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      Prologue




      




      For ten years, I have been making a voyage of research and discovery. Hundreds of books have been written on the Ark of the Covenant and the Garden of Eden, the Holy Grail and the Dead Sea Scrolls. All of them confuse fact with speculation. There are said to be sacred bloodlines from the union of Jesus Christ with Mary Magdalene and their children. There are, perhaps, cosmic patterns linking temples and churches and megaliths and peaks in the Near East and the South of France. A claim has been staked for the finding of the Ark of the Covenant in Ethiopia. The Grail has been sighted serially across the Levant and Europe and even in North America. The Dead Sea Scrolls and Essene mysteries deriving from earth-mother worship in Egypt have spawned claims that these reached the Knights Templars in Jerusalem and Europe and Scotland. The lost city of Atlantis has been located in Peru and off Land’s End. How will this ever end?




      I hope in this book. I am a trained historian. I deal in probability, backed by fact, rather than speculation. I intend to demonstrate how the ancient Gnostic heresy of the personal vision of God came with the Knights Templars and the Cathars and the medieval Grail romances into the early Masonic movements, which now have tens of millions of followers. The secret lies in the Kirkwall Scroll in Orkney, where the answer would be revealed. At last, the mysteries of the Ark and the Garden of Eden and the Grail were to be explained by this vast Scroll, hanging as Christ once did, but now in a Masonic Lodge on an island in the North Atlantic ocean.




      Roots are rarely important to youth, and middle age tends to be preoccupied with present families. Old aunts or cousins delving into genealogies seem little better than cranks. Only when your children begin to look like their predecessors do you begin to wonder about the distant links of your ancestry. Edmund Burke called it the great chain of the living and the dead. Although I had a recognition at Muirfield golf course near Edinburgh in Scotland when I was twenty years old, I had done nothing to pursue the history of my family. At that age, I knew no better or worse.




      National Service in the Coldstream Guards, so far as I was concerned, consisted in doing public duty in a red tunic and a bearskin hat – guarding Buckingham Palace and St James’s Palace and the Bank of England, and their contents. War was not a part of it. The army had it on file that I was a golfer, or tried to be. Accordingly, I was asked to be the fifth and last member of the regimental team in the Army Championships at Muirfield. When I arrived in the club house, the rest of the team, a major-general, a colonel and two majors, hooted at me, a poor ensign. Over the chimneypiece of the main room hung a portrait of William St Clair of Roslin. Although he wore knee breeches, a red coat and a black hat and carried a wooden baffy, his face was the spitting image of my own, long and hangdog, the four lines of melancholy splitting both of our faces from nose to lower cheek, from mouth to chin.




      Later I would find out about him, the last of seven centuries of male St Clairs, who had ruled at Rosslyn Castle, but now had only daughters to marry off. A member of the Royal Company of Archers, the royal bodyguard for Scotland as I was in England, he was a founder of Muirfield in the late eighteenth century, and also admired by Sir Walter Scott, who wrote of him:




      




      The last Roslin was a man considerably above six feet, with dark grey locks, a form upright, but gracefully so, thin-flanked and broad-shouldered, built, it would seem, for the business of war or chase, a noble eye of chastened pride and undoubted authority, and features handsome and striking in their general effect, though somewhat harsh and exaggerated when considered in detail. His complexion was dark and grizzled, and as we schoolboys, who crowded to see him perform feats of strength and skill in the old Scottish games of Golf and Archery, used to think and say amongst ourselves, the whole figure resembled the famous founder of the Douglas race . . . In all the manly sports which require strength and dexterity, Roslin was unrivalled; but his particular delight was in Archery.




      




      The similarity with my ancestor had slipped my mind, when I went out on the tee in the morning. I performed in the Army Scratch Competition in the early hundreds. The officers in my team were in despair. Yet in the matchplay, erratic Andrew Sinclair struck two rounds in the low seventies. For the first time since they had marched south to restore Charles II to the throne, the Coldstream Guards had won a coup or a cup in the north. The major-general in charge summoned me to a drink that night, knowing that I was leaving shortly for Cambridge and another career. Would I stay on for a third year and the next army tournament with promotion and pay? I admitted I was a reluctant soldier and said that I had never pulled a trigger once in the last eighteen months: I had been guarding Her Majesty and fooling around with debutantes in the Season. The major-general looked at me with twinkling contempt, and said, ‘Whoever joined the army to fight?’




      I felt small, very small. Of course, the Coldstream Guards were the bravest of the brave as well as serving as the royal guardians, as the St Clairs had long done in Scotland. Yet I did not accept the offer and went on to be a historian at Cambridge and Harvard, and the other admirable institutions of learning, which taught me to analyse past facts and put the chosen ones in a credible order. No paragraph without proof; no speculation without confirmation. I did not know in those early days that I was being prepared for a quest into my own roots as well as into the Grail and the Garden of Eden. In a strange way, the personal may inspire the inspirational, the particular may push towards the general. If I did not join the army to fight, I have pursued this cause to the finish.
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      A Templar Stone




      




      Seem’d all on fire that chapel proud,




      Where Roslin’s chiefs uncoffin’d lie.




      Each Baron, for a sable shroud,




      Sheathed in his iron panoply.




      Sir Walter Scott,




      The Lay of the Last Minstrel




      




      We had leased the red-stone Rosslyn Castle for two weeks, a crusader stronghold built to protect Edinburgh from the enemies of Scotland. Its modern spelling had superseded Roslin, just as St Clair had become Sinclair. Roslin had meant ‘Rosy Stream’, perhaps a reference to the Blood of Christ, while St Clair in Latin had been Sancto Claro or Holy Light. Yet before going to Rosslyn Chapel on the hill above the moat, I had noticed in the drawing-room of the restored part of the castle a white engrailed cross on the stucco ceiling, the emblem of the medieval St Clair barons, and a huge white scroll, gathered on a wooden wheel. Once unrolled, it was seen to be covered with the signatures of all the Lodges of Scotland to their Masonic Grand Master, an Earl of Rosslyn in the Victorian age. These appeared strange testimonies to an unknown heritage. The castle windows looked down past flying ravens to the green glen of the Esk, flowing to the Firth of Forth and the North Sea.




      Then I visited the fifteenth-century Rosslyn Chapel and I asked the sympathetic and knowledgeable curator Judith Fisken about possible connections with the Templars, the Knights of the Temple of Solomon. She seemed reluctant to say much; Rosslyn Chapel was a part of the Church of Scotland, the Templars had been condemned as Catholic heretics, and their Grand Master had been burned at the stake. Although there were two branches of the Order of the Temple of Solomon in existence in Scotland, Freemasons had always held an ambiguous position within the Christian Church. I was shown, however, a mounted knight with a lance carved on a boss by a chapel window: behind him, an angel bearing a cross. Later, I was brought to a carved Templar Seal of two hands opening a curtain to reveal the device of the Lamb of God with the Cross, and also of Pegasus, the winged horse of the Greek gods and a Templar symbol. I also saw a carving of a group carrying the ‘Mandylion’ of Christ’s head on a banner, thought to be taken from the veil of St Veronica or the folded Holy Shroud of Turin.




      On this first visit, I was merely shown marks scratched on the wall-stones by the masons who had built the chapel in the fifteenth century. The eight-pointed crosses were said to be crosses of rededication. Legend had it that an apprentice had built an ornate pillar in the chapel while the master mason was absent on a pilgrimage in Rome. He, enraged on his return at the excellence of his pupil’s work, killed the youth with a blow to the head. Abandoned in a dark corner, I also found an obscure oblong slab, small enough to be the tombstone of a dwarf. Crouching down in the gloom, I could just make out the design of a sword carved upon it, also some octagonal tracery at its head as the outline of a rose window.




      A month later, a rubbing was made of the stone by an expert, using flower and vegetable dyes – petunias and marigolds from Rosslyn churchyard, also woad and red cabbage, rhubarb and beeswax. The stone revealed clues to some mysteries, but suggested many more. The small tombstone was the first to be recently discovered with the Grail carved upon its length. Inside the communion cup was an eight-pointed cipher of the Templars in the shape of an ‘engrailed’ octagon with a rose at its centre – a reference to the Holy Light within Christ’s blood. The cup bore the name of the dead man, carved in Lombard lettering Willhm De Sinncler. The base of the Grail or chalice formed the pattern of the steps to the Temple of Solomon.




      Moreover, the corrupted spelling of the name of the man who had been buried under the stone was included within the bottom of the Grail. The last two letters of his name, ER had been turned up at a right angle in the set-square of the Templars and the Master Masons. ER usually signified in the Middle Ages Et Reliquiae, Latin for And His Remains or Relics. The battle sword that ran down the other side of the stem of the cup had a hilt that curved down at either end, characteristic of knights’ swords in the first part of the fourteenth century, when Lombard lettering was inscribed on tombstones. While the communion cup of the Grail signified the grave of a Scottish Master of the Temple, the stone seemed to date from a time after the Templars had been dissolved, and their leaders had been tortured and burned alive in France.




      The knights and masons of the period were mostly illiterate, and names were rarely spelt consistently in the Middle Ages. The tombstone was certainly that of a William de St Clair of Rosslyn. It had been removed from the original Collegiate Church of St Matthew, which is situated in the graveyard below the present chapel – only two of its buttresses survive. Although the name of William was common in the St Clair family at the time, the dating of the sword hilt and the lettering pointed to one particular Sir William de St Clair, who fought with Robert the Bruce at Bannockburn and died in 1328, while taking Bruce’s heart in a silver casket to be buried at Jerusalem. Surrounded by the Moorish cavalry in Spain, he and Sir James Douglas and two other Scottish knights had flung the casket into the enemy ranks, and had charged the whole Muslim army and were slaughtered. Their courage had so earned the respect of their foes that the heart of Bruce and the relics of the four knights were returned to the sole Scottish survivor, Sir William Keith, who took them back to their native land. The Heart of Bruce was buried at Melrose Abbey and the heart of Douglas at his family chapel, while the bones of William de St Clair were apparently buried at Rosslyn. The remains of the Templars were often interred in the position of the skull over crossed leg-bones, an important symbol in their ritual and later Masonic ceremonies. If William de St Clair, as a Master of the Temple, were buried in this fashion, the small size of his tombstone was explained.




      Visiting the Douglas chapel later, I found the embalmed heart of Sir James Douglas, still on show beneath the floor in a casket of silver and lead, set beside the gigantic effigy of the heroic knight, who seemed even taller than my ancestor described by Scott, the William St Clair of Roslin, archer and golfer. Opposite lay the stone figures of his great-grandson, the fourth Earl of Douglas, the husband of Beatrice St Clair, who became the mother of four more Scottish earls. A broken Templar gravestone in the chapel proved the Douglas connection with that Military Order as well as with the St Clair family, both strong supporters of Robert the Bruce. I also found drawings of buried tombstones at the chapel and cemetery of Old Pentland near to Roslin and endowed by Sir William de St Clair. These showed foliated Templar crosses incised within circles, stems leading down to the steps of the Temple of Solomon or to an upturned chalice base, swords on both, but a measuring rod on the left of one stone. The connections between the Templars and the St Clairs were beginning to be revealed in geography and carvings.




      Exploring Rosslyn Chapel further, I found it a medieval stone herbal, bursting with carved vegetables, leaves and fruits. At the east end, steps led down to a crypt, probably the site of the earlier eleventh-century chapel and castle. On the walls were scratched architectural designs to aid the masons who had built this extraordinary holy place. One of these designs demonstrated how the cross-section of the building conformed to the sacred geometry of the encircled octagon and crossed triangles, which were used by the Templars in the construction of their churches and castles.




      The present chapel had been built by the third St Clair Earl of Orkney. He had brought craftsmen from all over Europe to construct his building to the glory of God. A personal crusade, he had made it a work unique in its symbolism and profusion of styles. Nordic and Celtic influences as well as Templar and Masonic iconography decorated this one wing of an intended cruciform church that was never completed. The famous Apprentice Pillar within the chapel was as pagan and Gnostic as it was Christian. At its base, eight octagonal serpents with their tails in their mouths surrounded an apparent stone tree-trunk, which supported the roof. This was clearly Yggdrasil, the tree of Norse myth that held up the heavens from the earth, which itself was kept together by a serpent or dragon twining its body nine times round the circumference of the world. The mysterious chapel also referred to the Tree of Life as well as to the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil in the Garden of Eden, for the serpent with its tail in its mouth was not only Lucifer, but also part of the secret wisdom of the Cathars and the Templars. The ‘Apprentice’ Pillar derived from Nordic myth in spite of the four strands of stone that twined as ivy about it, probably a posy to the Four Gospels.




      A similar accretion of Christianity overlaid the carvings in the rest of the chapel. The representation of a man with a wound in his forehead was associated with the legendary apprentice who had carved the pillar and was killed by his master mason. In fact, he appeared to represent Hiram, the biblical builder of the Temple of Solomon. The legend of the murdered apprentice seemed only a Christian cover-story for an apocryphal saint and martyr, who had inspired the Military Order of the Temple of Solomon and all Masonry with its symbols of the sword and the trowel, the compasses and the maul. There were also twenty small Temples of Solomon around about the walls, as well as a poem by Sir Walter Scott about twenty St Clair knights held to be buried in the hidden vaults, who burned at Pentecost with sacred fire.




      To see Rosslyn Chapel was to see Christ on the Cross overlaid on pagan beliefs. There were dozens of carvings of the wild face of the Green Man with serpents and stems of green leaves erupting from his mouth. For that was the wonder of this curious chapel. On every pillar, from each architrave and boss, the plants of the earth multiplied and replenished the innumerable carvings. I might have been watching the third day of Creation in stone, the day before the God of Genesis made man in His own image. Each one of these lush and distinctive fruits and herbs and leaves had its symbolic meaning in medieval herbal and arcane lore. Nobody had begun to unravel all the designs. They merely proved that the architect and designer of Rosslyn Chapel, William St Clair, was privy to the Gnostic and cabbalistic knowledge of the Templars and the alchemists and their believers.




      I was stimulated in this quest by the remarkable Niven Sinclair, a distant cousin from Caithness and a man of decisive action and belief. He was obsessed with the Templar connection with the St Clair family, in particular with Henry St Clair, the first Earl of Orkney as well as Rosslyn, said to be an early colonist of North America. Commissioned to do a film with a book on the subject, I committed myself to proofs of that connection. I looked for more evidence carved in stone near Roslin, with the aid of the erudite Templar archivist in Scotland, Robert Brydon. At Currie, south-west of Edinburgh on the Water of Leith on a bridle-path from Roslin over the Pentland Hills, the Templars had built an industrial base, using river-power to grind flour and crush iron and silver ore from their Hilderston quarry near Linlithgow. In fragments outside the Georgian church there lay broken carved stones, recently unearthed and set as a border to the path. Two of them were Grail and Templar stones, the chalice ending in the steps of the Temple of Solomon. One of them had a strange and beautiful cup, containing two circles with an opening between them, as if Christ’s blood were pouring down into the hollow stem of the Grail. On one side, a dirk was incised, on the other a knight’s sword with rounded pommel and square hilt. The other chalice enclosed five circles within a star, the symbol of the Virgin Mary; only one sword was carved on the stone with a triangular pommel and down-curving hilt. Two other broken tombstones showed the Templar octagonal cross within a disc-head, while one was incised with a mallet and a compass on either side of the stem of the Grail cup.




      Within the church was another Templar knightly tomb engraved with sword and cross, but on either side of the church door, two primitive burial stones had been set, probably of lay brothers or squires attached to the Military Order at Currie. Both showed rough Templar octagonal crosses within jag-toothed circular heads, and both had hilts protruding from a stem that carried down the stone to an oblong base scratched with lines. They bore a pair of scissors or shears to the left, while one had a dirk with a double hilt to the right. The tools suggested work at woollen or building trades, although the dagger showed a military role as well.




      I also discovered a church at Corstorphine near Edinburgh, with Templar and St Clair tombs and a hidden Grail. Sir Adam Forrester had founded the chapel fifty years before the new chapel at Rosslyn, and had married Jean, the daughter of Henry St Clair, the first Earl of Orkney. Forrester still lay beside his wife on a tomb in the chapel, she in a long dress with stone pleats, her Bible clasped in her hands. Below her was carved the St Clair coat of arms of ship and Engrailed Cross, matched by the Forrester arms of three bugles. On the opposite wall of the church was set a huge Templar stone with a cross fleury inside a circle and a stem leading down to the steps of Calvary and the Temple of Solomon: a crusader sword was etched by its side. By the priest’s door, another memorial stone was inscribed to a medieval chaplain, named Robert Heriot. Its only ornament was a chalice or Grail, which looked like two triangles set on end with the world as a ball dropping within. On the first floor of the church in the old tower, a fireplace was set on high to lead travellers by night to safety across the marshes.




      My quest for Templar stones continued across the Firth of Forth in Fife. At Westkirk near the ruins of the Cistercian abbey of Culross, a cemetery and a roofless chapel lay among pastures and wheatfields. Masonic gravestones of the eighteenth century filled the graveyard, as at Currie and Corstorphine, with their symbols of the skull and crossbones and the hourglass of time as well as the tools of the trade – plumb and hammer, maul and set-square. At Westkirk, shipwrights were also buried, so that the stones showed sailing vessels and carpenters’ planes as well as hammers. Their ancestry was proved in a remarkable way. Three Templar tombstones had been used as lintels for the doorways of the ruined chapel. And beside the swords and the stems of flowering crosses, leading down to the steps of the Temple of Solomon, were carved a hammer-axe and a set-square above a measuring-rod. In four churchyards near the Firth of Forth, Templar tombstones, sometimes showing building tools, were to be found near the grave slabs of the later Masons of Scotland, often with the same mechanical shapes carved on the stone.




      At the old Cistercian abbey of Culross nearby, the octagonal rib vaulting of the chapter house was in the style of Templar architecture. The white monks were heavily engaged in the wool and salt trade for Baltic timber. The merchant’s house of Sir George Bruce at Culross Harbour was called ‘The Palace’: on its inner wall was the insignia of the Guild of Hammermen and Shipwrights, which met in a panelled room where there was a painting of the Temple and the Judgement of Solomon. As at Westkirk, there appeared to be a direct link between the Military Order of the Temple of Solomon and the beliefs of the later Masons and Lodges of Scotland. Again in the Magdalene Chapel in the Cowgate in Edinburgh, there were stained-glass windows of the fifteenth century depicting Hammermen with their emblems and the Temple of Solomon. In paint as well as in glass and stone, the link between the Templars and the Masons began to be proven.




      I discovered another Grail and Templar stone in the Commendator’s House of Melrose Abbey. The dark crimson ruins of this Cistercian institution, the first of that Order in Scotland, was founded seven years after Hugues de Payens had come to the country in 1129 to initiate the Templar centre at Balantrodoch. Melrose had been built on the southernmost tip of a swathe of land stretching up to Edinburgh that included another major Cistercian foundation near Dalkeith at Newbattle and the St Clair lands in the Pentland Hills. Even smaller than the Rosslyn Chapel Grail stone, the Melrose one bore a different design. Inside the cup of the chalice was a small eight-pointed cross fleury within a large eight-pointed foliated cross. An elongated dirk pointed down beside the stem of the cup to the base, again depicted as the steps of Calvary and of the Temple of Solomon. The name of the dead knight was lost and not engraved on the stone.




      Nearby were other fragments from Templar graves, floral crosses contained within a circle or a disc-head, and a boss of the five-petalled rose and the symbol of the Virgin Mary. Another boss was carved with clam-shells, the emblem of the pilgrimage route to Compostela in Spain, which had been guarded by the Military Order of the Knights Templars. A diagram showed the octagonal roof arches of the original central vaulting of the abbey, signifying the Trinity and its offshoots. This was reminiscent of the Templar practice of ‘working the octagon’ to reveal the secret of its ritual and its architecture. A lead badge belonging to a monk from the abbey was in the form of a rebus, a play on the word melrose, showing a mason’s mallet or mel, which contained a rose. A mason with his mallet was also carved on the exterior walls of the chapel.




      The connection between the Templars and the Cistercians as the architects of their age was further emphasized in the abbey, where the master of the works in the mid-fifteenth century, John Morow, had left his mark on the lintel of the doorway to the wheel-stair – a shield charged with two mason’s crossed compasses and a fleur-de-lys. This device was surrounded by an inscription: Sa Ye Cvmpas Gays Evyn Abovte S Va Trovth And Lavte Sall Do Bvt Divte Be Halde To Ye Hende Q³ Iohne Morvo (As the compass goes evenly about, so truth and loyalty shall do without doubt. Look to the end quoth John Morow.) Morow also left another inscription, declaring that he was in charge of the masons’ work in six major Scottish ecclesiastical buildings, and he prayed to ‘God And Mari Bathe & Swete Sanct: Iohne To Kepe This Haly Kyrk Fra Skathe’. Mary and St John were also venerated by the Military Orders as the protectors of holy places from harm. The exuberance of some of the carvings on the ruined chapel at Melrose, poppies and roses and a Moor’s head along with devil’s masks and Green Men, also suggested the influence of Morow on his contemporary Earl William St Clair, who built Rosslyn Chapel with its profusion of stone ornaments.




      The Chronicle of Melrose, the principal monastic record of medieval Scotland, ran for a hundred years between the late twelfth and late thirteenth centuries. Its most interesting entry dealt with the disinterment of its second abbot Waltheof, to whose relics was ascribed the power of working miracles. When his lead coffin was opened, his body was discovered to be uncorrupted, probably because it had been embalmed. More proofs of this technique were buried in the abbey, and recently verified by exhumation. On a low wall by the ruins, a plaque read: ‘An Embalmed Heart Within A Leaden Casket, Supposed By Many To Be The Heart Of King Robert Bruce, Is Interred Nearby’. This was the Heart of Bruce, which the William de St Clair beneath the Grail tombstone in Rosslyn Chapel was carrying to Jerusalem when he died in Andalusia, charging ahead of Sir James Douglas and other Scottish knights into the heart of the massed Moors. He was showing that berserker streak in the Norse and Norman St Clairs, which made them rush to an almost certain death. The Templars had that recklessness in battle, which often resulted from a willingness to surrender the life of the flesh in support of a just cause.




      In the three centuries between the reigns of the Scottish King William the Lion and James II, the St Clairs signed fifteen charters and grants of land concerning Melrose Abbey. Sancto Claros in Latin, their names were also spelt De S, De Sco, De Sco Cler, De Sco Claro and Santcler. One was a Viscount of Edinburgh, one a Bishop of Glasgow, one a Rector and two Archdeacons of Melrose Abbey at the time of their kinsman St Waltheof in the twelfth century. The documents usually asked God to bless ‘the Virgin Mary of Melrose and the monks there’. Henry, the father of the William de St Clair of the Grail tombstone, had also helped to win the Battle of Bannockburn with his brother, the fighting Bishop of Dunkeld, and he signed three charters at Melrose for Robert the Bruce as well as the Scottish Declaration of Independence at Arbroath. The last charter, signed by the family before the abbey was finally destroyed at the Reformation, bore the name of the William St Clair who was the builder of Rosslyn Chapel. The Munimenta de Melros was proof of the close connection between the Kings of Scotland, the St Clairs from Roslin, the Knights Templars and the Cistercian monks. The monastic order in its white habits and the Military Order in its white cloaks and red crosses were founded in the same age and sponsored by the same saint, Bernard of Clairvaux. Both were architects and builders. In their example and ritual, the ancient crafts and guilds of Scotland might well have had their roots.




      To find the roots of the family genes and the reason for a hereditary and gloomy look that seemed to bear the impress of the medieval knight in The Seventh Seal, I went to the origin of the name St Clair on the borders of Normandy. I had discovered that we were an Orkney breed from the Norwegian Møre line, who controlled some of coastal Norway, the Orcadian Isles and Caithness in Scotland. The founder of its power was Earl Rognvald, celebrated in saga and folk memory. While one of his sons, Torf Einar, took over the Orcadian Isles and became the father of the formidable Thorfinn I, another of Rognvald’s sons – Rolf the Ganger or Rollo to the French – was outlawed by the King of Norway and took a marauding expedition down the North Sea to conquer most of Brittany and Normandy. On the Epte river, he concluded the Treaty of St Clair in 911 with King Charles the Simple, whose daughter he married after he was converted to Christianity. He refused to be a vassal and to kiss the King’s foot. ‘Not so, by God,’ said this Viking seaman, who performed the act of homage by raising the royal foot to his rude mouth and toppling the seated King.




      The saint who had given his name to St Clair-sur-Epte was a Kentish man called Guillermus or William, a favourite Christian name of the later Lords of Rosslyn. He lived at the beginning of the seventh century in a cell near a well, the waters of which were held to cure eye diseases. Healing wells were always associated with St Clair; there would be one dedicated to St Katherine near Roslin. Guillermus was executed for refusing the advances of the local Salome. The well still exists by the river Epte, surveyed by the statue of St Clair holding his severed head in the palms of his hands. His cult was widespread in Normandy, enhanced because the treaty ceding the land to the Vikings had been signed in his native town, and also because he resembled the beheaded St John the Baptist, revered by the Military Orders for his sacrifice. Across the Epte, the Møre cousins, who were left to guard the borders against a French attack from Paris, took the name of St Clair and built a castle with a round keep. Its ruins still dominate the lush cornfields that roll down to the little river that runs into the Seine.




      Another two legendary saints of Normandy and Brittany were also called St Clair. The first was held to have been the founder of the Holy See of Nantes in the first century. He was said to have been converted by Drennalus, the disciple of Joseph of Arimathea, who had brought the Holy Grail to Glastonbury Abbey in the West Country of England. And indeed, the ragged cross of the arms of the Bishops of Glastonbury would become the St Clair family emblem, although in its quarterings, sailing ships would be substituted for its two cruets or Grails catching the blood and sweat of Jesus Christ. A holy healing well at St Cleer in Cornwall, which existed until the Victorian age, also attested to his journey and his powers. Another St Clair associated with the founding of the See of Nantes was dated to the third century, sent by the Pope to convert northern France with the nail used to pierce the right hand of St Peter at the time of his crucifixion. As with the blind St Longinus, who recovered his vision at the foot of the Cross, this St Clair was invoked for the restoration of eyesight. Until the French Revolution, his skull was venerated in a silver reliquary, an example of the head worship of the Knights Templars and the time.




      Without divine sanction, Rollo made himself the first Duke of Normandy. By his second wife, Poppa, he had a son, William Longsword, the second Duke, who extended Norman control as far as the Channel Isles. He granted further lands to his St Clair cousins, and hunting reserves near Cérisy. The Bruce family, which had also accompanied Rollo from the Orcadian Isles, was given grants in the Contentin. These two Norman neighbours were to play an important role in later Scottish history. William Longsword’s son Richard, the third Duke of Normandy, had a son, Mauger, who became the Count of Corbeil. His eldest son Richard became the fourth Duke and had another son called Mauger, the first to take the title of the Count de St Clair. After serving as the Archbishop of Rouen, he was given the jurisdiction of the town of St Lô and the land to the north between the rivers Vire and Elle. He built a castle and a church in his domain, giving his foundations the name of St Clair and himself the title. The castle was to be destroyed in the Hundred Years War, the church to be rebuilt in the nineteenth century, while the river Elle disappeared in cattle ponds.




      Walderne was the second son of the first Count de St Clair. With his two brothers, Hamon and Hubert, he opposed the rise of the bastard William to the dukedom of Normandy after the death of his father, Robert the Devil. Hamon and Walderne were killed at the Battle of Val-es-Dunes, which gave a victory to the future William the Conqueror. Walderne was reputed to have married Helena, a daughter of the fifth Duke of Normandy, and thus to have been a cousin of the Conqueror. Certainly, the surviving brother Hubert de St Clair was received back into favour and joined other nephews and cousins in the expedition to conquer England. Nine knights bearing the name of St Clair fought at the Battle of Hastings; one of them was recorded by Wace in his Roman de Rou as having charged with three other knights ‘a body of the Angles who had fallen back on a rising ground, and overthr[own] many’. They were richly rewarded by the Conqueror and became some of his instruments in the rule of England.




      Before the conquest, the Normans had many contacts with the ancient Saxon and Cerdic royal house of Wessex and England. A Cerdic King Ine had founded the monastery at Glastonbury, later associated with the legend of King Arthur and the Knights of the Grail – the cup holding the blood of Christ, which Joseph of Arimathea was supposed to have carried there. The last of the Cerdic kings, Edward the Confessor, had a Norman mother and ran a court permeated with Norman influence. Indeed, Walderne’s youngest son, William de St Clair, was attached as a youth to the English household of Margaret, the granddaughter of Edmund Ironside, who was buried in Glastonbury. During her exile to Hungary after the Battle of Hastings, he would serve as her cup-bearer and travel with her in her later marriage to the King of Scotland.




      These first discoveries about the Templars and my Viking and Norman roots at Roslin were only signs by the wayside. I saw through a glass darkly; the more I knew, the less I perceived. How did the Templars become the Knights of the Grail as carved on the Rosslyn tombstone? How did they reach Scotland after their trials and excommunication? What were the mysterious principles of sacred architecture and the symbols which lay behind the overwrought St Clair chapel? Some evidence had begun to emerge on my journeys to Lothian and Fife and northern France. Yet now I had to pursue the quest to sacred places in Italy and southern France, in Israel and Jordan. Books, in particular, had to be my foundation. Without research, you may not understand what you see. As yet, I knew little about Gnosticism, the great heresy, and what the Templars had to do with it.
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      The Hidden Inspiration




      




      Do not think that the resurrection is an illusion. It is no illusion, but it is truth. It is more suitable to say, then, that the world is an illusion.




      From The Epistle to Rheginos,




      a Coptic-Gnostic text from Nag Hammadi




      




      Gnosticism is a series of secret beliefs. Wherever there has been orthodoxy, the holders of these hidden mysteries have been declared to be heretics. They share a common faith, that the Adept may make a direct approach to the Wisdom of God. He or she need not reach grace and understanding through a priest or a church. By leading an exemplary existence in a present world of evil, the perfected few will be received into an eternal life on another sacred plane. Official worship is at the best a delusion; at the worst, the work of Satan. For only the Gnostics perceive the true ways to heaven.




      The word ‘Gnostic’ comes from the Greek Gnosis, meaning higher knowledge. As the original four Gospels were written in that language, the term was applied to the many thinkers who examined the teachings of Christ and His disciples in the centuries of Roman persecution before Constantine founded an imperial Christian Church in the second Rome of Byzantium, with bishops to impose their interpretation of the scriptures on the faithful. From the fourth century to the present day, in convocations and congresses and curias, in anathemas and inquisitions and curses, the Greek and the Roman orthodox faiths have insisted on sorting the good texts from the bad, the sheep from the goats of inspired writing. The Bible is the sifted gravel on the prescribed track to God. Gnosticism is the condemned delta of the eastern tributaries flowing from the infinite essence of the divine.




      A city on one of the mouths of the sacred river Nile, indeed, was the source of Gnosticism. Alexandria was the confluence of Egyptian mythology and the apocalyptic fervour of Jewish sects, of the cosmic struggle between God and the Devil of Zoroaster as well as the spiritual searches of Plato and his followers, of Near Eastern astrology and alchemy intermingled with Hellenistic geometry and mathematics. These ancient speculations and traditions infused the ongoing inquiry into the meaning of the life and death and words of Jesus. The past bubbled inside this seething vat of Christian commentary in a fervid mixture of the old and new.




      From Egypt and Greece the original alchemists and astrologers, who were to serve as the scientists of Europe until the Renaissance, merged Thoth and his ibis head with the winged Mercury, and called them one Hermes Trismegistus, the inscriber of divine truths on emerald tablets. The goddess Isis, the wife of Osiris, was also remembered as the carrier of arcane knowledge from nature and the realm of the dead; also Ishtar from Mesopotamia, the sister and lover of the shepherd Tammuz: then Astarte, the bride of Baal, and Cybele, the Earth Mother of Asia Minor. All of these feminine principles of life would be recreated by the Gnostic prophets as Sophia and as Mary Magdalene, the new Eve who had listened to the wisdom of the Serpent, another cult from the Nile. The endless struggle described by Zoroaster between the ruler of light and the prince of darkness depicted the earth as the arena of devils in battle against a host of angels. These were strong streams in Gnostic thought.




      Further currents reached Alexandria from the cults of Mithras and Orpheus and the Eleusinian mysteries. They involved a sacrificial resurrection through rising towards energy and fire. Another source was the prehistoric Samothracian rites of the Tau Cross in the shape of a Greek T, promising a rebirth as a trinity in one being. The Platonic vision of the cave, which perceived human existence as the mere shadow of the spiritual flame, was joined by the radical and otherworldly asceticism of the Essenes who are now believed, following the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, to have influenced Jesus himself. These elements were parts of the heady brew of the early Christian mystics and prophets in their attempt to approach religious verity.




      Prominent in the second century was a visionary teacher Valentinus, who made a reputation for himself, first in Alexandria, then later in Rome. He preached a spiritual illumination, said to derive from the secret lessons of Christ and St Paul, revealed in apocryphal texts known as the Gospels of Thomas, Philip and Mary Magdalene, and in the Dialogue of the Saviour and the Testimony of Truth. Extracts from these writings, translated from Greek into Coptic, were discovered at Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt at the end of the Second World War, two years before the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Essene fragments came to light. These Coptic texts contained many of the later heresies of Christianity, stating that the Virgin Birth and the Resurrection of the Body were only symbols, that the Serpent was wise in Eden in giving the apple of knowledge to Adam and Eve in spite of the jealousy of God, and that Jesus loved Mary Magdalene more than all the disciples, kissing her often on the lips. In Thunder, Perfect Mind, she became the Sophia, the feminine principle of divine knowledge, the first and the last, honoured and scorned, a holy prostitute, wife and virgin and barren with many sons.




      The surviving pages of another Gnostic text, The Epistle to Rheginos, began by stating that there were some who wanted to learn much, but they were occupied with questions which had no answers. They had not stood within the Word or Logos of Truth. They sought their own solution, which could only come through Jesus Christ, who had denied death, which was the law of humankind. ‘Those who are living shall die. How do they live in an illusion? The rich have become poor and the kings have been overthrown, everything has to change. The cosmos is an illusion.’ All was a process, the transformation of things into newness. The Truth was Jesus and the Word and the passage of the spirit to eternal life.




      The unknown authors of these early works chose insight rather than the sermons of early Christian bishops to interpret the Gospels and reach revelation. On this count they were denounced in the late second century by Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons, for ‘inventing something new every day’. His chief target was Justin Martyr, who had been a Stoic and a Platonist before becoming a Christian philosopher. Justin praised the heresies of Simon Magus, while treating Christ as the Logos or Word, who mediated between the sinful earth and the light of heaven. Simon Magus, indeed, had claimed that Genesis and Exodus mystically represented the womb of Paradise and the placenta of Eden. The passage of the Red Sea was that of all living things in blood from the feminine divinity. These inspirations were called Gnosis, which now came to mean a personal vision, a direct and individual perception of truth. The first appearance of Jesus to Mary Magdalene after his Crucifixion in the garden was interpreted in her apocryphal Gospel as no actual event or even a spiritual flash: she saw Him in her mind. This vision she reported to His disciples. They could now see the risen Christ as she had; any believer could see Him. When questioned by the disciple Peter, Mary denied that she lied, and Levi defended the truth of her vision, saying, ‘If the Saviour made her worthy, who are you to reject her?’




      Of course, the direct approach to Christian revelation put in doubt all religious authority. Why listen to a bishop if an inner voice told you what Christ wanted you to do? Already in St Mark’s Gospel, it was stated that Jesus had given the disciples the secret of the kingdom of God, while He spoke to the rest of the world in parables. While Saints Peter and Paul professed to pass on these secrets to the churches later established in Rome and Byzantium, the Gnostic Gospels claimed that the living Jesus could at any time reveal His hidden mysteries to a woman who was not a disciple, to a Mary Magdalene or to any of her successors through her immediate experience. He would show Himself to the person who was fit to see and hear the divine message.




      For the Gnostics, there were two distinct worlds, split by a war zone and a veil between heaven and earth. On the shining and dividing screen were the pictures of things, created by the Logos or Word and interpreted by Christ. Flaming walls separated wisdom from matter with angels as messengers across the horizon between sky and sea and land. For many Arab and medieval Christian geographers and astronomers, the preferred shape of the world and the planetary system was the ancient Tau Cross with the top of the T marking the boundary between the profane and the sacred, between the temporal and the eternal. The Tau had also been the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet, and so signified the end of this plane of existence. In his celebrated world map of the thirteenth century, William of Tripoli would follow the works of the Arab geographer al-Qabasi in treating the upper stroke of the Tau as an equator, below which lay Africa and Europe, while above were the Holy Land and the fabled Eastern areas ranked under the arch of heaven towards Paradise, which was set within the rising sun.




      The Tau Cross became the symbol of the first Military Order, for its patron saint Anthony had been crucified upon it. Left a large estate by his rich Christian parents in Egypt in the third century, Anthony gave away his inheritance to the poor and took to the life of a desert hermit. Tormented by sexual fantasies and the loss of secular power, he offered a spiritual example to the rich. Privation was his direct path to divine knowledge. He exercised his soul and mortified his body as a solitary in order to fire an inner light and revelation. He was the icon in the Near East for feudal barons who took up the Cross, swearing to renounce the flesh and the Devil and all his works.




      The Florentine and Venetian Order of Altopascio was founded in 1056 before the First Crusade and took the Tau Cross as its insignia. The order had one foundation in Scotland at Leith beside a monastery dedicated to St Anthony. These Scottish knights also built a chapel on Arthur’s Seat by Edinburgh, where their seal with the Tau Cross, while the figure of the Egyptian hermit is still preserved in the Advocates Library. The holy relics of the ascetic had allegedly been discovered during the reign of the Emperor Justinian and carried to the Church of John the Baptist in Alexandria, from where they were removed in 1070 to Vienne by Joscelin of Poitiers, another case of eastern mysticism reaching western chivalry before the Christian attempt to regain Palestine from Islam.




      For the Normans, who were descended from the Vikings, another cosmic tradition complemented the Tau Cross. This was the myth of the sacred tree Yggdrasil, which held up the Nordic heaven from its hell, with Middle Earth dividing the gods from the demons, and was kept within its circle by a wise serpent, girdling the circumference and eating its own tail. Dragons and snakes were frequently incised above the cross of the sword hilt and emblazoned on shields, as in the Viking and Norman St Clair family crypt and chapel at Roslin. Carved as late as the fifteenth century, the cosmic and spiral ‘Apprentice’ Pillar was given a knot of serpents coiling about its base.




      Moreover, the fear and veneration of the snake had been insinuated into the most ancient illuminations. In the Egyptian myth of the creation of the world, the serpent Âapep was the ruler of the underworld, pitted in eternal struggle with the sungod Rê and trying to swallow the divine river Nile until it ran dry. Among Mesopotamian peoples, the writhing Illouyanka was in conflict with the tempest god, while in Semitic legends, the divine ruler Baal was eaten by the devil python Mot, which was forced to disgorge him before he could be assembled to reign again. The wily serpent in the Garden of Eden had also condemned humanity to sin in the Jewish and Christian faiths, while Aaron’s rod and Jehovah’s fiery serpent given to Moses attested to the persistent power of the satanic snake in early beliefs. These wise serpents, often with wings and crowns, would become key symbols in medieval alchemy; in the Practica Musice of 1496 by Gafori, a cosmic snake would even link the seven planets to the four elements of Earth, Air, Fire and Water, bringing the music of the spheres to Apollo and all living things, as the python or Pythia had brought prophecy and the Muses to the interpreters of the oracle at Delphi.




      Without appreciating its significance at the time in the pattern of my quest, I discovered that the crest worn in tournaments in the fourteenth century by another crusading Henry St Clair, the first Earl of Orkney, was the head of a great serpent or dragon with a crown round its neck to hide the join to the peak of the helmet. Its shape was that of the monstrous heads which had topped the curved prows of the longships of the Vikings, when they had crossed the seas to set up the Norman empire in Britain, France and the Mediterranean, and to spearhead the conquest of Jerusalem. On his shield, as the Amorial de Gelre of Flanders showed, Earl Henry also bore the Engrailed Cross with its ragged edges. The heraldic devices which he chose, with their allusion to the myths of the Great Worms, bore evidence of his Nordic inheritance, as well as of the Gnostic faith in a wise serpent – beliefs also designated by his grandson for the base of the ‘Apprentice’ Pillar in Rosslyn Chapel.




      Curiously, I then discovered that the crusading father of the Venetian Procurator Carlo Zen, who had saved embattled Venice from the Genoan fleet and encountered Earl Henry in Denmark before sending his brothers to aid him in a proposed Northern Commonwealth, was called Pietro Zen ‘the Dragon’ for his courage in conflict. He had carried that emblem on his shield when serving as Captain-General of the Christian Confederation against the Turks in the Levantine wars.




      Behind the logistics of the military assault on the little-known Near East, a strange cosmogony and geography had inspired the crusaders. For they believed that Jerusalem was a heavenly city as well as an earthly one, and that they might achieve the light of paradise by battling the dark forces of Islam below. They did not reckon that many of their doctrines derived from the enemy places and peoples encountered in this holy war in the East. And certainly they could not foresee that they would turn their weapons on themselves, to exorcize in blood and fire the condemned heresies that were to spread back through Bulgaria and the Balkans past the Alps to Provence, where the Cathars or Perfect Ones would become the Adepts of the West.




      




      THE EARLY CRUSADES




      




      The First Crusade, which ended in the creation of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, had been preceded by many others in Spain and Norman Italy. The Popes had used the Normans to make war on their enemies, particularly the German emperors. When an anti-pope was installed in Rome, Pope Gregory VII had called on the Norman freebooter and lord of southern Italy, Robert Guiscard, to leave off his attack on Byzantium or Constantinople and return to restore him to power in the Eternal City. The Normans treated Rome as brutally as had the Huns, pillaging and burning and even selling many of its citizens into Muslim slavery. Yet their forcible reinstatement of Gregory as Pope excused the crime. The rape of the most sacred Christian city after Jerusalem was justified by the motive for the deed.




      The death of Pope Gregory in 1085 opened the way to the First Crusade against Jerusalem. The new Pope, Urban II, had met the most charismatic preacher of the time, Peter the Hermit, at Bari on his return from a pilgrimage to Palestine. Peter had been a French monk from Amiens and was said to look like his donkey; but his sermons and his visions were compelling. He swore to Pope Urban that he would ‘rouse the martial nations of Europe’ in the holy cause of aiding Constantinople against the Turks and retaking the Christian shrines of the Holy City from Islam. The Pope held a council at Piacenza in 1095, where the Byzantine emperor Alexius Comnenus sent envoys to plead for help. He followed it with a second synod at Clermont in south-central France, where his chances of attracting the support of the Frankish warlords would be greater, and where the masses, inspired by Peter the Hermit and his fellow preachers, might congregate to hear the call.




      Behind the call for a crusade lay millennial yearnings. The Byzantine Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem had been destroyed by the Fatimid ruler al-Hakim, who saw himself as the Mahdi, an avenging archangel for Islam, the counterforce to the warrior saints James and Michael. Seen as the Anti-Christ by the Catholic Church, he personified the spirit of evil that now, a thousand years after the eschatological visions of St John the Divine on Patmos in the Book of Revelation, was to be confounded in the final struggle with the Good, which had been foreseen by the Persian sage Zoroaster and later by the Manicheans. The seizure of the Holy City would be the prelude to this final battle against Satan, leading to the sovereignty of God.




      An aristocrat from the court of Champagne as well as a Cluniac monk, the Pope Urban believed in sacred wars fought for the faith by his old countrymen. His proclamation of a divine mission to aid the rich Byzantines and seize back Jerusalem was pitched to the ears of his audience. The Eastern adventure combined strategy and hope of salvation, greed and penitence, risk and absolution. Urban invoked the words of Jesus from the text of St Matthew: ‘And every one that hath forsaken houses, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for my name’s sake, shall receive a hundredfold, and shall inherit everlasting life.’ This verse, used habitually for the induction of monks, was now used to recruit soldiers who were expected to behave as monks with swords, believing that the hundredfold they would receive could be measured in rewards on earth.




      When the Pope’s address was finished, the crowd shouted, ‘Deus hoc vult!’ (God wills this!) This shout of approval was for the expansion of Europe in the name of a religion that united it in spite of its schisms, a search for the mystical city where the founder of the Faith had died and risen to heaven. Jerusalem was the focus of creed and of spiritual quest; it was set in the words of the prophet Ezekiel ‘in the midst of the nations and countries that are around her’. The Holy City was the magnet, too, for the scattered tribes of Israel and Christian pilgrims. As Isaiah had declared of Jerusalem, ‘The mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established in the top of the mountains, and shall be exalted above the hills; and all nations shall flow unto it.’ When the words of the Bible were a matter of literal belief, the call for a crusade to Jerusalem was an exhortation as well as a battle cry. This was the opportunity to forsake a brutish life in medieval Europe for the place where God came down to his Chosen People on earth, where the Second Coming might be provoked after the reign of the infidel Anti-Christ, where the Saviour and the prophets of the Holy Book were buried, and where the gates of the heavenly city and Paradise awaited their opening.




      After his rousing sermon, Urban went on a recruiting mission in Provence and on to Poitiers and the Loire and Tours before crossing the Alps to return to the Papal See. The first magnate to join, Count Raymond of Toulouse, wanted to lead the holy venture. He enrolled knights mainly from the South of France, although northern barons were also induced to take the Cross. William I of England had flown a papal banner in his Norman ‘crusade’ in 1066 for the conquest of his new kingdom. He used this occasion to send to the Near East the two leading rivals to his authority, Robert, the Duke of Normandy, and the Anglo-Saxon heir and pretender, Edgar Atheling, who had spent many years as a refugee in Hungary and had accompanied his sister Margaret to Scotland for her marriage to King Malcolm Canmore. A devout Catholic, she had brought with her a piece of the True Cross or Holy Rood, which was placed in a chapel of that name in Edinburgh. Its guardian was her Norman cup-bearer, William de St Clair, now known as ‘the Seemly’ because of his demeanour and appearance – ‘well proportioned in all his members, of middle stature, fair of face, yellow hair’d’.




      King William of England did not relish the Atheling claimants to his crown over the Scots border, and he persuaded Edgar to leave for Apulia in Italy with 200 knights. At the approach of the First Crusade, Edgar recruited further support from his and his sister’s vassals in Scotland, particularly in Lothian near the court in Edinburgh. One of these was Robert, the son of Godwin, a cousin of the King Harold killed at the Battle of Hastings. Another was the son of the royal cup-bearer by the daughter of the first Earl of March. Henry de St Clair had been granted lands on the Pentland Hills south of Edinburgh to defend Holyrood and the royal treasures from English attacks: one of these would kill his father, who died in a berserker charge on enemy raiders. These Scottish crusaders joined Edgar Atheling in Italy, while four professional armies marched overland past the Balkans to Constantinople and on through Asia Minor to besiege Antioch. These expeditions were led by Raymond of Toulouse and Godfrey de Bouillon, Duke of Lower Lorraine, and his brother Baldwin, and the two Roberts, the Duke of Normandy and the Count of Flanders. Edgar Atheling and his northern knights, however, sailed to Constantinople to pick up supplies for the crusading forces at the walls of Antioch, before sailing on to the strategic port of Lattakieh, which they seized and handed over to Robert of Normandy to keep in trust for the Byzantine emperor.




      After the fall of Antioch in 1097 and the mysterious discovery of the Holy Lance, which had pierced the side of Christ and cured the blindness of the Roman centurion Longinus, now revered as a soldier saint by the crusaders, the combined Christian forces proceeded through Syria on the improbable conquest of Jerusalem. They were only preserved on their journey to the outskirts of the Holy City by the bickering and quarrels between the local Muslim enemies. When Jerusalem fell to their hymns and siege-towers, and to the sound of the trumpets which had caused in the Bible the walls of Jericho to come tumbling down, there was a terrible slaughter. One Arab contemporary wrote that the population of the Holy City was put to the sword, and the Franks spent a week massacring Muslims, mostly in the al-Aqsa mosque where they had fled for sanctuary. According to another Arab commentator, ‘The Jews had gathered in their synagogue and the Franks burned them alive. They also destroyed the monuments of the saints and the tomb of Abraham, may peace be upon him!’ The invaders expelled the oriental Christian priests, Greeks, Copts and Syrians alike, from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, torturing some of them to make them reveal where they had hidden the True Cross.




      The earthly Jerusalem was cleansed by the crusaders in an orgy of violence. They also sacked the mosque of Umar, built to commemorate the second successor of the Prophet Muhammad. Ironically, Umar had saved the Church of the Holy Sepulchre when he had entered Jerusalem. As he was escorted by the Greek Patriarch round the Christian holy places in the city, the time for Muslim prayer arrived, when he was present in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Although the Patriarch agreed to his praying there, Umar realized that if he worshipped within the church his followers would make it into a mosque. So he knelt and prayed outside, and a mosque in his name was built on that spot. This mosque was now destroyed by the crusaders, who were still far from learning that accommodation with other religions, which their civilized Arab enemies were to teach them.




      Of the leading Christian Military Orders founded in the Near East – the Knights of the St John or the Hospitallers, the Knights of the Temple of Solomon or Templars, and the Teutonic Knights – the Templars would become the stuff of medieval Grail romances and Wagnerian operas as well as the historical protectors of pilgrims to the holy places. Their role was to defend the faith and to live the life of armed monks in the manner of the ascetic religious warriors of their Muslim enemies, the Sufis and the Isma’ili sects. At the Muslim Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem in 1118, the nine original founders of the Templars, led by Hugues de Payens of Champagne, took their sacred oath to serve as protectors of the pilgrims to the Christian holy places. They transformed the al-Aqsa mosque into their headquarters and built a chapel there modelled on the Church of the Holy Sepulchre which, lying below their citadel, was guarded by the Knights Hospitaller of St John, the defenders of the site of the tomb of Christ.




      Through Count Hugues of Champagne, Hugues de Payens had been to Byzantium in 1104 and had encountered the Gnostic Order of the Brothers of the East, founded by the diplomat Michael Psellos, with its grades of Grand Master and Adepts and Disciples. The successor of Psellos, indeed, took the name of the divine priest-king Melchizedek, and from him Payens learned of their practices. Of the nine knights who formed the first members of the Order of the Temple of Solomon, three were connected with the court of Champagne – Hugues de Payens, Geoffroy de Saint-Omer and André de Montbard, uncle of St Bernard of Clairvaux, who would promote the Order to its rapid ascendancy. Both the third and the fifth Grand Masters of the Order, Everard de Barres and André de Montbard, would give up their leadership to return to Clairvaux as monks. Of the other six founding knights, Payen de Montdidier and Achambaud de St-Amand were connected to the court of Flanders, while Geoffroy Bisol, Gondemare, Rosal and Godefroy appear to have been wandering poor knights who found themselves in the right place, while Baldwin I was crowned as King of Jerusalem.




      The legend that these nine protectors of pilgrims did little for nine years led to later beliefs that they had spent their time excavating holy treasures such as the Ark of the Covenant. But had their good service not been proven, neither the Kings nor the Patriarchs of Jerusalem would have ensured their rapid rise and recognition in western Europe in 1129 at the Council of Troyes, where St Bernard was their advocate. Also important in their early success was Fulk of Anjou, who succeeded Baldwin II as the King of Jerusalem, and played a decisive role in the election of the second Templar Grand Master, Robert of Burgundy and Anjou. By means of the papal bull, Omne datum optimum, the Military Order became independent of local control and answerable to the Pope alone. Priests could even be received into the Order on probation and dismissed after a year if they refused to sanctify Templar practices. The knights became a state within the state, the Grand Master a king among kings.




      St Bernard of Clairvaux had been a neighbour of Hugues de Payens and was the promoter of the fledgling Military Order as the lance and armour of his Cistercian white monks. He had much to do with writing the official Rule of both Orders, although the Templar battle-cry came from the prologue of the Benedictine Rule used by St Bernard in his treatise De Laude: ‘Not for us, Lord, not for us, but to Your name may glory be given.’ The most able political priest of his age, St Bernard oversaw the rapid expansion of the Templars and the Cistercians, siting military commanderies and monasteries often side by side. Both the saint and the Templar Grand Master went on recruiting tours to bolster their alliance. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle described the success of Hugues de Payens in 1128 in Britain:




      




      In this year Hugues of the Knights Templars came to the king [Henry I] in Normandy from Jerusalem; and the king received him with great ceremony, and sent him thereafter into England, where he was welcomed by all good men. He was given treasure by all, and in Scotland too; and by him much wealth, entirely in gold and silver, was sent to Jerusalem. He called for people to go out to Jerusalem. As a result more people went, either with him or after him, than ever before since the First Crusade, which was in the days of Pope Urban.




      




      King David I of Scotland gave Hugues de Payens the land for the Scottish headquarters of the Military Order. There was no coincidence in the site. Balantrodoch, now called Temple, was only six miles away from Roslin Castle, where the St Clairs protected Edinburgh from English attack from the south. Married into the St Clair family before he took his vows of chastity, Hugues de Payens made Balantrodoch one of the first of the 600 properties which the Templars would acquire in Scotland. On his return from the First Crusade, Henry de St Clair and his son Henry by the drowned Rosabelle, daughter of the Earl of Stratherne, had become the defenders of the southern marches and commanders for David I, who began the building of Holyrood Abbey and House around the chapel, which held the precious relic of the True Cross brought from Hungary. The St Clair family at Roslin would continue to serve as guardians of the sacred treasures and as canons at the neighbouring abbeys of the white monks at Newbattle and Melrose; they also held religious posts at Selkirk and Kelso, Dunkeld and St Andrews, Dornoch and Dunfermline. The Templars maintained their ascendancy over the Scots crown. According to Ailred of Rievaulx, King David ‘committed himself to the counsel of religious men of all kinds, and surrounding himself with very fine brothers of the illustrious knighthood of the Temple of Jerusalem, he made them guardians of his morals day and night.’ By the thirteenth century, indeed, a Templar was always the almoner of the royal household.




      Most important for the Order, St Bernard secured from Rome recognition of the Templars as defenders of the Temple Mount and all Christian pilgrims. ‘These warriors are gentler than lambs and fiercer than lions,’ Bernard wrote of them, ‘wedding the mildness of the monk with the valour of the knight so that it is difficult to know what to call them: men who adorn the Temple of Solomon with shields instead of crowns of gold . . . They come and go at a sign from their commander; they wear the clothes which he gives them, seeking neither garments nor other food. They are wary of all excess in food or clothing, desiring only what is needful. They live all together, without women or children . . .’




      In Jerusalem, the Templars put their chargers into the ancient caves below the Temple Mount, known as the Stables of Solomon. The neighbouring octagonal Dome of the Rock was believed by pilgrims to be the original Temple of Solomon and was shown on the seal of the Grand Master of the Military Order. The knights would absorb a great deal of contemporary Arab philosophy and science, as well as building techniques, which derived from classical Greek thought. Having many masons in their Order, they used biblical descriptions of the Temple and building tools in the symbolism of their designs and their ceremonies. Influenced by Neoplatonism, as many Masons after them, they believed in One God, the Architect of the World, in whom the members of all religions, Christian and Muslim and Jew, might believe. This was central to their creed and led to later charges of heresy. The Templars would also become the conduit from the Near East of hermetic and cabbalistic knowledge, conveying this to the original Scottish Masons and so eventually to all Freemasons.
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