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Bridgnorth Castle, Shropshire:
Description and possible layout of the baileys
Neil Guy, David Mercer and Peter Burton

Fig. 1. Bridgnorth Castle. Samuel & Nathaniel Buck, 1732. View from the south-east. The donjon or great tower
(3) was probably completed by Henry I by 1120. The 17th century bowling green (6) was on the site of one of
the three putative castle baileys. The church of St. Mary Magdalene, probably 14th century, (5) should probably
be seen as a garrison/town chapel - in this reading everything north of the great tower is part of the town outer
ward; the inner ward with the royal apartments would be to the east and south of the keep perhaps on the site
of the bowling green. The middle ward to the south and west of the keep (Time Team Analysis). Its is possible
that some of the curtain walls were commenced by Robert of Bellême by 1101.
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Fig. 2. The tower-keep from the south, leaning at 17o, as a result of a Civil War mine. The ‘V’-form roof weathering
remains prominent, below which is the rectangular socket for the beam that carried the central valley gutter.
Also prominent are the second-floor joist sockets running N-S. The castle was slighted in 1646.
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Fig. 3. The journey of John Leland through Shropshire in 1539-40, as he travelled from Alberbury,
west of Shrewsbury, along the Severn valley to Worcester. Map - Lucy Toulman Smith, 1964, Vol. 2.

Bridgnorth Castle and John Leland’s Visit in
1539-40

many new wooden dwellings built in it’… ‘Within
the castle [precinct] there is a collegiate church
dedicated to St Mary Magdalene for a dean and
six prebendaries. This church, which is now a
rather rough (Leland’s word is crude’) building
was originally built and endowed with lands by
Robert de Bellême, Earl of Shrewsbury, as a
chapel for the castle alone.....’

Post-medieval accounts of Bridgnorth castle
essentially begin by an eye-witness account
recorded by John Leland in his Itinerary of 1539.
According to Leland, ‘the castle stands in the
southern part of the town, and on its eastern side
the sheer-sided valley fortifies it instead of the
ditch. Its walls rise to a great height, and there
used to be two or three strong wards in the
castle, which have now fallen into complete ruin.
I estimate that the castle accounts for more than
a third of the circuit of the town, which, in its
entirety is barely a mile. On the north side of the
castle there is one mighty gate [lost], but this has
been blocked up and a small postern gate has
been forced through the wall next to it as the
castle entrance. The castle precinct, and
especially the outer courtyard has recently had

Figs. 3, 4 are maps/plans of the Bridgnorth area
highlighting the strategic position of the castle at
the southern end of a rocky, red sandstone plateau, with steep cliffs, high above the river Severn,
a naturally defended location, bound by the
Severn to the east and a tributary to the west,
where the Severn Valley steam train-station is now
located. By some accounts, it was arguably once
the location and home to the Anglo-Saxon burh
of Ethelfleda, but this still remains unproven. As
Rowley said: ‘The origins of the town are confusing’.
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Fig. 4. Bridgnorth town plan as it may have appeared in the 13th century, Jane Croom, 1992, ‘The Topographical
Analysis of Medieval Town Plans: the Examples of Much Wenlock and Bridgnorth' Midland History Vol. 17 p. 24.
The church shown on the plan is the present Telford church of 1796 with its N-S orientation.
This plan puts the northern limit of the castle’s outer bailey (enclosing West and East Castle Street) at the
northern junction of these two streets, known locally as The Postern. Other plans and schemas show an
east-west ditch north of the castle tower dividing the Upper town bailey with the Inner bailey. Time Team
(2001) (The Leaning Tower of Bridgnorth, Shropshire), further divided the Inner Bailey into a Middle Bailey
west of the keep-tower, and the more private royal accommodation to the east, into the ‘bowling green’ area.
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Fig. 5. Bridgnorth castle tower-keep and St. Mary Magdalene collegiate (now rebuilt parish) church - the
west tower and east facing chancel. Bernard Lens III (1682-1740), dated 1718. View from the south
(cropped). © Royal Collection Trust, RCIN 924263. This is the earliest antiquarian print found to date. The
then new bowling green is in front of the church as seen in the later 1732 Buck print (No. 6).
The 14th century church was replaced in 1792-6 to a new design by Thomas Telford. G. T. Clark commented:
‘The present [church] building is a large and distressing example of Telford’s church architecture, in what
the great engineer was pleased to regard as the Grecian Style’ (1884, Vol. 1, 275). The Telford church is
oriented N-S, whereas the original church was E-W, as seen above.

The castle tower-keep
These two buildings stood on the highest part
of the castle area, which falls 30 - 40ft (12m)
towards the southern point of the promontory.

The castle platform, like the bow of a ship, is in
plan an equilateral triangle, each side being
about 200m (660ft). Leland states that its area
is about one-third that of the town. The two
sides, east and west. of this area were
protected by a steep cliff rendering a ditch
unnecessary, and the face of which, where it
needed support, was, and still is, revetted, the
wall and edge of the cliff having probably been
crowned by a parapet. The cliff rises out of a
steep talus, or slope. To the north, the the area
was defended by a wall inside the ditch, upon
which was a ‘great gatehouse’, standing in
Leland’s time and for a century later. There is
no longer any trace of this, or the curtain wall.

General description
The fragmentary remains of the keep, often
described as ‘the leaning tower of Bridgnorth,’
seems to be the only masonry remaining of the
whole castle, for the revetment wall of the cliff
appears to have been reorganised. The keep is
a regular rectangular three-storey tower of the
usual Norman pattern. It was 45ft (14m) square,
and from 60ft to 70 ft (21m) high to the base of
the parapet. The interior dimensions of the
chambers are 23ft. 10ins. x 21ft (King). On each
face are two corner pilasters, 8ft (2.44m) wide
by 6 inches (0.15m) projection, placed close up
to but not clasping or covering the angles of the
tower, which are thus converted into nooks, or
hollow angles, of 6 inches (0.15m) in the side,
and which, instead of, as is usual, terminating
above and below in a flat square, end in a
mitred sloping surface (fig. 17). The pilasters
rise from a common, unchamfered, sloping

The castle ditch immediately north of the keep
has been filled up, built over and the wall
removed. Within the line of the wall stand the
remains of the keep-tower, and a few metres
to the east was the castle chapel, now the
church of St. Mary Magdalene. The chapel was
collegiate with an endowment for certain
prebendaries, disendowed at the Reformation.
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Fig. 6. Bridgnorth Tower, a plate from Edward King, 1804, ‘Munimenta antiqua or Observations on
antient castles’ Vol. 3. Plate XX fig. 2 (opp. p. 142). Simplified view from the south. Probably drawn
in the late 1790s, and the room levels and V-form roof structure is clear. King thought the entrance
(on the west facade) was at ‘d’, and the roof creases or weathering were seen ‘a, b, c’. The north
facade stands to its full height (less battlements) and the west stands to two-thirds its length. King
does not show the joist holes but does highlight the stone banding demarcating the floor levels.
These are made up of thin flat stones or small flags, suggestive of the tile courses in a Roman wall.

plinth, and ascend to the parapet. Whether they
continued upwards to form the usual angleturrets is no longer apparent. Each pilaster had
two offsets (or set-backs) on the face and outer
edge only, subtly reducing the width to 7ft 6in.
(2.29m) and 7ft (2.15m) as they rose. Similar
offsets occur in only a very few early towers; e.g.
the White Tower - Tower of London, West
Malling, Portchester, and Lancaster. The sets-off
were continued all round the building, originally
marking the interior floor levels. They occur at
the 9th, 33rd, and 48th courses of masonry. On
the west facade was an additional part-pilaster
of the same width and approx. 15 ins. projection
(fig. 7). This died into the wall some 20ft feet
below the parapet summit, and seems to have
been connected to a garderobe on the first floor
discharging at the base. All of this is much

broken away below and a part of the rough
backing of an arch is seen. The walls at the base
are 9ft (2.75m) thick, and c. 7ft (2.15m) at
parapet level.
The building originally consisted of two stages,
above the basement (i.e. three storeys): a floor
above ground or basement level (which was 12ft
(3.66m) high); the floor above the first floor, 25ft
(7.62m,) and a second floor, 30ft (9.15m). All
the floors consisted of timber joists. The first
floor seems to have rested on a set-back ledge
(joists east-west) the second floor rested on
joists running north-south, (fig. 2) and the later
garret floor joists (above the large west window)
lying east and west (fig. 10). The garret (or loft)
floor was probably not created until the Vformed roof was removed and a higher, flat
leaded roof added later at an unknown time.
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Fig. 7. The west facade, showing left: the corner pilaster buttress continuing to the battlements and adjacent
to it on the right, the shorter, slightly projecting pilaster slanting into the wall when it terminates. This may
have increased the wall thickness to accommodate a first-floor latrine, (and a second floor urinal), both
discharging through one outlet on the west side of the keep (but on the north side of the curtain wall).
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Fig. 8. Francis Towne (1739-1816), “No. 1. A View of the Ruins of Bridgnorth Castle in Shropshire, drawn
on the spot, 20th June 1777”. View from the SE. Towne shows the short stub of curtain wall at the west
end of the south facade, running south, with a jamb on the inside (east) of the curtain that possibly
encases a narrow portcullis groove, followed by a narrow pilaster. What appear to be joist holes in the
east wall fragment are, in fact, the hollow slots for timber reinforcements strengthening the wall.
The second-floor window in the west face with its wide, plastered embrasure evidences a deep
double-splay - a construct that seems to disappear from Norman Romanesque by the end of the
reign of Henry I, and is normally associated with Anglo-Saxon architecture. There is at least one
other known Norman example at kenilworth castle keep on the ground floor.
See: http://francistowne.ac.uk/collection/list-of-works/a-view-of-bridgnorth-castle-shropshire

Below: The Bridgnorth
town plan from Mike Salter’s Medieval Walled Towns. p. 35. The town
The Masonry
building, the rough stones being expressive of
The all-round masonry of the upper parts is strength and monumentality and therefore
composed of well-cut and close-jointed ashlars logically, organically, growing out of the groundof hard grey sandstone - similar-sized blocks in rock foundation. The change to smooth ashlar
any one course. Close-jointed ashlar came into and the quality of the quoins and mouldings and
vogue at the beginning of the 12th century (cf. fine joints highlighted the elevated status of the
Sherborne castle). The north side’s lower part patron’s chambers compared to the mundane
of the wall - some 18-20ft - is built in contrasting function of the basement. Alternatively, It could
soft red sandstone (Figs. 11, 12). This is wide- have been the first, unfinished stage of the tower
jointed and the blocks vary in height - the introduced by Robert of Bellême by 1102, then
courses being levelled up by pieces of thin continued by Henry I to build upwards in ashlar.¹
stone. This area could be simply called ‘coursed ¹ HKW suggests the tower-keep was built entirely by Henry
rubble’, and may be a deliberate self-conscious II, referencing Pipe Rolls 13-20 Henry II passim. The ‘operatio
expression of rustication, emulating the building turris de Brug’ is referred to several times: (Pipe Roll 15
methods seen in ‘Antique’ ruins. Rustication is Henry II, p. 108; 16 Henry II p. 132; 17 Henry II, p. 323). This
more likely refers to the building of the new forebuilding
generally associated with the lowest storey of a and some internal modifications post 1165 and other works.
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Fig. 9. Above: Bridgnorth - From the south, c. 1776, Francis Grose, artist; Samuel Sparrow, engraver.
Published in Grose’s ‘Antiquities’ in 1785. The tower leaning alarmingly at 17 degrees. Grose shows the
stub of wall protruding from the west face, and, on the left, the remains of the forebuilding into the
first-floor entrance on the west. The stone forebuilding could be a Henry II addition of the 1160s. The
artist also shows, to the right of the corner pilaster a latrine chute that appears like a further pilaster
buttress that starts inexplicably high, as there is no latrine passage on the second floor.

Fig. 10. Ground-floor plan and section (E-W) from Salter. There appears to be a mural passage from
within the entrance lobby, through the west wall to a latrine in the NW end of the west wall, just
beyond the curtain wall that butted against the tower. This mural passage is shown more clearly in
Philip Dixon’s plan in his entry on Bridgnorth, 2008, p. 259. The corners of the tower included pilasters
(Type A - see pp. 109-110). The tower appears to straddle the curtain which ran from west to east.
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Fig. 11. Bridgnorth castle, view from the north. Drawn and etched by John Thomas Smith, 1811. British
Museum ref: 1949,0217.07. Looking south, away from the town and drawn from the churchyard. It is unclear
from the sketch whether the ashlar facing is from the lowest storey has become detached yet partly remains
upright or is perhaps a separate wall or a gable from a lost building. This section of wall no longer appears
to exist. Inset: The same view of the north facade of the keep today. The rusticated ground floor is not cut
back, but follows the same vertical plane as the ashlar above; in which case the lower rustication may be
deliberate, following a Roman architectural tradition (cf. Lancaster castle keep).
THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP

JOURNAL NO. 35

74

2021-22

Bridgnorth Castle, Shropshire

Fig. 12. The exterior of the north wall with its red sandstone coursed rubble ‘rustication’ and upper grey sandstone
ashlar. This may indicate a building break with Henry I continuing the start possibly made by Bellême or a
conscious application of Roman-style rustication. Alternatively it could conceivably be a missing conjoined building.

The roof

The basement and chamber interiors

The original roof ‘gable’ was steep, having two
slopes into an unusual ‘V’ form with a central
gutter, similar to early Portchester before its
heightening, and the reverse of the usual arrangement as at Ludlow, where the ridge was central,
and the two gutters lateral. The stone weathering
table remains almost perfect in the north wall, with
a socket 2ft (0.61m) high by 1ft (0.30m) wide, to
carry the beam which supported the central valley
gutter and the feet of the rafters, and presumably
draining from the south gable side or into a water
collection cistern. The weather table is seen to
continue horizontally upon the west wall, where it
was laid as a flashing to cover the upper edge of
the tiling. The walls were brought up to a level line
all round, so as to conceal the countersunk roof.
This arrangement, as at Ludlow, Richmond, Portchester, Dover, Newcastle, Hedingham, Tower of
London, Sherborne gatehouse, and many others,
shows that there was no intention of using the roof
as a fighting platform for mangonels and suchlike
like heavy machines. The flat leaded roof was a
later addition when creating an extra floor space.

The basement was, probably, a dark store or cellar,
reached only by a trapdoor from the floor above.
The tower entrance seems to have been on the
first floor in the west wall. The north wall alone
remains perfect. It was most exposed and is
without openings of any kind. In what remains of
the south wall there is one jamb of an original
fireplace, of which is seen the sloping back, and
part of a lateral nook and Norman abacus above
it. (Fig. 10). The flanking shaft has gone. In the part
of the east wall still remaining is the northern half
of a full-centred window, deeply splayed inwardly.
This could be a 13th century insertion. The east and
south walls above the first floor are gone. In the
west wall second floor, is seen the north jamb of a
full-centred window set in a ‘bold splay of hourglass section’ (Clark). This is a double-splayed
window commonly seen in Anglo-Saxon windows
but not often in Norman work. North of it, in the
same wall, is a small recess, probably for a washbasin, or more likely, a urinal, which seems to have
been in a pointed-head style (Fig. 19 Inset). It is only
about 2ft 6ins (0.76m) in height above the floor.
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Fig. 13. The second-floor double-splayed window
facing west with a large reveal. Stucco remains under
the vault arch. Clark called it an ‘hourglass section’.

Fig. 14. Fragments of the south tower wall with the
stub of a curtain wall with the ragged remains of the
gate arch (leading to the east) beneath.

Stub of attached curtain wall
Projecting from the outside of the south wall,
bonded into, and possibly of the same period, is a
fragment of curtain 7ft 6in (2.3m) thick, in which,
as also seen at Kenilworth, is the jamb of a
pedestrian doorway, defended by a narrow
portcullis, (cf Colchester 1110, Castle Rising and
Arundel), (Figs. 14, 16). The groove, square and 5
ins. deep by 3 ins. wide, shows that the grate must
have been of iron. As at Kenilworth, the groove
stops about three feet from the ground, the door,
possibly, having been reached by steps. The groove
runs up behind a covering, protective jamb, and
was evidently worked from the rampart. The door
jamb is about 6ft distance from the keep. This was
evidently the entrance into the innermost ward,
upon the wall of which, stood the tower-keep.
The Forebuilding
A few feet to the west of the keep is a mass of
masonry, clearly part of the forebuilding, probably added by Henry II c. 1160, which covered the
entrance. Its face towards the keep is 13ft l(4m)
long, and towards the south 16ft (4.9m). It varies
from 3ft to 6ft thick, and is at present about 10
feet high. It’s distance from the keep is 3ft 6 ins.,
but the two faces were evidently once in contact,

and were displaced by an explosion. The mine by
which the keep was destroyed seems to have
been placed here. It is difficult to visualise how
the forebuilding was configured (figs. 15, 20). The
material of the keep is rubble-stone, faced with
excellent fine-jointed ashlar. The exterior face of
the forebuilding seems to have had a similar
casing. It is not easy to obtain accurate measurements of the keep, so much has been removed,
so much injured or obscured.
The enclosures / baileys
The tower ruins appears to stand at the hub or
fulcrum of three baileys. It appears to be a control
centre, with access to the curtain walls and gates,
perhaps directly onto the wall-walks from the
tower, and would likely be for the accommodation of the castle’s constable. A rather naïve idea
is presented by signage in the grounds, now
somewhat sadly out of date, but perhaps at least
Fig. 15. From
one of the onsite display
boards. See
also fig. 20.
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Fig. 16. The portcullis groove in the east side of the Fig. 17. Detail of the mitre joint of the two corner
entry arch arch a few metres south of the south pilasters at the base of the SW corner of the keep,
and merging into the sloping plinth.
curtain wall attached to the tower-keep.

indicative of the role the tower played in controlling access to various baileys in the complex.
The private, royal accommodation is thought to
be on the east side of the tower; but there are
many uncertainties: see Postscript.

general area, of which the keep probably formed
the north-east angle - perhaps the Middle bailey.
Another gate south of the keep appears to give
access to an area east of the tower-keep (Figs.
14 - 16). All else is gone; the “mighty North gate”
of which Leland speaks is no more. The ruins
have perished, and the last trace of them, a good
Norman arch, discovered while pulling down
some houses in 1821, has since been destroyed
by local vandals.

A mine was sprung in 1646 between the keep
and the forebuilding, and the explosion
removed the upper part of the latter, and tilted
the keep so that it leans at an angle of 17o from
the vertical, and the upper part of the east and
south walls are gone. About 15 metres from the
SE corner stands a huge mass of masonry,
probably the detached SE angle of the tower
(Fig. 9). What remains of the keep is held
together by the excellence of the cement.

The masonry and details of the keep answer
very well to the date of 1101 to 1102 (according
to G. T. Clark), to which some histories assign it.
It is certainly not earlier, and circumstances - the
brevity of Bellême’s occupancy - more likely
favour Henry I c. 1105-1113. The curtain of the
inner ward was clearly of the same date, and Fig. 18. A Norman gate arch, probably once part of
enclosed a court in the west quarter of the the castle walls. The sign says ‘The Hole in the Wall’.
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Fig. 19. Bridgnorth castle. The eastern section of fully remaining the north wall, showing the rise and offsets
of the 8ft (2.44m) wide NE corner pilaster. An interior section of the NW wall is top left showing the joist holes
for the garret-level floor in the roof space. Inset: the probable drain / urinal.
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Fig. 20. A conjectural reconstruction of the Bridgnorth great tower from the south-west, as it may
have appeared at the end of the 12th century. © The estate of the late Victor Ambrus. Rapidly
sketched as the Time Team were on site in 2001. This is an excellent and carefully crafted illustration
highlighting its juxtaposition dividing three baileys. The view is from the west ‘middle’ bailey, with
the town bailey through the gate-arch to the north and the private ‘King’s Palace’ area through
the portcullis gate toward the east. Regarding the tower-keep, with the exception of the west,
entrance elevation (north corner), there are no secondary pilaster buttresses at the corners.
*The Time Team tribute to Victor Ambrus, who of the Time Team story. Our thoughts are with
died in February 2021, reads: ‘As one of the his family at this time. May he rest in peace’.
founding members of the Time Team family he The Bridgnorth tower-keep illustration is from
was loved and respected by the whole team. He ‘Recreating the Past’ first published by the
was an essential part of the team’s success, who History Press in 2001/9 and reprinted in 2021.
brought the past to life. He was an exceptional Reproduced here by courtesy of and ©
and unique artist and a wonderful human being. www.thehistorypress.co.uk.
He will always be in our memory and forever part
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Postscript

Forester, T., 1854, Chronicles of Florence of Worcester,
(Henry G. Bohn, London. trans. From Latin).

The Time Team program visited Bridgnorth in 2001.
It was an interesting program and is still available to
view: Series 8 Episode 11.
https://www.channel4.com/programmes/timeteam/on-demand/29766-011.
Philip Dixon presented elements of the castle and
conjectured on how the curtain walls and baileys may
have worked together.
In the Shropshire / Bridgnorth HER Number (PRN): 00371
Name: ‘Bridgnorth Castle’, it records, amongst many
interventions, ‘ESA7801’ - 2000 excavations at
Bridgnorth Castle and in East Castle Street by Time Team’.
A comment in the HER for 2000, states: ‘A programme
of resistivity and GPR survey was carried out in the
area of Bridgnorth Castle, by GSB Prospection as part
of the investigation by Time Team. The most
significant anomaly identified was a large ditch.
Subsequent excavation by Time Team indicated that
this was the ditch of the inner bailey. <28> The Time
Team excavation report has never been received by
the HER, so this interpretation remains unverified. See
PRN 08727, 05627 and 32521. <29>’.
So much of the Time Team work, though valuable,
remains unverified. There is a note later that states:
Brief background material [received] for Time Team
excavations in 2000, including a reconstruction
drawing by Victor Ambrus. <38> .
Hence the precise whereabouts of the baileys and
location of the King’s houses remains uncertain:
From the HER: Eyton Vol 1 253-89:
‘From exchequer accounts of the 12th to 13th century
it is clear that there was a great hall with chimney and
glass windows, a King's Chamber, a Queen's Chamber
with an oriel at the door, a royal kitchen, pantry and
butlery, all of stone, and royal stables. From other
sources - a great tower with a dungeon (Ethelfleda's
Tower), turrets on outer walls, a tilt yard, a barbican in
which was the Constable's house and a prison, stables,
a drawbridge and a well. By 1281, the castle was in a
bad state of repair (p 258-259) <7>’
See also Ludlow, 2020, for a concise discussion of the
uncertainties and a summary of the input of various parties: Fradley, 2011; Mason & Barker, 1966; Croom, 1992;
Slater, 1990; Lilley 1999, Lilley 2017, and other sources.
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