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Woodcroft Castle. The West entrance tower. Three storeys. The entrance has a wide double-
chamfered segmental arch, and flanking this are the three storey (but originally two & a half-storey
- i.e. two storeys plus attic) three-bay wings. The two shouldered-arch transomed lights above the
entrance may be original to the late 13th or early 14th century, lighting what was the chapel. There
is some disturbance in the otherwise top quality ashlar masonry where the angular string course
possibly wrapped around and over the entrance (see the Blore engraving).

Woodcroft Castle
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Two views of Woodcroft (R. Henson, in J. Nichols, published in ‘History and Antiquities of the
County of Leicester’, Vol. IV, opp. 508, Plate LXXX, 1811).
ABOVE: Francis Peck’s (1692–1743) image of Woodcroft from his ‘Desiderata Curiosa’, 1727,
recounting the unhappy incident of the death of Dr Michael Hudson, 1648.
BELOW: Woodcroft as it appeared in  c. 1811, clearly in use as a farmhouse. There appears to be
a portcullis in the main entrance, but there is no evidence for any grooves or chase today.
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ABOVE: Woodcroft Castle, by Edward Blore, 1853. As published in J. H.  Parker, ‘Domestic
Architecture’, Vol. II, opp. p. 249. The west, entrance facade from the north-west. BELOW: The west
elevation today.
A study of both images reveals a number of significant exterior changes: 1) The increased roof height
by adding a half-storey (or third floor) and creating an emphatic cornice all round. 2) Windows on
the first floor are now shorter and wider with twin lights. 3) The south side (kitchen) of the west facade
(right) has been further heightened to create symmetry with the north. 4) The mid-height string-course
that runs up and over the entrance has been removed from the central tower. 5) Outhouse/link block
in the north re-entrant angle with the corner tower has been removed. 6) Ground-floor windows in
the round tower have been remodelled with shouldered arches and are slightly taller.
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ABOVE: The earliest known drawing of the house, probably dated to the early 18th century, and
notable for its small cupola above the roof of the round tower. It also illustrates the gabled link-block
being built. It reveals the doors knocked into both the round tower and the guardroom (see also Blore’s
view and below). The link block was removed in the 20th century
BELOW: Sepia view of the 1890s, prior to changes to the roofline, showing the base of the round tower
before the insertion of the supporting concrete ring reinforcing the base of the tower. It highlights a
short third chamfered plinth.
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Woodcroft Castle (or manor-house), plan, from
VCH - Serjeantson, R. M., Ryland, W. and
Adkins, D. (eds), 1906, VCH Northamptonshire
Vol. 2. 488-90.
It appears that the entrance passage, on an
oblique skew, was probably designed to lead
into an open courtyard, and that the castle was
at least planned geometrically, with four wings,
and with the Great Hall along the eastern wing
opposite the entrance.
The entrance into the round tower on the
ground floor appears to be a modern break
through, replacing the exterior link block which
joined the guardroom to the round tower, and
the wall thickness of the tower seems uneasily

thin (between 3 and 4 ft). On the first floor of
the tower there is a recess for a garderobe.
There is much original ashlar stonework with a
number of stone blockings both internally and
externally and the site is in need of a good,
extensive survey, along with a geophysical
survey of the courtyard, which is now laid out
to garden. This may elicit any traces of the
courtyard ranges. In the ‘guardroom’ there is a
monumental hooded fireplace, although the top
part of the hood has been modified to fit the low
ceiling. So whilst the fireplace may not be in its
original setting, the form, architecture and stone
carving does appear to be original to the 13th
or early 14th century.
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Woodcroft - O.S. 6 inch map of Northamptonshire III. SW, Revised: 1899, Published: 1901

Woodcroft Castle – Summary
The remains of the delightful little-known castle
or fortified house, Woodcroft, five miles north-
west of Peterborough, is a late 13th- or early
14th-century quadrangular castle on a wide
moated site, with later additions. What remains
is the west side of the original building complex
with a central gatetower and a circular tower at
the northwest corner. There was probably a
courtyard at the centre and the three other wings
and their associated corner towers, which are no
longer standing. It is built of fine ashlar.
The west front has a central three-storey gateway
with a wide double-chamfered segmental arched
entrance and flanking three-floor (two and a half
storey) three-bay wings either side. On the north
is an elegant three-storey circular double-plinth
corner-tower rising from the moat. The tower,
gateway and attic storeys have single-light
windows with shouldered heads set in distinctive
deep-chamfered recesses. The rest of the windows
are mainly later 2- 3- or 4-light stone mullion
windows with straight heads and arched lights
with. moulded string-courses at each floor level.
The house now has an L-shaped plan with a short
early (1480s) ‘Tudor’ wing to the north-east. The
interior has a large medieval fireplace on the ground
floor [marked ‘Guardroom’ on the plan], medieval
fittings and an east window in the chapel above the
gateway. (Listed Building Report. 1126782).
Commentary
The west front with two round towers (the second
round tower at the south-west corner is
documented but is now missing - see Emery for
references) and the square gatehouse are the only
remaining completed stone-built parts of the,
fortified manor house. It is possible that this is all

that was ever intended; the rest of the quadrangle
being occupied by timber buildings. As mentioned
elsewhere, a geophysical exploration is required to
determine this. No licence to crenellate was sought
or issued and there is no evidence of any
battlements. It was besieged in the Civil War
(1640s) as were many high-status houses whether
they were obviously fortified or not.
John Bridges, (1791), The History and
Antiquities of Northamptonshire (Oxford)
comments (as quoted by J. H. Parker, 1853):
 “In the parish of Et[t]on is Woodcroft house, an
old manor place, and from the remains of
antiquity, apparently in former times a place of
strength. It is surrounded by large water, except
on the western side, where the drawbridge is
supposed to have been. The doors and long
passage through the gateway, with two large
arches and seats of  stone, and stone windows and
staircases within the house, and a ruined bastion
toward the north end are of remarkable and ancient
workmanship. Over the gateway is a chamber,
formerly the chapel: in the wall is a basin for holy
water, a long stone seat, and a large window, now
in part filled up [since opened up], and made
smaller. The walls are about four feet thick”.
In 1955, the late Clive Rouse, an eminent wall
paintings specialist wrote a paper about the
extraordinary wall paintings found at Longthorpe
Tower, Peterborough, (Rouse & Baker, 1955). In
describing the features of the tower he noted (pp.
4-5) that ‘The shouldered lintel, or Caernarvon
arch-type windows on the top story are consistent
with a date about 1300 or soon after. Windows
of this type occur at Woodcroft Castle nearby
[…]’. A date range that is supported by Edward
Impey in the latest Longthorpe guidebook (see
this Journal (Reviews), pp. 302-3).
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Woodcroft castle. Above: The entrance passageway from the west, looking towards a modern added
kitchen. The two opposing side doors may be post-medieval, broken through. The continuous two-step
chamfered corbelling supporting the ceiling joists is a typical Edwardian I & II (and later) - type feature.
Below: The ground-floor ‘guardroom’ to the left side of the entrance. Of interest is the monumental
fireplace with stone hood. The hood appears truncated, but the form of the lintel and jambs of the
fireplace are of a 13th or 14th century nature.
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ABOVE: Woodcroft. The chapel on the second floor of the gatehouse tower, looking north-east. The
three-light east window has original late-thirteenth / early-14th century tracery in its upper parts, but
later renovation below. The chapel retains its 15th century piscina, with a squint opposite from an
adjacent chamber (now blocked by the fireplace when the room was converted to residential space).
BELOW: Ground floor room in the circular NW corner tower, with some tasteful restrained modern
fittings. Another room has been utilised as a bathroom.  The window embrasures appear to have been
reworked. The tower has one circular room on each floor lit by windows of single lights with
shouldered heads set in a chamfered recess. The lights on the ground floor have been modified - now
including small shouldered arches, matching those above, with the window height slightly extended.
The upper plinth is contoured around the sill of the lights (see images on pp. 110-11).
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Woodcroft - comparative diagnostic features
There has been some limited discussion over the
years on the dating of the building. Parker (1853,
249) stated that ‘the style belongs rather to the
fourteenth than the thirteenth century’ and that ‘its
appearance is unlike any house in existence  in this
country of the same period’. Emery (2000, 323)
notes that ‘architecturally, the shouldered lights,
segmental entrance arch, and the overall plan of
limited defence indicate an early 14th century
rather than a late-13th-century date’.
The shouldered (or Caernarfon) arch
The shouldered lintel, or Caernarfon-arched doors
and windows came into use as early as the mid-
13th century (e.g. Corfe, Upper Gatehouse (side-
door) c. 1250s; Clifford’s Tower, York c. 1240s-
60s).  Later, these forms are seen quite commonly
in the North Wales castles of Edward I, especially
Caernarfon, and in northern England. At Caernar-
fon the window predominates on the town-facing
curtain and wall towers, indicating a second-phase
1295-1323 build period. As a motif it was imitated
in many later 14th-century castles (e.g. Carreg
Cennen, Carmarthenshire), towers and manor
houses for 100 years. One of the earliest imitators
of the genre appears to be Okehampton castle,
where twin-light examples can be found along the
eastern lodging block – three first-floor guest

lodgings built side-by-side, dated to the early 14th
century, but they could be  a little earlier (c. 1300
pers. comm Dr. Robert Higham). Other twin-light
examples are noted at Chepstow (in the chamber
over the Great Tower extended by Roger Bigod c.
1300), and at Longthorpe Tower, Peterborough,
there were four early c. 1300 top-storey single-light
shouldered arched windows similar to Caernarfon.
With the Woodcroft variant, three further castles
come to mind when used in single or twin-light
window openings. Dunstanburgh and Alnwick in
Northumberland and Arundel in Sussex. The
castle with the highest population of these
windows with noticeably short lintels, creating the
distinctive outline bottle-necked shape, is Aln-
wick, and there was a  program throughout the
castle to add or refurbish the towers with this
format. The main floors of the most prestigious
rooms had larger, more decorative window
tracery and mouldings, but the upper rooms – the
more functional parts of the castle – had these
windows in proliferation. The Alnwick buildings
are c. 1340s. At Arundel, the Bevis Tower, is
dated to a similar time (1340-60).
The common motif is one where the top flat lintel
is self-consciously and affectedly very short and it
seemed to come into vogue in the early 14th
century. There are some earlier examples as noted

Caernarfon castle. Twin shouldered-arch windows
in the upper level of the N-E tower, facing the town.
One of many on this side of the castle.

Caernarfon castle. Single shouldered-arch
window with narrow lintel in the upper level of
the Granary tower, facing the town, c. 1300.
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above but it appears that Caernarfon was the trigger
for this fashion rather than anything earlier. Those
now seen at St. Thomas’s Tower c. 1275, (Tower
of London), on the riverside, are 19th century
Salvin additions / alterations, one of his favourite
motifs (c.f. Warwick, Watergate, 1340s). Many of
the shouldered lintel examples are found in the
north of England, which could imply that a
branch of the Preston family, who had a number
of valuable land holdings in Cumbria (Westmor-
land), Lancashire, and in Scotland, may well have
been familiar with examples at Brougham (see
CSGJ 27 166), Middleham, Alnwick, Prudhoe,
and other places at this time;  however, there may
not have been any links with the Northampton-
shire Prestons. When Laurence Preston died
(1337?) this might have been a time of major
reconstruction. One of the Prestons also fought
with Edward I in North Wales and possibly in
Scotland, and it is entirely possible that the
Caernarfon model may have been transmitted via
this route at an earlier date, or via the work taking
place at nearby Longthorpe Tower (6 miles
south). On the other hand, the present owner,
following careful, additional documentary
research, also offers the possibility that the
Delamares (hereditary Constables of the Soke of
Peterborough) may have built the fortified house
prior to the Preston family’s ownership.

Other diagnostic features
Other considerations to bear in mind are the
appearance of emphatic moulded string-courses
(e.g. Skipton castle (Yorkshire, 1320s), the
unusual double plinths and the central gatetower.
Examples of the double plinths are found at
Skipton (Outer Gatehouse, c. 1320-30) and at
Dunstanburgh (gatehouse). One other similar
example is found in a further northern castle at
Prudhoe (Northumberland). The round NW
corner tower has a comparable double-plinth.
This tower, along with the visible remains (base)
of the SW tower were similar to each other, and
crucially are dated to the 1330-40s, which date
might fit the Woodcroft complex. At Prudhoe,
the stepped plinth also runs along the curtain as
it does at Woodcroft. Also, quite a few
shouldered arches remain in situ at Prudhoe).
The central three-storey gatetower at Woodcroft,
24ft (8m) deep, sits inline with the principal
facade, and does not project forward as one
would expect in the 1320-30s, as Caernarfon
does. Its original height, well above the roof
gables at the time (see the Blore drawing)
emphasised its presence, but it was not until later
in the 14th century that this kind of entrance
became a more favoured central feature
embedded in ranges of a courtyard castle, for

Arundel castle. Narrow-headed shouldered
arches in  the Bevis Tower, probably 1340s. See
discussion in CSG Journal 19, 2006, p. 21.

Carreg Cennen. The west courtyard side of the
‘King’s Chamber’ or solar Other examples are
on the south side. Probably early 14th century .
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Examples of 14th century shouldered-arch windows: Top Left: Middleham (SE Tower|), Top right:
Alnwick - Auditor’s Tower; Bottom left: Dunstanburgh gatehouse; Bottom right: Arundel, Barbican.
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wse/personDetails.xhtml?personId=62612
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Architecture in England (Oxford) Vol. 1 pp.
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example at Ightham Mote (Kent), Haddon Hall
(Derbyshire), north entrance c. 1380s; Shirburn
(Oxfordshire), 1370s and Bolton Castle (Yorkshire),
1378-1395. As a small lightly defended moated
manor house or castle, Woodcroft was quite
advanced in various features for its time, and
suggests the family, perhaps Lawrence de Preston,
had good Edwardian court connections.

Prudhoe castle. The NW corner tower, c. 1330s,
with a double plinth that extends along the
curtain wall to the SW tower and beyond.

Shirburn Castle, Oxfordshire. c. 1377-82. The
entrance facade from the north-west.
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