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‘To fortify and crenellate his house’: the
castle of Aymer de Valence at Bampton,
Oxfordshire
Edward Impey
On May 3rd 1315, seven years into the reign of
Edward II, Aymer de Valence, 11th Earl of
Pembroke obtained the king’s permission to
fortify his manor house at Bampton in
Oxfordshire. The licence (Fig.1) declares:
Know ye that of our special favour we have,
for ourselves and our heirs granted and
given special licence to our trusty and wellbeloved relation Aymer de Valence Earl of
Pembroke to fortify and crenellate his house
at Bampton in the County of Oxford with a
wall of stone and lime, and that the house
thus fortified and crenellated may be held
by him and his heirs in perpetuity.¹
In this lies the origin of Bampton Castle, whose
exquisitely built and picturesque remains
survive incorporated into a former farmhouse,
known since the 17th century as Ham Court.
Although little known and neither finished nor
ever used in anger, in form and purpose this is
one of the more unusual and puzzling of
England’s castles.²

Aymer himself was one of the most prominent
and influential noblemen, soldiers and
politicians in early 14th century England. Born
in about 1275,³ his paternal grandparents were
the French nobleman Hugh, Count of La Marche,
and Isabella of Angoulême, widow of King John
of England and mother of their son Henry III (r.
1216-72). This made Aymer’s father, William de
Valence, Henry’s half-brother, a link with the
royal family which advanced his career and his
son’s. It also gained William vast estates in
France, in Poitou (centred on Poitiers), which
passed to Aymer at his father’s death in 1296.⁴
He inherited his English, Welsh and Irish lands
and Earldom from his mother in 1307.⁵ Further
French lands, in the Pas de Calais, were acquired
on his second marriage, in 1321, to Marie de St
Pol (d.1377),⁶ the founder, in 1347, of Pembroke
College, Cambridge,⁷ and who commissioned
her husband’s sumptuous monument and effigy
in Westminster Abbey.⁸

Aymer served Edward I (r. 1272-1307) as a
soldier and diplomat,⁹ but rose to prominence
under Edward II (r. 1307-26), initially as one of
the Lords Ordainers – the group of barons
whose ‘Ordinances’ aimed to limit the king’s
authority and neutralise his unpopular
¹ Sciatis quod de gratia nostra speciali concessimus favourite, Piers Gaveston, by exile or

et licentiam dedimus pro nobis et heredibus nostris
dilecto consanguineo et fideli nostro Adomaro de
Valencia comite Pembroch' quod ipsum mansum
suum de Bampton' in comitate Oxon' muro de
petra et calce firmare et kernelare, ac mansum
illud sic firmatum et kernelatum tenere possit sibi
et heredibus suis imperpetuum. TNA C 66/143 m. 17,
kindly transcribed and supplied by John Blair, 21.5.21.
Author’s translation. See also Calendar of Patent Rolls,
1313-17, p. 278 see CSG Journal 20 (2006-7)
(castlestudiesgroup.org.uk) and on licences J. Goodall,
The English Castle 1066-1650 (New Haven and London
2011), pp. 8-9; C. Coulson, ‘Freedom to Crenellate by
Licence – an Historiographical Revision’, Nottingham
Medieval Studies, vol. 38. pp. 96-137; ‘English Licences
to Crenellate 1199-1567’, The Castle Studies Group
Journal, Vol. 20: 2006-7, pp. 226-45
² J. Cathcart King, An Index and Bibliography of the
Castles in England, Wales and the Islands, 2 vols,
New York 1983

³ J. R. S. Phillips, Aymer de Valence, Earl of Pembroke,
1307-24: Baronial Politics in the Reign of Edward II
(Oxford, 1972), p. 8
⁴ Phillips, Aymer, pp. 240-2
⁵ Phillips, Aymer, p. 9 and note 5
⁶ They were centred on Tours-en-Vimeu (Somme),
Thièvre and Oreville (Pas de Calais), and’ Freacans’:
A. Du Chesne, Histoire de la Maison de Chastillon sur
Marne (Paris 1621, cited by Phillips (Aymer, p.7 n. 2),
lists ‘Freacans ou Frecans’ as (by implication) a
former property of Aymer. No Commune, at least,
exists in France under either name or close variant.
⁷ Jennifer C. Ward, entry in Dictionary of National
Biography; Phillips, Aymer, p.7
⁸ P. Binski, Westminster Abbey and the Plantagenets.
Kingship and the Representation of Power 12001400, New Haven and London, 1995, p. 114, Fig.
156; pp. 118-19, Fig. 162
⁹ Phillips, Aymer, pp. 23-4
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Above: Fig. 1. The Patent Roll enrolment of the licence to crenellate (The National Archives).

Fig. 2. Ham Court from the west, showing the standing medieval buildings. The gatehouse, at the centre, is
missing its upper storey, and the gate passage has been walled up and a floor inserted across it. To the right
is the surviving stretch of curtain wall. The lawn occupies the site of a broad, wet moat (Country Life Picture
Library, Paul Highnam, cropped).

Fig.3. Ham Court from the east, from within the former bailey. To the left of the blocked gateway is the stair
turret that led to the lost upper storey. To the right is the traceried window to the surviving medieval chamber
(Country Life Picture Library, Paul Highnam).
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Later, he helped to restore the king’s authority,
weakened by defeat in Scotland.¹⁵ He died
suddenly, in France, in 1324.¹⁶
Exactly why Aymer chose to fortify his house at
Bampton in 1315 is not clear. Certainly, Bampton
stands on a direct route between his western
lands and castles at Goodrich and Pembroke¹⁷ and
London,¹⁸ and property in Kent and East Anglia,
and must have served as stopping-off place for
himself, his wife and their retinues. Increasing its
security and grandeur would therefore have made
some sense. More compelling reasons, however,
may lie in the combination of Aymer’s politically
weakened position at the time and the loss of his
recently-fortified manor house at Thorpe
Waterville,¹⁹ in Northamptonshire, to his archenemy and the king’s, Thomas of Lancaster, in
September 1314.²⁰ Although compensated,²¹ it is
easy to imagine that creating a secure and
ostentatious base at a site of undisputed title, as
¹⁰ A. Emery, Greater Medieval Houses of England and a counterweight to Lancaster’s prominence in the
Wales, Vol. III - Southern England (Cambridge 2006), Midlands, would have been particularly
III, p. 57; J. R. S. Phillips, Aymer pp. 35, 215: Annales attractive.
imprisonment. Aymer was entrusted with
Gaveston’s custody and safety, leading to a
major turning point in his life and one of his
few known visits to Bampton: in June 1312,
Gaveston was brought to Deddington
(Oxfordshire) and lodged at the Rectory while
Aymer set off ‘with indecent haste’ on the
twenty-mile ride to see his young wife, Beatrice
de Clermont, at ‘Bametone’.¹⁰ In his absence,
however, the prisoner was seized and
beheaded by his bitterest opponent, Guy de
Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick,¹¹ shaming Aymer
and re-affirming sorely tested but fundamental
loyalty to the crown. Thereafter he took
Edward II’s side, and at the battle of
Bannockburn in 1314 seems to have saved his
life.¹² In 1317, returning from a diplomatic
mission to Avignon,¹³ he was captured by a
begrudged Frenchman and held to ransom,
from which his finances never recovered.¹⁴

Londoniensis, in Chronicles of the Reigns of Edward
I and Edward II, Vol. 1, ed. W. Stubbs, Rolls Society,
London 1882, p. 206: at Deddington ‘…ubi Almericus comes ipsum dimisit cum servis suis, ad perhendinandum per dies aliquot, et ille arripuit iter ad
Brampthone, quoddam manerium suum, ubi sua
comitissa moram traxerat’; Flores Historiarum, ed.
H. R. Luard, Rolls Series (London, 1890), Vol. 3, p.
151: Comes siquidem de Penbrok versus manerium
suum de Bamtone in offensa velocitate carpebat iter
in praedicta villa de Dadingtone casui dativo dictum
Petrum relinquens. H. M. Colvin, A History of Deddington (London, 1963), p. 8. On the Witney ref,
Phillips (Aymer, p. 215) he notes Aymer’s attendance at tournament near Witney and that (note 2),
‘Pembroke’s manor of Bampton was nearby’.
¹¹ J. S. Hamilton, Piers Gaveston, Earl of Cornwall,
1307–1312: Politics and Patronage in the Reign of
Edward II. Detroit and London, 1988, pp. 92–3;
Colvin, Deddington p. 8; E. M Thompson, ed.,
Chronicon Galfridi le Baker, Rolls Series, I, pp.
206-7 … ‘a quodam Wallensi decollatur’.
¹² Phillips, Aymer, pp. 74-75
¹³ Phillips, Aymer, pp. 111-16
¹⁴ Phillips, Aymer, pp. 194-7. The ransom of £10,400
was at least twice his annual income (pp. 244-5)

¹⁵ Phillips, Aymer, pp. 136-77
¹⁶ Phillips, Aymer, p. 233
¹⁷ D. Cathcart King, Pembroke Castle and the Town
Walls of Pembroke, reprinted from Archaeologia
Cambrensis , p. 10 re Aymer’s possession. He seems
to have paid little attention to Pembroke - if any.
Nor is it on Phillips’s itinerary (Aymer pp. 323-35),
but then neither is Goodrich.
¹⁸ N. Guy, ‘A few notes on Bampton Castle, Oxfordshire’,
Castles Studies Group Journal 32, 2018-19, pp. 126159, p. 158; Emery, Greater Medieval Houses, III, p. 57:
‘The castle was strategically sited between Valence’s
block of properties in Gloucs. and Herefs. centred on
Goodrich Castle, his major group of estates in Eastern
England and Kent, and the seat of government in
London’. Phillips’s map of Aymer’s lands in 1324
(Phillips, Aymer, Map 1) bears out the point.
¹⁹ Thorpe Waterville Castle (The Gatehouse Record)
(gatehouse-gazetteer.info): A. Emery. Greater
Medieval Houses of England and Wales 1300-1500,
II, Cambridge 2000, pp. 319-20; Phillips, Aymer, p.
78. Aymer held it by agreement from 10 November
1313
²⁰ Phillips, Aymer, p. 81
²¹ Phillips, Aymer, p. 82
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Fig.4. Relief of Aymer de Valence over his monument in Westminster Abbey (late 1320s), armed and armoured
in the latest style. His right forearm is missing, but his hands were probably held together in prayer, as in the
image on the adjacent monument of the 1290s to Edmund Crouchback. (Country Life picture Library, Will Pryce)
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consisted of a quadrangular enclosure of 12,100
m2 (1.2 hectares, 3 acres) surrounded by a moat,
with two main gatehouses.²⁷ As archaeology has
shown, however, the ramparts and moat were
clearly never finished, victims of Aymer’s money
problems after 1317.
Only fragments, but telling ones, survive. The
main and central part is the gatehouse shown
by Wood, although in the late 17th century the
arches at front and back were walled up and a
floor inserted across the gate passage and the
upper storey lost. The gate passage itself is
spanned by two eight-part vaulted bays,
perhaps, as Neil Guy has pointed out, the
earliest example of this refinement in a castle
context in England,²⁸ although found for
example at Windsor Castle in the ‘Norman
Gate’ of 1355-60²⁹ and in the ‘Bloody Tower’ at
the Tower of London, of 1360- 62.³⁰ At the
centre of each bay is a large and elaborate boss,
both much battered, but clearly remnants of
accomplished carvings (Fig. 6).³¹
The outer gatehouse archway was closed only
by gates, of which the blocked pintle sockets
remain visible.³² There was no draw-bar, no
portcullis and no drawbridge, or at least one
operated from within the building (the
reconstruction at fig. 9 suggests a gap before
threshold). Above the outer arch, however, is
a horizontal slit with a sloping sill and rounded
ends, one of handful of what have recently been
termed ‘letter-box chutes’: those at Dover Castle
(St John’s tower, 1217-2,³³ Leybourne Castle
(Kent), of c. 1275,³⁴ the three at Caerphilly

What is actually known of Aymer’s creation
comes from its standing remains, excavation,²²
and 17th-19th century notes and drawings,
most importantly by the fiery and energetic
antiquary Anthony Wood (1632-95). Wood
visited the ‘ruines’ on the 6-7 September 1664
and drew them (Fig. 5),²³ clearly on site,
although what we have may be a fair copy. He
also recorded the visit in his diary.²⁴
The drawing shows a stupendous façade. In the
centre is the part-standing gatehouse (Figs. 1 &
2), flanked by stretches of curtain wall which,
based on the dimensions of the surviving parts,
would have been an astonishing 110m (360)ft
long. ²⁵ As Wood’s notes explain, we see ‘two
corner towers’, ‘the cheife gatehouse’, and ‘two
demi-round towers, jetting out from the wall
supported by pillars…partly built in the wall and
partly standing without’ i.e. on buttresses. The
drawing also shows battlements along the whole
front, every second one pierced by a cross-shaped
arrow loop, as are the towers - three tiers of them
- and the curtain wall, ten to each side. Crucially,
he noted that ‘…the castle hath been moated
around….and built quadrangular. It had a round
tower at each corner….besides a large and high
gatehouse, tower-like, on the west and east sides
(and some say on every side)’.²⁶ On this basis we
can be near-certain that, overall, the castle
²² G. Williams, John Moore Heritage Services, ‘The
first stage of an archaeological evaluation at Ham
Court, Bampton, Oxfordshire’, on behalf of CGMs
Consulting, July 2011;
²³ Wood was no draughtsman. The idea that he made
the drawing from memory is not convincing.
Reproduced by A. Clark, The Life and Times of
Anthony Wood, Oxford Historical Society, 21, 1892,
opp. p. 20. Clark’s reference to this (fn. 3)
quotes/states: ‘Bampton Castle, its ruins taken by
A à Wood, Anno 1664, the west side’. Wood MS EI,
a slip at fol. 12. Notes accompany the drawing.
²⁴ Clark., The Life, pp. 20-21
²⁵ W. J. Blair, ‘Bampton Castle’, Bampton Research
Paper 1, 1988 (typescript), Fig. 5
²⁶ Bod. Wood MS EI, f.12; Ed.,Clark. The Life, 21, 1892,
opp. p. 20; A. Crossley, and C. Currie, C., eds.,
‘Bampton and the Weald: Manors and Castles’,
Victoria County History, vol. XIII (1996), p. 24;

²⁷ And suggested by Emery (Greater Medieval Houses,
III, p. 57)
²⁸ On the Bampton vaulting see Guy, ‘A few notes’,
pp. 133-4
²⁹ S. Brindle, ed., Windsor Castle - A Thousand years
of a Royal Castle, London, Royal Collection Trust
2018), pp. 90-93
³⁰ R. Allen Brown and P. Curnow, Tower of London,
London 1984, pp. 49-53
³¹ Guy, ‘A few notes’, p. 137
³² Pintle sockets (tidied up) are still visible. But not
for a draw-bar.
³³ Goodall, English Castles, p. 204
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Fig. 5. Sketch of the west front of Bampton Castle and explanatory notes made by Anthony Wood in 1664.
(The Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, Bod. MS Wood E1 f.12).

Fig. 6. The western half of the gatehouse passage vault. Note the elaborate central boss (Country Life Picture
Library, Paul Highnam)
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Fig. 7. Arrow loop in the curtain wall to the south of the gatehouse. The ‘oillets’ are unusual, perhaps unique,
in terminating in a round rather than a straight edge – the reverse of the usual arrangement. (Edward Impey)
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openings at the extremities of the vertical and
horizontal slits - are of a form perhaps unique
to Bampton. ⁴⁰ Throughout, the ashlar
dressings, from the nearby quarries at
Taynton,⁴¹ are of exceptional quality and the
mortar joints as little as a millimetre wide.
As shown by Wood there was clearly a room
over the gate passage, with a ‘Gottick window’,
and above that a battlemented parapet.⁴² The
room was reached by a spiral stair in a fivesided turret attached to the south side wall of
the gatehouse, on the bailey side, entered
through from the gate-passage. It has a
polygonal pointed roof and miniature
crenellations of the 1870s. The stair is itself
remarkable in the treatment of the underside
of the treads, dressed to form a continuous,
smooth, sweeping, helicoidal surface, a very
rare sophistication.⁴³ As to be expected, the
room had a fireplace, as shown by the elegant
and decorated chimney stack shown in
drawings of 1821 and an engraving of 1853.⁴⁴
This was taken down in the 1870s, but its
position is clear from the corbels and projecting
stack visible within the 19th-century
extension.⁴⁵ To the north of the gatehouse is a
two-storey range, parallel to but separate from
the curtain wall, leaving access to the arrowloops. Downstairs, no medieval features
survive, but the chamber above has a stone
fireplace with elegantly moulded jambs and a
corbelled stone hood (Fig. 8), and a two-light
transomed window facing the former bailey,
(Fig. 3), all consistent with a date of c. 1315.
Traces of what was probably a spiral stair

(Glamorgan), 1268-71,³⁵ and one at Llansteffan
(Carmarthen),³⁶ perhaps being the only others
in the British Isles. They may have been intended
for quenching fire set against the gates, although
the Caerphilly examples are sited on the inner
sides of their respective towers, and the gates
are too far back for the ‘chutes’ to have been
much use as such. As a result, it has been
suggested that these were ‘markers of status’,
had a ‘psychological deterrent’ purpose or were
primitive voice-pipes.³⁷
To the south, set back from the gateway, stands
a short stretch of curtain wall, about 24 ft high
(Fig.2) and 1.8m thick, crowned with three
merlons, the rather longer end one being a 19th
century rebuild.³⁸ The central merlon houses a
cross-shaped arrow loop, and in the wall below
and the side-walls to the gatehouse are larger
versions with embrasures behind;³⁹ Neil Guy
has pointed out that the ‘oillets’ – broadened
³⁴ Goodall, English Castles, p. 215, citing Close Rolls;
D. Renn, ‘Western Approaches’, p. 218
³⁵ D. Renn, 'Western Approaches: The Original entrance
front of Caerphilly castle?’, Castle Studies Group
Journal Vol. 31 (2017-18), p. 221, Fig. 14 (inner East
gatehouse); p. 227, fig. 20 (the north-west tower)
³⁶ Neil Guy, pers. comm 4.21; Renn, ‘Western
Approaches’, p. 218; R. Avent, ‘The early
development of three coastal castles’, in H. James
(ed), Sir Gâr: studies in Carmarthenshire history.
Essays in memory of W H Morris and M C S Evans,
Carmarthenshire Antiquarian Society, Carmarthen
1991, pp. 167-88
³⁷ D. Renn, 'Western Approaches: The Original
entrance front of Caerphilly castle?’, Castle Studies
Group Journal Vol. 31 (2017-18), p 221, caption to
Fig. 14, and p. 232, note 28.
³⁸ Buckler (1821) shows the third merlon from the rear
in a dilapidated state. The 1852 view (T. H. Turner,
and J. H. Parker, Some Account of Domestic Architecture in England, from Edward I to Richard II, Oxford
1853), plate opp. p. 260) shows it missing entirely.
³⁹ Neil Guy points out the unusual and perhaps unique
form of the oillets: ‘Bampton is eccentric, and totally
unique possibly, because the flat section of the
‘stirrup’ on all four oillets are the other way up – on
the inner side of the slits, like the half-moon blade
on a garden edger’ (‘A few notes’, p. 149).

⁴⁰ Guy, ‘A few notes’, p. 149
⁴¹ Confirmed by Philip Powell, pers. comm. 4.21
⁴² Blair ‘Bampton Castle’, fig. 5, shows the five, but
smaller.
⁴³ Guy, ‘A few notes’, pp. 130-2. Cites Maxstoke
Castle (1340s), Blarney Tower House (Co. Cork), c.
1480, and Clonshire hall-house (Co. Limerick), 17th
c. The form is of 12th century French origin – St
Gilles du Gard, near Arles, Provence.
⁴⁴ Turner and Parker, Domestic Architecture, Vol ii,
opposite p. 260
⁴⁵ Matthew Rice’s observation, pers. comm. 3.21
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Fig. 8. Fireplace in the first-floor chamber beside the gatehouse. The high jambs and stone hood are typical
of fireplaces in the grand lodgings of the time, but its state of preservation is exceptional, as is the elegant
design of the corbels. (Country Life Picture Library, Paul Highnam)
THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP

JOURNAL NO. 35

271

2021-22

The castle of Aymer de Valence at Bampton, Oxfordshire

survive at the north end.⁴⁶ While it has been
suggested that the fireplace and window are
re-set, perhaps removed from the upper floor
of the gatehouse,⁴⁷ there is no sign of this in the
fabric, and in the case of the fireplace this would
also have entailed re-setting its original stack,
shown in the Buckler drawing of 1821.⁴⁸
Wood’s ‘demi-round towers’ on the curtain wall
of course are lost, but a massive curved coping
stone from one of them was found when reexcavating the moat in 2013.⁴⁹ Although partly
decorative, the ‘towers’ would also have allowed
archers to lay down ‘flanking fire’ along the face
of the adjoining wall. Turrets perched on ramparts are known also at Dunstanburgh Castle
(Northumberland),⁵⁰ at Pickering Castle⁵¹ (North
Yorkshire) and the town walls of Newcastle,⁵² all
of about 1320. These are square, but circular or
near-circular arrangements are commonly found
at the corners of tower-house and gate-tower
parapets in particularly Scotland, the Borders and
France, although often with conical roofs and
carried on squinches, rather than of the cupshaped form implied by Wood. A closer comparator is found at Beaumaris, where the corners of
the late 13th-century ‘Gate-Next the sea’ carry
⁴⁶ Matthew Rice’s observation, pers. comm. 3.21
⁴⁷ N. Guy, ‘A few notes’, p. 147
⁴⁸ BL MS Add. 36372f.118. Reproduced by Guy ‘A few
notes’), p. 157 fig. 50
⁴⁹ Matthew Rice pers. comm. 3.21. The coping stone
is preserved on site.
⁵⁰ Goodall, English Castles, p. 249 and fig. 189; J.
Ashbee and A. Oswald, Dunstanburgh Castle,
English Heritage Guidebook (London 2007), Fig.
opposite p. 10 and plan opposite p. 40
⁵¹ L. Butler, Pickering Castle, English Heritage
Guidebook, London 2015, p. 20 (‘corbelled
projections’); wall dates from 1323-6 (p. 13 and plan
pp. 2-3; H. M Colvin, The History of the King’s Works.
Volume II. The Middle Ages, London 1963 II, pp.
779-80, p. 780, places outer curtain 1323-6 (p. 780)
⁵² C. P. Graves and D. H Heslop, Newcastle upon Tyne,
the eye of the north: an archaeological assessment.
Oxbow Books/English Heritage. Oxford 2013, p.`182
notes ‘turrets’; F. Graham, The castle and town
walls of Newcastle, Newcastle upon Tyne, 1972
(Northern History Booklets ; no. 21), pp. 27-8, 31.
THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP

three-quarter round turrets at its outer-facing
corners, supported by angle buttresses.⁵³ The
nearest known parallels in the British Isles
however – cup-shaped in form, attached to
curtain wall not a tower, and propped by buttresses (or at least half-round piers) may be those
depicted in an Elizabethan drawing of Tutbury
castle (Staffordshire), of the late 14th- or early
15th-century.⁵⁴ Other examples exist or existed
abroad, at tower corners but propped by buttresses, as in the châtelet d’entrée to the donjon
curtain wall at Vincennes (Val de Marne) of c.
1360,⁵⁵ and on the curtain wall at the Gravensteen at Ghent (with squinches, c.1400),⁵⁶ at
Vallery (Yonne),⁵⁷ at Bellver Castle in Palma,
Majorca⁵⁸ and Malbork (mid 14th-century) near
Gdansk, Poland.⁵⁹ The form was also used in
refuges on bridge parapets such as those shown
in the Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry at
Mehun-sur-Yèvre (Cher).⁶⁰ No connection can be
claimed, however, between any of these and
Bampton.⁶¹
⁵³ M. Hislop, The Castle Builders. Approaches to Castle
Design and Construction in the Middle Ages,
Barnsley 2016, p. 235 and Fig. 10.23
⁵⁴ Neil Guy and Malcolm Hislop, pers. comm., 13.4.21
John Goodall, pers. comm, 4.21. The drawing is by
Sir Ambrose Cave (TNA MR 17): see Goodall,
English Castles, p. 452, fig,335. On the castle see
A. Emery, Greater Medieval Houses, vol. 2. pp.
437-43 and HKW, ii, 1963, pp. 847-9
⁵⁵ J. Chapelot, Le Château de Vincennes. Une résidence
royale au Moyen Age, Paris 1994, pp. 49, 101
⁵⁶ D. Caillebaut, ‘Le château des Comtes à Gand,
Château Gaillard, études de castellologie
médiévale : XI Actes du Colloque international tenu
à Karrebaeksminde (Denmark), 30 AugustSeptember 1982, Caen, 1983, p.46
⁵⁷ Jean Mesqui, pers.comm., 3.21
⁵⁸ Guy, ‘A few notes’, p. 149 and Fig. 47
⁵⁹ The turret is on the parapet between the twin
towers of the ‘Bridge Gate’, facing the river Nogat.
M. Mierzwinski, The Illustrated Guidebook,
Malbork Castle, Warsaw 2010, p.7), Structurally,
this is the closest to the Bampton ‘demi-towers’.
⁶⁰ f.161 v. See J. Mesqui, Châteaux et Enceintes de la
France Médiévale, Paris 1991, 2 vols., vol 1,347, fig. 432
⁶¹ The Bampton turrets and towers could perhaps
have had conical roofs?
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Perhaps more interesting than the form of the
turrets is the elevational composition to which
they contribute. As John Goodall has pointed out,
Herstmonceux in Sussex, begun in 1441, is
important in displaying ‘the distinctive rhythm of
elements – tower, turret, gatehouse, turret,
tower – that was to recur in major English
buildings into the late 16th century’.⁶² So it did:
examples include the unfinished south-west front
of the inner court at Thornbury Castle
(Gloucestershire, from 1511),⁶³ the west front of
Burghley House (Lincolnshire, c. 1558-85)⁶⁴ and
Cobham Hall (Kent, c. 1580-97).⁶⁵ Its use at
Bampton in the early 14th century is perhaps
another mark of the designer’s originality,
although the result set no trend, as it appears
nowhere else before the 1440s. It was not,
incidentally, an emulation of examples in France,
where it was little used, and not earlier than
Bampton, perhaps appearing first on the north
front at Vincennes, between 1361-1380.⁶⁶ (And
maybe not again - except, remarkably, in the
English-designed temporary palace at the Field of
Cloth of Gold of 1520).⁶⁷
Aymer’s castle, then, was very large and rich in
rare, unique and precocious features. Reasons
for its creation, or at least inception, have been
⁶² Goodall, ‘ A medieval masterpiece: Herstmonceux
Castle, Sussex’, Burlington Magazine, 146 (2004),
pp. 169-82, at p. 519; Goodall, 2011, p. 362,
caption to Fig. 277. A. Emery, Greater Medieval
Houses, III, pp. 345-55; A. Emery, ‘How meaningful
were the defences at Herstmonceux Castle?’,
Castle Studies Group Bulletin 18 (2004-5), 169-82
⁶³ Emery, Vol. 3, p. 185, fig. 43 and p. 188
⁶⁴ M. Girouard, Elizabethan Architecture. Its Rise and
Fall, 1540-1640, New Haven and London, 2009,
p. 6, plate 6
⁶⁵ Girouard. Elizabethan Architecture, p. 4, Fig. 5
⁶⁶ Plan in Mesqui, I, p. 46; J. Chapelot, 1994, title
page (reconstruction), p. 85
⁶⁷ S. Thurley, The Royal Palaces of Tudor England.
Architecture and Court Life 1460-1547, (New Haven
and London, 1993) p. 46 and figs. 65 and 66; J. Munby,
‘The Field of Cloth of Gold. Guînes and Calais Pale
revisited’, English Heritage Historical Review, No. 9,
2014, pp. 29-63, at pp. 56-7.

suggested. But it remains to consider why he
chose the form he did, and whether its design and
structure reveal further detail about its intended
function. Size apart, the most remarkable feature
is its square plan. This was, of course, an obvious
arrangement, and routinely used in England by
the Romans, as for example Portchester (Hants).
However, amongst English castles it pre-dates
the obvious parallels sharing squareness and
mural towers, such as Gresham (Norfolk), of after
1318,⁶⁸ Maxstoke (Warwickshire), after 1337,
Bodiam (Sussex, c. 1380-85),⁶⁹ and the inner
bailey of the 1380s at Cooling (Kent),⁷⁰ although
a pre-1315 precursor, rightly cited by others,⁷¹ is
Beaumaris (Anglesey) begun in 1295 and abandoned unfinished in the 1330s.⁷² Chirk (Denbighshire) might also be cited.⁷³ In plan at least,
though, the most obvious and numerous equivalents are in France,⁷⁴ including at Druyes-lesBelles-Fontaines (Yonne) of the later 12th century,⁷⁵ the Louvre in Paris (c. 1200), Dourdan
(Essonne), c. 1220,⁷⁶ Calais (early 13th century),⁷⁷
Thiers-sur-Thève (Oise), c. 1250, ⁷⁸ Montaiguillon
(Seine-et-Marne), of the mid-13th century,⁷⁹ and
Diant (Seine-et-Marne), of a little later.⁸⁰ Alas,
none of Aymer’s continental castles survive in
⁶⁸ Goodall, English Castles, 2011, p. 245
⁶⁹ Goodall, English Castles, pp. 314-16
⁷⁰ Goodall, English Castles, p. 312, and Fig. 234
⁷¹ A. Emery, Greater Medieval Houses, III, p. 56
⁷² On which, A. Taylor, Beaumaris Castle, Cadw
Guidebook, fourth edition, Cardiff 199; Goodall,
2011, pp. 224-6. Beaumaris is c. 75m square.
⁷³ Goodall, 2011, p. 223
⁷⁴ Hinted at by Emery in the Goodrich entry (Greater
Medieval Houses, II, p. 539
⁷⁵ J. Mesqui, Châteaux et Enceintes de la France
Médiévale, 2 vols., Paris 1991, vol. 1, plan. p. 40 ;
J. Mesqui, Châteaux Forts et Fortifications en
France, Paris 1997, pp. 154-55
⁷⁶ A. Chatelain, Châteaux Forts et Féodalité en Île de
France du XIme au XIIIme siècle, (Nonnette, 1983)
plan at p. 32
⁷⁷ H. Colvin, History of the King’s Works, HMSO 1963,
vol. 1 pp 423-4
⁷⁸ A. Chatelain, Châteaux Forts, pp. 449-453, plan p. 451.
⁷⁹ A. Chatelain, Châteaux Forts, plan p. 430
⁸⁰ A. Chatelain, Châteaux Forts, plan p. 376
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a state to bear comparison, ⁸¹ but the examples
listed and their ilk suggest that his officers or
architect, or perhaps the Earl himself, might
have had a French castle or two in mind when
conceiving the main lines of the scheme for
Bampton (Fig. 9a). Just conceivably, however,
the grand plan could have been prompted
directly by Roman precedents – such as the
square, towered and huge areas as at Portchester, or the bas empire town defences of
Boulogne, the Legionary Fortress at York, or
other places encountered on his travels.⁸²
There are, however, two important differences
between at least the medieval comparators and
Bampton, with implications for its intended function. First, Bampton is vastly larger than all of
them, and would have required an enormous
force to defend it, perhaps unfeasibly so. Second,
and more importantly, its low, slender walls and
minimal gate-defences are quite unlike like the
mighty towers, no-nonsense ramparts and colossal gatehouses of Beaumaris, the French examples, or of his own castles at Goodrich and
Pembroke: even its moat, above the level of the
local watercourse (as also at Bodiam), could have
been drained by any determined assailant. In this
Bampton is in good company, as many English
castles, whilst, in John Goodall’s words, ‘…made
imposing by the architectural trappings of fortification’,⁸³ and proof against mobs, feuding neighbours, and marauders,⁸⁴ would have been
near-useless against a well-equipped besieging
army. Aymer’s intention was clearly not to build
a mighty fortress - rather, it may have been to give
a favoured country house, built or improved by
⁸¹ In Poitou, Montignac, Bellac, Rancon and Champagnac, all lost (Clément de Vasselot, pers.comm.,
3.21). At Montignac the donjon survives (J.R.S.
Phillips, pers.comm 6.4.21), and looks 11th century.
⁸² For Aymer’s pre 1315 visits to Boulogne and York
see Phillips, pp 323-27.
⁸³ Goodall, English Castles, p. 6
⁸⁴ On this see for example R. Kinsey, ‘Legal service,
careerism and social advancement in late medieval
England: the Thorpes of Northamptonshire c.12001391’, unpublished PhD thesis (University of York,
2009, p. 26.

his father,⁸⁵ an architectural frame, lending it a
degree of security, but above all status, dignity
and prestige. With its wall and towers reflected in
its broad moat, it would, perhaps most importantly, have been a magnificent sight. As such its
true comparators are great houses surrounded by
similar ‘trappings’, such as Eltham (Kent) surrounded by a turreted (if unbattlemented) wall in
1315,⁸⁶ nearby Broughton Castle, the Bishop’s
Palace at Wells (Somerset, c. 1340),⁸⁷ or the
precincts of monasteries such as St Mary’s, York,
where defences of similar form and date survive
largely intact. The closest parallel, however, which
saw a so-far unfortified house of the 1330s
enclosed by a square, towered and battlemented
enclosure, is probably Penshurst Place (Kent), as
remodelled in the 1390s.⁸⁸ The identity of the
architect is unknown, but Aymer’s proximity to
the king and their itinerant lifestyle is likely to have
made him familiar with the names and work of
masons in royal employ. In this context it is tempting, if purely speculative, to suggest the involvement of the gifted and original Michael of
Canterbury (fl. 1275-1317), or at least of his ‘circle’. First, Michael was employed, in May 1315, in
building the wall at Eltham, on the edge of the
moat,⁸⁹ and a task comparable in intent and
engineering terms to the Bampton defences. In
⁸⁵ William was granted Bampton in 1248 (VCH gives
Close Rolls, 1237-42m 70; 1247-51m 133, 277). In
1256 when he received oaks and beams for his
new hall (VCH gives Close Rolls R 1254-6, 259, 305,
351). In 1296, a survey mentions ‘a certain court,
of which the easements together with the
herbage, the curtilage and the produce of a garden
within the precincts of the court are worth yearly
10s’. (Blair ‘Bampton Castle’, gives PRO Inquisitions
Post Mortem, C 133/76 (3)
⁸⁶ J. Harvey, English Mediaeval Architects, London
1954, p. 54; H. Colvin, HKW, vol. II, pp. 930-1;
⁸⁷ A. Emery, Greater Medieval Houses of England and
Wales, vol III, Southern England, Cambridge 2006,
pp. 671-2
⁸⁸ A. Emery, Greater Medieval Houses of England
and Wales, vol III, Southern England, Cambridge
2006, pp. 386-394, esp. p. 393, fig. 92
⁸⁹ J. Harvey, Architects, p. 54; H. Colvin, HKW, vol.
II, pp. 930-1;
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Fig. 9 a & b. Aerial view of the castle from the south-west, suggesting how it might have looked if completed.
The buildings in the bailey are entirely conjectural (© Edward Impey). b. Detail of the existing south gatehouse
(before changes were made later), and curtain wall fragment.
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addition, and tantalisingly, the Eltham wall had
‘at each corner, two buttresses to support turrets’, reminiscent of the arrangement at Bampton.⁹⁰ Second, the younger Michael of
Canterbury (fl.1290-1332), namesake and
perhaps a relative of the elder, ⁹¹ was the
designer of Aymer’s tomb, hinting at a continuity
of patronage by the earl and his widow. In any
case, whilst Aymer, his officers, and/or an architect associated with the king’s works might have
been responsible for the overall scheme, it has
been suggested, on the basis of comparable
detail, that ‘the Bampton masons had probably
been working within an Oxford collegiate or
chapel environment’,⁹² and certainly this would
have offered the greatest concentration of skilled
men within the vicinity. To them, then, some of
the castle’s original and precocious detailing
might also be attributed.
It remains to consider whether Aymer’s castle at
Bampton made, by example, any lasting contribution to castle design in England, in overall form
or in detail. The answer, perhaps surprisingly, is
no, although had its creator’s full ambition been
realised the story might have been different.
Neither of its most striking features – its size and
its bold quadrangular plan – can be claimed as
ancestral to the design of later castles: vast areas
had been enclosed before or roughly at the same
time, notably and irregularly at Dunstanburgh
(Northumberland, 1313-22?) and Llangibby
(Monmouthshire, c. 1310-14), as Emery has
pointed out, and very rarely later.⁹³ As for the
quadrangular plan, Bampton’s obvious successors in this respect, mentioned above, owe their
layout more to the subjection of defensive imperatives to domestic convenience, in other words,
their plan was dictated more by the needs of a
convenient quadrangular arrangement, or the
⁹⁰ L. F. Salzmann, Building in England Down to 1540.
A Documentary History, Oxford 1952, pp. 422-3:
‘a chescune des corneres deux boteraz pr. Meutz
susteyner les toreles’.
⁹¹ Harvey, Architects, p. 52
⁹² N. Guy, ‘A few notes’, p. 134
⁹³ Emery, GMH III, p. 57 and note 10
THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP

ease with which ranges could be placed against
one or more of four straight sides. If precedents
are to be sought for this, Beaumaris, Harlech and
Caerphilly are among them, but Bampton is not.
In its design, Bampton should perhaps be seen
as a one-off , the creation of a brilliant and
cosmopolitan patron, designed without slavish
copying, and even experimentally, but which his
peers ignored.
Finally, although beyond the scope of this
article, the castle’s later history can be
summarised as follows. After Aymer’s death in
1324 the property passed through his niece to
the Talbots, later Earls (and eventually Dukes)
of Shrewsbury, and remained theirs until 1865,
when ‘Ham Court’ or ‘Castle Farm’ was bought
by Jesus College, Oxford.⁹⁴ The Talbots’
ownership may have seen the surviving
buildings briefly abandoned after the mid
1660s, an explanation for the absence of any
medieval timberwork and the gate tower
chamber, before re-occupation and alteration
c. 1700. Further improvements were made in
the mid-18th century,⁹⁵ and the existing
southern wing added in about 1870.⁹⁶ In 2011
the house was bought from the College by the
illustrator and author Matthew Rice, and his
then wife, Emma Bridgewater.
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⁹⁴ VCH, citing Sale Catalogue of 1870
⁹⁵ The keystoned door case shown by Buckler
⁹⁶ The bay window to the drawing room is a later
addition of c. 1890 (Matthew Rice, pers. comm,
3.21)
JOURNAL NO. 35

276

2021-22

