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Editorial 
 

As you will see by the booking form, delegates can apply for the CSG annual 
conference in Ayrshire. I’m sure members will enjoy returning to visit some of the 
castles Scotland has got to offer. As can be seen from the itinerary below, it 
promises to be another great conference. Looking forward to seeing many of you 
there.  

 
Thankyou to those who have contributed to this bulletin. If you have an 
excavation, castle related research, news or event you would like to feature in 
the next bulletin, please email bulletin@castlestudiesgroup.org.uk. 

 
 

Therron Welstead 
CSG Bulletin Editor 

 

 
…………………………………… 

 

CSG 34th Annual Conference 
Thursday 28 May – Sunday 31 May, 2020 

Riverside Lodge Hotel, 46 Annick Road, Irvine, Ayrshire, KA11 4LD 

The organisers, David Caldwell, Geoffrey Stell and Stephanie Weinraub, are 
pleased to welcome the Castle Studies Group back to Scotland for its annual 
conference after a seven-year absence. The theme will be the Castles of 
Ayrshire, a large castle-rich but relatively unknown region in West-South-
West Scotland whose heritage and tourist assets go well beyond the poetry 
of its most famous son, Robert Burns. The conference base will be the 
Riverside Lodge Hotel, 46 Annick Road, Irvine, KA 11 4LD, a town which has 
good communications links with the rest of Britain and Ireland, and is well 
placed for exploring the three historical divisions of medieval Ayrshire: 
Cunninghame; Kyle; and Carrick.   

The conference will run from the afternoon/evening of Thursday, 28 May, 
to lunchtime on Sunday, 31 May, with the offer of a supplementary 
excursion to Rothesay Castle, Bute, on the Sunday afternoon. Delegate 
numbers will be capped at a maximum of 51, the seating capacity of the 
coach that has been hired for the event, and, following the priority placing 
of committee members and the conference organisers, bookings will be 
taken on a first-come, first-served basis. (See below for Booking Forms and 
the full Programme) Provision has been made at the hotel for up to 31 single 
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rooms and 10 shared rooms (for 20 persons), but the actual balance of room 
types will be adjusted to meet demand. The all-inclusive conference fee, 
which covers accommodation, meals and access to all properties, is a three-
night package with four options: £270 (shared); £300 (shared + Rothesay); 
£330 (single); and £360 (single + Rothesay). Administratively, it has not 
been possible to offer single- or two-night stays, except by special 
arrangement made for one of the speakers. Extra nights before or after the 
conference should be booked and paid for by delegates themselves directly 
through the hotel, following the guidance given on the booking form.  

To help members decide 
about the Rothesay 
supplement, it may be 
useful to indicate what it 
involves in terms of 
extra travel and time. 
After lunch on Sunday 31 
May one coach will 
return from Ardrossan to 
Irvine, arriving at the 
hotel no later than 
13.30. A second coach 
will continue northwards 
to Wemyss Bay where its 
occupants will board the 
13.00 Bute ferry as foot passengers. They will return from Rothesay on the 
17.00 ferry to rejoin the coach at Wemyss Bay and back to Irvine, arriving 
at the hotel no later than 18.30. Deployment of the two coaches, one a 22-
seater the other a 51-seater, will depend on numbers opting for the 
supplement. 

 

Getting There 

From the M77/A77, the nearest motorway link, take the A71 dual 
carriageway west to Irvine, bypassing Kilmarnock and following signs to 
Irvine/Irvine Central for about 10 miles. At a roundabout just beyond the 
Warrix Interchange with the A78, take the second exit (right) to Town 
Centre East, and at the Annick Roundabout, a short distance further on, 
turn right onto the B7081. The entrance to the hotel is about 100 metres 
on the left. At these roundabouts look out for surviving roadside signs to 
the Hallmark Hotel, the previous name of the Riverside Lodge.  

Please Note 

Conference delegates are requested to wear conference name badges and 
lanyards on all appropriate public occasions. Please bring a hard hat if you 
possess one. Delegates should also bring their Historic Environment 
Scotland, National Trust for Scotland and other membership cards with 
reciprocal Scottish arrangements, as noted on the booking form. If you have 
any queries please contact Geoff Stell the Conference Organiser: 
csgconferenceorganiser@castlestudiesgroup.org.uk 

 

  

Dundonald_Castle 
©Eigenes Werk, 
CC BY-SA 4.0, 
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Conference Programme 

The conference programme will follow the usual format of daytime 

excursions with guided site-visits, coupled with after-dinner talks which are 

designed to provide context and outreach to sites where access or distance 

has prevented their inclusion in the itineraries. Audio-visual facilities will 

be available each evening in a lecture room which will provide seating for 

up to 100, allowing us to invite guests from local societies who have assisted 

in the background organisation of the conference.    

The daily routine will consist of breakfast from 07.30, excursion departure 

at 09.00, dinner at 18.30, and talks from 19.30. Adjustments are still being 

made to the routes and timings of the itineraries, but, provisionally, as it 

currently stands, the conference programme runs as follows:    

Thursday, 28 May: registration and room allocation from 15.00; 

introductory talk by David Caldwell   

Friday, 29 May: excursion to 

Carrick, including visits to 

Maybole, Crossraguel Abbey, 

Culzean Castle, Dunure Castle 

and Dundonald Castle with Tom 

Addyman, Derek Alexander, 

Gordon Ewart and Geoffrey 

Stell as guides; evening talks by 

Tom Addyman (Brodick Castle), 

Piers Dixon (Turnberry Castle) 

and Geoffrey Stell (Rowallan 

Castle)  

Saturday, 30 May: excursion to Kyle, including visits to Seagate Castle, 

Irvine, Dean Castle, Kilmarnock, Craigie Castle, Tarbolton Motte and Ayr 

Fort with Peter Corser, Aonghus Mackechnie, Tom Rees and Louise Turner 

as guides; evening talks by Caroline Borwick (Blair Castle), Tom McNeill 

(Some UlsterAyrshire links) and CSG AGM  

Sunday, 31 May: half-day excursion to Cunninghame featuring visits to 

Portencross and Ardrossan Castles with David Caldwell and Tom Rees as 

guides; supplementary afternoon excursion to Bute via the Wemyss Bay-

Rothesay ferry to visit Rothesay Castle and St Mary’s Chapel with Tom 

Addyman and David Caldwell as guides 

 

Dunure Castle 
©Ian Knox, 

CC BY-SA 2.0 
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CSG Website Makeover 
 

As agreed at last year's AGM, a 
proportion of Philip Davis' legacy 
fund is being allocated to finance a 
complete makeover of our CSG 
website. This is a really exciting 
project for us and one that would 
not have been possible without 
Philip's bequest. We hope that the new website will really push us forward 
in terms of our online presence, as well as acting as a fitting tribute to 
Philip's loyal support of the group. 
 

The committee has been making progress on this throughout the year and 
we are process of defining what we want in our new website, how we want 
it to look, and who we will be working with to achieve that. The key themes 
we are exploring with the new website will be: 

• how to attract new members to the group; 
• how to work as an information repository for existing members and the 

public; and 
• and how best to integrate our website with Philip's Gatehouse database. 

Whilst we will be engaging professional services to build the new website 
for us, we are keen to hear from members who may be interested in being 
involved in the project to create and maintain our new website. The 
existing committee have some limited experience to bring to this project, 
but ultimately we want to create a website that works for our existing 
members, as well as attracting new ones. To do that we need your help. If 
you are interested in joining in, please email the chair/secretary, Gillian 
Scott, to express an interest at Secretary@castlestudiesgroup.org.uk 
 

…………………………………… 

 

Inverness Castle Open Days 

As a result of Inverness Castle being 
transferred to the Highland 
Council, parts of the building are 
going to be opened to the public for 
the first time. At present, only the 
castle grounds and the north tower 
are open to the public. 
 

The castle is planned to be open 
over the May Day weekend (May 8th- 
10th) when public will be able to see 
inside the buildings as well as a 
chance to see the long-term plans to 
open the site as a tourist attraction.  
 

Currently the Scottish Courts and Tribunal Service are due to move out of the 
building in early March. Much of the current red sandstone building of 
Inverness Castle was constructed in 1836-7 on the site of the eleventh-century 
castle.   

Inverness Castle by 
J. Clack c.1745 
Image held by 

National Library of 
Scotland. 
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Medieval Castles, Tower-houses and 
Watch-towers of Portugal  

 

Portugal has more than 400 castles, fortified 
palaces and defensive towers scattered around 
the country, reflecting its huge Medieval 
heritage, and its 900 years of history. So often 
ignored or disregarded both at home and abroad 
until very recently, Portuguese historical heritage 
has a unique opportunity to rise and show itself 
to the world. 

The map I have created lists all of Portugal’s 
medieval fortifications, spanning from early-9th 
to late-15th century. They show continuous 
evolution of architecture and construction 
techniques through the centuries: from the early-
medieval high mountainous “rocky castles” (castelos-roqueiros) and “moat-
and-bailey” (motas), to the Romanesque fortresses of the Reconquista, and 
the powerful late-medieval Gothic castles and city walls. Each site has been 
marked with the most accurate coordinates possible.  
 

Sometimes not so distant from each other, Portuguese castles are easily 
accessible and several can be visited in a couple of days due to the relative 
small area of the country and wide cover of both roads and railways. My 
project focuses on giving an intuitive tool for all users (either a tourist 
visiting Portugal that loves medieval history or a scholar that came for an 
academic research), to quickly search a specific castle on the map and the 
best route to reach it. Interacting with Google Maps API, the map can be 
merged with the GPS system of your car, mobile phone or laptop/pc to 
calculate distances, times of travel and the fastest available transports. 
 

Besides, this castle map also 
provides photos of all sites, and, in 
future developments, informative 
texts will also be added for everyone 
that wants to know more about a 
specific fortress, its history, or even 
technical features (architecture, 
interiors, plants, etc). It is also in my 
plans to add more types of medieval 
constructions, shifting from the 

military to civil constructions such as royal palaces, medieval public 
buildings or urban and rural private houses. This has been my project for the 
last 3 years and I’m glad I have the opportunity to show it to a vast audience. 
Maps like this have been growing on the internet in the last couple of years 
but I’ve noticed they are too focused on just a couple of countries. Having 
new maps for new destinations is a way to give different experiences for 
visitors by improving exponentially the information available for all History 
lovers visiting Portugal. 
The link to the map is below. 
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1FjCbk12DAdZgkdGsDbr7UNsplDwhqwVY&usp=sharing 
 

Pedro Alves     For further information, pedroalves3012@gmail.com   

Castelo de 
Guimarães 

©Pedros Alves 

A Google Map 
showing the castles 

in Portugal,  
 

©Pedros Alves 
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Nighthawking 
Unfortunately, Nighthawking is 
nothing like the romantic image of a 
majestic bird of prey soaring through 
an inky black sky with the whisper of 
wings breaking the silence of night. 
Nighthawking is a term used in the UK 
to talk about the illegal use of metal 
detecting at night of farmland, 
archaeological sites and other areas 
of interest without permission and at 
night with the sole intention of 
stealing coins and artefacts for their monetary value and with no respect of 
their historical value. 

Night Hawkers go onto land without permission detecting on national 
monuments or protected sites while searching for items of value to sell on 
the black market. This, in effect, is robbing us of our past, many of the night 
hawking finds end up on auction sites with no provenance and nothing to link 
them to a site that is often left desecrated from their actions. Nighthawking 
is therefore considered to be theft.  In their monitoring of eBay for potential 
Treasure finds, the Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) have noted many 
metal-detected finds offered for sale with little or no provenance attached. 
It is impossible to know whether these finds are being sold legally, and with 
the permission of the landowner, or are the proceeds of Nighthawking. It is 
also clear that there have not been many arrests or prosecutions for 
Nighthawking, encouraging a belief that it is a low-risk crime. Even when a 
Nighthawk is apprehended, the punishment imposed is less now than it was 
ten years ago. 

“See a penny, pick it up and all that day you'll have good luck" - it's something 
we've all told ourselves on those harmless occasions we've spotted small 
change on the ground. But there are times when pocketing the odd silver or 
gold coin truly breaks the law. Illegal metal detecting - or "nighthawking" is 
sweeping the spine of the east of England, heritage groups say, robbing us 
of our chance to examine the past and causing damage and strife to 
landowners. England's earliest settlements - areas such as Lincolnshire, 
Sussex, East Anglia and Kent - are some of those suffering the most at the 
hands of criminals churning up the land in the hope of finding valuable relics 
left by our ancestors. Hadrian's Wall in the Northumberland National Park is 
one of the most recent places to come under attack, with unlawful 
excavations being carried out at Steel Rigg and Peel Crags. Though it is only 
the second time it has been targeted in five years, the site is listed as a 
Scheduled Ancient Monument - an archaeologically and nationally important 
location where it is a criminal offence to use metal detecting equipment 
without permission from English Heritage. In December 2019, two men were 
arrested following reports of nighthawking at Beeston Castle. Thirteenth-
century items (not publicly identified) were found to have been removed 
from the Woodland Park which surrounds the castle. 

A Nacunda 
Nighthawk in flight. 

©www.photo-

natur.net. 
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Nighthawks are not to be confused with 
responsible metal detectorists. Many metal 
detectorists follow good practice 
guidelines, record and/or report their 
finds, abide by the Treasure Act (1996) and 
are valued contributors to archaeological 
understanding. 

In November 2006 Oxford Archaeology was 
commissioned by English Heritage to carry 
out a survey looking into the extent of 
illegal searching and removal of antiquities 
from archaeological sites, in the report the 
general term of 'Nighthawks' to refer to 
those who illegally metal detect. Its use is 
intended to emphasise the distinction 
between illegal metal detectorists and law-
abiding metal detectorists. It is not meant to imply either that the activities 
of Nighthawks are restricted to hours of darkness, or that law-abiding metal 
only stick to day light hours. Nighthawking has been around at least since 
the 1970s, but only one limited survey has been carried out before now, in 
1995, by the Council for British Archaeology. In the absence of real evidence, 
feelings have often run high and the reputations of responsible metal 
detectorists have suffered.  

The Nighthawking Survey involved consultation with over 400 heritage 
related agencies and interested individuals throughout the UK and Northern 
Ireland, and the Crown Dependencies of the Isle of Man, Jersey, and 
Guernsey. The Survey set out to get beyond the rumour and myth that 
surrounds the crime, and find out where it happens, how often it happens 
and how great a threat it actually is to our heritage. 

By painting a clearer picture of Nighthawking, we are better placed to 
propose ways to combat it. Nighthawking is the theft by a few of the heritage 
of the many. Regardless of the numbers of sites affected by Nighthawking, 
the heritage is a finite resource. The real value of heritage is not financial 
but lies in the information it can provide about our common history and 
origins. This knowledge belongs to everyone and the most significant 
consequence of Nighthawking is this loss of knowledge. 

A copy of the full Nighthawking report can be found at: 
www.helm.org.uk/nighthawking   

The project clarified the pattern of Nighthawking across the UK – most 
prevalent in the central and eastern counties, but almost unheard of in 
Northern Ireland and the Crown Dependencies. However, for various reasons, 
it is probable that the reported incidents are only a proportion of those 
taking place. 

A total of 240 sites were reported affected by Nighthawking between 1995 
and 2008 of which 88 were Scheduled Monuments. The number of reported 
attacks on Scheduled Monuments has decreased from 1.3% of the resource 
to 0.41% since the last survey in 1995. A total of 152 non-scheduled sites 

Beeston Castle 
from a distance. 
©L. Lumomski  

CC BY-SA 3.0. 
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have also been raided (this category was not examined in 1995). Results 
suggest that from 3-6% of archaeological excavations are also raided, 
although the number of archaeological units that reported instances of 
Nighthawking was down from 37 out of 50 in 1995 to 15 out of 54 in 2007 (19 
units responded, reporting 35 affected sites). 

A targeted mail-shot to a number of farmers in the East Midlands suggests up 
to 17% of farmers are, or have been, afflicted by Nighthawks. Counties where 
the highest incidences of Nighthawking have been reported on all types of 
sites are Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex, Kent and Oxfordshire and the 
Yorkshire region. 

• From the evidence of the investigation, the Nighthawking Survey has made a 

number of recommendations: 

• Provide clear guidance to the police, Crown Prosecution Service and Magistrates 

on the impact of Nighthawking, how to combat it, levels of evidence and possible 

penalties. 

• Provide more information for landowners on identifying Nighthawking and what to 

do when they encounter it. 

• Develop better ways to find out what is going on and establish and promote a 

central database of reported incidents of Nighthawking. 

• Publicise the positive effects of responsible metal detecting and the negative 

effects of Nighthawking. 

• Ensure the PAS is fully funded, so links between archaeologists and metal 

detectorists are further strengthened. 

• Integrate metal detecting into the archaeological process, including development 

control briefs. 

• Implement changes recently introduced in Europe which increase the obligation 

on sellers of antiquities to provide 

• provenances and establish legal title and urge eBay to introduce more stringent 

monitoring of antiquities with a UK origin offered for sale on their website. 

Nighthawking is seen by many police forces as a low priority crime, and even 
when they do get involved they are unclear how to proceed. Also they are 
often frustrated by the difficulty of convincing the Crown Prosecution 
Service (CPS) to pursue a prosecution, or the courts to impose a sufficient 
sentence to be a deterrent.  

A total of 26 cases were identified by this survey which resulted in one or 
more types of legal action. A small fine is usually the punishment and only 
rarely are the metal detectors confiscated. This survey has shown that the 
police often have little or no idea about which laws can be used to prosecute 
these thieves, how to identify that Nighthawking has taken place and how to 
collect the level of evidence necessary for a prosecution. 

There is also a lack of awareness among both the CPS and police of the value 
of archaeological finds, in that they are judged by their monetary value, not 
their heritage value. There is a vicious circle of an apparent lack of response 
from the police leading to the lack of confidence of the victims in the legal 
process and consequent under-reporting which in turn creates a false picture 
of the seriousness of the situation. 

Kate Dann-Welstead 
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Michael W. Thompson: reflections by John R. Kenyon 
 

It was reported in the last issue of our journal (p. 340) that on 13 November 
last year that Dr Michael Thompson had died. His name will be extremely 
familiar to castellologists through his books, guidebooks and a number of 
papers, and I have been given to understand that an analysis of his work on 
castles will appear in the next volume of the Castle Studies Group Journal 
due at the end of this year, prepared by Neil Guy.  

However, it was not his work on castles that brought his name to my 
attention when I was working in the Antiquaries’ Library in the early 1970s, 
but two major translations of work on Russian archaeology. These were 
Novgorod the Great (1967) and Frozen Tombs of Siberia (1970), books that 
were much in demand by Fellows. In the early 1950s he was up at Pembroke 
College, Cambridge, to study archaeology, and this was followed by a PhD in 
the prehistoric use of antlers in tool-making. 

As I began to get involved in 
castle studies, I became 
aware of Michael’s work, 
stemming from the time that 
he had joined the Ministry of 
Works, in 1954. Initially his 
work involved a number of 
rescue excavations, such as 
the fortified hall of Hutton 
Colswain near Malton, North 
Yorkshire, but from 1958 he 
became an inspector within 
the Ancient Monuments Inspectorate, the year in which his ministry 
guidebook to Pickering Castle appeared (an EH red guide to the castle will 
be published in 2021/22). One of his important papers was co-authored with 
Peter Curnow and this was a report on the private research excavations 
undertaken in the early 1960s at Richard’s Castle on the 
Herefordshire/Shropshire border. Another key paper was a result of his work 
on Farnham Castle’s keep that appeared in Medieval Archaeology.  

Although I may have come across Michael when I was at the Society, my first 
memory of meeting him was in the early 1980s when my then colleague at 
the National Museum of Wales, the late John M. Lewis, took me down to see 
the excavations at Laugharne Castle directed by Richard Avent, and Michael 
Thompson was there to see for himself the work of that season that had just 
been completed. Michael at this time was Head of the Ancient Monuments 
Branch in Cardiff, having moved there in 1974, and he retired in 1984, at the 
time that Cadw was formed.  

Michael retired to near Cambridge, his love of the area stemming from his 
time at Pembroke College, Cambridge, from 1946 into the early 1950s, apart 
from a period of National Service 1946-48. We must have remained in touch, 
as he contributed a chapter to the David Cathcart King Festschrift that 
Richard Avent and I edited (Castles in Wales and the Marches, 1987). In the 
1990s, he contacted me about the history of the noun ‘keep’ with reference 

Pickering Castle 
©J. Kenyon 
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to the main tower of a castle of fort. This led to a short paper in Medieval 
Archaeology.  

Apart from articles in the journal 
Fortress, established by Andrew 
Saunders, Michael wrote two major 
books on castles that should be on the 
shelf of every castellologist. His Rise 
of the Castle (1991) is an useful 
overview of the development of the 
castle, but his earlier book, The 
Decline of the Castle (1987), is 
arguably his best book on the subject, 
although one might disagree with the 
word ‘Decline’! 

He also fired a shot across the bows 
of David Stocker’s review article in 
the Archaeological Journal (149 
(1992), 415-20) when he wrote ‘The 
military interpretation of castles’ in a 
later volume of the same journal (151 
(1994), 439-45).  

Michael also wrote several other books, all of which find a place on my 
groaning book shelves. These include Ruins: their Preservation and Display 
(1981), The Medieval Hall (1995), Medieval Bishops’ Houses in England and 
Wales (1998) and Ruins Reused (2006). In 2012, he had an autobiographical 
essay published (Reading, Writing and Archaeology), and in this 78-page 
book one will find a list in the appendices of his other books, guidebooks and 
papers.  

Michael had a long connection with the Society for Medieval Archaeology and 
was its President from 1993 to 1995.  

Much of the above appeared in the Society of Antiquaries’ e-newsletter Salon 
last January.  
 

John R. Kenyon 
 
 

…………………………………… 

 
 

 
 

  

The Decline of the 

Castle, written by 

Michael Thompson 
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Section of Lewes’ Curtain Wall Collapses 

In November 2019, a 10m section of curtain wall of Lewes Castle collapsed 
onto an adjacent house and garden. An estimated 600 tonnes of the masonry 
became fallen rubble. Due to a yellow vest found in the garden emergency 
services and sniffer dogs were called to the site. No casualties were found. 
It was one of last sections of the curtain wall which still stood to its full 
height, but due to the risk of further collapse the affected section of the 
wall has been pulled down. The South Tower of the castle was briefly closed 
for survey work as it was of similar construction to the fallen wall, but since 
reopened. 
 

The East Sussex County Council stated that it had undertaken repairs and 
strengthening works to the section of the wall in 2017. During the removal 
of the fallen masonry there was a laser scan survey undertaken by Aworth 
Survey Consultants. The survey will feed into the Historic England report 
which will try to understand why the wall collapsed. 

Lewes Castle was built for 
William de Warenne in 
1067. The timber castle 
was rebuilt in stone 
around 1100 and a second 
motte was added. This 
second motte housed a 
masonry shell keep which 
still stands today along 
with two thirteenth-
century towers which were added to the structure. In 1334 a royal grant 
funded the repairs to the town walls and a soon after a barbican was added 
to the castle. The shell keep was modified and refitted in the 18th and 19th 
centuries and the castle grounds became a pleasure garden.  

…………………………………… 

Section of Chester Town Wall Collapses 
 

In January a section of the city 
walls of Chester collapsed in 
relation to nearby development. 
Earth had been removed from the 
bottom of the wall which exposed 
the foundations. The groundworks 
scheme agreed by the council’s 
archaeology team stated that the 
earth could be removed from the 
area, but the spoil with 1 metre of 
the wall must be removed by hand. 
An investigation of why the wall 
collapsed is still ongoing. Although 
Roman in origin, the city walls have 
been extended and altered through 
the centuries including a walkway 
added in the Georgian period.  

Heavy machinery 

being used to pull 

down the remaining 

parts of the collapsed 

c.1100 wall in Lewes. 

©E. Sussex County 

Council 

Section of Chester 
city wall which 

collapsed. 
©@LovelifeLossTom 



Castle Studies Group Bulletin, Winter 2020 

 

12 

 

Summary of archaeological, repair and other works 
carried out at Snodhill Castle in 2019 

 
2019 was a very important year for Snodhill Castle and the Trust, several 
funding sources came together (grants, gifts) that provided the trust with the 
money to carry out an ambitious set of activities that continue to transform 
the Castle. 
 

Archaeological investigations prior to the commencement of repairs 
Before any repair work could start, archaeologists dug a series of investigation 
pits around the South Curtain wall and West Fragment to establish that the 
walls had the structural integrity for repairs to be carried out. This being 
Snodhill Castle any archaeological investigation results in discovering 
something surprising about the Castle! 
 

The “Gap” in the South Curtain Wall 
This is the strange “gap” 
in the castle’s defences 
blocked by a thin wall, it 
has puzzled Archaeolo- 
gists and castle experts 
alike for decades and was 
assumed to be a later 
wall built to close a 
collapse in the thicker 
defensive walls. The 
walls around and in the 
gap were to be repaired 
during 2019 so a series of 
archaeological pits were 
dug to establish the condition of the walls’ foundations and their general 
structural integrity.  
 

What was found was that the thin infilling wall in the gap was actually the 
castle’s original stone wall that linked up with the south-wing wall and crossed 
the main castle bailey to form a small triangular Inner Bailey. This is a very 
exciting discovery because the age of this wall is very significant – it is older 
than the main bailey walls (thought to date from 1140 – 1160) and proves that 
Snodhill Castle is one of the earliest Castles to receive stone defences in 
Britain; these old walls could date from 1100 or even earlier and at this time 
very few castles had stone defences. The discovery that the wall filling the gap 
was an early defensive wall presents an interesting problem – why did they not 
close off “The Gap” when they built the later thicker defensive walls in front? 
This gap in the defences was a weakness that the Castle retained throughout 
its active history (600 years) what stopped them closing this obvious weakness?  
Further excavations found the wall filling “The Gap” extended further east than 
expected (it was assumed to link up with the wall descending the Motte) it is 
now thought to link up with an early square tower in the SE corner of the bailey.  
 
 

Overhead view of 
“The Gap” showing 

various walls in 
this area 

©Herefordshire 
Archaeology 
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South Curtain Wall 
The archaeologists pits around and along the inside of the south curtain wall 
confirmed that the walls were actually in remarkably good condition beneath 
the ground and the decision was taken to pull back the earth leaning against 
the walls to leave more of the walls exposed (this would facilitate repairing the 
walls and their long term conservation with the bonus that the walls would be 
a much more prominent feature in future.  
 

West Fragment 
As with the south curtain wall the archaeological investigations showed this 
wall to be in good condition internally, so the earth was pulled back from this 
to reveal the wall more fully and make it a much more visible feature.  
 

Geophysics  
There was an opportunity to carry out limited geophysics to investigate the 
castle’s main bailey and the platform just inside the gate to see if any buried 
buildings could be detected. The results hinted at some buried additional 
features to be investigated at some time in the future - a possible new tower 
(numbered 10/11) the great hall walls (5,6,7) and on the platform inside the 
gate a possible building (chapel?). 
 

Trust funded archaeological investigations 
 

Keep entrance 
Snodhill Castle’s keep is known to be unique – an irregular 12 sided tower with 
very unusual entrance arrangements (twin towered gatehouse with portcullis 
and unknown access arrangements). Investigations in 2017 confirmed the Keeps 
shape but left a segment by the entrance unexplored, it was decided in 2019 
to complete the keep’s investigation by excavating the entrance and NW 
quadrant.  
This was an excavation of delight and disappointment, the disappointment 
being that this quadrant of the keep had been comprehensively demolished 
leaving little trace of the other side of the entrance or second turret. A 
significant delight was that it was confirmed that the 12-sided Keep did have a 
spiral staircase and parts of it had survived.  

Snodhill Castle early 
stone defences 

(<1100)  
Red confirmed or 
strong evidence, 

Green assumed line 
of wall. 
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The major discovery was the discovery of the earlier (square or rectangular) 
Keep underneath the present Keep and the confirmation that part of its original 
keep’s gate survived in the standing half of the Keep entrance. This is a very 
significant discovery, this early Keep undoubtedly dates from before the 
present Keep (1160) and is at least as early as the newly discovered early 
curtain wall in the gap excavation (1100) - it could be even older.  

 
 
South Curtain Wall and West Fragment  
The repairs were completed in November 2019, the walls are now safe and 
secure for generations.  
 

 
 
 
 
 

Below Left, 
South Curtain 

Walls 2016 
Above Right, 
South Curtain 

Walls 2019 

Remains of the 1st 
and 2nd keep  
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North Tower (North Keep?)  
The north tower has been always considered an unusual tower and work carried 
out in 2017 confirmed that the tower had walls nearly 9ft (3m) thick but further 
investigation would have to wait.  
In 2019 an ambitious plan was created to investigate the north tower (and if its 
remains were significant) plan to leave the tower on display in some form to 
enhance the castle’s interest for visitors and further the trust’s cause to ensure 
that Snodhill Castle is recognised as a very major castle to help ensure its long 
term preservation. The excavations have exceeded all expectations, the North 
Tower is enormous and is now considered an independently defendable tower 
that could be considered a second keep! The excavations also found the 
doorway into the north tower and a possible staircase leading down into its 
interior.  
The north tower’s walls range from 8ft 6 inches (2.8m) thick along its sides but 
increasing to 12ft thick (4m) on its North face (overlooking the slope down to 
the north terrace).  
Snodhill Castles north tower is larger than most castles keeps:-  
Hay Castle keep 10m x10m (30ft x 30ft square)  
Skenfrith Castle keep 10m (31ft in diameter)  
Bronllys Castle keep 10.3m (32ft in diameter)  
Tretower Castle keep 11m (33ft in diameter)  
Launceston Castle keep 12m (36ft in diameter)  
Snodhill Castle north tower 14.5m x 11m (45ft x 35ft)  
Longtown Castle keep 14m (43ft in diameter)  
The size of Snodhill’s 12 sided main keep is often forgotten - 16m x 12m (49ft 
x 37ft)  
 

 

Renaming parts of the Castle 
The discovery that the 
north tower could be 
considered a keep in its 
own right means we 
should consider renaming 
it to be the “north keep” 
and rename the current 
12 sided keep on the 
motte as the “high keep” 
(which would respect the 
name given to it on old 
plans). The south-eastern 
bastion has been 
suspected as being a 
small private chapel for the lords of the castle, this appears to have been 
confirmed by the discovery this year of the oldest plan of the castle ever found. 
The plan was found in the private library of the bishops of Hereford by Tom 
Oliver in a collection of notes from 1842 (but the plan looks a lot older – it could 
be a plan drawn by a local antiquarian named Silas Taylor around 1652) the 
plan shows not only the original <1100 walls crossing the bailey but clearly 
labels the south-eastern Bastion as “chapel” in which case we should probably 
rename it to be “chapel tower”- thoughts on all this (and suggestions) welcome!  
 

Old Plan of 
Snodhill Castle 

possibly drawn by 
local antiquarian 

Silas Taylor c.1652 
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Finishing off the “High Keep” (for now) 
The newly discovered spiral staircase fragment will be consolidated, and two 
new spiral staircase steps created to show the location of the spiral staircase 
and protect its remains. The front 1/3 of the keep’s interior will be landscaped 
to smooth out humps and bumps and make the access to the interior easier for 
visitors (currently it’s a bit of a trip hazard).  
Though substantial remains of the keep in the north-west quadrant were found 
the remains were not durable enough to be left exposed to the elements. 
Instead the line of these walls will be indicated on the ground by marker stones 
which will emphasise the unique shape and structure of the keep for visitors 
and tidy up the approach to the keep interior. The currently bare motte top 
(from the excavations) will then be reseeded and will “green up” over winter 
and by next summer will have recovered. Longer term the Trust aspires to dig 
out the interior of the keep down to its ground floor level which would make 
its unique 12 sided layout more visible than today (all the interior walls would 
be 1m higher (3ft) than today) this would need funding we don’t currently have 
(it would cost about £3000) but it is an aspiration.  
 

North Tower 
The excavations at the north 
tower have uncovered most of 
the inside faces of the tower 
(and its outside face) and have 
revealed its overall shape and 
size.  In 2020 the trust hopes to 
fund the consolidation and 
permanent display of the north 
tower.  This is undoubtedly an 
ambitious plan but the 
discovery that Snodhill Castle 
has effectively two keeps is an 
astounding find and will be a 
major boost to ensuring the castle’s long-term care and survival if it can be 
achieved.  
 

Steps up the Motte  
In the summer stone steps were installed ensuring safe access up to the “high 
keep”.  
The main purpose of installing steps was to stop erosion of the castle’s motte 
(there being no option before than roughly climbing up the grass slopes using 
the footholds slowly being worn into the Motte. Now with the steps installed 
there is a safe way up the motte to the castle’s famous 12-sided “high keep”. 
Alongside the steps a notice board has been erected.  
 

Summary  
There many avenues of research still to be undertaken, puzzle over and 
investigate. We still don’t know where the entrance to the castle is, or how the 
High Keep was accessed from the bailey below, we have several possible towers 
to investigate, we have the castle’s great hall and the elusive Snodhill chapel 
to find and we have the tantalising prospect of pre Norman occupation of the 
castle’s site (was it a hill fort? what went on in the Roman, Dark Age and Saxon 
periods?).  

…………………………………… 

North Keep 
excavations in 

2019 
©Herefordshire 

Archaeology 
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Castle Studies Trust Grant Awards 
Five New Grants totalling £30,000 

 
The Castle Studies Trust is delighted to announce the award of five grants, 
totalling a record £30,000 covering a wide range of topics.  

Lincoln, Lincolnshire: To develop a reconstruction drawing of the castle, as 
it would have been in the latter part of 12th century, founded by William the 
Conqueror, in the second half of the 11th century. 

Shrewsbury, Shropshire: To fund a second year of excavation, this time to 
understand the rampart of the inner bailey. The geophysical survey carried 
out in the 2019 suggested there could be remains of buildings there, possibly 
even a late-Saxon church. Shrewsbury was a very important border castle up 
until the 13th century and frequently used as a launch pad for English raids 
into Wales. 

Sowing the Seeds: The aim of the 
project is to try and understand better 
everyday life in castles by seeing if 
there are any surviving plants at four 
Irish castles that were planted, grown 
and cared for by medieval people. The 
research will involve ecological surveys 
at each location. 

The Wirk, Orkney: Could the Wirk be a 
Norse castle? Based on the island of 
Rousay, this stone tower is situated close to the old parish church and recently 
discovered Norse Hall. However, no one knows what this tower was used for 
or even when it was built. The work would involve a geophysical survey of the 
surrounding area as well as two trial trenches to try to find dating evidence. 

 

 

Warkworth, Northumberland: Using various forms of geophysical survey to 
try to understand the subsurface features for the former caput of the Earls of 
Northumberland. The survey will focus on the bailey inside the 12th-century 
curtain wall as well as the strip of land outside and also the early earthwork 
castle, the motte and field near the entrance to the castle. 

 

Navelwort, one of 

the medicinal 

plants that will 

feature as part of 

the ‘Sowing the 

Seeds’ project 
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2019 Grant Award Updates 

• Shrewsbury, Shropshire – Geophysical survey 
and excavation concentrating on the inner 
bailey to in particular examine the tail of the 
north rampart. The report has been finalised 
and is currently being reviewed by one of our 
assessors.   
• Hoghton Tower, Lancashire - This project 
aims to form an axis of research into Hoghton 
Tower's unique physical history. The report has 
been finalised and is currently being reviewed by 
one of our assessors.  

You can see an article in the forthcoming issue 
of Current Archaeology examining the results of 
the two projects we funded for Laughton en le 
Morthen. which aimed to try and establish 
whether the Normans placed a castle directly on 
top of a high-status Saxon building. The issue will 
be out in the first week of February. 

Finally, if you haven’t seen the amazing reconstruction of the great Edwardian 
castle of Ruthin which we co-funded in 2018 please take a look at our blog 
page here: https://castlestudiestrust.org/blog/2020/01/11/reconstructing-
ruthin-castle/  

 
Donate regularly for invitation to exclusive site visits 

Regular donors will be invited to all exclusive visits to the projects we fund.  
Those who are able to donate £500 a year or more (excluding gift aid) will also 
have the opportunity to attend our annual special castle visit to 
major/privately owned castles. In 2020 this will be at Edinburgh Castle on 
Saturday 6 June where we will visit parts of the castle not open to the public.  
Any new donations by standing order / payroll giving will be matched by a 
generous supporter for the next two years up to a maximum of £2,000 a 
year in total. 

You can donate regularly via payroll giving or by setting up a standing order: 
www.castlestudiestrust.org/docs/Castle-Studies-Trust-Standing-Order.pdf 

 

Trench at Shrewsbury 

Castle during the 

2019 excavation 

https://castlestudiestrust.org/blog/2020/01/11/reconstructing-ruthin-castle/
https://castlestudiestrust.org/blog/2020/01/11/reconstructing-ruthin-castle/

