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Winchester castle-palace, and Henry III:
Some preliminary thoughts and ideas
We have advised elsewhere in CSGJ 33
(p. 330) that the long-awaited publication of a
monograph on Winchester castle and its near
neighbour Wolvesey castle might be a little
nearer publication. The earliest drawing of the
royal castle-palace known, apart from Smith
1588 (fig. 7) and Speed c. 1610 (fig. 4), is by
Willem Schellinks, 1662, after the Civil War
had brought about serious depredations to it
by 1651 (figs. 5, 6). Some of its ground plan
has been deduced by H. M. Colvin / R. A.
Brown in HKW Vol. II 1964, 854-864 (plan
856), and two excellent drawings (bird’s-eye
perspective reconstructions) by John Reynolds
are presented in the guidebook by Biddle and
Clayre (2000 11, 17). These show the castle
complex from the north-east at the time of
Henry II (1154-89) (not shown) and at the time
of Henry III (1216-72) (fig. 1).
All the views show an elevated motte or
eminence at the southern end, circumscribed
by a curtain wall and towers (two square, two
rounded) regularly disposed around a court-

Fig. 1. Winchester Castle as reconstituted
by Henry III (1216-72). Perspective
reconstruction by John Reynolds, looking
south-west.© Hants. County Council.

yard, with a central northern single-tower gate
into a lower ward of considerable size. The
motte is likely to be William I (HKW 855),
by 1075.  Much of the whole area is now built
over and little archaeology is possible, but
excavation was undertaken in the northern
end of the lower bailey to expose the footings
of a square keep, on a further revetted motte,
the tower possibly built in the time of Henry
I (1130s?). This northern tip of the castle
controlled access into the town’s Westgate.
South motte-top towers & Great Tower
The full history of the castle’s development
as Domus Regis is for another time, and this
paper is just dealing with the south motte
buildings in the upper bailey, the circular
apex, angle tower at the northern tip, and the
line of round / D-shaped towers along the
east curtain, all in the lower bailey, which
has some similarity with the nearly contem-
porary west curtain at Windsor. There is no
trace at all of the motte-top buildings today.
However Schellinks’s view, when zoomed
in, shows a large round tower on the motte,

The castle was 850ft (259m) in length from North to South and 250ft (76m) in breadth and it occupied
the whole of the area on which Upper (Peninsula) Barracks now stands. The south ‘Upper Bailey
‘donjon’ (the walled complex) was about 100ft (30m) x 100ft (30m) square (Milner 1796, 169).
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Fig. 5. Below: Winchester and castle in 1662, seen from the
south-east, by Willem Schellinks (1623-1678). Source: Austrian
National Library, Vienna.
http://www.bildarchivaustria.at/Preview/18725734.jpg.  Pen
and ink drawing in brown, on black chalk, grey and brown
washed. From a collection of drawings in book form. Ref Atlas
Blaeu-Van der Hem, Vol. 19:35, f. 38-39,(10). Dimensions:
sheet size 45.5cm x 139cm (height x width). The Library do not
appear to have a higher resolution jpg file immediately
available, hence this poor quality. It was reproduced by the
Walpole Society in 1956 (Vol. 35, Pl. 37).

Fig. 4. Left:  John Speed’s map of Hampshire, c. 1610, includes
the street layout of Winchester, with the castle in the south-west
corner (which Speed labels as ref 32). Oddly, Wolvesey castle
is not shown. The Upper Ward is shown as a parallelogram.
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Fig. 2. Above: Engraving from J. Milner, 1798 Vol. II, p. 473. Winchester castle from the west.
The town’s  Westgate to the left.

Fig. 3. Above. Engraving from Milner, J. 1798, Vol. II, p. 473. Winchester Castle from the east. The
town’s Westgate to the right. Both engravings are drawn not from a previously known view, but
from the historical, manuscript and any remaining physical evidence that Milner could gather
together to make a considered, but partly speculative recreation of the castle from both aspects,
east and west. These reconstructions are conjectural and offer useful but limited value. These records
are usefully detailed by Melville Portal 1899, 1-36.  Rot. Litt. Claus, Pipe R, Cal. Pat, Cal. Lib.
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of considerable size, although there are no
records of its dimensions. This magna turris
‘Great Tower’ (on the south motte) was
rebuilt in 1259-60 after widening cracks had
given warning of its imminent collapse (HKW
860 and fn. 2). It is not clear whether this tower
was centrally placed on the motte, on the NW
corner (Portal, 3) or was a larger version of
one of the east-side corner towers. Certainly
Speed does not show this - only a flattened,
elevated, palace-type courtyard surrounded by
four corner towers and a central entrance into
the lower bailey. The Reynold’s reconstruction
shows this tower as a dimensionally enhanced
corner tower to the  SE, one part of the donjon.
The resultant striking form of the complete
castle complex might be broadly likened to the
layout of the 1290-1320 condition of Caernar-
fon castle – a large tower at one end – the
Eagle Tower in the lower ward – a gatehouse
in the middle dividing the wards - King’s Gate
- and a smaller elevated private space (the
King’s Houses) in the Upper Ward donjon
with its close ring of high-status towers and its
own entrance. Could Winchester, which

Fig. 6. Detail of fig. 5. The drawing, after studying it carefully, presents us with a large round  tower
linked to part of the south curtain with walls extending from east and west (left). Schellinks shows
this as a truly massive tower, both in diameter and height, and part of the more private motte-like
Upper Ward, which was a square courtyard space. The image also shows that the east curtain on
the town side is almost totally obliterated apart from the section just to the south of the Great Hall.
The celebrated Great Hall, built by Henry III between 1222 and 1235, (and still complete), is to
the far right, at right angles to the east curtain (the bit of curtain that is left).  It might have a
number ‘2’ over it and we are seeing the gable end embedded into the curtain. Its roof is moving
away west and almost blending in the background hill. The two small round towers in the centre
are gate-towers on the west side, not the east, perhaps the gatehouse or the  barbican towers.

follows a similar pattern, be an early model as
a proto-Caernarfon or Conwy? Another strik-
ing feature of Winchester is the twin-towered
gatehouse built in the 1240s (HKW 859 fns.
8, 9). This faces west, away from the town,
toward open country. In fact there was no
direct access from the town, apparently, apart
from a postern near the town’s Westgate.
Whilst this differs from Windsor and Caer-
narfon, which have gates into the town,
Caernarfon had its own separate prestigious
entrance directly into the Upper Ward via the
Queen’s Gate, a highly-charged entrance with
its latent structural and Arthurian symbolism,
evoking awe, ancestral power and legitimacy,
leading into an elevated private space over a
water-filled moat (Portal 1931, 3; for symbol-
ism see also Swallow 2019). The sheer size
of this south-east round tower, the King’s
House, in the upper ward, if Schellinks is not
exaggerating its bulk, is remarkable (fig. 6).
It was on a motte like Caernarfon’s Queen’s
Gate and it was probably the largest medieval
round tower ever built in Britain. Was Henry
III trying to emulate or outdo Enguerrand III

Winchester Castle in the 12th and 13th centuries
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who was building Coucy from 1223? with its
178ft (54m) height x 102ft (31m) diameter
tower. This palatial tower was vaulted, and the
Schellinks’s print suggests at least one floor-
vault remained intact, even perhaps two (see
also Portal 1899, 4).
Wykeham’s involvement in the castle
The article on the history of the army’s
Peninsula Barracks, built completely over
both the upper ward donjon and the lower
bailey, (http//:krrcassociation.com/archives
/history_peninsula_barracks.pdf p. 10)  states
that: ‘In addition to the two colleges: at
Winchester, 1387-90, and at New College,
Oxford, by 1386, which he (Wykeham) built
and endowed, he was also responsible for
rebuilding two towers of the original upper
bailey keep. The original form of all four
towers built by William I[?] was the square
shape in the ‘Norman style’. Wykeham was
made Bishop of Winchester in 1367, and
England’s Chancellor’. It is mentioned here
that in the 1370s, Wykeham, a great patron
of architecture, working with William
Wynford, and builder of Winchester College
in the 1390s,  remodelled for Edward III two

Fig. 7. Plan of Winchester from the KRR (King’s Royal Rifle Corps) Association pdf, p. 8. A, B, C: the
Keep (as a complex). A: The Great Tower on the motte; B/B rectangular towers. C/C William Wykeham’s
oval towers c. 1360+. D: Approximate location of the original stone keep;  E: Gatehouse of 1240s; F:
Barbican; G: Black Tower; H: Henry III Round apex Tower. J: Great Hall. K: Town Westgate.

curtain towers on the east side of the Upper
Bailey; that the SE and NE were round or oval
in shape, as discovered in 1796, is highlighted
by Portal 1899, 4, and Milner, 1798, 171 (C-C
on the plan (above). One can think of one
Wykeham tower at Windsor of similar form,
the ‘Henry III tower’. marked  and are noted
as ‘1350’, which is possibly too early. They
might be horseshoe shaped (cf. Curfew). There
is nothing about that Wykeham development
in HKW, but it is entirely plausible knowing
Wykeham’s interests in architecture and his
close relationship with the king.
The North Apex Tower - Lower Ward
If the ground plans and Schellinks are any-
where near accurate, the large North apex
tower in the Lower Ward could have been
vaulted, like the SE tower in the Upper Ward,
at two or more levels. There are not many
curtain towers with stacked stone vaults in the
Britain. The outer diameter (OD) the tower
measures 43ft (13m) and the inner diameter
(ID) is 30ft (9m); the wall at this level being
6.6ft (2m) in thickness. The dimensions are
smaller than the monumental Curfew Tower,
Windsor, and with walls approximately half
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Inset: The 1588 William
Smith’s view (from the east).
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Fig. 8. Plan of the Norman early-12th-century
keep near to the large round North Tower at the
northern apex of the Outer Ward. Approx. same
footprint as Portchester castle keep (16m sq). The
complex of underground passages heading north,
east and south only are still in place and can be
visited. They are reminiscent of the underground
passages leading to sally ports found at Dover, John
/ Hubert de Burgh, and Windsor (Hubert de Burgh).
Plan from Melville Portal, 1899,  ‘The Great Hall,
Winchester Castle’, (Winchester and London).

Fig. 10. Hampshire County Council Property Services plan (2015) drawn up for a condition survey
of the remains of the North Apex Tower and the underground sally ports that run from it. © Hants
C. C. The outer diameter of the tower measures 43ft (13m) and the inner diameter (ID) is 30ft (9m);
the wall at this level being  6.6ft (2m) in thickness.

Winchester Castle in the 12th and 13th centuries

Fig. 9. Westgate -
one of the two  forti-
fied town gates
remaining in Win-
chester. Rebuilt or
refaced late C14.
Portcullis controlled
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the thickness, its height would probably have
been less. (fig. 12) However, it should be
remembered that the groundwork of the north-
ern apex of the castle had been built up and
heightened in the 11th century to form a kind
of revetted motte, upon which the early-12th-
century square keep had sat. Therefore the
combined height of motte and tower would
still have dominated the Westgate. The north
apex of the castle seems to have received a
motte prior to the south. The circumstances
that led to a second plateau-type motte being
established at the southern tip of the castle are
yet to be elucidated (Biddle and Clayre 2000,
7-8). The 12th-century square keep-tower on
the northern motte was pulled down in 1222,
and probably replaced by the fully circular
North angle tower at the same time (HKW 859,
fn. 4). The work may have been under the
supervision of Peter des Roches (d. 1238), then
Bishop of Winchester. From what little can be
seen (some plinth mouldings are still in place,
fig. 12 - Biddle and Clayre 2000, 11), it may

Fig. 11. Aerial view of the North apex or angle tower (ringed) in relationship to Henry III’s Great Hall.
West at the top. The added white lines trace the course of the original curtain walls, approximately. The
curtain, bridging the castle ditch, continued northwards to link up with the town’s West Gate. There may
have been an additional curtain (Black) tower (A). Aerial view © Google Pro, annotated by the author.
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have looked similar to the Wakefield Tower
at the which commenced build in 1220-24, and
had comparable dimensions. The Wakefield
Tower (15m OD) had a watergate, and was
also a strong angle tower at a critical  corner.
St. John’s Tower at Dover with its hub of
subterranean passages also bears comparison.
Rather than a watergate, the Winchester North
Tower (with dry ditches) included a trio of
sally ports near its base with steps down to the
berm and bridge over the ditch (fig. 1). This is
a similar arrangement to other contemporary
field-facing towers e.g. Lincoln (c. 1218), and
Pevensey, curtain towers, c. 1250. The other
east, town-facing curtain towers erected in the
period 1230s-50s appear to have been D-
shaped. The intermediate tower to the south
of the Great Hall (now destroyed), has been
shown by excavation to be semi-circular (or
D-shaped) and not as shown  in fig. 7. (Biddle
1975, 105). As Portal admits, the disappear-
ance of all these noble structures is a sad loss.

Neil Guy

West Gate

A
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Fig. 12. Winchester  - The exposed ashlar base of Henry III’s North apex Round Tower (c. 1222) at the
northern tip of the outer bailey, looking south. Compare with the photograph in Biddle and Clayre 2000,
11, fig 15). It was excavated in 1968.


