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Grandeur and Decline in an Elite Land-
scape:  Hornby Castle, Wensleydale

North Yorkshire 1000-1500.
Erik Matthews

Abstract:
Fieldwork at Hornby Castle, North Yorkshire
by the Architectural and Archaeological Society
of Durham and Northumberland has, since
2010, uncovered evidence of an Anglo- Norman
hunting lodge belonging to the Dukes of Brit-
tany together with a Later Medieval ‘pleas-
aunce’ associated with the Neville and later the
Conyers families. I propose to outline the
results achieved so far which include an exten-
sive assemblage of pottery imported from
Northern France and the Low Countries along
with rich evidence of the aristocratic diet and
domestic fittings.
Key Words: Designed Landscape, thegnly resi-
dence, imported pottery, early Gothic.
Introduction:
Since 2010 a programme of archaeological
fieldwork has been ongoing at Hornby castle
in Wensleydale North Yorkshire (OS SE 226
934) under the auspices of the Architectural
and Archaeological Society of Durham and
Northumberland. It has focussed on the re-
mains of a moated hunting lodge of the Dukes
of Brittany who held neighbouring Richmond

Castle in the 12th century. The site was later
‘modernised’ first for Sir John Neville of Red-
bourne, a household knight of King Edward III,
and later for the Conyers family in the 15th
century, who were intimately related to the
Yorkist faction during the Wars of the Roses.
The site was then catastrophically destroyed
by military action at some point towards the
end of the Wars of the Roses.
   Previous seasons at Hornby have focussed
on the area of the later-medieval first-floor
hall together with the heavily robbed remains
of buildings to the south and east. Work has
more recently concentrated on the site of the
later-medieval kitchen with an annexe directly
to the north with tantalising evidence of a
timber pentice linking the kitchen with the hall
entrance. The kitchen itself contained evi-
dence of a range of cooking related parapher-
nalia such as bread and pastry ovens, warming
hearths and a wooden stave built tank to
contain live fish or crustaceans.  This suggests
a use of the site through the medieval period
for elite entertainment  incorporating some-
thing of a  rich diet, (1). The removal of a
post-medieval garden path lying above re-
vealed the front wall of the kitchen but also
evidence of another stone built  structure
which evidence, may be a chapel.
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Fig.1.  Conjectural schematic plan of the Hunting Lodge site at Hornby castle, revealed so far.
Fig. 2. The 1650 estate plan showing the square moated area to the south of the church and the
present house across the wood to the east. The site is 450 sq.m.
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   After several abortive attempts to locate
the moat, referred to as surrounding Duke
Stephen of Brittany’s hunting lodge in a
Charter of 1115 awarding rights to St Mary’s
Abbey, York, and illustrated on later plans, it
was finally located in the 2018 season. Also
located at the same time was a substantial
stone foundation some 2.8 metres wide and
1.4 metres deep with a splayed clay and
rubble clad batter running parallel with the
line of the moat. Sections of ashlar cladding
from the superstructure, together with a
section of roofing lead with lime slurry, sug-
gests a substantial stone tower.  Associated
artefactual evidence including the discovery
of further sherds of rare Andenne ware pot-
tery would link ownership of the tower with
the Dukes of Brittany. This raises the further
question of the degree to which the structure
of the Anglo-Norman hunting lodge was re-
used in the later medieval work. The discov-
ery of a small but significant quantity of elite
late-Saxon artefacts in the vicinity of the
later-medieval kitchen, and the discovery of
a much earlier stave built structure, lying
beneath the kitchen floor raises the possibil-
ity of continuity through the Conquest period.
It possibly points to the location of the pre-
Conquest thegnly residence of Arnekill, a figure
who played a lead role in the events preceding
the Harrying of the North in 1069, (2).

 Each of these issues together with the evi-
dence for the medieval hall will be examined
further below.

The Medieval Hall:

The fourth trench revealed evidence of a
substantial first-floor hall supported on tim-
ber columns above an undercroft which had
caught fire and collapsed as a result of a
military event at some point, shortly before
the end of the 15th century. (3). The very high
water table and favourable soil ph ensured
that when the rubble of the collapse was

cleared, significant evidence of timber struc-
tures survived along the entire eastern length
of the trench. A series of eight  paired timber
posts surviving to a height of 20cm can be
identified as the base of a trestle table or
bench. Adjacent to the south were the more
substantial collapsed remains of a timber
buffet or bureau surrounded by a significant
assemblage of larger sherds of pottery from
jugs, and other table vessels primarily from
the Humber ware kilns dating to the early-to-
mid-15th century. Other artefacts possibly
relating to activities taking place in the Hall
above included an iron barrel padlock, a stone
spindle whorl and a worked bone dog whistle,
similar to that previously located at Mount
House, Witney, (4). (fig. 3)

  Directly adjacent to the south and partially
over-sailed by the Hall the fifth trench identi-
fied a further room with a service function
which incorporated a timber lined trough at
its south western end with a central hearth
with chambers rammed with charcoal be-
neath for the heating of water. Directly to the
east of the hearth was a large assemblage of
broken jugs and bowls again primarily from
the Humber ware kilns dating to the late
14th/early 15th century. Directly to the west
a blown-glass disc some 60cm in diameter was
recovered with evidence that it originally had
had a handle on its reverse. This can clearly
be identified as a linen smoother and the
room tentatively identified as a laundry, a
rarely evidenced but essential element of any
elite household complex.

The Kitchen:

Directly to the east of the Hall a further Trench
was opened which was partially bisected at
higher level by a post-medieval garden path.
At the western and northern edges of the
trench a series of characteristic oven struc-
tures soon became apparent including  two
pastry and two bread ovens, (fig. 4). A “hot
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Above Left: Fig. 3. Worked bone dog whistle. Right: Fig. 4.  Kitchen ovens.

Grandeur and Decline in an Elite Landscape:- Hornby Castle, Wensleydale, North Yorkshire

Left:Fig. 5. Worked bone casket mount depicting
architectural column with capital and fluting.
Right: Fig. 6. Cannon ball.

Above: Fig. 7.  Tower Foundation. Right: Fig. 8. Footbridge Structure.
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plate” for frying or for keeping food warm was
also located between the two areas of ovens.
A wide array of food bones were recovered
from the kitchen floor including venison, boar
(along with a quantity of tusks), and veal calf.
Also present were the blades of six kitchen
knives of a variety of sizes, and a large number
of stone pot lids carefully shaped to seal and
keep fresh the contents of  a range of pots,
small, medium and large. The principal kitchen
fireplace was found to be partly sealed by the
post-medieval garden path,  which served for
the purposes of roasting and cooking larger
quantities with a further substantial fireplace
to the north within the area of the kitchen
annexe.

   The kitchen was a low rise, quite ephemeral
structure. With the removal of the post- me-
dieval garden path the foundations of the
main south elevation were exposed which
were in mortared stone but very narrow in
terms of width suggesting a half-timbered
superstructure set on stone sleeper walls. Set
within the otherwise mortar floor in a long
band along the eastern edge of the trench
approximately 15cm wide  was an area of blue
puddled clay. This was subsequently found to
extend into the area of the kitchen annexe to
the north, where it was found to seal a timber
water pipe entering the building and lessen
the risk of leakage into the kitchen area.

  Two unusual concentrations of artefacts were
recovered from the kitchen floor. The first was
a small but significant quantity of elite Pre-
Conquest material including a further sherd of
early glazed ware pottery, a small piece of a
worked bone casket incorporating a depiction
of an architectural column with a capital and
fluting  and a walrus ivory handle which may
have come from a small mirror, (fig. 5),  (5).  In
view of the presence of this material clearly not
related to the later kitchen use it was decided
to undertake a section some 2 x 1 metres

through the mortar floor to establish whether
there was anything earlier surviving beneath.
Following removal of an approx. 25 cm depth
of mortar floor the degraded remains of an
earlier wooden floor were identified lying
above natural. An area in a better state of
preservation as a result of an earlier spillage
was identified and removed for potential C14
dating. At the same time small pieces of highly
characteristic stave walling were recovered
from the floor surface. It may therefore be very
tentatively suggested that the ephemeral re-
mains are associated with the earlier thegnly
residence of Arnekill and the early church
tower lying directly to the north.

  The second concentration of artefacts is
primarily military in nature. A scatter of ar-
rowheads was found all over the surface of
the later-medieval kitchen floor with one
tined arrowhead embedded in the rear of an
oven. This suggests that the kitchen was a
focus of activity during the destruction event
which led to the burning and collapse of the
building during the Later 15th century. This
was reinforced by the discovery of a 9kg stone
cannon ball fired by a type of heavy calibre
cannon called a bombard which was embed-
ded in the  southern kitchen wall and which
en route had engaged with a Nidderdale
Marble capital probably from a chapel lying
somewhere to the south east, (6).  (fig 6). The
carving of the capital was quite elaborate and
has been suggested as an example of early
Gothic work from the late 12th century.

  Evidence for  a series of ephemeral timber
structures was found in the angle between the
kitchen and the principal elevation of the hall.
These can be readily interpreted on plan as
being the base of a wooden stairway giving
access to the hall on the upper level together
with the alignment of a wooden corridor or
pentice giving a covered route for food being
taken between kitchen and hall.
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  A further timber structure was more unusual
and lay to the south west. It consisted of a
framed structure of large timber posts set in
the ground surface but which had been care-
fully removed later in the Medieval period
and prior to destruction of the site.  The
similarity of the plan with the layout of the
internal bell frame at St Benedict’s Church,
Haltham-on-Bain, Lincolnshire suggests a bell
frame associated with a chapel in the near
vicinity.

  Directly to the south east lay the foundations
of a detached stone built structure which had
been reconstructed at least once and which
had a well laid stone floor. This would be a
suitable candidate for the possible chapel.
This hypothesis will be tested as part of a
future season at the site.

Kitchen Annexe:

A further trench was laid out directly to the
north of the kitchen in an effort to establish
the location of the moat. It soon however
became clear that it comprised a further part
of the kitchen complex although precise
interpretation was for a time confused by the
presence of a number of high-status domestic
artefacts including the metal handle of a
drinking jug lid, a barrel padlock and a frag-
ment of Medieval grisaille glass.  It is there-
fore assumed that the structure was on two
storeys with an elite chamber above.

 The internal space of the ground floor con-
tained a number of features including a large
fire place which had telescoped in on itself at
the point the building was destroyed sending
a plume of ash into the room. Centrally placed
within the room was a stone sink with a
timber lined drain linking with the moat away
to the north. Two items were recovered from
the kitchen drain a charcoal pencil and a
cherry stone which gives some small idea of
the activities taking place within the wider

kitchen area. Directly to the north west of the
sink was a tub like stave built timber structure
which has been compared with the similar
arrangement within the kitchens at Middle-
ham Castle where a tank was set aside for the
keeping of live fish and crustaceans waiting
to be prepared (7).

  Further to the east and aligned north south
close to the trench edge was a narrow band
of puddled clay which was found to seal a
water pipe buried in the floor beneath.

  The trench further yielded evidence associ-
ated with the destruction of the site with
several large charred timbers lying on the
floor including one having a ash tailing show-
ing where it had been burnt. The presence of
two horse shoes as well as two spade shoes
towards the western edge of the trench
illustrate efforts to sift through the rubble
soon after the point of destruction. Also at
the western edge of the trench was discov-
ered what appeared to be an impressively
sized crossbow bolt which was found to way
almost 2kg. This was ammunition for a sprin-
gald or heavy calibre fixed crossbow which
was used in sieges and against cavalry in the
14th century. It is presumed to have been in
store and then put together  and used by the
defenders when the site was attacked to-
wards the end of the 15th century.

Moat and Great Tower:

A trench was opened directly to the west of
the kitchen annexe in the further hope of
locating the moat referred to in the 1115
Charter and illustrated on later estate plans
.In the western half of the trench  moat
deposits together with several infill phases
which can be dated to the very early years of
the 19th century on coin evidence  were also
located. Separating the two Late-Georgian
infill phases were a series of carefully laid out
burials of three dogs of a spaniel or similar
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breed who clearly had been kept as pets. The
burials were in small wooden coffins with iron
rivets. In addition to the moat deposits a very
substantial stone foundation, some 2.8 me-
tres wide and 1.2 metres deep, was located
in the eastern section of the trench (fig. 5).
Foundation structures of a similar degree of
elaboration have been identified elsewhere
in respect of castle sites of the early 12th
century, (8). This interpretation is however
complicated somewhat by the discovery of a
worked bone mount from a small worked
bone casket of Pre-Conquest date from the
surviving stone floor surface of the tower. A
number of possible Pre-Conquest stone tow-
ers have been identified in at least initially
secular contexts notably St. George’s Tower
at Oxford castle(9) and are the subject of an
ongoing debate.

   Within the area of the moat directly to the
west of the stone foundation evidence was
uncovered of a robbed stone abutment for a
footbridge with ephemeral traces of a timber
bridge super structure continuing into the
moat silts beyond (fig. 6).  Several sherds of
early 12th century pottery were recovered
from the surface of the abutment including
fragments of imported Northern French
wares. However, the character of the surviv-
ing masonry is notably different from that of
the foundation behind and a section of the
tower foundation is also taken forward in to
the moat suggesting a later alteration possi-
bly associated with the occupation of the site
by the Nevilles of Redbourne in the early 14th
century.

  Establishing the internal layout of the tower
has proved quite difficult due to the nature
of the collapse of the building in the late 15th
century together with extensive stone rob-
bing which took place at the site in the late
18th century.  However, an internal passage
way leading to a doorway in the north cross

wall can be clearly identified. This is interned
indicating an opening of some status notwith-
standing that it was leading into the tower
basement.  Evidence has also been found of
a robbed out newel stair leading to the upper
floors. The north wall has also yielded evi-
dence of an internal cupboard or alcove. In
terms of  dating the construction cut for the
tower foundation has yielded sherds of early
12th-century pottery as have the internal
surfaces of the tower including further sherds
of Andenne ware. One curious feature was a
dog skull which had been partially mortared
in to the stone foundations which can be
compared with the previously discovered
horse’s skull with a section of 14th-century
foundation elsewhere in the complex. Both
finds may have an apotropaic significance,
(10).

   Notwithstanding the finding of the worked
bone  mount fragment the dating and dimen-
sions of the tower suggest a parallel with the
Great Tower at Goodrich which is tall but
narrow with an ashlar cladding and dating to
the early 12th century. That also has a sub-
basement similar to what appears to be at
Hornby used for storage with a high-status
chamber with lobby above which in the ab-
sence of a fireplace has been suggested as for
ceremonial rather than domestic use, (11).

   The 12th-century owners of Hornby were
the Dukes of Brittany and the principal docu-
mentary reference to the site in a Charter of
1115 to St Mary’s Abbey, York refers to the
structure as a hunting lodge of the Dukes. The
tower at Bowes castle on Stainmore has been
attributed to the Dukes and dating from a
similar time period. Although significantly
larger than the remains uncovered so far, that
too is clad in finely-faced ashlar with an
internal spine wall. Further comparisons
await clearance of the internal collapsed
material, (12).
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Conclusion:

The new results both add to and complicate
the earlier findings from the site. The evi-
dence points to at least three phases of
occupation. Stratigraphically the ephemeral
remains from beneath the later-medieval
kitchen point to occupation by the Saxon
thegnly family associated with Arnekill in the
years before the Norman Conquest, (13). This
is possibly associated with the development
of the adjacent church tower. The core of the
stone tower  recently discovered forms the
hunting lodge referred to in the 1115 Charter
as belonging to Duke Stephen of Brittany.

   The majority of the remainder of the site
can be associated with the 14th and 15th
century owners the Nevilles of Redbourne in
Lincolnshire and then the Conyers. The level
of new investment appears substantial with
the provision of a postern gate and associated
footbridge facing the moat and mere beyond,
with the gate added to the tower frontage
and built out into the moat. To this period can
be added the previously discovered network
of wooden water pipes set within the floor.
Also the kitchen with its sophisticated range
of ovens and other food preparation struc-
tures. The evidence of the range of pottery
and food bones suggests an intensive use of
the buildings to provide elite entertainment
and fine dining in the period directly before
the destruction of the site.  Both the Nevilles
and the Conyers had close associations with
the higher aristocracy and with the Royal
Court and ready access to the associated
cultural norms.  This is clearly demonstrated
by the quality of the building complex and the
activities taking place within.

  The material recovered so far represents but
a small proportion of a very large area ele-
ments of which may survive in a similarly good
state of preservation. The original entrance

has so far not been located and neither have
most of the associated complex of service
buildings. The broken marble capital recov-
ered from the kitchen indicates the sophisti-
cation of the chapel. All are targets for future
work at the site in coming seasons.
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