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BASIC DETAILS 

 

Built: c.1300 if not earlier 

 

Keep added: c.1400 

 

Enlarged: 1580-1622 

 

Largely destroyed: 1650 

 

Listed: Category A 

 

First restored by the 7th Earl Rosslyn: 1983-84 

Architect: James Simpson, Simpson & Brown, Edinburgh 

Consultant engineer: Tony Sykes, Wren and Bell 

Quantity Surveyor: Alan Miller, Gibson & Simpson 

Contractor: Local tradesmen 

First Landmarkers: Summer 1985 

 

Further restoration & repair by Rosslyn Chapel Trust: 2022-24 

Architect: Page\Park 

Consultant Engineer: Narro Associates 

Quantity Surveyor: Morham & Brotchie Partnership 

Contractor: John Dennis & Company (Scotland) Ltd  
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The precipitous valley-side elevation of the Castle after repair in 2024. 
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Summary 
Rosslyn is famous for three things: its ancient Castle, an extraordinary chapel and 

precipitous glen full of scenic romance. In the words of Sir Walter Scott, ‘A morning of 

leisure can scarcely be anywhere more delightfully spent than in the woods of Rosslyn’. 

Rosslyn Castle sit on an almost insular rock overhanging river Esk; there has been some 

form of fortification on the site since at least the early 14th century. William de St Clair, 

who came from Normandy with William the Conqueror, obtained from Malcolm 

Canmore much of the lands of the Barony of Roslin in the 11th century, and may well 

have built some sort of edifice here.  

 

The present Castle dates from various periods having suffered a chequered history. The 

earliest standing remains are those of the tower by the present bridge, probably built 

shortly after the Battle of Rosslyn in 1302. This crushing defeat of the English involved a 

small Scottish army fighting three battles against different English forces all on the 

same day; the first on the Bilston Burn, and the second and third between Dryden and 

Hawthornden. Local names perpetuate the sites: Shin-bones Field, where bones have 

been found when ploughing; the ‘Hewings’, where there was great slaughter; and the 

‘Killburn’, a stream that ran red for three days.  

 

The only access to the Castle was then, as now, along a one arched bridge across a 

deep gully. Originally the gap would have been crossed by a drawbridge between ashlar 

piers of which only the southerly one remains. The entrance was defended by a gate of 

great strength, the remains of which are just visible today andit is shown in the pre-1700 

drawings. However, as the Imperial Gazetteer of Scotland (1871) points out, ‘though 

highly pleasant and romantic, (the site) is very ill chosen for a fortalice; for while it finely 

overlooks the sylvan stream below, it is itself commanded by heights which press 

closely on its precincts, and look almost right down upon the tops of its chimneys’. 

 

The rounded keep on the south-west corner was added c.1400 by Henry St Clair, the 

second Prince of Orkney. His son, Sir William, third St Clair Prince of Orkney, 

considerably enlarged and strengthened the Castle . This Sir William had travelled 

extensively in France, which probably explains the strong French influence in the 

design. The curious round buttresses, for example, are similar to the Chateau of Guillard 

on the Seine. He was also responsible for the justly famous Rosslyn Chapel, begun in 

1446, and described as a ‘Bible in stone’, renowned for its richly carved interior. At this 

time, the St Clair family was wealthy enough to dine from gold and silver ware. When 

Sir William’s wife, Lady Elizabeth, undertook to visit the family house in Edinburgh, she 

had an escort of 200 men on horseback. Sir William was so rich and powerful that he 

could even mint his own coins. 

 

The works had hardly been completed when a fire destroyed part of them in 1447, 

caused by a lady-in-waiting looking for a dog under a bed and setting the bedclothes 

alight with her candle. The fire spread rapidly, ravaging a large part of the Castle . 

According to legend, this event was heralded by a mysterious warning. Edward St Clair 

of Dryden, riding hounds to meet Sir William, met a great company of rats. Amongst 

these, being led by the rest, was an old blind rat with a straw in its mouth.  

 

This damage was repaired, and the Castle remained intact for nearly a century. In 1544 it 

was set on fire again, this time by the English under the Earl of Hertford during the 

‘Rough Wooing’, when Henry VIII issued instructions to ‘put all to fire and sword’ in 
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Scotland in an attempt to secure the marriage of his son Edward to the infant Mary 

Queen of Scots. Edinburgh, Leith and Craigmillar Castles all suffered the same fate as 

Rosslyn. But the Castle was repaired again and from 1580 more buildings along the 

south-east side of the courtyard were erected by another Sir William including the clock 

tower and the great hall, underneath which three lower floors go down a further 50 feet 

to the solid rock. The fine moulded fireplace in the restored Great Hall bears a shield 

with the arms and initials of Sir William and his wife, Jean Edmonston and the date 

1597. The extensive vaults below would have provided the kitchens, bakery and store-

rooms for Sir William’s more domestic quarters.  

 

In 1622, the date over the front door and on the drawing room ceiling, Sir William’s son, 

yet another William, completed the Castle by finishing the range begun by his father, 

adding confident Renaissance detailing and fine plaster ceilings. Alas this was to be 

short lived. In 1650, after the disaster at the Battle of Dunbar, Cromwell’s troops under 

the command of General Monck, besieged the Castle with four cannon, a mortar, and 

600 troops. The walls were battered down and the Castle sacked and slighted, leaving 

only what stands today. Monck is said to have displayed his contempt for idolatry and 

pomp by stabling his horses in Rosslyn Chapel, which may have ensured its survival. 

 

The Castle however never recovered, and by 1788 the remains were described as 

‘haggard and utterly dilapidated’. The Gazetteer described them thus in 1871 - ‘the mere 

wreck of a great pile riding on a little sea of forest, and not far from contact with 

commanding rocks, - a rueful apology for the once grand fabric’. The combination of 

decayed Castle, ornate chapel and dramatic scenery fired the romantic imagination 

throughout the late-18th and 19th centuries, and Rosslyn became an essential stop on 

any Scottish itinerary. Turner came here to paint, and Dorothy Wordsworth was to write 

‘I never passed through a more delicious dell than the glen of Rosslyn’. 

 

For some years during the 20th century the Castle was occupied by a tenant, Miss 

Leitch, but when she died in 1980 it fell victim to vandals who used the panelling for 

firewood. When the current 7th Earl of Rosslyn inherited it on his father’s death in 1977, 

a rescue package was drawn up. The restoration was completed in 1984 and the first 

Landmarkers stayed in the summer of 1985. Unusually, the Landmark Trust does not 

own or lease Rosslyn Castle, but lets it on behalf of Lord Rosslyn. This has proved to be 

a great success and since 2002, Collegehill House, which was built as an inn and stands 

next to the chapel, has been let by the Landmark Trust in the same way. 

 

In 2016, Rosslyn Castle and Collegehill House came into the care of Rosslyn Chapel 

Trust, bringing together for the first time responsibility for these two buildings, Rosslyn 

Chapel and areas of Roslin Glen. 

 

In September 2022, a second major programme of restoration and conservation was 

undertaken at Rosslyn Castle, to safeguard the fabric of the building. 

Comprehensive repairs were undertaken to the habitable part of the Castle and a 

sustainable heating strategy implemented through the addition of air source heat 

pumps in the vaults. Scaffolding was erected from ground level and the great south wall 

repointed, with vulnerable masonry consolidated and protected. The Great Hall, dating 

from 1597, and an adjacent derelict tower in the south-west corner were both re-roofed, 

creating a large kitchen further bedroom. Works were concluded in July 2024 and the 

Castle made available once again for Landmark tenants under the same arrangement as 

before. 
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Joseph Mallord William Turner ‘Roslin Castle’, c.1820
© Indianapolis Museum of Art, Gift in memory of Dr. and Mrs. Hugo O. Pantzer by their Children

‘Roslin Castle ’, watercolour by J M W Turner, c1820 (Indiana Museum of Art) 

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/images/work/T/TW1/TW1096_9.jpg
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Introduction 
 

Rosslyn is famous for three things: its ancient Castle, an extraordinary chapel, 

and a precipitous glen full of scenic romance. In the words of Sir Walter Scott, ‘A 

morning of leisure can scarcely be anywhere more delightfully spent than in the 

woods of Rosslyn’. There has been some form of fortification on the site of 

Rosslyn Castle, an almost insular rock overhanging River Esk, since at least the 

beginning of the 14th century. William de St Clair, who came from Normandy 

with William the Conqueror, obtained from Malcolm Canmore a great part of the 

lands of the Barony of Roslin in the 11th century, and may well have built some 

sort of edifice there. 

 

The present Castle dates from various periods having suffered a chequered 

history and the earliest remains still standing are those of the tower by the 

present bridge, probably built shortly after the Battle of Rosslyn in 1302. This 

crushing defeat of the English involved a small Scottish army fighting three 

battles against different English forces all on the same day; the first contest took 

place on the Bilston Burn, and the second and third between Dryden and 

Hawthornden. A brief account appears later in this album. Local names 

perpetuate the sites: Shin-bones Field, where bones have been found when 

ploughing; the ‘Hewings’, where there was great slaughter; and the ‘Killburn’, a 

stream that ran red for three days.  

 

The only access to the Castle was then, as now, along a single-arched bridge 

across a deep gully. Originally the gap would have been crossed by a 

drawbridge between ashlar piers of which only the one to the south remains. 

The entrance was defended by a gate of great strength, the remains of which are 

just visible today; it is shown in the pre-1700 drawings. But as the Imperial 

Gazetteer of Scotland (1871) points out, ‘though highly pleasant and romantic, 

(the site) is very ill chosen for a fortalice; for while it finely overlooks the sylvan 
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stream below, it is itself commanded by heights which press closely on its 

precincts, and look almost right down upon the tops of its chimneys’. 

 

The rounded keep on the south-west corner was added circa 1400 by Henry St 

Clair, the second Prince of Orkney. His son, Sir William, third St Clair Prince of 

Orkney, considerably enlarged and strengthened the Castle . It was this Sir 

William, who had travelled extensively in France, who provides a probable 

explanation for the strong French influence in the design, seen for example in 

the curious round buttresses, similar to the Chateau of Guillard on the Seine. He 

was also responsible for the justly famous Rosslyn Chapel, begun in 1446, and 

described as a ‘Bible in stone’, renowned for its richly carved interior. At this 

time, the St Clair family was wealthy enough to dine from gold and silver ware. 

When Sir William’s wife, Lady Elizabeth, undertook to visit the family house in 

Edinburgh, she had an escort of 200 men on horseback. Sir William was so rich 

and powerful that he could even mint his own coins. 

 

No sooner had the works been completed than a fire destroyed part of them in 

1447, caused by a lady in waiting looking for a dog under a bed and setting the 

bedclothes alight with her candle. The fire spread rapidly, ravaging a large part 

of the Castle . According to legend, this event was heralded by a mysterious 

warning. Edward St Clair of Dryden, riding hounds to meet Sir William, met a 

great company of rats. Amongst these, being led by the rest, was an old blind rat 

with a straw in its mouth.  

 

This damage was repaired, and the Castle remained intact for nearly a century. 

In 1544 it was set on fire again, this time by the English under the Earl of 

Hertford during the ‘Rough Wooing’, when Henry VIII issued instructions to ‘put 

all to fire and sword’ in Scotland in an attempt to secure the marriage of his son 

Edward to the infant Mary Queen of Scots. Edinburgh, Leith and Craigmillar 

Castle s all suffered the same fate as Rosslyn. But the Castle was repaired again, 

and from 1580 more buildings along the south-east side of the courtyard were 
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erected by another Sir William including the clock tower and the great hall, 

underneath which three lower floors go down a further 50 feet to the solid rock. 

The fine moulded fireplace in the newly restored Great Hall bears a shield with 

the arms and initials of Sir William and his wife, Jean Edmonston, and the date 

1597. 

 

The vaults below would have provided the kitchens, bakery and store-rooms for 

Sir William’s more domestic quarters. They are described in the Gazetteer – ‘a 

descent of a great number of stone-stairs conducts through part of the existing 

structure to the bottom, and leads into a large kitchen, whence a door opens into 

a once famous garden.’ These ‘lower apartments are ill-lighted and confined, 

and possess far more of the coldness and gloom of a prison than the comfort 

and convenience of a modern residence.’  

 

In 1622, the date over the front door and on the drawing room ceiling, Sir 

William’s son, yet another William, completed the Castle by finishing the range 

his father had begun, adding confident Renaissance detailing and fine plaster 

ceilings. Alas this was to be short lived. In 1650, after the disaster at the Battle of 

Dunbar, Cromwell’s troops under the command of General Monck, besieged the 

Castle with four cannon, a mortar, and 600 troops. The walls were battered down 

and the Castle sacked and slighted, leaving only what stands today. Monck is 

said to have displayed his contempt for idolatry and pomp by stabling his horses 

in Rosslyn Chapel, which may paradoxically have ensured its survival. 

 

The Castle however never recovered, and by 1788 the remains were described as 

‘haggard and utterly dilapidated’. The Gazetteer described them thus in 1871 – 

‘the mere wreck of a great pile riding on a little sea of forest, and not far from 

contact with commanding rocks - a rueful apology for the once grand fabric.’ The 

combination of decayed Castle, ornate chapel and dramatic scenery fired the 

romantic imagination throughout the late 18th and 19th centuries, and Rosslyn 

became an essential stop on any Scottish itinerary. Turner came here to paint, 
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and Dorothy Wordsworth was to write ‘I never passed through a more delicious 

dell than the glen of Rosslyn.’ 

 

For some years during the 20th century the Castle was occupied by a tenant, 

Miss Leitch, but when she died in 1980 it fell victim to vandals who used the 

panelling for firewood. When the current 7th Earl of Rosslyn inherited it on his 

father’s death in 1977, a rescue package was drawn up as described in James 

Simpson’s article The Rescue of Rosslyn, included in this album. The restoration 

was completed in 1984 and the first Landmarkers stayed in the summer of 1985. 

Unusually, the Landmark Trust does not own or lease Rosslyn Castle but lets it 

on behalf of Lord Rosslyn. This has proved to be a great success and since 2002, 

Collegehill House, which was built as an inn and stands next to the chapel, has 

been let by the Landmark Trust in the same way. 

 

In 2016, Rosslyn Castle and Collegehill House came into the care of Rosslyn 

Chapel Trust, bringing together for the first time responsibility for these two 

buildings, Rosslyn Chapel and areas of Roslin Glen. 

 

In September 2022 a second major programme of restoration and conservation 

was undertaken at Rosslyn Castle, to safeguard the fabric of the building. 

Comprehensive repairs were undertaken to the habitable part of the Castle and a 

sustainable heating strategy implemented through the addition of air source 

heat pumps in the vaults. Scaffolding was erected from ground level and the 

great south wall repointed, with vulnerable masonry consolidated and protected. 

The Great Hall, dating from 1597, and an adjacent derelict tower in the south-

west corner were re-roofed, creating a further bedroom and large kitchen. Works 

were concluded in July 2024 and the Castle made available once again for 

Landmark tenants under the same arrangement as before. 
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Photographs by HM Office of Works, Ancient Monuments 

Department, 1928 
 

 

From the northeast 
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From the south 
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From the east (above). The approach to the Castle (below) 
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The tower and gateway 
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Exterior of tower and gateway 
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Interior face of ‘keep’ and chapel 

Buildings east of courtyard. East wall. 
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Retaining wall, west of gateway (above). West enclosure wall 

(below) 
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Buildings east of courtyard. Elevation to courtyard 

Hall fireplace. Buildings on east of courtyard. 
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‘The Rounds’, formerly thought to have been a chapel 

in the Castle . This theory is now discounted due to 

the westerly orientation of the space inside. 
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Interior face of keep and ‘the Rounds’. 
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Rosslyn Castle before restoration in March 1983 
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Rosslyn Castle during restoration works in March 1983 

  

November 1983 
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November 1983 
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Dismantling the old range in the Dining Room, November 1983 
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Repairing a hole in the ceiling in the Dining Room, January 1984 

Repairing the doors and fireplace 
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The Dining Room, August 1985 
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Repairing the panelling in the Dining Room, June 1984 
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Constructing the bathroom and upstairs passage walls, November 1983 
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The Blue Bedroom in July and November 1984 and August 1985 (below) 



                                                                                       Rosslyn Castle History Album 

36 

  

The kitchen in July 1984 and September 1984 (bottom right) 
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The panelling and window in the Yellow Bedroom, Sept-Dec 1983 
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An old passageway becomes a kitchen, June 1984 
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Standing inside the front door looking up, Nov 1983 

The window in the dressing room 

The top of the window in the Yellow Bedroom  
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Repairing walls and panelling in the Yellow Bedroom, July 1984 

The Yellow Bedroom looking towards the Blue 

Bedroom 

The Yellow Bedroom looking towards the Brown Bedroom 
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The Yellow Bedroom, September 1984 

 

The Yellow Bedroom, September 1984 

 

The Yellow Bedroom, August 1985 
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The Great Room, November 1983 
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The Great Room, November 1984 

 

The Great Room, December 1985 
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Major repair & restoration works in 2024 
 

In 2024, Rosslyn Chapel Trust completed a major ‘once in a generation’ 

programme of restoration and repair at Rosslyn Castle. The ambitious £4m 

project to reroof the Great Hall and Tower, to conserve and consolidate the 

Castle’s stonework and to develop a sustainable heating strategy was entirely 

self-funded by the Trust. 

 

 For the first time since 1650, Rosslyn Castle’s East Range now has a permanent 

roof over the Great Hall and Tower, protecting important masonry carvings and 

the three levels of vaults below ground level. The Great Hall and Tower were 

sympathetically restored, using local and traditional skills and materials, and 

these spaces have been brought back into use to transform the experience for 

guests. The entire building is also now Net Zero ready, with heating and hot 

water provided by six air source heat pumps, removing the need for traditional 

fossil fuels.  

 

The Great Hall and Tower were partially destroyed in 1650 when Cromwell’s 

troops, under the leaderhsip of General Monk, attacked the building. Key 

contemporary sources relating to the siege of Rosslyn Castle are reported in two 

issues of the Parliamentarian newspaper ‘Mercurius Politicus’ in 1650: 

‘Col. Monk with a Party of Horse and Foot, went last weeke to take in 

Rosclane Castle, 7. miles from Edinburgh; of which it's hoped he will 

speedily give an Accompt; Just upon the Close of this, we are assured that 

Rosclane is surrendred upon mercy.’ 

Mercurius Politicus, No. 25, 21-28th November 1650 

‘The last week Col. Monk Commanded out a small Party to Roslin-house, 

neare Dalkeith, where the Moss-Troopers sheltered Themselves. After he 

had shot with his Guns, and plaid some Granado's, they surrendered at 

mercy. There were not in it above five or six and twenty men.’  

Mercurius Politicus, No. 26, 28th November-5th December 1650 

 

A letter from Edinburgh on 20th November 20, 1650 reported: 

‘On Sunday last Rastlin Castle was taken in by Coll. Monke, who came 

before it the day before with about 600. Foot, besides Horse; the Foot were 
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a company out of severall Regiments; and after the playing of 4. great 

Guns for some few hours, and a breach made, they within yielded to 

mercy; we took in it Mr. Sinclare the Governor, and about 24. other 

prisoners.’  

 

As part of the new sustainable heating strategy, heating and hot water are now 

provided by six air source heat pumps, located in the Castle’s vaults. These were 

chosen for their excellent sustainability and renewable energy credentials and 

remove the need for traditional fossil fuel supplies such as oil or gas. Rosslyn 

Castle’s entire East Range is now Net Zero ready and engineers believe that this 

may be the oldest building in the world to have adopted air source heat pumps 

as a sustainable, low carbon technology of the future.  

  

  

 

 

  

The Great Hall and Tower in ruined condition 

before reroofing work began. 
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A canopy was installed, as part of the extensive scaffolding, to 

allow work to continue all year round (Picture: K Neville) 
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Work underway to reroof the Great Hall; important masonry 

carvings were revealed, such as the fireplace inscribed with the 

initials and shield of Sir William St Clair and dated 1597.  
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A new fireplace and chimney were installed in the west 

wall of the great hall, replacing a much earlier one.  
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The stonework in the upper levels of the Castle was 

consolidated and repaired. 
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The west gable wall was built up and now incorporates a large 

window overlooking the historic yew tree. 
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The north side of the Castle before, and after, the Great Hall was reroofed The 

Castle’s former kitchen is now the passageway leading to the Great Hall.  
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The Castle’s former kitchen is now the passageway leading to the Great Hall.  
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Much of the work was carried out by local contractors highly skilled in 

traditional craft skills. 
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Three Descriptions of the Castle  
 

Rosslyn Castle has been well described in a number of learned articles, three of 

which follow:- 

 

Rosslyn Castle, Its Buildings Past and Present, by Andrew Kerr in the 

Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, December 10th 1877. 

 

Rosslyn Castle in MacGibbon and Ross, The Fortified Houses of Scotland 1887. 

 

‘Rosslyn Castle, Lothian’ by Richard Haslam in Country Life, 1989 
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Rosslyn Castle, Its Buildings Past and Present, by Andrew Kerr  
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Rosslyn Castle – View of Remains existing in 1877 from the North 

-east 

Rosslyn Castle – View of the Castle in a complete state from the North-

west 
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The Fortified Houses of Scotland, MacGibbon & Ross 
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‘Rosslyn Castle, Lothian’ by Richard Haslam, Country Life, 1989  
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Extract from In Search of Scotland, by H V Morton 
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The St Clairs of Rosslyn 
 

The St Clair family is described in the following chapter taken from the guide 

book, Rosslyn Chapel, written by the Earl of Rosslyn and published in 1997. 

There is a copy in the Castle bookcase. 
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THE ST CLAIRS OF ROSSLYN 

 

William St Clair - came over with William the Conqueror in 1066; given the 

barony of Rosslyn 

 

Henry 

 

Henry - first St Clair to live at Rosslyn 

 

Henry d1270 

 

William d.1297 

 

Henry d. 1331 - ? built the entrance tower 

 

William d.1358 - grandson of Henry 

 

Henry - 1st Prince of Orkney; d. 1400 

 

Henry - 2nd Prince - built the keep; d. 1420 

 

William - 3rd Prince; enlarged Castle ; founded the chapel in 1446; d.1484 

 

Oliver - completed the chapel 

 

William 

 

William 

 

Edward 
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William - brother of Edward; added vaults, great hall (fireplace 1597), and clock 

tower  

 

William - ‘SWS’ over door and on ceiling; finished father’s Renaissance house in 

1622; d.1650 

 

John - d. 1690; owner when Castle was besieged in 1650 

 

James - brother of John 

 

Alexander 

 

William - last male heir of the Rosslyn St Clairs; d. 1778 

 

Sarah - marries Sir Peter Wedderburn 

 

Alexander Wedderburn St Clair- 1st Earl Rosslyn; d. 1805 

 

James St Clair Erskine - nephew of Alexander; 2nd Earl; d. 1837 

 

James Alexander - 3rd Earl; d.1866 

 

Francis Robert - 4th Earl; d.1890 

 

(James Francis) Harry - 5th Earl; d.1939 

 

Anthony Hugh Francis Harry - 6th Earl; grandson of Harry; d. 1977 

 

Peter - 7th Earl; current owner of Rosslyn Castle   
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The Restoration of Rosslyn Castle  
 

James Simpson, one of Scotland’s leading conservation architects, was the 

Earl’s choice for the repair of the Castle and ruins in the early 1980s. He 

described the restoration saga in an article for Historic House, the publication of 

the Historic Houses Association, in the autumn of 1991. 
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Roslin’s Famous Battle, by M McGowan 
 

Most of the residents of the village of Roslin, Midlothian, are acquainted with the 

fact that in the year 1302 a battle was fought between the Scots and English near 

the present site of Dryden Mains Farm. Few, though, realise just how important 

this battle is in the annals of Scottish history. John of Fordun, in his ‘Chronicle of 

the Scottish Nation’ states ‘From the beginning of the first war which ever broke 

out between the Scots and the English, it is said there was never so desperate a 

struggle, or one in which the prowess of knightly valour shone forth so brightly’. 

This is a short account of the events leading up to, and culminating in this 

famous battle. 

 

In the summer of 1298 an admonition was delivered against King Edward I of 

England charging him of unjust aggression on Scotland. This was followed by 

another more to the point. It charged him distinctly with a violation of the 

liberties and rights of the Kingdom and Church of Scotland, done under the false 

pretext of a right of superiority over that country. The meaning of which was in 

fact that Scotland was a free sovereignty with no subjections, save such as in 

that period of time, all sovereigns owed to the Church of Rome. It must be 

remembered that in these trouble times Scotland was without a sovereign, John 

Baliol having abdicated after the Battle of Dunbar in 1296 and the vacant throne 

being hotly contested by various factions, notably those of John ‘The Red’ 

Comyn and Robert Bruce. Edward however did not agree with the findings of the 

Court of Rome and he duly sent a strongly worded protest against this attempt 

to interfere with the feudal and constitutional prerogatives of the Crown of 

England. 

 

We are told that in the year 1300 on St John’s or Midsummer’s Day, King 

Edward held a court at Carlisle and ordered a general muster against the Scots. 

In May 1301 King Edward had been strenuously working by special summonses, 

general commission of array, and in other ways to gather an army sufficient for 

an effectual and final invasion of Scotland. The first blow he was able to strike 

was the destruction of Caerlaverock Castle in Dumfriesshire. In 1301 Edward 

seems to have had the range of Scotland south of the Forth, for this writs are 

dated from various places there. 

 

Now came the famed encounter which was to earn the village of Roslin a well 

deserved niche in Scotland’s heritage. 

 

In 1302, an English army was sent into Scotland under the command of John de 

Segrave, appointed Governor of the ‘Province’ of Scotland. He was accompanied 

by another important person, Ralph de Manton, or Ralph the Cofferer as he was 

called, due to his position as paymaster.  

 

This army, under a feeling of false security, was broken up into three divisions 

near Edinburgh, one under Segrave, himself being posted at Roslin. 



                                                                                       Rosslyn Castle History Album 

111 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



                                                                                       Rosslyn Castle History Album 

112 

All had been in winter quarters as it was the month of February, and no 

opposition seems to have been expected. On the 24 February, as the ‘English 

Chronicler’ tells us, a boy ran into the camp shouting that form the top of one of 

the high banks abundant round Roslin, an army was close upon them. It had 

come from the uplands of Peebles and Lanark. 

 

John Comyn and Simon Frazer had come briskly through from Biggar to Roslin 

in one night with some chosen men ‘who chose rather death before unworthy 

subjection to the English Nation’ (Fordun). They immediately fell upon Segrave’s 

division and soundly defeated it, Segrave himself being severely wounded and 

taken prisoner, Manton slain, and a great many knights captured. 

 

While the Scots were dividing up their spoils, a second division appeared in full 

battle array. This was also engaged by the Scots and suffered the same fate as 

the first. Hardly however, had this been achieved than a third and more powerful 

force arrived to enter the fray. The Scots understandably fatigued in both body 

and spirit, somehow rallied themselves and, after a fiercest struggle, gained, 

surprisingly, a third victory. This was slightly marred, however, by the rescue of 

John Segrave by Robert Neville, one of the English knights.  

 

Many varying estimates are given as to the numbers in each force, the most 

common being approximately eight thousand Scots and twenty-four thousand 

English in the combined divisions. We can perhaps gain some idea of the 

numbers involved from an extract from John of Fordun’s Chronicle of the 

Scottish Nation. 

 

‘So after this manifold ordeal and awful struggle, the Scots, who if one looked 

on the opposite side, were very few in number, as it were a handful of corn or 

flour compared with multitude of the sea sand, by the power, not of man, but of 

God, subdued their foes and gained a happy and gladsome victory’.  

 

Thus, this small, and today, quiet Midlothian village, became the stage for what 

has been called the ‘fiercest struggle ever’ between the Scots and English 

nations.  

 

Today visitors come form every corner to see Roslin Chapel with its famed 

Apprentice pillar, but unfortunately, and inexplicably, the site of this magnificent 

victory and tribute to the spirit of the Scottish Nation lies desolate and 

unmarked, but fortunately not totally forgotten. I would like to think that 

eventually the funds would be found to provide a permanent memorial to this 

famous chapter in our Nation’s history. 

 

Sources: National Library of Scotland, from Callender’s Scotland Papers 

  Groomes Gazetter  

John of Fordun’s Chronicle of the Scottish Nation 
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‘To Roslin and Hawthornden’, The Architectural Review, 1897 
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Rosslyn Chapel – the south aisle in the 1870s (RCAHMS) 



                                                                                       Rosslyn Castle History Album 

124 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Rosslyn Chapel – the south aisle in the 1870s (RCAHMS) 
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Joseph Mallord William Turner ‘Roslin Castle’, c.1820
© Indianapolis Museum of Art, Gift in memory of Dr. and Mrs. Hugo O. Pantzer by their Children

Roslin Castle, watercolour by JMW Turner, c1820 (Tate) 

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/images/work/T/TW1/TW1096_9.jpg
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The Queen and Prince Philip’s visit to Rosslyn in June 1961 
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