
TOUR OF THE CASTLES AND ABBEYS 
OF YORKSHIRE, 20-24 APRIL 1965

THIS tour, in search of medieval Yorkshire, was the sequel 
to the 1963 expedition to Hadrian's Wall. Mr. W. G. H. 

Jones, this time assisted by Miss Winifred Jones and Mr. 
J. J. Bagley, again took charge, and, as before, the party, 
limited to forty, included members of our affiliated societies as 
well as our own members and friends. We kept one seat vacant 
so that Miss Walker, secretary of the Yorkshire Archaeological 
Society, could come with us on our excursions from Ripon. 
We are most grateful to Miss Walker for all the time and 
trouble she spent on us, both in planning our routes and in 
explaining the historical significance of many of the buildings 
and sites we visited.

Mr. A. W. Andrews, Mrs. Margery Bromley, Mrs. Hilda 
Edwards and Mrs. B. E. Evans submitted reports, and the 
following composite account, enriched by two of the many 
sketches made on the spot by Mrs. M. B. O'Hare. distinguishes 
their individual contributions by their initials.

Apparently it augurs well for the success of a Historic Society 
outing if we start late with an unprepared coach and an equally 
unprepared driver. By the coffee break not only were we up to 
schedule but we had picked up all the members of our party at 
pre-arranged points, and before lunch had sighted two un 
scheduled abbeys Whalley's old grey walls brightened with 
daffodils as we waited in a traffic queue, and Sawley's spare 
ruins as we began the long pull up the Rise towards Gisburn. 
[H.E.]

Our first castle was Skipton, with its round, "Crusader" type 
towers, against which battering rams were useless. It was one 
of the last places to hold out for the King in the civil war. It 
was "slighted" by Cromwell, but Lady Anne Clifford was later 
allowed to rebuild it. Quite apart from shortage of food, water 
and fuel, life in a castle in time of siege must have been very 
trying. Although the rooms in the castle are large, the only 
daylight comes from windows facing inwards to the small 
central conduit court.

From Skipton we went on to Bolton Abbey, where we had 
the choice of a cup of tea or a visit to the priory; I am afraid
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the majority of us chose tea. What remains of the priory, a 
house of Augustinian canons founded in 1155. stands in a lovely 
place by the river Wharfe. The nave of the church is still in use 
as the parish church, and is entered by the west tower which 
was never completed. The transepts, choir and presbytery, 
though ruined, are still very beautiful, standing high above the 
river. Very little is to be seen of the other monastic buildings.

Ripon Training College was to be our headquarters for the 
next three days. When we arrived there we were very pleased 
to find how comfortable our rooms were, and how welcome 
Miss Geddes and her Staff made us feel. The meals were 
interesting and beautifully cooked, and the service willing and 
cheerful. That evening Miss Walker, secretary of the Yorkshire 
Archaeological Society, gave us a talk on Ripon and district, 
with special reference to the Middle Ages. [M.B.]

Wednesday morning was fine. We set oft early past brown 
fields, new furrowed or harrowed and stony, and past fields 
green with grass or winter corn. Suddenly there was an "about 
turn"; we crossed over to the other half of the dual carriage 
way, turned sharp left into a much narrower road, and, hey 
presto, there was Mount Grace almost indistinguishable from 
trees and hillside. We trod carefully through the daffodils to 
the small chapel, and then across the wide cloister garth to the 
reconstructed cell on the far side. Though the Carthusian gave 
up everything to achieve communion with God, he obviously 
did not live in poverty. This single cell, with its three rooms 
downstairs and its large room upstairs, was as big as many a 
modern house. The garden was ample in size for one man. 
The Carthusian way of life seems unbelievable to me and, in 
some ways, extremely selfish, yet this order eventually proved 
to be more steadfast than the others. Mount Grace, far away 
and secluded, stood in the most peaceful surroundings; one 
could not imagine the breath of persecution here, a warm, 
sunny, sheltered place, ideal for contemplation.

To the north-east round the Hambleton Hills, through deep 
valleys and past new plantations of conifer on steep hillsides  
much wilder country than we expected we made our way to 
lunch at Helmsley. About 12.45 p.m., half-way up a steep hill 
some four or five miles from our destination, the coach stopped. 
The radiator was boiling, and the driver thought it was leak 
ing. He thumbed a lift into Helmsley for help, our artist seized 
this unexpected chance to do some sketching, the two secretaries 
showed their usual initiative and went off to find a telephone, 
a few restless spirits set out to walk, but most of us sat and 
waited. The hotel manager rescued us by sending out another
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coach from Helmsley, and, eventually, we enjoyed the lunch 
he had prepared for us.

Helmsley Castle, the keep especially, looked stark and ugly. 
What appeared at the entrance to be a motte proved to be the 
bank between the ditches of the double moat. The hall had 
some fine oak panelling, but the cold wind blowing across this 
exposed site distracted from my enjoyment of it. Rievaulx 
Abbey, our next objective, pleased me far more. Its size was 
breath-taking. More hidden than Mount Grace, with a l-in-6 
hill leading down to it, this was not a building designed to 
impress man, but an offering lifted up to God. Mount Grace 
gave the monks space to live in; Rievaulx a place to pray. The 
unbelievable length and height of the nave and choir made it 
easy to accept that here was the largest Cistercian house in 
Britain.

We arrived at Byland Abbey at 5.40 p.m., too late to go in: 
we had to be satisfied with gazing at the forlorn outline of its 
broken west windows through the rain-bespattered windows of 
our coach. For compensation we drove on to Coxwold parish 
church, once the living of Laurence Sterne, and thence through 
evening sunshine to Ripon and dinner. Even after such a full 
day, many of us had energy enough to walk into town to 
watch the Wakeman blow the curfew at 9 p.m. It was a quieter 
performance than we had expected, for surely his horn could 
never have been heard more than a few yards away. [H.E.]

The next day, Thursday 22 April, we set off, well behind 
schedule, for Richmond. The castle, towering above the town, 
stands high on a rock above the River Swale. Its site, propor 
tions and defences still have the power to evoke the sense of 
massive solidity it must have afforded its medieval garrisons. 
Its reputation for being impregnable comes as no surprise. The 
periodic waves of violence which swept through Northern 
England in the Middle Ages and during the Civil War must 
have surged on leaving Richmond unmolested, as an angry sea 
races past a great rock standing out of the water. At Richmond 
the military engineer staked all on the keep, the fixed point of 
no return which enshrines the static, rigid nature of the military 
strategy of the early Middle Ages. It was never put to the test, 
but I wonder how many defenders ever contemplated the 
necessity of withdrawing to the keep and shrank from the 
implications of such a final move.

One mile to the east of Richmond is the site of the Premon- 
stratensian house at Easby. The ruins are less spectacular than 
those of the great Cistercian houses, but, in a setting of great 
charm on the river bank, they display some notable features,
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including a cloister of irregular trapezoidal shape and an 
excellent frater and western range. Adjacent to the abbey is 
the unassuming parish church dedicated to St. Agatha. On its 
walls are displayed a series of fourteenth-century paintings of 
striking simplicity, which brings to life the world of Chaucer 
and Langland. [A.W.A.]

From Easby we drove over Stainton Moor to Leyburn, from 
where, after a sumptuous afternoon tea, we crossed the river 
Ure to Middleham on the south side of Wensleydale. If ever 
the words "grim pile" were appropriate, they are when applied 
to Middleham Castle! Its massive Norman keep of almost 
black stone, still virtually its original height, frowns above the 
town, dominating the site as it has done since the twelfth 
century. All the principal living rooms were within this keep, 
which stands in the middle of a rectangular enclosure sur 
rounded by a moat. The curtain walls of the castle were made 
up of various buildings, all now in ruins. The castle came by 
inheritance to Warwick the King-maker, and after his death 
was forfeited to the crown. It was given by Edward IV to his 
brother, afterwards Richard III, whose only son was born and 
died here.

The contrast between Middleham Castle and the abbey we 
visited next was very striking. Jervaulx, a Cistercian abbey, so 
called from its situation in the valley of the Yore or Ure, is as 
gently peaceful as the castle is grim and gloomy. Building began 
about 1156, and the abbey was always dependent on Byland. 
Of the church only the lower portion of the outer walls remains 
standing. It is possible to trace the usual layout of monastic 
buildings, but only fragments here and there are recognisable. 
The last abbot, Adam Sedbar, was executed for his part in the 
Pilgrimage of Grace. The abbey is now in private owner 
ship. [M.B.]

Friday morning we devoted to Markenfield Hall and Foun 
tains Abbey. Markenfield is a long, grey, once-fortified manor 
house. When 1 saw it, 1 wondered not to have heard of it before 
as it reminded me of Stokesay in Shropshire. Passing through 
a large, cobbled court-yard, we saw what was evidently the 
remains of a moat, and the main doorway led us into an old- 
fashioned kitchen with a huge fire-grate, ancient cooking 
implements and the inevitable oak trestle table in the centre. 
The banqueting hall had the remains of what might have been 
a small minstrels' gallery, and the chapel, part of which had 
been walled off to be a bedroom, could still display the aumbry 
and a beautiful piscina. As we walked along the passages, it 
was pointed out to us that we were walking in the thickness of
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Plate 30. 

ENTRANCE TO THE PRATER, FOUNTAINS ABBEY
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the walls, and one could well imagine possibilities for secret 
hiding-places. [B.E.E.]

I voted Fountains Abbey the gem of them all. Had the sun 
shone as it had at Rievaulx, I could have compared the "twins" 
better. Each has a site peculiarly dramatic, but Fountains has 
greater richness, expanse, order spread outward and upward. 
The size of the nave, the height of the pillars, the great gap of 
the east window each in turn evoked our admiration: gilly 
flowers clinging to the highest part of the stonework, pigeons 
flying in and out of the tower, the perfection of the cloisters 
and the massive strength of the cellarium we each found 
something different to wonder at. Not least interesting was the 
river with the range of buildings bridging it. Fountains Hall, 
visited on our way back to the coach, was something of an 
anticlimax. This was the regulation house on show, with its 
corridor matting, its most elegant bathroom window and its 
memorial to the son and daughter killed during the last war.

After lunch at College, we paid a quick visit to Spofforth 
Castle. Built partly on and partly through rock, this seemed a 
most unlikely site for a castle. It looked squat and defiant, but 
extremely uncomfortable. The main hall was cavernous, and 
judging from the extensive repairs going on did not seem too 
safe. I could not imagine the pageantry of medieval life here. 
It seemed dead, and I was ready to leave it silent in its solitude. 
[H.E.]

On Saturday, our last morning in Ripon, we were conducted 
round the Minster. Like many other cathedrals it has been 
altered and added to from time to time, and so contains different 
styles of architecture. The first church on the site was built 
about 670 and dedicated to St. Wilfrid. We were taken down 
into the Saxon crypt, which is reputed to be the oldest chamber 
in England. Of the Norman buildings, the crypt with the chapter 
house and vestry above it are still in use. The choir and pres 
bytery are completely cut off from the nave by the pulpitum, 
or organ screen, a striking piece of work with some intricate 
carving. It has a series of niches containing figures of kings 
and bishops which have recently been painted in bright colours, 
in imitation of medieval practice.

We left the Minster, and started for home, retracing our 
outward journey as far as Skipton, where we stopped for lunch. 
Then instead of continuing through Gisburn, we had an 
extended tour up the Ribble valley to Settle and across country 
to Lancaster, where a passing glimpse of the castle appropriately 
rounded off our tour. [M.B.]




