon cast scintillations of light through the bars and onto the 
brick floor. The jail was only a mere one-story high at the bottom of the Tollbooth so 

the men could see out and look down onto the street. The cell was quiet with the 
men’s terror. Eight of them sitting in darkness and in silence.

“I can hear you all sitting with your thoughts. Someone speak! I think we should 
break out of here,” Cornelius said. No one spoke for a long pause.

“I’m not risking my life on the battlefield to run away no“I’m not risking my life on the battlefield to run away now. I’ve accepted my fate,” 
said JamesMcMillan.

“Aye. I agree. There’s no use in running now, we’d only get caught and it’d be worse 
for us.”



The men let out grunts of resignation and agreement.
“Where are your balls! These are not the men who I fought with on Rullion Green - 

only weeks ago. Where are the men who screamed and slashed their swords in the face 
of adversity? Because they are not here!” shouted Cornelius. 

The guard rattled the cell for quiet. 
“Where would we go?“Where would we go? What would we do? Scotland is not Presbyterian. We have lost. 

And how do you propose we escape!?” said George MacCartney as he pulled his beard. 
“As long as we are together it doesn't matter. We are opposition. We are protest. As long 
as we breathe and we hold to our beliefs our voices will be heard. In life and in death.” 
James began to hit a metal cup on the flooJames began to hit a metal cup on the floor, a tap growing to a rhythm. George joined, 

stamping his feet. The rhythm grew in pace and Cornelius began to tap too. Now 
making significant noise, the beat pulsed like a racing heart, a statement expressing 

their togetherness. And for a brief moment they were united in the sound. For a 
glimmer, forgetting their fear.

The guard slammed the metal doors open. “The guard slammed the metal doors open. “You lot better stop this noise, or we will 
make you suffer.” Cornelius stands up and faces the guard. “Would you kill us twice 

you dog!?” In that moment the guard met Anderson’s face with a haymaker blow to the 
face, dragging him out of the cell leaving the men screaming and banging their cups 

louder in protest.

Many hours later Anderson lay alone in a cell, beaten to a pulp. His face swollen and 
missing more teeth than he had before. The cell door opened slowly with a creak. 

Anderson whimpered thinking the guards had come back for more.Anderson whimpered thinking the guards had come back for more. The Nobleman who 
had passed judgment on him and his companions entered and sat on the bench in the 

darkness, lighting a pipe. All Anderson could see were the whites of the man’s eyes and 
the red of the burning tobacco. “I have a proposition for you. Within these walls I can 
tell you I support your cause, but my hands are tied. You have many supporters in this 
town, but we must be seen to act. You should know that I fought for you, but you leave 

me in a difficult position.” The man puffs his pipe.
“Hangman“Hangman William Martin has refused to hang you. So has the hangman in Irvine. Both 
men have been thrown in prison but in these trying times we must have order and men 

must abide by the laws.” 
“What do you want from me,” said Anderson. His swollen eyes not moving from the 

ground.



On the 27th of December 1666, seven accused men stood on the town gibbet in 
Ayr. A quiet, sombre crowd of people turned out to watch the men be hanged on 

the freezing cold morning. More supporters of the men’s cause than had been 
expected, as nobody cheered.expected, as nobody cheered. The seven men stood in a row behind the noose. 
While Anderson sat in the tollbooth until he was called upon. That morning he 

drank one full bottle of whiskey to calm his nerves. The nobleman watched with 
his cold stare and gave Anderson a nod, as he walked along the path to the 

gibbet. Drunk and stumbling, a man had to hold him up. When he arrived on the 
gallows, he didn't make eye contact with the men who pleaded with him and 
cursed his name. As the coarse noose was pulled over each man’s head tears 

filledfilled Anderson’s eyes and, one by one, with seven pulls of the wooden lever his 
comrades were all dead. The crowd stayed silent as the men’s corpses were 

carried away. 

Cornelius Anderson disappeared into the crowd.

Illustrated by Lori Isabella McColl

“We must have an 
execution. And soon. 
But the powers that 

be will settle for 
seven men, should 
the eighth perform 

the task.”
The man puThe man puffs his 

pipe again, observing 
Anderson’s reaction. 
“We will make sure 

you are
comfortable in life. comfortable in life. 
You’re married with 
two sons, aren't you? 
Surely they wish to 

see their father 
again.”

“And if I refuse?” “And if I refuse?” 
Anderson replied in a 

low quiet voice.
“This matter is “This matter is 

bigger than you or I, 
Anderson. You do 
not all need to die. 

Live to fight another 
day”.





















F irst of all, he never actually referred to himself as Rabbie, even though he is 
often called ‘Robbie Burns’ or ‘Rabbie Burns’ by others. He went by other 
variations of Robert including Rab, Rob, Robin and even ‘Rantin’ Rovin’ 
Robin’. In one letter he even used ‘Spunkie’ as a sort of signature and 
symbol to sign off the letter.  In fact, his second name wasn’t even 
Burns! It was actually Burnes, but he preferred the Ayrshire spelling 
without the ‘e’ and chose to shorten his last name at the age of 27. without the ‘e’ and chose to shorten his last name at the age of 27. 

As well as his name and his words, his likeness has also become 
infamous. After Queen Victoria and Christopher Columbus, Robert 
Burns has more statues dedicated to him around the world than any 
other non-religious figure. More than 60 across the world, with 20 
official memorials in Scotland. Monuments dedicated to the poet can 
be found in America, Canada, New Zealand, Australia, and France. 
He was even pictured on a bottle of Coca-Cola in 2009, becoming He was even pictured on a bottle of Coca-Cola in 2009, becoming 
the first person to appear on a commemorative bottle of Coca-Cola.

Reaching far and wide, his words have also made it into space. In 
2010 astronaut Nick Patrick took a miniature book of Burns’ poems 
with him on his 5.7-million-mile trip around the Earth, completing 
217 orbits! Surely that must have broken some records, but ‘Auld 
Lang Syne’ certainly has. The song is recognised by the 
Guinness Book of World Records as one of the top three most Guinness Book of World Records as one of the top three most 
popular songs in the English Language, up there with 
‘Happy Birthday’ and ‘For he’s a Jolly Good Fellow’. The 
song, whose title means ‘old long since’ or ‘a long time ago’, 
was not an original work by Robert Burns but a traditional song 
which Burns wrote down, adding new lyrics, in an effort to 
preserve the Scots oral tradition and culture. Burns himself 
described ‘Auld Lang Syne’ as ‘an old song, of the olden times, described ‘Auld Lang Syne’ as ‘an old song, of the olden times, 
and which has never been in print, nor even in manuscript until 
I took it down from an old man’s singing.’

F ive years after his death, in July 1801, a group of nine of his pals 
gathered in Alloway to remember him over a meal of haggis. They 
recited his works, and a tribute speech was given, which has now 
become known as “The Immortal Memory”. This is considered the 
first Burns Supper which was moved to his birthday and is now first Burns Supper which was moved to his birthday and is now 
celebrated Annually all over the world in remembrance of the man, 
his works, and the wider Scots culture.

Another decade and more passed, and it was decided his body 
should be moved from its resting place in the far corner of 
St. Michael’s Churchyard in Dumfries. The simple burial was 
thought to be insulting to his memory by some, and he was 
moved to The Burns Mausoleum in the same cemetery where moved to The Burns Mausoleum in the same cemetery where 
he was eventually joined by his widow Jean Armour in 1834. 
While they were moving his body, a plaster cast was taken 
of his skull for study, which found that it was larger than 
the average man’s.

As a love for his work lives on, even Michael Jackson, 
The King of Pop, expressed a fondness for his works, 
it is even believed that he was working on a it is even believed that he was working on a 
Broadway musical based on Burns’ works, and 
began an unreleased album setting the Bard’s 
poems to music. It has also been suggested that 
Jacksons’ 1983 hit single ‘Thriller’ was inspired 
by Tam o’Shanter. 

Some facts you may not know about the infamous Rabbie Burns!

Written and Illustrated by Toria Cassidy










