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ROSSLYN CHAPEL, THE DA VINCI CODE,
MYTHS & MYSTERY

(INC GLENKINCHIE DISTILLERY TOUR)

On the southern edge of Edinburgh is the village of Roslin. Despite its recent history of
coal-mining and gunpowder manufacture, its real historical importance derives from its Castle,



Chapel, and Glen.

Now ruinous, the Roslin Castle stands on a rocky promontory with the River North Esk below
it on three sides. The oldest part, the keep, dates from the end of the 14thC and was built by
Henry Sinclair', 2nd Prince (Earl) of Orkney. Extended in the 15thC by his son, William, the
builder of Rosslyn Chapel nearby, he improved its defences by cutting a deep gorge across
the access on the fourth side and spanning it with a drawbridge (later replaced by a bridge).
Seriously damaged by Hertford in 1544 during Henry VIII of England's 'Rough wooing', the
Castle was restored c1580 with a domestic range being added in the 16th/17thC.

Close by the Castle, stands Rosslyn Chapel; the 'Chapel of Codes'; subject of intense
speculation, wrapped in legends, and featured in innumerable works of fact and fiction (most
recently Dan Brown's blockbusting novel, The Da Vinci Code). Established by William
Sinclair* in 1447 as the Collegiate Church of St Michael, it was never finished, but what was
built, a choir, parts of the east transept walls and a sacristy, is an amazing testament to the
stonemasons' art; from floor to tunnel-vaulted roof, the whole chapel is profusely decorated
with sculpture and carvings; the most famous feature being the 'Prentice Pillar' and its legend
of jealousy, rage, and murder! Used by Cromwell to stable his horses during his siege of the
Castle and damaged by an Edinburgh mob in 1688, the Chapel was fully restored in 1862 by
the Earl of Rosslyn for Episcopalian worship.

From Castle and Chapel we descend into the Glen; long regarded by some as a sacred grove,
it is full of trees, caves, and interesting rock formations. Legends of both William Wallace and,
much later, Bonnie Prince Charlie, hiding in caves here sit easily with the other legends with
which the area abounds: legends of Knights Templar, of the Holy Grail, of pre-Christian
mysticism and worship, of Masonic connections, of hidden secrets, secret knowledge,
and power.

Climbing up out of the Glen to the South our road affords a wonderful view back across to the
Castle and the Chapel.

It was at Roslin and along its Glen that, in February 1303, an army of just 8,000 Scots - the
combined forces of John Comyn, Sir William Wallace, Sir Symon Fraser of Neidpath,
Somerfield of Carnwarth, Simon of the Lee, Fleming of Cumbernauld and the Knights
Hospitallers of Torphichen, along with Sir Henry St. Clair - successfully fought and won
three separate engagements against three English armies, each of 10,000 men, in the same
day, having been alerted of their advance by monks from the Cistercian Mount Lothian
Priory close to Rosslyn and the western ‘gate’ of Temple (to the right off the B6372 across
Cauldhall Moor); whose Prior, Abernethy, may have previously been a Templar knight and
who certainly played a crucial role in the days victories. The English intention had been to
attack the Hays at Borthwick Castle, the St Clairs at Roslin Castle, and to 'protect' Lady
Margaret Ramsay at Dalhousie Castle. In the event all they achieved was to divide their
forces and individually suffer defeat at the hands of a smaller Scottish force that made best use
of knowledge of the terrain. A small cairn at the edge of the village is all that marks this
remarkable but sadly overlooked victory. Comyn, a claimant of the Scottish Throne, and his
bitter rival, was later murdered by Bruce. Bruce had been in Ireland at the time of the Battle of
Rosslyn and as the propaganda war will tell the story of the winner (in this case ‘The Bruce’),
the Scots incredible achievement under Comyn at Rosslyn has been all but expunged from
the history books.

A brief journey over Cauldhall Moor, with its wonderful views over the Borders, and our road
descends once again; this time into the deep-set, wooded valley of the River South Esk, and
the hamlet of Temple. Temple takes its present name from the military religious order of the
Knights Templar whose Scottish headquarters were established here in 1153 after David |
granted them 'the manor and chapel of Balantravach'. Following their suppression in 1312 by



Pope Clement V, the preceptory was given to the Knights Hospitallers or Knights of St
John at Torphichen.

The ruined parish kirk is of a later date although it is possible it existed as early as the
mid-14th century; the old 'Templars' Cross' adorned the gable but the inscription -
'VAESACMHIM' - below the belfry baffles antiquarians. The graveyard surrounding the church
contains many graves bearing Templar and Masonic symbolism. Some of the Templar
graves are medieval but others date from later times, up to and including the 20th century.

A very pleasant drive across country and one leaves Midlothian and enters East Lothian
where we stop for lunch in the charming village of Gifford.

The village name derives from the Gifford family whose ancestors came from England in the
time of David | and obtained extensive estates in the Lothians. Inthe 13thC Hugh (or Hugo)
de Gifford was granted the lands of Yester by William the Lion for distinguished service to
the Crown and built Yester Castle, now in ruins but for the magnicent underground vault or
'‘Goblin Ha" which featured in Sir Walter Scott's Marmion. Failure of male succession led to
the estates passing into the Hay family of Borthwick, later the Earls then the Marquises of
Tweeddale, on marriage and they eventually built Yester House; subsequently improved by
William and, later, spectacularly remodelled John and Robert Adams. The village that grew
up by the gates of Yester House has a memorial in its early 18thC church to John
Witherspoon, signatory to the American declaration of Independence, who was born in
Gifford in 1723.

The fine Lowland agricultural soil of South-East produces some of the best barley in Scotland.
A few short miles from Gifford lies Glenkinchie Distillery; one of the very few surviving
Lowland malt distilleries; producing Glenkinchie Single Malt since its foundation in 1837 by
the Rate brothers. Sited near the pretty village of Pencaitland in the Lammermuir Hills, how
better a way to end our tour than with a visit to see how whisky is made and possibly to savour

'a wee deoch an dorus' to see us on our way back to Edinburgh?

Notes:

1
The St Clairs arrived with William the Conqueror, and the barony of Rosslyn was granted to them in the 12th

century.

Sir William's grandfather was Henry, first Prince of Orkney, who is said to have sailed to Nova Scotia and
Massachusetts in 1398, almost a century before Columbus. The evidence for this lies both in the folklore of the
Micmac Indians and in carvings of maize, then unknown in Europe, surrounding a window in Rosslyn Chapel.

The Chapel also contains a tomb ascribed (dubiously) to an earlier William, killed by the Moors while escorting Robert
the Bruce's heart to the Holy Land in 1330. Twenty-eight years earlier, incidentally, William Wallace fought a battle
thereabouts, and hid in a nearby cave; more than four hundred years later, Bonnie Prince Charlie was rumoured to
have done likewise.

What is most interesting about the St Clairs is their centuries-old affiliation to two of the most potent and secretive
organisations in history, the Knights Templar and the Freemasons. Both orders have left their mark, and their
mysteries, at Rosslyn, in a collection of peculiar devices and still more peculiar legends.

The St Clairs' alleged connections to the Templars; guardians of the treasures from the Temple of Solomon;
inventors of modern banking; financiers to many of Europe's mediaeval thrones; and the most powerful order in
pre-Reformation Europe; are said to have been established by marriage in the 12th century, and to have remained
close.

When the Templars faced persecution in the 14th century, many fled to Scotland. Freemasons, of which the St Clairs
were hereditary Grand Masters, are said to have abetted their escapes (Freemasonry is also supposed later to have



spared the Chapel from destruction by Cromwell, a brother mason, though his troops rather disrespectfully stabled
their horses there).

Thus has arisen a lively speculation as to what holy booty the Templars might have secreted in the Chapel. There is
certainly documentation suggesting that, at various points in history, the St Clairs were said to be in possession of
great and secret treasures; the current generation declines comment.

Ever more extravagant theories have arisen about artifacts rumoured to lie in sealed vaults below the Chapel: the True
Cross (or Holy Rood, from which Edinburgh's Holyrood Palace takes its name), the Ark of the Covenant, the Holy
Grail, a lost Gospel or even the original Stone of Destiny and, most incredibly and most extravagant of all, the
mummified head of Jesus!



