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(Full text of the original information panels as installed in 1999, prior to vandal 

damage in2022) 

Welcome to Soutra 

Midway between Edinburgh and the magnificent Borders abbeys from the 

C12th to the Cl7th stood the Soutra medieval hospital, a refuge for wayfarers 

and the needy, high bn the Royal Road- the main Anglo Scottish highway.  

Midway, still, on modern roads, is the site of the great hospital the spectacular 

viewpoint - the memorial Aisle - and the unique archaeo-medical investigations. 

Soutra - Introduction 

Soutra hospital was dedicated as the House of the Holy Trinity at Soutra. Run 

by the "Master & Brethren" of the Augustinian order, charters tell us that it 

looked after the poor, travelers and pilgrims, the aged and, of course, the sick 

and infirm - in fact, a general hospital stressing poor relief. All was funded from 

the income from vast hospital estates, clustered mainly in the Lothians along the 

Royal Road (Via Regia) towards Edinburgh - around 20 square miles in all. 

 

 

1. A reconstruction of the medieval Royal Road (Via Regia) - and an English 

army of invasion as it approaches Soutra (complete with Edward, Prince of 

Wales’ pet lion) in 1303. 
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First heard of in AD1164 when King Malcolm IV confirmed the now lost 

foundation charter, the founder and circumstances of the foundation remain a 

mystery. From AD 1164 to cl320, Soutra Inexorably gained lands and wealth, 

and grew in power despite being in the war-zone. The C14th heyday resulted 

from generosity of thankful patients, and their heirs. Soutra gained only Urban 

lands. 

Soutra’s decline followed a major scandal in the1460s when a renegade 

Master, Stephen Fleming, was finally deposed after many offences had been 

reported to the Papal authorities. The Scottish Crown confiscated the hospital 

estates, apart from Soutra itself, re-assigning them to the new Trinity College 

Hospital (now beneath Edinburgh Waverley railway station). With the royal 

signature, Soutra was impoverished and a hospital of international status 

reduced to local significance Edinburgh's gain laid foundations or it to become 

medical centre of international renown - while the Soutra hospital struggled on 

until around 1650. 

As Soutra shrank, buildings were removed and the site converted from gardens 

and waste-dumps into predictably fertile farmland - leaving only Soutra Aisle. 

Aisles were family burial vaults, built mainly in south-eastern Scotland, after 

the Scottish Church banned monuments inside churches in 1590. Weathered and 

mellowed, pinky-red sandstone from the hospital is much used in the Aisle. The 

lintel is dated 1686 and inscribed to the Pringles (“DP  AP”). Soutra Aisle acts 

as a monument to “the once powerful hospice (hospital) of Sotre” (see plaque 

set into Aisle). 

The Aisle is cherished by locals and exiles and strangers – with it and the 

investigations attracting 330,000 visitors since 1986. 

The Viewpoint. As the hill-top was opened up, the spectacular all around view 

became evident – with all regions of Scotland visible. In guidebooks it is rightly 

called “the finest view in southern Scotland”. 

 

2. A transect across country from Edinburgh to Melrose, with Soutra hill mid-

way along the line of the Royal Road. 
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At least 60 major Highland and Grampian peaks may be clearly made out. – the 

Pentlands, Ochils, Sidlaws, Lomonds – the majestic sweep of the Firth of Forth 

and more. The unique prospect shows all the diversity of Scotland. See 

panorama along the top of this panel. 

The investigations: what was medieval medicine? Aided by demolition to 

ground level and excellent preservation of human remains and herbal remains, 

Soutra hospital proves an ideal site according to forensic advisors for the unique 

archeo-medical investigations (1986-now) – exploring actual medical practice 

through the distinctive waste produced. Being Augustinian, it belonged to the 

order that ran more hospitals than any other. Augustinian medicine was main 

stream and well-funded. 

Which recipes were selected - and for what purpose and with what outcome 

for the patient? Making and using medieval medicines   leaves waste which 

may be interpreted - understood - by consulting medieval recipe collections. 

These give us a narrative, a guidebook. We enter the physician's mind, share his 

plans - and, more than in the best museum, we empathize with the patient in his 

plight. Beyond this, we are in the unprecedented position to evaluate this system 

of medicine, recipe by recipe - and ask, did all of it - or any of it - work?? 

We reconstruct Medicines from the Mud. That is the uniqueness of the Soutra 

investigations. 

Enjoy the tranquil hill-top and everything else at Soutra 

Soutra on the Royal Road  

The highway brought Soutra the greater part of its business. The map of the 

medieval highways in southeast Scotland closely parallels the modern map - but 

is restricted in having to use ferries and fords, bridges being a rarity.  

Soutra lies at the centre of the richest region in the country, and is a key stage on 

road journeys between Edinburgh and the rich abbeys of the Borders. New data 

on roads conjoining at Soutra indicates that the hospital stood at a crossroads of 

five routes (see opposite). The Royal Road [Via Regia] to the north-west and the 

south, the Public Road [Via Publica] to the north-east, and 2 minor roads with 

the grade Via all converge at Soutra. The Royal Road is the exception in the 

Middle Ages as it is the only one which is all- season and all-weather and 

(harder to be certain) more thoroughly maintained. Its name, Malcolm's Road, 

south of Soutra, indicates direct royal interest in it from Malcolm IV. The 

highway is the medieval A68 when there is no medieval A1, A7 or A74. 
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3a. Map of medieval south-east Scotland 

 

3b. The Soutra crossroads where five routes meet together. 

 

Unusually, the hospital stands at the highest point 

on the highway, at 1200ft altitude, at the head of the pass between the Lothians 

lowlands and Lauderdale (a tributary of the Merse or Tweed valley) but where 

the crossing is at the lowest and narrowest. 

There are parallels if, for instance, the Alps and Pyrenees (also run by the 

Augustinians', for Instance, hospitals in Great St. Bernard’s Pass (Switzerland), 

Roncesvalles (Spain). Soutra has been named Scotland's St. Bernard's - but 
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Soutra is undoubtedly the highest known monastery or hospital the British 

Isles. 

It was not until Thomas Pennant came this way in 1772 that the topography 

surrounding Soutra is described. Coming south after his second tour of the 

Highlands, he writes, he did "lodge at a good inn at Blackshiels (Fala)...” 

“After crossing a rivulet enter the shire of Berwickshire. Ascend Soutra Hill, 

from whence is a fine view of the Firth of Forth, the county of Fife, the Bass 

Isle, and the rich county of East Lothian (also Midlothian) is beneath us.” 

“The advantageous situation made it a notable beacon, which caused it to be 

particularly noticed in the old Scotch law on that account.” 

“Cross a dreary moor and descend into Lauderdale. (Tour 1772, p.608). 

 

Soutra archive 

The Soutra archive contains 60 charters - formal legal documents - and survives 

in six copies in the National Library of Scotland. It is the best documented 

hospital in medieval Scotland, and we learn that it was powerful and rich - 

endowed with "extensive estates”. 

Soutra estates  

It was the income from the Soutra estates that enabled the hospital to provide its 

range of services and facilities. That was the sole, proper use for the income 

from the vast estates. 

The Soutra archive contains 60 charters - formal legal documents - and survives 

in six copies in the National Library of Scotland. It is the best documented 

hospital in medieval Scotland, and we learn that it was powerful and rich - 

endowed with "extensive estates. 

Soutra owned an estimated 20 square miles of mainly low-lying, fertile arable 

land. It did not specialize in extensive sheep-ranching as the Borders abbots did. 

The estate furthest north is Strathmartine, Tayside (beyond Dundee); furthest 

south is Liddel, Cumbria (near Carlisle); furthest west, Wiston (near 

Motherwell) and to the east, Berwick-upon-Tweed. The second and fourth lie in 

England. 

Estates were, however, clustered in south-eastern Scotland, and were normally 

on, what is today, top-grade agricultural land in the Lothians and the Merse, and 

near the highway (the modern A68). We are convinced that the brethren were 
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influencing what lands they were given in order to assist their own 

administration. 

 

4. The Soutra Estate at Liddel in Cumbria 

 

 

 Typical Arrangement. 

 

A postscript: imharter-collections such as those of Trinity College Hospital, 

Edinburgh (successor to the Soutra estates) - and four other monasteries, it is 

plain that the extant Soutra collection, rich as it is, is incomplete. 
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We now add the shrines, churches, holy wells and other attractions for 

pilgrimage to the map of south eastern Scotland. (The saints, etc., are stated). 

Soutra participated in this lucrative business catering for pilgrims en route, and 

had its own healing well, (see Figs19a & b). 

 

5. Map of medieval south-east Scotland - the focus of pilgrimage. With 

settlements, Shrines, roads, ferries, fords marked. 

 

The Soutra Library 

Medieval monasteries like Souta were centres of literacy and learning. In the 

absence of any manuscripts or books surviving from a Soutra library 

(regrettably the norm in Scotland), we look to parallels elsewhere. Libraries are 

generally agreed to be ever present in British monasteries, and we are fortunate 

to be able to examine the volume relating to Augustinian canons from the 

Corpus of British Medieval Library Catalogues (CBMLC; includes over 500 

pages of one-line catalogue entries). At least one catalogue originates in the 

Anglo-Welsh borderland, that of Llanthony priory - in an upland war zone 

directly parallel to Soutra. The diverse titles catalogue covers a huge range with 

medical and surgical titles prominent. We are pointed to a (now obscure) herbal 

manual by one Macer - De Viribus Tigrbarum [Concerning the Powers of 

Herbs] - which, was, without doubt, “the medieval Home Doctor”. This 

guides all interpretations we make at Soutra. 
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Before leaving the library, we introduce a "Signum Cruci" - the Sign of the 

Cross. Medieval notaries concluded their official writings with such a Cross. We 

show a notary making the Sign - redrawn from a medieval encyclopedia - as 

well as the Signum Cruci that the notary, William of Cranstoun, used in 1399 

when completing his official (notarized) copy of the Soutra charters. 

 

 

 

6a. Signum Cruci redrawn from Soutra    6b. Notary making the Sign 

      charters dated 1399 
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The Soutra Hospital 

Soutra was a hospital dedicated to the Holy Trinity. The Augustinian which ran 

Soutra was always described in its charters as “the Master and Brethren". It 

typically hospitals and schools and worked “in the community” 

As a place, Soutra has also been described town [villa], abbey, monastery, and 

monastic house [domus] or guesthouse [xenodochium], as well as a hospital. It 

was a place of high-status which whenever mentioned, rarely had it specified. It 

must have been known in Latin as Soltra. 

First heard of in AD1164 (but not founded then), its charters tell us who was 

eligible for care there - the poor, travelers and pilgrims, the aged and, of course 

the sick and infirm. 

 

Timeline 

1164 earliest dated 

1330-40 marked slow-down in accumulation of lands.    

1399 all charters copied at this time. 

1460s all lands forfeit and re-allocated to an Edinburgh hospital  

1650 last patient recorded. After this time; the growth in municipal hospitals 

and a large Inn at Channelkirk take business away from Soutra. Ruination. 

Most historians have described Soutra as being of national and international 

significance until the 1460s and then, with the instant impoverishment that goes 

with the loss of vast estates - it is reduced to being of simply local standing. 

However, as late as 1504, Scottish state records describe Soutra as a “large 

monastery" and a suitable place to deposit royal money  with the priests - 

though we can scarcely be certain all its buildings were in use. 

There was a network of hospitals throughout medieval Europe - mainly run by 

the holy orders. We show a map of this network (Fig7a) for south-east Scotland, 

and a typical interior of the infirmary hall - where the sick were cared for. 

According to the habits being worn (in and out of bed), all are Augustinians 

here. Only one eye witness account of Soutra survives. In a Papal Supplication, 

dated 1440 we learn: 

"The church is built at the of a hill near a pubic way and where there are 

often fierce winds and frequent cold spells. and a great concourse [concursus] 

of many women labouring in their business” 
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7a. Medieval hospitals in south-east Scotland 

 

7b. The Infirmary Hall of a medieval hospital. 
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Soutra - the hospital buildings  

The Soutra site now has ruins would inform us where the buildings stood. 

Soutra Aisle is the exception, but it is unconnected with the medieval hospital 

There are numerous clues in the hill top field. Why are these so flat, so fertile? 

Why does masonry lie around, or get built into the Aisle or this plinth? 

Something grander once stood here. 

Old views of Soutra are very rare. Two (never before published) are shown here: 

Lieutenant- General George Hutton was making and collecting sketches of 

churches throughout Scotland. In 1784, he visited Soutra and (minutely) dated 

this sketch. Note the high walls - over four times higher than the tiny man 

depicted - and compare their location with the geophysical survey (next panel). 

 

8a. Sketch by Lieutenant-General George Hutton (1784) 
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8b. Manuscript map by John Adair (ca. 1590) 

John Adair was a cartographer or map-maker, and, in around 1590, he surveyed 

all the Lothians – including the Soutra area. This is a unique view of the Soutra 

parish church - which has left no geophysical or archaeological trace - and 

which was “united” with that of Fala (two miles to the north-west) in 1618. 

The Soutra charters tell us little concerning buildings at Soutra (contrasted with 

the outlying estates) or their use. There is: a church with chapels; numerous 

walled enclosures (requiring maintenance); gardens and orchards. 

 

Soutra – the exploration 

Beyond these tiny scraps of information, we know nothing about the once 

powerful Soutra hospital (as the plaque on Soutra Aisle puts it). Two major 

surveys one fortuitous, one intentional - opened our eyes. In 1976 a year severe 

drought and the optimum conditions for aerial photography, the Roman Road 

from Melrose to Soutra was being surveyed from the air by the Commission on 

Ancient & Monuments of Scotland. An extensive plan – typical of a medieval 

monastery – showed up plainly upon the Soutra plateau straddling the 

Roman/Medieval highway. Signs of building show in seven of the vast Soutra 

hill-top fields – with fully three-quarters of a square mile affected. 
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However, two clear, large quadrangular enclosures immediately North of the 

Aisle had the appearance of cloisters- and these would be the focus of life in 

any monastery – including health care. 

It was decided to commission geophysical survey (at the time the most 

extensive in Europe) based on measurement of electrical resistivity 

(survey:GEOSCAN). 

 

 

9. Results of a geophysical survey of Soutra based on measurement of electrical 

resistivity.  
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Soutra and St Cuthbert 

St Cuthbert and his Vision of St. Aidan beneath Soutra. St Aidan was seen in the 

form of a “fiery orb” (globus ingeus). In tradition St Cuthbert (AD636-87) was 

a shepherd in Lauderdale until he experienced the Vision which spurred him to 

take up the monastic life. I six illustrated Lives of St Cuthbert (upon which the 

scene is based), the scene shows the vision happening at the head of the valley – 

that is beneath Soutra. 

The six scenes are astonishingly early topographical views, and date from the 

eleventh century to early sixteenth. 

 

 

 

10a. St Cuthbert’s vision beneath      10b Sending messages of St Cuthbert’s 

         Soutra.                                             death by burning torches 
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Death of St Cuthbert 

News of the death of St Cuthbert is sent from his cell on the tiny island of Farne 

to Holy Island by means of burning torches. This is the earliest scene (fig.10b) 

where sending messages in this way is shown; it is from the twelfth century. 

 

Soutra and Warning Beacons 

Series of beacons were erected on Scottish and English promontories and were a 

vital as an early warning system in the Middle Ages. Sets of one to four beacons 

were lit depending on the size of the invading army. Soutra Edge is the name of 

the key beacon and, it was lit, “so may all Lothian be warned” (look around 

you). Only Dun law 9the hill 1 mile to the south) is visible from the nearest 

beacons to the south and north – Edgarhope Castle (by Lauder) and Edinburgh 

Castle.  

 

11. Sketch of a medieval Fire Beacon 
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We cite the full text of the Acts of the Scottish Parliament that requires the 

owner of Soutra edge to erect, man and fuel beacons there. 

An Act of the Scottish Parliament issued – At Stirling on the 13th day of 
October, AD 1455 
 
Item. It is seen speedful (i.e. urgent) that thereto provision (i.e. cost) made at 

the east passage between Roxburgh and Berwick-upon-Tweed that it be watched 

at certain fords the which shall make takenings/tokerings* by bales burning 

with fire. In the first (case) a bale to be made by the watchmen of the ford which 

it may be seen at Hume (Castle). And also the same watchmen may come to 

Hume in proper person. And there the bales are to be made in this manner. A 

bale is warning of thee coming (i.e. invasion) and what power (numbers) they 

may be of. Two bales together (and at once (mean that) they are coming indeed 

(i.e. that is confirmed). Four bales all beside each other and all (burning) at once 

like four candles shall be such fast knowledge (i.e. certain) that they are of great 

power and have the means or mean to go as far as 

Haddington, Dunbar Dalkeith or thereby (i.e. beyond the Borders into the 

Lothians, and beyond). The same tokens (*) are to be watched for and made at 

Edgarhope Castle from (where) they see the fire at Hume that they light right 

soon (?). 

And in like manner at Soutra Edge from there see the fire of Edgarhope 

Castle and make taken (*) in like manner. And then (thus?) may all Lothian be 

warned and, specially/particularly, the castle of Edinburgh. 

And their four fires (are) to be made in like manner (so) that they in Fife and 

from Stirling eastwards) and (in) the east part of Lothian and to Dunbar (In 

order that) all may see the I same and come to the defence of the land. \ And 

they will not be slothful themselves for to be warned of their 

(intercommunicating) fires they shall know (?) the coming over of Tweed (i.e. 

crossing the river that forms much of the Anglo-Scottish border in south-east 

Scotland). And then considering, their far (long?) passage, we shall God willing 

all soon be as ready as they. And all people that are (or live) on the west half of 

Edinburgh (i.e. of Lothian) draw thereto (i.e. all adult males are to muster). And 

all from Edinburgh eastwards; the other half of Lothian) (are to go to) 

Haddington. And all merchants of burghs (are) to pursue the host (the army) 

where it passes (some hint of arrangements to supply 

the army). And at Dumpenderlaw (Taprain Law) and North Berwick(Law)bales 

 (are)to be burnt for warning the sea-coast side (both with fires, and (this Is to 

 be confirmed) in writing. 
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 * tokens and tokenings (related to tokens) may best be thought of as signs or 

signals - throughout.  

 

 

 

12. Various versions of The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse - summarizing 

medieval life. 

The third was commissioned by Sint Jaanshospital, an Augustinian hospital in 

Bruges, Belgium 
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Soutra in the Wars: 

The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse 

The Four Horsemen is the most famous and widely Medieval chronicles 

confirm that all this actually known scene of what life was like for the ordinary 

person [Everyman and Everywoman] in the Middle Ages. As an illustration of a 

passage from the Book of Revelation, it had the authority of the Bible. 

Close study of what is, in fact, shown tells us that: War (Horse no. 1 leads in 

and leads to Conquest (no. 2) which, in turn, leads in and leads to Famine 

(no. 3) which, in the end, leads in and leads to Plague (no. 4, and better 

thought of as Epidemic) otherwise known as Death. 

This dreadful foursome continues to inflict mankind - as television newsreels 

from any modern war-zone demonstrate. 

Medieval chronicles confirm all this actually happened to the people of 

Lothians: in 1322, for instance. Sir Thomas Gray, a knight from 

Northumberland, was here with the English army. He experienced a lengthy 

famine (the Scots were warned by the beacon) as all food-supplies - upon which 

the English planned to live - were hidden away in strongholds. After a certain 

time, the starved and weakened army was hit by severe outbreaks of both 

Plague and Anthrax (see later panels). The Four Horsemen prophesy what 

war meant for the people - and, in the Middle ' Ages, this prophecy 

commonly came to pass. We condense the Soutra experience of war-time on 

the right. 
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13. The Soutra experience of war time condensed. 
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Soutra - archaeo-medical investigations 

Around 60 trial excavations have been carried out (1986-now) in the Aisle field, 

but the main focus of investigations has centered on stretches of drain and ditch. 

One of these above all, has yielded a massive volume of archaeo-medical 

information. 

An exploration for “medical waste” – based on its containing blood, lead (Pb), 

and key drug plants - was begun in 1986. All archaeological deposits were 

screened - but one area was outstandingly promising…… 

Reconstructions of what turned out to be a medieval blocked drain are shown at 

three key periods: 

i. ca. 1986, when the plough soil and backfilled masonry has been removed. 

ii. ca. 1670-80, when the area was in use as a traditional, domed bread-oven and 

work-area. Burned, bound brushwood [faggots] and burnt grain were much in 

evidence. Coins provide the dating. 

iii. ca. 1300-20, when a storm-water drain between high buildings became 

blocked with a mass (ca. 50 cubic metres) of “medical waste*. Alerted to the 

suspect nature of this blockage, microbiologists established that Anthrax spores 

permeated it - at levels that indicated secondary waste from an Anthrax 

outbreak (i.e. no corpses, carcasses). 
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14a. ca 1986, when the plough-soil and backfilled masonry has been removed 

 

 

14b. ca.1670-80, when the area was in use as a traditional, domed bread-oven 

and work area. 



22 

 

 

 

14c. ca.1300-20, when a storm water drain became blocked with mass (ca 50 

m3) of “medical waste”. 

Archaeo-medical investigations at Soutra are in a struggling infancy. Two 

screening procedures - for blood and for lead (i.e. via plumbing) have been 

successful and indicate medical waste”. They centre on herbal and human 

remains that are a testament to the practice of medicine. At Soutra, great stress 

has been placed on identification of plant remains and, while archaeo-botanists 

have been consulted at all stages, specialists in Materia medica and in garden 

history - point to intentional acts in the use of selected herbs. 

All too often archaeo-botanists provide a crude seed count from mechanically 

separated “samples”. Clumps of seeds are a waste product from everyday 

medieval medicine - where maceration [soaking, steeping] is the most 

frequently used \method of preparation. Once spent, the seeds are detritus and, 
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should they stay together in the waste-disposal system, we have a lie-in with the 

actual recipe selected. ' 

Such tiny clumps of seeds (few exceed the volume of a (few handfuls; see life-

size Master Plan) are our raw-material. Most are work-in-progress - where we 

continue to work on the ecology and ethnobotany [use by man] of the plant 

remains. It is a most complex picture - but it is all grounded in medieval 

writings - as would be found in the Soutra library. 

 

 

 

Soutra - archaeo-medical discoveries 

Eight clumps of seeds etc. have been isolated from a careful hand-sorting of ca. 

10 cubic metres of general medical waste. This is a minute volume. It has no 

parallels elsewhere in medieval Europe because the inputs of effort and expense 

are too onerous. 

In modern archaeology, the characteristic method of sorting seeds out of 

archaeological deposits is mechanical - flotation, separation through agitation 

and filtration (*). Taking, say, a 1kg sample, the seeds are separated and 

homogenised among themselves. In this manner, such detailed particular 

information as we get at Soutra is hopelessly coarsened, corrupted and 

destroyed. 

Turning to the positive, we will summarise what medieval and modern 

medications stand for, what they were claimed to do in the Middle Ages, and - 

to the best of modern scientific information * will stand do ... 
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15. Archeo-botanical data from Soutra: the Master Plan 

1) 574 seeds - 372 of Black Henbane [Hyoscyamus niger]; 108 Opium Poppy 

[Papaver somniferum]; 94 Hemlock [Conium maculatum] ' 

2 with 3) Ergots [Claviceps purpurea intermixed with remains of 200-120 

Juniper berries on twigs [Juniperus communis] 

4A & 4B) 238 seeds of Water Cress [Rorippa nasturtium- aquaticum]; (also 34 

seeds from 14 species of assorted aquatics deemed to be accidental 

contaminants) 

5) 573 seeds of Coltsfoot [Tussilago farfara] with 36 seeds of 

Liquorice/Spanish Liquorice [Clycyrrhiza glabra] with three root fragments of 

Liquorice 

6) 386 seeds (pure) of Sweet Cicely [Myrrhis odorata] abutting onto 614 seeds 

of Bistort [Polygonum bistorta/Persicaria bistorta] 

7)146 seeds of Common Valerian [Valeriana officinalis] mixed in with 48 seeds 

including 37 Stinging Nettle [Urtica dioica] merging into a mass of the 

Perforate St. John’s Wort seeds (cf. [Hypericum perforatum]; numbers ca. 1200 

and precise taxonomy yet to be finalised) 

8) 11 compressed seeds of the Mistletoe [Viscum album] 
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1: a narcotic and anesthetic drink taken prior to major surgery, particularly 

amputation. It is claimed to maintain an unconscious, pain-free state (?). Two 

inches from a single human heel-bone. 

2 & 3: a parturient, a drink that will cause contractions in the womb, and 

induce childbirth. Claimed to work in 20 minutes (?). 

Three/four inches from remains of infants. 

4A & 4B: a rich vitamin C supplement that is claimed to “fix teeth” - reverse 

that symptom of Scurvy where teeth become loosened in their sockets (?). 

Alongside abundant human teeth. 

5: an anti-congestant good for all manner of mild respiratory complaints. 

6: a multi-vitamin and multi-mineral supplement - a “spring tonic” (?) 

7: an anti-depressant and mild soporific in combination. 

8: used in treatment of tumours (??) 

The “?" symbol represents reservations as to whether a recipe actually works 

exactly as claimed. 

We stress that these are “unnatural” or man- 

made combinations (or quite exotic to Soutra), and correspond to documented 

recipes contemporary with this hospital. The physical recipe matches the 

manuscript recipe. 

*only 5% of published archaeological reports show any interest in plants. The 

great majority of these use mechanical separation. 
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16. An amputation of a leg in the Middle Ages after a Dwale (a sleep-inducing 

drink) is to seed-mix #1 in the Master plan; note also the solitary human 

heelbone, there. 

The Soutra Aisle 

What is an Aisle? In Scotland, and particularly in the south-east, it is not only a 

principal passageway in a church, or a wing of a church for special use by a 

family or a guild, it may also be a family burial vault/ monument that stands 

alone usually in a burial-vault. In 1 590, the Church in Scotland directed that no 

monuments to the dead be allowed within churches Important (and self- 

important) families responded by building Aisles Often built onto - or using 

material from - older churches, they all have the look of chapels in miniature. 

We know of 40 Aisles - all associated with one or more families (though only 
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one at a time). We show a view of Soutra Aisle alongside Edrom Aisle 

(Berwickshire).  

 

17a.Soutra Aisle 

 

17b.Edrom Aisle 

At Soutra, the family commemorated is a branch of the Pringles – titled “of 

Beatman’s1 Acre” - the prominent Borders family linked with the Galashiels 
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area. The other families with connections are Borthwicks, Maitlands, Falconers, 

and Hunters - but these have left no trace in Soutra Aisle. 

There are three inscribed stones in Soutra Aisle. 

We reproduce these, as lichen growth, and erosion makes them difficult to read. 

 

 

 

 

 

17c. The inscriptions in Soutra Aisle 

While Soutra Aisle was being rebuilt following its collapse (1998), the 

opportunity was taken to record all the building stone from it. A large quantity 

(at least 70 pieces in the gable-wall alone) had plainly been derived from larger, 
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grander, medieval ecclesiastical buildings – with ornate stone used as simple 

building blocks. Its origin Was concealed with plain side outwards, ornamental 

side inwards. 

A fallacy persists concerning Soutra Aisle. In around 200 histories (ca. 1670-

1998), it is described as a “fragment” or “remnant” of the medieval hospital. It 

is neither. It does not join onto-or into larger buildings (now gone). It is built 

using a little medieval masonry (ca.10%) and rubble (ca. 90%). We show a 

selection of the inscribed stone, plainly derived from archways, pillars, etc. 

Some is visible in the gable wall and in this plinth.  

Scots for a beadsman, a monastic pensioner – who is supported in exchange for 

his praying on behalf of others. He counts his prayers upon beads, and gets  

some land to support himself. 

 

18. A selection of ornate, worked stone from Soutra Aisle – re-used from the 

medieval hospital and evidently concealed plain side outward. 

 

Soutra wells and the water-supply 

Consider why Soutra, out of all the (estimated) 200,000 hills of the Borders, was 

chosen for the site of a great hospital. The highway passes over it, certainly - but 
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it crosses hundreds of hills. The crux is that a line of springs crosses the Soutra 

hill, and two have been converted into deep-water wells - the Prior’s Well and the 

Trinity Well. The first was apparently a domestic water-supply (the prior would 

supervise this); the second was reputed to be a healing and a holy well. In effect, 

this meant Soutra offered orthodox hospital medicine, as well as "waters" 

approved by the church authorities - under the single dedication to the Holy 

Trinity and the one management. 

We show two Scottish healing wells where the superstructure is in place still - St. 

Catherine’s and St. Margaret’s Wells as well as the waterworks at Scotlandwell 

(used by Robert Bruce for his “leprosy”).  

A Ground-Penetrating Radar (GPR) survey of the Trinity Well shows, 1 metre 

beneath a ploughed field, a paved or slabbed area surrounding several, partly 

collapsed, stone-lined, vertical well-shafts - 35-40ft. in depth. Stonework 

contrasts with the surrounding clay. 

 

 

19a St Catherine’s well, Liberton      19b. St Margret’s Well, Holyrood Park 
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19c. Scotlandwell, Scotlandwell, by Lochleven (water works only, 

superstructure is modern) 

 

We show, last of all, (taken from the Luttrell Psalter) a type of wheel-barrow 

commonly used for transporting the sick and disabled to healing wells. St 

Catherine’s Well Liberton, until recently had a ramp by which the patient (in 

barrow) could gradually and gently be immersed into the healing water. 

The Soutra wells provided at dependable water- supply from its beginnings until 

ca. 1880 when they were plugged. They permitted long-term settlement on the 

hill, and watered armies of over 40,000 men. The one in the Aisle field's is at 

the true summit and is invisible, unless there is a drought, when it alone has lush 

grass watered from beneath. 
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20. A cripple in a wheelbarrow (redrawn from the Luttrell psalter), a common 

mode of transport for the sick and disabled. 

 

21. Medieval South-east Scotland – the Anglo-Scottish border at Soutra. 

Soutra - an international boundary At the Battle of Neville’s Cross (1346), 

the Scots, led by David II, were defeated, and David himself was capture. 
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Lengthy negotiations concerning the king’s ransom followed. The victorious 

Edward III imposed harsh conditions and moved the Anglo- Scottish border 

northwards. Chroniclers tells us that the new border extended from 

Cockburnspath on the Berwickshire coast along the Lammermuir Edge to 

Soutra - and this was agreed to by treaty. The English held the upland to its edge 

similar to the way in which the Israelis took and held the Golan Heights from 

Syria since the Six Days War. The duration of the boundary-change is not 

known - not when David was ransomed and released in 1357, but in the 1380s 

when the Battle of Otterburn (1338) restored the status quo. 

  

 

22a Soutra, the local authorities, and the Lammermuir Edge, The ancient 

southern boundary of Midlothian, the southward limit of contiguous Soutra 

estates. 
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22b. Soutra, local protected landscapes, and rights of way. AGLV - Area of 

Great Landscape Value; SSSI - Site of Special Scientific Interest; the Scottish 

Wildlife Trust (SWT) manages the Linn Dean Nature Reserve. 
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