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Abstract 

The Wikipedia entry for Dercongal Abbey (or Holywood Abbey), refers to it as; ó...a 

medieval Premonstratensian monastic community located in Dumfriesshire, 

Scotlandé Its founder was presumably, Alan, lord of Galloway. The abbey became, 

secularized in the 16th century, and, in the beginning of the 17th century, was turned 

into a secular lordship. The ruins of the abbey were demolished in the last quarter of 

the 18th century.ô The same entry cites, in reference, James King Hewison from his 

1912 work, Dumfriesshire, for the Cambridge County Geographies: ó...a few fragments 

of the abbey and later hospital survived together with a bell from the old abbey, now 

located in the replacement parish church, bearing the Latin inscription that translates 

as ñJohn Welsh, Abbot of Holywood caused me to be made in 1505ò. Hewison, Fellow 

of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, sourced his information from a 19th century 

report made by James Barbour in a journal of the Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural 

History and Antiquarian Society (DGNHAS). 

In the first Statistical Account of Scotland (published between 1791-99), the bell 

reported to be sponsored by John Welsh was originally attributed to John Wrich and 

consecrated in 1154. The author of the statistical return for Holywood was the then 

serving church minister of Holywood parish, Reverend Bryce Johnston, reporting the 

bell was one of two taken from the earlier Holywood parish church (a remnant of the 

original abbey complex) and installed into his new church built in 1779. Reverend 

Johnstonôs testimony was later confirmed in the Second Statistical Account of Scotland 

(1837), by a report from a later appointed minister, Reverend Robert Kirkwood. 

In 1898, disputing information contained within both Statistical Accounts, in particular 

Reverend Johnstonôs original dating of one of the Holywood bells, James Barbour, 

Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, then vice-president of DGNHAS, 

inspected the bells and contested the ministersô claims. His report, made without 

challenge, proposed John Welch was inscribed on one of the bells, along with a date of 

1505, and proposed another 16th century sponsor, William Kennedy, as the sponsor of 

the second bell. James Barbourôs inspection, to date, has remained the primary source 

of public record and the historical communityôs understanding of the bellsô origins. 

In 2020, the new owners of Holywood church; a historian and a qualified archaeologist, 

undertook an eighteen-month-long enquiry with an international team of specialists to 

resolve the conflict over dating between the 18th century minister and the 19th century 

antiquarian. Previous inspection reports were scrutinized, and a close analysis and re-

examination of the bells was conducted. A photographic record was taken of the 

elements which constituted the bellsô decoration, and research completed upon each 

element through contemporary reference and expert. It was the first time the bells had 

undergone any form of properly considered and comprehensive investigation. 
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The study produced startling and incontrovertible results. Instead of the 16th century 

dating proposed by James Barbour, both bells were found to be 12th century, making 

them the oldest dateable and provenanced hung Christian church bells in the world. Not 

only had James Barbourôs unchallenged inspection ignored and misread 60% of the 

components and inscription on the bells, producing significant misinterpretation and 

even misrepresentation, but the study revealed the bellsô sponsor to be a 12th century 

knight, William le Riche, Lord of Fowlis. Williamôs sponsorship of Holywood Abbey, 

then known as Sacro Nemore had been overlooked because of expunged, purged, and 

imperfect contemporary record. Williamôs name led to the reveal of a confraternity of 

religious knights, centered around Williamôs existence, and a legal-religious title which 

had been misread by the historical community for over 170 years due to further 

unchallenged and ill-judged supposition by another 19th century historian. 

Investigation into the father of Sacro Nemore found a son of one of Scotlandôs earliest 

religiously focused knights and one of the progenitors of the Templar movement in 

Scotland. William le Riche succeeded his fatherôs wishes to become head of probably 

one of the first professed Templar families of Scotland, and master within that same 

religious community. Through Williamôs association and evidence his name presented 

on the bells and charter, it was found he was ordained into holy orders by 1141 and 

soon after became master of a religious military confraternity, commonly known as the 

Knights Templar. William le Riche; 12th century father and founder of Sacro Nemore, 

noble at the court of David I of Scotland, hero of the Battle of the Standard, holy knight 

and crusaderðTemplar Master. 
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Version 4 

This edition, titled; The Templar Bells of Scotland, builds upon a study and previous 

2021 report, titled; Myth and Mystery: The Bells of Holywood. It includes further 

research into the bellsô inscription, a fuller understanding of the origins of the Templar 

society in Europe, and additional consideration of the influences that came to bear on 

William le Riche, leading to his founding of Sacro Nemore. 

Following dissemination and feedback to the original report from historical agencies 

and academic experts, the authors pursued the challenges and the threads of 

investigation left open, to include new evidence and understanding, increasing the 

potency of the original reportôs findings and a reconsideration of the artefacts after both 

the bells and stones were removed for closer examination. 

Version 4 also includes academic feedback on the original study. The academic 

response cannot be called critique as it fails to acknowledge the investigation carried 

out, instead it heedlessly supports the original hypothesis, regardless of its veracity. 
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The inscribed words upon Reverend Johnstonôs monument are now well worn, leaving 

only Kirkwoodôs memorial still surviving the ravages of time.  

 

In MEMORY of 

The Rev. ROBERT KIRKWOOD A.M. 

Minister of Holywood 

Who was born at Dalry in Ayreshire 

on the 6th of August 1784 

And died here [Holywood] on the 10th of October 

1844 in the 61st year of his age 

And in the 24th of his Ministry. 

_______________ 

 

This Stone has been erected by his 

Parishoners and Friends in grateful 

remembrance of his services as a 

faithful Minister of the Gospel 

of Christ, and of his unwearied 

benevolence to the Poor & Afflicted 

whose distresses of every kind 

received not only his warmest 

sympathy but his kindest aid. 

His many excellent qualities will 

long be dear to the recollection 

of those who have raised this 

Small but sincere 

Tribute to his Memory. 

 

Monumental legend aside, it was perhaps in the reading of the menôs words left behind 

in published text, that set the authors on an inspirational journey to discover the truth 

of both the myth and mystery of the bells in Holywood Church. An examination to set 

right the facts of the matter, and so perhaps restore veracity to the ministersô repute. 

 

  



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church (Version 4.1) 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  vii 

Contents 
 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................................ i 

The Authors ........................................................................................................................................ iii 

Version 4 ............................................................................................................................................ iv 

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................................. v 

Contents ............................................................................................................................................ vii 

List of Illustrations .............................................................................................................................. xi 

1.0 Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 1 

1.1 Background ........................................................................................................................ 1 

1.2 The origins of the study ....................................................................................................... 2 

2.0 Inspection Methodology and Constraints ............................................................................... 4 

2.1 The investigation ................................................................................................................ 4 

2.2 Pre-inspection reference gathering ..................................................................................... 4 

2.3 Previous historic report analysis ........................................................................................ 4 

2.4 Inspection of the bells ......................................................................................................... 4 

2.5 Post inspection (after sponsor confirmed) ........................................................................... 5 

2.6 Constraints to the investigation........................................................................................... 5 

2.7 The study: Constraints to study support, debate and progression ....................................... 6 

3.0 The Removal of the Bells......................................................................................................... 8 

3.1 Pre-survey conditions ......................................................................................................... 8 

3.2 Post-survey requirement ..................................................................................................... 8 

3.3 Risk Management ............................................................................................................... 9 

4.0 History of Holywood Abbey .................................................................................................. 11 

4.1 History .............................................................................................................................. 11 

4.2 Nunnery and Hospital ....................................................................................................... 14 

4.3 The Abbots ........................................................................................................................ 14 

4.4 Archaeology ..................................................................................................................... 19 

5.0 Holywood Church ................................................................................................................. 28 

5.1 The Bell Tower ................................................................................................................. 28 

5.2 The Main Church .............................................................................................................. 29 

5.3 The Churchyard ................................................................................................................ 30 



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church (Version 4.1) 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  viii 

6.0 The Bell Inspection................................................................................................................ 31 

6.1 The bell descriptors .......................................................................................................... 31 

6.2 Access and bell frame ....................................................................................................... 31 

6.3 General information about medieval bells and inscription letterform ............................... 31 

6.4 Expectation and Expert witness ........................................................................................ 35 

7.0 The Inscribed Bell.................................................................................................................. 39 

7.1 Description ....................................................................................................................... 39 

7.2 The Inscription.................................................................................................................. 41 

7.3 Reading the Inscription ..................................................................................................... 45 

7.4 The Inscription and the Dating Conundrum ...................................................................... 55 

7.5 Re-interpreting the dating inscription ............................................................................... 59 

8.0 ¢ƘŜ Ψ{ƘƛŜƭŘΩ .Ŝƭƭ..................................................................................................................... 66 

8.1 Description ....................................................................................................................... 66 

8.2 Manufacture ..................................................................................................................... 68 

8.3 Initials .............................................................................................................................. 69 

8.3 Decoration ........................................................................................................................ 70 

8.4 Armorial ........................................................................................................................... 70 

9.0 ¢ƘŜ {ǇƻƴǎƻǊΩǎ bŀƳŜ ............................................................................................................. 74 

9.1 W le Riche......................................................................................................................... 74 

9.2 The Origins of William le Riche, William II de Maule....................................................... 75 

9.3 Willelmus Masculus de Fowlis .......................................................................................... 78 

9.4 The Charters ..................................................................................................................... 81 

Discussion .......................................................................................................................................... 84 

10.0 Discussion: The Bells of Holywood ........................................................................................ 85 

10.1 The Inscribed Bell ............................................................................................................. 85 

10.2 The Shield Bell.................................................................................................................. 89 

10.3 The Holywood Bells .......................................................................................................... 98 

11.0 5ƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΥ ¢ƘŜ .ŜƭƭǎΩ {ǇƻƴǎƻǊ .............................................................................................. 99 

11.1 The Sponsor: Le Riche, Mauleé and Masculus ................................................................ 99 

11.2 Masculus; clan name or religious title? .......................................................................... 103 

11.3 William le Riche: The influences of the age .................................................................... 113 

11.4 Masculus; Summaryða confraternity of sanctified knights ............................................. 138 

12.0 Discussion: William le Riche, Father of Sacro Nemore. ....................................................... 140 

12.1 Scenario one: William enters religious life after 1180. ................................................... 140 

12.2 Scenario Two: William becomes a lay-abbot of Sacro Nemore. ...................................... 144 



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church (Version 4.1) 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  ix 

12.3 Scenario Three: William establishes a military-religious convent. .................................. 145 

13.0 Discussion: William le Riche, master of a military order ...................................................... 149 

13.1 Preamble ........................................................................................................................ 149 

13.2 Templar or Hospitaller? ................................................................................................. 149 

13.3 Establishment of the religious military orders in Scotland .............................................. 151 

13.4 A Lack of Templar Record .............................................................................................. 152 

13.5 Case Study and Discussion ............................................................................................. 154 

13.6 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 175 

14.0 Discussion: Founding of Sacro Nemore under William le Riche ........................................... 180 

14.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 180 

14.2 The Beginnings of the Templar Association in Scotland, 1130-1140 ............................... 181 

14.3 The Templar Association in Scotland, 1130 - 1150 ......................................................... 185 

14.4 Scotland in the óSecondô Crusade (1144-1149) ............................................................... 187 

14.5 The Templar Association in Scotland, post 1150 ............................................................. 192 

14.6 Sacro Nemore in the 13th century .................................................................................... 195 

14.7 Sacro Nemore, today. ..................................................................................................... 196 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................... 198 

15.0 Conclusion: The Bells of Holywood ..................................................................................... 199 

15.1 The Inscribed Bell ........................................................................................................... 199 

15.2 The Shield Bell................................................................................................................ 200 

15.3 The Sponsor .................................................................................................................... 201 

15.4 Holywood Church ........................................................................................................... 203 

15.5 Challenging the Historical Record.................................................................................. 203 

16.0 /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ {ǘǳŘȅΩǎ /ƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ..................................................................................... 205 

16.1 Review ............................................................................................................................ 205 

16.2 Feedback from contributors ............................................................................................ 207 

16.3 Feedback from the beta read........................................................................................... 207 

16.4 Bell Specialists................................................................................................................ 208 

16.5 Academic expert ï Templar History ................................................................................ 208 

16.6 Professor Helen Nicholson: Review of the first edition of the study ................................ 209 

16.7 Academic (and institutional) expert ï Medieval metalwork ............................................. 212 

16.8 Dr Alice Blackwell: Review of the first edition of the study ............................................. 212 

16.9 Historic Environment Scotland ....................................................................................... 213 

16.10 The Academicsô Critique................................................................................................. 214 

16.11 Professor Nicholsonôs review: The authorsô assessment ................................................. 215 

16.12 National Museums Scotland, Dr Blackwellôs review: the authorsô assessment. ............... 220 

16.13 The Academicsô Critique: Summary ................................................................................ 226 



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church (Version 4.1) 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  x 

!ǳǘƘƻǊǎΩ /ƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ..................................................................................................................... 228 

17.0 Mystery and a Masonic Connection .................................................................................... 229 

18.0 !ǳǘƘƻǊǎΩ bƻǘŜ ..................................................................................................................... 235 

Bibliography .................................................................................................................................... 239 

Prime Reference .......................................................................................................................... 239 

Record Sources ............................................................................................................................ 245 

Religious Masculinity .................................................................................................................. 246 

Expert Reference (cited in report) ................................................................................................ 248 

Further Reading .......................................................................................................................... 248 

Appendices ........................................................................................................................................... i 

Appendix I: Transcription of James Barbourôs report to DGNHAS ................................................. ii  

Appendix II: RCAHMS Record ....................................................................................................... vi 

Appendix III: The Heads* of Holywood Abbey .............................................................................. vii 

Appendix IV: Shield Bell Armorial search .................................................................................... viii  

Appendix VI: Holywood Abbey; Sketchbook ................................................................................... xi 

Appendix V: Main Religious Houses in Scotland, 12th to 16th Centuries ......................................... xii 

Appendix VII: Bell Appraisal Matrix ï óRule of Expectationô ....................................................... xvi 

Appendix VIII, Part I: Investigation into shield shape ï The mirror exercise ................................ xix 

Appendix IX: The charters. Table A: William Masculus (William le Riche) ..............................xxiv 

Appendix X: Appendices to the first Statistical Account of Scotland.......................................... xxxiii 

Appendix X1: Charles MartelðKarolus Masculus? Miles Christi? ........................................... xxxiv 

Appendix XII: In Praise of the New Knighthood ............................................................................. xl 

Appendix XIII: Analysis of an Armorial ....................................................................................... xliv 

Appendix XIV: Humidity Monitoring ï Holywood Church 2023-24 .............................................. xlv 

Appendix XV: View of a Bell historian; Ranald Clouston ............................................................ xlvi 

Appendix XVI: The wife of William le Riche and his connection to Norfolk ................................ xlvii 

 

  



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church (Version 4.1) 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  xi 

List of Illustrations 

Frontpiece 18th century map of the location of Holywood Abbey and surrounding area 

Figure 1 Monuments to Reverends Robert Kirkwood and Bryce Johnston  iv 

Figure 2 Removal of the shield bell       10 

Figure 3 Removal of the inscribed bell       10 

Figure 4 Watercolour painting of the remains of Holywood Abbey   13 

Figure 5 Seal of Holywood Abbey (13-14th century)     18 

Figure 6 Alternate seal of Holywood Abbey (13-14th century)   18 

Figure 7 Seal of abbey and convent of Holywood (13-14th century)   18 

Figure 8 Example of a 12th century double-sided seal matrix    18 

Figure 9 Circular stone found in grounds near to the former abbey   21 

Figure 9a Fragment of a gilded obsidian chalice     21 

Figure 9b Probable location of original church building    21 

Figure 10 Results of the 1997 site survey      22 

Figure 11 Late-medieval gold ring found near Holywood Abbey site   22 

Figure 12 Mason plaque         23 

Figure 13 Crossed bones plaque        23 

Figure 14 Removing the Stone Plaques       27 

Figure 15 Holywood Church viewed from the south-east    28 

Figure 16 Holywood Church interior, before building work    28 

Figure 17 Holywood Church viewed from the north-east    30 

Figure 18 The 15th century bell of Holm Cultram Abbey    32 

Figure 19 Holm Cultram Abbey bell inscription     32 

Figure 20 The Norman bell tower of Holm Cultram Abbey    33 

Figure 21 Illustrated example of Crowned-Lombardic letterform   33 

Figure 22 Illustration of a later bell carrying Lombardic letterform   34 

Figure 23 The Holywood inscribed bell       40 

Figure 24 Authorôs sketch of the inscription band     41 

Figure 25 Bell inscription: The sponsors name      41 

Figure 26 Bell inscription: Abbot and Abbey name     41 

Figure 27 Bell inscription: FIERI FECIT      41 

Figure 28 Bell inscription: The last section (dating)     41 

Figure 29 Bell inscription: The final character and the opening character  43 

Figure 30 Inscribed bell, viewed outside the church tower    44 

Figure 31 Bell inscription: The anomalous third character    45 

Figure 32 Bell inscription: The letter I       45 

Figure 33 Bell inscription: The cross/T       45 

Figure 34 Bell inscription: NEMORE       45 

Figure 35 Bell inscription: The character D      45 

Figure 36 Bell inscription: Capital O and ƶ      45 

Figure 37 Example of Gothic óeô        47 



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church (Version 4.1) 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  xii 

Figure 38 Examples of mixed Gothic letterform     47 

Figure 38a The Anatomy of the Lombardic Capital Letter óLô    48 

Figure 39 Examples of medieval óLô letterform      48 

Figure 40 The second letter conundrum       52 

Figure 41 Meeting expectation: The abbotôs name     54 

Figure 42 The oldest UK dated bell       59 

Figure 43 Example of Anno Domini abbreviation in Crowned Lombardic  61 

Figure 44 The óQô enlarged        62 

Figure 45 Examples of medieval óQô engraved letterform    62 

Figure 46 The Holywood shield bell       66 

Figure 47 Decoration on the shield bell       67 

Figure 48 Arrangement of shield bell cannons      68 

Figure 49 Close-up view of shield bell decoration     69 

Figure 50 Examples of medieval óKô letterform      69 

Figure 51 The shield bell armorial       72 

Figure 52 Armorial de Berry, 15th century depiction of Kennedyôs arms  72 

Figure 53 Direct lineage of William le Riche      77 

Figure 54 The arms of William de Maule      94 

Figure 55 The shield bell armorial       94 

Figure 56 Rich coat of arms        94 

Figure 57 Le Riche/Riche coat of arms       94 

Figure 58 Example of countercharging       95 

Figure 59 The arms of Sir Richard Riché      96 

Figure 60 Horse harness pendant displaying the shield bell arms   97 

Figure 61 Authors artistic representation of the shield bell armorial in colour  97 

Figure 62 Personal seal of William Masculus      163 

Figure 63 Comparison of shield bell to a 16th century armorial    225 

 



 

1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 The bells of Holywoodôs parish church were initially  mentioned in the First Statistical 

Account of Scotland. The survey of Scotlandôs parishes was structured and published 

by Sir John Sinclair of Ulbster and compiled by ministers of the different parishes 

between 1791 and 1799. It included a reference by the then minister of the Parish of 

Holywood, the Reverend Bryce Johnston, concerning the bells of his new church, 

erected in 1779.1 The church was built close to the site of the old parish church, which 

itself was part remains of a 12th century built religious house, Sacro Nemore (Sacred 

Grove/Wood), otherwise known throughout the centuries as Dercongal or Holywood 

Abbey. The greater part being dismantled in the 16th century resulting from Scottish 

religious reformation. 

1.1.2 Reverend Johnston, within his survey return,2 stated of his church; óéThe present 

church has two fine toned bells, taken out of the old building; one of which, by an 

inscription and date on it, appears to have been consecrated by the abbot John Wrich, 

in the year 1154.ô 

1.1.3 Again, in the Second Statistical Account of Scotland, carried out in 1837, this time under 

the auspices of the general assembly of the Church of Scotland, the Reverend Robert 

Kirkwood, incumbent minister of Holywood Church, confirmed; ó...the two bells which 

belonged to the abbey are still the parish bells. They are of excellent tone, and one of 

them, by the inscription it bears, was consecrated by John Wrich, probably the abbot, 

in the year 1154.ô3 

1.1.4 On 15th April 1898, James Barbour,4 vice president of DGNHAS, questioning the 

validity of both ministersô claims regarding one of the Holywood bellôs age, presented 

a report to the society following his inspection of both bells (see Appendix I). 

1.1.5 Barbourôs report, on presentation, successfully challenged prior public record, re-dated 

the 1154 bell to 1505 and redefined the sponsorship to John Welch, a recorded 16th 

century abbot of Holywood. This redefinition was referenced in the 1912 publication 

by James King Hewison for the Cambridge County Geographies, with slight adjustment 

to the abbotôs surname to suit Scottish practice: ó...a precious bell with its Latin 

inscription bearing that, ñJohn Welsh abbot of Holywood, caused me to be made in 

1505.ò Referencing the second Holywood bell, Barbour, from its limited inscription, 

supposed its sponsor as William Kennedy, a former commendator of the abbey between 

1524 and 1540. 

 
1 Reverend Dr Bryce Johnston, DD, born 1747, died 27 April 1805, Holywood. 
2 The First Statistical Account of Scotland (1791-1799): the Parish of Holywood 
3 Reverend Robert Kirkwood, AM, born 1784, died 10 October 1844, Holywood. 
4 James Barbour, architect and archaeologist, born 1834, died 5 May 1912, Harrogate. 
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1.1.6 A further inspection was carried out by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and 

Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS), entering as record for óDumfriesô in 

1920 (See Appendix II.). The report agreed with Barbourôs proposal for the sponsor of 

the second bell, but neither confirmed his translation of the date, nor the abbotôs name 

on the first bell, observing an óIô within the name, reporting óWEICHô and not WELCH, 

as well as raising a concern over the presumption of óJohnô from the initial óIô. 

1.1.7 Holywood Church closed for worship in 1996, and unused, was offered for sale by the 

Church of Scotland in 2010. A petition from a local interest party believed the bells 

dated from the 13th and 14th centuries and attempted to prevent the sale of the bells to a 

private owner.5 Regardless, the Church of Scotland disposed of the property with the 

bells insitu. It was the understanding of the new owners, in obtaining planning 

permission, both bells were of 16th century origin, and would form a feature of their 

planned conversion of the church into a three-bedroom home. In 2019, with conversion 

still to be made, the church changed hands to its current owners, the authors of this 

report, with similar aims to convert the property into a family home. 

1.2 The origins of the study 

1.2.1 The authorsô aim of the study was to confirm the date of the bells, so a proper strategy 

could be implemented and insurance procured, while rehabilitation work was carried 

out to the church. It was the uncertainty over the bellsô dating, and so their value, that 

presented an obstacle to the identification of a plan and a cost-effective solution to 

renovation and ongoing maintenance of the bells and tower. 

1.2.2 The bells and bell tower carried over a century of neglect, and it was apparent to 

renovate the impracticable space within the church tower and restore the bellsðto take 

them down, the bell frame renovated, and the bells refurbished and returned to ringing 

capacity, never actually to ring out again, would cost far more than the value of the 

claimed 16th century bells, or even the church building. The owners of the church were 

sensitive to the bellsô spiritual and historical value, but it was evident to make all well, 

would be an expensive project in a home conversion that had revealed far greater 

priorities in terms of essential unforeseen structural work. Thus, there was consideration 

to carry out necessary structural works to the bell tower without full renovation, 

safeguarding the bells without restoration to ringing capacity. 

1.2.3 The current owners, with backgrounds in archaeology and medieval history, aware 

post-purchase of the conflict between the Scottish Statistical Accounts and James 

Barbourôs report, drew on their own expertise with regards to medieval antiquities, and 

saw flaw in James Barbourôs proposal, in terms of the letterform used on the bells and 

the untested hypothesis of his translation. Doubt over the current record was reinforced 

 
5 Daily Record, (2010). Ancient bells sold off as quirky feature: The article recounts the complaint from 

Reverend Andrew Crosbie to the Church of Scotland for selling Holywood Church into private ownership. 
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when a specialist valuer, inspecting for reasons of insurance, confirmed his 

uncertainties over their reported dating. The lettering on the inscriptions was older than 

expected, too much of the inscription was unexplained and misread, and one of the bells 

carried its antiquity in its form and crude fabrication. Without guaranteed authentication 

of the bells in terms of worth and historic value, it was deemed prudent to delay the 

structural work and seek clarification through further investigation. 

  



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  4 

2.0 Inspection Methodology and Constraints 

2.1 The investigation 

2.1.1 The investigation was afforded by the gift of expertise and enforced time and self-

isolation applied to the authors, who, like many, were governed by the restrictions and 

fear of Covid-19 in the early 2020s. 

2.1.2 The study of the bells was not a straightforward undertaking, for with the absence of 

copious record and case study, every element of the bells and their connections had to 

be challenged and considered, using expert testimony where it existed, until an 

inarguable conclusion was drawn. 

2.2 Pre-inspection reference gathering 

2.2.1 Enquiries were made with international, national, and regional archives concerning 

Holywood Abbey and its bells. 

2.2.2 All internet entries and published matter concerning Holywood Church and its history 

were collated and assessed. 

2.2.3 Initial consultation carried out with institutions connected to Holywood Abbey, 

included the Church of Scotland, Whithorn Trust, Dumfries Museum, and the 

Norbertine College in Wisconsin. 

2.2.4 Investigation carried out into the origins of the individuals John Wrich, John Welch and 

William Kennedy, collating any supplementary material supporting them as potential 

sponsors. 

2.3 Previous historic report analysis 

2.3.1 A line-by-line analysis was carried out, regarding statements made in both the 

Statistical Accounts of Scotland, the entry under RCAHMS record regarding antiquities 

in Dumfries (1920), and James Barbourôs report for DGNHAS. 

2.4 Inspection of the bells 

2.4.1 A temporary platform was installed in the belfry to allow unrestricted access to examine 

the bells. Each artefact was closely inspected, and a detailed photographic record taken 

of each bell element. 

2.4.2 Church bell specialists, medievalists, ecclesiastical historians, and museum institutions 

specialising in bell history were contacted to provide their expert opinion of the images 

of the bells.6 

 
6 Church Bell International Museum of Agnone, Italy, Glockenmuseum, Grassmayr, Innsbruck, Switzerland, 

Musée de la Cloche, Herepian, France, John Taylor Bells, Loughborough, England. 
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2.4.3 A character-by-character examination of the letterform used in the two inscriptions was 

referred to experts in medieval palaeography and epigraphy for identification. 

2.4.4 Interpretation of the inscription was made via an expert in medieval Latin.7 

2.4.5 A study of the device on the shield bell was made against all known Scottish, French 

and English heraldic devices, including consultation with the College of Arms and the 

Heraldry Society of Scotland. 

2.4.6 One of the authors already possessed practical experience of medieval casting 

techniques, but this understanding was expanded into the bell making process via 

available publications produced by bell archaeologists and bell founders. 

2.4.7 Comparison was made of photographic images against all available (published) bell 

images from existing reference and record. 

2.4.8 Metal testing was considered, and suppliers contacted. 

2.4.9 The bells were measured, checked for tone, flaw, crack, and bronze disease. 

2.4.10 A condition survey of the hanging frame was carried out and remedial works 

identified, with any urgent (stabilisation) considered as appropriate. 

2.5 Post inspection (after sponsor confirmed) 

2.5.1 A genealogy study was created for any new proposed sponsor/s. 

2.5.2 A study of the socio-religious environment was made from during the sponsorôs period 

of tenure. 

2.6 Constraints to the investigation 

2.6.1 There was no cartulary or church record information available for Holywood, and 

limited reference material regarding the actual history of Holywood Abbeyðits 

founding, name origin, and initial history all being supposed. 

2.6.2 Often, entries within the records of other religious houses and public archives, in respect 

to Holywood, were made retrospectively, in some cases centuries past. Often, entries 

were not cited, erroneously transcribed, and/or the date incorrectly reconstructed from 

the original document. This constraint could only be overcome with sight of the original 

charter documents, or a guaranteed verbatim transcription with an accurate translation, 

neither of which were available to the authors at the time of writing this report. 

2.6.3 Archaic histories and reference material are not often cited, so the veracity of their 

entries could not be tested. Confidence, therefore, was consigned to the stature of the 

reference work within the body of respected academic publication. 

 
7 Professor J. Marcos, Classics and specialist in ancient fonts and linguistics, Plasencia, Caceres, Spain. 
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2.6.4 While independent investigations were ongoing, contact with local historians and 

groups were limited, partly due to an acrimonious challenge regarding a previous sale 

of Holywood Church (see 1.7), as well as avoiding potential prejudicial thought and 

bias from local historians and local historical groups. 

2.6.5 The external investigation beyond the physical artefacts was carried out exclusively 

during the Covid-19 pandemic, so all initial research was confined to distance contact 

and online reference. 

2.6.6 There was a lack of comprehensive academic research and archive material concerning 

bell-form and history. Databases were devoid of confirmed 12th and 13th century bells, 

and therefore the input of expert contribution in this area was largely absent.8 

2.6.7 Age detection via metal testing was considered and discounted, due to a lack of any 

comparable data and the understanding church bells were often cast from recycled bell 

metal. 

2.7 The study: Constraints to study support, debate and progression 

2.7.1 The following issues were not considered prior to submission of version 1 of this report 

and only became evident following dissemination of same. 

2.7.2 It was confirmed there was a lack of experts generally, and a significant measure of 

bias by those professing expertise merely through association within the broader terms 

of the subject matter, rather than specifics within it, ie., applying what they knew to 

what they had no experience of, and expecting it to count as fact. 

2.7.3 Despite a wealth of support and advice during the investigation, post-study there 

appeared a reluctance to consider the findings. This, despite the supportôs own 

involvement and authoritative reference substantiating the conclusion. A selection of 

public agencies and academics chose óblindô adherence to the original historical record, 

despite inarguable counterevidence. 

2.7.4 It was considered agencies and academics had chosen to discount the study, probably 

because it did not come from a recognised academic or antiquarian source, and so 

discriminated against the authors, regardless of any potential merit within the report or 

the antiquarian and academic referencing used. 

2.7.5 The authors encountered reluctance to accept any view other than the current accepted 

position, providing obstacle to helpful critique and challenge. 

 
8 Frustrating initial enquiries was the common belief the oldest UK church bell was no earlier than late-13th 

Century. The bell enthusiasts contacted only possessed local knowledge, and museums unable to offer any 

elucidation; all requiring context and location of the bells, after which they merely offered expert advice based 

on already published information; many merely redirecting the authors to the Wikipedia entry, or the Dumfries 

and Galloway Natural History and Antiquarian Society record. 
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2.7.6 There was a loss in confidence in the contribution of some experts, in the wake of 

avoidant tactics and partisan attitudes, all aimed at safeguarding the expertsô own 

interests within the status quo of accepted academic behaviour. 

2.7.7 There was a reluctance by academics to challenge fellow antiquariansô work, hence 

errors uncovered within reference material by the authors could not be validated by 

scholarly third-party agreement. Conversely, the fact the authors were outside the guild 

of antiquarians and academics allowed them to freely challenge flawed record as they 

found it, without the need to adhere to the academicsô implicit accord. 

2.7.8 The study uncovered major flaws in historiansô understanding, so much so, the findings 

within the report were based not so much on new evidence, but a mishandling of facts 

through untested, ill-considered, and unchallenged hypotheses. This would prove to be 

a significant obstruction in open academic acceptance of the find. It was apparent any 

reveal would come at the cost of challenge of academic and antiquarian reputation, 

especially if the study was made public. 

2.7.9 Significantly, any reinterpretation of the bells would rely on careful transcription of the 

bellsô legends. Medieval epigraphical attention was placed above palaeographic 

consideration, and because Latin translation is often open to interpretation, it was 

important to reduce the margin of error as far as possible. To this end, a checklist (see 

Appendix VII) was created to ensure all elements had been fully considered. However, 

this did not stop academic experts offering opinion repeatedly in the favour of the 

existing translation without any substantiation of the anomalies it presented, relying on 

their óqualificationô to carry the weight of that opinion. It was considered by the study 

any view, expert or not, that offered no suitable explanation to anomaly should be 

considered with caution regarding its veracity. 
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3.0 The Removal of the Bells 

3.1 Pre-survey conditions 

3.1.1 The primary investigation of the bells was carried out in 2021 with the bells hanging in 

the church belfry. Access to the bells at the time was adequate if not convenient, and it 

was only the proximity of the bells to the solid timber bell-wheel that made close 

examination of only a small part of a bell legend difficult. Despite pending structural 

and refurbishment works to the church, there was little reason, at that time, to drop the 

bells since there was no immediate risk to the bells; their connection to the bell frame 

and the frame itself sound, and their security better served whilst hanging. 

3.2 Post-survey requirement 

3.2.1 In August 2022, with the deteriorating condition of the belfry timber floor to wet rot 

which part supported the bell frame, and a notable increase in rain ingress apparent in 

the tower, the bells were lowered to the first floor of the tower whilst essential structural 

works to the church were arranged. The study had been mostly completed by that time 

and conclusions reached as to the bellsô provenance. It was assumed, with the findings, 

there would be essential third-party inspection from academics, bell experts and 

institutions, and so accessibility to the bells was a concern. 

3.2.2 Following published guidance,9 the bells were correctly handled, dropped and the frame 

surveyed. The bells were assessed and protected whilst stowed. The leather attaching 

the clappers, and the clappers themselves deemed sound, so were left insitu. It was clear 

there had been repair work to the cannons of both bells, probably before the bells were 

installed into the new church. 

3.2.3 The bell frame was found sound and thought original to the 1779 build, with only the 

deformed headstocks and iron strapping requiring renewal. No makerôs marks were 

found on the bell frame and the frame itself was assessed as óunremarkableô in 

comparison to other frames surveyed in churches throughout Scotland and northern 

England. It was confirmed all the floors in the tower required replacement and the 

timbers to the roof renewed before the bells were returned. The bell frame was not fully 

measured and recorded at this time, as it was found to be sound and in no immediate 

danger, but it was recommended by the commissioned steeplejack that the conservation 

architectôs plan for alteration to the belfry, 10 ie., removing the louvres and installing 

fixed light windows should be abandoned for the catastrophic effect it would have on 

the belfry environment, drying out the bell frame to its complete detriment. 

 
9 Council for the Care of Churches, The conservation and Repair of Bells and Bell Frames, Code of Practice, 

Church House Publishing, London, 1993. 
10 Holywood church was purchased with planning permission to convert into a three-bedroom domestic 

dwelling, with plans drawn up by Robert Potter & Partners, Chartered Architects. 
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3.2.4 The removal of the bells afforded a better opportunity to view and photograph the 

characters on the inscribed bell without restriction. Whereas closer unrestricted 

inspection altered some of the initial consideration by the authors, the overall 

conclusion remained. 

3.3 Risk Management 

3.3.1 Within a week of the bells being lowered, on the 9th of August 2022, the nearby historic 

former convent of St Benedictôs was severely damaged by fire. The unused, secure site 

had been a target for vandals for some time, mirroring the vandalism the previous 

owners of Holywood Church had experienced from purchasing it to its sale to the 

authors in 2019. Amongst the damage to Holywood Church, two historic Victorian 

glass windows had been irrevocably broken. The previous owners reported regular 

incursion by thieves and vandals, that only occupation of the church site resolved. The 

reported issues of vandalism were significant enough for one of the authors, and owner 

of the church, to offer themselves as permanent on-site security late in 2019. 

3.3.2 Following the completion and dissemination of the study and its conclusions, fear grew 

the report would eventually leak out and the potential of the bells presence and value 

would become an attraction to malefactors. The bells were uninsurable without a 

credible valuation, and the ownersô anxiety grew, following the nearby convent fire and 

increased police reported incidences of arson, as well as the significant increase in 

dubious, unwarranted after dark visits onto the Holywood Church site by individuals 

and groups. In 2020, the authors recorded six incidences of incursion onto the 

immediate church site within its closed graveyard after dark. The number of incursions 

grew to twenty-two in 2022, all by the end of July, with several individuals refusing 

challenge and retreating in haste without giving good reason for their presence. There 

were also several occurrences where trespassers had entered the church building, and 

although their intrusion appeared innocent, they were found deep within the interior 

when it clearly was not an open church. 

3.3.3 Without a robust plan for the proper protection of the church site and bells, and 

insurance denied for the bells kept within the dilapidated church, prudence dictated 

greater safety for the bells and ongoing secrecy of the find until a new proposal for the 

church development was drawn up with the authorities concerned, within the confines 

of the churchôs planning listing. 

3.3.4 Therefore, in August 2022, the bells along with the other artefacts found, including the 

stone plaques, were removed in secret, without permissions of the public authorities or 

public announcement to a secure temporary location off-site, whilst recognition and 

protection was obtained for the bellsô unique value in terms of Scottish history. 
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4.0 History of Holywood Abbey 

4.1 History 

4.1.1 Very little is known about Holywood Abbey,11 its four-hundred-year history, its 

original composition, subsequent development, monastic occupation, or its importance 

and scope of influence. In modern reference, all its early history, depending upon the 

historianôs viewpoint and those chroniclers wishing to grandiose their sponsors, is much 

supposed. The abbeyôs foundation has been attributed to different individuals, including 

John, Lord of Kirkconnel,12 Radulf, Lord of Nithsdale,13 Alan, Lord of Galloway, and 

even his daughter, Devorgilla.14 However, there is absolutely no evidence to support 

any of these as founders of Holywood Abbey.15 

4.1.2 Regardless of supposition regarding its founders, it is accepted by historians and 

archaeologists, the abbey of Sacro Nemore was founded before the end of the 12th 

century, but not before David Iôs succession to the Scottish throne in 1124. 

4.1.3 It is important to note, the estates of Holywood Abbey do not appear in the Inquisitio 

Davidis, an early 12th century examination into the possessions of the Church of 

Kentigern, held within ancient register.16 However, the lands of Terregles appear as 

Trevergylt in that same document as an asset of the Bishopric of Glasgow. The epicentre 

of Terregles is less than four miles from the site of Holywood Abbey, and Holywood 

is confirmed by a later 13th century letter to be within the diocese of Glasgow. Reverend 

Kirkwood confirmed the same in the Second Statistical Account of Scotland; ó...there 

is a bull of Pope Innocent III [ 1198-1216] , addressed, Abbate de Sacro Nemore, to the 

abbot of the Sacred Grove, in the diocese of Glasgow ï that is Holywood, originally 

written Halywood and Haliewood.ô Crowe suggests it is reasonable to proffer the site 

of Holywood as an asset of the Bishopric of Glasgow at the time of its foundation.17 

This precludes the abovementioned sponsors in 4.1.1 as sole benefactors, either because 

 
11 Holywood Abbey is referred to by different terms in ancient charter, papal reference, abbotsô seals, and 

historical texts, ie., not exclusively as Darcungal (occ. 1209), Darcongal (occ. 1209), Dercungall (occ. 1214), 

Dercongal (occ. 1257), Sacri Nemoris (occ. 1321), Dergunglae (occ. 1360), Sacro Nemore (occ. 1366), 

Sacrunemoris (occ. 1374), Sacrum Nemus (occ. 1510). It is important to note the term, ñsacred wood/groveò is 

not unique, and is repeated with regards to other sites, particularly in Ireland. 
12 Dugdale. (1693), Monasticon ii, p. 1057. 
13 McCulloch. (2018), p. 63, He [Radulf] is also credited with founding the Premonstratensian abbey of 

Dercongal (later Holywood) adjacent to the Nith and endowing it with extensive lands in lower Nithsdale and 

the Cairn valley. 
14 Maxwell, Sir Herbert. (1896). A History of Dumfries and Galloway, Edinburgh & London, p.118. 
15 (Cowan and Easson, 1976, p. 102), reject some foundation claims due to confusion with Sweetheart Abbey, 

and states no founder can be suggested for Holywood. 
16 Registrum Vetus Ecclesiae Cathedralis Glasquensis, contains within the inquest commissioned by David I, 

while he was Prince of Cumbria, before he succeeded to the Scottish throne. 
17 Crowe, C. (1998). The Development of church Institutions in Dumfries and Galloway AD450-1200. 

Manchester Metropolitan University. 
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of date of foundation or their position to gift land to the abbey. Although one cannot 

exclude any notable regional mid-12th century landholder as sponsor of the abbeyôs 

habitation, development and construction, there is absolutely no proof any of the 

aforementioned individuals were involved during its founding years. 

4.1.4 The origin of the name Holywood pre-dates the foundation of the abbey and is debated 

by Crowe.18 Its name is likely connected to the long-standing spiritual nature of the 

location, confirmed by the proximity of the largest late-Bronze Age or Neolithic stone 

circle (c.2000 BC) in Scotland and a long cursus monument, a quarter of a mile from 

the abbey site. The term Holywood is constructed from the Anglo-Saxon, halig and 

wode, and translates to Sacro Boscus or Nemus in Latin. The name Dercongal (another 

epithet for the abbey) is also associated with the location, der meaning oak wood and 

congal, and the name of Saint Convallus (Congall) who has an earlier association with 

the site.19 Crowe discusses the potential of an earlier monastery on the same site, which 

is highly likely considering the siteôs spiritual importance, but as with all of 

Holywoodôs early history, it is based solely on conjecture and name association. 

4.1.5 The full extent of the abbeyôs size and holdings throughout its early history is unclear, 

but its jurisdiction by the 14th century had extended far into East Galloway and 

Nithsdale, towards Kirkconnel, and included the churches and the Church lands of 

Dunscore, Dalgarnock Penpont, Tynron, as well as Lincluden to the south and Terregles 

to the west. The abbey cartularies were rumoured, in 19th century historical accounts, 

to have been transferred to France prior to the Reformation. The authorôs enquiry with 

French historical institution failed to locate the documents or confirm their existence. 

4.1.6 By 1544, the abbeyôs rental amounted to £700 Scots (Scottish pounds), nineteen 

chalders, fourteen bolls, and three firlots of meals,20 but by the time of the Reformation, 

its revenue was reduced to less than £400 Scots.21 In 1587, the remainder of the property 

of Holywood was vested in the Crown, and by 1606 the abbey had been dissolved. 

4.1.7 In 1617, an act of parliament annulled existing arrangements concerning the property 

of Holywood, allowing King James VI of Scotland the ability to award the property as 

a free barony for the nominal annual rent of £20 Scots to one of his favouritesðJohn 

Murray of Lochmaben. 

4.1.8 From its demise as an abbey, so its presence was diminished by the robbery of its stone, 

until only part of the original church nave and bells were allowed to continue serving 

the parish, until it too was demolished to make way for a new building on the same 

 
18 Crowe, C. (2002). Holywood, an early Medieval Monastery: Problems and Possibilities. Transactions of 

Dumfries and Galloway Natural History and Antiquarian Society Series 3(vol LXXVI) pp.113-118. 
19 Saint Congall is commemorated in the calendar of Adam King, Kalendar of Scottish Saints, published in Paris 

in 1588. S. Congall, abbot of Haliwode, confirmed in Scotland under King Malcolm II, (1005-1034). 
20 Chalders, bolls and firlots and ancient Scottish dry measures. 
21 McDowall W. (1867). History of the Burgh of Dumfries, Edinburgh, Adam & Charles Black. p. 255. 
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site.22 The ancient bells, still in fine tone (see 1.2), were reinstalled into a new belfry a 

few yards from their original housing. The builder of the new church paid £50 for the 

reclamation stone, and as later discussed, the decorative stone was interred beneath the 

new church floor, some of it finding its way into the new construction of 1779 which 

stands today, built over the abbey remains and its extensive vaults. 

4.1.9 There is no detailed description of the original abbey church, outside an unsophisticated 

watercolour, painted sometime in the 18th century (see Figure 4) and Francis Groseôs 

description after he made a visit to the original church, before its demolition. He 

declares; ó...cross the middle of the building was a fine Gothic arch that supported the 

oak roof. Under the floor were a number of sepulchral vaults. The entrance was through 

a handsome semi-circular arch.ô23
 The drawing in figure 4 is deceptive in terms of 

detail and scale, although it is clear the church was derelict long before demolishion. 

  

 
22 It is supposed the original parish church was formed from the nave of what appears to be (from archeological 

evidence) a substantial abbey-church. The entrance to the Norman-styled abbey churches of Holm Cultram and 

Dryburgh, built around the same time, all show their principal entrances on the nave, and the bell tower of Holm 

Cultram sits above the entrance into the nave. 
23 Grose, F. (1789). Antiquities of Scotland. London: Hooper and Wygstead. 
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4.2 Nunnery and Hospital 

4.2.1 The nearest nunnery on record is that formerly on the site of the existing ruin of 

Lincluden Colligate Church, approximately two miles away from Holywood Abbey, 

across Cluden water (river). Listed in modern register as a Benedictine nunnery, and 

thought to be established before 1174, it was dissolved in 1389 by papal authority, being 

replaced by a collegiate church, sponsored by Archibald óthe Grimô, Lord of 

Galloway.24 Archibald originally raised a petition against the nuns, citing their moral 

decay. Only one abbess is recorded, Eleanor, who in 1296, swore fealty to Edward I.25 

4.2.2 The nunneryôs potential founding date is within the same period as Sacro Nemore. Its 

proximity to the abbey, on land within its control, raises possibilities and practicalities 

regarding the nunneryôs original establishment and relationship with Holywood. 

However, like Sacro Nemore, a lack of early record prevents proof of an association 

other than location within a shared boundary. 

4.2.3 A hospital, approved by King Robert II of Scotland in 1372,26 and confirmed by Pope 

Clement VII in 1378,27 was founded within the bounds of the Premonstratensian 

monastery of Holywood by Archibald, before 1372.28 The hospital was said to be 

situated at a distance of a mile thereabout from Lincluden Church. 

4.3 The Abbots 

4.3.1 It is not until around the latter part of the 15th century, a comprehensive record of 

identifiable abbots and commendators appear. (See Appendix III ). History before this 

period is absent, with only two names appearing in the abbeyôs first two hundred years. 

Odo Ydoncô 

4.3.2 Odo Ydoncô appears within Scottish ecclesiastical society in 1225.29 He then occurs in 

Holywoodôs history in 1235 as a canon of Whithorn Abbey (Candida Casa) and former 

abbot of Dercongal.30 Odo was elected by the prior and convent of Whithorn to the see 

of Galloway (the bishopôs seat) but was unsuccessful. Whithorn was confirmed to be 

in Premonstratensian Orders by 1177, it is therefore assumed Sacro Nemoreôs 

association with the Premonstratensians dates from at least 1225. 

  

 
24 Cowan, I, and Easson, D. (1976). Medieval Religious Houses. 2nd ed. p.143, London: Longman. 
25 Bain, J (ed.), (1881-8). Calendar of documents relating to Scotland, ii 213, no.823, Edinburgh: Her Majestyôs 

Public Record Office. 
26 Burton, J (ed.), (1877). The Register of the Privy Council off Scotland I, no.483, Edinburgh: HM General 

Register House. 
27 Burns, C (Trans and ed.), Calendar of Papal Letters to Scotland of Clement VII of Avignon, (Series 4, 1378-

1394) 
28 Easson, D. (1955-56). A Note on the Mediaeval Hospitals of Dumfriesshire and Galloway. Transactions of 

Dumfries and Galloway Natural History and Antiquarian Society Series 3 (volXXXIV) pp.209-210. 
29 Glasgow Registrum, I 117, no. 139. 
30 Chronicle Melrose, 83, Historian of York, iii, pp. 144-5. 
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Dungald 

4.3.3 The abbot of Darwongville (Dercongal) features in the great parliament at Brigham in 

1290. It is plausible the abbot was Dungald, who appears on record in 1296 as abbot of 

Sacro Nemore. He is recorded as abbot de Sacro Bosco, swearing fealty to Edward I at 

Berwick. It was only following his oath to the English king, that Edward I restored 

confiscated abbey property.31 

4.3.4 In relation to the bells of Holywood, three names, two of which are listed as abbot or 

commendator of the abbey, have been placed on public record as potential sponsors: 

Wrich, Welch and Kennedy: 

John Wrich 

4.3.5 John Wrich, proposed by Reverends Johnston and Kirkwood, does not appear on the 

list of known abbots, and neither minister offered up any confirmation the name was 

obtained from anything other than inscription. With the supposition I Wrich (the name 

apparently on the bell) stood for Ioannes Wrich,32 a search within an incomplete 

Scottish ecclesiastical history was undertaken, with only one John Wrich found; 19th 

November 1378; óTo the official of St Andrews. Mandate to reserve to John Wrich, 

priest of St Andrews diocese, a benefice with cure usually assigned to the secular clergy 

in the gift of the abbot and convent of Dunfirmline O.S.B (Order of St Benedict), 

together or separately, to the value of 37 marks sterling; at the petition of king 

Robert.ô33 No further information or connection could be found for, or between John 

Wrich of St Andrews and Holywood, although the date does not preclude him from the 

abbacy of Holywood as no abbot had been assigned in record to Holywood between the 

years 1372 and 1394, although these dates conflict with the date 1154 presented by 

Reverend Johnston. 

John Welch 

4.3.6 James Barbourôs suggestion of John Welch as sponsor appears as an abbot of Holywood 

between 1491 and 1519, coinciding with the date 1505, Barbour proposed for the bell 

bearing the abbotôs name. Barbour reports; ó...the Welshes were a prominent 

Dumfriesshire family, of whom were the celebrated John Welsh of Ayr, and John Welsh 

of Irongray; also Jane Welsh of Craigenputtock.ô34 John Welch became abbot of 

Holywood upon the resignation of Nicholas Welch in 1491, after allegations of simony. 

He remained as abbot until his death in 1517. There is no history other than his name 

upon contemporary charter and correspondence, so the root of his family is unknown. 

 
31 Pyrnne, Hist. Coll., iii, p. 653 (Pyrnne gives the name as Saint Boyse). 
32 There is assumption óIô stands for Ioannes John, which was prevalent in the middle-ages. Although Issac, 

for example, and others appear, albeit with much less frequency. 
33 Burns, C (Trans and ed.) Calendar of Papal Letters to Scotland of Clement VII of Avignon, (Series 4, 1378-

1394) p 13-14 [Online] Available at: digital.nls.uk [Accessed 2020-21]. 
34 Barbour obviously did not discount the assumption the bell was struck for a nunnery at Holywood, sponsored 

by the abbess (although the bell is clearly inscribed with ñabbasò (abbot)). Barbour also interchanges between 

Welsh and Welch in his report. 



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  16 

William Kennedy 

4.3.7 William Kennedy, the brother of the 2nd Earl of Cassillis, was a Clunic monk of 

Crossraguel.35 Aged only 22, he was elected by the convent as coadjutor (successor to 

the abbot) in 1520 to become Abbot of Crossraguel. This was originally challenged by 

the abbot of the Clunic house of Paisley, Robert Shaw. Kennedy was then nominated 

abbot in commendam of Holywood in 1524. As commendator, William Kennedy was 

appointed Holywoodôs administrator for life, able to claim a portion of the abbeyôs 

revenue.36 William Kennedy died in 1547 and his abbacy of Crossraguel was succeeded 

by his nephew, the son of the 2nd Earl of Cassilis, his post, this time, confirmed by the 

abbot of Paisley. Barbour adds; óOf William Kennedy, the editor of the Crossraguel 

Charters saysðñHe had spent it (his life) well in the service of his monastery, his 

country, his Sovereign, and his Church; and, in an age when the lives of all the Scottish 

prelates were not perhaps emblems of perfection, it is notable that not a breath of 

slander sullied the blameless life of William Kennedy.ô This is perhaps relevant, 

considering not only the blatant nepotism the earls of Cassillis and the commendatory 

system brought to personal gain, but also the abuses the earls of Cassillis exercised on 

Crossraguel Abbey; both in directing the output of the abbey towards self-serving salt 

and charcoal production for gunpowder (c.1510), and 1570 when Gilbert Kennedy, 4th 

Earl of Cassilis, tortured the then commendator of Crossraguel Abbey, Alan Stewart, 

for the possession of abbey lands.37 

4.3.8 There are two other worthy mentions, although only one has been put forward, in 

complete supposition, as a potential candidate for the sponsorship of the Holywood 

bell: 

Thomas Campbell  

4.3.9 Thomas Campbell (commendator of Holywood, 1548-1579) gave assistance to Mary 

Queen of Scots following her escape from Lochleven Castle in 1568, for which he 

received forfeiture. 

John of Holywood 

4.3.10 Holywood Abbey is credited with the occupancy of Johannes de Sacrobosco, also 

known as Ioannis de Sacro Bosco, John of Holywood or John of Holybush (c.1195-

1256). The monk-scholar, author of widely read texts on astronomy and mathematics, 

was claimed to be at Holywood Abbey before leaving to become a teacher at the 

University of Paris in 1221. However, his association with Holywood Abbey is purely 

theoretical, based entirely upon his name. It is proffered from all his possible origins, 

Holywood Abbey (despite a Holywood Priory existent in Ireland) is the most 

 
35 Watt, D and Shead, N (eds.) (2001). The Heads of Religious Houses in Scotland from Twelfth to Sixteenth 

Centuries. Edinburgh: The Scottish Record Society. p.48. 
36 The practice of nominating commendator abbots led to serious abuse and was checked by the Council of Trent, 

around 1545, (Newadvent.org). 
37 Love, D, 2003, Discovering a County, Fort Publishing. 
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plausible.38 But, without any other evidence, his connection is purely speculative. It 

was even proposed, in the First Statistical Account of Scotland, that; ó...the famous 

Joannes de Sacre Bosco, author of the treatise, De Sphera, written in barbarous Latin, 

several centuries ago, would seem, from his local name, to have been either a native of 

the parish, or perhaps abbot of the monastery.ô Within the appendix to the same 

account, observation was made; óIt is not improbable, that he [John of Holywood] was 

the John Wrich, or according to the old name spelling, Wricht, ie., Wright, whose name, 

as the Doctor [Bryce Johnston]  observes, is on one of the bells.ô Histories concerning 

Johannes de Sacrobosco do not refer to him as John Wright/Wrich/Wricht, so it is 

unclear where the proposal that John of Holywood is John Wrich originates, outside 

speculation purely because of name association. However, as John de Sacrobosco was 

born some forty years after the 1154 date given on the inscription with the name 

presentation óWRICHô, it seems unlikely they are the same person. 

4.3.11 Several official wax seal impressions concerning Holywood Abbey have been recorded 

(see Figures 5, 6 and 7), and Reverend Kirkwood confirms in the Second Statistical 

Account of Scotland, he had in his possession one such seal; óThe charter seal of the 

abbot, dated 1264, is in my possession.39 It bears the following inscription: Sg.Abbat. 

Sacri Nemoris (the seal of the Abbot of the Sacred Grove). 

4.3.12 The seal Reverend Kirkwood described does not match the legends on the available 

seal impressions, in that none include a date, but it is possible the minister was referring 

to a complete seal matrix in his possession. A seal matrix is a flat-circular, pointed-

oval, or conical device, usually made from copper, lead, ivory, or any engravable hard 

material, occasionally silver, for forming an impression on a wax seal. Usually double 

sided, including both an obverse and reverse design. (See Figure 8.) 

4.3.13 Whereas it would not be unusual for the abbotôs name to be included on 12th/13th 

century matrices, by the 14th century anonymous seal matrices were the norm.40 

 
38 Pederson, O. (1985). In Quest of Sacrobosco. Journal of the History of Astronomy, (vol 16 no.3), pp.175-220. 
39 Kirkwood declared the seal was furnished by Alexander McDonald, Esq. of the Register Office, Edinburgh. 
40 Geake, H. (2016). Portable Antiquities Scheme, Finds Recording Guides, Seal Matrices. 



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  18 

  



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  19 

4.4 Archaeology 

4.4.1 It is only the archaeology that fixes the location of Holywood Abbey. Existing record 

does not show remains dateable to any period much before the end of the 12th century. 

No stones from the abbey have been identified in the construction of the 18th century 

church, and no visible traces remain of the monastic complex. Although complete 

erasure of buildings is not unknown, it usually follows an imprint is left for the 

archaeologist to discern. The archaeologist from Historic Environment Scotland, 

visiting the site for the first time for reasons of survey declared; óNo visible archaeology 

sits above the ground, and visiting the site, it is hard to believe an abbey ever existed, 

as even the marks on the ground have been purged from the earth. It is entirely oddé 

there is literally nothing to see.41ô It was particularly strange, in an area littered with 

the skeletons of former medieval abbeys, often standing in defiance and conflict with 

surrounding development, that Holywood Abbey, standing isolated and alone in fields 

should be so removed. 

4.4.2 There has been limited and incomplete archaeological investigation on the site, in part 

due to the extensive cemetery which occupies the site of the former abbey buildings. 

4.4.3 Dr J W Martin, reporting to DGNHAS in 1897, gave an account of a farmer finding; 

ó...a subterranean passage leading somewhere from the ruins of the old abbey, known 

to exist at the south-east corner of the churchyard.ô Dr Martin gave another account in 

the same report from a former grave digger and bellman; óThere are stones above the 

surface to show where it was. Once, when digging a grave, he came on an opening 

leading downwards. He took a stick six feet long and a rope as long, and let it down, 

and it did not reach the bottom. He says it was the subterranean passage. In digging 

three feet further over, he came upon a fireplace and grate which belonged to the abbey. 

He came to flooring, and on lifting up a slab, 4 feet by 3, saw causeway work made of 

small stones, like pebbles, and there was figuring; he could not say what the ñfiguringò 

was, perhaps a date. He also came upon a great many old bonesðbuckets of them, 

decayed almost to powder. He once came upon ña wall arranged in stepsò, which was 

probably a buttress to the side of the abbey. It was very solid and firm. He found a 

halberd, made of brass, which the late Mr Maxwell of Gribton got possession of. He is 

positive about the chamber with the causewaying and the subterranean passage.ô42 The 

report goes on to mention stones of floral design, with cross carvings and plain design; 

ó...a stone to the left of the principal gateway, with the representation of a dragon 

carved upon it, all built into the churchyard wall, and a portion of wall, running east 

and west, just appearing above the surface for a distance of three feet, composed of 

ordinary stone and lime, and goes down for several feet, as has been shown when 

digging graves beside ité At the Abbey farm, many of the stones of the abbey are built 

into the outhouses, having been carted over from the old farm-steading beside the ruins; 

 
41 Rory McDonald, Historic Environment Scotland, 7th September 2021 
42 Martin, J. (1896-97). Ruins and Stones of Holywood Abbey. Dumfries and Galloway Natural History and 

Antiquarian Society, p 67-69. 
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but none of them are carved or smoothed. From what he had seen of the stones and 

remains, the abbey must have been a structure of no mean dimensions and beauty.ô 

4.4.4 In 1906, Dr Martin again reported to DGNHAS, regarding an extension to the 

churchyard to Holywood; ó...following excavations carried out in connection to the 

extension of the churchyard south, beyond its existing boundaries, revealed the 

presence of a very solid and lasting wall which he had no doubt was the wall of 

Holywood Abbey. Running east to west and extending from the roadway about 45 feet. 

The wall was made up of large freestone blocks in front, large whinstone blocks behind, 

with a solid packing of lime and masonry. The breadth of the whole was about six feet, 

and at one part as much as 7 feet 3 inches, while the height was about 5 feet 6 inches.ô 

Unfortunately, none of the survey work is available to reference. 

4.4.5 In 1912, a meeting (an armistice) was organised by DGNHAS and several stones, 

previously removed from the site, were exhibited, including a central boss from a 

standing cross, and a cross shaft decorated with figures, serpents, and dragons. The 

whereabouts of all these stones is no longer known. There was speculation these stone 

fragments were pre-Norman, even 8th century, indicating perhaps the presence of an 

earlier monastery, however there is no archaeological evidence a monastic site preceded 

the establishment of the Norman-styled church at Holywood. Although, considering the 

spiritual importance of the surrounding site and 12th century chronicle, it is likely a 

religious house did exist in the area.43 

4.4.6 Despite a search for these ómissingô stones, it was only in the Summer of 2023 when a 

single stone was brought to the authorsô attention. A round stone, 32cm diameter, 

medieval in origin had been set into a garden feature. (See figure 9). Although, well-

weathered and half obscured, the stone clearly exhibited a cross of four equal arms, all 

within a circle. The origin of the stone could not be confirmed, nor its date of 

manufacture. Possibly a marker stone for Church-owned property, grave or boundary, 

a design of four equal arms within a circle exists throughout Christian society, and is 

often associated with the Templars, but since all Christian sects are known to have a 

presence in the area, it would not be surprising to find stones such as these, and so are 

difficult to assign with any surety. 

4.4.7 Excavation was carried out in 1922 on the east side of the site which revealed domestic 

buildings and stone fragments, mouldings, a sculpted head, and a 13th century stone 

grave cover. All these fragments were allegedly given to the Keswick family at Cowhill 

House.44 

 
43 St Drustan (7th century), founder and abbot of Old Deer in Aberdeenshire, nephew of St Columba, chronicled 

as abbot of Dalquhongale (Holywood) before he became a hermit at Glenesk. 
44 Anon, DGNHAS, 1922, p. 209. 
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4.4.8 Today, none of the decorative stones built into the cemetery wall survive. Reports of 

abbey stonework decorating nearby gardens were made in the early 20th century, but 

subsequent investigation carried out in the Nineties, failed to locate any evidence. No 

abbey remains have been identified in the churchyard above existing ground level. 

Many of the 19th century grave markers exhibit extensive coverings of luxuriant organic 

growth. Conversely, in the south-east area of the original church yard, there is evidence 

of fewer burials and stunted vegetation, supporting supposition and reports the remains 

of the abbey church lie under this quadrant. 
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4.4.9 The site of the monastery and its environs were surveyed 

in 1997, revealing curvilinear boundaries around the 

location of the abbey. The earthwork bank 1.3 metres 

high and 5 metres wide, running approximately 900 

metres on the northern and western sides of the site, 

appears beyond as a crop mark in the field to the east of 

the site. The feature does not include a ditch, suggesting 

the bank may have been constructed from imported turf 

or spoil from the construction of the abbey and its 

underground vaults and tunnels. Equally, the landscape may be part-resultant of the 18th 

civil engineering work as the ground level and site were consolidated to accommodate 

the new church and cemetery site. The ancient roadway that used to run through the 

abbey complex has been diverted to follow the curve of the southern bank encircling 

the cemetery wall. The fields around the churchyard are a popular destination for metal 

detectorists, with several artefacts being found, including bronze work and a gold ring.  
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4.4.10 A foliated stone cross, either a roof finial or boss, was found in 1965 beneath the floor 

near the pulpit in the church and allegedly given to the Keswick family. (CBA 1967:19) 

4.4.11 However, despite the indiscriminate removal of antiquities from the site, without 

record, there are still remains, including two carved red sandstone plaques from the 

original abbey, recycled into a fireplace in the hearse house, hidden from view and 

probably discounted by historians by way of misinterpretation. (see Figure 12). There 

is no archaeological report on the stones, nor mention in any inspection. The lack of 

weathering and wear dictates they came from inside the old abbey building, from an 

area largely free from erosion by human contact. It is possible both plaques were 

painted at one time, as there appears to be the residues of limewash, although without 

scientific and chemical analysis it is impossible to confirm the nature and age of this 

conjecture. From the unworked reverse side of the plaques and relatively 

narrow/bottom heavy profile, they were made to fit a void created within a wall, rather 

than applied on the wall surface, or designed to be free-standing. They were either 

created as part of the original wall-build of the church or applied to voids created in 

existing and/or new walls during decades of building work, extension and remodelling 

before the church finally succumbed. In early consultation, all the historians, academics 

and archaeologists dismissed the stones as cut down 18th century grave markers or 

covers. However, there are several reasons why this supposition is incorrect, and 

probably explains why the stones had been ignored by previous inspection. 
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4.4.12 After the new church-build was completed, several ancient grave covers from inside, 

and from the precincts of the old church were repositioned around the new church 

location. This was confirmed by George Huttonôs visit to the site in 1811. Hutton drew 

a grave cover exhibiting a ócalvary crossô, thought to be the grave marker of a crusader. 

None exist today on site, and none have been built into the new church. All were 

removed and lost, no doubt to fill a variety of new irreligious functions off-site. It is 

certain, reused gravestones would never be found on a church build or its graveyard. 

Repositioned; yes, reassigned; never, the rule of reverence dictates it. It is highly 

unlikely an ecclesiastical commissioner of a church is going to allow gravestones, or 

any personal grave markers to be used in such a utilitarian fashion (a fireplace)ðit is 

simply too disrespectful to the dead, especially in a time of greater universal piety and 

respect for the Church. This is particularly relevant if they were gravestones taken from 

inside the church, on the understanding only persons of status would be interred within. 

4.4.13 The stones, at 7cm deep, are too thin to free-stand as gravestones or lie as grave 

markers, both requiring a minimum depth of 15cm, and so could only be mounted on a 

wall or sound floor surface. With the back of the plaques being unworked they were 

designed as an installation rather than a cover. With little weathering or wear exhibited, 

and possible presence of limewash paint on the plaques, supports the theory they were 

internally wall mounted, and so removed as part of the demolition works carried out in 

the 18th century. 

4.4.14 As the sepulchral vaults were left largely intact, it is unlikely the stones were removed 

from below ground, instead being the result of necessary demolition above ground. One 

of the stones exhibits breakage, probably from the builderôs removal. The plaques, 

originally contained within the church, may have formed decoration to a funerary 

monument, chapel, or aisle. The stones were significant enough to allow the church 

commissioners and the builder to retain the plaques sympathetically within the 

precincts of the new church build. The stones were at some time built into a fireplace. 

At first, it was thought the fireplace (but not the flue) was part of the original hearse 

house build in 1779. However, when the stones and the fireplace were removed in 2022, 

as a precaution prior to necessary roof repairs and renewal, it was clear the fireplace 

was installed long after the hearse house build. The bricks used for the flue were the 

same 20th century bricks used in the flue for the main church boiler installed in 1965, 

along with a 20th century decorative brick found behind the plaques. Thus, it is highly 

probable the two plaques were discovered under the church floor along with the foliated 

cross (see 4.4.10) during the installation of heating pipes. It is therefore likely the 

fireplace in the hearse house was installed at the same time as the heating system in the 

church. It is presumed the stones may have been amongst the ecclesiastic stones and 

relics preserved under the church floor from the 18th century demolition. 
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4.4.15 The ócrossed bonesô plaque with imagery of crossed bones and an hourglass presented 

on its side has been replicated on Scottish grave monuments since the 17th century. 

There is no definitive source for the crossed bones motive, however the supposition the 

imagery was inspired by way the Essenes managed their dead,45 is an extremely viable 

hypothesis, considering the early medieval attraction for relics and the maintenance of 

their saintsô bones. The hourglass presented on the side is also a familiar funerary 

decoration on post 17th century Scottish grave markers. Outside the common use of 

crossed bones, in the context of burial and protection from evil spirits, the iconography 

had existed since the 13thcentury.46 Both have been presented as symbols of mortality, 

with the disabled hourglass being cited by some historians óas life cut shortô. However, 

this idea of mortality is at odds with medieval Christian belief; that life on earth is 

predetermined, and life eternal awaits.47 The disabled hourglass therefore better 

represents time stopped and life eternal granted, rather than life cut short. 

4.4.16 There is no evidence to date the installation of the plaques within the context of the 

abbey churchôs six-hundred-year history, and the existence of the imagery on 18th 

century funerary monuments does not exclude the plaques from an earlier origin. It is 

unlikely the church was in use past the early to mid-part of the 18th century, and doubtful 

any such plaques would be installed post Reformation. Therefore, it is probable it is the 

iconography exhibited on the stones, along with others of the same medieval period, 

that inspired later monumental masons to replicate it. As for the ómasonsô plaque, there 

is no limitation to the date of its fabrication, only that it adorned the wall of a chapel, 

church or funerary monument dedicated to or by a mason or masonsô guild. 

4.4.17 Testimony (see 4.4.3) indicating the redundant vaults, drains and passages have been 

overlaid with the existing churchyard and its post-17th century burials, rather than 

backfilled, is supported by the owner-authorsô suspicion of a significant void or voids 

under the present unheated church building. Settlement and aberrant environmental 

conditions are experienced in that area, with very high humidity levels (70-98%) 

thought to be caused by a significant underground void filled with water, with ground 

effect heating of that water causing substantial humidity and condensation on cold 

church walls. Monitoring for 2023/24 recorded 90% yearly average. (see Appendix XIV) 

 
45 The Essenses; Jewish religious monastic sect, existing in Palestine for around three hundred years before 2nd 

century BCE. Their funerary practices included laying out the body, and later placing the bones in a small 

ossuary box, so small, the femurs had to be stored crossed with the skull resting on top. Scholars describe the 

founder as a Jewish high priest; the Teacher of Righteousness, a protype of Jesus. There is debate whether Jesus 

was an Essene or perhaps influenced by them. 
46 It is not until the late Medieval period (after 1250) Christians adopted the crossed bones to symbolise death; 

Memento mori, óWhat you are, we once were. What you are, you will be.ô 
47 John 10:28 óAnd I give life to them, and they will never perish,ô 2 Corinthians 5:1; óFor we know that if the 

earthly tent which is our house is torn down, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, 

eternal in the heavens,ô John 6:47; óTruly, truly, I say to you, he who believes has eternal life,ô Romans 6:23; 

óFor the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord,ô 1 John 5:11; óAnd 

the testimony is this, that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son.ô 
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4.4.18 A few areas where the floorboards were disturbed to install heating pipes in 1965 were 

lifted in 2020. Evidence of ground disturbance was noted on the floor surface that once 

supported the Georgian stone floor. Other areas of the floorboarding, outside the area 

of heating installation were lifted in 2022, revealing the original floor surface once 

carrying the stone floor under these areas remained undisturbed, with its original layer 

of lime mortar intact. 

4.4.19 The discovery of at least three pieces of the original abbey church in 1965 provides 

evidence decorative stonework was rescued from the demolition; stone which had little 

use in recycling but was significant because of its religious and decorative connotation 

and so was interred under the original stone floor of the new church. There may have 

been other masonry uncovered in 1965, some may have been redistributed, or even re-

interred, but we know of only two plaques that were reused in the church. But seeing 

only a small part (6-10%) of the floor was lifted in 1965, and the discovery of the 

stonework not treated as archaeological find, and so improperly managed, removed and 

dismissed without proper record, we may assume the find was perhaps not deemed 

important enough to remove the pews and lift the entire church floor. The Church of 

Scotland cite óno record availableô to confirm this prognosis. Considering the amount 

of decorative stone to be expected from the demolition of a six-hundred-year-old abbey 

church of great significance and stature, there is reasonable assumption much more 

stonework remains interred. 

4.4.20 There was an historic building inspection conducted in 2016, by John Pickin, 

Archaeology and Heritage Services, as part of the previous owners planning application 

for a change of use from church to dwelling. The report, however, adds no value to the 

understanding of the historic nature of the churchôs origin, as no inspection was carried 

out upon the bells, or the ancient stonework evidenced in the fabric of the church 

development. The content in the report, merely part-lifted from limited previous 

archaeological inspection, fails to consider the archaeological reports made to 

DGNHAS, the sealed basement, evident by the existence of below ground architecture, 

or the palpable and inherent environmental issues affecting the church. 
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5.0 Holywood Church 

5.1 The Bell Tower 

5.1.1 Built 1779, Holywood Church is a T-plan, red sandstone building,48 and has a central, 

square tower, covering 10 square metres, which was repaired and renovated in 1845 

and 1864-5, by architect, Alexander Fraser.49 Coursed and squared red rubble with 

ashlar dressings, the south elevation tower has square-headed openings. The lower 

stage, originally with a door facing south, has a west-facing entrance into the church, 

formed in 1864-5, it is now kept locked and unused due to concerns over the condition 

of the steel lintol above. The tower has three windows arranged vertically in the south 

elevation over three floors. Louvred openings are situated on four elevations on the 

fourth floor underneath the belfry. The top stage (possibly built 1812) has louvred 

openings with central columns to each face beneath a flat pierced parapeted roof, 

accessible via a centrally located trap door. Two tall, round-arched and key-stoned 

Victorian stained-glass windows are situated on either side of the tower, whilst two 

further stained-glass windows of more recent origin occupy the north elevation of the 

cross hall. The bell tower and the bell-ringers chamber are accessible via a stone 

 
48 Section includes information taken from Historic Environment Scotland, listing LB10209. Local and Planning Authority, 

Dumfries and Galloway. NGR: NX 95495 79655. Coordinates: 295495, 579655. 

49 A category B listed property, added 6/8/1971. 
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forestair leading to an east-facing first-floor door. Carried over four floors, accessed via 

steel ladders, the belfry is open via timber louvres on all sides; internal wire netting 

protecting access from roosting birds. Access is restrictive, and the floor has several 

rotten timbers at the perimeter and is therefore deemed unsafe. 

5.2 The Main Church 

5.2.1 Internally, the gallery, sealed up to form a first-floor meeting room of 40 square metres, 

sits above a main hall of 170 square metres, all underneath a flat ceiling with roof 

timbers on brackets and a central acorn with a bespoke light-fitting adorning the main 

hall. There are gabled porches on east and west flanks; and a late-19th century addition 

with jamb flankers built over the original principal entrance under a piended roof, 

incorporating an internal stone staircase to the upper floor, lit by a square top twelve 

pane sashed window. The stem of the T-plan holds four round top fixed modern-built 

sashes on each of the west and east elevations. 

5.2.2 There is a basement in the church, sealed off sometime in the second half of the 20th 

century, possibly at the same time heating was installed at the south end of the church, 

and the internal doorway to the tower entrance sealed up. Testimony from an ex-

parishioner tells of a hatch in the floor near the dais. There may have been a basement 

level doorway from outside, on the east side of the tower, indicated by the extension of 

original 18th century dressed stone below ground level. A boiler house appears to have 

been constructed over the original basement door, with later stonework, complete with 

sump and oil tank sited on a stone roof. It may well be the basement was sealed off 

from inside the church at this time, although no church records were made available by 

the Church of Scotland to confirm this. 

  



The Templar Bells of Scotland 

An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church 

©Mark Huitson & R Bonde  30 

5.3 The Churchyard 

5.3.1 The church sits within an irregular plan, closed listed churchyard, owned, managed, 

and maintained by the local authority. The church and its immediate churchyard occupy 

an area of approximately 5,350 square metres. The churchyard holds within it a 

significant collection of 17th-20th century monuments, a mausoleum, and a World War 

One memorial. 

5.3.2 There are two open cemeteries to the south and west of the church. The cemetery to the 

west is accessed through the ancient churchyard and contains graves exclusively dated 

to the late 20th and 21st century. The cemetery to the south has its own entrance point. 

5.3.3 Externally, a hearse house, in ownership with the church, is positioned adjacent to the 

west gate, flanked by two octagonal rusticated ashlar gate piers. It is under a slate roof 

and built of random, recycled demolition stone from the original abbey building, as 

identified by the stone composition and dressing. 
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6.0 The Bell Inspection 

6.1 The bell descriptors 

6.1.1 To help differentiate the two bells throughout the report, the RCAHMS designations of 

No.1 and No.2, for the long-waisted and short-waisted bells were considered (as listed 

by Barbour), however the signifiers óshieldô bell and óinscribedô bell are used instead, 

reflecting the common terms adopted during the authorsô own investigation. 

6.2 Access and bell frame 

6.2.1 Access to the belfry was restrictive, and close inspection only achievable via an 

installed temporary platform, consolidating rotten timbers and closing the void in the 

belfry floor. 

6.2.2 The two bells are each carried on an individual timber headstock, connected to a solid 

timber wheel, both held in place by a stout oak timber frame in good condition. Both 

headstocks showed sign of previous wood-worm infestation.50 The iron bracing and 

clappers were well-rusted but intact and secure. The bell ropes were in poor condition, 

and rotten/detached in several places. 

6.3 General information about medieval bells and inscription letterform 

6.3.1 Before reading the legend on both bells, it was deemed necessary for the authors to 

further understand bell archaeology and the styles of letterform used in medieval 

monumental and decorative inscription, and acquire a fuller appreciation of the 

medieval engraverôs art. 

6.3.2 There is no exact date when large bells were introduced into the Christian Church in 

England and Scotland. The first use of the large hanging bell in a religious house has 

been attributed to Paulinus, bishop of Mola in Italy around AD 400, and it is recorded 

the venerable Bede brought a bell to hang in his abbey in northern England 

(Wearmouth) around AD 680.51 At this time inscription, if it existed, would have been 

in a form known as Roman Capitals or Saxon Capitals, as demonstrated on inscriptions 

of the period. 

6.3.3 Western church bells supposed later than this period but earlier than the late 14th century 

show a type of letterform carrying the generalised term, Lombardic, developing from 

what Sir William Hope, in his paper on the Seals of English Bishops (1887) attempted 

to catagorise as óRude Lombardic,ô to a more decorated form known Crowned-

 
50 Although it is unclear when the headstock had been treated for woodworm, all roof voids had been treated 

against common furniture beetle by Richards & Starling, Dumfries, June 1992. 
51 Walters, H. B. M.A., F.S.A. Dearmer, P. M.A. The Arts of the Church; Church Bells, 1908 
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Lombardic capitals, as presented by Thurston.52 Variations are difficult to date with 

any degree of accuracy, so óLombardic-typeô is often used by palaeographers and 

epigraphers to denote the general term for decorative upper-case lettering used on 

inscriptions, and typically at the beginning of texts in medieval manuscript. Lombardic 

capitals were used to write whole inscriptions and had no lower-case form. 

6.3.3 The 12th-14th century seals; Figures 5, 6 and 7, show what may be termed óLombardicô. 

Figure 21 illustrates Crowned Lombardic letterform as used on the UKôs earliest known 

dated church bell (1290-1310). 

6.3.4 It is generally understood Christian church bells from the late 14th centuries use a family 

of letterform for inscription that approximates to Ordinary Gothic or Black Letter. The 

written form was developed from Carolingian script to consolidate more words to the 

page, in a time when writing material was costly. The letterform was used in script form 

throughout western Europe between the mid-12th century and the end of the 16th 

century, but in terms of epigraphy the form was generally not used in monumental and 

metal inscription until the late 14th century, as demonstrated on the 1462 bell of Holm 

Cultram Abbey. (See Figures 18 and 19.)  

  

 
52 Thurston, H. (1907). Bells. The Catholic Encyclopaedia 
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6.3.5 This aforementioned understanding, of course, is a general rule and there is, as there 

will always be, exception. Lombardic Capitals were used on monumental and bell 

inscriptions well into the 16th and 17th centuries, and today artisans still use the form as 

decorative script. For example, Henry Oldfield, 17th century bellmaker of Nottingham, 

used an imitation of the medieval letterform, however, as with most later bells, this 

comes with characteristic later period embellishment.53 (See Figure 22.) 

6.3.6 Coinage, seals and medals are another example where Lombardic and Roman scripts 

are used in preference to Blackletter. Lombardic and Roman scripts provide clarity on 

surfaces compromised by application, letterspacing and the interspatial relationship of 

each element.54 Blackletter is difficult to reproduce by the engraver on very small 

surfaces, thus Lombardic features on medieval seals and coins beyond the introduction 

and propagation of Blackletter type. Of course, the inscription on the bell does not 

suffer the same constraints as seals and coins, thus the choice of Lombardic on the bell 

is either a deliberate aesthetic choice or concurrent with the period the bell was 

fabricated. 

 
53 Walters, H. B. M.A., F.S.A., Dearmer, P, M.M., (Ed.) (1908) The Arts of the Church: Church Bells, A. R. 

Mowbray & Co, Oxford, UK. pp. 152-154. 
54 Johnson D.W. Burdette R. W (Ed) (2016) An Encyclopaedia of Coin and Medal Technology 
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6.3.7 Therefore, whereas the concept of early 16th century bells carrying Lombardic script is 

plausible, if not a little unlikely, considering the relatively crude nature of the early-

form lettering on the Holywood bells, and the complete absence of decoration as 

displayed on contemporary bells of the period (See Figure 19.), the probability is the 

Holywood bells are of pre 15th century origin. 

6.3.8 Dissemination of Barbourôs term Late Lombardic as a letterform descriptor to experts 

was neither confirmed in contemporary publication to his inspection, nor accepted as a 

bona fide letterform identifier in either modern epigraphy or palaeography. This implies 

Barbourôs reference to the letterform on the Holywood inscribed bell as, ñLate 

Lombardic capitalsò is possibly invention to suit his conclusion regarding the bellôs 

date and the anomaly of the general rule, rather than a recognised and published 

letterform amongst bell historians and archaeologists.  
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6.4 Expectation and Expert witness 

6.4.1 The study revealed bell history/archaeology is a niche subject, mostly unresearched and 

sparse of academic copy. If there were reference works, they delved into bells of 

specific parishes, and any national register was less than comprehensive with regards 

to detail. The features of more than a few bells had been cited in reference material via 

the use of binoculars from the ground, so error in the translation of inscription was to 

be expected, and there were more than a few instances of disagreement between 

published translation on bells and their keepersô declarations. 

6.4.2 Nineteenth century reference works, usually offered by enthusiastic ecclesiastics, 

contained copious hearsay and often a lack knowledge concerning basic bell 

archaeology and bell founding. For example, chips on bell lips, the method of tuning 

before shaving metal from inside the bell was introduced in the 17th century, is often 

erroneously cited as damage. In old texts, drawings were offered in lieu of photographic 

evidence; often crude, incomplete and misrepresentative. Interpretation of medieval 

Latin inscription was as good as the interpreterôs skill. Modern 20th century 

photographic evidence was limited to reference photos of the whole bell, without detail 

being presented, usually contained within book and pamphlet invariably created by bell 

ringers and bell heritage campaigners. 

6.4.3 In respect of many of the bells the study encountered, public record rarely matched the 

actual illustration on the bell, even the studyôs ómodelô bell, the 15th century bell of 

Holm Cultram, carried a public record and reported date of 1465. The actual year, 1462 

only becoming apparent after the bell was removed from its belfry. 

6.4.4 Hanging church and establishment bells are hardly rare, in fact there are over sixty-five 

thousand listed in the national bell register. The register includes bells identified by 

founder and dates, but there are many undated bells still to be assessed. With the origins 

of ancient bells being revealed every year, primarily through restoration projects to the 

building in which they hang, there is confusion over the location of the earliest UK bell, 

partly due subjective dating and protest amongst bell enthusiasts for their own bell to 

have the honour of greatest antiquity. 

6.4.5 Often, identified ancient bells are assumed to be concurrent with the age of the belfry 

in which they hang, which is precarious premise as bells are a very moveable and 

replaceable object, often the target of theft, relocation, gifting, and recasting. This was 

particularly relevant on the Anglo/Scottish border. It was not unknown in the medieval 

period in the borders of Scotland and England, particularly during the time of war and 

the larceny of the Border Reiver, for cross-border raids to include the theft of bells from 

churches, both as insult to a rival community, and of course, profit. 

6.4.6 Dating these óearlyô bells is usually by supposition of those who have a significant 

acquaintance with bells, establishing similarity within expected bell forms. But since 

dating of these bells cannot be scientific, nor corroborated by extensive collective 
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archive, nor evidence; either on the bell or in medieval record, dating is still very 

subjective. 

6.4.7 Dating of early bells on form alone often utilizes an interrogative system developed by 

George Elphick,55 which assesses the features of the bell and the techniques of its 

casting, interpreting the shape of the sound bow as indicative of its age. Long-waisted 

bells, for instance, together with their harmonics, fall into a category of pre-13th century 

bell manufacture. 

6.4.8 Employing Elphickôs system on the shield bell, which had already been universally 

identified as archaic, bee-hived shaped, or long-waisted, confirmed the bell fell into this 

category of early (pre-1200) bell form. The study however, found only 18 locations 

where long-waisted bells had been assessed within a national catalogue of 65,000 bells. 

Concern was raised by the authors with so few bells appraised, the sample may be too 

small to make a definite dating conclusion. However, it was found the shield bell, 

although of similar dimensions to the inscribed bell, was significantly heavier (by as 

much as 30-40%), indicating its design perhaps predated the more economically and 

thus technically improved inscribed bell, already presented with a possible 12th century 

manufacturing date, thus supporting Elphickôs analysis. 

6.4.9 Without a comprehensive visual and descriptive catalogue of UK church bells hung 

from the 11th to the 16th centuries, the authors were cautious about assigning features 

of the bells to general understanding mooted in the few bell archaeology books and 

texts available or taking a very limited catalogue of photographic representation of the 

detail on bells and making assumptions based on instances of similarity. Arrangements 

of canons were not deemed an explicit dating tool, as was shape, outside overtly long-

waisted forms (which were universally regarded by bell conservationists as earlier than 

13th century). It was considered bells often were not original to their current hangings 

and foreign manufactured bells were entirely possible. 

6.4.10 Considering the bell register contained such a large inventory of bells and so few 

undated bells had been positively identified, it seemed imprudent to use such a small 

unrepresentative sample of assessed undated bells to assess the Holywood bells. Some 

bell conservationists had regrettably displayed partisan attitudes, which compromised 

their reliability. For these reasons the authors were conscious not to make assumptions, 

based on bell form and context in which the bells had existed, but concentrate on the 

evidence the bells did present, ie., what was written or exhibited on the bronze itself. 

6.4.11 However, for all the lack of quantifiable data and bell historiansô experience, limited 

by the bells they had examined, what the study had at the conclusion of initial research 

was a list of basic expectation. The authors dared not call them rules, but it provided a 

good checklist to help place the bellsô likely age range. 

 
55 Elphick, G. P. (1973). The Dating of Uninscribed Bells. The Ringing World, 60, pp 307ï8 
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General understanding 

6.4.12 Bell founding has changed little since the 11th century, and there is a total lack of a 

comprehensive catalogue of undated medieval bells, with precise identification of their 

age. Without a date being presented on the bell, details of its origin, foundry, or even 

the ethnicity of the bell maker, meant that is only really record and inscription that could 

date the bell with any degree of certainty. Broken bells can be recast, but invariably 

some alteration is made or added to the new bell. 

Bell form 

6.4.13 The degree of material usage, shape of the bell and the arrangements of the cannons 

changed little after the 11th/12th century. Long-waisted, beehive bell forms gave way to 

squatter, fatter bell shapes, containing less metal. Chipping on bell lips in the cause of 

tuning is generally acceptable up to the 18th century, after which bells are tuned by 

shaving away metal from inside the bell. 

Letterform 

6.4.14 Western church bells supposed later than the 11th century but earlier than the late 14th 

century displays a type of letterform carrying the generalised term, Lombardic-Type. 

Variations in Lombardic-type are difficult to date with any degree of accuracy. It is the 

general term for decorative upper-case lettering used on inscriptions, typically at the 

beginning of texts in medieval manuscript. 

6.4.15 Lombardic capitals were used to write whole inscriptions and had no lower-case form. 

6.4.16 Christian church bells of the late 14th and 15th centuries commonly (but not exclusively) 

use a family of letterform for inscription that approximates to Ordinary Gothic or Black 

Letter. In terms of epigraphy, the form was generally not used in monumental and metal 

inscription until the late 14th century. Where Lombardic letter forms are used on later 

bells, it commonly is presented with characteristic later period embellishment. 

6.4.17 Mixed letterform exists on inscription, but only to emphasise the beginning of words. 

Abbreviation on Medieval Inscription  

6.4.18 The rules of epigraphy are not the same as palaeography. Epigraphy often has differing 

abbreviation conventions to ensure design is not compromised. Messy textual 

abbreviation employed to save the medieval scribeôs time is absent on inscription. 

However, space saving abbreviation has a commonality in both engraving and text. 

Regrettably there is little catalogue of epigraphical contraction to formulate expected 

rules and convention for the medieval period. 

The use of Siglum 

6.4.19 The use of sigla (one letter abbreviation carried over from Roman antiquity) denoting 

common use words, names, and phrases generally gave way, by the 10th century, to less 

contracted abbreviations in Latin palaeography but are frequently evidenced in 
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epigraphy up to the 13/14th century. The decline of sigla, along with Roman Capitals 

on inscription would see a re-emergence after 1500, as Roman-style Capitals letters 

became, once more, a popular choice on seals and artefacts. 

Numbers 

6.4.20 Mixtures of roman numerals and written numbers are common, but invariably presented 

in the ablative case, accompanied by superscript lettering identifying abbreviation. 

Dating paradigms 

6.4.21 All studied ecclesiastical inscriptions, carrying the dating paradigm, Anno Domini 

exhibited abbreviation. Where siglum were employed, they carried superscript letters 

as indicators of contraction. 

Dates on Bells 

6.4.22 The oldest known dated UK bell is 1290, that of the bell of Claughton in Lancashire, 

and although it is known there are probably many bells still existing in the UK that are 

older than this date, they do not carry dates. There are reports of European bells carrying 

earlier dates, but they carry a different form than UK church tower bells. There is 

expectation that 12th century bells in the UK are not dated. 

The Model Bell 

6.4.23 The authors did not have a sight of a 12th century bell in which to make comparison. 

However, there was a late 15th century bell, within the same geographical area, for a 

similar institution; the bell in the remains of Holm Cultram Abbey, lying approximately 

twenty miles across the Solway Firth from the Holywood abbey site. Holm Cultramôs 

bell, like Holywoodôs was also saved from the destruction of 16th century religious 

reforms and allowed to remain in the open Norman bell tower to stand to serve the 

parish. The Holm Cultram bell inscription, in Black Letter, reads; ihc : thomas : york : 

abbas : de : holm : cV : dominio : anno dni : millº : ccccº : lxiiº ð Jesus Christ, Saviour. 

Thomas York, Father, Master of Holm Cultram, AD1462 
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7.0 The Inscribed Bell 

7.1 Description 

7.1.1 The west-facing cast bronze inscribed bell, still in tone, carries a note A. The bell is 

36 cms tall, 43 cms in diameter at the mouth and 26 cms at the shoulder. The width of 

the metal at the sound-bow is around 3 cms and exhibits some chipping; the result of 

pre-18th century tuning activity. The weight of the bell is estimated to be 70-80 

kilograms. There is no evidence of cracks, and there are no records, pre or post 1779, 

of the bell being recast, and no reason to suspect the bell is not the original. Repairs to 

the canons were observed, and there was possible evidence of proximity to extreme 

heat (a fire) at some time in its life. 

7.1.2 The inscription band is carried between two pairs of beads running around the upper 

part of the bell below the shoulder. Whilst three beads run around the bell above and 

below the sound-bow. 

7.1.3 The letterform presented is unsophisticated style of Lombardic, presented with spade 

like finials, except for the fourth character tile which shows a Gothic-type óeô (Marcos, 

2021). The letterform lacks the ornamentation of Crowned-Lombardic and resembles 

the letterforms used on pre 13th century engraving but incorporates several bespoke 

characters within the letters used. Several characters are deemed to have been omitted 

(as is usual on medieval bell impressions), contracting common-use words to save space 

on the inscription, in some cases making the intended word indecipherable to the 

modern eye. 

7.1.4 The position of the inscribed bell, fixed close to the solid timber wheel, made viewing 

the latter part of the description difficult without the use of a torch, mirror, or slim 

camera-phone. It might explain, in the poor light conditions of the bell tower (even on 

a sunny day), how any previous inspection could have been compromised, and 

characters misread. 

7.1.5 The bell shape is a pattern seen in western bells dating as far back as the 13th century, 

and so is undatable by bell-shape alone. However, the chipping on the bell mouth 

confirms the bell is contemporary within the life of the abbey from whence it came, ie 

pre 18th century. 
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7.2 The Inscription 
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7.2.1 The inscription commences with a tile containing a cross-pattée [\], followed by a 

separated tile carrying a capital [I ]. The spaces between tiles were thought to indicate 

both word and grammatical separation (as punctuation marks are absent), as well as 

potential word omission. (Note: Bracketed bold letters are for illustration purposes only 

and are not representative of the actual letterforms.) 

7.2.2 Following a space after the letter [I ], are five conjoined tiles of characters 

[W][e][ I ][C][H] (see Figure 25). Notable, are the inclusions of deliberate forking to 

one of the serifs to the Lombardic character letter [W] and the Gothic miniscule [e]. 

Another space separates, what appears to be a name, with five more conjoined tiles 

[A][B][B][A][S] (see Figure 26), space, then four conjoined tiles [S][A][C][R], with 

two small rectangles sitting offset to the right, above the letters [C] and [R] on the bead 

line. Following a space, sits a character of three long inverted triangles connected by 

underlying ligature (resembling a conjoined M and N). This tile is conjoined to a tile 

carrying a letter [E] (see Figure 26). 

7.2.3 Two sets of conjoined tiles finish off the first part of the inscription [F][ I ][E][R][ I ] and 

[F][E][C][ I ][\] (see Figure 27), the last word ending a tile containing a cross-pattée. 

The cross-pattée is different from the first cross-pattée used in the inscription, in that 

its lower limb is longer. The RCAHMS inspection observed; ó...the t of fecit is more 

like a small Latin cross.ô 

7.2.4 A space follows, then two separated tiles carrying a capital [A] and what appears to be 

a capital [D], (see Figure 28). The [D] is not confirmed, as the character is not 

represented elsewhere on the bell, whereas the [A] form used is identical to those 

demonstrated elsewhere in the inscription. It is noteworthy the character [D] does not 

display an open stem, matching the [B] character on the bell (in ABBAS), instead, the 

serifs are brought together to close the óbowlô, creating a shape loosely resembling a 

large, short fish. 

7.2.5 The letter tile containing [D] is followed by a space then five conjoined tiles of 

characters [Q or Oƶ][V or U][ I ][G][E] (see Figure 28).The first tile, compromised by 

the viewing angle, contains a stylised Lombardic character resembling either an O with 

a small equilateral triangle following, all contained within the same tile, manufactured 

larger to either accommodate two separate characters, or a Q with a grossly enlarged 

tail. The second tile contains what appears to be V or U, the third, [I ] (the letterform 

confirmed elsewhere within the inscription) with a small rectangle carried above on the 

bead line (see Figure 28). The letter [G] is the fourth, and the final tile of the five is [E] 

(again the form is confirmed elsewhere on the bell) with a donut or óoô above (again 

carried on the bead line). 
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7.2.6 The final separated tile contains a representation of two strokes, similar but presented 

vertically in opposing directions. This tile is larger than the others on the engraving and 

falls outside the line of the inscription, making contact with both upper and lower bead 

lines framing the legend. From the images, the reader will see other marks and shadows. 

These are marks on the bell surface and are not engraving, as confirmed by a blind-

touch survey. 
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7.3 Reading the Inscription 

  
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































