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Goodrich Castle, from the south-east. R-L: SE Tower, south curtain which bows out at the centre,
with Keep behind; SW Tower with storey division roll mouldings, all above the rock-cut ditch.
Goodrich Castle
The majestic stone ruins of Goodrich Castle
rise dramatically from the sandstone bedrock
of a promontory overlooking a crossing point
on the River Wye. The late 13th /early 14th
century quadrangular castle encloses an earlier
Norman tower keep and has an L-shaped outer
ward on its north and west sides. It has a substantial dry moat, now grassed, on the south
and east sides, and the drawbridge and gatehouse are defended by an outwork, or barbican.
The first documentary reference to the castle
dates to c. 1100 and connects it with a local
landowner, Godric Mapston. At this time the
castle was probably a simple enclosure with
timber palisade and tower, although any evidence for this has been obscured by subsequent
developments. The stone keep may have become the focal point for reorganized defences
before, during, or shortly after the war between
Stephen and Matilda, 1138-53, when the Earls

of Gloucester and Hereford were disputing the
area. At this time Goodrich belonged to Gilbert
Fitz Gilbert de Clare, although it remains unclear how he acquired the lordship and castle.
It returned to royal ownership in 1176.
In 1204 King John gave Goodrich to William
Marshal, who was probably responsible for the
construction of the first stone curtain wall and
towers around the keep, a common undertaking
of Marcher Lords along the Welsh border at
that time. Under the ownership of William de
Valence sometime later, grants of oak trees and
the local presence of royal clerks and workmen
recorded in the 1260s and 1280s-90s suggest
that substantial rebuilding was taking place and
the majority of the present structure dates from
this period. The old keep was downgraded to
create a basement prison, and three additional
ranges were built, each with a hall and threestorey residential tower. William’s wife, Joan,
spent long periods at Goodrich after her hus-
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Goodrich Castle. The strictly formalised, orthogonal ground plan originally published in Thomas
Bonnor’s 1798 edition of his Perspective Itinerary…… of Ten views of Goodrich Castle (Vol. II), and
is reproduced here from Vol. I of Woolnoth & Brayley’s ‘Antient Castles’, 1825, who borrowed the
plan. The thin arrowed lines are the recommended tour route for 19th century antiquarians.

Goodrich - aerial view from the east. Image © copyright & courtesy of Historic England.
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Goodrich Castle plan, from Shoesmith, 2014. Based on the English Heritage plan as per Ashbee, 2004, but with
modifications, especially to the dating of the the south curtain, the SW tower and the Great Hall, (green) which
Shoesmith sees as Talbot work (Shoesmith 2014, chps. 16, 17), perhaps 1330s-50. This is an interesting view,
and worthy of further discussion, but is by no means universally accepted. However, the revised plan (above)
has now been included into the latest revision (2014) of the EH guidebook.. (ISBN 978-1-85074-942-4).
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Goodrich. Buck’s 1731 view of the south (left) and east façades from the outer approach to the barbican
and gatehouse. Much of the south wall is missing, and yet unexplained is the narrow yet deep buttress that
projects forward in the centre of the façade. (Not shown on Bonnor’s 1798 plan). Also missing are the
spurs from the S-W tower. Buck also omits the buildings/walls/doors now seen under the arches of the
causeway for the drawbridged entrance. (Note drawbridge counterweight pit on the bridge/causeway).

Goodrich. View from the south-east. 1776. From Francis Grose, ‘Grose’s Antiquities of England
and Wales’. Vol. II. opp. p. 238.
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The Gatehouse and Chapel Tower. A remarkable ensemble in many ways - for its formidable
defences - a combination of drawbridge, portcullises and murder holes, with commodious accommodation above, and the asymmetry of the round towers flanking the entrance (cf. Pembroke). Inset:
Sidney Toy’s 1939 plan of the Goodrich gatehouse passage clearly showing the array of defensive
obstacles, including the opening direction of the two sets of two-leaved doors and the comparative
closeness of the two portcullises. Unusually, the first portcullis is some way behind the initial door.
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Goodrich Castle. The Norman Keep. From the north. Watercolour. 1775. Artist unknown. © The
British Library Board: shelfmark: K top Vol 15, Item number: 108.g. Reproduced with thanks.
The keep dates from the first half of the 12th century and is the earliest part of the castle. It consists
of a three-storey square tower and stands about 25 x 25 x 60 feet. The original entrance was via a
flight of external stairs to the first-floor doorway; however in the 14th or 15th century this was
blocked in and reformed as a window, with a new door created on the ground floor. It is a relatively
small keep and does not have a hall or chapel/oratory which would have been more usual at this time.
The view is interesting because it shows the eastern section of the south curtain almost to full height,
the keep with a better defined (than other views) upper string-course above the central window and
additional stone courses marking the full height with the battlements above that (now missing).

band’s death in 1296, and manuscript records of
her expenses provide a fascinating insight into
life in a baronial household (Woolgar, 1999).
Goodrich was the principal residence of the
Talbot family in the 14th century, and it was
they who founded nearby Flanesford Priory in
1346. The curtain walls of the barbican and
outer ward also probably date to the early 14th
century (but note Shoesmith’s view about the
outer ward - see plan). Some additional remodelling took place at Goodrich over the next 200
years of occupation, but by 1616, when it was
sold to the Earl of Kent, the castle was disused.

The Norman Keep
The keep represents the first recorded stone
structure on the site, and its masonry is of a
higher quality than some subsequent work. It is
of coursed ashlar construction, using grey conglomerate probably from the Forest of Dean a
few miles to the south. Its square plan, with
walls 8 ft (2.3m) thick, leaves an internal area
of only 14 ft (4.27m) square, and it is therefore
unlikely to have formed the principal residence
of its owner; it may have been associated with
a free-standing great hall in the inner bailey
[perhaps adjacent along the south wall].
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The sketch shows the remaining curtain wall between the keep
and the south-east tower at the top of the steps leading to the
first floor of the tower. The long gashed opening in the curtain
wall appears to have been windows at two levels: one on the
level with the platform above the prison, and the other a floor
above. This remaining section fell in the 19th century.

ABOVE: Goodrich Castle, looking south. 1798, by Franz Joseph Manskirch. Soft-ground

etching, published by Ackermann. Title: ‘Four views of Castles in West England / View of
‘Macbeth’s Tower’, Goodrich Castle, Herefordshire, Plate 4: View of a square tower with
sheep grazing beside it’.
BELOW: Details as above, Plate 3. Wrongly labelled ‘The Lady’s Tower’. (The north-west

tower and solar), but this is actually the SW Tower and Great Hall, with mother and
children on the site of the kitchen that serviced the hall on the west.
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Goodrich Castle. A reconstruction drawing of the keep from the south-east. The keep is now
dated to 1120-40. See pp. 105-116 from Shoesmith, 2014, (p. 112). Reproduced with thanks.
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ABOVE: The three-storey Norman keep. c. 1120-40 (dated by only style and affinity, not by any

documentary references). The two-light window on the west wall, separated by a monolithic shaft,
the whole covered by a round outer arch with chevron ornament and moulded imposts.
BELOW: The original doorway; a plain arched opening of two orders. The attached shafts have
scalloped capitals and moulded bases. In the late 14th or 15th century the doorway was narrowed
all round and a window with two trefoiled lights was inserted.
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Goodrich Castle. The south façade, 1820, by David Cox (1783-1859), published by: S & J Fuller.
Soft-ground etching. © Trustees of the British Museum, ref: 1867,0309.1773. The scant remains of
the south curtain wall prior to rebuilding in the early 20th century, and the apparent robbing of at
least one of the stone pyramidal buttresses or spurs in the SW tower. The floor level roll mouldings,
absent on the SE tower might suggest that the SW Tower is a slightly later build than the SE Tower,
but the high spurs on the SE tower would make roll mouldings inappropriate. Cox appears to show
a central buttress along the south wall (cf. Buck)..
The Norman Keep, continued…

The height of the keep or solar tower is 60ft
(18.3m) and may have been approx. 70ft (21.4m)
with its original battlements. Externally there are
shallow clasping angle buttresses with shallow
central pilasters on all but the west side, a chevron-moulded string-course at second-floor level,
and a roof-top parapet, which would have hidden
a countersunk gabled roof. Sloping stones in the
walls indicate the pitch of the roof. Low on the
north and west walls is a shallow chamfered
plinth, below which the masonry is of lower
quality than above. An earth mound may have
been piled up to this level before the changes
made to the entrance arrangements.
The original entrance was at first-floor level in
the courtyard-facing north wall, above the present 15th century doorway, and was probably
reached by a wooden staircase. It is now occupied by a window with two trefoil-headed lights

of c. 1300. Two round-arched 12th century
windows light the second floor in the north and
west sides, and a later opening on the east side
was linked by a bridge to the castle’s SE Tower. Internally, a rather tight, narrow vaulted
spiral staircase, built into the north-west corner, linked the first and second floors and gave
access to the roof-walk. The present roof is a
modern replacement. The position of the original wooden floors is shown by the large, plain
stone corbels. The carved decoration of the
keep could be allied to the work of the ‘Herefordshire School of Romanesque Sculpture’
(or more precisely the Dymock School) active
in Herefordshire and neighbouring counties
and suggests that the keep could be dated c.
1120-40, which fits in with architectural evidence from other sites. However, there is no
firm documentary evidence that firmly dates
its establishment. See Thurlby 2013, 213-4.
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ABOVE: Goodrich. Reconstruction of the courtyard looking north-east towards the gatehouse. Earlymid 17th century. From Shoesmith, 2014, p. 69. Reproduced with thanks. BELOW: A similar view today.
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Goodrich - reconstruction of the SE Tower looking from the west (Shoesmith 2014,121).
Below: The SE tower from a similar position.

Goodrich - the South-East Tower - looking
from the SE (exterior). Below: Interior of the
three-storey S-E Tower, looking south.
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ABOVE: The Great Hall, along the western side of he courtyard, 65ft (20m) x 27ft (8.4m). Two
of the three tall windows with the characteristic triangular heads, each of one light with a
trefoiled head and transom (cf. Stokesay, Pembroke). All the hall’s architectural attributes
could be safely assigned either to the late 13th or early 14th century: the windows and doors
have the same triangular heads as those in the rest of the castle, whilst the flat roof is identical
to the pitch of the Great Hall roof at Pembroke, built by William de Valence 1270s-90s.
BELOW: The service end of the hall, part of the SW tower. Triangular-headed doors into the
basement, buttery and pantry, which are a consistent motif throughout the whole castle,
ultimately deriving from Hereford Cathedral. Far left - stairs up to the tower accommodation.
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The North Range (over the basement) sometimes called the North Hall or Solar Block. A very
substantial two-storey building. The remains of the NW tower at the far end. The western end has the
elegant central slender pier that support the two arches. Beyond the screen formed by the arches is the
vestibule that led to the private chambers of the lord and family; cf. Chepstow which may be the model
for this work. The steps down to the basement originate from the lobby beyond the high end of the hall.
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1

2

1. North Range (possibly the first range built)1260s-70s; basement looking west, with commodious features
even at this level. 2. Trefoil-headed basin near the entrance from the outer ward fed by a pipe from the well
above in the courtyard. 3. Elegant singles window seat in the basement, looking north; quite a flat arch
compared to al the others. 4. Steps down from the upper level lobby; note bar chamfer stops.

3

4
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Goodrich. Door / window jamb chamfer stops in the late 13th century. These can often be date / site
diagnostic. 1. Bar stop above a low triangular nose form (Basement - Solar - see previous page).
Mid-late 13th century, also seen at Tonbridge gatehouse (1260s) and Caerphilly c. 1268-70s). (First bar
stop seen at Corfe in the Gloriette, 1205). 2. Triangular spur stop - no bar. (Basement, solar - window
seat). 3. Tall pyramidal spur, no bar. Hall entrance (echoes the exterior corner towers) late 13th / early
14th century. 4. Comparative pyramidal gate entrance door jamb stop at White Castle c. 1260s (Outer
Bailey gatehouse).

4

3
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