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Bowes Castle: a revised interpretation
The publication of a new guidebook covering
Bowes Castle provides the excuse to revisit
this remarkable stone tower (Hislop 2019).
The site was visited by the CSG in 2012, and
though well covered in the literature (Guy
2012, 104-16), these accounts differ in their
interpretation of the standing remains. It is
clear that a guidebook aimed at a general
audience is not the place to resolve technical
differences in interpretation between special-
ists. Consequently, we are left with a situation
in which even basic questions, such as how
many floors did the structure possess, and how
many rooms were present on each floor have
not been satisfactorily answered; therefore, it
is timely to review the evidence for the struc-
ture at Bowes (fig. 1).
It is unknown as to when the first earthwork
castle was raised within the Roman fort

Lavatris) at Bowes, though the fine stone tower
is generally ascribed to Henry II (expenditure
of £100 is recorded in 1171). However, the
superstructure has not always been regarded
as being of a single phase and it was suggested
(Anon, 1913, 413-4) that the second floor was
an addition by Henry II to a work begun by
Conan le Petit († 1171). There is no structural
evidence to suggest that was the case, and
though the forebuilding is obviously secondary
in that it is built over the tower’s plinth it is
probable that the entire building was built by
Henry II who spent nearly £600 here (Brown
1954, 122) over two phases (1171-3 and
1187-8). There are some later additions to the
structure, but, for the most part, we are dealing
with an edifice designed and erected in a short
period of time, presumably having a specific
function. The question is, can we divine this
purpose from the tower’s remains?

Fig. 1. Bowes Castle. Joseph Mallord William Turner ?1797 © Tate D36627 Turner Bequest;
Creative Commons Licence CC-BY-NC-ND 3.0 (Unported). View from the south-east (cropped).
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  One of the earliest accounts of the castle is
amongst the most detailed (Clark 1884). Clark
regarded Bowes as a free standing tower or
“keep” of three storeys because he recognised
the existence of a doorway in the east wall at
second-floor level (fig. 2): subsequent com-
mentators have tended to agree. Hislop sounds
a note of caution, stating “we can only specu-
late upon its details” (2019, 39). Clearly, lack
of access to the upper levels at Bowes have
impeded interpretation. Nevertheless, Consta-
ble has proposed a radical reinterpretation of
the structure suggesting that the tower origi-
nally consisted of four floors at the west end,
with only two at the east end (2003, 217 & fig.
54, 327). Close examination of topographical
drawings and photographs of the site cast
doubt on part of the argument that led to his
conclusion. Firstly, he regards the break in the
walling at the west end to represent the site of
“a further major window at second-floor level”
(ibid). However, photographs taken prior to
the First World War show more walling

surviving than today, making it unlikely that
there was space for a window (fig. 3); though
it is possible that there was a hole through the
wall to allow drainage from the roof, which
can be recognised at this level by a remaining
fragment of roof-crease (fig. 4) visible in the
interior (Clark, 1884, 262). This suggests the
western chamber had a gabled roof running
north-south. If this was the case then it pre-
cludes the presence of a third floor let alone a
fourth floor. For Constable, a fourth floor was
suggested by a feature he interprets as a latrine:
“It is also clear that a further garderobe shaft
rises up from the second floor level to what
must be a third-floor level, meaning that the
tower at the chamber end is of three floors over
a basement” (ibid). This feature has also been
interpreted as a vent or drainage to flush the
latrine (fig. 5). Detailed examination of the
shaft shows that it ended at the level of the
first-floor latrine, therefore it cannot have
functioned in this way (figs. 6 & 7). A more
plausible suggestion is that it provided a water

Fig. 2.  Internal view of the east wall showing second-floor doorway (NB this door would appear
centrally placed under the southern gable of a double-pile roof).
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Fig. 3. Bowes Castle, 1885, J Valentine & Sons. The view shows that there wasn’t space for a
window at 2nd-floor level any larger than a loop; there is the possibility that a drain for the roof
was located at this point. Note the raised ground level burying the plinth and forebuilding
foundations which were uncovered in the 1930s. View from the south-west.

Fig. 4.  Surviving fragment of roof-crease running north-south located on north-west corner of
tower’s interior.
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supply from a roof cistern to a wash-basin
(Davis 2012). Thirdly, the only access to
Constable’s upper floors would have been
from the roof level, creating a most unique
structure with no known parallels.
 Constable makes an important point, which
casts doubt on the existence of a third floor in
the eastern part of the building, by arguing that
a full floor is unlikely as it would have cut
across the tops of the first-floor windows. He
therefore concludes that it was more likely to
represent a mezzanine, or gallery. This is
confirmed by examination of the structure at
second-floor level, where there is an off-set for
a floor in the south wall which falls short of
the window. Moreover, any room at this level
could only have been lit by windows set
high-up in the now vanished part of the wall
which seems unlikely. A further consideration

is that the second-floor doorway is staggered
to the north when compared to the ground and
first-floor doorways to the stair which would
ensure that the head of the door would be clear
of the sloping roof (fig. 2). This was achieved
by creating a lobby opening to the north of the
stairwell. The lobby allows one to access the
balcony in the interior of the tower to the west,
but also led east to a possible display opening
on the exterior of the tower sited above the
forebuilding stairs, similar to that at Castle
Rising (figs. 8 & 9).
 Similarly, the number of rooms in the
structure has also been open to interpretation.
We can recognise two main schools of
thought: those that see each floor containing
the same number of rooms, and those
regarding each floor as unique. Having argued
above that the tower only contained two floors

Fig. 5. Exterior view of west wall showing latrines (right) and putative garderobe shaft (above).
View from the west.
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Fig. 6. External view of latrines set in south-west corner showing putative garderobe chute.

Fig. 7. View looking up
the postulated latrine
chute showing blocking
stone (left) and opening
(right) at level of 1st-
floor garderobe.
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Fig. 8. ABOVE: External view of east wall showing site of forebuilding stairs with display opening
doorway above.
Fig. 9 BELOW: External view of east wall showing detail of display opening.
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simplifies matters, as there can only be two or
three principal rooms on each floor. For the
VCH there were only two rooms on each floor
(Page 1914, 45). However, Clark recognised
that the ground-floor basement also contains
the remains of an east-west cross wall,
resulting in three chambers (fig. 10).
Essentially, much of the debate turns on
whether the east-west cross wall was solid or
an open arcade (see discussion below).
  The first-floor was originally supported on
wooden joists which were replaced by stone
vaults in the 13th or 14th century. Constable
claims that the western chamber contained an
original vault: “This cell has a ribbed groined
[sic] vault that is part of the original build of
the tower. The ribs of this vault are of half
round form, entirely different to those of the
inserted vault in the adjacent part of the tower”
(2003, 214-5). However, the presence of ashlar
walling behind the vault suggests that this too
is an insertion (fig. 11).
 The building accounts show that the walls
were finished with crenellations (propugnac-
ula) and it is likely that the corners were
carried up as turrets. Outwardly then, the
structure conforms to the defensive stereotype
associated with ‘keeps’, but recent accounts
highlight that security is rarely their principal
objective (Marshall 2016, 160).  Bowes is no
exception to this as it lacks an interior well.
Moreover, the thickness of the walls was due
to the presence of chambers inserted into the
corner turrets (clockwise from NE: kitchen,
stair, latrines). Suggestions that the stair giving
access to the main entrance was protected by
a portcullis and drawbridge (Kenyon 1999, 35;
Mesqui, et al 2008, 290) cannot now be
substantiated and Clark states categorically
that there was no portcullis (1884, 261 -
although he was unaware of the existence of
a forebuilding as it was only discovered during
clearance by the Office of Works in the
1930s). Also, an upper chamber to house the

operating mechanism would be necessary, but
there is now no trace of such a structure, nor
how one could be accessed. Indeed, an
inverted ‘V’-shaped roof crease immediately
above the entrance door may negate the idea
of any upper chamber, though this may not be
an original feature as it isn’t aligned centrally
on the entrance door. Furthermore, it has long
been recognised that the exceptionally large
windows (some 8ft (2.44m) wide) located on
three sides of the building and situated only
around 14ft (4.27m) off the ground are not
conducive for defence (fig. 10). Oddly, the
large size of the windows have never been
satisfactorily explained: visiting the site in
1913 the Yorkshire Archaeological Society
argued that they would never have been
inserted into a residential citadel, and that the
site was therefore merely a garrison castle.
However, their size would paradoxically make
the garrison more vulnerable (explained away
by the weakness of Scottish raiding parties at
this time - the castle withstood a siege in
1173). Alternatively, the castle’s elevated
location suggests that fine views would have
been had from these windows, especially to
the south, which would indeed suggest a
domestic function (there are traces of window
seats). Indeed, Marshall has classified Bowes
as the exemplar of a residential donjon con-
taining hall-and-chamber (2002, 30).
 Marshall’s interpretation has an elegant
simplicity to it; a large, well-lit hall, with
kitchen off and single chamber. However,
Hislop has argued that the first-floor replicates
the basement and was divided into three rooms
(2019, 38-9), thereby reducing the space
available for any ‘hall’. Whilst Castle Rising
shows that a ground-floor arcade need not
necessarily be replicated above, the internal
width of Bowes (some 11 m) suggests that a
spine wall would have been required to
support a double-pitched (or “ʍ” shaped) roof
running east-west. A spine wall could also
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Fig. 10. Plan of Bowes Castle (Clark 1884, 260).

Fig. 11. Remains of the vault in north-west corner
of the basement, showing ashlar walling behind,
suggesting vault is a later insertion.

have accommodated fireplaces to heat the
north and south rooms (as at Middleham).
Nevertheless, this analysis clearly alters the
dynamic of the structure, as we lose the hall
with its large windows opening both north and
south. It is possible that the room was divided
by an open arcade (as at Rochester), but the
scarcity of known parallels mean we need to
consider alternative solutions. Assuming that
the first-floor contained three rooms plus
mural chambers suggests that we are looking
at a “multi-chambered format” tower
(Marshall, 2002, 31-2).
Ascribing functions to rooms is problematic,
yet the surviving evidence does offer a few
clues. The north-east mural chamber contains
an impressive fireplace (fig. 12): it is likely
that this small room functioned as a kitchen

suitable for reheating food, thereby suggesting
that dining was taking place within the tower.
The question is where? The hall at Castle
Rising was entered off the forebuilding and
had direct access to the kitchen. The
comparable room at Bowes would be the
northern room: whilst its position directly
accessible from the kitchen would appear to
suggest that this was indeed a dining room,
there are a few considerations that mitigate
against the idea. Firstly, the northern room
does not have direct access to a latrine (unlike
Castle Rising), but the southern room does.
Moreover, the southernmost room has the best
views exploiting the ground falling away to
the south. Assuming that the second-floor
mezzanine was a balcony overlooking the
first-floor room allows for the possibility of a
space where music or drama could be
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performed. The fact that the only access to
the basement was via the stair accessed from
the south-east corner, and the presence of a
gallery overlooking the room, means that the
space cannot have been a useable bed-
chamber. This suggests that it may indeed
have functioned as a dining space (roughly
11 x 5 m compared to the 14 x 7 m hall at
Castle Rising) containing a latrine. The stair
could then have been used to supply wine
directly from the ground-floor basement. A
mural chamber, accessed through the east
wall, was plausibly a service room, though
Clark sees it as a passageway to the entrance
lobby. This access has now been blocked, so
whether it was a later cut-through, or not, is
now unclear. The smaller area given over for
dining in this interpretation suggests an
exclusive, private space and implies that
there was a larger hall located elsewhere in
the bailey, probably of timber.

  This begs the question as to how the northern
room was used. The room is the most
accessible in the tower, entered via a small
lobby. It is likely that the other rooms all had
to be accessed by passing through this space,
(though see Clark’s interpretation above). The
accessibility of the space and the large
northern window suggests that we are looking
at a private chamber, possibly an audience
chamber, or withdrawing chamber as the
space seems too large to have functioned
merely as a waiting room. The existence of
the kitchen makes the space not totally private,
but perhaps servants went ‘unseen’. It is
unlikely that the room was partitioned owing
to the central position of the north window.
As mentioned above, there may have been a
fireplace in the spine wall, though this was not
the case at Portchester, c. 1120s. Nevertheless,
the possibility of there having been a fireplace
in the east-west spine wall is strengthened by

Fig. 12. View showing the mural chamber fireplace of probable kitchen.
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Fig. 13. Interior view of the remains of the spine wall looking south. Note (from the bottom) remains
of door between south-eastern and western chambers, 1st-floor fireplace, with remains of hood to
west; round hole which may have held a spigot or tap to supply water from roof-top cistern – see
square hole near wall top. (Photo courtesy of Neil Guy).
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the surviving remains of a fireplace and flue
in the north-south spine wall, which heated
the western room (fig. 13). Additionally, from
the position of this fireplace we can deduce
that there cannot have been access between
the southern and western rooms, therefore
access to the western room must have been
from the northern room.
 Consideration of functions for the western
room is aided by a process of elimination, if
we have correctly identified the uses of the
northern and southern rooms. The position
of the fireplace towards the southern end of
the room, rather than centrally located, may
be thought odd, but the room cannot have
been partitioned as it contains only a single
window. The lack of fenestration suggests
that a private dining or audience chamber
function for the room is improbable, and it
is more likely to have been a bed-chamber.
If the bed was located near the fire it would
also explain why the latrine access is part
way down the room. Could the room have
contained a bath as at Orford (Marshall 2002,
32)? The fire could have heated the water,
though how would the water be supplied and
drained? A circular feature next to the

fireplace could possibly represent the site of
a tap bringing water from a roof cistern,
possibly represented by a large square
opening set above the roof line (as at
Conisbrough), and it is possible that there
was a drain set at floor-level (fig. 13).
Curiously, the north-west turret is not
utilised to create a mural chamber. This
suggests that the room had no need for extra
space, presumably chests and cupboards
would have been used for storage.
 The evidence suggests that rather than
viewing Bowes as a ‘keep’ we should see the
structure as an elaborate free-standing
chamber-block similar to the early 13th-
century Mosdale Hall at Scarborough Castle
which had an adjoining ground-floor hall.
Chamber-blocks are well represented in 12th-
century castle architecture (e.g. the Norman
House, Christchurch Castle c. 1160, and the
west range at Helmsley Castle, late 12th-
century). However, multi-roomed chamber-
blocks, possibly combining a variety of
functions have not hitherto received the
attention they deserve. Henry II, in particular,
is associated with elaborate lodging ranges at
Clarendon Place. However, a more direct

Fig. 14. Bowes Castle. Joseph Mallord William Turner, 1831 © Tate D25821 Turner Bequest CCLXVI
31 CC-BY-NC-ND 3.0 (Unported). View showing ground dropping away towards the south.
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parallel may be found in his chamber-block at
Windsor c. 1167. This structure, located at
right angles to the hall was a double-pile
structure with an external well and kitchen
(Tatton-Brown 2007, 21, see this Journal p.
232, fig. 3). In this respect Bowes can be
placed in an architectural tradition stretching
from the 1120s tower at Portchester through
to 13th-century examples such as the elaborate
Gloriette at Corfe, c. 1201-5 and Acton
Burnell (1284-93).
  In conclusion this study has demonstrated
that Bowes was a more complex and refined
structure than has hitherto been appreciated,
and can no longer be regarded as a simple hall
and chamber.
  A defensive function can also be ruled out,
though its large size was clearly designed to
impress and it must have been highly visible
in the 12th-century landscape and from the
Stainmore Pass (fig. 14). Instead, Bowes
seems to have functioned as a grand chamber-
block used by a small number of individuals.
The evidence hints tantalisingly at possible
ways in which the structure was used. It has
added weight to the idea that there was a
sophisticated water supply feeding a wash
basin in one of the latrines, and also, plausibly,
a bath. Recognition of a possible display
opening means that the structure has links with
earlier towers such as Castle Rising and Corfe.
All the more surprising, then, that the structure
only contained six rooms plus mural chambers
on two floors. Clearly, there is plenty of scope
for the postulated six rooms to have been used
in sophisticated ways including audience,
sleeping, bathing and dining.
 Finally, the main inference to be drawn is that
in-depth study can reveal surprising amounts
of new detail even in well-known buildings
and is crucial to a holistic understanding of
their structure, development and function.

David Mercer

My thanks to Dr Neil Guy and Dr Malcolm
Hislop for discussion about the structure and
comment on the text.
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