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[bookmark: _Toc183042306]1.	Introduction
It is important the Scottish Government's Planning and Environmental Appeals Division (DPEA) is aware of the extraordinary context of the appellants’ planning application, in  particular the critical issues surrounding significant Scottish heritage and artefacts of national importance, the planning authority, Dumfries and Galloway Council and their statutory consultee, Historic Environment Scotland (HES), in disagreement with the application, are aware of but omit to address in their objections.
The tenor of both the council’s and HES’ expert opinions, is a subjective denial of what the appellants present as a hugely significant discovery in terms of the provenance of the Holywood Church bells. The bells, subject to planning restrictions, are evidenced to be priceless, unique Knights Templar artefacts, created to hang over a Templar convent, not suited, because of security concerns and constraints to the public enjoyment, to be held in a bell tower of a dilapidated, disused church, but deserved of a high-profile museum, or a facility/keeper suitable to their protection. The bells represent the only significant provenanced Templar artefacts in existence, and as such are of significant international interest.
Neither the council’s officers, nor HES, provide any sound, objective substantiation for their denial of this consideration, choosing to denigrate the appellants’ investigative archaeological report, without any transparent impartial professional evaluation.
[bookmark: _Toc183042307][bookmark: _Hlk182193980]2.	Background information
The Appellants:
Mark Huitson, of Holywood Church, Dumfries, DG2 0RH, and Rachel Bonde, of 13 Dashwood Square, Newton Stewart, DG8 6EQ, joint owners of Holywood Church.
Site address:
Holywood Church, Holywood, Dumfries, DG2 0RH
The Appellants’ Application:
To seek late listed building consent for the removal of two medieval bells from the church, currently placed in off-site storage, due to the bells’ extraordinary provenance, revealed in qualified research as the only significant provenanced Knights Templar material artefacts in existence, and as such, due to their vulnerability and inherent value, cannot be returned to the church under its current condition or ownership.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  ] 

Application ref no:
24/1491/LBC
The Council’s objection (22 October 2024):
[bookmark: _Hlk182390467]‘The works (removal of the bells) are contrary to National Planning Framework 4 Policy 7 - Historic Assets and Places, Dumfries and Galloway Council Local Development Plan 2, Policy HE1 - Listed Buildings and related Supplementary Guidance, and the Historic Environment Policy for Scotland (2019) as the removal of the bells, without any intention to keep them in a location associated with the site, has an adverse impact on the fabric, character, special architectural and historic interest of the listed building. It has not been satisfactorily demonstrated that the removal of the two bells is necessary for purposes of either security or safety.’
[bookmark: _Toc183042308]3.	The Site
The Church
Holywood church is a category B listed T-plan church with a central, 3-stage square tower on a long south wall, built 1779, and repaired and renovated 1845 and 1864-5. Situated in the middle of a closed historic graveyard not owned by the appellants, the former ecclesiastical building is no longer in use and has special architectural and historic interest as a major example of an intact later 18th century parish church that retains its plan-form. The church surrounded by fields on four sides, is situated one quarter mile from the epicentre of Holywood village and two hundred metres from the nearest dwelling. The church’s listing includes two bells, taken from Holywood Abbey, that once sat in the same location.
The Bells
The original attestation of the bells’ provenance was made in the first Statistical Account of Scotland (published between 1791-99), by the attending parish minister of Holywood, the Rev. Bryce Johnston; ‘…the present church has two fine toned bells, taken out of the old building [the previous abbey church]; one of which, by an inscription and date on it, appears to have been consecrated by the abbot John WRICH, in the year 1154.’ This testimony was challenged in 1898 by local amateur historian, James Barbour, who cited the name on the bell as ‘John WELCH’, with a date of 1505 present within the inscription. The second bell, not detailed in the First or Second Statistical Accounts, was identified by James Barbour as sponsored by William Kennedy, an early 16th century commendator of Holywood Abbey; conjectured by the armorial and initials ‘VK’ supposed present on the bell.
Barbour’s name hypothesis on the first bell was challenged by inspection in 1911 by an auditor from the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS), as ‘WEICH’ with doubt expressed over the first given name interpretation as ‘John’. With this exception, Barbour’s interpretation was allowed to stand in the 1920 official government record for Holywood church.
Forensic collaborative examination of the bells’ inscription by the appellants in 2020-2022, dismantled with demonstrable evidence, James Barbour’s theory and RCAHMS confirmation of it, restoring in part the original attestation within the First Statistical Account of Scotland. An interpretation, considering every element present on the bells’ inscription, identified the presentation as not, John WRICH, Abbot of Holy Wood, but ‘Jesus, W’ [le] RICH, Father of Holy Wood’. Barbour’s interpretation of the initials on the second bell, as ‘VK’ were, as confirmed by the College of Arms; ‘V LR’, with the armorial present on a confirmed pre-1200 pattern bell, and not affiliated to William Kennedy.
[bookmark: _Toc183042309]4.	The planning application 
Background to the planning application
The church was bought by the appellants from its former developer in 2019, who in turn had bought the closed church from the Church of Scotland in 2010, as part of their disposal programme. At the time of purchase by the appellants, the property already had planning permissions to create a three-bedroom dwelling, with all the associated architectural and archaeological surveys and considerations in place. The property was in a dilapidated state internally, with part-stripped plaster and lath walls, two damaged stained-glass windows and its internal ecclesiastical fittings removed. The property had no water or sewage services installed, and beyond some new windows and external doors, had not seen any significant progress in redevelopment.
In April 2020, an application was made by the appellants to the planning authority to allow the bells to be removed from the church tower. The appellants were concerned about the loss of public access to the bells, with the previous developer’s architect offering unsound proposals for public viewing: alterations proposed to the bell tower, including the removal of the louvres (installed in 1864) and replacing them with fixed glazed panels would have had a catastrophic impact on the harmonics of the bell chamber, whilst degrading the atmosphere within, drying out the bell frame to its detriment, and cause the bronze bells to ‘sweat’. Also, removing the louvres, a prominent architectural feature, having significant impact on the local landscape, was deemed unsatisfactory by the appellants. Options for the bells considered at that time included displaying the bells in the church’s nearby hearse house, or the local museum, with any monies raised contributing to the redevelopment of the church.
The appellants subsequently postponed the planning process as it became apparent during the application, the bells had far greater historical significance than first thought, and it was deemed appropriate in terms of security, whilst further study was carried out, to halt any further public consultation.
The reported understanding of the bells (part of the property title) was they were both of 16th century origin, based on an inspection caried out in 1898, which conflicted with the appellants’ insurance assessor’s report, bell engineer, and the appellants own learned assessment, supported by challenges made to that 1898 report in 1920 and again in 2009 by a local campaign to have the bells, identified by the campaign as far older, removed from the church before sale by the Church of Scotland. There were also archaeological remains from the original abbey/church, built onto the church’s hearse house that were neither recorded nor understood.
It became apparent, with monitoring, the property suffered catastrophic humidity levels; in excess of 70% (15% above acceptable safe habitation levels), with a yearly average of 90% (measured throughout 2023/2024). It was clear the problem had existed for decades but had failed to be disclosed by the Church of Scotland, the previous developer’s agents, or the developer himself.
Gathering all available information, historical and archaeological reports, it was confirmed the church, and its surrounding graveyard were built over the subterranean structure of the former abbey complex. Deep-sited voids under the church, filling with water and subject to ground heating caused catastrophic humidity problems throughout the church, with palpable warm air in those areas with restricted ceiling heights. Mechanical dehumidification, as a solution to the problem rather than excavation was considered and rejected, particularly as installation of services required excavation, and it was presumed it was the substantial archaeological complexity between the church and mains water and sewage service fifty metres away that had restricted prior installation. A base line estimate for exploration and remedial work to investigate and preserve the archaeology and carry out ground engineering works were in excess of eight-hundred thousand pounds, making the property redevelopment cost between one and two million pounds, because of the unclear nature and extent of archaeological discovery.[footnoteRef:2] Thus, the property became untenable as a house conversion. Without the work, the property is unsustainable for long-term storage, commercial use, or human habitation or occupation. [2:  ] 

The bells were identified as 12th century, as originally cited in the First Statistical Account of Scotland. It was following forensic examination of the inscription on the bells, that discovery was made of the sponsor, his legend, and evidence he was a master within a military religious order, making the bells the only extant church bells from a Christian military religious convent in the world, created to hang over a Templar preceptory/infirmary. 
Appraisal of the investigation by an antiquities expert from Lyon and Turnbull, Edinburgh, and the immediate beta read of historians, collectors and archeologists, supported the appellants’ understanding that the bells were priceless and unique artefacts, with a projected eight figure Sterling value. A later projected insurance valuation (2023), proffered by an agent for Coutts, of around one hundred-and-forty million (with authoritative authentication), concluded the bells were deemed uninsurable by the appellants.
To facilitate safety and closer accessible inspection of the bells, the bells were lowered from the belfry in 2022, within guidance provided by the Council for the Care of Churches. The bells being stored on site, on the ground floor of the bell tower.
In August 2022, following a sharp increase in after dark incursion onto the cemetery site by groups of youths, and a nearby arson attack on an empty historic property, the bells were removed off-site to secure vaulted storage, whilst the appellants petitioned for institutional authentication of the bells’ extraordinary provenance, or equally, authoritative disavowal, based on objective and scholarly-evidenced argument.
With the redevelopment of the church as a house conversion untenable, due to considerable archaeological issues, constraining any economically viable conversion, an alternative redevelopment plan was required, one purely based around the discovery, only achievable with official recognition of the appellants’ discovery. It was considered future management of the bells would be determined by their significant importance as unique artefacts. Thus, it was considered prudent to keep the bells off-site in secure storage, due to their significant potential asset worth, with a pragmatic consideration the church did not provide a secure environment for the bells without redevelopment appropriate to the bells’ housing.
Following recommendations by Historic Environment Scotland (HES), and the council, that retrospective planning should be sought for late listed building consent for the removal of the church bells, application was made by the appellants, but only when general publication of the find became unavoidable, so the public consultation in any planning consideration was no longer a mitigating factor in maintaining confidentiality of the find.
[bookmark: _Toc183042310]5.	Relevant planning history
· 2013: Change of use and alterations to church (Class 10) to form dwelling house (class 9). Ref. 14/P/3/0348. Granted conditionally.
· 2013: Alterations to former to bring about change of use to dwellinghouse. Ref. 13/P/3/0349. Granted unconditionally (Historic).
· 2020: Removal of two church bells. Ref 20/0050/LBC. Withdrawn.
· 2024: Late listed building consent for the removal of the church bells. Ref. 24/1491/LBC. Application refused.
[bookmark: _Toc183042311]6.	Relevant planning policies and guidance
· National Planning Framework 4, Policy 7 - Historic Assets and Places
· Dumfries and Galloway Council Local Development Plan 2
· Historic Environment Policy for Scotland (2019) HEP1-6 – including Listed Buildings and related Supplementary Guidance. 
[bookmark: _Toc183042312]7.	The Case for the Proposal
[bookmark: _Toc183042313]7.1	The appellants’ argument against the council’s objection
The council’s decision and objection are made in context of only that information the current property listing provides, without any demonstrable impartial qualified evaluation of all the facts and evidence presented by the appellants within their submission, regarding the bells’ extraordinary provenance.[footnoteRef:3] The council thus offers a subjective dismissal of all the information leading to an inclusive understanding of the bells and the site in their decision making, within the context of listed building consent; regulation not intended to govern the management of significant priceless and unique historical artefact. The council regard the bells’ provenance only in terms of ‘medieval’ architectural fittings; bells connected to the former abbey, formerly contained with the same site as the existing church. The appellants consider this narrow view, not only subjective, but contrary to the best interests of the sustainability of the church, protection of bells of extraordinary provenance and value, and deprivation of the public’s enjoyment and understanding of the bells and the site, within the principles of National Planning Framework 4, Historic Environment Policy for Scotland, and the council’s Local Development Plan. [3:  Huitson M. & Bonde R. (August 2023) The Templar Bells of Scotland: An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church (Version 4.1)   [24_1491_LBC-Bell_Report-1530025]
https://www.hiddenheritage.info/_files/ugd/66c3ba_bd355640646445088dd6c72ea132c141.pdf

] 

[bookmark: _Toc183042314]7.2	A Comprehensive Understanding - The appellants’ archaeological report
Until the appellants’ research, there only existed conflicting antiquarian opinion concerning the Holywood bells, all without any comprehensive investigation or evidenced research. The abbey site was also without any comprehensive understanding or history, prior to the 15th century. This is confirmed by HES,[footnoteRef:4] and the council’s archaeologist.[footnoteRef:5]  [4: ]  [5: ] 

The appellants’ investigation testifies the bells of Holywood Church were sponsored by William le Riche (~1120 - ~1189), who by his presence in King David I of Scotland’s entourage as a witness to several royal charters, the gift of his father’s Midlothian barony to a unknown beneficiary, most likely a religious order, between 1124 and 1130, and William’s existence as a landholding knight with a legally adopted title exclusively carried by 11th and 12th century secular cleric-knights, while he was concurrently recognised in monastic orders as spiritual head and master of a religious community, dictates he was a  previously unrecorded 12th century master of a military-religious holy order. As it is Templars who are recorded surrounding David I of Scotland as his personal retinue sometime between 1128 and 1153, with Templar foundation being centered on Midlothian sometime between 1128 and 1130, logical assumption is William le Riche was a Templar rather than a knight of St John; a lessor military hospitaller order, whose first holdings were in west Lothian. Thus, the bells, both bearing his name, and one, his rank within the order, were created to hang over a Templar convent established at Sacro Nemore (Holy Wood); which consequently confirmed the local understanding of the origins of Holywood Church in the 18th century, as reported by John McCormick in his 1843 work, The Antiquities of Dumfries and its Neighbourhood.
The latest version of the appellants’ archaeological report was the culmination of four thousand hours dedicated to research, crafted into over one hundred-and-twenty thousand words laid out in investigation and illustration, with substantial evidence and compelling circumstance building conclusion, rather than supposition, opinion, or nebulous association and speculation. The report is unanimously considered by an esteemed beta read as a remarkable piece of research that irrefutably dismantles the current accepted view and presents evidence and fact, with a robust singular conclusion that provides the only meritorious understanding of the bells and their association with a religious site in the 12th century. The report represents focused enquiry, from two meticulous individuals working collaboratively with international specialists, bringing forensic and analytical discipline to research, free of partiality or preconception.
The appellants had the skills, capacity and necessity (for insurance purposes) to carry out the study on the bells, and together with scholars, specialists, and the College of Arms, produced an exemplary investigative report, adhering to the best practices of enquiry. One of the appellants holds two degrees archaeology and forensic archaeology, and twelve years teaching experience in those subjects, the other has nearly fifty years in historical enquiry, property conservation, surveying and asset management, and award winning medieval bronze recreative art. Both appellants are respected analysts, current or former senior professionals, and proven practitioners in their fields.
The appellants’ evidence has been tested with the foremost academic-referred scholars; medieval military history academic, Helen Nicholson, recommended to the appellants by Malcolm Barber, recognised as the world’s leading authority on the Templars, and Alice Blackwell, medieval finds specialist, recommended by academic archaeologists, because of her connection to National Museums Scotland (NMS). Consensus with the appellants’ testimony was denied, but the academics’ counterargument was constructed on the subjective dismissal of the appellants’ research without substantiated reasoning, substituting any evaluation of the evidence presented by the appellants with ‘blind’ support for a discredited Victorian theory forming the ‘accepted academic record’, bolstered with the scholars’ own opinions, demonstrably devoid of any verifiable fact, and thus unsupportable in context of contemporary evidence and peer understanding. Both the scholars’ opinions and the appellants’ challenge to that opinion, are included in the archaeological report submitted as part of the planning application.
The appellants’ understanding has been circulated internationally to over three hundred beta readers, history academics and institutions, and is subject to public scrutiny. The appellants’ conclusions remain uncontested by any verifiable counterargument yet is denied and ignored by those who have the eminence to authenticate it or indeed dismantle it with evidenced merit. The applicants stress there is no other evidenced and verifiable understanding of these bells. Current public debate leaves the discovery uncontested, and any academic authentication is denied because of perceived intellectual prejudice, not because of the veracity of the archaeological detail, provenance or conclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc183042315]7.4	Constraints to an inclusive understanding
[bookmark: _Hlk182348150]The council’s objection: ‘the removal of the bells, without any intention to keep them in a location associated with the site, has an adverse impact on the fabric, character, special architectural and historic interest of the listed building.’, is founded on the present property listing for Holywood Church, ie., ‘Two church bells of medieval date from a former abbey church at this location. One bell has an armorial and initials. The other is inscribed…The church bells, which hung in the former abbey church, are part of the special interest of the building and contribute to an understanding of the earlier ecclesiastical history and development of the site.’ 
The appellants attest the property listing, as it stands, does not constitute an inclusive understanding of the bells or the site, on which all planning considerations concerning the built historical environment should be made. There are no guidelines or restrictions how that understanding is formed, so any understanding must be judged on merit, not necessarily its source.
‘Decisions affecting any part of the historic environment should be informed by an inclusive understanding of its breadth and cultural significance… knowledge and information about the historic environment is critical to our understanding of our past, present and future… Research, discussion and exchange of ideas can all contribute to our understanding of the historic environment. Understanding will improve when information is made widely available, and everyone has the opportunity to contribute to knowledge of the historic environment.’ (Historic Environment Policy 1)
The appellants challenge the council’s dismissal of the appellants’ evidence contributing to that inclusive understanding, presented in the public domain. The council have not applied any objective and transparent evaluation to its merit, and thus the council’s objection and ignorance conversely presents a palpable risk to the property, the bells and the owners tasked with the bells’ protection and denies public enjoyment of a comprehensive understanding of the site, on which the church stands.
[bookmark: _Hlk182348089]Background to the property listing
The appellants presented their initial investigation carried out between 2020 and 2021 to Historic Environment Scotland (HES) in August 2021, to relist, or delist the bells so the bells had the opportunity to be treated outside the constraints of the property listing and housed more appropriately in consideration of their special interest in terms of ‘artefacts of national importance’. The appellants provided a comprehensive understanding of the bells, over and above the information contained within the current property listing for Holywood Church, tested by the foremost academics.
The appellants petitioned Historic Environment Scotland onwards from 2021, who declined to amend the property listing, as they did not think an alteration to the listed building record was necessary. HES confirmed they had looked at the information the appellants submitted, only in the context of HES policy and process for reviewing a designation, with the key decision-making document for their review of a listing being HES Designation Policy and Selection Guidance. HES confirmed they had extremely limited capacity to review listed building records and update them. This meant that when they did, they focused on whether the record is factually inaccurate. HES were content that the information and research the appellants provided did not contradict the statement in the listed building record that the bells are medieval. HES acknowledged why it was important to the appellants to have a public body engage in detail with the research and dating of the Holywood church bells, however the stated HES formal functions (as set out in Regulatory Framework) did not include a role of this nature. [footnoteRef:6] [6: ] 

With HES, not appraising the appellants’ understanding of the site and bells, in context of enhancing the property listing, there is conflict between the appellants’ informed and unchallenged understanding of the bells, in terms of dating, sponsor and extraordinary provenance, and the council’s general understanding of the bells as cited within that property listing, with the council giving subjective preference to the property listing over the appellants’ informed comprehensive understanding, and thus is in conflict with the policy objectives included within the National Planning Network 4, The Historic Environment Policy for Scotland and Dumfries and Galloway Council’s Local Development Plan 2.
Appellants’ research in context of the public domain and record of the Historic Environment
HES, in January 2023, suggested the appellants submitted their report to Canmore archive, the National Record of the Historic Environment, so it could be accessed by the public and be used as part of future debate on the origins of the bells. HES confirmed the archive forms a history of the understanding of the site, rather than something that is edited to reflect a single definitive narrative on its history.[footnoteRef:7] Canmore is an archive (Canmore ID 212684), and like the listed building record (LB10209), is neither a comprehensive database of historical reference on a site, nor presents an inclusive understanding of a site’s breadth and cultural significance, nor is an authoritative understanding, but instead is one of many sources of reference only. The appellants’ report is considered a live document, broadcast in the public domain; open to review, revision and inclusion as information comes forward in the course of that circulation, debate and promotion. Despite new information being added as the public present artefact and record taken from the Holywood church site, no new information or debate contests the discovery with any counterevidence. Only when the appellants have terminated their campaign and see the church safely removed from their charge, will the report be closed, and submitted to Canmore for archive. In the meantime, the information is freely available, promoted and accessible to the public. [7: ] 

[bookmark: _Toc183042316]7.3	Constraints to authoritative authentication of the bells’ provenance
Background
The refusal by a prime expert or institution to authenticate the understanding of an artefact or site, has the drastic consequence of rendering the understanding worthless, in terms of the officially recognised ‘accepted’ record. Even if the owner demonstrates sound provenance, if the prime expert refuses to consider or agree with the attribution, their opinion will make the artefact and site untenable, even if their opinions are unsubstantiated.
Outside finding treasure trove, there is no official mechanism for having potentially far-reaching historical discovery recognised and recorded by the State, unless it comes from a recognised public or academic institution. Consideration by these bodies of any find outside their organisation is voluntary, with no appeal mechanism when those bodies behave in such a way that is evidently dismissive, prejudiced, or unprofessional. The appellants are repeatedly advised by history professionals (including the council’s own museums’ curator), that no leading academic in medieval studies will accept a new historical reveal from non-academics. ‘Only a report written by a regarded scholar will be properly considered, and only then if it does not challenge another academic or a fellow antiquarian’s work. Regardless how monumental, complete, evidenced and compelling the reveal is, no leading academic will agree with it’. This arcane and elitist view has been reported time and time again and tested by the appellants, with over two hundred approaches to international medieval history academics and their institutions. It is a condition begrudgingly accepted and denounced by professional historians, archaeologists, genealogists and even history academics the world over. Even senior history academics, including leading US medieval scholars, sympathetic to the appellants’ plight, and agreeing with the appellants’ discovery, in context of ‘an exemplary investigation’, will not publicly endorse the appellants’ study, due to the peer-censure it would bring.
Regarding the understanding around the bells and their original sponsor, there are unfortunately no experts either within academia or without, as there has been no scholarly focus on either early medieval church bells, nor the bells’ sponsor, nor the nature of his title within 11th and 12th century secular clergy, nor the establishment of the religious military orders in Scotland in the 12th century. The two scholars, referred to the appellants by leading academics as ‘the best’ declared specialists in terms of authentication, may have rejected the appellants’ archaeological report, but failed to dismantle the investigation with any substantiated and verifiable opinion. Thus, with academic and institutional refusal (this includes Historic Environment Scotland and National Museums Scotland) to impartially and diligently consider the appellants’ discovery, regardless if it was made within academia or without, does not invalidate it, only renders the find excluded from general acceptance and untenable in terms of ownership.
[bookmark: _Toc183042317]7.4	The council’s prejudiced view of the bells, and the reasons for removal
HES’ refusal to amend the property listing, and the council’s adherence to it, does not dismiss the appellants’ testimony, supported with evidence and fact. The council and HES present contempt of the comprehensive understanding provided within the appellants’ planning application, without demonstrating any objective appraisal of the evidence. Therefore, the council presents a subjective objection, without substantiation for their dismissal of the facts presented by the appellants, and as such presents an entirely prejudicial stance to the protection of the site’s special interest.
This contempt of the understanding submitted by the appellants is demonstrated by the council’s Senior Planner, Built Heritage Policy, as a consultee to the planning decision, who despite disqualifying themselves from any competent evaluation of the appellants’ archaeological report, employs ambiguity over the report’s credence, despite no equivocality being presented within the report; ‘the conclusions drawn, inevitably differ between authors and researchers and a debate on the detail will no doubt continue as to which is more valid.’[footnoteRef:8] The presented evidence of provenance had already been tested by the foremost recommended academic specialists, with the report demonstrating their counter-opinion was offered without any verifiable evidence, and thus demonstrably unsupportable. There is no more qualified view available. For the officer to ignore this fact, and to imply uncertainty the report has little credence and was only one of many possible presentations of research, that is or will be available, is entirely misleading. Equally, the council’s archaeological officer dismisses the content of the appellants’ archaeological report and understanding, in a consultative role, without any transparent and comprehensive objective appraisal.[footnoteRef:9] Both council officers offer a prejudiced denial of the bells’ intrinsic worth in terms of their notable antiquity, without any objective or professional assessment, and as such present a facile attitude to the bells’ substantial significance, and extreme financial value. [8: ]  [9: ] 

It must be noted HES and the council’s archaeological officer were referred to the appellants in 2021 as first point of contact by leading history and archaeology academics, Scotland’s Treasure Trove Unit (National Museums Scotland), and the Portable Antiquities Scheme (British Museum), to examine and evaluate the archaeology found by the appellants in the course of their research on two bells of which there was previously little historical consensus, situated on ‘a very poorly understood site.’[footnoteRef:10] Despite the appellants’ referral and contact, HES and the council’s archaeological officer have declined to engage with the appellants’ research or appraise the finds, including stonework, in context of evaluation and authentication, or even referred the matter to a third-party for expert review. Particularly pertinent, is the council’s archaeology officer, in his consultative role, accuses the appellants in his report of not reporting the archaeological finds, against statute. The fact presented is the officer making the accusation failed to carry out his remit. This failure to engage with the appellants extends to numerous requests for meetings with officers from HES and the council to discuss the planning constraints, all of which have been denied. Considering the significant nature of the find, this seems injudicious, and the appellants can only presume and speculate why this was the case. It has been repeatedly put before the appellants by history professionals and academics, that the appellants’ research is ignored, not because it lacks merit, but because of the lack of academic standing of the architects of the research, in their consideration of what many consider to be a contentious subject, exposing obvious flaws in the current historical record. Thus, HES and the council have avoided transparent appraisal, because unable to dismantle the research, they do not wish to be seen to agree. [10:  8.3 Table A] 

Reluctance of the council to take a pragmatic attitude toward the bells’ safety and the site’s recognition in their planning decision, in context that the bells are the only provenanced Templar material in existence, and the site containing the only remaining Scottish, provenanced Templar-built archaeology, is not a product of examination of the evidence provided, but an entirely discriminatory dismissal because that information does not come from a regarded academic source… ‘Understanding will improve when information is made widely available, and everyone has the opportunity to contribute to knowledge of the historic environment.’ (Historic Environment Policy 1)
HES were directly challenged over their refusal to consider the appellants’ understanding, a key factor in the removal of the bells, via complaint, 30 September 2024.[footnoteRef:11] HES’ response illustrated they had not appraised or evaluated the information submitted, in terms of the bells’ reported exceptional provenance; illustrating their contempt for the information provided, beyond the fact confirmation the bells were medieval as per their designation.[footnoteRef:12] HES offered no evidenced evaluation of their dismissal of the bells’ unique Templar provenance, confirming, regardless of the bells provenance HES recommendation would remain the same. HES refuted the fact that they failed to understand the significance of the bells, and did not consider they had underplayed their significance in their response. [11: ]  [12: ] 

Whereas the appellants agree in principle the bells should remain with the site (not necessarily the church) because of their nine-hundred-year connection, the practical realities presented by a comprehensive understanding of the bells presents a significant constraint to that principle. The bells’ innate value places them above consideration as ‘architectural fittings’, but priceless artefacts of national and international importance, and so the building that houses them should present an appropriately secure and accessible environment, proportionate to the artefacts they house. This reality in context of Holywood Church, is denied because the appellants are not in a position to develop the church, in terms of cost or capacity, unless the bells and the significance of the site’s archaeology is officially recognised, so the appellants can attract an appropriate developer. The council and HES’ refusal to engage with the appellants’ informed understanding of the site and bells, avoiding any authentication or authoritative disavowal in their dictum the bells should not be removed, is an obstruction to the appellants’ opportunity to foster development of the church, and so intentionally puts both the site and the bells (and owners) at unacceptable risk.
[bookmark: _Toc183042318]7.5	Failure of the council to adhere to overarching heritage policy intent
The council’s objection: ‘The works (removal of the bells) are contrary to National Planning Framework 4 Policy 7 - Historic Assets and Places, Dumfries and Galloway Council Local Development Plan 2 Policy HE1 - Listed Buildings and related Supplementary Guidance, and the Historic Environment Policy for Scotland (2019) as the removal of the bells, without any intention to keep them in a location associated with the site, has an adverse impact on the fabric, character, special architectural and historic interest of the listed building.’ 
In context of the proposal, the application of the aforementioned policies by the council has merit if the core principles of those policies are maintained in the first instance. In all cases, the policies dictate any proposal should be accompanied by an understanding of the site. Conversely any objection to that proposal should be accompanied by the same attention to its understanding.
· ‘The site and its setting must first be understood. Both the historic and architectural significance must be assessed and evaluated to allow well-conceived, sensitive and creative proposals.’ (Dumfries and Galloway Council Local Development Plan 2)
· ‘Decisions affecting any part of the historic environment should be informed by an inclusive understanding of its breadth and cultural significance.’ (Historic Environment Policy for Scotland, Policy 1)
· ‘Development proposals with a potentially significant impact on historic assets or places will be accompanied by an assessment which is based on an understanding of the cultural significance of the historic asset and/or place.’ National Framework 4, (Policy 7a), Historic Assets and Places.
Yet, a historical understanding of the origins of bells and by association, the site, presented by the appellants is denied by the council’s refusal to carry out any objective evaluation of that understanding, which in turn would inform any objective decision making. The council and its consultees quote only that part of heritage policy that defends their objection, without consideration of the foundation on which those sub-sets of policy support.
Historic Environment Policy No 1 (HEP1); ‘Decisions affecting any part of the historic environment should be informed by an inclusive understanding of its breadth and cultural significance… knowledge and information about the historic environment is critical to our understanding of our past, present and future… Research, discussion and exchange of ideas can all contribute to our understanding of the historic environment. Understanding will improve when information is made widely available, and everyone has the opportunity to contribute to knowledge of the historic environment.’
Historic Environment Policy No 2 (HEP2); ‘Decisions affecting the historic environment should ensure that its understanding and enjoyment as well as its benefits are secured for present and future generations.’ 
Historic Environment Policy No 5 (HEP5); ‘Decisions affecting the historic environment should contribute to the sustainable development of communities and places.’
In terms of Policy 7 of the National Planning Framework 4 (NPF4), the policy intent is to protect and enhance historic environment assets and places, and to enable positive change as a catalyst for the regeneration of places. Consequently, redundant or neglected historic buildings should be brought back into sustainable and productive uses, recognising the social, environmental and economic value of the historic environment, to the economy and cultural identity. 
Without any demonstrable evaluation being presented by the council, regarding the appellants’ contribution of understanding of the bells and their affiliation to a former Templar convent, over and above their place as former ‘medieval’ fittings in relation to a 18th century-built historic building, it cannot be considered the council have applied the core principle of heritage policies to its planning decisions. The council’s decision that removal of the bells ‘has an adverse impact’, in context of their denial of the bells’ essential value to the understanding of Scottish history is perverse, as denial of the bells’ remarkable provenance, promotes public and community deprivation of the site’s full provenance and education, and ipso facto the enjoyment of the site’s history, removing any tangible benefit to present and future generations, in terms of tourism, revenue and education.
Returning the bells under a general ‘medieval’ understanding, will preserve the physical connection of the bells to the site, but will not produce any sustainable development of the church, nor tangible benefit to the community, in terms of education or income, but instead condemn the bells to be hidden; inaccessible within a disused, part-dilapidated building with the inherent archaeology denying any future development, and so contrary to Scottish government core principles underpinning heritage sustainability and public enjoyment. Furthermore, such a decision by the council to maintain them locked away in private ownership, or away from public scrutiny prevents the bells from being further studied, and linkages being made, which in turn may fill additional current gaps in the historic record, denying appropriate conservation, and perpetuates untruth in the public domain.

Regardless of the council’s decision, it must be made within context of an inclusive understanding of the site and in full consideration of the heritage policies put in place to protect and enhance that heritage. It may well be, after objective evaluation of the appellants’ understanding, the council’s decision to object would remain the same, however the robustness of that objection, as it currently stands, does not exist.
[bookmark: _Toc183042319]7.6	Security concerns discriminatorily dismissed by the council
The appellants contest the council’s inference, ‘It has not been satisfactorily demonstrated that the removal of the two bells is necessary for purposes of either security or safety’. The appellants’ regard the council’s view as injudicious in context of the information submitted with the appellants’ planning application, and previous testimony made by the appellants to the planning consultees, the Senior Planner, built heritage policy, Dumfries and Galloway Council, and HES.
The council’s judgment is based on a negligence of fact, ie., complete unsubstantiated disregard of the information submitted to the council as part of the appellants’ application, submitted in addition to testimony placed before the council’s planning administration, 19 December 2023[footnoteRef:13] and 25 June 2024.[footnoteRef:14] The council’s inference is made without evidence of objective appraisal of the testimony submitted in the context of the bells’ attributions, including a demonstrable connection to a master of the Knights Templar, and as such regarded by their association, priceless; as appraised by antiquities specialists Lyon and Turnbull, Edinburgh. [13: ]  [14: ] 

Context – Value
A medieval church bell, depending on provenance, size, condition, decoration, and age, are valued anywhere between six thousand and one hundred thousand pounds Sterling. Church bells generally have a limited niche market, particularly considering the surfeit as more and more churches close. Supply far exceeds demand. The cost of removal, refurbishment, and relocation means it is often more economical to dispose of redundant churches with bells in place (as is the case of Holywood Church), rather than remove them to be retained, or sold on, or offered as a donation to another church or museum. Indeed, in terms of the appellants’ financial commitment, removing the church bells and maintaining secure specialist-vaulted storage off-site, has already exceeded any projected value ‘medieval’ bells could generate in the current marketplace.
[bookmark: _Hlk72236247]The Holywood bells are quite small, not extraordinarily decorated, and exhibit damage to their cannons. Being around 40cms tall and 40cms in diameter, weighing less than 100kgs, they are relatively portable. They are significant in terms of bell archaeology, as they illustrate the time-line development away from high-waisted or beehive forms to squatter economical shapes in the 12th century, using far less bell metal while still producing comparable harmonic value. But even provenanced to a 12th century ecclesiastical or Scottish lord, the bells have little value outside their connection to the site. The reality is, outside scrap value, church bells have little monetary resale value, or general public interest, and so risk of targeted theft is minimal.
However, it is the bells’ extraordinary provenance (with authoritative authentication) that creates an extraordinary valuation, estimated in the tens of millions of pounds Sterling, with an arbitrary insurance valuation closer to nine figure values. The bells and the site are being presented by the appellants to the public as unique Templar material, with no verifiable scholarly or institutional counterargument to dispute that fact. A lack of official authentication does not diminish potential miscreant attraction; a risk of theft, or the desirability to own unique ‘priceless’ Templar material, nor wanton destruction. These are all very real concerns for the bells’ owners, the appellants.
The council’s unsubstantiated denial of the bells’ provenance does not offer protection. Public debate advised by HES, the council’s museums officer and academics generally, means release of the information of the bells’ existence to the public was unavoidable, and so therefore to mitigate any potential risk to the bells and the site, a public declaration the bells are off-site is maintained, with on-site security deterring petty criminal attention or curiosity, intent on investigating any Templar archaeology contained within the church. This security was increased in May 2024, with the employment of a 24hr security team in preparation for publication but was later retired in August due to funding constraints.
The council’s Senior Planner, Built Heritage Policy, as a consultee to the planning decision, downplays the security risk to the bells; ‘The applicants’ research regarding the bells has drawn attention to them but, unless inadvertently, the interested audience is likely to be academic or generally benevolent. If, following further consideration, the outcome is to keep the bells on site it can be done discreetly and quietly in terms of publicity, unless there is a desire to attract visitors.’ The officer’s opinion is disproportionate to the interest the discovery of the bells’ origins will create, in a subject that has universal popular appeal, with significant numbers of Templar interest groups. It is entirely injudicious to state the bells, and the site will primarily attract only academic interest, or entirely benign enquiry. The officer displays an obtuse view to the artefacts, the evidence provided in an accessible report, even the bells potential as the only significant provenanced Templar artefacts in the world, valued as such, promoted by an uncontested archaeological report. The officer’s comments, published in October 2024, were made while the officer was aware of the fact there was a media campaign running (since June 2024), with a website www.hiddenheritage.info, petition, videos, book publication, fund raising, community consultation and social media postings etc. so the officer’s comments are completely ill-judged. Interest is growing, and with the dissemination of fact, international interest is being expressed in these unique Templar artefacts, with the appellants being invited as guest speakers at the next annual Templar conference in Portugal.
The council, and in particular the Senior Planner, Built Heritage Policy, were advised by letter of the ongoing security situation at Holywood church, 19 December 2023, 25 June 2024, and 13 September 2024[footnoteRef:15]; being made aware one of the appellants had remained on vigil outside the church since 2019, with a growing number of after dark incursions onto the closed, public accessible cemetery site, particularly after midnight, with the police involved 11 February 2024, and the employment of a 24-hour security dog team from May to August 2024 to deter any potential vandalism and other miscreant attention; incidences of which were reported to the appellants by the last developer, evidenced by broken stained-glass windows and forced entry, resulting in the developer moving onto the site, partly as deterrent. [15: ] 

The actions of the appellants, and the previous developer, over the last eight years, including providing on-site security to the church; to the detriment of family life, the employment of a 24-hour security team at considerable cost, requesting and receiving police involvement, with their increased attention on the site apparent, the removal of the bells; also with considerable associated cost, does not illustrate the appellants’ lack of prudent concern over the site’s security. A potential threat recognised before June 2024, is now aggravated by necessary promotion of the bells’ exceptional provenance in the public domain and nearby communities. Intelligences from neighbours have included perception there is something still in the church worth protecting, particularly since the appellant’s 24hr-dog security team was employed in May 2024. Since the security team’s removal, through a shortfall in self-funding in August, one of the appellants, remaining on-site to provide security, had cause to challenge, on four separate occasions, groups of youths/men investigating the perimeter of the church, some arriving in a long-wheelbase van, between 11.30 pm and 4 am. Although the site is open to the public, and so no crime was evidenced to be committed, challenged, the groups declined to give any cogent reason for their presence, with abuse offered in one incident.
The actions by the appellants and the previous developer, and the information forwarded to the council, contradict the council’s subjective and injudicious inference that security of the bells is not a concern.
[bookmark: _Toc183042320]7.7	Public consultation and objection
Only one objection to the proposal was received: From the Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland (AHSS). ‘The hypothetical historical background in no way justifies the action taken [removal of the bells].’ As AHSS is a national charity, and so was not objection by an individual/s, the appellants challenged AHSS’ objection by letter, 26 August 2024, asking to receive AHSS’ critique of the appellants’ investigation and understanding of the bells’ provenance, and the qualification of those in AHSS that made it.[footnoteRef:16] A further letter was sent after AHSS failed to respond.[footnoteRef:17] AHSS’ return demonstrated AHSS did not carry out any objective appraisal of the information submitted with the appellants’ application, but instead offered entirely unqualified subjective opinion.[footnoteRef:18] [16: ]  [17: ]  [18: ] 

The local community (DG2 – 0RH, 0RJ, 0RD, 0RF, 0RG, 0RL), and affected local businesses within a two-mile radius of the church were contacted by letter, 6 June 2024, to involve them in the situation regarding the discovery, the bells, and their removal.
Since publication in June 2024, a significant increase in visitors to the site have been noted by the appellants. Many have approached the appellant on site, interested to engage with the site’s history, signing the petition, and supporting the campaign by buying the book accompanying the appellants’ archaeological report. Included within the visitors, were those who have a prior relationship with the church as former parishioners. All have expressed support for the appellants’ campaign, and the reasons the bells have been removed. All those visiting have no doubt of the discovery, some ex-parishioners confirming their own understanding that the church always had a ‘Templar legacy’. All would like to see the church and surrounding historic graveyard refurbished as a celebration of the site’s history.
[bookmark: _Toc183042321]7.8	Summary
The appellants accept planning consent is required to remove the bells and recognise the purpose of planning control is to protect the interests of the public, not the interests of the appellants, nor even the bells. Nevertheless, the council should be fair and objective in the decisions they make, and reasons for refusal should therefore be objective and evidence based. Regardless of the outcome of the council’s decision, the appellants should expect that it should be made on an inclusive understanding of the nature of the bells and site, appraised without partiality, governed by the entirety of evidence and facts presented.
However, in their objection to the appellants’ proposal, the council have not demonstrated they have carried out any objective appraisal of the bells’ comprehensive understanding, as presented by the appellants, in determining their decision making. The council have neither authenticated, nor disavowed the appellants’ understanding. Thus, the council’s dismissal of the appellants’ testimony of the bell’s extraordinary provenance and value is entirely subjective, and in the appellants’ view, negligently does not consider the significant harm that refusal will bring over and above removal of the physical connection of bells and church. The church as it stands, is not appropriate to the bells’ security, and the council and HES’ refusal to authoritatively authenticate (or authoritatively disavow) the appellants’ understanding is a significant impediment to developing the church suitable to its found history beneath its floors and in its belfry; development essential to create a suitable housing for bells of extraordinary provenance. In the absence of the church’s development, a new keeper must be found, suitable to the bells’ protection, in full disclosure of the bells’ Templar provenance; provenance that has not been dismantled in any way, by any challenge, yet is denied by the council and Scottish historical governance; authorities that exhibit a distinct lack of due diligence to the owners’ historical charge, only because the research was not conducted from within an academic institution; research that is constructed on the work and involvement of many academics and their evidenced research.
The grounds for refusal the council employs are informed only by the existing listing of Holywood church, as maintained by HES. The listing, in terms of general understanding of the bells is correct, but it does not constitute a complete and ‘inclusive understanding’ as promoted by HEP1 and the Council’s Local Development Plan. The current listing is not formed from a comprehensive understanding of the bells or the site, but a distinct lack of it. HES and the council deny the appellants’ exemplary research, as the only forensic and studied examination of the bells and their connection to the site available, without any providing any demonstrable merit to why objects of extraordinary historical interest should be discounted by the council in its considerations. Both the council and HES use the listing, as it stands, to excuse themselves from engaging with the appellants’ discovery, and instead offer an obtuse bureaucratic decision, condemning priceless artefacts to be retained in a dilapidated church, and so deprive any benefit to the church, the public and Scottish heritage and its economy, contrary to Scotland’s heritage policies.
In context of the Historic Environment Policy of Scotland, National Planning Framework 4, Policy 7, and Dumfries and Galloway Council’s Local Development Plan 2, it would be prudent for the council’s agents to first evaluate, assess and understand the bells’ Templar provenance, (if only so they can discount it with substantive evidence) so that an inclusive and informed understanding of ‘the character, special architectural and historic interest of the listed building’ is achieved, and so a sustainable solution to the church, in line with policy is presented by their actions. Since the tenor of the Historic Environment Policy is to both understand heritage and promote its sustainable future, then the appellants should expect the council and HES as the council’s statutory consultant to objectively evaluate any understanding and evidence presented. Only then, if the council can discount the evidence presented as immaterial to their decision making, should they then apply their objection.
Supplementary consideration
The appellants are on a journey from buying a church they hoped would become their home, denied because of a catalogue of misplay by previous owners and the failure to correctly challenge untested antiquarian theories, into a discovery of monumental proportions, via diligent examination and learning, along a road hindered by obduracy, indifference, discrimination, defamation and prejudice, all to see a discovery delivered to the public for their enjoyment and a comprehensive understanding of our past. This appeal forms a pertinent part of that story.
The appellants understand it is not DPEA’s role to deliberate on circumstances outside the appellants’ application, but instead focus on the planning authority’s decisions, particularly refusals that are clearly subjective. However, the appellants must consider any decisions that arise from planning considerations and appeals that negatively impact on the current deviant circumstances surrounding the appellants’ ownership of built heritage, and their responsibility to foster its future sustainability.
There is a balance to be achieved between the detrimental removal of the bells and ensuring the church’s sustainability, as there is between adherence to planning procedure and a pragmatic application of heritage policy. It is only recognition of the bells’ provenance and their association with the archaeology under the church (not the church itself) that provides any sustainable future for the building. The appellants consider the objection to their planning proposal to be narrow-sighted and negligent, replacing any collaborative protection of the site with owners who understand the site implicitly, with a bureaucratic implementation of only that policy that satisfies the council’s ‘perceived’ obligation. The council’s decision is not formed from an objective understanding of the site, but a prejudiced attitude, excused by the existing incomplete property listing, maintained by HES’ refusal to engage with the appellants’ significantly credible discovery, presumably because that discovery is aberrantly made outside academia, thus sits uncomfortably with HES.
The dismissal of the bells’ provenance without any objective appraisal and solemn consideration, is allowing bureaucracy and biased opinion to upset the benefits a full consideration of the evidence presents, not only for the site, the appellants, the local community, but to Scotland. Returning the bells to a church, without prospects of redevelopment, due to the council’s continued refusal to understand the constraints of the site, only to be hidden from public view in an unsustainable dilapidated building, undeveloped due to misunderstood archaeological issues, does not see public enjoyment of heritage, only an illustration and active promotion of its decline. However, authenticating the legend of the bells and the site, creates opportunity to develop it on the shoulders of a significant interest in Templar history.
There are many who view the Holywood bells as one of the most important discoveries in Scottish history. Indeed, review amongst the appellants’ specialist learned legal advocacy, affirmed the appellants’ sound provenance for their discovery and the deviant state of existing historical governance; ‘a coup for both the appellants and Scotland, but within the context of unravelling an academic and bureaucratic mess’.
The council, HES, NMS and academia have had an opportunity to establish whether the bells are simply architectural historic fittings with a specific connection to a site, or priceless artefacts of national and international importance. They have refused to do so and are taking an obdurate stance to that refusal, presumably for no other reason than a discriminatory attitude towards the architects of the discovery.
It is only the limitations of those who carried out past assessment, and a failure of previous keepers to correctly identify the provenance of the bells, that has resulted in the site being misunderstood in terms of its remarkable origins; a situation the council and HES would willingly perpetuate if not for the appellants’ campaign. There is considerable argument in support that these artefacts should never have been included in the sale of Holywood Church but removed to a national museum, which is perversely denied because historical governance refuses to engage with the evidence of the bells’ origins.
Although sustainability of the church is not the prime consideration of the council’s objection, only maintaining the integrity of the bells’ connection to the site, it is of significant concern to the appellants, who have found themselves in ownership of a church not suitable for their original intent, bought with a reasonable expectation planning approval for a dwelling was in place, via a sound and informed planning proposal. This was not the case. Instead, the appellants have needed to undertake to understand the church’s heritage, an exercise previous keepers had failed to carry out. The appellants have gathered all the information that should have been long ago appraised in relation to the church’s sustainability, but neglected by flaws in historical governance, corrupted by an academic view built on Victorian unresearched opinion, itself a corruption of previous understanding. The property is found to be untenable as a dwelling conversion, due to its misunderstood archaeology, legend and disproportionate cost of refurbishment, against any market value. The council neglect to consider this in their objections and are intent on perpetuating the flaws in historical governance, beyond into an atrocious miscarriage of historical record. Returning the bells to the church under a general ‘medieval’ heading as innate architectural fittings may preserve connection to the site, but it does not promote the church’s sustainability, nor recognise the bell’s extraordinary value as a record of bell archaeology.
The appellants consider it is important to consider the entirety of heritage policy to provide a robust and proper consideration of Holywood Church’s place amongst it. Authentication of the bell’s provenance the appellants demonstrate, provides solution, but without proper consideration and a prejudiced denial of authentication, the church stands as a problem, not only for the appellants, but as further illustration of the dereliction of heritage in south west Scotland.
Pragmatic reality is, without the bell’s provenance being authenticated by either academia, or historical governance, or the council, the property will remain with the appellants undeveloped and unoccupied. The appellants accept they removed the bells off-site without planning approval and so wish to stay on the right side of planning statute, but they must prioritise security of the bells, the church, site and themselves whilst they campaign for authentication. Consequently, it will be authoritative authentication of the site’s understanding that will influence the future of the bells and site, not necessarily planning statute.
The appellants stress they are not seeking to separate ‘medieval’ bells from their intrinsic connection to the church site, but place priceless Templar artefacts, discovered in the course of understanding the heritage they were mis-sold, with a new keeper who can preserve them, and in turn use the significant provenance of the bells, global interest, and the monies they raise to ensure a historic church, with substantial archaeological problems, unsuited for development under its existing planning permissions is sustainable for the future enjoyment of the public.


[bookmark: _Toc183042322]8. Appendices


[bookmark: _Toc183042323]8.1	Holywood Church, DG2 0RH
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[bookmark: TableA][bookmark: _Toc183042325]8.3	TABLE A: Appellants’ attempt to have the Council engage with an objective evaluation of the bells and the site.
	Date
	Context
	Response

	Historic Environment Scotland (HES)

	August 2021
	Contact with HES regarding unrecorded archaeological finds at Holywood Church and a reappraisal of understanding regarding its bells
	Confirmation from Alan Rutherford, deputy head of designations, the matter would be looked at, in terms of ‘a very poorly understood site.’

	September 2021
	Confirmation first version of appellants’ report, then titled Myth and Mystery, the Bells of Holywood was received 
	Agreement to interrogate the report.
No feedback, appraisal, evaluation ever returned to the appellants or referral made to any agency or body to assist in the appraisal and confirmation of the appellants’ understanding of the potential discovery of significant artefacts of ‘national importance’.

	November 2021 
	Application made to redesignate bells within an objective consideration of the appellants; understanding contained within the first edition of the appellants’’ investigative report then entitled report Myth and Mystery, the Bells of Holywood,
	HES designations consider the current designation is adequate, with ‘The church bells are appropriately listed as part of the current designation. Application to redesignate bells was this denied.

	August 2021
	Discussion regarding appellants’ request to reconsider the bells official understanding.
	Rory McDonald, Senior Delegations Officer, agreed our revised understanding held merit but advised it was out of his remit to revise the bells’ listing. Suggested the appellants launch appeal to the decision to maintain the official record despite it being based upon incorrect data.

	December 2022
	Petition to HES to engage with the appellants’ understanding, in context of ‘Artefacts of National Significance’ following HES refusal to reconsider the bells listing under a demonstrably erroneous understanding.
	HES recognise the flaws in the 1920 The Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCHAMS) entry under current listing (identifying bells as 16th century), with amendment made recognising the bells as’ medieval’ (1093–1603) with recommendation the appellants’ report is submitted for archive in Canmore, ‘so it can be accessed by the public and be used as part of future debate on the origins of the bells.’

	May 2024
	Petition to HES to demonstrate. via their objective appraisal, why HES do not believe the Holywood bells are of any more significant interest than recognition on the property listing as former medieval abbey bells, but also some of the oldest Christian church bells in the world, the only significant Templar artefacts ever identified, sponsored by one of Scotland’s first Knights Templar; objects of significant antiquity and value.
	Matter referred to HES complaints procedure

	June 2024
	Petition following HES refusal to objectively evaluate the appellants understanding in context to the bells being ‘Artefacts of National Significance’
	HES recognise ‘why it is important to [the appellants] to have a public body engage in detail with the research and dating of the Holywood church bells. But as the lead public body established to investigate, care for and promote Scotland’s historic environment, per its regulatory framework, does not engage with research pertaining to the understanding of Scottish heritage, and does not consider the appellants’ understanding in any way pertinent in the context of reviewing the church’s listing, nor consider alteration to the current listed building record is necessary to meet HES’ own legal requirement. HES referred the appellants to the council as the only body able to agree to a listing change.

	September 2024
	Complaint made regarding HES’ recommendation to the council, based on contempt for the appellants’ archaeological report, without any declared, objective reasoning, thus denying a security risk exists or that the bells should receive any special consideration because of innate value. 
Appellants cite HES actions as wilful disregard of the fundamental principle of government heritage policy of an ‘inclusive understanding’ of heritage, sustainability and benefit to the public.
	HES rejected the complaint, without providing any objective appraisal of the appellants’ understanding, only confirming the disparate understanding of the bells in the antiquarian record before the appellants’ investigation, while reaffirming their application of the government’s heritage policy. recommending architectural fittings, essential to preserve the character of the building are maintained in the building. 

	
	
	




	Date
	Context
	Response

	The Planning Authority, Dumfries and Galloway Council

	8-14 October 2021
	First contact and subsequent meetings with council’s museums officer, Judith Hewitt, requesting a review of the first draft of the appellants’ report
	‘A very impressive and thorough examination of the bells and their significance, comprehensively challenging the existing interpretation of them substantially. There is definite cause to look again at the way that they have been interpreted based on findings. Publication may help to bring forward more information, and opening up a discussion about them can only be a good thing. There is reluctance [from the lead academics] to consider the idea that they may have been wrongly identified -publish and start a debate to see where that leads’


	7 August 2021
	Telephone contact with Andrew Nicholson, the council’s archaeologist, referred to the appellants by Treasure Trove Unit (National Museums Scotland) Requested an evaluation of the archaeological finds.
	The council officer failed to follow up any inspection of the finds, the site or the report. 

	19 December 2023
	Letter to the council and local councillors requesting engagement with the discovery
	No assistance or engagement offered within a reply and advice that had little relevance to the petition (see footnote 13)

	25 June 2024
	Requested pragmatic support of discovery in terms of planning considerations 
	(See footnote 14) Response took an indifferent approach to the tenor of the find.

	13 September
2024
	Letter to planning department expressing concern over the prejudiced attitude of the consultant, HES and the opposition AHSS
	No feedback offered

	11 October 2024
	Complaint made to council about their officer’s report submitted in the public domain denigrating the appellants’ archaeological report, without professional qualification
	Council declined to investigate complaint
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14 June 2024 
 
Dear Mark Huitson and Rachel Bonde 


Your complaint about Artefacts of National Significance - Holywood Church, Dumfries 
 
You contacted us to complain about Artefacts of National Significance - Holywood Church, 
Dumfries in a letter dated 17 May 2024, which we received on 20 May. We have investigated 
your concerns. In this letter I’ll explain what we found out during the investigation, what my 
conclusions are, and what options are available to you if you would like to follow up the issues 
you raise.  


Complaints process 
In our acknowledgement letter of 23 May we stated that we would look into your complaint under 
stage 2 of our complaints procedure. We have followed this process in our investigation and this 
letter sets out our findings.  
 
However, as the events your complaint refer to occurred more than 12 months ago, it is now not 
possible for you to raise this to the Scottish Public Service Ombudsman (SPSO), unless you can 
show that there were special circumstances that caused the delay. The SPSO website explains 
this in more detail. 
 
I thought it was important to make this clear at the outset of my letter. This does not mean that 
you cannot engage with our services again – only that the SPSO is unlikely to review your case. 


Background 


Designation review 
In November 2021 you requested that we review the record for the category B listed building 
Holywood Parish Church and Churchyard (Listed Building number 10209). You specifically asked 
that we amended the listing to exclude the church bells. Alongside your application to review the 
designation, you submitted an original research report entitled Myth and Mystery: The Bells of 
Holywood.  
 
In February 2022 we notified you that we would not exclude the bells from the listing and 
explained our reasoning. At this point we updated the listed building record for the building. 
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Further correspondence 
In December 2022 you emailed me in response to our letter of February 2022, requesting that we 
engage in more detail with your research and reflect your findings in our records.  
 
Our Head of Designations, Dara Parsons, responded to your email in a letter dated 6 January 
2023. This letter suggested that we could update the record of Holyrood Church in the National 
Record of the Historic Environment. The letter also set out the process to submit your report to 
our archive. At that point we notified you of our Complaints Procedure. 


Your complaint 
Our acknowledgement letter of 23 May sets out the key points of your complaint that we will 
respond to. I understand you have not been in contact to correct our interpretation of your 
complaint. My response therefore takes each of the points from our acknowledgement letter in 
turn and sets out my response to them. 


Investigation process 
Our investigation of your complaint included the following actions: 


• review of all correspondence between you and Historic Environment Scotland (HES) 
regarding Holywood Church, including your research report entitled Myth and Mystery: 
The Bells of Holywood  


• review of the current and previous listed building records for the church 
• review of the record of the church on the National Record of the Historic Environment 


(NRHE)  
• interview with our Designations service to understand the policy and procedure they 


followed when reviewing the listing of the church 
• interview with our Heritage Information service to understand the source of the references 


given on the NRHE, on the whether any updates had been made to the record, and what 
process this would require 


We have also looked into other support that HES can provide to you. I provide links to all relevant 
documents, policies and processes in my response. 


Our findings 


Issue 1 
Issue raised: 
You are not satisfied that the reply you received from the Head of Designations in January 2023 
addressed the issues you had raised.  
 
Our response: 
I will not set out a point-by-point review of this letter. I consider that our response engaged with 
the specific issues you raised in your complaint about our approach to Holywood Church and 
your research. 


Issue 2 
Issue raised: 







 


Historic Environment Scotland – Longmore House, Salisbury Place, Edinburgh, EH9 1SH 
 
 
Scottish Charity No. SC045925 
VAT No. GB 221 8680 15 
  


You have suggested that the reason we have not engaged in more detail is related to your 
academic background.  
 
Our response: 
We investigated this specific complaint and found no evidence to support this. When we are 
considering listing buildings we consult with the public and anyone can give us their views. For 
higher profile cases we also carry out wider public consultations specifically to seek views from a 
wide range of people.  
 
We have some recent examples of this in the reports of handling for the following cases: 


• 124 Balmore Road, Possilpark, Glasgow (Formerly Mecca Cinema/Vogue Cinema) BPN 
• Livingston 'Livi' Skatepark, Almondside, Livingston 


Issue 3 
Issue raised: 
You have raised a general issue about what you see as our organisation’s refusal to engage with 
your research. 
   
Our response: 
I can understand your frustration with what you see as a lack of willingness to engage with 
original research. When we reviewed the listed building record for Holywood Church, we looked 
at the information you submitted only in the context of our policy and process for reviewing a 
designation.  
 
The key decision-making document for a review of a listing is our Designation Policy and 
Selection Guidance. The following points from this publication influenced our approach here: 


• The only part of a listing that has legal weight is the address/name of the site or place 
[paragraph 6] 


• Listing covers any object or structure fixed to a building [paragraph 7] 
• Listed building records have no legal weight and are not complete descriptions of 


buildings [paragraph 10] 
• Financial issues and proposed future use will not be taken into account [paragraph 15] 


These points are relevant because they show that we did not consider that providing further detail 
on the bells would give them any additional legal protection. 
 
We have extremely limited capacity to review listed building records and update them. This 
means that when we do, we focus on whether the record is factually inaccurate. We are content 
that the information and research you have provided does not contradict the statement in the 
listed building record that the bells are medieval. 
 
I can see why it is important to you to have a public body engage in detail with your research and 
your dating of the Holywood church bells. However, our formal functions (as set out in Our 
Regulatory Framework) do not include a role of this nature.  
 







 


Historic Environment Scotland – Longmore House, Salisbury Place, Edinburgh, EH9 1SH 
 
 
Scottish Charity No. SC045925 
VAT No. GB 221 8680 15 
  


You might want to consider getting in touch with an organisation more focussed on collections – 
your local museum services are likely to be a good place to start. There is information about the 
enquiry process on the Dumfries and Galloway Council Culture website. 


Issue 4 
Issue raised: 
You would like to see the listing amended to ‘reflect the bells’ proven age and origin’. 
 
Our response: 
For the reasons noted above under Issue 3, we do not think that an alteration to the listed 
building record is necessary. I note that you have not submitted any new information or research 
to us at this stage. As I am content that our designation service followed the appropriate policy 
and procedure in 2021, I will not now ask them to review the listing again. 
 
I note your particular concern that the listed building record refers to RCAHM Inventory, 1920, no. 
28 and in particular that this includes a note on the bells. However, this is a statement of fact. The 
record does not go on to refer to the description of the bells from the Inventory, or quote from it. I 
therefore do not see any reason to think that the record adopts its interpretation of the age or 
provenance of the bells. 
 
When we reviewed the listed building record as part of this investigation, we noticed that it did not 
include a link to the record of the building on the National Record of the Historic Environment. We 
have now updated the record to include this link. 


Issue 5 
Issue raised: 
You consider that we are prepared to ‘continually mislead the public record’ and that HES is 
‘intentionally denigrating the heritage and the value of Holywood Church’. 
 
Our response: 
We investigated this specific complaint and found no evidence of this. The public record that we 
hold on Holywood Church comprises two elements: 


• The listed building record – LB10209 
• The entry in the National Record of the Historic Environment – Canmore ID 212684  


Issues 3 and 4, above, detail our findings on how we have handled the listed building record. 
Issue 6, below, details our findings on how we have handled the entry in the National Record of 
the Historic Environment.  


Issue 6 
Issue raised: 
You are not satisfied with how we have classified the bells in the National Record of the Historic 
Environment, and you would like us to include your report within the public archive and reference 
it directly in the public record.  
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Our response: 
The bells are not currently mentioned in the National Record of the Historic Environment. You 
can see this record on the Canmore website. This record also does not include a reference to the 
RCAHM Inventory of 1920. We investigated this further, and it is likely that this is the case 
because no paper copy of the RCAHM Inventory was included on the original file before it was 
digitised in 2002. 
 
We have previously offered to add a reference to the bells to this record. There is no formal 
process for this, but you can contact me directly to make the request. It is likely that an updated 
record would reflect the listed building record in identifying the bells as medieval.  
 
For us to include a reference to your report in the national record, you would need to submit it to 
our Archives service. There is detailed information about this process on the Depositors 
Information pages of the Canmore website. If the Archives service accepts this submission, they 
will upload it and it can be linked to the record of Holywood Church in the National Record of the 
Historic Environment.  


Issue 7 
Issue raised: 
You would like us to give ‘a solid undertaking, with acceptable proposal, to assist you in the 
preservation and presentation’ of the bells and the church. 
 
Our response: 
To respond to this issue, we have had to interpret what such an undertaking might cover. We 
have considered the following ways in which we could provide assistance: 


• Our records of Holywood Church and its bells 
• Advice from our planning advice service 
• Grant funding support 
• State care of the building  


The first of these points is covered in detail in Issues 3, 4, 5 and 6 above. I will set out how each 
of the other three approaches might work here. 


1. Advice from our planning service 


If you propose any changes to the church or how the bells are displayed, we can provide advice 
in line with our role in planning. This process is normally led by the planning authority – in this 
case Dumfries and Galloway Council. We strongly encourage you to engage directly with their 
planning service about the future of the bells, particularly as I understand that they have been 
removed and that works to reinstate them may take place. Both of these actions may require 
listed building consent. 


2. Grant funding support 


Our grants programme may be able to provide support if the change you propose meets our 
grants priorities. It might do this by engaging people with their local heritage, or offering 
volunteering or learning opportunities, for example. The first way to pursue this would be via an 
expression of interest. You can find out more about this process, and a link to our Grants Portal, 
on our Grants Programme webpage.  
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3. State care 


Historic Environment Scotland cares for more than 300 properties across Scotland on behalf of 
Scottish Ministers. It is extremely rare for a property to be taken into state care, but our 
Acquisitions and Release Policy sets out how we approach this. Properties taken into our care 
should: 


• Be of national or international significance 
• Contribute to the telling of Scotland’s story 
• Enhance the attractiveness and identity of Scotland 
• Benefit the people of Scotland 


If you would like to find out more about this option, you can contact our Land and Property 
Management Team at factoringgeneralenquiries@hes.scot.  


Conclusion 
We have investigated our actions to date in our response to your request for a change to the 
listed building record and further correspondence. Our investigation considered both our listed 
building record and our record on the National Record of the Historic Environment.  
 
I am content that our earlier actions reflected our policy and procedures. I have therefore not 
upheld your complaint or identified any actions for us to take.  
 
We have also considered the other mechanisms through which we could provide assistance to 
you in the protection and promotion of the bells at Holywood Church. This letter gives detail on 
how you might pursue these options. 
 
What happens next? 
As I explained in the introduction to this letter, the conclusions of this investigation are not subject 
to review by the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman. We have identified the following options 
for further action: 


• Requesting an update to the National Record of the Historic Environment as set out in 
Issue 6 


• Submitting your report to our archive, as set out in Issue 6 
• Exploring options for grant funding, as set out in Issue 7 
• Finding out more about state care, as set out in Issue 7 


I realise that this is unlikely to be the response that you were hoping for. However, I hope that the 
reasoning for my conclusions is clear. I would like to assure you that we will be happy to advise 
on any specific proposals you develop, through the mechanisms set out above. 
 
Yours sincerely  


 


Elizabeth McCrone | Director of Heritage 
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By email to: markhuitson1@gmail.com 
 
Mr Mark Huitson 
  


Dara Parsons 


Head of Designations 
Longmore House 


Salisbury Place 
Edinburgh 
EH9 1SH 


 
Dara.Parsons@hes.scot  
T: +44 (0) 131 688 8779 


 
Our case ID: 300043312 


 
 6 January 2023 


 
 
Dear Mr Huitson 
 
Artefacts of National Significance Holywood Church, Dumfries - recognition of bells 
Holywood Parish Church and Churchyard (LB10209) 
 
 
Thank you for your email to Elizabeth McCrone of 6 December 2022 about the former 
parish church of Holywood and its bells. This has been passed to me for a response.  
 
 You are unhappy with our decision not to exclude the bells from the listing of the church 
(Holywood Parish Church and Churchyard, LB10209) and also with our handling of your 
research about the bells. I will address each of these issues in turn.  
 


Our Designation Decision  
 
You wrote to us in November 2021 asking us to exclude the bells from the listing, and we 
issued our decision in January 2022.  We decided that we would not exclude the bells from 
the listing and we set out the reasons for our decision in our report of handling, which we 
published on our website and sent to you.   
 
Legally, elements or features can be excluded from a listing. These are: an object or 
structure fixed to the building; any object or structure within the curtilage of a listing; or any 
part or feature of a listed building that is not of architectural or historic interest (Planning 
(Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Act 1997, para 4a).  Our Designation 
Policy and Selection Guidance provides the framework for individual decisions.  
 


As we explained in our notification letter of 8 February 2022, we were satisfied that the 
bells were appropriately included in the listing of the church.  The differing views of the 
exact date of the bells didn’t affect that decision.  They are earlier than the existing church, 
and they are clearly associated with the abbey of Holywood. They therefore contribute to 
the special architectural and historic interest of the building.  
 
I understand you have concerns regarding the current security of the bells and that you 
consider that they should be placed within an institution which can care for them properly. 



https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/publication/?publicationId=8d8bbaeb-ce5a-46c1-a558-aa2500ff7d3b

https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/publication/?publicationId=8d8bbaeb-ce5a-46c1-a558-aa2500ff7d3b
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The fact that the bells are included in the listing does not necessarily prevent their removal 
but you would first have to obtain listed building consent from the planning authority, in this 
case Dumfries and Galloway Council. I understand that you made an application for such 
a consent in January 2020 but then withdrew it. Our advice provided as part of the 
consultation on that application is still available on the Dumfries and Galloway Council 
planning portal and remains current - https://eaccess.dumgal.gov.uk/online-
applications/applicationDetails.do?keyVal=Q41OBYGBN3G00&activeTab=summary.  
 
Your email states that the bells have now been temporarily removed because of the need 
for repairs in the belfry. I strongly recommend that you make the planning service at 
Dumfries and Galloway Council aware of this and establish whether these works require 
listed building consent.  
 
Our handling of your research 
 
Regarding your research into the origins of bells, we had understood that when you 
submitted your application that this was not yet in the public domain, and therefore we 
didn’t reference it. While we noted your research, we were satisfied that the bells were of a 
medieval date, and therefore clearly of significance.  Our referencing of the RCAHMS 
Dumfries Inventory volume within the Listed Building Record is reasonable as it is one of 
the few sources that mentions the bells. However, it is important to note that the Inventory 
was written over a century ago and should be seen as a work of its time using the best 
information then available. Inventory entries, as with designation records, were not 
intended to be definitive accounts of sites or buildings. As with all research, interpretations 
can be tested through disseminating new research which itself can then be questioned and 
further researched.  
 
You may wish to consider submitting your report to our Archive, so it can be accessed by 
the public and be used as part of future debate on the origins of the bells. The Archive 
(and Canmore information) forms a history of the understanding of the site, rather than 
something that is edited to reflect a single definitive narrative on its history. Information on 
how to submit material to the archive can be found here -  
https://canmore.org.uk/content/depositors-information.  
 
We are proposing to update the classification of Holyrood Church on the National Record 
of the Historic Environment to note that there are bells here which date from the Medieval 
period (this encompasses the period 1093 – 1603) and we will ensure that the designation 
record has an up-to date reference to Canmore.   
 
If you continue to be unhappy about any aspect of our handling of this case, it is open to 
you to make a complaint. Our complaints procedure can be found here - 
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/customer-services/complaints/.  
 
If you wish to discuss this or any other aspect of this case further, please contact Dr Allan 
Rutherford, Deputy Head of Designation, at allan.rutherford@hes.scot or 0131 668 8612.  
 
 
 



https://eaccess.dumgal.gov.uk/online-applications/applicationDetails.do?keyVal=Q41OBYGBN3G00&activeTab=summary

https://eaccess.dumgal.gov.uk/online-applications/applicationDetails.do?keyVal=Q41OBYGBN3G00&activeTab=summary

https://canmore.org.uk/content/depositors-information

https://www.historicenvironment.scot/customer-services/complaints/

mailto:allan.rutherford@hes.scot
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Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Dara Parsons | Head of Designations  
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OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE 


24/1491/LBC  Late Listed Building Consent for the removal of the church bells at  
Holywood Church 
 
I welcome the opportunity to consider the permanent arrangements for the bells going 
forward and I have considered the application documents and make the following 
points. 
• I am not sufficiently knowledgeable or qualified to comment on much of the content 


of the report regarding the history of the site and the bells.  I am aware that there are 
differing opinions based on different approaches to the study, which is common for 
all research in both science and history.  The research in relation to the site and its 
historical use and development, and the conclusions drawn, inevitably differ 
between authors and researchers and a debate on the detail will no doubt continue 
as to which is more valid.  For the purposes of the determination of the Listed 
Building Consent I do not consider this to be an issue only that the bells are 
themselves significant fixtures and fittings as historic artefacts associated with the 
church. 


• The principle of removal of fixtures and fittings from a Listed Building needs to be 
shown to be fully justified and demonstrated as that of last resort.  In other churches 
in the region the church community and congregation have sometimes requested at 
the time of sale that the bells or a war memorial plaque are not sold with the church 
but remain somewhere outside private ownership for people to access locally.  This 
did not happen at the original sale of Holywood Church.  Setting aside who now owns 
the bell, the principle seems to me to be the same – the historic significance of the 
bells is linked to the site and to remove them from the site would diminish that 
significance and would therefore need to be justified.  


• For many years the bells have remained safe, inside the church.  If the integrity of the 
structure holding them is sufficiently strong or could be repaired or reinforced in 
some way, it is best that they would return to the church.  The method of removal and 
inspection of the bells outlined in the report and the photos provided seem to 
indicate at [para 2.4.1] that it was possible to construct a safe temporary platform.  
Could this be made permanent as a necessary reinforcement to retain the bells?  It 
could be modified and if academics wished to visit occasionally it could form a 
restricted viewing arrangement going forward [subject to the permission of the 
church owners].  I am not clear as to how the deterioration to the belfry floor outlined 
in section 3. and again in section 5. came about so quickly from 2021 and why it 
could not be remedied and repaired.  It seems to me that the option to explore the 
reduction of water ingress and treating, reinforcing and/or replacing timbers and any 
fixings could be carried out to allow the bells to be returned and to remain safely in 
place.  There may also be some conservator advice available to control the internal 
environment if the bell tower were to become habitable or more accessible through 
adaptation. 
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• The applicants’ research regarding the bells has drawn attention to them but, unless 
inadvertently, the interested audience is likely to be academic or generally 
benevolent.  If, following further consideration, the outcome is to keep the bells on 
site it can be done discreetly and quietly in terms of publicity, unless there is a desire 
to attract visitors.  The cemetery is visited by members of the local community and 
will remain open to the public as people have interest in the gravestones and family 
histories and the church building as well as the site.  There have been parallels drawn 
with recent fires in Listed Buildings which are not in use and have been empty for 
some time and where the surroundings are fenced off and not regularly accessed by 
the law-abiding public.  This is unlike the circumstances at Holywood Church where 
the surroundings are open to the public and there is a well-used walking route along 
the public road just outside.  While it is not possible to preclude accidental fire in any 
building, I would not consider this to be sufficient argument for permanent removal 
of the bells. 


• Much of the historic value and significance of the bells links with the site and their re-
use in the church on part of the site of the former abbey.  Their more recent history as 
church bells is also very much part of the significance of the Listed church building 
and its origins and the earlier history of the bells does not in my opinion negate the 
more recent history of their association with the church.  In my opinion, if there is a 
structural necessity demonstrated to remove the bells permanently from the bell 
tower, that would be the only circumstances where I would find it acceptable and I 
would also seek to retain them on site, even in the main body of the church after 
conversion to another use, if that is what transpires, in the care of the owner.  


• I would not be in favour of replacing the bells with replicas instead of keeping them 
as that in my opinion, devalues the inherent historic interest of the originals.  
However, replicas could be made for sale to raise funds for the safe reinstatement of 
the originals if funding is the main issue. 
 


Conclusions:  
The application, in my opinion, does not fundamentally address whether removal is the 
only option available and does not address keeping the bells in a location that would be 
associated with the site.  To move forward I would wish to have information regarding 
the internal structure that supported the bells to establish if it could be repaired and re-
used or reinforced in some way.  If is not possible to return them to the original housing, 
I would need to be content that arrangements have been made for them to be housed 
permanently in a location to be agreed.  That should apply whether they are understood 
to be older than originally thought or otherwise. 
 
I therefore do not support the proposal for permanent removal. 
 
Marie-Isabelle (Mizzy) Marshall 
Senior Planner Built Heritage Policy. 
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Economy and Infrastructure Development Planning


11 October 2024


To: Lindsey Little, Militia House, Dumfries Your ref: 24/1491/LBC


From: Andrew Nicholson, Archaeologist, Militia         
House, Dumfries


Our ref: EPCO/2024Arch/DM


APPLICATION FOR LATE LISTED BUILDING CONSENT FOR THE REMOVAL OF
THE CHURCH BELLS AT HOLYWOOD CHURCH, HOLYWOOD, DUMFRIES: 
ARCHAEOLOGY RESPONSE


Background
The proposal is for retrospective consent on the removal of two medieval bells from the belfry 
of the former church, a B-Listed building (HER. ref. MDG17803). The bells are said to have 
originally came from Holywood Abbey (HER ref. MDG5959), a Premonstratensian foundation 
on the same site, though not necessarily on the same footprint as the 18th century parish 
church. One of the bells bears a Latin inscription, whilst the other has an armorial panel 
flanked by letters.


The Premonstratensian Abbey of Holywood or Dercongal was established by 1225, on the site 
of an earlier Anglian ecclesiastical centre. An almshouse for men was established within the 
limits of the abbey before 1362 with the abbey erected into a temporal lordship in 1609. The 
abbey was demolished in 1778 with the remains used to build the parish church. 


The church was sold by the Church of Scotland in 2010 and the principle of its conversion to a 
dwelling confirmed through planning consents granted under 13/P/3/0348 and 13/P/3/049. A 
Basic Historic Building Record to ALGAO guidelines 
(https://www.algao.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/ALGAO_Scotland_Buildings_Guidance
_2013.pdf) and archaeological monitoring of any ground-breaking works were required by 
condition. The former was undertaken and the report accepted, no ground-breaking works are 
recorded as being undertaken in respect of the application.


An application to remove the bells was made in 2020 but was withdrawn by the applicant. 
Supporting information requested by the Council and by Historic Environment Scotland in their 
responses was not provided before the application was withdrawn. 


An application was made the following year by the applicant to Historic Environment Scotland 
to have the listing description amended to remove the bells from the listing, but was refused.


Subsequently the applicant removed the bells from the tower, and at a later date from the site, 
along with a number of other finds, including two sandstone panels and a cross-carved stone.
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The applicant has undertaken their own background research on the two bells and submitted it 
as a supporting document which I have read, in line with NPF4 Policy 7a. A retrospective 
listed building consent application is not the appropriate forum for discussing in detail the 


and associations of the bells, 
which they also assert in a number of other documents and media. The report centres on a
new interpretation of the inscriptions on the two bells, and a number of propositions as to 
potential associations leading from this new interpretation. It is accepted by all parties that the 
bells are medieval in date and associated with the former abbey, beyond that there is little 
consensus. 


Impact of proposal
The proposal seeks to justify the removal of the bells from their position in the upper part of 
the belfry, their removal from the site, and their non-return to the site. 


Policy Background 


NPF4, Policy 7 advises:


7a) Development proposals with a potentially significant impact on historic assets or places 
will be accompanied by an assessment which is based on an understanding of the cultural 
significance of the historic asset and/or place. The assessment should identify the likely 
visual or physical impact of any proposals for change, including cumulative effects and 
provide a sound basis for managing the impacts of change. 


Proposals should also be informed by national policy and guidance on managing change in 
the historic environment, and information held within Historic Environment Records.


7c) Development proposals for the reuse, alteration or extension of a listed building will only 
be supported where they will preserve its character, special architectural or historic interest 
and setting. Development proposals affecting the setting of a listed building should preserve 
its character, and its special architectural or historic interest.


7o) Non-designated historic environment assets, places and their setting should be 
protected and preserved in situ wherever feasible. Where there is potential for non-
designated buried archaeological remains to exist below a site, developers will provide an 
evaluation of the archaeological resource at an early stage so that planning authorities can 
assess impacts. Historic buildings may also have archaeological significance which is not 
understood and may require assessment.  Where impacts cannot be avoided they should 
be minimised. Where it has been demonstrated that avoidance or retention is not possible, 
excavation, recording, analysis, archiving, publication and activities to provide public benefit 
may be required through the use of conditions or legal/planning obligations. 


When new archaeological discoveries are made during the course of development works, 
they must be reported to the planning authority to enable agreement on appropriate 
inspection, recording and mitigation measures.


Historic Environment Policy for Scotland 2019, a material consideration in the planning 
process, states under HEP 4: 


Changes to specific assets and their context should be managed in a way that protects the 
historic environment. Opportunities for enhancement should be identified where appropriate.
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If detrimental impact on the historic environment is unavoidable, it should be minimised. Steps 
should be taken to demonstrate that alternatives have been explored, and mitigation 
measures 


T Supplementary Guidance on the Historic Built Environment should also be 
taken into account. It includes amongst its key principles:


buildings will be supported where they demonstrate conservation of the significant 


Assessment


The bells are included in the Listed Building entry in the Special Interest section. As such they 
are viewed as an integral structural fitting within the church. The Council should be very 
careful not to set a precedent by condoning the removal of structural fittings from a Listed 
Building for the purpose of financial gain, however worthy the stated intended use of such 
derived monies. In this instance the bells clearly have a very strong association with the 
ecclesiastical nature of the wider site and add to the historic interest of the building. The thrust 
of historic environment policy in Scotland is for their retention in situ.


At the time of the previous application it was generally agreed there would be no issue with 
removing the bells from the belfry on safety grounds, should there be an imminent risk of their 
structural housing suffering a catastrophic failure. Failure to do this would lead to the loss of 
the bells and damage to the belfry. In August 2022 the applicant noted the deteriorating 
condition of the belfry timber floor which supported the bell frame and an increase in water 
ingress into the tower, and had the bells lowered to the first floor of the tower. No LBC 
application was submitted for this event, alongside a pertinent method statement.


As noted above the thrust of historic environment policy is retention in situ. If the tower floors 
were to be made secure, the bells restored to place within the belfry and the church converted 
to and occupied as a dwelling, as per the existing consent, then the bells should be 
considered as being as safe as they were prior to the water ingress. 


The Council has dealt with a number of applications relating to conversion of dis-used 
churches, and various solutions have been reached with regards to bells, war memorial 
plaques and other fittings, including mounting in local community halls or museums.


The applicant suggests that this is not possible due to the supposed value of the bells. The 
Council museum service had the bells independently valued in 2020. The applicants note that 
this valuation was based on an uncritical acceptance of the accepted historical viewpoint on 
the bells. However, the suggested invaluable nature of the bells cited as a reason for their 
removal from the site and the applicant s refusal to return them to the site appears to be based 
on assuming an uncritical acceptance of the supposed date and associations suggested by 
the own research.


The applicant has declared an intent to sell the bells and to separately sell the church to a 
third party, not the owner of the bells, for future development. Should the sale of the bells be 
ultimately demonstrated to be necessary, which is not the case to date, then the historical 
association with the monastic site, their ecclesiastical links and their significance in terms of 
their contribution to local history and sense of place should mean that efforts are made to 
ensure their retention in a suitable location within the locale, and that this should take 
precedence over any attempt to sell them on the open market, where there is a strong chance 
of their removal from the region and disassociation with their place of origin, which would be 
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contrary to historic environment policy and would detract from the special interest of the 
church. It is most important that a suitable final repository is confirmed prior to any consent 
being granted.


It is also noted that the applicant has removed two decorated stones from the hearse house 
and a number of other pieces found during works on the church. As noted in PAN 2/2011 
there is a legal requirement to report the discovery of human remains and archaeological 
artefacts whether recovered in planned investigation or by chance. Archaeological artefacts 
should be reported for identification and assessment as possible


Human remains and artefacts must if possible be left in situ while 
the archaeologist is summoned, rather than being lifted and taken off site.


Recommendation


In this case there are sound historic environment grounds for recommending refusal of the 
application, as the removal of the bells from the locus is contrary to the thrust and tenor of 
historic environment policy and guidance, and the presented justification for removing the 
bells, to monetise assets, is contrary to NPF4 Policy 7, in that the change is not a positive one, 
nor does it  preserve its character, special architectural or historic interest and setting. The 
applicant has not demonstrated that removal of the bells from the tower on a permanent basis 
is the only solution and does not prioritise keeping the bells in association with the church and 
site.


I would also recommend that any application is not consented until outstanding matters such 
as those in relation to clarification and quantification of the works required to make the bells 
housing in the church sound and secure; demonstration of the absolute necessity to sell the 
bells rather than retain them on site; agreement on an appropriate location for their permanent 
housing and display if removal of the bells from the site is proven to be the only option as well 
as any other matters arising have been resolved.


If you, or the applicant has any queries, please get in touch. 
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30 September 2024 


Historic Environment Scotland 


Longmore House Salisbury Place Edinburgh EH9 1SH 


By Email 


Dear Sirs, 


COMPLAINT; re. advice given regarding, Planning (Listed Building Consent and Conservation Area Consent 


Procedure) (Scotland) Regulations 2015, Holywood Church Holywood DG2 0RH - LATE LISTED BUILDING 


CONSENT FOR THE REMOVAL OF THE CHURCH BELLS, ref: 24/1491/LBC. Your case ID: 300074477 


1 Background 


The Historic Environment Policy for Scotland stresses the importance of a comprehensive understanding 


of the historic environment, ‘Decisions affecting any part of the historic environment should be informed 


by an inclusive understanding of its breadth and cultural significance.’1 The policy is not explicit over the 


qualification of that understanding only that it should be ‘inclusive’. This is the key principle of informed 


conservation, influencing the local authority’s own local development plan; ‘Purpose and Objectives—'the 


historic elements of the built structure, the site and its setting must first be understood. Both the historic 


and architectural significance must be assessed and evaluated to allow well-conceived, sensitive and 


creative proposals to come forward. This is the principle of informed conservation.’2  


On making application to the local authority, regarding the above case, ref. 24/1491/LBC, Late Listed 


Building Consent for the removal of the Church bells, Holywood Church, Holywood DG2 0RH, we were 


advised by the planning authority, Historic Environment Scotland (HES) is a statutory consultant for 


 
1 Historic Environment Policy for Scotland, (2019) Historic Environment Scotland. p 13 
2 Local Development Plan 2, Historic Built Environment (2020) Dumfries and Galloway Council, p 2 
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proposals to A and B Listed buildings and as such its opinion carries significant weight. The local Council 


was therefore obliged to make decisions which take full account of HES’s comments. 


1.3 We therefore acknowledge HES’s considerations and recommendations are of considerable importance to 


the future of the above site. Not only in the counsel HES offer, but its assessment made and placed within 


the public domain. In this context the public will view HES’s assessment and recommendation as ‘expert’ 


appraisal, particularly in regards to any planning application made against any governmental policy 


designed to protect the historic environment, and therefore sufficiently credible so as to influence any 


reasonable person to the validity and quality of the application in terms of the understanding of the site, 


and its protection in terms of government policy. 


2. Complaint 


2.1 However, in this case, we find HES’s comments and recommendations made in letter dated, 11 September 


2024, submitted to the local planning authority, published within the Dumfries and Galloway planning 


portal, bears little relation in context of the government’s policies, in particular the understanding and 


management of the historic environment, and instead offers opinion intent on misleading the local planning 


authority and the public. 


2.2 HES infers a case to the public and the planning authority, the bells are of no more significance than 


‘medieval’, deliberately refuting their unique provenance and intrinsic ‘priceless’ value, as presented by 


uncontested and competent understanding. 


2.3 HES confirms by its statement, ‘We also note that the supporting information suggests that two stone 


plaques have been removed from the hearse house,’ that the report was considered,3 yet chose to wilfully 


and recklessly ignore key salient aspects of the technical and supporting information presented within the 


application, presenting a fundamental and crucial understanding of the site and the church bells.4 HES has 


done this without offering any sound, transparent or considered reasoning, in turn, purposefully denigrating 


the quality and condition of the bells and site owned by the applicants, intentionally putting at risk an 


important piece of Scottish cultural heritage, likely to cause considerable financial loss. 


2.4 HES’s dismissal of the facts surrounding the bells, presents recommendation that is contrary to the 


government’s policy, presenting a solution with consequences that in no way pragmatically protects the 


historical environment.5 


2.5 HES has presented itself, without qualification, as an ‘expert’, and as such, has edited out such technical 


information and forensic historical understanding, so as to discount what is considered by HES as 


unapplicable or untenable. 


2.6 HES does not present analytical methodology for assessing supplementary information; how it judges technical 


information or presents the qualification of those making assessment. Arbitrary elimination of technical information, 


with an obtuse focus on a general understanding, we regard as negligent behaviour, unprofessional, leading to reckless 


endangerment of the historic environment. 


 
3 Huitson M. & Bonde R. (August 2023) The Templar Bells of Scotland: An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire 


church, Version 4.1 
4 24/1491/LBC Late listed building consent for the removal of the church bells, docs; Reason for Bell Removal, Supplementary Planning 


and Declaration, and Bell Report  
5 Historic Environment Policy for Scotland 







Page 3 of 11 


2.7 Refuting the bells intrinsic worth as priceless antiquities, in a public statement, even by the implication of rejection, 


is imputation sufficiently credible so as to mislead any reasonable person, recklessly indifferent as to the truth of that 


imputation, ie., HES could be held accountable for its ‘malicious publication.’6 


2.8 HES fails to adhere to the key principle of Historic Environment Policy No 1 (HEP1); ‘Decisions affecting any part 


of the historic environment should be informed by an inclusive understanding of its breadth and cultural 


significance… knowledge and information about the historic environment is critical to our understanding of our past, 


present and future… Research, discussion and exchange of ideas can all contribute to our understanding of the historic 


environment. Understanding will improve when information is made widely available, and everyone has the 


opportunity to contribute to knowledge of the historic environment.’7 HES’s arbitrary rejection of the detailed 


archaeological understanding presented by the applicants,8 intentionally precludes a comprehensive (inclusive) 


understanding of the site. 


2.9 HES fails to demonstrate an understanding of the key principle of Historic Environment Policy No 2 (HEP2);’ 


Decisions affecting the historic environment should ensure that its understanding and enjoyment as well as its benefits 


are secured for present and future generations.’ HES’s wilful ignorance of the comprehensive understanding of the 


bells and site, promotes public and community deprivation of the site’s full provenance and education, and ipso facto 


the enjoyment of the site’s history, removing any tangible benefit to present and future generations, in terms of tourism 


and education. We would agree, in principle, the bells should remain with the abbey site because of their nine-hundred-


year history (as opposed to their two-hundred and twenty-four year in the church building). However, due to their 


innate and extreme value as antiquities, they cannot be practicably kept secure within the church. They are completely 


uninsurable in such a situation, and so only facsimiles can be returned in such a development that allows full public 


access. HES has perversely chosen to ignore this very real consequence, focusing its belief that the bells are nothing 


more than medieval. We regard this as an applied facile understanding, to avoid avowal and advocacy of the bells’ 


proven origins, and therefore in no way informs the public of their true provenance. HES’s recommendation; to return 


the bells to the church belfry, is counterproductive to the aims set out in HEP2. That is, the bells would be hidden 


within a private development, with the knowledge the church would remain undeveloped because of a rejection of the 


site’s provenance by heritage governance, eg., HES, together with the inherent cost of remedial work, rendering the 


intentions of the original planning consent worthless; a planning consent already questionable by its incompetent 


manufacture, carried out under the watch of HES and the local planning authority. 


2.10 HES states, ‘The application is not supported by any agreements, and it does not appear that a potential 


new owner has been identified. Without secure agreements in place, we do not view the removal of the bells 


as facilitating a potentially beneficial reuse of the building.’ HES has, without any clarity, chosen to be 


discriminatory regarding the facts presented by the application. Focusing on the removal of the bells and 


its detriment to the church, and not the objective realities presented by the inherent archaeological issues, 


constraining development under its original planning permissions and the bells demonstrated provenance. 


HEP 3 attests, ‘Plans, programmes, policies and strategies, and the allocation of resources, should be 


approached in a way that protects and promotes the historic environment. If detrimental impact on the 


historic environment is unavoidable, it should be minimised. Steps should be taken to demonstrate that 


alternatives have been explored, and mitigation measures should be put in place.’ The application seeks a 


pragmatic solution, recognising the unique opportunity the bells and discovery presents to protect and 


promote the historic environment, ie., the church site recognised as a former Templar convent and 


 
6 Defamation and Malicious Publication (Scotland) Act 2021 
7 Historic Environment Policy for Scotland, Core principles on understanding and recognition, p 13 
8 Ditto Ref 3 
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preceptory/infirmary, complete with the potential to publicly expose deep-sited archaeology, that could not 


be otherwise achieved within a cemetery site, providing both educational and tourist benefit, and without 


draw on the public purse. All is only achievable under a new focused developer, who cannot be sourced 


whilst the authorities, and we cite HES in illustration, continue to wilfully deny the potential the discovery 


brings, without proper and prudent cause. Hence, ‘it does not appear that a potential new owner has been 


identified’, is a direct result of HES’s wilful and malicious obstruction. 


2.11 HEP 4 states, ‘Changes to specific assets and their context should be managed in a way that protects the 


historic environment. Opportunities for enhancement should be identified where appropriate. If detrimental 


impact on the historic environment is unavoidable, it should be minimised. Steps should be taken to 


demonstrate that alternatives have been explored, and mitigation measures should be put in place.’ To put 


the bells significant provenance into context of maintaining retention in Holywood Church as a part of the 


property listing; for comparison’s sake, if the ‘fittings’ were, for example, not bells but a religious triptych, 


also hanging from a frame by a few bolts, easily removed and transportable. The building unoccupied, 


relatively isolated, in a region listed fourth in the most ‘dangerous places in Scotland’.9 The building cannot 


be developed for occupation or reuse without good reason, due to significant investment being required; 


estimated between one and two million pounds, significantly more than its market value, even with an 


unattributed medieval fitting. Then suppose the triptych was later found to be a 1969 Francis Bacon 


artwork, valued at £106.7 million, then it would be reasonable to assume the fitting would be removed for 


security’s sake, if for no other reason. This is the shared reality of the two bronze church bells, sponsored 


by a knight with highly credible connection as a master within Scotland’s 12th century religious military 


orders. The bells’ uniqueness and desirability, as not only Christian artefacts, but highly collectible art, 


dictates, with a currently errant third-party authentication, an insurance valuation in nine figures Sterling. 


Regardless, if HES does not admit the bells’ provenance, the fact remains that other international specialists 


and scholars outside academia do. ‘Changes to specific assets and their context (which we would include 


a new understanding of the asset within a new context—determining alternative treatment) should be 


managed in a way that protects the historic environment… Steps should be taken to demonstrate that 


alternatives have been explored, and mitigation measures should be put in place.’ Whether HES chooses 


to accept the fact of the bells’ provenance or not, this information is in the public domain, presented and 


illustrated in compelling and uncontested detail. Likely miscreant intention is unlikely to be concerned 


about authentication by Scottish historical governance. HES presents an argument, ‘ …it is not clear to us 


from the supporting information that there was an imminent threat of loss (from theft or vandalism for 


example)… Returning the bells to the church would restore the building’s special interest and is therefore 


our preference. We would accept the removal of the bells if that was necessary to preserve them, for example 


because of their condition, the condition of their structural support, or there was a clear and high risk of 


theft.’  To ignore the facts and present such a case for retaining the bells in the church, is not only facile it 


is malicious, as to follow HES’s advice would certainly bring significant security risk to the bells, the 


church, the former abbey site, and the owners, easily supported if necessary, by professional witness 


testimony, although we should assume HES have enough sound judgment to see this for themselves. 


2.12 HES, in its rejection of all the facts concerning the bells, contradicts HEP5; ‘Decisions affecting the historic 


environment should contribute to the sustainable development of communities and places.’ Returning the 


 
9 Melling J. Churchill Support Services, May 17, 2024, (Scottish Police Data Repository) 
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bells under HES general ‘medieval’ understanding, will not preserve the connection of bells and site, nor 


produce any sustainable development of the church, or tangible benefit to the community, in terms of 


education or income. HES’s advice to Dumfries and Galloway, fails to diligently consider the application 


in context of the discovery, in terms of the public’s interest, the protection of heritage, and the benefit to 


historical understanding, the community and revenue. 


2.13 HEP6; ‘Decisions affecting the historic environment should be informed by an inclusive understanding of 


the potential consequences for people and communities. Decision-making processes should be 


collaborative, open, transparent and easy to understand.’ We acknowledge HES, in its publication, ‘are 


willing to assess any additional information or meet you and the applicant(s) to discuss our concerns and 


potential solutions.’ We communicated our desire to discuss the issue with the local planning authority and 


HES by letter on 13 September 2024, for that intention, ie., ‘arrival of a pragmatic solution for the future 


of the church, within the facts presented, and legislative and policy constraints that satisfies all.’ We have 


not yet received confirmation of any proposed meeting. 


3. Supporting context for the complaint 


3.1 HES stance to current circumstance 


HES takes an uninformed, obdurate and obtuse stance; ‘The bells are mentioned in the building’s listing 


description and are referred to as medieval. Medieval bells are rare in Scotland and the Holywood bells 


are significant. As a fixture of the listed building, they contribute to its historic and religious character. 


They also form an important part of Dumfriesshire’s heritage due to their historic connection to the church 


and abbey. As the bells contribute to the special interest of the building.’ 


Proven under forensic examination, within a publicly available report that has no verifiable 


counterargument, including that made by one of only three international academic recognised experts on 


the history covered by the examination, the bells are 12th century, attributed to an early master within one 


of Scotland’s military orders, and so are unique in the world and extremely significant, not only by their 


original purpose, to hang over a religious convent in a Templar-built church, most likely serving a Templar 


infirmary, but in terms of their inestimable value to the public for the history they tell. The bells form an 


important part of world Christian heritage, and contribute a special interest in the site, and as such are 


priceless, and should be considered as such. And as such, the bells should be presented according to their 


importance and uniqueness, not held victim to an inflexible attitude towards an original property listing, all 


formed in error due to a grossly incompetent assessment by an unqualified Victorian historian, the Scottish 


government’s own auditor, and the duplicity of two academic-referred scholars. 


Following HES’s advice, ie., retention of the bells, would deny public access to the bells and church, under 


punitive security provision, presenting unreasonable cost and potentially further harm to the owners. The 


realities of the church, like the many hundreds of churches no longer in use as their intended function, 


alternative use is their only hope for survival. The church has remained unused for over thirty years. The 


existing planning permission was ill-advised and incompetently drawn by industry-recommended and 


approved agents. The opportunities for development of the church as a domestic dwelling with the bells 


insitu are nullified by the exorbitant cost of refurbishment and public interest in the site. Selling the church 


with the bells guaranteed in retention is not a feasible option, as the evidenced condition of the bells persists, 


even if HES denies that condition. HES’s perpetual avoidance of this fact amounts to nothing more than 
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negligent behaviour, in terms of protection of Scottish heritage and the historical environment, and 


malicious discrimination in respect of scholarly, evidenced research. 


It will only be the recognition of the bells’ provenance, and by implication, the site’s connection to a 


medieval military order, that will ensure the church is preserved and prospers, with an appropriate developer 


rather than stagnate and decline in our ownership, due to redundancy. HES’s obdurate stance to this fact is 


counterproductive to the purpose of the Scottish government in the sustainability of heritage. 


We are approaching many international institutions that may have an interest in retaining the bells and 


developing the church. To this end, not only do we have an active and prominent international interest in 


protecting the history from institutional obduracy and academic prejudice, but we have also been invited to 


speak and present our discovery at a conference in Portugal, such is the accepted veracity of our find by 


those who have a concern and protection of history, rather than a dogged protection of academic 


paternalistic control. 


In many ways this is a unique event that will gain a wider public understanding, through future press and 


media coverage. We are being selective and are in discussion with several journalistic and media 


organisations. As authentication is seemingly impossible within the current lack of regulation and academic 


bias, we are required to bring the matter to the public. Initial public and scholarly debate with vociferous 


history commentators has only further strengthened the discovery, with no verifiable counterargument been 


offered, but only illustration of ill-founded opinion easily countered by contemporary evidence. We are 


required to bring the spotlight on the situation, and to date we have found HES’s attitude will not stand up 


to public scrutiny. 


Selling the church and bells is not an easily accessible option, due to the extreme valuation that would be 


put on the church and bells with authentication. Also, location is not in the church’s favour. These pragmatic 


concerns HES ignores, demonstrated by its objection. 


3.2 The Understanding of the Site in the Public Domain 


The Scottish government’s Historic Environment Policy does not define the sources of an ‘inclusive 


understanding’, and therefore incorporates all publicly available information in entirety, each piece of 


information judged on the merit of its presentation. 


The report’ The Templar Bells of Scotland: An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire 


church is in the public domain, promoted amongst the international community, including historical 


governance. As a report open to review and contribution, it is not yet suitable for archive in HES’s database, 


Canmore. 


Canmore is an archive (Canmore ID 212684), and like the listed building record (LB10209), is not a 


comprehensive database of historical reference on a site, nor presents an ‘inclusive understanding’ of a 


site’s ‘breadth and cultural significance’ but instead is one of many sources of reference. To exclude the 


submitted qualified archaeological report within HES’s consideration of advice to the planning authority, 


is not only selective and not inclusive, but advice based on an incredibly uninformed resource. Indeed, 


while researching the site to ascertain the provenance of the bells, the record within Canmore proved to be 


incredibly weak in terms of historical information about the site. 
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3.3 The Archaeological Report 


The archaeological report was the result of two years focused research and a further year of review. One of 


the authors has twenty years prior experience as a commercial sculptor, casting in bronze, specialising in 


military history themes, supplying several prominent international museums and collectors; a building 


surveyor by profession, with extensive property management, conservation, preservation, and development 


experience, dating back to the Eighties with preservation works on grade one listed buildings, including 


Reading Abbey. An author of research-rich historical fiction centred around the Anglo-Scottish Border and 


has a solid understanding of 16th century material object. The report’s other author holds degrees in 


Scientific Methods in Archaeology, and Forensic Archaeology and Crime Scene Investigation, with twelve 


years teaching experience in these subjects, and is currently a senior business analyst and efficiencies lead, 


working within the Civil Service. Both authors are proven and accomplished analysts at senior level. 


The investigation was undertaken as a collaboration with armorial, paleographic, ecclesiastical and bell 


specialists, with copious reference to recognised scholarly works, following sound practice regarding 


historical research, locating and accessing sources, elimination, empathetic and critical thinking. The work 


is exemplary, praised by its beta read, but perversely rejected or avoided by history academics, for little 


reason other than intellectual prejudice. The report has been tested with international scholars and 


vociferous Templar historians, and remains unbroken, successfully challenging accepted views, formed 


from outmoded and corrupted histories. 


The best-referenced academic/scholarly view fails to dismantle the discovery in any way, and therefore in 


the absence of any verifiable counterargument, the investigation and report presents the very best-case 


scenario for the provenance of the bells and the site. To ignore the discovery is baseless, therefore for 


prudent protection of heritage and understanding of the site, the report should be given the upmost 


consideration and credence. 


The bells are proven, through forensic investigation, beyond any reasonable doubt, to be 12th century and 


as such are the oldest provenanced bells so far identified in the UK, sponsored by a knight ordained into 


religious life as a soldier, with an extremely credible connection to the Templar Order and King David I. 


As advised by antiquities specialists, in the cause of valuation, the bells are unique and deemed priceless 


and extremely significant in terms of existence as unique provenanced artefacts from a 12th century 


Christian military order. 


However, HES has chosen, in its submission to Dumfries and Galloway Council, to ignore the conclusions 


within the archaeological report submitted as supplementary information. Instead, HES maintains a general 


characterisation of ‘medieval’ (1093-1603) which is in fact misleading, as both bells’ origins could not 


occur outside the 12th century, considering the evidence presented by the bells themselves in either form, 


sponsorship or decoration. The classification, ‘medieval’ was introduced by HES following our challenge 


made to HES’s original reference to the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of 


Scotland (RCAHMS), 1920 audit, which was in error, and accepted as such by HES.10 We suspected at the 


time, HES, recognising the RCAHMS entry was untenable, but not wishing to recognise the submitted 


archaeological report, that presented the bells’ certain origins to between 1141 and 1189 offered a general 


category of ‘medieval’ to satisfy the listing. HES’s adoption of a ‘medieval’ classification was not a 


 
10 HES correspondence, 6 January 2023, Dara Parsons Head of Designations. Case ID: 300043312 
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meritorious inclusive understanding of the bells, considering the evidence presented. However, the 


archaeological report was not in the public domain at the time of our first contact with HES. This is no 


longer the case, as the archaeological report was published on 6 June 2024, and is being actively promoted, 


and specifically included in the planning submission to Dumfries and Galloway Council. We have already 


expressed our concern to HES, who has already considered the report, regardless if it was in the public 


domain or not, that it refuses to acknowledge the evidence presented, or thought to pass the matter onto 


other historical governance, so prudent action to review the significance of the discovery could be made. 


3.4 Authentication and HES’s Denigration of the Artefacts by Implication 


Outside finding treasure trove, there is no official mechanism for having potentially far-reaching historical 


discovery recognised and recorded by the State, unless it comes from a recognised public or academic 


institution. Consideration by these bodies of any find outside their organisation, is voluntary, with no appeal 


mechanism when those bodies behave in such a way that is evidently dismissive, prejudiced, or 


unprofessional. We are repeatedly advised by history professionals, that no leading academic in medieval 


studies will accept a new historical reveal from non-academics. ‘Only a report written by a regarded scholar 


will be properly considered, and only then if it does not challenge another academic or a fellow 


antiquarian’s work. Regardless how monumental, complete, evidenced and compelling the reveal is, no 


leading academic will agree with it’. This philosophy is understood, accepted and denounced by those 


operating internationally, with historical agencies, academics and historians. 


As in art, the refusal by a prime expert or institution to authenticate the understanding of an artefact or site, 


in terms of their antiquity has the drastic consequence of rendering it worthless. Even if the owner 


demonstrates sound provenance, if the prime expert refuses to agree with the attribution, their opinion will 


make the artefact and site unsaleable, even if their opinions are unsubstantiated. 


There are no experts in the artefacts, as there has been no comprehensive scholarly focus on either the bells, 


nor the bells’ sponsor, nor the nature of his role within 12th century ecclesiastical society. Two scholars, 


referred as ‘the best’ academic-declared specialists have both rejected the archaeological report without 


offering substantiated and verifiable opinion, and as such are both duly criticised by their peers for a lack 


of scholarly review. 


Academic or institutional refusal to diligently consider any discovery, presented in a meritorious scholarly 


investigation, whether made within academia or without, does not invalidate it, only renders the find 


excluded from the public record and unsaleable. The investigation and conclusion presented within the 


archaeological report remains unbroken, and we suspect will remain the only meritorious understanding of 


the bells and site. We would welcome HES’s ‘expert’ panel’s review and their substantiated and cogent 


reasons why they find it untenable. 


HES has previously stated, ‘I can see why it is important to you to have a public body engage in detail with 


your research and your dating of the Holywood church bells. However, our formal functions (as set out in 


Our Regulatory Framework) do not include a role of this nature.’11 Regardless, of authentication, as no 


official statute or process exists for the validation of historical enquiry, then each case must be taken on its 


merit, with public transparency over that assessment, including its methodology. 


 
11 HES correspondence, 14 June 2024, Elizabeth McCrone Director of Heritage, Case ID: 300043312 
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It is arguable academia, and their affiliated institutions hold too much power over what is accepted as 


historical narrative. Traditionally, academic work ‘stands on the shoulders’ building on the work of previous 


generations of scholars, rather than looking to challenge critical errant thought, built on a lack of research. 


This leads to corruption of fact. Academia, seen as the key holders of past history, should not be allowed to 


exclude historical narrative and understanding as they see fit, without recourse to transparent and merited 


assessment of that research, regardless if it made by an independent scholar or those tenured to a recognised 


institution, particularly if that dismissal would in fact needlessly negate the research of other academics. 


We would like to see regulation and fair inclusive practice, so the historical record is as robust as it can be. 


One would expect members of any regulatory panel to be acknowledged experts in their field, to cancel out 


the bias of individuals. The panel should publish a clear methodology for authenticating work and provide 


reasons for any decision to refuse authentication by reference to the methodology. Moreover, the panel’s 


decisions should be subject to review by the courts or by an independent supervisory body, if matter 


concerns financial or personal deprivation. 


We judge, by HES’s past interactions with Holywood Church and the facts around the bells, originating in 


2021, that HES wish to refrain from any action or behaviour which would authenticate the discovery. In 


this respect HES declare reasons for their prior disinterest in the issue; ‘I can see why it is important to you 


to have a public body engage in detail with your research and your dating of the Holywood church bells. 


However, our formal functions (as set out in Our Regulatory Framework) do not include a role of this 


nature.’12 


This excuse cannot be allowed within the context of HES’s recent publication, dated 11 September 2024, 


as HES’s recommendation is expected to be informed by an inclusive understanding of the site’s breadth 


and cultural significance. There are no constraints imposed by the policy on where that inclusive 


understanding should originate, and as is the case with all historical understanding, each case is required to 


be assessed on its merit. To discount merit of understanding in a publicly available understanding of a site, 


HES must demonstrate methodology and reason why the information does not contribute to understanding, 


in the context of the application. In this case the archaeological report provides the only comprehensive and 


meritorious understanding of the bells and their origins. 


3.5 Transparency 


It is evident HES is intentionally avoiding engagement with the discovery presented within the submitted 


archaeological investigation report. This is ably illustrated within HES’s facile response to the planning 


application, the cause of this complaint. We can only imagine the reasons for HES’s obdurate positioning, 


but it is likely to be governed by officer-led self-serving principle, and nothing to do with enactment of 


published government policy, ie., the protection and understanding of Scottish heritage. 


We are being forced to denigrate the quality of historical governance in Scotland for the sake of truth and a 


pragmatic protection of heritage, mis-sold to us within a catalogue of misplay perpetrated by a flawed 


historical professional sector. 


The last Scottish government audit on its heritage was carried out over a hundred years ago. We have proven 


the audit, misled by an incompetent assessment of the bells by a Fellow of the Society of Antiquities, offered 


 
12 As per reference 11. 
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a misleading, uncorroborated view of the bells. This is accepted by HES.13 There has been calls for another 


audit, however we see the exercise pointless, unless guarantee exists it is undertaken with a mindset to 


challenge the existing record, with the correct skillset; two conditions that are sadly often errant in 


professional historians. In the absence of any robust audit, it is important therefore, when new evidence is 


presented, it is properly considered in the cause of ensuring the historical record is as accurate as it can be, 


so that it may inform future enquiry and build a data base. 


Our own work is extremely important. Not only because it provides a solution for a disused church—


tourism, and income generation—but for the data it offers on subjects short on scholarly focus;  illustrating 


timeline in bell design from the heavier long-waisted bells, to lighter squatter forms; revealing a root of the 


membership of the military orders in Europe, following the core of creation of the Templar Order in the 


east, that is, from existing orders of secular canons; that ‘Masculus’ was a title awarded to those who served 


the church as secular clergy; reveal of the originator of Templar-kind in Scotland; we add to an 


understanding of 12th century epigraphy; 12th century armorial design; complete the early picture of the 


genealogy of an important Scottish title, and more. This is what we have offered, that the historical 


establishment, including HES, would deny, for no other reason than conceit, ignorance, prejudice, and 


obduracy, certainly not the characteristics of any ethical institution. 


We reiterate the advice proffered to HES in our correspondence, dated 5 December 2022; ‘It is not an 


efficiency benefit in a government department such as Historic Environment Scotland to invite the potential 


loss of reputation in the public arena, never mind the financial implications such a procedure will curtail. 


Historic Environment Scotland should be certain it can defend its position with regards to the information 


on which it makes its decisions. In the case of inflexibility, Historic Environment Scotland will not have a 


defensible position, and once our report is in the public domain, public consensus will certainly reflect the 


feedback from the current beta read, that Historic Environment Scotland seems to be perpetuating the same 


discriminatory behaviour as those academics who have dismissed the current study report for no reason 


other than prejudice.’ 


4. Summary 


4.1 HES, in its public submission to Dumfries and Galloway council, offers no reason for its contempt of the 


archaeological report provided, and so leads to the conclusion either; HES is not competent to read and 


assess the understanding presented by the report, or HES regards the archaeological report invalid because 


of undeclared, subjective reasoning. Either way, HES’s denial of the information provided, is judged 


malicious, as it purposely denigrates the public understanding of the bells in terms of their value, both 


historically and financially, whilst HES’s recommendation places the bells under unacceptable risk, denying 


public enjoyment of an inclusive understanding of the bells, and Scotland of an important aspect of its 


medieval heritage. 


4.2 As the best possible, referenced academic/scholarly view fails to dismantle the discovery in any way, and 


in the absence of any verifiable counterargument, the report presents the very best-case scenario for the 


provenance of the bells and the site. HES’s ignorance the provenance of the bells is baseless, therefore fail 


 
13 HES correspondence, 6 January 2023, Dara Parsons Head of Designations. Case ID: 300043312 
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to recommend prudent protection of heritage and understanding of the site. The report should have been 


given the upmost consideration and credence by HES, who instead wilfully chose ignorance. 


4.3 HES has illustrated a blatant disregard for government policy, citing recommendation which is not 


supported by that policy. 


4.4 HES does not present its methodology in assessing the supplementary information, or offers reason for its 


exclusion, together with the qualification of the officers who made the decision. 


4.5 In our opinion, HES has generated a malicious publication, designed to coerce the planning authority and 


the public into a belief the bells have no more significance than their attribution to a former religious site. 


Denigrating the full facts, denying the public the heritage and putting the bells, the site and their owners at 


unacceptable risk; a decision that causes irreparable distress to heritage, the owners, and the intentional 


devaluation of the property title. 


 


We hope HES will seek to resolve this complaint with pragmatic realisation, in the purpose of sustainable 


heritage, and await your evidenced response within the schedule advertised in your published Complaints 


Handling Procedure.  


 


Yours Sincerely, 


 


For Mark Huitson and Rachel Bonde, owners of Holywood Church, Dumfriesshire 
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Kirkbank English Street Dumfries DG1 2HS  Tel: 01387 260 199  Fax: 01387 260 188  Email: planning@dumgal.gov.uk


Applications cannot be validated until all the necessary documentation has been submitted and the required fee has been paid.


Thank you for completing this application form:


ONLINE REFERENCE 100676837-001


The online reference is the unique reference for your online form only. The  Planning Authority will allocate an Application Number when
your form is validated. Please quote this reference if you need to contact the planning Authority about this application.


Description of Proposed Works to Listed Building


Are the proposals to alter, extend or demolish the listed building(s)? *  Yes  No


If Yes, please provide further details: *  (Max 500 characters)


Has the work already been started and/or completed? *


 No  Yes – Started  Yes - Completed


Please Note: it can be a criminal offence to undertake works that require listed building consent in advance of obtaining consent.


Please state date of completion, or if not completed, the start date (dd/mm/yyyy): *


Please explain why work has taken place in advance of making this application: *  (Max 500 characters)


Applicant or Agent Details
Are you an applicant or an agent? * (An agent is an architect, consultant or someone else acting


on behalf of the applicant in connection with this application)  Applicant  Agent


The church bells have been removed to secure storage. The bell's provenance, revealed in research document;  The Templar
Bells of Scotland: An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church (Version 4.1, August 2023) M Huitson M.
& R Bonde, R, www.hiddenheritage.info, provides the only meritorious evidenced legend for the bells and a credible Knights
Templar connection. Due to their vulnerability and inherent value, they cannot be returned to the church property.


Bells removed off site to secure storage as a matter of urgency, following increase in miscreant after dark  incursion onto church
site and a catastrophic arson attack to a nearby historic convent. No valuer prepared to give a valuation for the bells considering
evidence of their provenance presented by research and thus deemed uninsurable.  With risk magnified by any public reveal,
during engagement with historic authorities and solution for the church's archaeology found, secrecy was employed.


29/08/2022
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Applicant Details
Please enter Applicant details


Title: You must enter a Building Name or Number, or both: *


Other Title: Building Name:


First Name: * Building Number:


Address 1
Last Name: * (Street): *


Company/Organisation Address 2:


Telephone Number: * Town/City: *


Extension Number: Country: *


Mobile Number: Postcode: *


Fax Number:


Email Address: *


Site Address Details


Planning Authority:


Full postal address of the site (including postcode where available):


Address 1:


Address 2:


Address 3:


Address 4:


Address 5:


Town/City/Settlement:


Post Code:


Please identify/describe the location of the site or sites


Northing Easting


Mr


HOLYWOOD CHURCH


Mark


Dumfries and Galloway Council


Huitson


HOLYWOOD


Holywood Church


Holywood Church


DUMFRIES


DG2 0RH


DG2 0RH


United Kingdom


579654


Dumfries


295496


Holywood
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Existing and Proposed Uses


Please describe the current use: *  (Max 500 characters)


Please describe the proposed use: *  (Max 500 characters)


Pre-Application Discussion


Have you discussed your proposal with the planning authority? *  Yes  No


Pre-Application Discussion Details Cont.


In what format was the feedback given? *


 Meeting  Telephone  Letter  Email


Please provide a description of the feedback you were given and the name of the officer who provided this feedback. If a processing
agreement [note 1] is currently in place or if you are currently discussing a processing agreement with the planning authority, please
provide details of this. (This will help the authority to deal with this application more efficiently.) * (max 500 characters)


Title: Other title:


First Name: Last Name:


Correspondence Reference Date (dd/mm/yyyy):
Number:


Note 1. A Processing agreement involves setting out the key stages involved in determining a planning application, identifying what
information is required and from whom and setting timescales for the delivery of various stages of the process.


The redundant church was purchased in 2019 with planning permission to create a three-bedroom house. The previous
developer’s agents produced reports and proposals without proper understanding of the attending and recorded archaeology, and
its resultant destructive environmental effects, resulting in an unsuitable and unfeasible planning application brought forward in
support of the church to be converted into a domestic dwelling. The property therefore remains disused and undeveloped.


Response made to letter from us dated 19/12/2023. Response confirming authority's responsibility regarding planning and
suggestion how issues may be resolved.


Unable to develop the property as a dwelling, we seek to gift the property to a suitable developer who will investigate the
archaeology, carry out remedial works, and offer new development plans suitable to the historic nature of the site. We are
promoting the find, and intend the bells should be passed to a new owner better placed to safeguard and preserve the artefacts,
using finance raised to raise the profile of the church and provide such monies required for redevelopment by new owners.


Mrs


Marie-Isabelle


no reference number given


Senior Planner, Built Heritage
Policy Economy and


Marshall


17/01/2024
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Listed Building Category


Please state the category of listing (if known) of the building in the list of Buildings of Special Architectural or Historic interest: *


 Category A


 Category B


 Category C


 A (Group)


 B (Group)


 Ecclesiastical Category A


 Ecclesiastical Category B


 Ecclesiastical Category C


 Don’t Know


Demolition of Listed Building
Does the proposal involve demolition of a listed building or a building within the curtilage of a listed building? *


 Total or substantial demolition of the listed building


 Total or substantial demolition of a building within the curtilage of the listed building


 Other (partial demolition or alterations)


Listed Building Alterations
Do the proposed works include alterations and/or extension to a listed building? *  Yes  No


(This may be in addition to any demolition works specified previously)


Does the proposal include:


Works to the exterior of the building? This would include works to any structure or object fixed to the building  Yes  No


Or to any other buildings within its curtilage: *


Works to the interior of the building? This should include any stripping out of any internal features eg. Wall,  Yes  No
Ceiling, plasterwork, joinery, panelling, fireplaces, chimney pieces, staircases, ironmongery, doors, flooring,
Floor finishes/floorboards, tiling, stencilled decoration, fixed furniture and fittings, including machinery: *


Please state the number of attachments you will be including with this proposal, this may include plans, drawings and photographs
sufficient to identify the location, extent and character of the items to be altered, extended or removed, and the proposal for their
replacement, including any new means of structural support and detailed specification of proposed finishing materials.


Number of plans, drawings and photographs in total? *


Proposal Relating to Listed Building
Are there any current applications or existing consents or permissions for this site? *  Yes  No


Planning Service Employee/Elected Member Interest


Is the applicant, or the applicant’s spouse/partner, either a member of staff within the planning service or an  Yes  No
elected member of the planning authority? *


2
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Certificates and Notices


Certificate and Notice


The Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Act 1997


The Town and Country Planning (Listed Building and Buildings in Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Regulations 1987


One Certificate must be completed and submitted along with this form; either Certificate A, Certificate B or Certificate C.


Are you the sole owner of ALL the land/building relevant to this proposal? *  Yes  No


Are you able to identify and give appropriate notice to ALL the other owners?  Yes  No


Certificate Required
The following Land Ownership Certificate is required to complete this section of the proposal:


Certificate B


Certificates


The certificate you have selected requires you to distribute copies of the Notice 1 document below to all of the owners that you have
provided before you can complete your certificates.


Notice 1 is required


 I understand my obligations to provide the above notice before I can complete the certificates. *


Land Ownership Certificate
Certificate and Notice
The Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) (Scotland) act 1997
The Town and Country Planning (Listed Buildings and Buildings in Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Regulations 1987


Certificate B


I hereby certify that –


(1) - I have/The Applicant has served notice on every person other than myself/the applicant who, at the beginning of the period of 21
days ending with the date of the accompanying application was owner [note 1] of any part of the land to which the application relates.


Name:


Address:


Date of Service of Notice: *


Signed: Mr Mark Huitson


On behalf of:


Date: 15/07/2024 10:10:33


Note 1 – Any person who, in respect of any part of the land, is the owner or is the lessee under a lease thereof of which not less than 7
years remain unexpired.


03/07/2024
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Checklist – Application for Listed Building Consent
Please complete the following checklist to make sure  you have provided all the necessary information in support of your application.
Failure to submit the necessary  information may result in your application being deemed invalid. The planning authority will not  start
processing your application until it is valid.


A Location plan which  identifies the land to which the application relates drawn to an identified scale  Yes  No
And showing the direction of north. *


A copy of other detailed plans, drawings, photographs (with annotations to describe the details of  Yes  No
Materials and workmanship) as necessary to describe your proposals. *


Elevations. *  Yes  No


Floor Plans. *  Yes  No


Roof Plan. *  Yes  No


Does your plan include:


Sections. *  Yes  No


Perspectives of Photomontages. *  Yes  No


Block Plan. *  Yes  No


Special Detailed Drawing. *  Yes  No


Detailed specification of finishes. *  Yes  No


Current or old photographs. *  Yes  No


What other information are you submitting in support of your application? *


 Design Statement.


 Supporting Statement.


 Condition Survey Report.


 Feasibility Study.


 Development Appraisal.


 Environmental Impact Statement.


 Conservation Survey/Statement/Plan.


 Other.


As you have selected “other” from the information in support of your application list please provide further details. * (Max 500
characters)


Declare – Listed Building Consent
I, the applicant/agent certify that this is an application for listed building consent as described in this form  the accompanying
plan/drawings and additional information.


Declaration Name: Mr Mark Huitson


Declaration Date: 16/07/2024


Archaeological report into the provenance of two church bells contained within the listing, and understanding of the archaeology
retained under the floors of the property, which provides constraint to a suitable development by the present owners.
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By email to: 
markhuitson1@gmail.com 
 
Mr Mark Huitson and Rachel 
Bonde 
 
 


Elizabeth McCrone 
Director of Heritage 
Longmore House 
Salisbury Place 
Edinburgh 
EH9 1SH 
 
Elizabeth.McCrone@hes.scot 
+44 (0)131-668-8716 
 
Our case ID: 300074477 
 
08 November 2024 


 
Dear Mr Huitson and Ms Bonde 
 
Your complaint about Holywood Church, Holywood DG2 0RH - late 
listed building consent for the removal of the church bells 
 
You contacted us to complain about Holywood Church, Holywood DG2 0RH - late listed 
building consent for the removal of the church bells on 14 October 2024. We have 
investigated your concerns. In this letter I will explain what we found during the 
investigation, what my conclusions are, and what options are available to you now. 
 
Background 
 
• In August 2022 two medieval bells were removed from the belfry of the category 


B -listed Holywood Church. (Other items are also mentioned). As the former church 
no longer has ecclesiastical exemption as a place of worship (since around 2010), 
listed building consent was required for the removal of the bells, which are 
considered a fixture within the listed building. 


 
• In July 2024 a late listed building consent (LBC) application (24/1491/LBC) was 


submitted by yourselves to Dumfries and Galloway Council for the removal of the 
bells.  


• In July 2024 we were consulted by Dumfries and Galloway Council on the LBC 
application. We requested further time to consider the case and replied on 11 
September 2024, objecting to the application. We noted that the removal of the bells 
was ‘not consistent with national policy and guidance for listed buildings’ and noted 
concerns regarding a ‘lack of detailed supporting information that demonstrates the 
removal of the bells was necessary’ and also a lack of information on ‘arrangements 
for the short-term care and storage of the bells and an appropriate long-term plan 
for their management’. 
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• On 22 October 2024 Dumfries and Galloway Council refused the LBC application 
noting ‘the removal of the bells, without any intention to keep them in a location 
associated with the site, has an adverse impact on the fabric, character, special 
architectural and historic interest of the listed building. It has not been satisfactorily 
demonstrated that the removal of the two bells is necessary for purposes of either 
security or safety’.   


 
Your Complaint 
 
Our acknowledgement letter of 18 October 2024 sets out the key points of your complaint 
that we will respond to. I understand you have not been in contact to correct our 
interpretation of your complaint. My response therefore takes each of the points from our 
acknowledgement letter in turn and sets out my response to them. To recap, we offered 
to address the following; 
 


1. To investigate whether the advice that Historic Environment Scotland (HES) has 
given is contrary to HES and Scottish Government policy on the historic environment.  


 
2. To investigate whether, in our advice, HES has failed to understand, and has 


consequently underplayed, the significance of the bells. 
 
Investigation Process 
 
We have reviewed the documentation you provided, as well as other documents and 
articles mentioned, and accessible archival information on the church and its bells.  We 
have also spoken to the staff involved in our previous responses, including our letter of 
11 September 2024 (which I will refer to as “our consultation response”). We are also 
aware of the previous response you received from our designations team dated 14 June 
2024. 


 
Our findings 
 
Issue 1: To investigate whether the advice that HES has given is contrary to HES and 
Scottish Government policy on the historic environment. 
 
The legislative background to decision-making for listed building consent is contained 
within Section 14(2) of the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1997. 
This states that “In considering whether to grant listed building consent for any works, the 
planning authority or the Secretary of State (now Scottish Ministers’), as the case may 
be, shall have special regard to the desirability of preserving the building or its setting or 
any features of special architectural or historic interest which it possesses”.   
 
In our consultation response we set out the Policy background, including Policy 7(c) of 
the National Planning Framework 4 (NPF4) that states that “development proposals for 
the reuse, alteration or extension of a listed building will only be supported where they 
will preserve its character, special architectural or historic interest and setting”. 
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We also noted the Historic Environment Policy for Scotland (HEPS) supports and 
enables good decision making about changes to the historic environment. Policy HEP2 
states “decisions affecting the historic environment should ensure that its understanding 
and enjoyment as well as its benefits are secured for present and future generations” and 
HEP4 states “changes to specific assets and their context should be managed in a way 
that protects the historic environment. Opportunities for enhancement should be 
identified where appropriate”. 
 
Our response: 
 
In your letter you note all six policies (HEP1-6) within the Historic Environment Policy for 
Scotland (HEPS). We have looked at the points you have made, but none of them would 
conflict with, or overrule, the primary legislative policy in decision-making, which is to 
have “special regard” to preserving features that comprise the special interest of a listed 
building. Our view is that the bells are a “feature of special architectural or historic 
interest” and that their removal would fail to preserve the building’s special interest. 
 
There are some occasions when evidence can be submitted which justifies the removal, 
from a listed building, of features that contribute to its special interest, and we have set 
out some scenarios in our consultation response. Such situations are often found in 
cases where former churches are to be converted to new uses, e.g. where pews, pulpits 
and fittings are removed to allow more flexibility for a repurposed building. However, in 
this case, as noted, we have seen no compelling evidence that the bells cannot remain 
within the church, or that they are preventing the building’s successful reuse.   
 
Issue 2: To investigate whether, in our advice, HES has failed to understand, and has 
consequently underplayed, the significance of the bells. 
 
We have looked at the information you have provided on the bells, including your belief 
that the bells date to around the 12th century, which informs many of the points in your 
submission. 
 
It is generally agreed that the two bells were originally within the medieval Holywood 
Abbey, the nave of which was used until the late 18th century as the parish church. An 
early sketch shows the Abbey with the bells clearly visible in a gable bellcote. The Abbey 
building was then taken down and the current Holywood Parish Church was built in 1779 
with the bells transferred to the new church. We understand the church ceased as a 
place of worship in 2010.    
 
We note there has been, over the years, differing assessments of the bells’ age, 
inscriptions and armorial bearings, which you have kindly set out in your letter. The 
earliest description appears to be in the Statistical Account of 1791, (repeated in 1845) 
which notes a date of 1154 (Abbot John Wrich). An entry in Chalmer’s Caledonia (1824) 
also notes a date of 1154 (Abbot John Wriah), as does the Buccleuch MSS (1897) which 
outlines documents associated with the Abbey. However, as you note, later sources 
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challenge this early date, including James Barbour’s article on the bells in the 
Transactions of the Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural History and Antiquarian Society 
(1898), which gives a sixteenth century date for both bells. The RCAHMS report (1920) 
states that one bell certainly dates from the early sixteenth century and the other is 
“probably” of a similar date. A historic building record, undertaken in 2016, gives dates of 
1505 and the 1520s. We understand more recent analysis of the bells from experts at the 
National Museum of Scotland has suggested that the bells are likely to date to the early-
sixteenth century, an assessment that we realise conflicts with your own analysis. 
 
Our response: 
 
The basis of your complaint is that we have failed to understand, and have consequently 
underplayed, the significance of the bells.   
 
In our consultation response we noted that the bells were medieval, and that medieval 
bells are rare in Scotland. You have suggested that the term “medieval”, also used in the 
listed building record, is misleading and even denigrating as a description of the 
Holywood bells. In Scotland the medieval period is defined in CANMORE (The National 
Record of the Historic Environment) as beginning with the death of King Malcolm III in 
1093, and ending when King James VI inherited the English throne in 1603.  
https://canmore.org.uk/thesaurus/8/510501/MEDIEVAL   
 
You will note that this timescale could refer to both suggested dates for the bells (mid-
12th and early-16th century), and therefore we do not agree that our definition of the bells 
as medieval is misleading. Furthermore, irrespective of what exact period the bells were 
originally cast, in terms of fixtures within a listed building, the policy is the same and our 
view about the application for listed building consent would be unlikely to change. Our 
designations team has already responded to you noting that providing further detail on 
the bells would not give them any additional legal protection, and has retained the term 
‘medieval’ within the listed building record as an accurate description of the bells. 
 
In our consultation response, we considered that the medieval bells were “significant”, 
and that they contributed “to the historic and religious character” of the listed building, 
with a “historic connection to the church and abbey”. This includes both their long 
physical connection with the current church building (in-situ for almost 250 years), and an 
even longer association with, and rare surviving feature from, the former medieval Abbey.   
 
We considered that the bells contributed to the special interest of the listed building, and 
consequently, considered that their removal had an adverse impact on the building’s 
special interest. Therefore, far from underplaying the significance of the bells, we have 
judged them as being of considerable importance, reflected in our response to Dumfries 
and Galloway Council, where we objected to their removal from the church without 
adequate justification. 
 
In your letter you suggest that the bells are so valuable, both historically and financially, 
that they cannot be “practicably kept secure within the church”. In our consultation 
response, we noted that we generally advise against the removal of significant fixtures 
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from a listed building, explained in our Managing Change guidance for External Fixtures 
(Part 4.4, page 4). Similar advice on fixtures is given in our Managing Change guidance 
for Interiors (Part 3 page 13). 
 
As before, there are some occasions when evidence can justify the removal, often 
temporarily, from a listed building, of features that may contribute to its special interest. 
These can include scenarios where the fixture is liable to theft, loss or damage, such as 
during major construction works or through inadequate structural support. We have 
addressed this in our consultation response, noting we are not convinced of any specific 
or imminent threat of either theft, loss or damage that would require the removal of the 
bells.   
 
In situations where an important fixture is removed for its protection, there is often a 
prescribed process, for example, if a fixture is removed to a local or national museum. In 
this case our response notes that there is no supporting information on the “short-term 
care and storage of the bells and an appropriate long-term plan for their management”.  
 
Also pertinent to the bells’ significance is the intention to sell them, based on your 
assessment of their value as 12th century bells with a Templar connection. It is argued 
that the proceeds of sale could then support or enable the repair and restoration of the 
church. Setting aside the significance of the bells within the building, our consultation 
response notes that there is no agreement in place with a new restoring purchaser that 
could reasonably deliver this scenario.   
 
Taking the above into account we do not agree that we have failed to understand the 
significance of the bells, and do not consider we have underplayed their significance in 
our response. 
 
Conclusion 
 
We have investigated our actions responding to your email of 12 October 2024 and 
attachment dated 30 September 2024. Our investigation considered our assessment of 
the application (24/1491/LBC), contained within our consultation response. We have 
specifically looked at whether our response was contrary to Government and our policy 
and guidance on the historic environment, but also whether our response misunderstood 
and consequently underplayed the significance of the bells.  
 
I am content that our response reflected Government and our policy, and that we have 
taken account of the significance of the bells.   
 
I have therefore not upheld your complaint or identified any actions for us to take.  
 
What happens next? 
 
If there is anything in this letter which you would like to discuss with me, please contact 
me. My contact details are above.   
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If you are unhappy with my response you have the right to ask the Scottish Public 
Services Ombudsman (SPSO) to look at your complaint.   
 
The SPSO is the final stage for complaints about public services in Scotland.  If you 
remain dissatisfied after our complaints process has concluded, you can ask the SPSO 
to look at your complaint. The SPSO cannot normally look at complaints: 
• where you have not gone all the way through the complaints handling procedure 
• more than 12 months after you became aware of the matter you want to complain 


about, or 
• that have been or are being considered in court.  


 
The SPSO’s contact details are: 
Bridgeside House 
99 McDonald Road 
Edinburgh 
EH7 4NS 
 
Freepost SPSO (you don’t need to use a stamp) 
 
Freephone: 0800 377 7330 
www.spso.org.uk/contact-us 
Website: www.spso.org.uk  
 
Yours sincerely  


 


Elizabeth McCrone | Director of Heritage 
 






image11.emf
D&Gc.191223.pdf


D&Gc.191223.pdf


DECEMBER 19, 2023 


 


Dawn Roberts, Chief Executive, Dumfries and Galloway Council. 


c/o Dumfries and Galloway Council HQ, English Street, Dumfries, DG1 2DD 


Dear Ms Roberts, 


IMPORTANT; PRIVATE and CONFIDENTIAL 


HOLYWOOD CHURCH, HOLYWOOD, DG2 0RH 


We write to inform and engage with Dumfries and Galloway Council regarding an extremely significant and 


unique discovery in Dumfries; a find of huge national and international historical interest, valued in the tens of 


millions of pounds. 


This initial information comes to you via letter, as it is becoming increasingly obvious email communication is 


often unreliable and unproductive in establishing engagement. We expect official confirmation of receipt (via 


email) of this communication within five working days, and an official, initial response within a further thirty 


working days, allowing for the Christmas holiday period. 


In 2019, we bought the dilapidated Holywood Church and its hearse house, sited within the grounds of the 


historic Holywood cemetery from developer, Mathew Bolton, together with planning permission to create a three-


bedroom home for our family. The church was sold to us with a contentious identification and inclusion of two 


16th century bells, contained with its category B listing. 


Following delay in development, due enforced isolation because of Covid 19, discrepancies found between 


existing reports and the historical record, and disagreement over the origin of the bells, a protracted investigation 


into the bells and the site was enabled by the new owners. The original eighteen-month study identified a number 


of critical issues preventing any development from progressing, or the church bells remaining within the church, 


or indeed its current planning listing. 


Attached is a summary of some of the conclusions contained within the report: The Templar Bells of Scotland: An 


investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church. The study is the first time the bells, their 


sponsor and the church origins have been considered within a competent, collaborative investigation. The 


investigation provides the only meritorious understanding of the bells of Holywood and remains, and will remain, 


untroubled by any academic or ‘expert’ counter opinion. 


Holywood Church, Holywood, Dumfries, 
DG2 0RH 


Tel +44 7538 749169 


markhuitson1@gmail.com 


 


rachelbonde.heggerwoodrealms@gmail.com 
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We have not included a copy of the report with this letter as it is over three hundred pages long. We originally sent 


out the report to history academics, historical institutions and a learned beta read of professional historians, 


scholars, medievalists, and archaeologists, with requests for confidentiality, considering the sensitive nature of the 


find. We are still anxious the report is not made public knowledge before we can facilitate a measured and secure 


release of the information, without unnecessary detriment to the historical record or its keepers, or risk to the site, 


its heritage and the owners’ safety. 


Please request the full report by contacting markhuitson1@gmail.com 


We urge you to request and read the report to comprehend the authenticity of the find. If you are interested in 


historical enquiry, you will not find the usual tentative connection or conjecture-forming conclusion, but instead, 


forensic investigation, material evidence and circumstantial evidence that is so compelling it cannot be discounted 


as merely coincidental. 


Do not underestimate the veracity of the discovery, nor the competence of the report’s authors. The study is not an 


academic thesis in discussion of probabilities, or an amateur historian’s speculative proposition. Instead, the study 


demonstrates the bells’ absolute provenance within a protracted and considered forensic examination with 


analysis few historians and academics demonstrate within their conjectural presentations. 


BACKGROUND TO THE CURRENT DEVELOPMENT; MITIGATING RISK 


We had hoped to lessen many of the risks redeveloping a dilapidated church by seeking a property that had 


undergone the rigours of planning approval, including building survey, archaeological inspection, and detailed 


architectural consideration. It is apparent however, that the Church of Scotland; the original owner, and the former 


developer and their agents, either did not understand nor research the obvious restrictions of the site, or deliberately 


withheld the critical issues from any sale/resale. 


CRITICAL ISSUES WITH HOLYWOOD CHURCH 


The church suffers severe environmental problems. Annual humidity levels throughout the church range from 75-


98%, with a yearly average of 90%. With acceptable humidity levels in a living environment set at no more than 


55%, the church presents unacceptable safe living conditions. This problem has persisted in the church for decades, 


resulting in the degradation of the internal plasterwork and decoration. The cause is deep water-filled void/s under 


the church, deep enough to be ground heated, as palpably warm humid air permeates the unheated church under the 


right environmental conditions. There are archaeological reports the original site was consolidated in the 18th 


century with surrounding earth covering existing abbey foundations, sepulchers, basements, cellars, drains, wells, 


and a tunnel which extends over the site. The floor levels of these subterranean spaces are estimated between 6-8m 


below the present ground level. Settlement is exhibited on the walls at the north end of the church, and it is this area 


that exhibits higher humidity levels. Before any church rehabilitation work can continue, extensive excavation and 


remedial works are required. Ground engineering including archaeological survey, supervision, removal, protection, 


and integration of archaeological feature and find is estimated in excess of £800,000. 


In 1965, at least three pieces of stone from the former abbey were discovered during the installation of heating pipes 


around the pulpit area. At the time, less than 10% of the floor was excavated, as confirmed by visual inspection. 
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The remaining stone, which will be considerable if former abbey architectural as well as decorative stonework is 


buried, will need to be removed under strict archaeological supervision, before any further excavation, engineering 


or service works can commence. 


The two church bells are unquestionably 12th century and as such are the oldest provenanced church bells in the 


world, original to the founding of Holywood Abbey under David I’s reign. Their sponsor, William le Riche, was a 


secular cleric who bridged the gap between monastic life and knighthood, ie., he was a Templar. This makes 


Holywood Abbey by default a former Templar house. Thus, the stone already disinterred and stone remaining under 


the floor will include extant examples of the decoration within a Templar church. 


Holywood church was purchased on the understanding it was to become a residential property, not a site of immense 


historical interest nor a significant depository of archaeological treasure. Considering the discovery, likely increased 


public attraction to the site, and the extensive, inordinate, and protracted nature and value of the work required to 


preserve the church building and site, creating a residential property is now impracticable. Publication of the report 


will result in the site becoming a greater tourist attraction than is already afforded by the historical cemetery, which 


currently attracts less than one hundred sightseers per year. This increase in visitors will make creation of a private 


dwelling on the public accessible site, untenable, and we have no intention of becoming either a commercial, or a 


charitable tourist enterprise. 


THE OWNERS’ CURRENT POSITION 


Holywood church was purchased with all our capital, with intention of it becoming our home within eighteen 


months, whilst Rachel took temporary accommodation in Holywood, and I remained onsite, within a converted 


camper as project manager and site-security. With conversion plans abandoned, and the one-bedroom, temporary 


accommodation unsuitable for our growing family, an alternative property was purchased in July 2023 in Newton 


Stewart, the only suitable property available within our limited budget. We are now left protecting the church site, 


with myself still residing on site in a converted army truck, without services other than electricity, with security 


costs for the church and bells running in excess of £700 per month. 


OUR AIMS 


Although a scholarly exercise, the study was an unsolicited chore required to overcome serious constraints in turning 


a long neglected 18th century church into a home for new owners and a family. We had bought an unwanted 


dilapidated church with the benefit of two 16th bells. We did not expect to find artefacts of immense value and 


antiquity, nor a church built over the remnants of a Templar church. 


We are sensitive to our responsibility of ownership of a listed church property and its context within an area of 


ancient spiritually and heritage. The Holywood bells have an intrinsic connection to the site, and it is with great 


regret they cannot remain. We did not create the Templar legend nor intentionally buy into a ‘celebrity’ history. It 


is massively disappointing that our home plans in Holywood have been quashed by both the find, and the inherent 


building problems which have little excuse for remaining hidden before our purchase. 


We now need to seek new alternative keepers for the bells, facilitating new ownership of the church under an 


altruistic agreement supporting the church’s rehabilitation as a signpost to the site’s history, whilst fostering 
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community engagement and benefit, and we wish the narrative on the artefacts (the bells) be consigned to the 


historical record for the benefit of Scottish history, the local economy, and our own respite. 


Moral mandate dictates our investigation be published to counter one hundred and twenty years of 


misrepresentation, allowing the public to assess the evidence and so draw their own conclusions, rather than be 


kept in ignorance because of an imperfect historical record maintained in absence of audit. With the immense 


global interest the discovery will generate, a chronicle of the discovery and the perverse reception to that 


discovery will also be published. 


We already support a number of charities within our limited means and have identified a number of charities in 


the Solway region for significant help and support with any revenue created from the discovery. 


PROTECTING THE SITE’S HISTORY 


Despite requesting confidentially with every copy of the report issued, there is an understandable state of paranoia 


amongst the owners in possession of such immensely valuable artefacts. A 400% increase in after-dark visitors 


from 2021 to the closed historic cemetery (twenty-four incidences recorded in 2023), bizarre encounters and 


discourse with ‘tourists’ and ‘film makers’, including those found scrutinising the church’s architecturally 


unremarkable entry points, trespassing within the interior, and intrusion by groups of youths and men onto the site 


between 1.00 and 4.00am does not preserve a state of sanity amongst the owners. 


Previously subject to vandalism in the care of the last developer, it has only been the new owner’s presence on site 


since 2019, that has deterred further, destructive miscreant attention. 


The police were informed in February 2023 to the nature of the discovery, following an increase in unexplained 


incursion onto the site after midnight, to which they promptly responded with support, advice, and an increased 


visual presence whilst in the area. 


The bells were dropped from their hanging in August 2022, following fears for the condition of the tower roof, and 


a requirement for better accessibility for both the belfry and the bells. Following increase in the rise in indeterminate 


after dark incursion onto the site by youths and a devastating arson attack on the nearby former convent of St 


Benedicts, the bells were immediately removed off-site to a secure location, as per museum guidelines for the 


storage and protection of bronze artefacts. They are not lost and could be returned with 24hrs. Permissions were not 


sought at the time, because we were not in a position to endure a period of public consultation, with the bells’ 


incredible provenance not ready to be made public, and arson and larceny a tangible immediate threat. The bells, if 


hanging in place, do not attach to the church building directly. They hang from a frame that sits without mechanical 


connection to the tower structure. They are relatively small, portable, and each connected to the bell frame by only 


four bolts, and easily and relatively quickly removed if the proper safeguards are ignored. 


The bells will not be returned to the bell tower whilst the bells and church are in our ownership, for no other 


reason than due diligence, on the understanding the bells are uninsurable, priceless, irreplaceable artefact and 


indefensible in terms of on-site security. 


Although the bells have a deep and intrinsic connection to the site, they cannot remain where they have been for 


nearly 900 years. The site, with public access, simply cannot provide adequate security. We, the bell’s owners are 
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deeply sorry we are the ones to end the bells relationship with the site, but have been put into a position we should 


never been placed into, if not for the negligence of the last keepers and their agents. 


It is also important to note, a destructive undercurrent of identity politics is now increasingly exhibited in the 


news, which is affecting the public’s perception of the past, often outside of historical context. It is not a 


consideration we made when we released the initial report to the authorities, but one that concerns us going 


forward, principally the bells’ sponsor’s legend. The bells are artefacts from the past, innate Christian symbols 


created in support of an ancient war against Islam. They carry representation that today is increasingly conveyed 


by far-right Christian religious groups, and emphasise the historically accepted nature of masculinity, a theme 


which is at odds with sections of today’s society. We would hope the bells are considered in proper context, but 


there is clear evidence of historical monument and artefact being targeted by extremist views of sections of the 


populace. 


THE COUNCIL’S CONSIDERATION 


LISTED BUILDINGS AND CONSERVATION AREAS; (SCOTLAND) 1997 ACT 


Please understand the current historical record has failed these bells, and if it were not for our vigilance and 


dedication, the bells would have remained hidden, lost to the public in an inappropriate development. Instead, we, 


with the Council’s moral support, can turn hidden history into a good news event for not only the region, but for 


Scotland. 


If you read the report without partiality, you will understand that these historic artefacts, of international interest, 


are potentially worth multiple millions of pounds. You will then understand we will not rest until we have achieved 


either institutional acceptance, or are dismissed by erudite, evidenced argument, which is highly unlikely. 


The bells inclusion into category B; Listed buildings and conservation areas; (Scotland) 1997 Act was constructed 


on the basis the bells are the original abbey bells so had an intrinsic connection to the history of the site. This is 


true. However, it was a consideration of the original listing that the bells were of 16th century origin and, whereas 


they had a monetary value of around £50,000, they had, because of challenging access and re-sale, little value 


outside their bronze material value, thus, little risk of larceny. 


With the study and report, the bell’s original provenance has been absolutely dismantled, accepted as incorrect by 


Historic Environment Scotland, and any academic reticence to support the find has little substance against the 


evidence presented in report. With the discovery of the bells’ provenance, their value has increased over a 


thousand-fold, so in facto risk has grown over a thousand-fold if the bells are left insitu. They cannot be simply 


regarded as architectural fittings, regardless of their historic connection to the site. 


We stress, prudence dictates these bells will not be returned to the site in our ownership. We would desire these 


artefacts be displayed public interest, but not at our expense or risk to the bell’s or property’s safety. 


We request both bells be removed from the current listing, as their presence as architectural fittings is 


inappropriate, not because of their innate historic connection to the site, which is undeniable, but because their 
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priceless nature prevents the return and safe housing of the original bells to the site. We would advocate the bells 


being digitally mapped for future recasting; the facsimiles being made available for any future development. 


It is only the reveal of the bell’s provenance, that will allow facilitation of the church’ s development, exposing 


the archaeology beneath, leading to further discovery and public interest. 


VALUATION 


Seeking valuation and insurance for the bells, has been impossible. Lyon and Turnbull’s antiquities expert, Alex 


Tweedy, inspecting the bells and reviewing the study, confirmed the report is the only credible understanding of 


the bells. He, along with other consulted agents; leading art insurers and valuers, cited the bells, because of their 


provenance, as priceless, unique, and therefore peerless in terms of market valuation, and thus any practical 


valuation is denied. With an indeterminable value, but expected to be in the tens of millions, the bells are 


uninsurable within the dilapidated church building. 


THIRD PARTY VALIDATION OF THE STUDY 


Third party validation from ‘experts’ has proved problematic, particularly as it involves the often-contentious 


subject of the Templar Order, corrupted by copious speculative histories written and presented. There are no 


experts in 12th century bells or any scholarly focus on the subject. However, it is not the form of the bells that 


provides the reveal, but the translation of the inscription on one of the bells, and investigation into the sponsor, 


that has exposed the age of both bells and their provenance. In the matter of epigraphical interpretation, 


translation was assisted by published international palaeographic experts. The religious condition of the sponsor 


as a secular cleric is another area where there has been little scholarly focus which extends to the early foundation 


of Templars in Scotland, but the report’s conclusions are sound and supported by contemporary evidence. 


From the first release of the draft study report we were advised by all, that academic validation was required, even 


if academic specialism was absent. Academia is seen as the key-holder of past-history, and the market, and 


Scotland’s governmental historical institution mandates their approval. Regrettably, we were also advised of the 


perverse condition, that validation, or even fair critique would not be given because academics would find any 


authorage outside academia invalid, particularly if it disagrees with the ‘traditional’ or ‘accepted’ view. 


Understand, academics within the Humanities discipline adhere to a ubiquitous doctrine. Whereas they may raise 


questions with prior antiquarian thought forming historical narrative, they do not seek to challenge nor change the 


record, ie., they do not audit the suppositions of prior scholars, regardless of the veracity of their assumptions. 


This sometimes allows unsound history to prevail, which they excuse as ‘the traditional view’. 


History academics continue to discount challenge made through forensic investigation by archaeologists and 


genealogists and particularly through community historical investigation, which they deem lacks their academic 


discipline; the same discipline that refuses audit or challenge to their own past-members suppositions, which in 


truth are often no more than superficial notion, offered without intellectual process and the rigour of research. 


Enumerable approaches to UK and renowned international academics with an understanding of the period, if not 


expertise in Scotland’s 12th century secular clergy, only confirmed the Humanities perverse doctrine. Several 


prominent academics declined review the report, citing their lack of specialist expertise, claiming academia would 







Page 7 of 10 


censure their endorsement. Some academics, seeing great merit in the report, were only prepared to offer 


sympathy, deferring personal endorsement for fear of becoming outcasts within their own institutions for daring to 


challenge habitual orthodoxy. Some urged us to publish the report, thus circumventing academic obstruction and 


any future willful, unsubstantiated denial. Some urged publication without offering any confirmation they had 


even read the report. Many did not even acknowledge our contact. 


It was suggested a pared-down version of the report should be offered in debate in peer review journals. However, 


the strength of the discovery is in the wealth of evidence presented in over three hundred pages. Much of the 


discussion has been added (the original report was just over 100 pages), to counter the falsities and abstract 


opinion being continually presented by some history academics to deliberately counter the study. Fallacies that 


may be accepted by the public, informed by condensed historical accounts, but that would not stand up to scrutiny 


amongst their peers. Publication in regarded historical journals is also denied because we are not academics, and 


particularly as our study is critical of existing historical narrative. Most progressive academic journals 


increasingly publish popular social political ideology rather than corroborated historical fact, and in some respect 


the history we discuss will be seen as provocative. 


Thus, it is the full report and an accompanying book, ‘Hidden in Plain Sight; Unmasking Scotland’s First Knight 


Templars’, that is seen as the only route to fair consideration by the public. The publications will highlight what is 


already begrudgingly accepted by both community and professional historians; that the academics’ prevailing 


attitude will continually seek to denigrate any report outside their own discipline, demonstrating a partisan and 


discriminatory attitude; a discipline that far from being exacting and professional, holds to a flawed doctrine of 


protection of its members ill-considered theories presented as historical narrative, regardless of veracity. 


Fortunately, the general public, including academics from other disciplines are not bound by the history 


academics pervasive convention, and the beta-reader’s appraisal of the initial study, report and conclusion, offered 


100% confirmation that the study completely and comprehensively dismantles the existing view of both 


Holywood bells and their sponsor, and offers compelling evidence ‘which speaks for itself’. 


Regardless of intuitional and academic acceptance of the find, public perception will reflect the report’s beta read 


with consensus that we have found what we have found. Thus, the bells cannot be returned to Holywood church 


to ensure their conservation and security. We stress the bells would never have been included in the planning 


listing in the first place if the bells had been properly reassessed in the wake of 1920 RCHAMS audit and 


inventory which raised fundamental issue with the1898 inspection. 


LEGAL REMEDY 


It has been suggested to us that only through legal recourse will we obtain an even-handed view on the matter and 


perhaps it will be only through litigation where a solution is to be found. To this end we have already briefed a 


solicitor and an advocate in preparedness to the challenges the discovery has precipitated, one being the ill-


informed/incompetent listing of significant, unique and priceless historical artefacts as architectural fittings, 


which far from reinforcing the listing’s intent under the planning (listed buildings and conservation areas; 
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(Scotland) 1997 act, ‘to ensure the character of historic buildings and to prevent unnecessary loss or damage,’ 


would in fact, if left in place, bring palpable risk to the bells, church, site and its owners. 


We have already presented our case to Historic Environment Scotland, who have agreed the existing record is 


incorrect, proposing to remove the public record created from their predecessors, RCAHMS 1920 inventory, but 


not the listing. Their response: ‘It is important to note that the inventory was written over a century ago and 


should be seen as a work of its time using the best information then available.’ There was no direct confirmation 


of the study’s conclusions, outside Historic Environment Scotland’s acceptance the bells were not as declared in 


the RCAHMS inventory. HES proposed our report should be submitted into their archive, Canmore, ‘so it may be 


accessed by the public and used as part of the future debate on the origins of the bells.’ HES further proposed, ‘to 


update the bells of Holywood Church on the National Record of the Historic Environment to note that there are 


bells here which date from the medieval period (this encompasses the period 1093 -1603) and we will ensure that 


the designation record has an up-to-date reference to Canmore.’ We have not responded to the HES proposal, as 


their submission does not provide a solution to our initial complaint or concerns; our agents advising the HES 


response only seeks to protect the agency’s self-interest, ie., from litigative action. 


A copy of the HES response and our initial entreaty is available by emailing 


markhuitson1@gmail.com 


We again urge you to also request a copy of the study report and take the time to read it, as it is the basis of any 


legal intervention to have the bells recognised for what they are, against former labelling by incompetent 


assessment and any ill-considered protection of that opinion. 


Any challenge to the report is welcome and encouraged, so long as it is substantiated rather than simply offered as 


abstract opinion, without evidence or case study. Informed counter opinion, thus far, has been difficult to find as 


there has been little to no scholarly focus on the foundations of the discovery. Leading medievalist academics who 


have critiqued the report in counterview have proven without question, their assessment is unsound, completely 


partisan, and unscholarly, even to the point of contradiction of their own published work. Thus, any further 


academic opinion provided in contest as ‘expert’ witness testimony will be viewed as similarly specious 


argument, unless it is accompanied by a practiced understanding of the matter, with evidence and case study. 


TOURISM 


Whereas Scotland has its fair share of historical celebrities, it has escaped serious attachment to the Templars 


through a lack of record. Despite contemporary testimony of their presence around king David I, who in many 


ways is one of the principal architects of Scotland’s identity, the bells of Holywood and the legend of their 


sponsor now informs Scotland’s early Templar history. The owners did not create the mystique and public 


attraction around Templar lore and fascination, but we appreciate global interest in the Templar legend will 


increase visitors to the site. Much of the value of history is in revenue. Income generated by Scotland’s historic 


environment in 2017-18 was over £34bn and attracted 18m visitors. Currently there is nothing currently to see at 


Holywood, but like Temple and Rosslyn Chapel in Midlothian, attracting thousands of tourists on speculative 


Templar connection, the site of Holywood will attract Templar and history tourists. This will create short-term 
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issues for both the owners of the church and the Council who maintain the site, but imaginative solutions can 


ensure the site is developed into a positive attraction that benefits the local economy, however we are not the 


people to develop the site’s full potential, only lay the intellectual groundwork. 


This should be viewed as a good news story for Dumfries, enhancing the region’s already rich history. 


Unfortunately, currently to date, the story is not only momentous discovery, but two people’s frustrating journey, 


fighting the obtuse nature of the Scottish establishment, the prejudice of academia and an exposé of a catalogue of 


maladministration, historical misplay, incompetence and even stupidity. We hope Dumfries Council, will not 


become part of that catalogue, instead realising the potential benefit the find will bring to the region, with a 


cooperative approach to secure a future for the Church of Holywood and site, signposting the past, taking comfort 


in its rich heritage, whilst accepting the direct benefit it should bring to the finders of these precious artefacts the 


Church of Scotland sought to discard into private ownership, without understanding or caring for their value. 


SUMMARY 


We specifically request the council to engage with us, and seek to remove the inappropriate listing, and allow the 


bells to find a secure home, hopefully within a public institution, and allow the owners to facilitate a new secure 


future for the church and the site with a new owner. 


PROCESS 


We are sympathetic regarding any administrative process, but with fifty years in public service, rarely do we find 


the public sector presents efficiency with regards to procedure. We are happy to comply with process required to 


expediate matters but will challenge any aspect that does not bring mutually beneficial resolution. We hope you 


understand the nature of the issue will require pragmatic solution, rather than strict adherence to usual operational 


process, as there is a distinct threat to persons and property if this is not managed in an extraordinary fashion. 


You have been included within the distribution of this letter, because you are either considered to have a 


connection to Holywood as a public servant, the local authority in matters of process and legislative 


administration, having an interest in benefit for Dumfries, or an institution that is responsible for the care and 


protection of Scottish historical asset and the public interest. You may not be able to directly assist or have an 


interest in this matter, however a reply is expected as a matter of courtesy. 


FOR INFORMATION: DUMFRIES COUNCIL CONTACT 


In April 2020, an application was made to the Council to have the bells removed for safekeeping while work was 


carried on the church tower and building. We were concerned of the loss of public access to the bells, and the 


architect’s unsound proposals for public viewing, including alterations to the bell tower which would have 


removed the louvres, a prominent architectural feature having significant impact on the local landscape, whilst 


creating an unsound environment for the bell frame. David Cartmell of Dumfries Council was extremely helpful 


in progressing our application. However, we postponed the process as it became apparent during the application 


the bells had far greater historical significance than first thought, and retention in the tower was deemed 


appropriate while study was in progress. 
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Following the first draft version of the report, Dumfries Council was contacted in August 2021 regarding the find. 


Andrew Nicholson, the council’s archaeological officer, was informed but demonstrated little interest in the find 


or the report. 


Judith Hewitt, the Council’s museums lead, in October 2021, conversely took the time to discuss our find, found 


merit in her review of the initial report, advised us on the constraints we would face, offering helpful critique and 


advice on how to take the matter forward. 


Yours Sincerely, 


 


Mark Huitson and Rachel Bonde 


OWNERS OF HOLYWOOD CHURCH 


Copies to: 


1. Linda Dorward, Councillor, Lochar Ward, Dumfries and Galloway Council 


2. Ivor Hyslop, Councillor, Lochar Ward, Dumfries and Galloway Council 


3. Maureen Johnstone, Councillor, Lochar Ward, Dumfries and Galloway Council 


4. Tracey Little, Councillor, Lochar Ward, Dumfries and Galloway Council 


5. Dawn Roberts, Chief Executive, Dumfries and Galloway Council 


6. Lorna Meaham, Director Economy & Resources, Dumfries and Galloway Council 


7. Oliver Mundell, MSP, Member of Scottish Parliament for Dumfriesshire 


 


Enclosures:  


1. Hidden in Plain Sight; The Templar Bells of Scotland (Summary from the main report; The Templar Bells of 


Scotland; An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire Church) 
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JUNE 25, 2024 


Marie-Isabelle Marshall, 


Senior Planner, Built Heritage Policy 


Economy and Development Services 


Dumfries and Galloway Council. 


c/o Dumfries and Galloway Council HQ, English Street, Dumfries, DG1 2DD 


Dear Marie-Isabelle Marshall, 


HOLYWOOD CHURCH, HOLYWOOD, DG2 0RH 


We refer to your email dated 17 January 2024, in response to the issues we cited in our letter of 19 December 


2023 and wish to engage with the Council as planning authority, to facilitate the removal of the bells from 


Holywood Church with proper approvals, and so assist in the transference of the church to an appropriate 


developer, whilst providing protection for the church bells in new ownership. 


The current situation regarding Holywood Church. 


The church’s bells are of 12th century origin, and therefore are the oldest provenanced Christian church bells in the 


world. Both bells are sponsored by a 12th century knight existing as Master of a religious military order, with 


evidence supporting the Knights Templar. As such the bells are the only existing provenanced, substantial material 


Templar artefact in existence. 


With an absence of verifiable academic counter, the evidence provided within the research document; The 


Templar Bells of Scotland: An investigation into the origins of the bells in a Dumfriesshire church (Version 4.1), 


Mark Huitson & R Bonde (August 2023), supported by the narrative, Hidden in Plain sight: Unmasking Scotland’s 


first Knights Templar, provides the only meritorious scholarly evidenced legend for the bells, incontestable dating, 


and credible Templar connection. 


By default, the stone interred and discovered beneath Holywood church’s floor, is taken from a dismantled 12th 


century Templar-built church. This layer of archaeology lies above a second layer of deeper sited remains, causing 


catastrophic humidity problems throughout the church. The aforementioned research document, available at 


www.hiddenheritage.info, contains our own desk-based archaeological assessment, superseding the errant 


archaeological and architectural proposal report submitted by the previous developer, Mr M Bolton, and his 


agents, John Pickin, Archaeology and Heritage Services (2016), and Robert Potter & Partners, Chartered 


Holywood Church, Holywood, Dumfries, 
DG2 0RH 


Tel +44 7538 749169 


markhuitson1@gmail.com 


 


rachelbonde.heggerwoodrealms@gmail.com 
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Architects (2013), which fail to identify both the nature of the attending and interred archaeology presented and 


recorded. 


We purchased Holywood Church to convert into a domestic dwelling in 2019, under conditions attached within 


the existing planning application. This development is now unfeasible due to the site’s historic provenance, and 


inherent, destructive, deep sited archaeological issues. Thus, we have been simply maintaining security of the site 


and bells for the last four and a half years, defending the site against palpable miscreant attention, providing 


vaulted security for the bells, whilst we engaged with Scottish government agency and academia to recognise the 


site’s special provenance, and so assist in a new mutually beneficial plan for the site and security of the bells. In 


respect of coercing a collaborative partnership, we have failed. All our financial resources have now been 


stripped, and we are no longer able to maintain robust protection, and so we have been forced to suspend security, 


thus the church and bells are under immediate threat. We can no longer maintain the church for heritage’s sake or 


wish to continue with ownership of the church without a suitable development plan to suit our own needs, and 


thus need to dispose of the church as soon as practicable to a new owner appropriate to its development. 


Due to the bells’ unique nature, no assessor has been willing to assign valuation, thus the bells are uninsurable. 


The bells cannot be returned to the church under any condition, under any ownership, due to their inherent 


value. Thus, any sale of the church and bells intact is unfeasible. Our specialist antiquities advisor from Lyon and 


Turnbull, Edinburgh, counsels the bells and church will not find a single, appropriate buyer, particularly one 


prepared to develop the church with bells together. Thus, we wish to transfer the bells to a new owner and 


facilitate a hand over of the church to another party. 


Because the church has unique issues, requiring extensive archaeological investigation, deep excavation, and 


development as a signpost to history uncovered, it is not a case of seeking profit, but a new purposed developer 


for the church that will bring benefit to heritage and the area’s economic advantage, using the site’s provenance as 


the draw. 


We appreciate the council has due procedure, but because of the complexities of this issue, with the discovery and 


story around the matter to be aired in the national press, and in proposed documentary, we would request a 


meeting with yourself at the earliest opportunity to facilitate the planning process. 


Yours Sincerely, 


 


Mark Huitson and Rachel Bonde 


OWNERS OF HOLYWOOD CHURCH 
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Economy and Development Services 


Dumfries and Galloway Council. 


c/o Dumfries and Galloway Council HQ, English Street, Dumfries, DG1 2DD 


 


By Email 


Dear Sirs/Madam, 


LATE LISTED BUILDING CONSENT FOR THE REMOVAL OF HOLYWOOD CHURCH BELLS 


We have been monitoring the responses to our planning application, no. 100676837, and appreciate the objections are yet to be 


deliberated within process and recommendation to the planning committee, however that being said, and reiterating this is a 


unique situation purposefully ignored by the dissenters, we relay our comments for your consideration. 


Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland 


‘The hypothetical historical background now provided in no way justifies the action taken.’1 


Out letter to AHSS, in response to their objection is attached. To date, outside confirmation our letter has been passed on for 


consideration on 26 August, we have had no response. 


  


 
1 AHSS objection 22 August 
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Historic Environment Scotland 


‘The removal of the bells is not consistent with national policy and guidance for listed buildings, and we object to this 


application.’2 


It is evident HES (as perhaps expected) did not engage with the archaeological report attached to our application, providing the 


understanding of the site archaeology, its detrimental impact on the church, the risks made apparent in August 2022, and the 


immense value of the bells, hence why prudence dictated the bells be removed. Just as AHSS declared the archaeological report 


as ‘hypothetical’ without offering any qualification for their statement, HES have chosen to ignore the report, presenting a view 


as if the archaeological report was not relevant to the understanding of the bells and the site. Hence their response does not 


reflect the associated risks. If the bells were unprovenanced medieval bells, as HES attest, they would still be retained in the 


church, as the risk from theft would be much reduced. With the bells returned and discounted as purely ‘medieval’, there is the 


regrettable reality, the church would remain undeveloped for the rest of its existence, as it has done for over thirty years. This 


is a point they do not consider in their blind application of policy. 


I will quote the core principals of conservation of the built environment, set out in the local authority’s local development plan; 


‘Purpose and Objectives—'the historic elements of the built structure, the site and its setting must first be understood. Both the 


historic and architectural significance must be assessed and evaluated to allow well-conceived, sensitive and creative proposals 


to come forward. This is the principle of informed conservation.’ As HES have chosen to ignore the presentation of the site and 


understanding within our archaeological report, how can we consider HES’ proposal, well-conceived and informed? The 


purpose of policy is to protect the historic environment, not present decisions bound by policy which will denigrate its future 


existence, not by removal of the bells, which we agree is regrettable considering the bells nine hundred year relationship, but 


by their retention at a time heritage is under threat by an environment of public and community apathy, together with pernicious 


theft and vandalism. 


The crux to rescuing the church and preserving the building is recognition of the bells’ provenance, ie, their sponsor. The 


archaeological report we present, is the only meritorious understanding of the bells, yet is constantly ignored by HES, since 


first presented to them in 2021, who excuse their lack of engagement as, ‘We are content that the information and research you 


have provided does not contradict the statement in the listed building record that the bells are medieval. I can see why it is 


important to you to have a public body engage in detail with your research and your dating of the Holywood church bells. 


However, our formal functions (as set out in Our Regulatory Framework) do not include a role of this nature.’3 However, in 


terms of our planning application they would have had to consider the archaeological report, but again they have ignored it and 


the significance of the bells; this time without giving reason. 


‘As in art, the refusal by a prime expert or institution to authenticate an artefact has the drastic consequence of rendering it 


worthless. Even if the owner demonstrates sound provenance, if the prime expert refuses to agree with the attribution, their 


opinion will make the artefact unsaleable, even if their opinions are unsubstantiated.’4 There are no experts in the artefacts, as 


there has been no scholarly focus on either the bells, nor the bells’ sponsor, nor the nature of his role within 12 th century 


ecclesiastical society. The two academic-declared specialists have both rejected the archaeological report without offering 


substantiated opinion; both duly criticised by the peers for their lack of scholarly review. Their views would be seen in an 


English judiciary as a slander of goods, but as they have only expressed their opinions to us, we have little legal recourse. HES 


are no better, except instead of denial, they have employed ignorance. 


‘In our response we noted that we could in principle accept the removal of the bells from the church if this was shown to be 


necessary and there was a clear, appropriate plan in place for their re-location to another suitable location.’ 


 
2 HES, September 2024 
3 HES Director, July 2024 
4 Valentine, Constantine Cannon LLP, September 2022. 
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We have for three years attempted to engage with Scottish institution, museums, universities for recognition, so they may have 


the opportunity to be lodged within a public institution. However, without academic or institutional authentication or support 


we cannot guarantee the bells will be presented, together with the correct narrative, rather than the specious current academic 


‘accepted view’ despite said view having been dismantled absolutely. It can only be recognition of the bells provenance that 


will raise sufficient funds to rehabilitate the church as per our proposal. We have not yet found a heritage agent to assist us in 


locating a suitable new developer, who we are advised, will only come forward once the provenance of the find is accepted. 


HES accept that authentication by a recognised expert or institution is required to authenticate the provenance of the bells. 


Authentication will see a disused church become a heritage asset, instead of an unused liability, mis-bought by my wife and I, 


within a catalogue of misplay. To quote Policy HEP2, ‘decisions affecting the historic environment should ensure that its 


understanding and enjoyment as well as its benefits are secured for present and future generations.’ Yet HES have ignored the 


understanding of the site, which enhances the site’s history significantly, gathered for the first time in a commendable report 


for the ‘understanding and enjoyment’ of the public. 


For us to return the bells and purely accept them as medieval (1093 – 1603) and ignore the facts of our report, as HES has done, 


would be to accept the church, with a one-to-two-million-pound remedial cost, would remain undeveloped and unsaleable, 


positioned as it is, without basic amenities and defensible space, in an unmaintained graveyard. The reality is the church would 


become yet another unused and forgotten historic building in Dumfriesshire. We would abandon our on-presence site security 


and return the church to inevitable risk of vandalism and theft, as experienced by the last developer, who was forced to take up 


residence within the church in around 2014, after two stained glass windows were irreparably damaged. Considering the 


frequency over the last three years of incursion onto the site by groups of youths and itinerant opportunists, the church, like so 


many disused sites in south west Scotland, would certainly fall prey to dereliction and destruction. Of cause we would be held 


responsible by the authorities, dismissing their involvement, in both granting specious planning permission for a house 


conversion, and a lack of support in reaching a workable solution for the church. 


We point out Dumfries and Galloway is fourth on the list of the most dangerous areas in Scotland closely following Dundee 


and Glasgow City and west Dunbartonshire.5 It was third in 2023, which is not an endorsement for leaving easily transportable 


bells, declared worth a fortune,6 with an insurance valuation of one hundred and forty million pounds,7 hanging, held by eight 


bolts, in an indefensible tower. 


When we arrive at authentication created through public petition, as it is apparent it will not come through the prudent behaviour 


of the historical sector, even if we could defy our selling agents and find a buyer for the church and bells together, why would 


any subsequent purchaser return the bells, better placed in a museum, or private collection to the church belfry? 


Our report and discovery is now in the public domain. All debate, since promoting the discovery on social media, has simply 


further confirmed there is no defensible counterargument to our find. Regrettably, since we were forced to remove the dog 


security team from the church in July through a lack of funding, we have achieved nothing but advertise there may be something 


worth protecting in the church, hence, there has been an increase in after dark ingress onto the church site. No law is broken 


because it is a public site, but it is only my presence that challenges any who may have foul intent. However, that does not 


prevent abuse and threats and even bodily harm being presented whilst challenging groups of youths and men present in the 


surrounding graveyard, both late at night and in the small hours. 


Regardless, if the planning committee agree or not with our removal of the bells to facilitate a new development plan for the 


church, the bells cannot and will not be able to be returned to Holywood Church belfry, for practicalities of safety for the bells, 


and ourselves. I ask you, would any sane person leave hanging, priceless, irreplaceable and unique artefacts, worth tens of 


millions of pounds, in an empty, isolated church? This a question we would put to the committee, challenging perhaps their 


own understanding of the bells. I would hope the committee make their decision on their own assessment and quality of 


 
5 Scottish Police Data Repository, retrieved September 2024 
6 Tweedy, Lyon and Turnbull, May 2021 
7 Coutts, August 2023 
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understanding of the bells’ provenance presented in the report. If you have not yet read it, I urge you to do so. You will see why 


our findings have not been contested by any verifiable counter opinion. It is the veracity of our report which forms the counter 


to HES’ reasoning and will be legal argument against any professional witness pitted against any remedial action to have the 


bells returned to the church. We are gaining a growing number of beta readers, all who see the tremendous quality of our 


research and depth of understanding. The latest beta reader to feedback was Brigadier Alex Potts, principal private secretary to 


Their Royal Highnesses, the Duke and Duchess of Edinburgh, who declared the archaeological report, ‘an extraordinary piece 


of research’. That is exactly what it is. It is only a matter of time before we gather the right voices and commentators to promote 


our case before the public, and garner international support for truth over obstinacy and prejudice, and publicise the fact, that 


to date, there has been little support or merit exhibited outside our actions to safeguard the bells and a church, mis-sold to us 


through a catalogue of official deceit and misplay. 


The church, without the bells’ attribution to a master of a religious order has no future, other than disuse. dilapidation and 


pernicious destruction. It has no value as a domestic dwelling, conversion, or even as a commercial property, as it has no 


amenities of defensible space or external space.  The deep-sited archaeology renders it uninhabitable, or even occupiable 


without either constant dehumidification, or exorbitantly expensive remedial archaeological and ground engineering works. 


‘It is unclear to us what impact the removal of the bells has had on the fabric of the belfry.’  


I will advise that the bells hung from a bell frame, that sits within the belfry. The frame forms no structural connection to the 


tower, resting without mechanical fixing on the wall of the tower and the belfry floor. The removal of the bells, combined 


weight at around 170Kg, has had no impact on the bell frame, as confirmed by our bell engineer. 


‘We are willing to assess any additional information or meet you and the applicant(s) to discuss our concerns and potential 


solutions.’ 


We request you take up HES’ offer and arrange a meeting, with ourselves, to come up to a pragmatic solution for the future of 


the church within legislative and policy constraints that satisfies all, and that we are invited to the planning committee, so we 


may make a statement, regarding the church. The time has come for the prejudices and failures of those operating within an 


official capacity to be acknowledged, and organisational core values and visions to be enacted upon appropriately to ensure 


Scottish heritage is actually protected, rather than policy enacted indiscriminately for policy’s sake, without merit or 


pragmatism, and the historical record corrected to reflect the truth. 


 


Yours Sincerely, 


For Mark Huitson and Rachel Bonde 


OWNERS OF HOLYWOOD CHURCH 
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AUGUST 26, 2024 


AHSS National Office, 15 Rutland Square, Edinburgh. EH1 2BE 


By Email 


Dear Sirs/Madam, 


HOLYWOOD CHURCH, HOLYWOOD, DG2 ORG: AHSS OBJECTION TO THE PLANNING APPLICATION 
NUMBER: 24/1491/LBC 


On 22 August 2024, your organisation made objection to our request for the removal of the bells from Holywood Church, 


Dumfriesshire. Firstly, we would like to thank you for your attention on the matter. We say this, considering our 


disappointment with the complete lack of engagement with our campaign and consultation with the local community and 


Scotland’s historical and academic sector to save the church and have the bells recognised for what they are, and so have the 


opportunity to be lodged in a public institution, rather than locked away in a private dwelling. 


We would agree that the bells have an integral connection to Holywood, and we are sorry that we must be the ones to break 


the physical link with the church and a nine-hundred-year association with the site. It is an action forced upon us by the 


historical sector’s ineffectual actions regarding the church, its management and interrogation of the historical record and the 


negligence of the Church of Scotland and the previous developer’s architectural and archaeological agents, who failed to 


consider the archaeology of the site, despite clear evidence and record. The church has stood unused for thirty years and 


would remain unused, in a state of slow decline because there has not been any meritorious intervention, until that is, our 


involvement, identifying issues with the church that have been present for over a hundred years, yet apparently have gone 


unheeded; a circumstance you have chosen to ignore in your objection. 


We bought the church with planning permission for a three-bedroom house conversion that should never have been submitted 


in the first instance, and so we came to own a mis-sold church and its bells that are far more significant than we were led to 


believe. We became one of the many, who come to own heritage, and so we are presented with the practical challenges of 


protecting it. But instead of seeing to its rehabilitation, we have been forced to commit to nearly five years to properly 


understand the site, campaign for its recognition, and over one-hundred thousand pounds, not on renovation, but on security, 


all because the historical sector has let this property be overlooked through ignorance and conjectural opinion, rather than 


meritorious research and understanding. 


We note your objection; ‘The hypothetical historical background now provided in no way justifies the action taken. What we 


definitely know about these bells is that they are medieval and have a direct historic relationship with the church that has 


housed them since it was built in 1779, as well as with the earlier history of Holywood Abbey which stood on the same site. 


These bells have a vital connection to the tower in which they hung; they should not have been removed and we ask the 


Council to ensure they are now returned as soon as possible.' 


To grant your wish would mean, in practical terms, the church would remain undeveloped, and the bells put at unacceptable 


risk while left insitu. The church to slowly rot with disuse in an area of pernicious vandalism. If you had engaged fully with 


the application and the issues surrounding the church and the bells, you would know without our attendance on site as 


security, the church would have fallen to a similar fate as St Benedict’s Convent, three miles away from the church. Indeed, I 


have intervened in several incursions, intent on entry into the church, incurring physical harm on one occasion. 


Holywood Church, Holywood, Dumfries, 
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Tel +44 7538 749169 
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My wife and I felt, although your objection may have been well meant, it lacked merit through what we can only assume is 


ignorance, further illustrating the shortcomings of many of those that constitute the historical sector in Scotland. It appears 


AHSS are less concerned about the preservation of the bells and church and more concerned with a principle that may appear 


to have merit but offers no practical solution. We are at a loss to understand AHSS’ intention, considering the facts offered 


within the application, which included the exact nature of the constraints maintaining the bells on site and the inherent 


problems constraining any church development. We appreciate AHSS is a voluntary organisation dedicated to the protection, 


preservation, study and appreciation of Scotland’s historic buildings, but can only wonder how you feel returning the bells to 


the property within what has become a seemingly unassailable challenge to preserve this church in a climate of indifference, 


will both protect the bells and the church? What do you foresee as the result of your request; have you even considered it?  


The danger, with the AHSS making public statement, is that others may consider your views qualified, and so we must 


challenge your consideration and competence in this matter. ‘The hypothetical historical background now provided in no way 


justifies the action taken.’ We must assume you read the archaeological investigative report and the supplementary 


information regarding the reasons why the bells were removed and why they cannot return, before you made a public 


objection. Your statement is unqualified; however, the public may see AHSS’ view as considered and competent. What in our 


detailed and focused study on the bells and the site is ‘hypothetical’? What in our application lacks merit? We would be 


pleased to receive your critique of our investigation and the qualification of those in your organisation that made it. Our 


presentation is the only meritorious comprehension of the bells, misunderstood by the historical sector for the want of 


competent assessment by those with a skill set to make forensic analysis rather than offer superficial opinion. 


Rather than ignore your concerns, my wife and I wish to engage you in proper and cogent consideration of the realities of 


Holywood church and its heritage, and the regrettable and avoidable catalogue of misplay enacted by the historical sector, if 


only to educate about the shortcomings of how the historical record is maintained and how it is important that developers 


fully understand the nature of the site before submitting their proposals. We would welcome your association’s engagement 


with the historic church to help us come to a satisfactory solution for its future, including ensuring it is passed onto an 


organisation such that could expose the archaeology and develop the building for the benefit of heritage, education and the 


community; showcasing Scotland’s heritage to the world, in an area that sees its heritage in decline. 


Considering our interactions with Scotland’s historical sector, its government and the local authority and its representatives, 


we doubt you will take up our offer of proactive involvement with Scottish heritage under threat. In the meantime, we will 


include your objection on our campaign website, www.hiddenheritage.info. Your objection and your opinion our research is 


purely conjectural will stand alongside our archaeological investigation report, so the public can judge its merit for 


themselves. It will be further illustration of the obtuse and avoidant nature of another aspect of the Scottish historical sector, 


intent not in assisting in the practical protection of its architectural heritage but offering up unqualified opinion and needless 


obstacle, rather than meritorious intervention. 


Yours Sincerely, 


for Mark Huitson and Rachel Bonde 


OWNERS OF HOLYWOOD CHURCH 
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4 October 2024 


Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland 


AHSS National Office, 15 Rutland Square, Edinburgh. EH1 2BEBy Email 


Dear Sirs/Madam, 


Following on from concerns laid out in our letter dated, 26 August 2024, we hoped the AHSS regional network of volunteers 


would engage with us in a very serious dilemma of heritage under threat, following our clarification of the provenance of the 


bells of Holywood Church and the attending archaeology, which seriously constrains any future development work. 


We have had no reply, and with it, no qualification of AHSS’s opinions expressed in the letter to Dumfries and Galloway 


planning authority 22 August 2024. Although we have not interrogated the reason for the lack of response, we will assume the 


person/s who made representation and objection to our application on behalf of AHSS were purely expressing their opinion 


informed by their current understanding, and not in review of our application, which included the three-year collaborative 


forensic archaeological investigation, which is the basis of our application to have the bells removed. 


For the last three years, my wife and I have sought authentication of a discovery of important medieval history and unique, 


priceless bronze artefacts, revealing a story filling a significant gap in Scottish Templar history. However, we are continually 


frustrated by a ubiquitous condition within the history and academic sector—intellectual prejudice. 


Despite our three-year, focused, collaborative and detailed forensic examination of the artefacts, record, and reference, the 


discovery is denied by those in Scottish historical governance who have the power to authenticate it. They would rather see the 


artefacts lost in ambiguity, rather than accepted into the public record, with admission that intellectual capacity can exist outside 


the institution of the professional historian, and that traditional understanding of artefacts made over one hundred years ago, 


within the constraints of the period, could be in error. 


My wife and I had the skills and the necessity to carry out the study, and together with scholars, specialists, and the College of 


Arms have produced an exemplary investigative report. My wife holds two degrees in archaeology, and I have nearly fifty 


years in historical enquiry, award winning medieval recreative art and building conservation. Both my wife and I are analysts, 


gifted professionals, proven practitioners of efficiency and challenge. 


The latest version of our archaeological report was the culmination of four thousand hours dedicated to research, crafted into 


over two-hundred thousand words laid out in investigation and illustration, with evidence and compelling circumstance building 
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the conclusion, rather than supposition, opinion, or nebulous association and speculation. The report is considered by our 


esteemed beta read as a remarkable piece of research that irrefutably dismantles the current accepted view, and instead presents 


evidence and fact that ‘speaks for itself’, with a robust conclusion that provides the only meritorious understanding of the 


artefacts and a religious site in the 12th century. The discovery remains uncontested yet is denied and ignored by those who 


have the eminence to authenticate it, and as such are much criticised, even by their academic colleagues. 


We are, irrefutably, in possession of two of some of the oldest fully attributable Christian church bells in the world and the 


oldest so far found in the UK, sponsored by a 12th century Scottish lord, master of a religious confraternity of knights, commonly 


referred to as Knight Templars, and as such are unique and priceless. The bells, and a cache of decorative stone from a 12 th 


century Templar-built church, were recovered from a dilapidated church we bought in 2019 hoping to make it our home. Under 


the floor of the current church lies more interred stone from the demolished former church, and deep sited archaeology of 


Holywood Abbey, filled with ground heated water causing catastrophic humidity problems throughout. Archaeological reports 


and evidence present voids, complete with artefacts, and we have recovered a piece of a medieval gilded obsidian chalice from 


the church site, along with a masons’ stone most likely from a chapel within the former church. 


Despite many medieval history academics excusing themselves from considering our discovery, for reasons of ‘lack of 


expertise’, we were fortunate to have internationally, academic-referred scholars critique our report. However, their review 


only illustrated the partisanship of the professional historian, choosing to completely ignore our research, while supporting an 


outmoded and discredited Victorian theory they presented as ‘the accepted traditional view’, bolstered by their own unverifiable 


opinion, blatantly opposing contemporary evidence and peer understanding. 


Our case is a familiar story of any discovery made outside academia, discounted for no reason other than intellectual 


partisanship. We need help to save medieval heritage against those who are perversely appointed to understand and protect it. 


A church, mis sold to us with planning permission to convert to a domestic dwelling, is at threat of disuse and pernicious 


vandalism. Priceless artefacts, and the archaeology that supports their history is currently under threat. We are alone in our 


quest to protect it, losing our home in the pursuit of truth, and our family separated in the cause of security of the church site, 


committing our income to safeguarding a find that would be of significant commercial benefit to tourism in a hard-pressed area 


of Scotland, and respite to a family who were duped into committing all their capital into a church, hoping for a home, but 


instead inheriting a catalogue of misunderstanding, professional negligence and misplay. 


We have come to learn prejudiced ill-informed opinion is commonplace within the historical sector, illustrating why the bells 


and the site of Holywood Church have been allowed to be so misunderstood by its previous keepers. So much so, the church 


and bells were discarded by the Church of Scotland without proper consideration, as an ill-advised dwelling conversion. It is 


illustration of the flaw that pervades the academic-led historical sector, where unverifiable opinion is allowed to be expressed 


over fact, and where that opinion becomes understood as fact over time by those that have reason to engage in the historical 


narrative. 


Without evidence it is understandable critical supposition is the only available tool to try to understand material artefact or 


events, however not all that is deemed critical supposition is formed because of a lack of evidence, but more so through a lack 


of understanding, collaboration, research and critical thought. This is a common complaint with academic writing, as it often 


does not seek to test the origins of original historical thought. Whereas it is certain the bells are taken from Holywood Abbey, 


the understanding of them and the origins of the abbey have been formed by unchallenged Victorian supposition, depriving a 


fuller historical understanding of the site. 


Historic Environment Scotland (HES), like AHSS, contest the bells should be returned to the church, under a general ‘medieval’ 


understanding, a flocculant category HES created for the bells in 2023, after my wife and I successfully challenged their listing 


reference to a demonstrably incompetent 1920 governmental audit, presenting the bells as 16th century. However, returning the 


bells is suggested only because like AHSS, HES refuse to engage with the conclusions laid out in the only meritorious forensic 


understanding of the bells. Returning the bells as ‘medieval’ and not 12th century Templar, would see the church remain disused, 


targeted for arson, theft and vandalism, until the building suffers the fate of so much heritage in Scotland—decrepitation. 
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However, my wife and I are not so negligent, or ignorant, as to return the bells without assurance of their safety and 


sustainability of the church. This can only be achieved with third party institutional authentication of the bells, valued at over 


£100m, guaranteeing future for the building as a signpost to the area’s rich heritage. 


As a volunteer organisation, your members are most likely imbued with a passion for history; it is a commendable quality. My 


wife and I regret to report, this passion is not necessarily shared by those who operate as professional historians, who have 


elected themselves key holders of history, in paternalistic control over who they regard as layman—amateurs. These key holders 


are directed less by a passion for historical enquiry, but in self-service within their own society, hiding behind policy designed 


to protect Scottish heritage, but instead, on this occasion, intent on destruction, for no other reason than obstinacy and prejudice. 


Historians both tenured and amateur have a right to be heard and considered for their dedication to investigation and protection 


of history, and the heritage it leaves behind. Intellectual capacity for historical enquiry is not created in universities, it enters 


university to gain discipline and an environment of scholarship. Academic qualification is not a guarantee of intellectual 


capacity; not all professional historians have a true empathy with history, and all are infallible. It is therefore important those 


who do have a passion for history and heritage look to fostering an inclusive understanding and intercede when historical 


governance is acting to the detriment of that understanding. In this purpose we would think AHSS have an important role to 


play. 


Yours Sincerely, 


For Mark Huitson and Rachel Bonde, owners of Holywood Church, Dumfriesshire 
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Mark Huitson <markhuitson1@gmail.com>


Your correspondence regarding planning Application no 24/1491/LBC
Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland <nationaloffice@ahss.org.uk> Sun, Oct 6, 2024 at 6:07 PM
To: Mark Huitson <markhuitson1@gmail.com>
Cc: Rachel Bonde <rachelbonde.heggerwoodrealms@gmail.com>, "info@hiddenheritage.info"
<info@hiddenheritage.info>


 


 
Mr Mark Huitson
Holywood Church
HOLYWOOD
DG2 0RG
 
By email: markhuitson1@gmail.com
 
 
Dear Mr Huitson
 
HOLYWOOD CHURCH, HOLYWOOD, DG2 0RG: AHSS OBJECTION TO THE PLANNING APPLICATION NUMBER:
24/1491/LBC
 
Thank you for your letter to the AHSS concerning the above application and outlining your disappointment in our
objection to it.
 
The AHSS is a national organisation whose remit is the protection of Scotland’s architectural heritage. To help with
this we routinely look at all applications for Listed Building Consent, as well as those for Planning Permission for all
buildings in Conservation Areas, throughout Scotland. This involves considerable work and we do it through
regional cases panels which act independently but follow national guidelines to ensure consistency of approach.
The Society also has a National Conservation Committee to oversee standards and to help with difficult cases
when asked. We are the only body who  do this and thus have a national overview since the Councils only look
after their own areas, while Historic Environment Scotland mainly concerns itself with policy and buildings of
national importance, and other amenity bodies have their particular concerns. The purpose of our advice is to
speak on behalf of the buildings and it is directed at the planning officers not the applicants. The planning officers
often find an independent view of value in their own deliberations while in turn we can encourage the Councils to
follow their agreed policies. In the case of Dumfries and Galloway Council the policies are Policy HE1 Listed
Buildings and Policy HE2 Conservation Areas.
 
I have reviewed this case in my capacity as Acting Chair of the Society and also Chair of the National Conservation
Committee. I have to say that I am in agreement with the objection put forward by our local panel and for the
reasons they give. The age and significance of the bells and their intimate connection with the building that
houses them mean that we have no alternative but to point out to the Council that their removal would be
contrary to Policy HE1 Listed Buildings and thus should be refused. It is up to the Council to decide if there are
special circumstances which would justify a contravention of this policy and the expert view of Historic
Environment Scotland will help them with this decision.
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I am sorry to send you this disappointing reply to your letter. Our Society, staffed entirely by volunteers, campaigns
hard for the protection and the better understanding of the value of Scotland’s built heritage and it is our belief
that this is done most effectively by understanding and following the national and local planning policies that
concern it.
 
 
Yours sincerely
 
Jocelyn M Cunliffe
 
Jocelyn Cunliffe RIBA FRIAS FRSA
Chair, AHSS National Conservation Committee
  


 
15 Rutland Square, Edinburgh EH1 2BE | 0131 557 0019 | www.ahss.org.uk
--------------------------------------------
The Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland (AHSS) is a registered charity: SC 007554 REG
The Society is registered as a Company Limited by Guarantee: SC356726


From: Mark Huitson <markhuitson1@gmail.com>
Sent: 04 October 2024 08:58
To: Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland <nationaloffice@ahss.org.uk>
Cc: Rachel Bonde <rachelbonde.heggerwoodrealms@gmail.com>; info@hiddenheritage.info
<info@hiddenheritage.info>
Subject: Re: Your correspondence regarding planning Application no 24/1491/LBC
 
[Quoted text hidden]


19/11/2024, 14:20 Gmail - Your correspondence regarding planning Application no 24/1491/LBC


https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ik=8c5eaa83cf&view=pt&search=all&permmsgid=msg-f:1812188925573601221&simpl=msg-f:18121889255736… 2/2



http://www.ahss.org.uk/

mailto:markhuitson1@gmail.com

mailto:nationaloffice@ahss.org.uk

mailto:rachelbonde.heggerwoodrealms@gmail.com

mailto:rachelbonde.heggerwoodrealms@gmail.com

mailto:info@hiddenheritage.info

mailto:info@hiddenheritage.info




D&Gc.150724.pdf


JULY 15, 2024 


Planning Department 


Economy and Development Services 


Dumfries and Galloway Council. 


c/o Dumfries and Galloway Council HQ, English Street, Dumfries, DG1 2DD 


By Email 


Dear Sirs/Madam, 


HOLYWOOD CHURCH, HOLYWOOD, DG2 0RH 


Please find information, supplementing planning application 100676837-001, requesting permanent 


removal of the existing church bells. 


Reference 


We refer to the above property, a category B listed property, added 6/8/1971. Historic Environment Scotland, listing 


LB10209, contained within the Local and Planning Authority, Dumfries and Galloway. NGR: NX 95495 79655. Coordinates: 


295495, 579655. 


We take as our reference, Dumfries and Galloway Council, Local Development Plan 2, Historic Built Environment 


Supplementary Guidance - February 2020, Scottish Government policy, NPF4, and Historic Environment Policy for Scotland 


policy, HEP4. 


Archaeological consideration 


We refer you to the archaeological report, The Templar Bells of Scotland: An investigation into the origins of the bells in a 


Dumfriesshire church (Version 4.1, August 2023) M. Huitson & R. Bonde. 


The study is the first time the bells, their sponsor and the church origins have been considered within a comprehensive, 


collaborative and competent investigation. The report has been tested with referred medieval history and material artefact 


scholars, and with an absence of verifiable academic or scholarly counter, the study provides the only meritorious evidenced 


understanding of the bells taken from Holywood Church. 


The report highlights (section 4.4) the attending archaeology that causes catastrophic humidity problems suffered throughout 


the church; archaeology ignored by the previous developer’s agents in application to the local planning authority for change 


of use of the church to a domestic dwelling. 


Holywood Church, Holywood, Dumfries, 
DG2 0RH 


Tel +44 7538 749169 


markhuitson1@gmail.com 
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Background 


The property was previously awarded planning permission to create a three-bedroom property to developer, Mr M 


Bolton in 2013 (Ref: 13/P/3/0348), after he purchased the property from the Church of Scotland in around 2010. 


The planning application was supported by architectural proposals created by Robert Potter & Partners, 


Chartered Architects (2013) and an archaeological survey by John Pickin, Archaeology and Heritage Services 


(2016). 


The previous developer’s agents produced reports and proposals without proper understanding of the inherent 


recorded archaeology beneath the church, and its current and historically destructive environmental effects. There 


appears to have been a lack of comprehensive desk top analysis and environmental survey, resulting in an 


unsuitable and unfeasible planning application brought forward in support of the church to be converted into a 


three-bedroom domestic dwelling. 


The previous developer did not adhere to the core principals of conservation of the built environment, set out in 


the local authority’s local development plan; ‘Purpose and Objectives—'the historic elements of the built 


structure, the site and its setting must first be understood. Both the historic and architectural significance must be 


assessed and evaluated to allow well-conceived, sensitive and creative proposals to come forward. This is the 


principle of informed conservation.’ 


Current owners’ original intent 


Holywood Church was specifically purchased in 2019 to convert into a home. As such the dilapidated unrestored 


property was chosen because it already had planning permissions in place to convert the formed place of worship 


into a three-bedroom house. However, this development is now impracticable due to the exorbitant cost of 


refurbishment, measured against the value of the property as a domestic dwelling, and the anticipated increased 


public interest in the site and its newly revealed heritage. 


We have, since taking over the property in 2019, only had cause to provide twenty-four-hour security and reactive 


maintenance as the need arises to maintain the structure as bought, without carrying out any refurbishment, while 


we investigated the archaeology of the property and campaigned with Scottish historical institution and academia 


for support to help find a collaborative solution to the discovery and the church’s future. 


Archaeological consideration -the cost of refurbishment 


The necessary archaeological and ground engineering works to remedy the church’s long standing humidity 


problems is prohibitive, rendering any development proposal to create a three-bedroom domestic dwelling 


impracticable in terms of investment. 


Archaeological works, in discussion with specialist authorities, including AOC Archaeology Group, Edinburgh, 


Headland Archaeology, Edinburgh, and Sumo Survey Service, London for geophysics, provided an understanding 


of the cost of investigating the underfloor voids and removal of the interred archaeology. The costs given 


(inclusive of VAT) are subjective based on the desk-based assessment within the report, and likely archaeology 


that would be encountered during an iterative process of investigation, with each stage informing what happens at 







Page 3 of 7 


the next. We are cautioned, by archaeological agents, the costs indicated are likely to be a baseline, depending on 


how much archaeology is uncovered, the nature of the archaeology, how deep an excavation is required, site 


conditions and the extent of any ground engineering works. As such anything between 30 and 50% extra cost 


should be expected, ‘if not more’. 


Item Description Estimated 


Cost 


Supporting 


works 


Shoring and propping; result of deep excavation, including archaeological impute and consideration 30,000 


Non-invasive 


survey 


Geophysics survey site internally and immediately surrounding the church and access road 15,000 18,000 


Management listed building consent, Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI), archaeologist on site for duration 


(estimated 6 months)- watching brief, plus report. 


60,000 


Survey Initial test pits (1m x 1m x 1m) x 6  15,000 


Survey Extra over for extra test pits as required x 4  10,000 


Survey Test pits report and treatment of finds  10,000 


Supporting 


works  


Lifting Victorian floor and protect, including method statement to expose original Georgian limecrete 


subfloor 


8,000 


Excavation  Removal of layer of interred stonework from previous church demolition, preservation and storage 12,000 


Remedial and 


Reinstatement 


Reinstatement of timber floor 5,000 


Excavation Excavation below limecrete floor level including for council and archaeological watching brief 


(provisional depth up to 30 ft) max 170 sqm area 


220,000 


Treatment Specialist find treatment; pottery and glass ID, X Ray, skeletal remains, and reburial  10,000 


Treatment preservation and storage of finds. 7,000 


Miscellaneous Pumping and diver provision (deep water), health and safety kit,  80,000 


Security  Building screening and twenty-four-hour security during archaeological investigation (circa six 


months) (at £22 per hour) 


100,000 


Remedial and 


Reinstatement 


Treatment and protection of found insitu archaeology, waterproofing and ground engineering works  200,000 


Miscellaneous Extra over for public viewing and community involvement 15,000 


 Baseline Estimate  800,000 


 Contingency (at 30%) 240,000 


Two bells forming part of the current listing 


The two Holywood Church bells had not received any prior competent assessment before the 2020 study, detailed within the 


attached archaeological report. The bells are original to the former abbey, and sponsored by a 12 th century knight, William le 


Riche, lord of Fowlis, aka William Masculus. The sponsor was concurrently styled a knight, cleric and head of the religious 


convent of Holy Wood, ie., he was a master within a religious military order, with a credible connection to the Templar Order, 


making these bells uniquely provenanced medieval artefacts and priceless. 
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In proper consideration of the bells’ provenance, and the challenges made by governmental audit and public contest in 1920 


and 2009 against the published view created by James Barbour in 1898, prudence dictated the bells should have been re-


examined by the former owner; the Church of Scotland and so removed before disposal of the property in 2010. 


Following the archaeological study, concerns were raised over the security and insurance of the bells. Discussion with several 


insurance agents, international auction houses and leading antiquities experts have only resulted in an ‘arbitrary’ eight figure 


value being cited. All agree the bells, with a Templar master provenanced as sponsor, are priceless, ‘worth a fortune’. Without 


any comparable artefact presented to the market there is a reluctance to offer a valuation. The bells are thus deemed 


uninsurable. 


The inherent value and uniqueness, together with the general publication of the 2023 archaeological report, means the bells 


cannot be afforded suitable security within Holywood Church. 


The removal of the bells and public access 


In April 2020, an application was made to the planning authority to have the bells removed off site. We were concerned of the 


loss of public access to the bells, and the previous developer’s architect’s unsound proposals for public viewing, including 


alterations to the bell tower which would have removed the louvres, a prominent architectural feature having significant 


impact on the local landscape, whilst creating an unsound environment for the bell frame and bell chamber in terms of 


harmonics. However, we postponed the process as it became apparent during the application the bells had far greater 


historical significance than first thought, and retention in the church tower was deemed appropriate in terms of security, while 


study was in progress. 


To facilitate safety and closer inspection of the bells, while essential maintenance work was carried out in the tower (see 


section 3.0 in the report), the bells were lowered in 2022 by BCM Steeplejacks ltd, Melrose, within guidance provided by the 


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


statements provided by the bell engineer. The bells were stored on site, crated in two bespoke ISPM 15 quality art-shipping 


containers (Rocket Van Ltd), following advice from a bronze antiquity specialist. 


The bell frame was inspected and found sound, although the belfry floor was rotten in places and deemed unsafe. The bells 


exhibited no bronze disease, cracks, although the canons had been damaged/repaired and had been subject to fire at some 


point in their existence. The bell clappers and leather strapping were in good order and kept insitu with the bells. The original 


corroded hangers were retained so that new metalwork could be fabricated to the same 18 th century pattern. Only the bell 


ropes were discarded due to condition. 


In August 2022, following a sharp increase in after dark incursion onto the cemetery site and a nearby arson attack on empty 


historic property, the bells were immediately removed off-site to secure vaulted storage. 


The provenance of the bells and their value dictates the bells’ location is kept secret and so are not available for public access. 


The bells will not be returned to the church under any circumstances in their current ownership, due to the risk to security of 


the bells and the church. We, instead, propose having the bells digitally recorded, to allow re-creation/recast of the two bells 


to facilitate public access, under a new development arrangement. 


Future development 


Together with the nature of the discovery and an estimated refurbishment cost, including treatment of 


subterranean archaeology to remedy humidity problems, to be in seven figures, deems a domestic dwelling 
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conversion financially unfeasible. Thus, we have abandoned our original development plan. A new development 


plan is thus required, one that considers the cost of refurbishment and its found heritage. 


We are no longer the suitable developers for this property, so we have the challenge of passing the church 


property to another developer appropriate to its found heritage, one who will offer new development proposals 


preserving its character, and its special archaeological and historic interest. 


All selling agents contacted, have deemed disposal of the church and bells together, impracticable due to the 


contrasting provenance and potential high value of the bells as antiquities, and the inherent cost and specialist 


development needs of the church. With the potential of speculative purchasers bidding solely on the strength the 


bells’ value and desirability, and perhaps less focused in the church development, even with further potential 


discovery, it is possible the church’s renovation could be potentially deferred indefinitely. 


We wish to ensure the church is renovated and protected under a new development plan as the focus, with 


incentives in place to develop the church to suit heritage policy. Whereas we do not want to be prescriptive over 


the direction of the development of the church, we have an aspiration that the church becomes a signpost to the 


history of the site, an educational resource, and a benefit to the local community and tourism. As the bells’ value 


prevents them being housed on site under any circumstance, therefore the bells must be rehomed under a separate 


mechanism to the disposal of the church, with only facsimiles of the bells returning to the site. 


The only hope for Holywood Church, to see the redundant historic building brought back into sustainable and 


productive use, recognising its social, environmental and economic value in terms of the historic environment, the 


local community and cultural identity, is to see the find universally recognised and the bells find a new keeper, 


with monies raised used to completely refurbish, protect and repurpose the church, appropriate to the discovery. 


It is proposed Holywood Church, its hearse house, together with a suitable financial grant made available by the 


disposal of the bells, be gifted to a prospective new owner/developer on the understanding they undertake 


• necessary archaeological and building survey. 


• benefits’ analysis, regarding tourism, community, conservation and heritage, to produce a business plan to 


demonstrate the church’s viability and sustainability for the foreseeable future. 


• carry out any archaeological exercise within a context of community engagement and education. 


• archaeological recovery, storage, including suitable presentation of the interred stone from the former 12th 


century church. 


• investigation of archaeology from the former abbey complex remaining under the church, including 


treatment, removal, storage and preservation. 


• ground engineering work required to remedy water retention under the church. 


• remedial works and renovation work to the church appropriate to its proposed use. 


• re-creation of the two bells from a three-dimensional digital recording of the original bells to be sited to 


allow public access. 
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• seeks to support and enhance the local authority’s grounds maintenance of the surrounding historic 


cemetery. 


Historic Environment Scotland 


We have attempted to engage Historic Environment Scotland (HES) in the discovery, so seek assistance in the 


reassignment of the bells into a public institution with recognition of their provenance. HES confirm they do not 


engage with research, ‘We have extremely limited capacity to review listed building records and update them. 


This means that when we do, we focus on whether the record is factually inaccurate. We are content that the 


information and research you have provided does not contradict the statement in the listed building record that the 


bells are medieval. I can see why it is important to you to have a public body engage in detail with your research 


and your dating of the Holywood church bells. However, our formal functions (as set out in Our Regulatory 


Framework) do not include a role of this nature.’ (HES, 14.06.24). 


However, HES accept the ‘traditional view’ (16th century dating) is flawed; ‘It is important to note that the 


Inventory was written over a century ago and should be seen as a work of its time using the best information then 


available. Inventory entries, as with designation records, were not intended to be definitive accounts of sites or 


buildings… We are proposing to update the classification of Holywood Church on the National Record of the 


Historic Environment to note that there are bells here which date from the Medieval period (this encompasses the 


period 1093 – 1603).’ (HES, 06.01.23). 


Challenge 


Regrettably, outside finding treasure trove, there is no official mechanism for having potential far reaching 


historical discovery recognised and recorded by the State, unless it comes from a recognised public or academic 


institution. Consideration by these bodies of any find outside their organisation, is voluntary, with no appeal 


mechanism when those bodies behave in such a way that is evidently dismissive, prejudiced, or unprofessional. 


We are advised no leading academic in medieval studies will accept a new historical reveal from non-academics. 


Only a report written by a regarded scholar will be properly considered, and only then if it does not challenge 


another academic or a fellow antiquarian’s work. Regardless how monumental, complete, evidenced and 


compelling the reveal is, no academic will agree with it. 


It will only be the recognition of the bells’ provenance and by implication the site’s connection to a medieval 


military order, that will ensure the church has funds enough to see it preserved and prosper, rather than stagnate 


and decline in our ownership due to redundancy. We have however, research that is tested with the appropriate 


scholars and remains, with an absence of verifiable academic counter, the only meritorious scholarly evidenced 


legend for the bells, incontestable dating, and an extremely credible Templar connection. The bells being the only 


provenanced Templar artefacts in the world. 


This situation is unique to us, so we are in the process of seeking Scottish heritage and legal agents to assist in the 


transfer of the church, not by financial bid, but by the value offered by the tenderer, procuring a new suitable 


owner/developer under an altruistic agreement, who will undertake such works to ensure the church is refurbished 


and presented suitable to its heritage, discovery and hidden archaeology. 
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Understanding and agreement will need to include, the baseline grant we would need to make available, 


feasibility, mechanism to attract interested parties in the church, evaluation of any private or public sector 


application for the church property, identification of potential grants or financial assistance, both for the current 


owners and future developer, and propose mechanisms and such legal agreements to assign monies from the sale 


of the bells by the current owners, as conditional to the delivery of the aims set out in any tender invitation with 


such covenants put in place to ensure heritage found on site remains, as far as practicable, on site. 


Yours Sincerely, 


Mark Huitson and Rachel Bonde 


OWNERS OF HOLYWOOD CHURCH 
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By email to: 
markhuitson1@gmail.com 
 
Mr Mark Huitson and Rachel 
Bonde 
 
 


Elizabeth McCrone 
Director of Heritage 
Longmore House 
Salisbury Place 
Edinburgh 
EH9 1SH 
 
Elizabeth.McCrone@hes.scot 
+44 (0)131-668-8716 
 
Our case ID: 300074477 
 
08 November 2024 


 
Dear Mr Huitson and Ms Bonde 
 
Your complaint about Holywood Church, Holywood DG2 0RH - late 
listed building consent for the removal of the church bells 
 
You contacted us to complain about Holywood Church, Holywood DG2 0RH - late listed 
building consent for the removal of the church bells on 14 October 2024. We have 
investigated your concerns. In this letter I will explain what we found during the 
investigation, what my conclusions are, and what options are available to you now. 
 
Background 
 
• In August 2022 two medieval bells were removed from the belfry of the category 


B -listed Holywood Church. (Other items are also mentioned). As the former church 
no longer has ecclesiastical exemption as a place of worship (since around 2010), 
listed building consent was required for the removal of the bells, which are 
considered a fixture within the listed building. 


 
• In July 2024 a late listed building consent (LBC) application (24/1491/LBC) was 


submitted by yourselves to Dumfries and Galloway Council for the removal of the 
bells.  


• In July 2024 we were consulted by Dumfries and Galloway Council on the LBC 
application. We requested further time to consider the case and replied on 11 
September 2024, objecting to the application. We noted that the removal of the bells 
was ‘not consistent with national policy and guidance for listed buildings’ and noted 
concerns regarding a ‘lack of detailed supporting information that demonstrates the 
removal of the bells was necessary’ and also a lack of information on ‘arrangements 
for the short-term care and storage of the bells and an appropriate long-term plan 
for their management’. 
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• On 22 October 2024 Dumfries and Galloway Council refused the LBC application 
noting ‘the removal of the bells, without any intention to keep them in a location 
associated with the site, has an adverse impact on the fabric, character, special 
architectural and historic interest of the listed building. It has not been satisfactorily 
demonstrated that the removal of the two bells is necessary for purposes of either 
security or safety’.   


 
Your Complaint 
 
Our acknowledgement letter of 18 October 2024 sets out the key points of your complaint 
that we will respond to. I understand you have not been in contact to correct our 
interpretation of your complaint. My response therefore takes each of the points from our 
acknowledgement letter in turn and sets out my response to them. To recap, we offered 
to address the following; 
 


1. To investigate whether the advice that Historic Environment Scotland (HES) has 
given is contrary to HES and Scottish Government policy on the historic environment.  


 
2. To investigate whether, in our advice, HES has failed to understand, and has 


consequently underplayed, the significance of the bells. 
 
Investigation Process 
 
We have reviewed the documentation you provided, as well as other documents and 
articles mentioned, and accessible archival information on the church and its bells.  We 
have also spoken to the staff involved in our previous responses, including our letter of 
11 September 2024 (which I will refer to as “our consultation response”). We are also 
aware of the previous response you received from our designations team dated 14 June 
2024. 


 
Our findings 
 
Issue 1: To investigate whether the advice that HES has given is contrary to HES and 
Scottish Government policy on the historic environment. 
 
The legislative background to decision-making for listed building consent is contained 
within Section 14(2) of the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1997. 
This states that “In considering whether to grant listed building consent for any works, the 
planning authority or the Secretary of State (now Scottish Ministers’), as the case may 
be, shall have special regard to the desirability of preserving the building or its setting or 
any features of special architectural or historic interest which it possesses”.   
 
In our consultation response we set out the Policy background, including Policy 7(c) of 
the National Planning Framework 4 (NPF4) that states that “development proposals for 
the reuse, alteration or extension of a listed building will only be supported where they 
will preserve its character, special architectural or historic interest and setting”. 
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We also noted the Historic Environment Policy for Scotland (HEPS) supports and 
enables good decision making about changes to the historic environment. Policy HEP2 
states “decisions affecting the historic environment should ensure that its understanding 
and enjoyment as well as its benefits are secured for present and future generations” and 
HEP4 states “changes to specific assets and their context should be managed in a way 
that protects the historic environment. Opportunities for enhancement should be 
identified where appropriate”. 
 
Our response: 
 
In your letter you note all six policies (HEP1-6) within the Historic Environment Policy for 
Scotland (HEPS). We have looked at the points you have made, but none of them would 
conflict with, or overrule, the primary legislative policy in decision-making, which is to 
have “special regard” to preserving features that comprise the special interest of a listed 
building. Our view is that the bells are a “feature of special architectural or historic 
interest” and that their removal would fail to preserve the building’s special interest. 
 
There are some occasions when evidence can be submitted which justifies the removal, 
from a listed building, of features that contribute to its special interest, and we have set 
out some scenarios in our consultation response. Such situations are often found in 
cases where former churches are to be converted to new uses, e.g. where pews, pulpits 
and fittings are removed to allow more flexibility for a repurposed building. However, in 
this case, as noted, we have seen no compelling evidence that the bells cannot remain 
within the church, or that they are preventing the building’s successful reuse.   
 
Issue 2: To investigate whether, in our advice, HES has failed to understand, and has 
consequently underplayed, the significance of the bells. 
 
We have looked at the information you have provided on the bells, including your belief 
that the bells date to around the 12th century, which informs many of the points in your 
submission. 
 
It is generally agreed that the two bells were originally within the medieval Holywood 
Abbey, the nave of which was used until the late 18th century as the parish church. An 
early sketch shows the Abbey with the bells clearly visible in a gable bellcote. The Abbey 
building was then taken down and the current Holywood Parish Church was built in 1779 
with the bells transferred to the new church. We understand the church ceased as a 
place of worship in 2010.    
 
We note there has been, over the years, differing assessments of the bells’ age, 
inscriptions and armorial bearings, which you have kindly set out in your letter. The 
earliest description appears to be in the Statistical Account of 1791, (repeated in 1845) 
which notes a date of 1154 (Abbot John Wrich). An entry in Chalmer’s Caledonia (1824) 
also notes a date of 1154 (Abbot John Wriah), as does the Buccleuch MSS (1897) which 
outlines documents associated with the Abbey. However, as you note, later sources 
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challenge this early date, including James Barbour’s article on the bells in the 
Transactions of the Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural History and Antiquarian Society 
(1898), which gives a sixteenth century date for both bells. The RCAHMS report (1920) 
states that one bell certainly dates from the early sixteenth century and the other is 
“probably” of a similar date. A historic building record, undertaken in 2016, gives dates of 
1505 and the 1520s. We understand more recent analysis of the bells from experts at the 
National Museum of Scotland has suggested that the bells are likely to date to the early-
sixteenth century, an assessment that we realise conflicts with your own analysis. 
 
Our response: 
 
The basis of your complaint is that we have failed to understand, and have consequently 
underplayed, the significance of the bells.   
 
In our consultation response we noted that the bells were medieval, and that medieval 
bells are rare in Scotland. You have suggested that the term “medieval”, also used in the 
listed building record, is misleading and even denigrating as a description of the 
Holywood bells. In Scotland the medieval period is defined in CANMORE (The National 
Record of the Historic Environment) as beginning with the death of King Malcolm III in 
1093, and ending when King James VI inherited the English throne in 1603.  
https://canmore.org.uk/thesaurus/8/510501/MEDIEVAL   
 
You will note that this timescale could refer to both suggested dates for the bells (mid-
12th and early-16th century), and therefore we do not agree that our definition of the bells 
as medieval is misleading. Furthermore, irrespective of what exact period the bells were 
originally cast, in terms of fixtures within a listed building, the policy is the same and our 
view about the application for listed building consent would be unlikely to change. Our 
designations team has already responded to you noting that providing further detail on 
the bells would not give them any additional legal protection, and has retained the term 
‘medieval’ within the listed building record as an accurate description of the bells. 
 
In our consultation response, we considered that the medieval bells were “significant”, 
and that they contributed “to the historic and religious character” of the listed building, 
with a “historic connection to the church and abbey”. This includes both their long 
physical connection with the current church building (in-situ for almost 250 years), and an 
even longer association with, and rare surviving feature from, the former medieval Abbey.   
 
We considered that the bells contributed to the special interest of the listed building, and 
consequently, considered that their removal had an adverse impact on the building’s 
special interest. Therefore, far from underplaying the significance of the bells, we have 
judged them as being of considerable importance, reflected in our response to Dumfries 
and Galloway Council, where we objected to their removal from the church without 
adequate justification. 
 
In your letter you suggest that the bells are so valuable, both historically and financially, 
that they cannot be “practicably kept secure within the church”. In our consultation 
response, we noted that we generally advise against the removal of significant fixtures 
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from a listed building, explained in our Managing Change guidance for External Fixtures 
(Part 4.4, page 4). Similar advice on fixtures is given in our Managing Change guidance 
for Interiors (Part 3 page 13). 
 
As before, there are some occasions when evidence can justify the removal, often 
temporarily, from a listed building, of features that may contribute to its special interest. 
These can include scenarios where the fixture is liable to theft, loss or damage, such as 
during major construction works or through inadequate structural support. We have 
addressed this in our consultation response, noting we are not convinced of any specific 
or imminent threat of either theft, loss or damage that would require the removal of the 
bells.   
 
In situations where an important fixture is removed for its protection, there is often a 
prescribed process, for example, if a fixture is removed to a local or national museum. In 
this case our response notes that there is no supporting information on the “short-term 
care and storage of the bells and an appropriate long-term plan for their management”.  
 
Also pertinent to the bells’ significance is the intention to sell them, based on your 
assessment of their value as 12th century bells with a Templar connection. It is argued 
that the proceeds of sale could then support or enable the repair and restoration of the 
church. Setting aside the significance of the bells within the building, our consultation 
response notes that there is no agreement in place with a new restoring purchaser that 
could reasonably deliver this scenario.   
 
Taking the above into account we do not agree that we have failed to understand the 
significance of the bells, and do not consider we have underplayed their significance in 
our response. 
 
Conclusion 
 
We have investigated our actions responding to your email of 12 October 2024 and 
attachment dated 30 September 2024. Our investigation considered our assessment of 
the application (24/1491/LBC), contained within our consultation response. We have 
specifically looked at whether our response was contrary to Government and our policy 
and guidance on the historic environment, but also whether our response misunderstood 
and consequently underplayed the significance of the bells.  
 
I am content that our response reflected Government and our policy, and that we have 
taken account of the significance of the bells.   
 
I have therefore not upheld your complaint or identified any actions for us to take.  
 
What happens next? 
 
If there is anything in this letter which you would like to discuss with me, please contact 
me. My contact details are above.   
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If you are unhappy with my response you have the right to ask the Scottish Public 
Services Ombudsman (SPSO) to look at your complaint.   
 
The SPSO is the final stage for complaints about public services in Scotland.  If you 
remain dissatisfied after our complaints process has concluded, you can ask the SPSO 
to look at your complaint. The SPSO cannot normally look at complaints: 
• where you have not gone all the way through the complaints handling procedure 
• more than 12 months after you became aware of the matter you want to complain 


about, or 
• that have been or are being considered in court.  


 
The SPSO’s contact details are: 
Bridgeside House 
99 McDonald Road 
Edinburgh 
EH7 4NS 
 
Freepost SPSO (you don’t need to use a stamp) 
 
Freephone: 0800 377 7330 
www.spso.org.uk/contact-us 
Website: www.spso.org.uk  
 
Yours sincerely  


 


Elizabeth McCrone | Director of Heritage 
 






image4.emf
D&Gc2.111024.pdf


D&Gc2.111024.pdf


The natural place to live


Please quote our reference on all your correspondence


www.dumgal.gov.uk


OFFICIAL


OFFICIAL


Internal Memo
Economy and Infrastructure Development Planning


11 October 2024


To: Lindsey Little, Militia House, Dumfries Your ref: 24/1491/LBC


From: Andrew Nicholson, Archaeologist, Militia         
House, Dumfries


Our ref: EPCO/2024Arch/DM


APPLICATION FOR LATE LISTED BUILDING CONSENT FOR THE REMOVAL OF
THE CHURCH BELLS AT HOLYWOOD CHURCH, HOLYWOOD, DUMFRIES: 
ARCHAEOLOGY RESPONSE


Background
The proposal is for retrospective consent on the removal of two medieval bells from the belfry 
of the former church, a B-Listed building (HER. ref. MDG17803). The bells are said to have 
originally came from Holywood Abbey (HER ref. MDG5959), a Premonstratensian foundation 
on the same site, though not necessarily on the same footprint as the 18th century parish 
church. One of the bells bears a Latin inscription, whilst the other has an armorial panel 
flanked by letters.


The Premonstratensian Abbey of Holywood or Dercongal was established by 1225, on the site 
of an earlier Anglian ecclesiastical centre. An almshouse for men was established within the 
limits of the abbey before 1362 with the abbey erected into a temporal lordship in 1609. The 
abbey was demolished in 1778 with the remains used to build the parish church. 


The church was sold by the Church of Scotland in 2010 and the principle of its conversion to a 
dwelling confirmed through planning consents granted under 13/P/3/0348 and 13/P/3/049. A 
Basic Historic Building Record to ALGAO guidelines 
(https://www.algao.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/ALGAO_Scotland_Buildings_Guidance
_2013.pdf) and archaeological monitoring of any ground-breaking works were required by 
condition. The former was undertaken and the report accepted, no ground-breaking works are 
recorded as being undertaken in respect of the application.


An application to remove the bells was made in 2020 but was withdrawn by the applicant. 
Supporting information requested by the Council and by Historic Environment Scotland in their 
responses was not provided before the application was withdrawn. 


An application was made the following year by the applicant to Historic Environment Scotland 
to have the listing description amended to remove the bells from the listing, but was refused.


Subsequently the applicant removed the bells from the tower, and at a later date from the site, 
along with a number of other finds, including two sandstone panels and a cross-carved stone.
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The applicant has undertaken their own background research on the two bells and submitted it 
as a supporting document which I have read, in line with NPF4 Policy 7a. A retrospective 
listed building consent application is not the appropriate forum for discussing in detail the 


and associations of the bells, 
which they also assert in a number of other documents and media. The report centres on a
new interpretation of the inscriptions on the two bells, and a number of propositions as to 
potential associations leading from this new interpretation. It is accepted by all parties that the 
bells are medieval in date and associated with the former abbey, beyond that there is little 
consensus. 


Impact of proposal
The proposal seeks to justify the removal of the bells from their position in the upper part of 
the belfry, their removal from the site, and their non-return to the site. 


Policy Background 


NPF4, Policy 7 advises:


7a) Development proposals with a potentially significant impact on historic assets or places 
will be accompanied by an assessment which is based on an understanding of the cultural 
significance of the historic asset and/or place. The assessment should identify the likely 
visual or physical impact of any proposals for change, including cumulative effects and 
provide a sound basis for managing the impacts of change. 


Proposals should also be informed by national policy and guidance on managing change in 
the historic environment, and information held within Historic Environment Records.


7c) Development proposals for the reuse, alteration or extension of a listed building will only 
be supported where they will preserve its character, special architectural or historic interest 
and setting. Development proposals affecting the setting of a listed building should preserve 
its character, and its special architectural or historic interest.


7o) Non-designated historic environment assets, places and their setting should be 
protected and preserved in situ wherever feasible. Where there is potential for non-
designated buried archaeological remains to exist below a site, developers will provide an 
evaluation of the archaeological resource at an early stage so that planning authorities can 
assess impacts. Historic buildings may also have archaeological significance which is not 
understood and may require assessment.  Where impacts cannot be avoided they should 
be minimised. Where it has been demonstrated that avoidance or retention is not possible, 
excavation, recording, analysis, archiving, publication and activities to provide public benefit 
may be required through the use of conditions or legal/planning obligations. 


When new archaeological discoveries are made during the course of development works, 
they must be reported to the planning authority to enable agreement on appropriate 
inspection, recording and mitigation measures.


Historic Environment Policy for Scotland 2019, a material consideration in the planning 
process, states under HEP 4: 


Changes to specific assets and their context should be managed in a way that protects the 
historic environment. Opportunities for enhancement should be identified where appropriate.
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If detrimental impact on the historic environment is unavoidable, it should be minimised. Steps 
should be taken to demonstrate that alternatives have been explored, and mitigation 
measures 


T Supplementary Guidance on the Historic Built Environment should also be 
taken into account. It includes amongst its key principles:


buildings will be supported where they demonstrate conservation of the significant 


Assessment


The bells are included in the Listed Building entry in the Special Interest section. As such they 
are viewed as an integral structural fitting within the church. The Council should be very 
careful not to set a precedent by condoning the removal of structural fittings from a Listed 
Building for the purpose of financial gain, however worthy the stated intended use of such 
derived monies. In this instance the bells clearly have a very strong association with the 
ecclesiastical nature of the wider site and add to the historic interest of the building. The thrust 
of historic environment policy in Scotland is for their retention in situ.


At the time of the previous application it was generally agreed there would be no issue with 
removing the bells from the belfry on safety grounds, should there be an imminent risk of their 
structural housing suffering a catastrophic failure. Failure to do this would lead to the loss of 
the bells and damage to the belfry. In August 2022 the applicant noted the deteriorating 
condition of the belfry timber floor which supported the bell frame and an increase in water 
ingress into the tower, and had the bells lowered to the first floor of the tower. No LBC 
application was submitted for this event, alongside a pertinent method statement.


As noted above the thrust of historic environment policy is retention in situ. If the tower floors 
were to be made secure, the bells restored to place within the belfry and the church converted 
to and occupied as a dwelling, as per the existing consent, then the bells should be 
considered as being as safe as they were prior to the water ingress. 


The Council has dealt with a number of applications relating to conversion of dis-used 
churches, and various solutions have been reached with regards to bells, war memorial 
plaques and other fittings, including mounting in local community halls or museums.


The applicant suggests that this is not possible due to the supposed value of the bells. The 
Council museum service had the bells independently valued in 2020. The applicants note that 
this valuation was based on an uncritical acceptance of the accepted historical viewpoint on 
the bells. However, the suggested invaluable nature of the bells cited as a reason for their 
removal from the site and the applicant s refusal to return them to the site appears to be based 
on assuming an uncritical acceptance of the supposed date and associations suggested by 
the own research.


The applicant has declared an intent to sell the bells and to separately sell the church to a 
third party, not the owner of the bells, for future development. Should the sale of the bells be 
ultimately demonstrated to be necessary, which is not the case to date, then the historical 
association with the monastic site, their ecclesiastical links and their significance in terms of 
their contribution to local history and sense of place should mean that efforts are made to 
ensure their retention in a suitable location within the locale, and that this should take 
precedence over any attempt to sell them on the open market, where there is a strong chance 
of their removal from the region and disassociation with their place of origin, which would be 
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contrary to historic environment policy and would detract from the special interest of the 
church. It is most important that a suitable final repository is confirmed prior to any consent 
being granted.


It is also noted that the applicant has removed two decorated stones from the hearse house 
and a number of other pieces found during works on the church. As noted in PAN 2/2011 
there is a legal requirement to report the discovery of human remains and archaeological 
artefacts whether recovered in planned investigation or by chance. Archaeological artefacts 
should be reported for identification and assessment as possible


Human remains and artefacts must if possible be left in situ while 
the archaeologist is summoned, rather than being lifted and taken off site.


Recommendation


In this case there are sound historic environment grounds for recommending refusal of the 
application, as the removal of the bells from the locus is contrary to the thrust and tenor of 
historic environment policy and guidance, and the presented justification for removing the 
bells, to monetise assets, is contrary to NPF4 Policy 7, in that the change is not a positive one, 
nor does it  preserve its character, special architectural or historic interest and setting. The 
applicant has not demonstrated that removal of the bells from the tower on a permanent basis 
is the only solution and does not prioritise keeping the bells in association with the church and 
site.


I would also recommend that any application is not consented until outstanding matters such 
as those in relation to clarification and quantification of the works required to make the bells 
housing in the church sound and secure; demonstration of the absolute necessity to sell the 
bells rather than retain them on site; agreement on an appropriate location for their permanent 
housing and display if removal of the bells from the site is proven to be the only option as well 
as any other matters arising have been resolved.


If you, or the applicant has any queries, please get in touch. 






