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Abstract 
A little known but important late 16th century gravestone at Foulden Church cemetery in 
Berwickshire is described.  
 
Introduction 
The existence of bastle houses on the Anglo Scottish borders have long been known and 
recorded in England by the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments (England) who 
produced an excellent introduction to the monument type and to several locations known at 
that time (Ramm et al, 1970). Since then Peter Ryder has recorded many further examples of 
sites and actual buildings, “Around 230 are known in Northumberland” (Ryder 1996), and it is 
widely accepted that many more existed along the border. The subject matter appears of little 
general interest as the following report suggests, but it has been the writer’s privilege to have 
recorded such sites further north of the border than was hitherto thought, the work appears in 
the Bastle Project run by him under the aegis of the Biggar Archaeology Group (see refs 
below). 
 
During the early attempts to understand the subject of bastle houses and their architectural and 
historical importance in the 1990’s, visits were made to the borders to visit and record sites and 
part of that was to look at the gravestone considered here. At that time it was considered to be 
the only instance of the word ‘bastel’ being contemporaneously given in stone, and the same 
remains true today. It is therefore a unique record of the use of the word to describe one of 
Britain’s last defensible houses, the type known as bastle houses, although the word appears in 
various spelling formats.  
 
The gravestone was seen on that early visit and a photograph of the corner which gives the 
word ‘bastel’ was taken, however the full text of the stone which was visible then was not 
recorded apart from the name and dates given on it. 
 
Visited again by the writer in 2021 to obtain a full record, the stone could not be found. 
Eventually it was located and the reason for its elusiveness was that it was completely covered 
in moss and was hardly recognisable. Therefore for several decades at least the inscription has 
been out of sight and clearly no one has made any attempt to view it.  
 
To the writer, this fact speaks volumes as to interest in the subject matter of bastle houses, 
uniquely found on the Anglo Scottish borders’ region, being part of Britain’s story in 
architectural and social history terms and found nowhere else in the UK. While books have 
been written on the subject of Border Reivers and their despicable behaviour, hardly any 
mention is given to their abodes, the last defended houses to be built in Britain, and worse still 
when references are made, the authors more often than not describe the houses as peles, peel 
towers and other derivations of peel, but seldom bastle! In a tourist leaflet produced  in 2000; 
“In Search of the Border Reivers” sixty three sites are listed worthy of a visit to learn about the 
subject, only two are given for bastle houses, the rest are for grand castles and houses, little 
wonder the public may have difficulty learning about these unique houses of the borders, the 
ones most associated with border rieving. 
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The memorial site and its setting. NT 93095 55772. 
Foulden village, church, and cemetery and indeed one of the few map references to a bastle 
house site in Foulden Bastle Farm, lies just within the Scottish side of the border in 
Berwickshire. They are on the A 6105 road and about 7miles NW of Berwick Upon-Tweed. 
 
Sadly, the actual bastle house was removed around 1835 and was replaced by a mansion house, 
itself demolished in WW II post war years, however the farm retains the name Foulden Bastle 
as given on some OS maps. 
 
The village is a pretty row of 19th century houses fronting the main road and with varying 
architectural features and ornamentation and has a small market cross on the green opposite, it 
was created by the Wilke family who came into possession after the Ramsay family in the early 
17th century. 
 
However, it is to a singular building beside the church yard that attracts most attention, this is 
Foulden Tithe Barn [teind in Scots], an attractive and complete building of probable 17th 
century date with 18th and 19th century alterations, and one of only two such sites to be found 
in Scotland, the other being at Whitekirk in East Lothian. 
 
The barn is fully described in Historic Environment Scotland (HES) Statement of Significance. 
Little is known of its history and therefore its true purpose, but it is supposed to be for teinds 
only because of its proximity to the church which claimed a 10% tax on the produce of the 
locality. The attribution is therefore speculative, but what may also be important is that it is 
built conjoined to a fragment of a vaulted structure, which HES describe as a “possible small 
tower house”, could this not in fact have been a bastle house? Which seems equally plausible. 
The Tithe Barn is a Scheduled Ancient Monument. 
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Two points are raised here and the most important one is the Anglicisation of the Scots word 
‘teind’ and the almost constant downplaying of the word ‘bastle’ in Scotland by the so called 
experts! 
 

  
Foulden Tithe Barn. Foulden Tithe Barn. Fragment of vaulting 

on rhs. 
 

  
Foulden church with tithe barn behind 
and Ramsay gravestone indicated. 

Ramsay gravestone covered in moss. 

 
The present Foulden church was built in1786 but on the site of earlier buildings. In 1587 it was 
the meeting place of the Scottish and English border commissioners after the execution of Mary 
Queen of Scots.  
 
Local man George Ramsay who is commemorated on the gravestone to follow was alive at that 
time and may possibly have attended that meeting. 
 
The Ramsay family can be traced back to the time of Edward I when one of them swore fealty 
to him to secure their lands of Dalhousie near Edinburgh and those of Foulden.  
 
The table tombstone is a full slab of sandstone measuring 80” by 35” by 5” thick and which is 
covered with inscription, it appears to be lying on several blocks of sandstone about 10” square, 
practically lying on the ground and central to the cemetery, whether these blocks were 
originally part of the grave stone is uncertain. It is beside another similar sized table tombstone, 
but which is still elevated on its typical end supports, the inscription on this stone has not been 
transcribed by the writer and it is covered with lichen.  
 
The stone of interest here was covered completely with moss and was therefore illegible. The 
writer cleared the moss and soil from the stone carefully with a brush, and it was shown to be 
in remarkable condition considering its age and the disposition on the ground. The inscription 
has been carefully done by the mason using capital letters throughout, with the ends of the 
letters flared out.   
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The Ramsay gravestone cleaned above, and overwritten (by computer only) below. 
 
Two elements to the text exist; one, running around the edge of the stone gives details of George 
Ramsay, date of decease and age, but crucially states he was “in Fulden Bastel”. The remainder 
of the inscription is given in ten lines all the same way up and start below the beginning of the 
surrounding text. 
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Thus surrounding the edges: 
HEIR LYETH ANE HONORABIL MAN GEORGE RAMSAY IN FVLDEN BASTEL WHO 
DEPARTED  4 JAN 1592 AND OF HIS AGE 74  
 
And, 
FYFE. FOSTERING. PEACE. ME. BRED 
 
FROM. THENCE. THE. MERCE. ME. CALD 
 
THE. MERCE.TO.MARSIS.LAVIS.LED 
 
 
TO. BYDE. HIS. BATTELIS. BALD 
 
 
WERIED. VITH. VARES. AND. SORE. OPPREST 
 
 
DEATH. GAVE. TO. MARS. THE. FOYL 
 
 
AND. NOV. I. HAVE. MORE. QUYET. REST 
 
 
THAN. IN. MY. NATIVE. SOYL 
 
 
FYFE. MERCE. MARS. MORT. THESE. FATAL. FOVR 
 
AL. HAIL. MY. DAYES. HES. DREVEN. OVR

 
The transcription by Carr when the stone must have been in slightly better condition. 
(screen shot from web). 
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Left, the crucial use of the word “BASTEL” and showing 
the moss cover. 
 
Right, detail of capital lettering with expanded ends and 
separation dots between words. Note the slanting ‘S’.  

  
Discussion 
 
Although the place name “Foulden Bastle” survives in the nearby farm, the inscription is a 
contemporary record of the place and its occupant George Ramsay, who has been described as 
a reiver, although that appellation may simply have been applied because of the association 
with his house.  
 
For the most part the stone is in excellent condition although a few letters are obscure and a 
single one; the letter ‘E’ in the word ‘fostering’ has flaked off completely and strangely has 
been infilled with cement. Other parts of the stone surface are becoming extremely friable and 
will certainly flake off in due course. The stone must be worthy of some form of protection but 
how that could be achieved is difficult to know.  
 
The capital lettering is cut with expanding terminals and must have been planned to get the 
entire text filling the panel, especially the part running around the edges. Each word is separated 
by dots to allow the reader to appreciate that, since much of the text runs continuous in the 
lines.  
 
George describes himself as an “honourable man” and he may well have been so, but comments 
elsewhere describe him as a reiver, and if true, he was not an honourable man, the men who 
practiced that activity were despicable men as many accounts can testify to. Nevertheless he 
lived to a ripe old age of 74, especially for the times and locality where life expectancy for 
most would be considerably less. He was survived by a son James who resided in the bastle in 
1618 and it was probably he who sold out to the Wilkie family from Lanark. 
 
It was likely that the Wilkes demolished the bastle house [1835] and built the new up market 
mansion which equally would have been an architectural merit to the district, however it 
succumbed to the ridiculous fate of being demolished to save taxes after WW II. Such has been 
the fate of much of the built heritage of Scotland.   
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Fortunately, the inscription was recorded in full and published (Carr 1836) although no 
explanation of the text or the stone was given, Carr merely thought it was unusual and worthy 
of a record. His recording verifies the missing letter ‘E’ in the word ‘fostering’, but he gives a 
‘V’ instead of a double V for the letter W in the 5th line, and in the 7th line he gives a Q instead 
of a reversed P for the word Quiet.  
 
17th century gravestones are far and few between in Scotland and to have one with such crucial 
evidence describing not just a person but also a building type such as a bastle is invaluable. 
Another gravestone in the cemetery was identified as being late 17th century and there may be 
others of that early date, certainly several interesting and attractive ‘portrait’ stones and stones 
bearing ‘symbols of mortality’ are scattered around. But to the writer’s horror and disgust, at 
least three such stones have been consigned to a rubbish dump in the corner of the cemetery. 
Such appalling and insensitive behaviour is now seen in many cemeteries and is obviously the 
actions of those supposedly charged to care for the cemeteries!  
 
Unfortunately for the most part the verse has defied attempts by the writer to clarify its meaning 
as the spelling of several words remains unclear. If anyone can help with this the writer would 
appreciate that information. 
 
References 
A History of Coldingham Priory – A Survey – A Sketch by Alexander Allan Carr (surgeon), 
Printed Edinburgh, Adam& Charles Black, North Bridge. mdcccxxxvi (1836). 
 
Royal Commission on Historical Monuments (England) Shielings and Bastles. HMSO 1970. 
H.G. Ramm, R.W. McDowall, Eric Mercer. 
 
Ryder P 1996. Bastle Houses in the North Pennines. North Pennines Heritage Trust I.S.B.N. 
No. 0 9513535 3 5 
 
Ward T 1998. Glenochar Bastle House and Fermtoun. Biggar Museum Trust and Lanark and 
District Archaeological Society. ISBN 0 9520195 6 4. 
 
Ward T 1998. Glenochar. Current Archaeology Number 156, Vol XIII No 12, 44-449. 
 
 
 

 
 
Dumped historic grave stones in Foulden! Who cares? 


