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Bolingbroke Castle
The enclosure castle is situated in a valley at the
point where the wolds rise out of the fenland of
eastern Lincolnshire. The site lies in a low-lying
area of grassland on the south side of Old
Bolingbroke village. In the northern part of the
monument are the ruins of the castle (c. 1220-
1230), a stone-built structure of roughly hexagonal
form enclosing an area of approximately 0.30ha
(0.70 acres). The curtain wall, constructed of
Spilsby greenstone (sandstone) with Ancaster
limestone dressings, incorporates five D-shaped
corner towers and a twin-towered gatehouse. The
wall stands to a height of up to 2m above the ground
level of the interior, the towers up to 3m. The
gatehouse, to the north, is composed of two D/U-
shaped towers with a cobbled passage between.
Alterations to the eastern gate-tower, including the
insertion of brick walls and a staircase to a
basement chamber, date from its later conversion

to a prison (see CSGJ 28 208-10). Later alterations,
including limestone openings, are also evident in
the castle’s north-western tower which continued
in use into the 17th century as a store for the castle’s
records and accounts.

Interior courtyard
The interior of the castle is largely level apart from
the residual earthworks of structures which have
been investigated by excavation. These include,
adjoining the gatehouse and curtain wall on the
north-east, the remains of the castle’s great hall, a
rectangular structure with stone foundations
constructed in the 15th century. Adjoining the
north-western tower are the earthworks of a porch
and garderobe, with a kiln mound to the south. On
the south side of the enclosure is a raised area,
standing approximately 1m higher than the rest of
the interior, representing the remains of a complex
of kitchen and service buildings.

Bolingbroke castle was founded by the earl of Chester in the 1220s, and is built on a hexagonal
design. The castle became the property of the house of Lancaster, and as a result was the birthplace
of Henry IV. Stone walls still stand in parts up to 3m high.  The castle was slighted in the 1640s
during the English Civil War. The reconstruction assumes a late 15th or early 16th century date.
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The Moat and outer bailey
The castle buildings are surrounded on all sides
by a moat, partly water-filled, approximately 100ft
(30m) in width. It is crossed by two post-medieval
causeways: that on the north leads from the
gatehouse and replaces an earlier drawbridge,
whilst that on the east runs across the levelled
north-east tower. The moat is surrounded on the
south, west and south east by an external bank.
Outside the castle, in the southern part of the outer
bailey, is a large rectangular enclosure of

approximately (0.82 acres) bounded on the north
by the external bank of the castle moat, on the
south and west by a further linear bank, and on
the east by a series of interconnected ponds. The
ponds are roughly rectangular in shape and form
a chain running along the western edge of the
stream, from which they are separated by a narrow
bank. The enclosure in which this earthwork lies,
together with the pond complex, are medieval in
origin and represent an outer bailey of the castle
(14.5 acres) for use either as a tilting ground or

Bolingbroke castle from the south. The prominent rectangular earthwork, of uncertain date, has
been variously identified as a fishpond and a Civil War defence or fort, but its construction date
and use remains uncertain. Christopher Taylor argues that in the medieval period the Rout Yard
was a shallow lake: "the water-level of which was actually higher than that of the ground outside"
[in other words it had to be engineered] (Taylor, C. 1998, ‘Parks and Gardens of Britain: a
landscape history from the air’. Edinburgh, pp. 38-39). Taylor also regards the rectangular 'pond'
as a post-medieval feature. (However, surely the context of large earth-moving works is more likely
to date from the Middle Ages and we may have a miniature pleasance similar to Kenilworth? The
use of the area as a tilt-yard is an antiquarian fantasy. D. Mercer). Image © Google Earth Pro.
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an animal enclosure with adjacent fishponds;
these features are believed to have subsequently
formed part of a garden. Documentary sources
indicate that by the end of the 16th century the
enclosure was in use as a ‘Rout Yard’, an animal
pound for the collection of stray cattle. The
central earthwork is thought to have been
associated with the Civil War siege, later serving
as a pen and watering place for impounded
animals (see caption p. 114).

The Castle - Detail
The castle had a hexagonal court 197ft (60m) x
164ft (50m) enclosed by a curtain wall up to 11ft
(3.4m) thick above a plinth and standing up to
10ft (3m) high. There are D- or U-shaped towers
about 12m in diameter at five of the corners with
a twin-towered gatehouse on the north, village,
side, one of the first of this type ever constructed.
With completed walls, and apparently no berm,
this would have been a formidable castle. The
towers at the NW (Receiver’s) and SE (Auditor’s)
corners each have a wall about 1m thick facing
the court, with a doorway and single window. The
similar door on the South Kitchen Tower at the

south angle corner has two smaller windows set
either side of a central doorway. Very little
remains of the NE tower, near the excavated hall.
Each tower may have had two upper storeys (as
illustrated), but one is more likely, and there is
little, if any evidence of remaining newel
staircases, if indeed there ever were any (none
were built at Beeston either). There is a stair that
leads down to the turning bridge pit under the
gatehouse entrance passage. The missing East
tower is sometimes called the ‘Clerk’s tower.
The King’s Tower in the SW corner was refaced
as a polygon (semi-octagonal) in 1451, probably
to single it out as containing the principal private
chambers. It remained standing and in good order
until at least 1632, when it was noted that it was
still considered capable of repair. The artist’s
bird’s-eye view has assumed the courtyard was
populated with free-standing two-storey, mainly
timber-framed buildings with gabled roofs, and
that the hall, unusually, was tucked in behind the
gatehouse on the east side, some distance from the
kitchens. There is mention of a prison within the
gatehouse. The Lancastrian kings spent over
£1000 on improvements to the castle.

Bolingbroke Castle. 13th - 15th century. © Historic England. Pink shade relates to footings only.
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Brief history
Bolingbroke Castle was one of three castles built
by Ranulf de Blundeville, earl of Chester and from
1217, of Lincoln, in the 1220s after his return from
the Crusades (the other two being Beeston Castle,
Cheshire, and Chartley, Staffordshire). After
Blundeville’s death (1232), the castle remained in
the ownership of the earls of Lincoln and was later
inherited (via John de Lacy) through marriage by
John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster.
Royal connections
An extremely powerful member of the royal court,
John of Gaunt became the guardian of Richard II
when the young king succeeded to the throne at the
age of 10. John of Gaunt and his first wife, Blanche,
lived at the castle during the 1360s. Their son,
Henry of Bolingbroke, was born there in 1367.
Henry had a tempestuous relationship with Richard
II and was exiled in 1397. He returned to England
after the death of his father in 1399, enraged that
the king had seized the estates he had inherited.
Richard was in Ireland, attempting to quell a rising,
when he heard of Henry’s return. These events
marked the end of Richard II’s reign. Henry of
Bolingbroke was encouraged to claim the throne
of England from his unpopular rival, and Richard

was imprisoned. Soon afterwards, Henry was
crowned king as Henry IV. There is no
documentary evidence to suggest that Henry IV
ever returned to his birthplace.
Bolingbroke as an administrative centre
The main function of the castle during the 15th
and 16th centuries was as an administrative centre
for the estates of the Duchy of Lancaster. The
current names of the towers, for example the
Auditor’s Tower and Receiver’s Tower, refer to
their use during this period. Surveys undertaken
at the castle in the 17th century show that only a
few of the towers then remained in use and that
the enclosing walls were extremely dilapidated.
The English Civil War
During the Civil War (1642–8), the castle became
a defensible base for a Royalist garrison and was
besieged by Parliamentarian forces in 1643. The
Royalists surrendered that winter, and the entire
castle was destroyed.
Thanks go to James Wright FSA and Rachel
Swallow FSA for elucidating facets of the castle’s
fabric and for an overview of the castle’s early
building history in the hands of Ranulf de
Blundeville.

Bolingbroke - how it may have looked in the early 13th century (from the on-site display panel). Its
design compares with Chartley, and Beeston, Cheshire, two other castles built by the earl of Chester in
the 1220s. The moat is more than 90ft (28m) wide and washed up against the walls. The main entrance
was over a lifting bridge through into the gate-passage, equipped with a portcullis (square grooves).The
bridge pit, partly under the gate passage housed the counterweight system for the lifting bridge.
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Bolingbroke - looking west towards the Kitchen Tower (not necessarily the kitchen itself). The curtain
wall along this stretch is 4m thick and still stands some 4m high (from the exterior). The Pilsby
sandstone decays easily, and limewash, traces of which can still be seen, may have been applied to
protect the stonework. The pointed outfall at the base of the tower may have been a latrine outlet or
for sluicing kitchen related waste. There are a number of latrine chutes in each tower, but none with
more than two, suggesting each was no more than two storeys high.
Below: Interior view, looking north, of the D- (or U-)shaped Kitchen Tower (basement) entrance. Central
segmental arch entrance, with arched window lights either side dressed partly with Ancaster stone.
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