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Snodhill Castle
Snodhill can lay claim to two superlatives: It is
one of the largest early Norman castles in Britain
(if all the outer baileys are included) - and certain-
ly one of the least understood. The impressive
Snodhill Castle, ruins and earthworks, crown a
steep-sided promontory site about 1¾ m. (3 km)
north-west of the Norman church at Peterchurch
(fig. 1). The castle belonged to the Chandos fam-
ily from the 14th and 15th centuries, and consist-
ed of a motte, bailey, outer enclosures and
masonry remains from throughout the time of the
Chandos possession. The remains of the keep are
c. 1196-1200, but some remodeling appears to
have been made to the inner gate and bailey in the
14th century. The earthworks (with its three bai-
leys) cover an area of approximately 10 acres.
The origins of Snodhill are obscure, there are
various theories about what was the earliest mili-
tary use of this prominent hilltop site (ranging
from Hillfort to pre-Conquest castle) but the cas-
tle was most probably built by William Fitz Os-
bern as part of his campaign to secure the border

between England and Wales between 1068 and
1071. The area around Snodhill is recorded in
the Domesday Book as being in the hands of
Hugh L’Asne; one of Fitz Osbern’s most trusted
knights; L’Asne holding the land until his death
in 1101. Peterchurch Parish boundary appears to
preserve the outline of Hugh L’Asne’s 1086
Lordship (places mentioned in the Domesday
Book in solid and Snodhill Castle marked on
plan, fig. 4). Most of L’Asne’s lands passed by
the marriage of L’Asne’s daughter Emma to
Robert de Chandos but there is much debate as
to the fate of Snodhill Castle at this time; it
could have been abandoned (it being part of
lands on the east bank of the River Dore passed
to Malvern Priory) or it was continuously occu-
pied throughout this period. The family of
Chandos held Snodhill Castle in a more or less
unbroken line until the death of John de Chan-
dos in 1428. The remains of the keep are
c. 1200, but some remodeling appears to have
been made to the keep’s inner gate and bailey
defences in the 14th century.

Fig. 1. Snodhill Castle from the west looking towards the gatehouse on the motte. Little remains now other
than the motte and earthworks with some stonework dating from the early 13th (c. 1200)  and 14th centuries.
A timber castle was built in the early 12th century but was rebuilt in stone at the end of the same century.
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The motte top
On the summit of the site stands an oval-shaped
motte (fig. 2. B) with a dry ditch on the east side,
and an irregularly shaped oblong bailey on the
west (G). The natural hillside has been steepened
to form a scarp to the bailey, and around the base
of the scarp runs a wide berm which widens out
at the W. end and appears to have a causeway
leading up to the south-west angle of the bailey.
Below the berm the ground follows the steep
slope of the hillside which has been further
scarped along part of the north side and strength-
ened towards the west end by a short length of
ditch. Along the whole length of the northern
slope, towards the lower half, runs a narrow
berm or path which is continued eastwards for
some 120 yards beyond the mound, with a bank
and a ditch on the south side. At the foot of the
slope on the west side of the bailey is a platform
with scarped sides and with traces of a trackway
leading up from it to the main berm below the

bailey, but this may be of later date. On the east
side of the scarp to the motte the natural slope
flattens out into a roughly triangular area which
may have been used as an outer enclosure; it is
bounded on the north-east and south-east sides
by the path or berm which is continued round
from the north side of the site.
The keep
The keep (B) stood on the top of the mainly
natural mound. It appears to have been an irreg-
ular twelve-sided polygon with a projecting
entrance gateway at the west end flanked by
two circular towers or bastions, solid, at least, in
their existing lower courses. Remains are frag-
mentary and are of stone rubble. The plan of the
southern side can still be seen (figs. 7-10), but
the northern walls can now be only approxi-
mately traced. The curtain-walled keep mea-
sures 23ft (7m) x 36ft (11.5m) internally.
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Fig. 2. Snodhill Castle, Peterchurch. An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in Herefordshire,
Volume 1, South west (London, 1931), pp. 209-217 www.british-history.ac.uk/rchme/heref/vol1/pp.
209-217. The castle consisted of a mound, bailey and outer enclosures.
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Fig. 3. Snodhill Castle. An 1868 drawing by Lady Frances Vernon Harcourt and appearing in C J
Robinson, (A History of the Castles of Herefordshire and their Lords), 1869.
Annotations: 1. Steeper bank than here shown - must have been approached by steps. On the other side of the keep
the ground is very steep, perhaps 70 feet or more to the bottom. 2. Rooms here. 3. Interior here walled up solid at
later period than the building 4. Flanking tower of the gateway 5. Curtain wall of Bailey, joining the keep.
6. Peterchurch  7. Part of Curtain wall of Bailey. 8. Bailey 9. Round the Bailey several pieces of the wall remain.
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The lower part of the south side of the entrance
remains. It consists of the south-west circular
flanking tower (fig. 2. C2), which has a straight
joint between it and the main wall; on the north
face are the jambs of the outer doorway with the
square grooves for the 5 inch-wide portcullis and
the haunch of a pointed arch above; this could all
be 14th century work converting a simple gateway
into a two storey gatehouse including the portcul-
lis chamber above. Further east is the projecting
jamb of an (earlier) inner doorway with the slot for
the draw-bar (C1); both doors could have been in
use contemporaneously. Above this the ashlar
angle and part of the reveal of a window or recess
above the gateway are visible.
At the far south-east angle of the keep is another
lofty fragment of masonry with a small square-
headed chamfered window at the basement level
(fig. 2. B1, B2). Between these fragments only the
lower portion of the walling exists showing an
external battered base, while at the south-east an-
gle are the remains of a buttress of later date (B3).
Small portions of wall remain above the ground-
level and give the approximate line of the walls on

the east and north-east. Snodhill is another site
sometimes called a shell-keep, as Wigmore and
Clifford are also sometimes described.  But here,
the overall structure - recently cleared of vegeta-
tion - is so small that a single, roofed structure
appears more likely; residential windows features
at first-floor level appear to confirm that it was a
tower keep (fig. 11).
Wigmore and Clifford, both also on mottes
created by enhancement of natural topography,
carry small, elevated inner wards - but much
larger than Snodhill; they have also been re-
ferred to as shell-keeps but they do not match
the suggested criteria (see R. Higham, 2016).
The Inner Bailey curtain Wall
The bailey was surrounded by a stone curtain-
wall, and considerable fragments of this remain.
From the north-west and south-west sides of the
keep the curtain ran down the sides of the motte.
The southern wing-wall exists almost for its full
height, but only a fragment of the northern wall
now remains (fig. 13. D1 & D2). About half the
length of the original south wall of the bailey is
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still standing, the eastern portion having been
demolished in the 14th century, and a new wall
erected (fig. 13. F) slightly in advance of the
older wall, with a circular ‘bastion’ at the south-
east angle of the bailey where it butts against the
wall running down the south side of the motte
(figs. 9, 13. E).
The 14th-century wall is faced with ashlar, and
inside the bastion there is part of a square-headed
recess. The greater part of the older or western
half of the south wall rises only just above the
level of the bailey. The west wall is only indicat-
ed by a slight grass bank, but at the north angle a
fragment rises above the ground-level and has
dressed quoins. About two yards within the cur-
tain are traces of the wall of a structure built
against the inner side. The north wall is only

apparent by a grass bank except for a portion of
a 14th-century bastion on the north side of the
bailey (figs. 5, 6, 12), circular without and oc-
tagonal within (fig. 13 A).
Another, wider bank runs approximately paral-
lel with the outer bank, some two yards within
the bailey. This either represents the wall of a
building erected within the bailey or possibly the
original north curtain, the outer wall marking an
extension of the bailey in the 14th century when
the North tower was built. At the foot of the
scarp to the motte, exactly opposite to and east
of the gateway to the keep, is a semi-circular
sinking with an outer bank on the north. and
north-west sides (fig. 13, H). These possibly
indicate foundations of a breastwork or barbican
defending the entrance to the keep.

Fig. 4. Peterchurch Parish boundary appears to preserve the outline of Hugh L’Asne’s 1086
Lordship (places mentioned in the Domesday Book in solid), Snodhill Castle marked as per icon.
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ABOVE: Fig. 5. Topographic survey (2012) (detail) of the Inner Bailey and motte top with remaining
sections of curtain wall and keep. © Historic England.  BELOW: Fig. 6. The outer (north-west) side
of the ‘Bastion’ (marked A on the plan - fig. 13).
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Fig. 7. The south-west section (C1 & C2 + C3?) of the gatehouse from the outer bailey. It clearly shows the break
between the original gateway with its draw bar slot, and the later added section (C14?) with portcullis and gate
arch. (There even might be three components here: C1 - original gate; C2 - 2nd rebuilt keep and C3, the C14
semi-circular buttress with portcullis and gate arch).
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ABOVE: Fig. 8. The remaining SW section of the gate-
house with the bastion and springing of the gate-arch

ABOVE:Fig. 9. The SW section showing the advance
of the bailey curtain wing wall climbing the motte

BELOW: Fig. 10. The south-west section of the gate-
house from within the keep. Dotted line marks the
old/new break.

BELOW: Fig. 11. At the SE angle of the keep is
another fragment of masonry with a small square-
headed chamfered window at the basement-level.
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The Snodhill Castle Preservation Trust
Commanding the central Golden Valley, possi-
bly since 1070,  on the then bald promontory
that gives Snodhill its name, its standing re-
mains represent six centuries of building, re-
building, and decline. The hilltop earthworks
cover more than 10 acres and were probably
built by William Fitz Osbern before 1071.
In 2013 English Heritage (now Historic England)
obtained a  999 year lease on Snodhill Castle from
its owners. On April 7th 2016, emergency propping
work, funded by Historic England commenced. In
May 2016 the lease passed to the SCPT. In 2016 a
survey of the castle and its surrounding environ-
ment (village, park, field systems and lanes) was
funded by Historic England to help the Trust formu-
late a long-term plan of preservation and investiga-
tion. In 2017 a major programme of consolidation is
planned again funded by Historic England, that will
secure the castle’s standing remains and enable the
SCPT  to continue further repair and consolidation
in the years to come. In 2018 it is hoped that further
work - consolidation, investigative works and clear-
ance will be funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund.
The SCPT is a registered charity set up this year by
Garry Crook and members of the Snodhill com-
munity to rescue as an emergency this fascinating
historic building from imminent collapse and loss.
Once the castle is secure the Trust will manage its
preservation and work with archaeologists, histori-
ans and the community to understand its history
and that of the surrounding medieval landscape,
for conservation, education and enjoyment.

In summary - features include:
▪ A unique twelve-sided tower keep with an
elaborate twin-turreted entrance.
▪ Remains of various stone curtain towers,
walls and buildings across the Inner Bailey
▪ Multiple outer baileys, fishponds, a 1200
acre deer park and a possible Pleasure Garden
▪ A lost early Norman Snodhill chapel.
It was described as ‘ruinous’ by Leland, but it
is possible the castle remained occupied until
the Civil War when it was slighted (constables
were appointed until 1486). It was undoubted-
ly further demolished to provide stone (includ-
ing magnificent corbels) to build Snodhill
Court and its barns.
The Trust urgently need ‘Friends’ who will care for
its future. You can email: Info@snodhillcastle.org
or browse their  Facebook page for the latest updat-
ed information (Snodhill Castle Preservation Trust).
You can also post your details to: Mark Dixon,
Secretary, The SCPT, The Green, Snodhill, H3R
6BG, Herefordshire, United Kingdom.

Editor’s Note:
A further examination and assessment of the
castle was made on October 14th, and results
will be discussed in a future CSG Bulletin.

Fig. 12. Imaginary reconstruction of Snodhill
Castle sketched in c. 1952, by R E Kay made in an
old lined notebook. Aspect from the west.

mailto:Info@snodhillcastle.org
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Fig. 13. Plan of Snodhill Castle,
after Salter (modified). Current-
ly a path on the south-west side
of the outer bailey leads to the
polygonal shell-keep, but it may
not have been the original ac-
cess to the motte tower. The lat-
er approach may have skirted
around the north, passing close
to the north bastion (A). This
semi-circular tower on the
north bailey curtain appears to
have been rebuilt in the 14th

century. The remains of the
shell-keep are c. 1200.
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