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The Mysterious Disappearance of the Templar Fleet 

In 1574, the Scottish Parliament decreed that all gypsies apprehended should be whipped, branded on the cheek or 

ear, or have the right ear cut off. Further, even more severe, legislation was introduced in 1616. By the end of the 

seventeenth century, gypsies were being deported en masse to Virginia, Barbados and Jamaica. 

In 1559, however, Sir William Sinclair was Lord Justice General of Scotland under Queen Mary. although his 

efforts do not appear to have been notably successful, he nevertheless opposed the measures then being implemented 
against gypsies. Availing himself of his judicial status, he is said to have intervened on one critical occasion and 

saved a particular gypsy from the 

scaffold.  

From then on, the gypsies became 

annual visitors to the Sinclair 

estates, which offered them a 

welcome refuge. Every May and 

June,they would congregate in the 

fields below Rosslyn Castle, where 

they would perform their plays. 

William Sinclair is even said to have 

made available two towers of the 
castle for the to occupy during their 

stay in the vicinity. These towers 

came to be known as 'Robin Hood' 

and 'Little John'. 

The designations are significant, for 

Robin Hood and Little John was a 

favourite May-tide play performed y English and Scottish gypsies at the time; and like the gypsies, it had been 

officially banned, the Scottish Parliament decreeing on 20 June 1555 that 'no one should act as Robin Hood, Little 

John, Abbot of Unreason or Queen of May'. 

There seems to be some doubt whether the troupes received every May and June at Rosslyn were in fact gypsies or a 

troupe of strolling players. But the fact remains that, whoever they were, they regularly performed, at theHome of 
Scotland's Chief Justice, a play banned by law. The endorsement of a legendary outlaw would, of course, have 

rendered 'subversive'; and John Knox's austere Calvinist Protestantism regarded all theatre as 'immoral'.  

But the primary reason becomes evident from the phraseology of the decree. 'No one should act as Robin Hood, 

Little John, Abbot of Unreason or Queen of May'. The Abbot of Unreason is Friar Tuck and the Queen of May is 

Maid Marion. But both of these figures were originally very different from what later traditions have made of them.  

All through the Middle Ages in England and Scotland, Robin Hood was only secondarily the 'outlaw' of Sherwood 

Forest. His principal identity was as a species of 'fairy' derived from the old Celtic and Saxon fertility God or 

vegetation deity, the Green Man, while in popular folklore Robin Hood was interchangeable with Green Robin, 

Robin of the Greenwood, Robin Goodfellow, Shakespeare's Puck in A Midsummer Night's Dream, who, at the 

summer solstice, presided over fertility, sexuality and nuptials. 

The Robin Hood legend provided a handy guise for the reintroduction of the fertility rites of ancient paganism into 

nominally Christian Britain. Every May Day, there would be a festival of unabashedly pagan origin. Rituals would 
be enacted around the May Pole, traditional symbol of the ancient goddess of sexuality and fertility. 

On Midsummer's Day, every village virgin would become, metaphorically, Queen of the May. Many of them would 

be ushered into the greenwood where they would undergo their sexual initiation at the hands of a youth playing the 

role of Robin Hood or Robin Goodfellow, while Friar Tuck, the Abbot of Unreason, would officiate, blessing the 

mating couples in a parody of formal nuptials. 

By virtue of such role playing, the  orders separating dramatic masque and fertility ritual would effectively dissolve. 

May Day would be a day of fertility which would produce, throughout the British Isles, its annual crop of children. 

It was in these sons of Robin that many such family names as Robinson and Robertson first originated. 
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In the context of the time, a play entitled Robin Hood and Little John - a play enacted every May and June at 

Rosslyn, whet here by gypsies or by a troupe of strolling performers...involving an 'orgiastic' Abbot of Unreason and 

a Venus-like Queen of the May...would not have been a conventional drama, but a page fertility rite, which 

Christians of every stamp...whether Calvinist or Roman Catholic... could only have found scandalous and sinful. 

But this was what 'theatre' usually implied for 

the rural populace of the age. It is hardly 
surprising, therefore, that the somber, self-

righteous Puritan legislators of sixteenth 

century Scotland and seventeenth century 

England should have waxed sanctimonious 

about such 'theatre'. 

The St Clairsor Sinclairs were one of Scotland's 

noblest families...along with the Frasers, the 

Hays, the Campbells, the Montgomeries, the 

Lindsays and the Setons...all of whom had 

given their allegiance to Robert the Bruce and 

his dream of re-creating the old Celtic 

kingdoms in Scotland and Ireland at the 
beginning of the fourteenth century.  

But in the urban centres of Britain a quite 

different type of theatre was emerging...the 

miracle or mystery play. These first began in 

the twelfth century and attained their fullest 

development during the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries. Derived from the Roman Catholic 

Mass and from liturgical sources, the miracle 

play was a combination of drama and pageant.  

Most miracle plays were embedded in play 

cycles, which survive today in York, Chester, 
Wakefield and Coventry. Moving from the 

precincts of the church out into the market 

place,these cycles sought, on feast days, to 

involve the entire populace of a town in the re-

enactment of biblical material.  

Episodes from scripture...the murder of Abel, 

Noah's ark, the Nativity, the Crucifixion...would 

be portrayed in simplified, dramatic form, with 

God and Jesus often appearing 'on stage'. 

Evil...generally in the form of a clownish Devil 

or buffoon...would be duly castigated.  

Sometimes topical issues would be raised and contemporary sources of grievances satirized. Performances would be 
staged on large wagons, like modern carnival floats, located at various points around the town, and spectators would 

move from one point to the next as though through the  stations of the cross in church. 

The performers would be the members of town guilds, like the Tanners, Plasterers, Shipwrights, Bookbinders, 

Goldsmiths, Mercers, Butchers, Ostlers...with each guild responsible for depicting a specific biblical episode. Each 

guild town was responsible for dramatizing specific bodies of biblical material, specific incidents and episodes from 

scripture. Although the assignment of particular subject matter to a particular guild would have been more or less 

arbitrary, there were certain biblical narratives of unique relevance to particular guilds.  

The stonemasons guild, for instance, was particularly active in the staging of the miracle plays. Much of their work 

consisted of building churches, abbeys and other religious houses, so they enjoyed a uniquely close relationship with 

the ecclesiastical establishment, which made them more familiar than other guilds with liturgical techniques of 

dramatization, as well as with certain bodies of biblical material, such as the building of Solomon’s temple. 
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As the Reformation curtailed the programme of religious building, the guilds of stonemasons had more opportunity 

to develop their skill in ritual drama, gradually 

evolving their own rites which became ever more 

divorced from taboo Catholicism. 

Rosslyn Chapel was at its heart with its 

connections to the Templar Knights who gathered 
on the west coast of Scotland in 1307 after 

escaping their persecutors on the continent. In the 

middle of the thirteenth century, the Knights 

Templar were the wealthiest and most powerful 

military order in Europe, formed originally to 

protect those on Christian pilgrimage to the Holy 

Land.  

The Templars invented an early form of banking, 

which made them even richer...but made them 

increasingly unpopular with people who had 

borrowed money from them. In the last decade of the thirteenth century, the Knights Templar were forced out of the 

Middle East, after Phillip VI the King of France abandoned them...to escape his indebtedness.  

On Friday the 13th of October 1307, with the permission of the Pope, Phillip VI, the key leaders of the Order based 

in France were arrested and tortured into confessions of devil worship. Phillip VI seized their lands and raided their 

treasury, but found it much emptier than he had expected.  

Across the rest of Europe, the remaining Knights 

hid their portable treasure, under threat from the 

Pope who had called for their arrest. The vast 

treasure of the Knights Templar largely 

disappeared and has never been found.  

An equally intriguing mystery is what happened to 

the majority of Knights who were never arrested. 

Several thousand men and their flotilla of ships 
simply vanished.  In particular, 18 ships that had 

been berthed at La Rochelle, France, on the night 

of the 12th of October 1307 set sail under the cover 

of darkness just before the initial persecutions and 

either disappeared from history...or not. 

Instead they seem to have fled to the deep fiords of 

Scotland, where the fleet of ships came under the 

command of the St. Clair family of Rosslyn Chapel. St. Clair and his Templars made a voyage to Canada in the year 

1298 AD, nearly 100 years before Columbus. Later, this fleet of ships and new ones to come, flew the Skull and 

Cross Bones...the symbol of the Knights Templar...and preyed on the ships of the Vatican coming from the rich 

ports of the Americas and were ultimately known as the Pirates of the Caribbean. 

In this historic context, it is highly significant that the St Clairs sanctioned, welcomed and protected, the pagan rural 
theatre instead of the Christian miracle plays of the urban Catholic guilds. The Green Man is everywhere in Rosslyn 

Chapel, peering out at every turn from liana-like tendrils which he himself engenders. His head...for there is never a 

body attached to it...is like the heads the Templars were accused of worshipping, or the severed heads of ancient 

Celtic tradition, both of which were talisman of fertility. 

Rosslyn not only provided an ideal milieu but might have been designed specifically for their 'gypsy theatre'. The 

dominant theme of the chapel, underlying all the elaborate Christian overlay, is unabashedly pagan and Celtic. The 

figure that occurs most frequently is the Green Man...a human head with vines issuing from its outrank sometimes 

it's ears, then spreading wildly, in tangled proliferation, over the walls. Rosslyn thus invokes both the Templars and 

the archaic Celtic kingdom of Scotland which Bruce sought to restore. 


