
Bitesize History - Castles 

Introduction

'Reproduced with the permission of  the National Library of  Scotland'  

In Blaen's Atlas, published in 1654, the Castle is represented as one of 
the first magnitude. Hamilton, of Wishaw, in his Description of 

Renfrewshire, compiled about 1710, says that ''the Lord Sempills hath 
long keeped their residence at the house of Castlesemple, situat upon 
ane fresh watter Loch, near three miles long, and half ane mile broad, 
called Lochwinyeoch, or the Loch of Castlesempill. 

The Castle of this name (if not referring to the circular eminence called 
Downies Castle), afterwards called the Castle Sempill, was built, 
probably, a little before the founding of the Collegiate Kirk of 
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Lochwinnoch, in 1504, by John, 1st Lord Sempill. The charter of 
endowment of this Kirk makes no allusion to this Castle, and no 
mention of the name Castletoun. It states that this kirk is to be, or was, 
placed within the founder's "Park of Lochvinyok," and it is called the  
“Collegiate Kirk of Lochwinnoch," and not that either of Castletoun of 
the Castle of Sempill.  
The founder was killed at Floddcn, in 1513, and it was he who, it is 
understood, changed the name of the place from Castletoun—the name 
in the title deeds —to that of the Castle of Sempill. 

Col. William McDowall, a younger son of McDowall of Garthland, 
bought at a judicial sale, in 1727, from that Lord Sempill who died at 
Aberdeen, in 1746, after the battle of Culloden. In the worst taste, he 
demolished the old Castle entirely in 1735, and erected a new mansion 
on its site, the house which presently exists—(Sempill's History, p. 149 ) 
In 1830, when Colonel Harvey, a succeeding proprietor, was repairing 
some drains near the house, the foundation walls of the old Castle were 
discovered some space below ground; and more recently, in digging for 
a foundation to a billiard room, they were again seen, and more than 
one cannon bullet of iron found, a large door or gate key, and other 
ancient curiosities, which are preserved at Castlesemple. 
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This Castle, which lies about a quarter of a mile south-west of the 
village is nearly entire as to its walls, but roofless. It is a high 

oblong tower, of pretty sufficient strength, and very respectable, indeed 
beautiful, relic of the architecture of the 15th century, as the style of the 
building would appear to indicate, because it has both slits for arrows, 
and ports for cannon in the walls. 

It stands within the Great Barony of Glen, on lands called Barr and 
Bridgend, and the family of Glen, who held this land of Barr for some 
time—up to about 1630. 
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The castle consists of four stories, besides that under the roof or attic 
storey—the first, or the ground floor, is vaulted to secure goods in times 
of danger. The second contained the great hall, in which, as well in the 
upper chambers, the family lived.  

The Castle is about 35 feet in length, by 26 in breadth. The walls are 
about four feet in thickness. It is furnished with a rampart on the top of 
the walls all around. 

Some traditions exist regarding this castle, that it was built by masons 
who got only a penny a day for their labour, that it was one time 
besieged, and that, when the garrison was in great want of provisions, 
and just on the point of surrendering, the expedient was resorted to, of 
throwing over the walls, the heel of a skim milk cheese, the last of their 
stock, on seeing which the besiegers, considering this as an evidence of 
abundance within, raised the siege and withdrew. 

The Castle, and a considerable portion of the lands of Barr, are now the 
property of Col. Day Hort McDowall of Garthland. 

    

WWW.BRITISHNEWSPAPERARCHIVE.CO.UK WRITTEN IN 1865   ABRIDGED        2



Bitesize History - Castles 

Introduction

This an island fortress, situated on a small islet in the Loch of 
Lochwinnoch and was of old surrounded on all sides by the waters 

of the Loch. The Lords Sempill began to reduce the size of the Loch by 
deepening the outlet and drainage about 1690. Their successors, the 
McDowalls, continued this work till about 1780. 

This fortress was small. It was erected as a place of security in times of 
danger. Its length was from thirty-three to thirty-six feet, and breadth 
twenty-nine or thirty feet. The height of the walls are not now 
ascertainable. Their thickness was four feet nine inches; and in shape it 
was an irregular pentagon, having a sharp point or angle to the west, the 
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better to resist the action of the water and of storms, which, in this part, 
generally prevail from the west and north-west.  
This fortress was a place of refuge for the lords and family of  Semple in 
the days of yore, in the times of the feuds to defend them from their 
antagonists, the lords and family of Glencairn. 

 (Historical Account of Lochwinnoch Parish, p4. Lochwinnoch Scandal, p. 
43.)  A very fine brass canon was 
found many years ago in the Loch 
near the Peil, where other six are, 
by tradition, reported to have been 
lost. This one preserved at 
Castlesempill, being mounted on 
the lawn in front of the house. It 
bears the initials J. R. S. for 
“Jacobus Rex Scotie”above that, a 
griffin rampant and immediately 
above the last a coronet having the 
cross, and the fleur de lis figured on 

it, all being near the breech of the piece and in front of the touch hole. 

Mr George Crawfurd, in his History of Renfrewshire (Rob. Edition, p. 11), 
says:—"ln Lochwinyeoch Loch there is a little rock, on which Robert the 
great Lord Sempill raised a small tower, called ‘The Peil of 
Castlesempill,’ which, it was of use for security against the insults of 
rambling parties in times of ancient feuds, so it was for pleasure when 
the family of Sempill did recreate themselves by diversion in their boat 
of pleasure on the lake.” 

This Peil was entire, it would seem, when Crawfurd wrote his History of 
the County in 1710; and it is supposed that Col. McDowall demolished it 
in order provide stones for building his new mansion, which he did on 
the site the old Castle of Sempill, or of Cassiltoun, in the year 1735. 
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This—now complete ruin —was an oblong tower, with extensive 
outworks on its east side, where the main entrance was, and the 

probability is that it was moated all around. The tower was in the north 
corner, and it is only a small portion of the walls of this tower that now 
remains, although the foundations of the outworks can still be traced, a 
part of which is yet visible to the eye, partially elevated above the surface 
of the ground. It was the family residence of the potent family of Sempill 
up till about the year 1500, and the Barony of Sempill may have been in 
their possession from near the beginning of the 14th century, at which 
time Robert Sempill was steward to the High Stewarts over their Barony 
of Renfrew.  
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A charter belonging to the Wilsons of Haylee, Largs, is granted by 
Thomas Sempill of Elziotstoun, and dated at the Castle of Elziotstoun in 
1483 (Rob. Ayrshire Families). The masonry of this castle is very plain. 
It must have been erected when warfare in this kingdom was carried on 
with bows and arrows, and before cannon came into use, for although a 
few gunports appeared on the walls (not now to be seen, however, from 
the demolition of most part of them), these must have been made in the 
course of some repairs done subsequent to its erection. The length of the 
tower is about 42 feet, and its breadth 33 feet. The walls are from 8 to 9 
feet thick at the east and west ends, and the side walls (south and north) 
about 7 feet. At present, the height of the walls may be from 20 to 30 
feet, but how much higher they were originally cannot be stated. 

Mr Hodgert, who was factor to the late Mr Harvey, of Castlesemple, the 
purchaser of Castlesemple Estate about the year 1810, with Gothic 
barbarity attempted to take down and remove the walls of this ancient 
tower, to afford stones with which to erect some farm steadings, but the 
work was not an easy one, for the stones were firmly cemented with lime 
that it was found much more easy to produce the stones from the 
whinstone rock. 

    

The above photographs of the castle are taken from the 
YouTube video 

‘Lochwinnoch through the Ages’ part 1   Link: 
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The ancient Britons had forts on the flat tops of hills. The hill 
usually was difficult to ascend, and very “stey” all round, except 

perhaps at one point, where there might be a narrow ridge to pass by. 
The ramparts were composed of dry stones, without mortar or cement. 
Usually they exhibit a face towards the assailants, of regular but rude 
masonwork. The Celts defended themselves on these hill-forts, and 
threw vollies of stones down on their besiegers. 

On the top of Knockmade hill at the Kaim in the parish of Lochwinnoch, 
are the remains of a Hill-fort. The round dyke formed an enclosure 
occupying the south end of the hill. On the other part, or north of the 
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same hill, without the area, there is huge flat stone leaning against 
another. Probably was an altar on which the Druids made their fires 
dedicated to the sun.  

[The same priests called the sun Bel or “Beal” and “tein” signifies fire in 
the Gaelic, and the Irish languages. Hence, “Beltane” is used to denote 
the term Whitsunday generally in the whole of Scotland. I may observe 
here says the writer of the “Paisley Magazine”) we have our provincial 
word “tounil” from the Welsh, one of the kindred dialects, as well as the 
Gaelic and Irish of the Celtic language. This word bequeathed from our 
ancestors the people of the kingdom of Strathclyde; and not used in 
any other part Scotland, I have reason believe, except in the west. This 
word signifies a large bonfire set up on the top of a hill at night, 
especially about the time of Beltane. The Welsh have a word 
“taulhuyth” of similar import, from the verb “taunil” to set fire. Hence 
the same or similar derivation these two worus ‘Taunil’’ and “Beltaime” 
is from the practices of the Druids.] 

The Knockmade Hill fort was discovered about 1817, by an intelligent 
gentleman in the immediate neighbourhood of it. He says this fort is in 
view of the “Gowk’s stane,” so called, or Beligeith, on the farm 
Greenside, in Kilbarchan parish, which stone may have been one of Bel’s 
altars, or a rocking stone, though now immoveable; and also in sight of 
the rocking stone, at the the parish of Beith. These fires are always 
within view, of each other. 

    

WWW.BRITISHNEWSPAPERARCHIVE.CO.UK WRITTEN IN 1898   ABRIDGED        2


	Castletoun - Castle Semple
	Introduction

