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Preamble 
 

 

Mottes, Ringworks, 1066 And All That 

 

CSG members will recall very well the heavy-duty debate about the origins of the 

castle in England and Wales and as a sub-set of that, the precedence, both by 

chronology and category, of motte and bailey versus ‘ringwork’ castles. Apart from 

rather older writers, notably Mrs E.S. Armitage, the leading proponents of the 

discussion in the 1960s and after, (and it was sometimes a very animated discussion!), 

were R. Allen Brown, wearing the historian’s hat and being ardently pro-Norman and 

Brian K. Davison, the archaeologist who took a more neutral view. Where Brian 

could see Anglo-Saxon thegns as having what amounted to their own, non-communal, 

defensible residences, Allen was, like Ella Armitage, strident in the view that the 

castle was exclusively a Norman import – that fortified, lordly residences were not 

part of the Anglo-Saxon landscape.1 

 

In his time, Allen was caustic about the use of certain words then being used by 

architectural historians and archaeologists as labels for ‘categories’ of castles, notably 

‘ringwork’ and ‘shell-keep’. These terms, as he noted, had no historical validity and 

would have meant nothing to the castle builders of Norman times. Indeed he argued 

plausibly that they were positively misleading. This was especially the case with 

‘ringworks’ because, he outlined, it gave an impression that any ringwork was a castle 

- that consequently circular or sub-circular/sub-rectangular ditches and embankments 

of any age might be seen as such. 

 

Nomenclature is transparently important. Happily, we are on solid ground with 

mottes, given the contemporary use of that term by our Norman predecessors as mota 

(Latin) or la mote/motte (French), which rather interestingly, it will be noted, are 

feminine nouns. Words such as that, and we might add, donjon (great tower), aula 

(hall), arx (keep) had real meaning for those who built, inhabited and wrote of them: 

that donjon and motte might occasionally be interchangeable terms for a powerful 

lofty tower and a conspicuous earthen mound, reflects that both were seen as the 

essence of lordship. 

 

So it is important to be guarded in using this all too convenient term ‘ringwork’. In 

effect, castellologists see it primarily as a motteless motte and bailey castle.  But 

where is the line drawn? ‘Ringwork’ castles could have a dominant structure – a 

principal building which the chief occupied or used as his HQ; that structure could be 

placed on a platform enhancing its eminence, though not so remarkably that we would 

label it a tower on a motte. Equally, some mottes could be so puny, at least as seen 

                                                 
1 E.S. Armitage, Early Norman Castles of the British Isles, (John Murray, London, 1912); R. Allen  

  Brown, ‘The Norman Conquest and the genesis of English Castles’, Château Gaillard III, ed. A.J.  

  Taylor, (Phillimore, London and Chichester, 1969), pp. 1-14; English Castles, 2nd revised ed.,  

  (Batsford, 1976), pp. 14-39; B.K. Davison, ‘The Origins of the Castle in England’, Archaeological  

  Journal, CXXIV (1967); ‘Three eleventh-century earthworks in England: their excavation and  

 implications, Château Gaillard II (Koln-Graz, 1967); ‘Early earthwork castles: a new model’,  

 Château Gaillard III, pp. 37-47. 
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today, as to barely warrant that name. Some mottes may have stated life as 

‘ringworks’ which were strengthened causing contraction and infilling; some 

‘ringworks’ were later superseded by neighbouring mottes but conversely the opposite 

seems true as well.2 In short, it is hard and perhaps unwise to draw lines at all. It 

might be an asset if it were possible to concoct a new term for an early motteless 

castle. In Scotland, castellologists are finally discarding that long-lived term, ‘hall-

house castle’ - a somewhat vague and unhelpful category created many years ago. 

Perhaps at some point the term ‘ringwork castle’ might also be superseded. That 

would make Allen Brown’s spirit very happy and arguably reduce the scope for 

confusion among the rest of us as well! 

 

Finally, another note on ‘ringworks’ as the day includes visits to some of the cluster 

of these castles concentrated in south-west Northamptonshire. Their interiors are 

frequently no higher than outside ground level; some that are not could be simply due 

to the building up of the ground from internal slippage of the ring bank. On the other 

hand, clearly some ‘ringwork’ interiors were made higher than the ground from the 

beginning.  There seems to be no particular reason why there should be a group of 

these in the area – the only explanation perhaps being the simple preference of their 

individual builders and the connections some of them had with each other.3 

 

This Gazetteer 

 

As we know very well, non-royal, early castles often have few if any, historical 

punctuation marks, thereby making archaeology all the more important. The sites 

covered in this short handbook for our itinerary, fall largely into this scope. Of course, 

while some sites have been the subject of considerable archaeological investigation, 

others have had none, so what can be said of each location is bound to be imbalanced. 

To complicate matters, some archaeology is older and so perhaps more imperfect than 

other, more recent and so scientifically based, investigations. The good news, though, 

is that the day will take in some of the best mottes and ‘ringworks’ there are. In 

addition, some of the sites have features which still remain difficult to interpret. There 

is then, good opportunity for discussion. 

 

What follows is not a comprehensive ferret of everything that has ever been written 

on the sites to be visited. That would constitute a small book! That said, I’ve taken in 

the most conspicuous writings of which I’m aware. Whatever of significance there is 

which I’ve omitted – and CSG disciples are very welcome indeed to speak up about 

such lacunae – I hope this Guide proves useful. Please note that Brian Giggins MA, 

MCIfA, contributed the entry for Towcester: I am very grateful to him for this.  I 

anticipate that our perambulations will provoke lines of thought that may usefully add 

our perceptions of these select, castle earthworks in Northants., Bucks. and Warks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 D.J. Cathcart King and L. Alcock, ‘Ringworks of England and Wales’, Château Gaillard III, pp. 90- 

  127. 
3 Ibid. pp. 94, 103. 
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BRINKLOW [The Tump] (Warwickshire) 
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Descriptive overview 

 

Brinklow is an excellent example of a well-preserved sizeable motte with two baileys. It is 

located in a commanding position on a short, elevated ridge running east-west and was clearly 

built to command the line of the Fosse Way. Indeed, the motte appears to have been planted 

over the Way necessitating that it be diverted at this point. This impressive flat-topped motte 

rises some 15m and has a base diameter of 79m. Its ditch, slightly damaged on the north side 

when Ell Lane was built, is similarly impressive being 12m wide. The Round Mounds Project 

cored the motte in 2015 and dated it to mid/late eleventh century to late twelfth century, so 

has not materially assisted in dating the castle beyond the period one would expect. 

 

The two baileys are situated to the west, the one beyond the other, the inner one covering 

0.33ha and the outer one 0.45ha. They are bounded by a common ditch, up to 25m wide and 

4m deep. This too has been partly damaged at the north-west by earth digging. The ditch 

arrangement around the baileys would suggest that they are contemporary and that therefore 

this was a considerable castle from its inception. Alternatively, it is possible that in origin, 

there was just one large bailey subsequently divided by the intermediate ditch. There are 

embankments within this common ditch around each bailey which rise as high as 3m at the 

angles. A small mound with a diameter of 10m lies in the northern part of the outer bailey. 

The intermediate ditch – between the two baileys – is up to 16m wide. Entrance to the castle 

was from the west via a causeway through the central part of the baileys’ ramparts. Beyond 

the castle to the south, south-east and east, there are the earthwork remains of ridge and 

furrow cultivation. Those parts immediately to the east and south-east of the motte form a 

triangular enclosure attached to the castle but there is no surface evidence that this had any 

defences.4 

 

History 

 

Its location astride the Fosse Way and mid-way between the castles of Warwick and Leicester 

have led to the inference that it was begun as part of the Conqueror’s northern campaigns of 

1069. The site was in the hands of the Earl of Meulan in the late eleventh century, later 

passing to Nigel de Albany and the Mowbrays but it thought to have been abandoned quite 

early. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 Historic England list entry number (HEL) 1011368; Round Mounds Project, University of Reading.  

   https://roundmoundsproject.wordpress.com/2016/10/07radiocarbon-dates-from-10-castle-mounds-    

   results-of-year-1/ (accessed 12/1/18). 

 

https://roundmoundsproject.wordpress.com/2016/10/07radiocarbon-dates-from-10-castle-mounds-%20%20%20%20%20%20results-of-year-1/
https://roundmoundsproject.wordpress.com/2016/10/07radiocarbon-dates-from-10-castle-mounds-%20%20%20%20%20%20results-of-year-1/
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LILBOURNE  [1] (Northants) 

 
Descriptive overview 

 

 

Today, Lilbourne can be spotted by eagle-eyed castle motoring enthusiasts driving north, right 

next to the M1 just before the M6 peels off it to the West! The castle lies just to the north of 

Lilbourne village, close to All Saints Church, and immediately south of the river besides a 

crossing point, which it appears to have controlled. It sits on alluvium and river gravel at 95m. 

above OD, in the bottom of the river valley.  

 

The castle is a well-preserved example of a motte with two peripheral baileys and an 

associated fishpond. Two stages of development visible in the surviving earthworks suggest 

that it may have started as a small motte and single bailey and was subsequently rebuilt and 

strengthened at a later date. The earthworks cover an area measuring approximately 140m x 

100m. The motte is a round conical mound some 7.25m high, which is surrounded by a ditch 

2m deep on the north, south and east sides. The attached small bailey attached on the motte’s 

north-east side appears to be contemporary. It is roughly rectangular and bounded by a ditch 

up to 2m deep with an inner bank on its S. and E. sides but it has been damaged by later 

activity, including the use of the ditch on the N. side as a track. 

 

To the south-east of the motte lies a second and later bailey some 35m square. This more 

substantial bailey is a raised platform with banks up to 2.5m high around its inner edge on all 

but the north side, and is surrounded by a ditch up to 2m deep and 5m wide. At its S. and SE. 

corners, the bank is endowed with two prominent mounds raising the level at those points by 

a further 1.5m.  The great size of this bank, and the fact that the bailey is constructed on 

ground rising out of the valley-bottom, means that it dominates the adjacent motte and 

improves the tactical position of the site from the S. A further bank, about 1m high, lies on the 

outer edge of the south side of this bailey.  

 

Lying outside the motte and bailey to the north-east is what was probably a small rectangular 

fishpond associated with the castle and connected by a water channel to the ditches of the 

bailey. Immediately S.E. of the fishpond is a small circular mound only 0.25 m. high. It may 

overlie ridge-and-furrow, but this is not certain. Its purpose is unknown. To the E. and S. of 

the site is a series of ditched and embanked enclosures, many with ridge-and-furrow within 

them, that extend S. and form part of the settlement remains (3). A number of hollowed 

trackways approach and skirt the site but their relationship to it is not clear 

 

History 

 
Nothing is known of its date or its history. The most detailed analysis speculates that it might 

possibly have been first created by Aubrey, created earl of Northumbria in 1080 but who 

resigned his earldom and retired to Normandy by 1086. It could, the analysis continues, just 

as easily be the work of one of the three twelfth-century earls of Leicester, inspired by, or 

developed as a result of their known participation in the warfare of Stephen’s reign or the 

rebellion of the Young King against Henry II in 1173-4. It has been suggested that an order to 

the sheriffs of Warwick and Leicester in 1218 to destroy the castle of ‘Catthorpe’ could in fact 

be a scribe’s confusion for Lilbourne, as Catthorpe parish (in Leics.) had no castle and is 

immediately next to Lilbourne parish across the dividing River Avon. 5 

                                                 
5 A. Lowerre, Placing Castles in the Conquest. Landscape, Lordship and Local Politics in the South-  
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   Eastern Midlands, 1066-1100, BAR British Series 385 (Oxford, 2005), pp. 247-8. 
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LILBOURNE [2] (Northants) 

 
Some 800m to the WSW is a second earthwork castle, now called ‘Hill Ground’, shown on 

the OS as a motte and bailey but now surviving merely as a motte with little evidence of a 

bailey. Very slight remains, now mainly discernible through aerial photographs, may suggest 

that there was a small bailey to the north but these traces could just as easily be the result of 

modern agricultural practices. The motte is 7.5m high, and was 15m in diameter at the top 

where it was flat but a large L-shaped trench has been cut through it, extending down the N 

and E sides of the mound, a possible example of early treasure-hunting vandalism. It was 

once partly surrounded by a ditch 2m deep. The ditch has been damaged and is now barely 

discernible on the north side.  Its position is in marked contrast to the better-preserved castle 

by the river. It has been suggested that this may have been a siege castle created when the 

main castle was under attack but when any such siege may have occurred is impossible to say. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 

 

 

 

LONG BUCKBY [The Mounts] (Northants) 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Reconstruction drawing, depicting central ‘ringwork’ with west bailey. By Joanna Richards 

and Robert Sewell. 
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Descriptive overview 

 
The castle is built on almost flat ground – on boulder clay, at 137m. above OD. At its core, 

Long Buckby consists of a ‘ringwork’ being a roughly oval bank 4m high surrounding a 

central area 23m x 15m. As with other ‘ringworks’, the interior is raised slightly above the 

surrounding land. On its west side, there is a gap the bank, though whether this indicates the 

original entrance is impossible to say. The bank is surrounded by a ditch up to 2m deep but 

this is partly filled in on its east side.  

 

On the west side, there are the remnants of a sub-rectangular bailey which was bounded on its 

northern quadrant by a ditch a mere 0.5m deep. The north-west part of this bailey was 

destroyed in 1955 in a housing development and indeed the rest of this one-time bailey has 

since suffered from yet more housing but it is known from a plan made before the 

development that the bailey extended as far as the east side of Harbridges Lane. The south 

side of this bailey is said to have been edged by a steep scarp up to 2m high which also 

formed the north side of a deep hollow-way running south-east from Harbridges Lane along 

the south side of the whole site. Housing development now obscures these features of these 

bailey features.  A narrow ditch in the south-east corner, joining the hollow-way to the inner 

‘ringwork’ ditch, may be part of the original bailey ditch.  Just to the west of this ditch is a 

large mound – perhaps the only remaining vestige of this west bailey rampart.  

 

There may have been a second bailey - on the ‘ringwork’s’ east side. It has been suggested 

that its outer ramparts might have been indicated by a shallow ditch and slight bank on its 

south side. In fact, that ‘line’ is more likely another hollow-way: the continuation of the one 

mentioned above – on the south side of the west bailey. On this east side, the ground has been 

levelled, eliminating any signs of such a bailey. The ‘ringwork’ and the small field now 

fronting it (the site of the possible east bailey), is now hemmed in by housing. 

 

History 

 

Its history is a blank page so its builder and his period may only be theorised. The two 

Domesday-era landowners who held estates in the area are unlikely candidates, largely 

because the focus of their main interests lay elsewhere. M.W. Thompson, who led a small-

scale excavation here in 1955, followed by Lowerre, preferred to think it was established by 

Saher de Quincy, uncle to the first Quincy earl of Winchester and a staunch supporter of 

Henry II.6 If so, this would of course make Long Buckby a foundation of the mid-twelfth 

century. This would accord with what can be gleaned from Thompson’s archaeological work. 

 

Archaeology 

 
In the eighteenth century, substantial foundation walls, reportedly ‘eight to ten feet’ thick 

were found.7  Thompson’s 1955 excavation focused on the north-west area of the west bailey 

prior to its destruction for housing, as mentioned above. This archaeology suggested that there 

was an initial shallow ditch, perhaps of an enclosure, dating to either side of 1066, that it was  

 

                                                 
6 M.W. Thompson, ‘Trial excavation on the West Bailey of a Ring Motte and Bailey at Long Buckby,  

   Northants’, Journal of Northamptonshire Natural History Society and Field Club, vol. 33 (1956),   

   pp. 55-66; plans and notes in the Dryden Collection, Central Library, Northampton; air photographs  

   in NMR VAP 543/RAF/2337, 0374-5; Lowerre, Placing Castles, pp. 248-9. 
7 J. Bridges, History of Northamptonshire, vol. I (1791), p. 544. 
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superseded in the mid-twelfth century by a bailey stone wall which in turn was subsequently 

superseded by a bank and deep external ditch (see plan below). Within the bailey defensive 

perimeter, the excavation also uncovered a small stone building with its own curtain wall 

dating, Thompson proposed, from the same time as the twelfth-century stone wall. Later still, 

the bailey was enclosed by a more substantial stone wall but the site was apparently 

abandoned by the early part of the thirteenth century. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 

 

 

 

CULWORTH [Berry Hill] (Northants) 

 

Artist’s impression of how the castle may have appeared. 

 

 
 

 

Aerial view 
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Plan from the RCHME 

 

 
 

 
Descriptive overview 

 

Berry Hill is located in a field known as Bury Close in 1839. It lies immediately north of St. 

Mary’s church which has Norman origins. Both were located in the settlement of Brime 

which at some point merged with Culworth lying to its north-west. It is built on Northampton 

Sand at 165m above OD. It is a simple, almost exactly circular ‘ringwork’ with no apparent 

sign of a bailey, It is 50m in diameter and has a wide ditch, up to 1.75m deep below the 

external ground level and 3.5m deep below the internal rampart. The Old Rectory garden has 

encroached upon the ditch on the south-east side and largely destroyed it. The circular, flat 

top of the interior is bounded, except on its west, by an inner bank, nowhere more than 0.5m 

high. The south-east corner of this bank has been cut away, apparently in the mid-nineteenth 

century, as an element of the improvements to the Old Rectory garden. The rest of the flat top 

is featureless. 
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History 

 

Of the two estates here at the time of Domesday in 1086, the larger was held by Landric as a 

vassal of Ghilo (Giles) de Picquigny. Significantly Landric’s holding was recorded as in a 

place called Brime. Landric was also one of Ghilo’s tenants at nearby Sulgrave, where a 

similar ‘ringwork’ was developed. A third, neighbouring ringwork adjacent to a church, is at 

Weedon Lois, Ghilo’s own caput. Consequently, the historical connection between these three 

sites is striking. Given the archaeology that has taken place at Sulgrave, effectively dating it 

to the period immediately after the Conquest, it is considered that all three castles are 

contemporary and hence of that date.8 

 

Archaeology 

 

None has taken place on the ‘ringwork’ itself. In 1992, excavations were conducted on its 

immediate north-west, in preparation for an extension to the village churchyard. No 

significant medieval finds were unearthed, most of the evidence recovered being of Iron Age 

date.9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 G. Baker, The History and Antiquities of the County of Northamptonshire, vol. I  (1822),  p. 607;  

  VCH Northamptonshire, vol. II (1906), p. 404; Lowerre, Placing Castles, p. 243. 
9 Lowerre, Placing Castles, p. 243. 
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SULGRAVE [Castle Hill] (Northants) 
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Descriptive overview 

 
The ‘ringwork’ lies immediately to the west of St James church on a low spur of limestone, at 

155m above OD, running down the middle of a wide, shallow valley. On the east side, 

towards the church, the rampart has been cut back and the ditch filled; on the south side a 

small kitchen garden has intruded. The gap in the rampart on its west side forming something 

of a causeway, was found in 1968 to be a nineteenth-century breach, the site of the original 

entrance remaining unknown. These alterations apart, the earthworks survive reasonably well, 

constituting – on the north side, a rampart standing some 3.66m high above a ditch 0.31 deep. 

The ringwork is roughly circular though it is possible to see it as constituting five roughly 

straight sides. There may have been a bailey to the east enclosing the churchyard with its 

apparently late Saxon doorway while the sunken lane on the south side might possibly reflect 

a second, larger bailey. 

 

History 

 
Its origins are uncertain. Domesday records that Sulgrave was held by Ghilo (Giles) de 

Picquigny in Picardy as part of an ‘honour’ held by the service of fifteen knights. Tenure of 

Sulgrave itself was divided between three men – Hugh, Landric and Otbert. As noted above, 

(see under Culworth), Landric also held land at Culworth where there is another ringwork 

near a church. As also noted above, a third, neighbouring ringwork adjacent to a church, is at 

Weedon Lois, Ghilo’s caput. At some unknown point after the mid-point of the twelfth 

century, Sulgrave was given to the Priory of St. Andrew in Northampton whereupon it ceased 

to be a seigneurial residence and so passed out of use. When a manorial residence was re-

established in Sulgrave in the early sixteenth century, it was at the other end of the village. 

 

In his comprehensive BAR volume, Lowerre was not able to add to this. Curiously though, he 

says that Davison assigned the initial Saxon foundation of the site to one Giles, brother of 

Ansculf.10  Davison’s work that Lowerre cites, does not in fact say this but this hardly matters. 

What does, is the central question of whether or not we have here a Saxon manorial complex, 

perhaps slightly defended as a pseudo-ringwork, thereby anticipating its greater elaboration as 

such, by the incoming Normans. 11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
10 Lowerre, Placing Castles, pp. 251-2. 
11 B.K. Davison, ‘Excavations at Sulgrave, Northamptonshire, 1960-76; an interim report’, The  

   Archaeological Journal, vol. 134, (1977), pp. 105-114.  Later reprinted in, Five Castle Excavations,  

   Reports on the Institute’s Research Project into the Origins of the Castle in England, Royal  

   Archaeological Institute, (1978), pp. 105-114. 
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Leaflet, with plan, by Northants County Council, 1995 
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Archaeology 

 
Accordingly, Sulgrave is famous for the part it has played in the debate on the origins of the 

castle in England – which focused on the evidence for ringworks prior to the Norman 

Conquest. Consequently, it has an ample bibliography.  However, the archaeological record 

remains incomplete and may possibly always remain thus. Excavation has been limited and 

discontinuous, involving three seasons between 1960 and 1963, then further campaigns in 

1968, 1972 and 1976 – altogether 24 weeks spread over sixteen years. After each season, the 

excavated areas were back-filled, largely owing to uncertainty that archaeology would 

subsequently resume.  As a result, at no time was it possible to see any one building 

excavated in its entirety. 

  

Brian K. Davison, who took charge of the digs, wrote a number of reports. His final piece, 

summarising the results of the various excavation seasons, was published in 1977 (see fn. 11 

above). The focus of this archaeology was in the north part of the ringwork. Its conclusions 

were that: 

  
1) In the tenth century, a timber hall with adjacent kitchen on its west side and a stone building 

on its east side, were erected. 
2) Around 1000, the hall was altered - partly re-founded, the service room dismantled and a 

new stone building put up on the north side. At some undetermined date after this, a small 
turf bank, merely 0.31m high, fronted by a flat-bottomed ditch, 4.57m wide and 0.31m deep, 
was thrown up around the external northern walls of these buildings and was seen to curve 
round to the south. This aspect is key in the debate for, as Davidson wrote, ‘It is clear, 
however, that during the first part of the eleventh century the site underwent a major 
structural change, and that some thought was being given to defence.’ 

3) In the mid-eleventh century, a rampart of clay and limestone 2.44m high was thrown up over 
the earlier turf bank on the north side, embedding the stone building north of the hall. On 
the west side, this new embankment followed the line visible today; its line to the east is 
unclear. The earlier timber hall was dismantled and replaced in stone, its adjacent west 
kitchen of timber being also dismantled and replaced by an open-air cooking facility on the 
sloping back of the rampart. 

4) In due course, pressure from the embankment on the north building caused it to be filled 
solid to prevent collapse. The rampart was raised by a further 1.22m, and extended in width 
so that internally its tail now ran against the stone wall of the hall. The NE corner of the hall 
duly collapsed under this pressure. A timber building was then put up on top of the rampart 
on this north side, ‘rather in the fashion of a small timber keep on a motte’. By this phase, if 
not before, the embankment on the east assumed its present line, thus excluding the church.  

5) In the early twelfth-century, the embankment on this north side was raised yet again by the 
addition of layers of clay, this being the fourth heightening, counting from and including the 
pre-Conquest low turf bank. The timber structure on top of this part of the bank had to be 
rebuilt, while some lesser structures, mere huts, were created inside and against the eastern 
embankment. 

The conclusion is that phases 1 and 2 summarised above, reflect that Sulgrave was a Saxon 

manorial residence which was given a light, quite possibly never finished defence.  

Subsequent phases are, less controversially, seen as Norman. Crucially phase 3, allocated to 

mid-eleventh century as noted above, is nonetheless thought to be post 1066; a conviction 

seized upon by R.A. Brown in his refutation of Anglo-Saxon thegnly fortified ‘castles’.12 

 

 

 

                                                 
12 Allen Brown, English Castles, pp. 49, 63. 
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TOWCESTER [Bury Mount] (Northants) [by Brian Giggins] 

 

Descriptive overview  

 

Bury Mount motte is an Ancient Monument forming a public open space on the north side of 

Moat Lane, Towcester (SP693488), next to the offices of South Northamptonshire Council. It 

forms a circular grass covered mound approximately 6m high with a spiral path leading to the 

top and a flight of steps leading down to a bridge that crosses and adjacent mill leet. The 

bailey of the castle occupied the area of new housing bordered by Moat Lane and Chantry 

lane. Chantry Lane partially follows the route of the important former medieval road between 

Towcester and Northampton. 

  

History 

 

Gilbert de Clare, Earl of Hertford, is believed to have had the castle constructed sometime 

between 1135 and 1153 on the site of his Towcester manor house. This site had the advantage 

of being on the road to Northampton, which cut across the meadow over the river Tove to 

Easton Neston and Blisworth.  In the later twelfth century the manor passed to the Earl of 

Arundel and in the following century to the Munchensi family. By the end of the fourteenth 

century it was in the hands of the de Grey family. The first documentary reference to the 

castle occurs in 1392.  

 

There are within the site of the Manor: a hall with a chamber at the south end roofed 

with slate, a chamber at the end of the hall thatched, a kitchen with a small stable 

attached thatched with straw, two great barns at a distance, an oxhouse with stable 

and carthouse under one roof, a sheepfold for 200 sheep with their lambs. There is a 

dovecote worth 6s 8d. Within the said manor is one moat and within the moat is one 

mound tower.  

 

The castle appears to have been in separate ownership from the manor by 1550. At that time 

the motte was being used as gardens. Between November 1643 and January 1644 Towcester 

became a winter garrison for the Royalist Army led by Prince Rupert.  The Prince ordered 

new defences around the town and when Sir Arthur Aston wrote to Prince Rupert on the 22nd 

November he mentions the fortifying of a hill at Towcester.  On the 5th November, Robert 

Petit, a Parliamentarian spy, had seen the Royalists ‘Making a mount on the further side of the 

town to plant ordnance on’ and on the 18th it was reported that there were six pieces of 

ordnance in the Market Place and two on a hill towards Northampton. The conversion of the 

motte into the gun mount was the last significant episode in the history of the castle.  It was 

undoubtedly slighted when the Royalists left Towcester in January 1644. 

 

Archaeology 

 

In 2007 Northamptonshire Archaeology   undertook an excavation of the top and south-west 

quadrant of the castle’s motte. This was followed by excavations by Cotswold Archaeology 

on part of the bailey in 2013, which revealed a fragment of the bailey ditch. The motte was 

found to be erected on a 300-400mm thick layer of orangey-brown sandy soil over natural 

gravels. This soil layer incorporated large amounts of broken Roman roof tile and was found 

to overlay a substantial roman wall and a floor with evidence of hypocaust pilae. Overlying 

these layers was a 0.3-0.4m thick buried soil containing a piece of eleventh century Stamford 

Ware pottery. Built on the surface of this buried soil were the stone foundations of a wall of 

two phases which was 1-1.2m wide and 6 courses high (0.45m).  It was dated by pottery 

evidence to the late eleventh century.  This may have been Gilbert de Clare’s manor house 

which was partially demolished to construct the motte.  
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Completely enveloping this wall were a series of lenses of gravel and sand which were 

deposited to create the motte. Pottery found in the lower layers of the motte placed the 

construction to the mid-twelfth century. On one layer the excavators discovered a series of 

ruts running parallel to the partially demolished wall.  The report indicates that arcs of similar 

rutting appeared in bands on other layers and that these ruts could have been made by made 

by wheels.  Does this indicate that hand carts or wheel barrows were used for depositing the 

lenses of material?  As some ruts formed arcs, it may suggest that wheelbarrows were used.  

If this is correct then this could be the earliest physical evidence for wheelbarrow use in 

England.  

  

The excavations revealed that the construction of the motte began with the creation of an 

earth and gravel circular bund on the edge of the motte moat, to create a kerb.  This bund had 

a steep outer face and a sloping inner one.  Gravel and soil dug out from the moat, and 

elsewhere, was deposited in lenses along the inner slope, gradually raising the height of the 

bund to create a cone with a concave or hollowed centre 6m above the level of the original 

base.  The central hollow was then partially filled with mixed bluish clay layers. These did not 

create a level top but left a central depression. No evidence for any timber or masonry 

structures was found on the apex. A spiral path which went from the base of the east side of 

the motte to the top on the west appeared to be early but could not be dated. 

 

Coring in 2006 showed the ditch surrounding motte was more than 10m wide and 2-2.6m 

deep. Evidence from the excavation showed that the west side the motte had a ditch 14m wide 

which gradually silted up through the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. About 1850, Mr 

Jones, steward to Earl of Pomfret, considered that the open water of the moat was a nuisance 

and had it infilled. 

 

The moat encircling the motte was fed by the adjacent mill leet in the early nineteenth 

century.  As the mill leet was not constructed before the late seventeenth century it would 

suggest that the twelfth century moat was dug below the level of the water table to create a 

barrier.  The narrow encircling moat shown on Victorian maps was possibly a recut from 

when the motte was converted into a cannon mount during the civil war. 

 

A section of a substantial ditch was excavated near the presumed south-west corner of the 

outer-bailey by Cotswold Archaeology in 2013. The width of the ditch was found to extend 

under the adjacent Chantry Lane and estimated to be 12-18m wide. This lane occupies part of 

the alignment of the medieval road from Towcester to Northampton, the southern boundary of 

which still exists as a linear earthwork in in the churchyard of the parish church. The depth of 

the ditch was in excess of 2m and was intentionally filled with a series of deposits tipping 

down from the north-west. This may have been former bank material. 

 
Sources: 

1. ‘Moated Mounds’, The Builder, March 13, 1875, p 232. 

2.  G. Phillips (1950-53) Journal of Sir Samuel Luke, Oxfordshire Record Society. 

3.  J. Brown and I. Soden,  Excavation of a motte and bailey castle at Bury Mount Towcester, 

Northamptonshire, July-September 2007 (2007) https://www.mola.org.uk/excavation-motte-

and-bailey-castle-bury-mount-towcester-northamptonshire-july-september-2007. 

4.  ‘Towcester Motte and Bailey Castle (Bury Mount)’, Castle Studies Journal, 2007-8, vol. 21, 

pp. 112-5. 

5.   J. Brown and I. Soden, ‘Bury Mount: A Norman Motte and Bailey Castle at Towcester, 

Northamptonshire’, Northamptonshire Archaeology, vol. 35 (2008), pp.137-161. 

6.   I. Soden, 2010 An archaeological watching brief at Bury Mount, Towcester, 

Northamptonshire 2008-2010, (2010). 

7.   Castle Studies Journal, 2010-11, vol. 24, pp. 190-2. 

8.   Cotswold Archaeology report of 2013 Moat Lane Excavations- forthcoming. 

 

https://www.mola.org.uk/excavation-motte-and-bailey-castle-bury-mount-towcester-northamptonshire-july-september-2007
https://www.mola.org.uk/excavation-motte-and-bailey-castle-bury-mount-towcester-northamptonshire-july-september-2007
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Towcester motte as seen in 2006. 

 

 

 

 
 

Towcester motte now ‘landscaped’ as a public amenity. The 

adjacent areas have also been developed. 
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ALDERTON [The Mount] (Northants) 
Descriptive overview 

 

The ringwork at Alderton, known simply as ‘The Mount’, lies on the north-east side of the 

village of Alderton.13 The earthwork is a roughly triangular area only about one meter higher 

than the surrounding land, but a substantial ditch, up to five meters deep in places, surrounds 

it. A well-marked inner bank or rampart, which varies in height from one to one and a half 

meters above the interior, encloses the raised area inside the ditch. The line of the ditch along 

the south-west side of the site has been filled in and several houses built over it. The ditch is 

depicted on a map of 1726, where the ditch is shown filled with water and the area is called 

‘Castle Mound’.14 

 

History 

 

William the Conqueror assigned the manor of Alderton to his half-brother, Robert, Count of 

Mortain. He held 99 manors in Northants among his total of 793. No castle is mentioned in 

Domesday (1086), where Robert is recorded as holding two estates in Alderton. An un-named 

thegn held one hide from Robert, and Robert himself held two hides and half a virgate in 

demesne.15 Though the count had considerable lands in Northamptonshire, he was not much 

interested in the county and does not appear to have established a caput there, choosing rather 

to concentrate his efforts in south-western England and in the Rape of Pevensey in Sussex. He 

left the administration of his estates in Northamptonshire almost entirely to his vassals.16 It is 

then unlikely that Robert of Mortain would have established a castle at Alderton. 

 

During the Anarchy (1139-54) the manor was held by William Warenne, 3rd earl of Surrey, a 

supporter of Stephen. It maybe he who built the castle. The first historical record of a castle is 

said to be in a document of 1170 in the Bodleian which now cannot be traced.17 The next - 

and secured - documentary reference to a castle at Alderton is in Gervase of Canterbury’s 

Mappa Mundi, which dates to sometime around 1200.18  

 

About 1215, castle and manor passed from the earls of Surrey to William de Bruere/Briwere, 

Bishop of Exeter, held by the service of one knight’s fee. William died in 1226. It then passed 

to his son who died in 1231, and then on to the son’s five sisters. In 1245 the manor of 

Alderton was held by Sir James Savage who in turn leased it out. In 1250 James’s son, 

Thomas, sold the Savages’ interests in Alderton on to Pagan de Chaworth who eventually  

bought out the interests of the Savages’ lessee.19  A quitclaim of 1269 specifically mentions 

the castle.20 The Chaworths were based elsewhere so it is unlikely they did much with the 

castle, it then functioning as little more than a manorial administrative centre.  

 

                                                 
13  D.J. Cathcart King, Castellarium Anglicanum (London, 1983), vol. II, p. 315 and note 1. 
14  Royal Commission on the Historic Monuments of England, [RCHME], An Inventory of the  

    Historic Monuments in the County of Northamptonshire, vol., IV, Archaeological Sites in South- 

    West Northamptonshire (HMSO, London, 1982), pp. 61-2 and plate 3. 
15  Great Domesday Book, Facsimile ed., 223, 224, eds. A. Williams and R.W.H. Erskine (London,  

    1986-91). 
16 Lowerre, Placing Castles, p. 240, citing Golding, Robert of Mortain, pp. 124, 128-9 and 131-2. 
17  J.S. Klein, The Mount, History and Archaeology (2014), p. 11. 
18  Gervase of Canterbury: Historical Works, ed. W. Stubbs, Rolls Series 73, (1880), vol. II, p. 431. For   

    the date of the Mappa Mundi, see vol. I, pp. xxviii-xxix. 
19  Victoria County History (VCH), A History of the County of Northampton, vol. V, ed. P. Riden   

     (University of London, 2002), p. 43; Klein, The Mount, p. 11. 
20  Lowerre, Placing Castles, p. 240. 
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Pagan was an officer in Edward I’s armies and died in 1278 fighting the Welsh. He was 

succeeded by his brother Patrick (d. 1282), then the latter’s daughter, Maud, who eventually 

married Henry, 3rd earl of Lancaster. In 1306, they conveyed Alderton to Sir William de 

Combemartin (d. 1318); it is his impressive wooden tomb which lies in Alderton church. 

William’s three daughters, who each married three times, all had a share of the inheritance but 

none showed any signs of residing in the castle. One of the daughters, Joan, took as her 

second husband, Sir John de Wolverton, Wolverton itself lying not far away and where the 

motte beside the church may still be seen. A hinged, horse harness buckle decorated with the 

Wolverton coat of arms was found by Time Team in the entrance trench in front of the castle. 

Either Sir John or one of his retainers appear to have dropped this when visiting the castle. 

Another of the daughters, Alice, took as her third husband John de Hastings, earl of 

Pembroke. Her ipm of 1364/5 mentions that Alderton manor then contained ‘certain ruined 

structures’. It has been posited that these refer to the castle, reflecting that by then, it had 

passed out of use.21  

 

Historically then, the available evidence regarding the castle as distinct from the manor, is 

meagre. Lowerre found it difficult to reach a satisfactory conclusion as to its beginning. He 

considered that the distinct lack of interest which Robert, Count of Mortain had for 

Northamptonshire suggested that he was not responsible for raising the Mount. Lowerre 

conceded that it is theoretically possible that after Robert’s death in 1095, his son William 

could have decided to fortify Alderton, thus making Alderton a late eleventh-century castle, 

but this, too, he felt was highly unlikely. The lack of any evidence to suggest that Alderton 

was built before 1100 led him to believe that Alderton was not a castle of the late eleventh-

century but rather of the twelfth.22 

 

 

Archaeology 

 

There have been three campaigns of archaeology. Time Team made one of their flying visits 

to the site in 2000 and opened five trenches. Then in 2009 and 2010, Northamptonshire 

Archaeology worked on the site, over rather longer periods, partly reopening one of Time 

Team’s trenches but generally concentrating their efforts on the interior of the castle. Finally 

in 2012, GPR was employed, again on the interior of the castle, establishing what was to be 

discerned up to the range of the equipment of 1.8m below the surface. 

 

The reports of these three campaigns were written up and are summarised in John Klein’s 

unfinished work on the site, as he left it in 2014. Klein and other locals also undertook some 

field-walking in the surrounding areas. Amalgamating the archaeological reports, what we 

have is as follows:- 

 

This area, overlooking the river Tove, shows human activity as far back as Neolithic times. 

Pottery from Iron Age times has also been found, Klein commenting that perhaps this is 

suggestive of an Iron Age fort. Pottery and coin finds attest human activity in Romano-British 

then Saxon times – Alderton was on the frontier between the Saxon kingdoms to the south 

and the Danelaw to the north. The asymmetrical shape of the castle, being something of a 

quadrant of a larger circle, and hence unusual for a ringwork castle, has led to another 

suggestion that the castle was a quarter slice of a defended Anglo-Saxon burgh. The amount  

                                                 
21   Klein, The Mount, pp. 12-13. 
22   Lowerre, Placing Castles, p. 240. 
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of pre-Norman finds in the castle itself is not, however, extensive and compares poorly with, 

for example, neighbouring Sulgrave where Davison (1977) found ample evidence of a 

preceding manorial complex.23  

 

The deduced dates suggest that the castle was an Anarchy adulterine work and so then is 

consistent with the fragmentary history set out above.  Radio-carbon analysis of a timber in 

the ditch provided a date range of 1020-1270; pottery within the rampart and from a 

‘platform’ within the castle yielded dates of early-mid C12th and finally demolition rubble 

suggested abandonment of the site by the mid-C14th.  

 

Much of the archaeological effort focused on the ‘platform’. This was found to carry a stone 

building. The painted glass and worked nature of the stone implied a high-status building, 

perhaps a chapel or structure including a chapel. Other finds included a small medieval key 

and the tip of the sheath of a dagger. Medieval roof tiles in this area were suggestive of either 

this building or another substantial one adjacent. Nearby foundation walls were located, 

consisting of limestone courses, one at least with a plinth. There had been much robbing of 

these foundation walls. Finally, the discovery of limestone blocks implied that the original 

entrance was on the south-west side. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
23   Klein, The Mount, pp. 6-8, 20. 
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Victor Ambrus’s reconstruction drawing of Alderton castle. 
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Alderton - Plan 

                                                                                                                                           North 

                                                                                                                                    ^    

 
 

 

Key: 

 

1. Modern entrance steps. 

2. Ditch 

3. Rampart 

4. Interior 

5. Platform  

6. Original entrance on the SW now apparent between two small mounds. 
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Modern staired entrance 

 

 
 

 

 

Time Team’s interpretation of the wooden palisade (now removed) 
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LIDAR image 
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Excavated plinth with rubble footing. 

 

 
 

 

Rubble scatter on building platform (2009) 
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CASTLE THORPE (HANSLAPE/HANSLOPE), CASTLETHORPE (Bucks) 

 
Plan – from ‘Archaeological investigations at Castlethorpe, Buckinghamshire’, 

 Records of Buckinghamshire, vol. 37 (1995). 
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Aerial view 
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LIDAR Image 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Descriptive overview 

 
This castle now comprises an extensive area, of some ten hectares, which, in its outer parts, 

are somewhat complicated.  Variously described, for example, as ‘a motte and bailey castle 

with possible reused ringwork, a second bailey, enclosure and fishponds’24 and a ‘motte and 

two baileys; outworks; remains of rectangular enclosure; ringwork …’.25 The best plan seems 

to be that given at the head of this gazetteer entry but the simpler one may assist in forming a 

view of the site.  

 

The core of this castle is the substantial circular ring some 100m in diameter bounded by a 

very considerable ditch. This survives for most of its circumference, apart from in the south-

east where the churchyard, as developed, has obliterated it. In the south-west, the scarp of this 

ring utilises the natural hillside to maximum effect and was perhaps artificially steepened. 

Here it rises to a height of 6m from the bottom of the ditch which is 6m wide and 2m deep. 

On the west side, the ditch is 18m wide and up to 3.4m deep on its inner slope, 2.6m on its 

outer. This is complemented by an outer counterscarp bank of up to 1.7m in height. Two 

causeway entrances cross the defences on this west side; both are about 4m wide and of 

similar appearance. In all likelihood, only one is original but without excavation it is 

                                                 
24 ‘Castlethorpe castle: a motte and bailey, possible ringwork and associated earthworks 200m south-

east of Castlethorpe Lodge’, HEL no. 1011299. 
25 Milton Keynes HER no. MMK653. 
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impossible to establish which. The ditch continues around the north of the ring and is of 

similar proportions, though the outer bank ends 60m east of the northern entrance causeway. 

Towards the eastern end, a bank 1.7m high surmounts the inner slope of the ditch, running for 

some 50m before ending on the boundary of the churchyard. The interior of this sizeable ring 

is generally flat, though with some surface irregularities indicating possible building 

foundations. 

 

The impressive dimensions of these defences in relation to the less impressive motte have 

been taken to indicate that the ring is primary and the motte a secondary addition. This theory 

is strengthened given the motte’s location on the inner edge of what would have been the 

ring’s south-east quadrant. In this it is quite distinct from the ways in which baileys usually 

articulated with their mottes when created together. Whether one can go so far as to say, as 

implied in the diagram above, that the ring is eleventh century and the motte, twelfth century, 

is another matter. 

 

The motte itself sits uncomfortably close to the church (cf. Earl’s Barton). It is oval in plan 

being 40m WNW by ESE and 27m transversely. It rises 4m from the interior of the 

enveloping ring on the north side to a narrow summit 8m by 4m. It falls 2.1m on its south side 

to a platform 7m east-west and 5m north-south. This platform is slightly hollowed to a depth 

of 0.3m and could represent the foundations cut for a tower, though nothing can be discerned 

above ground. Alternatively, it could have originated as a World War II gun position that is 

said to have been dug into the motte. 

 

Beyond the motte and the encircling ring/bailey, there are more earthworks, some of 

considerable dimensions. In their traces, these are mainly linear and so unlike the normal 

definitions of castle baileys.  Consequently, the attribution of ‘second bailey’ is one about 

which we should be guarded. Indeed, it is possible to trace more than one ‘enclosure’ in these 

outlying areas. These quasi-rectangular earthworks would seem to be the perimeter of a 

community with its own agricultural infrastructure, which was associated with the inner castle 

without necessarily being integral with it. As can be seen from the plan, these outer 

earthworks have been lost at various points. 

 

History 

 

Seemingly there is nothing that attests its origins. Who created the sizeable ‘ringwork’, then 

its later motte, assuming this chronology was the order of play?  Was Robert of Mortain 

involved in the immediate post-Conquest years, pushing up into the south-east midlands? Is 

the motte an Anarchy add-on? Castlethorpe is thought to have been fortified (nb not 

necessarily founded) by William Maudit/Maduit, at some point in the twelfth century. It is 

taken that it was the castle of the barony of Hanslape/Hanslope, by which name the castle is 

sometimes named. In 1217, the then William Maudit/Mauduit sided with the baronial 

opposition to King John. The castle was besieged and taken by John’s captain, Fawkes de 

Bréauté. Supposedly Fawkes then slighted it, bringing its effective life to an end. 

 

Subsequently, there was a licence to crenellate in 1292 in favour of William Beauchamp, 

whose family’s main bases were in neighbouring Bedfordshire. The licence ran: ‘quendam 

murum circa quoddam viridarium infra mansum suum de Hanslape’. Whether the licence 

referred to fortifying the house, its walled garden – or both, is perhaps of passing interest. It, 

like much of the castle, is long gone; its site is unidentified but of course thought to be in the 

castle’s vicinity. 
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LITTLE HOUGHTON [Clifford Hill] (Northants) 
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LIDAR Image  

 

 
 

 

Descriptive overview 
 

Little Houghton is remarkable for the size of its motte – one of the largest in England. It is 

now 14/15m (46/49 ft) above the surrounding land, which with its encompassing ditch 

surviving in parts to 5m (16.4 ft) augments its dimensions to approaching 20m (65.6 ft) tall. It 

is 54m (177 ft) above OD. It was originally even taller as it was one of a number of mottes 

which suffered decapitation in the sense that their tops were reduced somewhat and levelled 

off to provide platforms for bowling-greens back in the 1700s/1800s, this same practice 

occurring also at on the mottes at Bedford and Buckingham.26  

 

At such a size, unsurprisingly it covers a considerable area being 125m (410 ft) in diameter at 

its base. Comparison with other ‘monster mottes’ emphasises that it may not be top of the 

Premiership League but is certainly in that division: few exceed it. Clare at nearly 30m (100 

ft) is exceptional. Thetford at 19.6m (64 ft) high or 22m (72 ft) from the bottom of its ditch 

with a base diameter of 100m (330 ft) makes interesting comparison. It has been estimated 

that it took 24,000 man-days to create Thetford’s motte!  

 

Little Houghton may have needed a wider base than Thetford because it was made of poor 

material: Lias Clay which is notoriously unstable when wet. Indeed, this very likely accounts 

for the landslips which have occurred on its S side, resulting in that part now appearing as a 

series of ill-defined and rounded terraces and mounds. Those landslips must have partly filled 

the ditch on that side necessitating that it be recut, as appears to have been the case. The wide 

and spread-out outer bank on this S side may have originated as spoil removed from the 

blocked ditch and utilised to form an additional defence: its current appearance is, however, 

the result of ploughing. 

                                                 
26 VCH, Northampton, vol. IV, ed. L.F. Salzman (University of London, 1937), pp. 266-7; Bridges,  

    History of Northamptonshire, vol. I, p. 373; J. Petre, The Castles of Bedfordshire (Donington,  

    2012), p. 33. 
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On its north side, the motte falls almost directly to the river – at its base here, there is a 

narrow berm which then banks down a further 4m (13 ft) to the Nene. This rampart-like 

feature extends a little to the west from the motte ditch to the point where it is truncated by 

the later mill pond.27 Interestingly, there are no real signs of any bailey having been created, 

although it is possible that the later construction of the mill and mill pond to the west may 

have destroyed one, if it ever existed. The absence of a bailey, coupled with the apparent 

obscurity of the place may indicate that it was never completed or occupied: the landslips 

noted above may have occurred very soon after it was first thrown up, discouraging ongoing 

repair.28  

 

History 
 

Nothing seems to be known of its origins - remarkable given its size. It appears to have little 

to do with the manorial centre of Little Houghton which lies a mile to the south and which in 

any case would, in itself, have hardly warranted a castle of such dimensions. Clearly its 

location was selected because of proximity to the river. There was a ford over the Nene here 

(hence the castle’s name) connecting Little Houghton to Little Billing on the other side but 

perhaps more significantly, this river was navigable only up to this point. It was then ideally 

placed to control river traffic and a north-south route across the river. A similar rationale has 

been put forward for another obscure castle in neighbouring Bedfordshire where the now 

vanished ringwork of Old Warden (Biggleswade) seems to have been established to control 

traffic on the Ivel where there was also an east-west drove-way over a ford near a mill.29 

 

So who could have built it? We can only speculate. Candidates include no less than the 

Conqueror himself so the castle could constitute a supplementary means of controlling 

Northampton30 or William de Houghton in the early twelfth century.31  

 

Archaeology 

 
…such as it is adds nothing. There was some digging in 1900 ‘but nothing was found that is 

worth recording’.32 The Round Mounds Project cored the motte in 2015 and dated it to 

mid/late C11th to late C12th – hardly a revelation, leaving us no clearer as to who, why and 

when.33 

 

Next page: 

    upper photograph:  from the south showing motte and extensive outer bank below  

                                  resulting, most likely, from slippage from the motte on this side. 

    lower photograph:  from the north across the river Nene. 

                                                 
27 VCH. Northampton, vol. IV,  pp. 266-7; RCHME, Northamptonshire, vol. II, Archaeological Sites  

     in Central Northamptonshire  (HMSO,  London, 1979), pp. 87-8.  
28 Cathcart King, Castellarium Anglicanum, vol. II; p. 316; N. Guy, pers. comm;  Lowerre, Placing  

    Castles, p. 248. 
29 Petre, Castles of Bedfordshire, p. 71. 
30 N. Guy, pers. comm. 
31 Lowerre,  Placing Castles, p. 248. 
32 Annual Report of the Northamptonshire Exploration Society (1900), p. 7. 
33 Round Mounds Project, University of Reading.  

    https://roundmoundsproject.wordpress.com/2016/10/07radiocarbon-dates-from-10-castle-mounds-     

    results-of-year-1/ (accessed 12/1/18). 

 

 

https://roundmoundsproject.wordpress.com/2016/10/07radiocarbon-dates-from-10-castle-mounds-%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20results-of-year-1/
https://roundmoundsproject.wordpress.com/2016/10/07radiocarbon-dates-from-10-castle-mounds-%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20results-of-year-1/
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EARL’S BARTON [Berry Mount] (Northants) 

 
Descriptive overview 

 

This apparent motte stands in association with All Saints Church, in origin a late-tenth 

century Saxon foundation of which only its remarkable tower remains from that pre-Conquest 

period. Michael Shapland has recently described the tower in detail and dating it to the mid-

eleventh century.34 The site stands on the neck of a small south facing spur 84-90m above 

OD. It consists of an oval, flat-topped cone about 2 to 3m high with a base diameter of 60 – 

65m. Its southern portion lies within the enclosed church precinct where it has been cut back a 

little as a result of alterations to the churchyard. Its northern part, lying beyond the church 

grounds, is now within a recreation area. On this side, it is bounded by a flat bottomed ditch, 3 

to 4m deep and up to 10m wide with traces of a bank on its north side. The east and west ends 

of this ditch have been partly infilled. On the east side, the ditch appears to turn south-east 

and so out of alignment with the supposed motte. The inference is that ditch and mound are 

not contemporary, which has helped prompt the view that the ditch was initially a defence 

around a Saxon manor house, created in association with the church, itself thought to be a 

private chapel – a ‘Saxon tower-nave church’, belonging to a local man of substance and so of 

thegn status.35  

 

Was it a castle?  

 
It is generally proposed that Earl’s Barton was a castle, developed by using handy, pre-

existing earthworks, particularly the ditch. The Norman tendency to place their new 

fortifications on the sites of the Saxon aristocracy as a symbolic demonstration of conquest 

and domination, would reinforce this view. However, this is far from certain. In 2005, 

Lowerre recorded two alternative possibilities. The first was that the ditch was prehistoric and 

the site an Iron Age promontory fort. The second was that the site was wholly Anglo-Saxon 

beginning as the private complex of a thegn, then developing into an estate centre and a 

hundredal minster, all prior to the Conquest. He noted that in theory, a post-Conquest castle 

might have been raised here by the site’s Norman owners, Countess Judith and her husband, 

Earl Waltheof, at the time of Domesday or later by one of the de Senlis earls, but held that in 

the absence of archaeological investigation on the mound and ditch, it was ‘highly unlikely’ 

that this was a castle. He considered that local administrative functions may have continued to 

be based here after 1066 but not necessarily in any castle.36  

                                                 
34 M.G. Shapland, Anglo-Saxon Towers of Lordship, (Oxford University Press, 2019), pp. 46-8. 
35 RCHME, Northamptonshire, vol. II, pp. 40-2; HEL no. 1009510. 
36 Lowerre, Placing Castles, pp. 243-4. 
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Since Lowerre wrote, Shapland, in 2019, referred to ‘limited excavation’, published in 1981 

and 1995, suggesting that all the earthworks were pre-Norman and hence a ‘pre-Norman 

ringwork’. He commented that in 1066, Earl’s Barton was the estate centre of a local thegn 

called Bondi and that he would have maintained his residence here, within this ’ringwork’. 

Since then, however, Shapland has noted that there has been a detailed earthwork survey 

interpreting the mound as a Norman motte added to a pre-existing late Anglo-Saxon enclosure 

with a possible bailey along the spur. That survey has not, however, ruled out the possibility 

that the mound was in origin, prehistoric.37 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                                                                                                            
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
37 Shapland, Anglo-Saxon Towers, p. 48. 


