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LANCASTER CASTLE. 

By Edward !!'. G>.r.

(!\en<l 51)1 November, iSQO.)

TUT. SITK.

THE steep, isolated hill on \vhich stands 
Lancaster must have presented, at a very 

early age, one of those natural sites tor a fortress, 
of which, in the rude and disturbed times of tribal 
warfare that prevailed in primeval Britain, the 
local tribes would not he slow to avail themselves. 
Standing as it does where the fells terminate in 
the plain that extends to the sea once of much 
wider extent, for here, at Aldingham, on the neigh­ 
bouring coast at Seascales, and at Urswick and 
its tarn we have traditions of submerged lands 
and towns it commands the plain country and 
the not distant coast lines ; while its outlying and 
detached position from the rearward fells on the 
east gives it control of the rich and fertile Lime 
valley, the entrance to the hill pastures and 
ploughlands of North Lancashire.

Rising from the banks of the Lune, which 
passes it to the east and north in many curves and 
links, it also holds the lowest fords and bridge of 
the river, which here curves round two sides of the 
hill, forming one of those naturally secured sites
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so much favoured by the Romans, where, on its 
eastern slope, just below the summit, sheltered 
from the sea winds and open to the morning sun, 
they, during their tenure, set their station.

Beyond the ancient British name Caer Werid, 
the greet: city or camp, we have no record that we 
can call history of this earliest fortress, but on the 
verge of the hill, to the north-west of the castle 
and church, there is a long fragment of vallum 
and ditch that curves with the form of the hill, 
which tradition points out as the site of the ancient 
city. The curved lines and the exposed site of this 
entrenchment suggest adaptations of Roman work 
with these earlier lines, and doubtless they were so 
adapted by that nation to their own military use, 
as adjuncts and outworks to their own defences.

From the curved trenches of the north-west side 
a fosse and vallum are carried down to the river, 
defending the ford, and enclosing a suburb to the 
walled station ; such annex being a common adjunct 
to Roman castra, for the accommodation of the 
civilian inhabitants and camp followers. Such an 
annex existed on the site of Foregate, Chester, 
external to the walls. At Lancaster this area bears 
the significant name of the Old Town ; it is nearly 
open ground.

The site is now a grassy swelling hill, whence is 
a wide view of the North Country and the Lake 
mountains in front, and the wide bay of Morecambe 
with its sands to the left, whose shores and hills 
are likewise studded with early camps and mediaeval 
towers and castles, the sites of which are visible 
from Lancaster.

Little, so far as I have been able to gather, has 
yet been done to trace either the British site or the 
Roman plan of Lancaster. It is essential that 
some such attempt should be made in dealing with 
Lancaster Castle, as the wildest myths as to its
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Lancaster Castle. gj

character and origin are current, and are gravely 
published in local histories and guide books, and 
other works that should be of greater authority, 
as if they were recognised and accepted facts. 
Possibly the explanations I try to offer, based 
though they are on only a small collection of facts, 
may tend to set in the right direction the archi­ 
tectural historv of the castle. Even if they should 
not suffice to do this, I venture to think that the 
entire architectural history of the building stands 
in need of revision, if. indeed, it should not be 
wholly re-written. Before treating of the castle it 
is necessarv. for the proper understanding of its 
position, to endeavour to recover the hitherto 
untraced limits of the Roman station.

THK LINES OF

It is claimed for 
portions of

THF. ROMAN STATION.

Lancaster Castle that large
the existing buildings are Roman. 

Beyond the probability that the builders of the 
castle mav have used up the materials of the 
Roman station, and partly occupied the Roman 
site, it is prettv certain that it does not contain 
/;; situ a single fragment of original Roman con­ 
struction. Let us endeavour to find some trace of 
the actual Roman site, and then, before detailing 
the splendid mediaeval features of the pile, try to 
show the origin of this legend. The only remnant 
of the Roman castrum is a small fragment of wall 
that stands on the summit of the steeply scarped 
declivity, overlooking the site of the old bridge, 
called Wery Wall.

Leland says of this wall, which he erroneously 
takes for that of the Priory (///;/. v, p. 85)   
" The olde waul of the circuite of the priory 
" commith almost to Lime Bridge. Sum have 
" thereby supposed that it was a peace of a waule 
" ot the Tonne, but indeade I espiyed in no place 

H



98 Lancaster Castle.

" the Toune was ever waullid." Leland's sup­ 
position that this wall on the cast was the priory 
wall is controverted by the fact that it is spoken 
of in the foundation charter of Lancaster Priorv, 
where one boundary of its land is given as 
extending ' ; a veteri muro," proving it to be a 
long-existing wall before the foundation of the 
priory.

Mr. Roper states, in his history of the castle, that 
a portion of the Wery Wall was formerly visible at 
Vicarage Lane. Buck's view of Lancaster, dated 
1725, appears to give some length of the eastern 
face, with a summer-house built on the angle of 
the still existing fragment. It is numbered and 
given in a list at the foot of the plate as the Wery 
Wall. It is shown as a buttressed wall, stretching 
as far as the castle. Roman walls were seldom if 
ever buttressed, and it is probable that this may 
have been built at a later date on the still- 
recognisable base of the Roman wall. It is thus 
recorded by Stukely in 1720 : 

" I found a great piece of the wall at the north-east, in the garden 
of Clement Tovnshend, and so to Mr. Harrisou's summer-house, 
which stands upon it. It is made of the white stone of the country, 
and still verv thick, though the facing on both sides is peeled off for 
the sake of the squared stone, \\hich they used in building. A year 
or two ago a great parcel of it was destroyed with much labour. 
This reached quite to the Bridge Lane, and hnng over the street, 
at the head of the precipice, in a dreadful manner. From the 
summer-house it went round the edge of the close, north of the 
church, and took in the whole circuit of the hill. The ditch on 
the outside of it is now to be seen. I suppose that it originally 
enclosed the whole top of the hill where the church and the castle 
stand, which is steep on all sides, and half enclosed by the river 
Lime, so that it is an excellent guard to this part of the coast."

Buck's view gives also a line running from the 
existing fragment to the schoolhouse, now removed, 
which appears to coincide with the line of the north 
wall ; but the uncertainty of definition in the en­ 
graving makes it doubtful whether this represents a 
hedge or the ruin of a wall, The curved entrench-
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ment to the north-west appears to suggest that the 
angles of the parallelogram were rounded as usual 
in Roman work, and that these trenches were out­ 
works some space beyond the masonry wall.

Speed's map of Lancaster, published in 1610, 
before the Civil War, shows the buildings of the 
town, in the manner then usual, as minute bird's- 
eye views. At the point where the steps from the 
churchyard enter Vicarage Lane, where the founda­ 
tion of a round tower was found, which I attribute 
to a gateway of the Roman station. Speed draws a 
square gatehouse, with an arched gate. It is not 
numbered or explained in his list. Owing to the 
ground being unsuitable for exit and entrance on 
the east and west faces of the cast rum, I have 
suggested that the usual four gates were not in this 
case set on the four sides, but that two were opened 
on the north and two on the south side, as is the 
case with the larger six-gated Roman castra.

The existing fragment on the north-east, about 
eight or ten feet in thickness, must of necessity 
be an angle of the old station, reputed to have 
been built by Julius Agricola, about 79 A.D. If 
we follow its direction south-west, we find it 
crosses the churchyard steps leading into Vicarage 
Lane. Below these steps, we are told in an 
account of Lancaster published by Milner in 
1881, was found the foundation of a round tower. 
Continuing this line a further fiftv yards, we 
are brought to the ancient earthen entrenchment. 
Beyond ibis, owing to the westward slope of the 
hill, the wall could not be convenientlv carried ; 
and if it is granted that the wall was built in a 
right line, as the base of the tower, if Roman, 
would indicate, we shall have the full extent of the 
north-west wall.

1 urning south-west from this point at a right 
angle, at a distance of about 160 yards we are

H 2



loo Lancaster Castle.

brought to the tower of the castle called "Adrian's,'' 
which is reputed to be Roman. At this point also 
the wall could not well he prolonged, and we may 
take this tower to stand on the south-west angle of 
the Roman station. Thence, if we draw a line 
parallel to the \Very Wall, whose direction we have 
already traced, we rind it passes exactly through the 
corner of the well tower of the castle, also reputed 
to be Roman ; while the fourth side is completed bv 
a line taken along the summit of the scarped hank 
till it meets the existing ruin of the Wery Wall. 
In measuring out this area, we shall find it to he a 
parallelogram ol 220 yards by i(>o yards, or as 
nearly as possible 480 feet by f>6o feet for the 
enclosing masonry walls. The lines also pass 
through those two towers of the castle which 
are credited with a Roman origin, though they 
contain no Roman work, and are connected with 
the foundation of a tower that seems to bear no 
relation to the existing castle and is outside 
its limits.

Harrison. the architect of the new part of the 
castle, when extending the building of the Crown 
Court westwards beyond the ancient curtain, found 
what was called a walled passage, extending 
towards the west. From the description this was 
probably a Roman drain exit below the rampart, 
and it assists in fixing the line of the west wall 
as planned.

The ruins of another round tower were found 
between the keep and the well tower, but its 
site is not very exactly detailed, and it may have 
been a bastion on the now destroyed curtain wall 
between the keep and the well tower of the 
medueval castle.

The curved lines of the earthwork to the north 
of the church seem to indicate that it was adapted 
to the form of the rounded corner of the masonry
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wall of Roman date, and a similar curve of the 
castle ditch at the south-west corner of the station 
may have had a similar origin. These trenches 
formed outworks to the main wall, and are 
specially characteristic of northern stations of 
Roman origin.

It will he seen from this description that the 
castle built by the Norman earl stood almost 
exactly half within and half without the line of the 
Roman wall, which it bestrode. In a similar way 
the Tower of London is set across the Roman 
wall, and the Castle of Lincoln incorporates part 
of the Roman station of Lindum. Pevensey 
Castle is another instance somewhat similar, while 
1'orchester takes in the whole area of a Roman 
station. In like manner to the attribution of the 
towers of Lancaster to the Romans, we find the 
White Tower of London called Julius Caesar's 
Tower, though we know that \Yilliam the Norman 
built it. Any attempt, therefore, to seek the plan 
of the Roman station in that of Lancaster Castle 
will be futile, though we may grant that part of it 
stood on a Roman site.

The lines of the station thus suggested are in 
strict accordance with Roman plans, and the usual 
quadrilateral form fits the site in the most advan­ 
tageous manner, while the previous suppositions 
that the form of the station was polygonal do not 
do so. The plan thus laid down mav be compared 
in its proportions with other Roman stations. That 
of the supposed Veratinum. at Wilderspool. was 
500 feet by 700 feet. The second and enlarged 
station of Chester, excluding the additions on the 
south and west, which appear to have been post- 
Roman, was 500 yards bv 700 yards. Uirrens, on 
the Sol way Firth, was 310 feet by 560 feet to the 
inner lines, and 430 feet by 660 feet to the outside 
ol the main vallum and fosse ; the latter measure
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showing a close approximation to the measures 
suggested for " Ad Alaunum," or Lancaster. As 
Roman fortresses were laid down on a recognised 
system of measurements, the analogies of these 
proportions are not accidental, and the coincidence 
of the suggested proportions for the station at 
Lancaster falls in with other evidence as to its 
form. If it is assumed that the castrum was moated 
on two sides with a fosse thirty feet wide, a moat 
on the east side being impracticable, and on the 
north unlikely, owing to the steepness of the 
scarped rock, we shall obtain the measurements 
closely approximating to 500 feet by 700 feet for 
the main defences of the station. Birrens shows 
a length of 700 feet from the steep cliff on which 
it stands (like Lancaster) to the extremity of the 
outworks. The side defences are mostly destroyed. 

In like manner we must treat the tradition that the 
keep was built on Saxon foundations as erroneous, 
though here there is more analogy between the site 
of the Saxon and the Norman castles. The Saxon 
castles were chiefly earthworks surmounted by a 
timber stockade, on the ambit of which was piled a 
great mound, with two or more rows of stakes for 
defence, and timber buildings within. The ditch of 
Lancaster, now chiefly filled up or built over, was 
nearly circular ; and on the highest ground within 
it, and near its western extremity, was the 
mound on which the Xorman keep was built ; 
but the Norman castle did not strictly follow the 
lines of this circular trench, and this may be taken 
as an indication that it was an earlier work. The 
existence of this earthwork leads also to a turther 
surmise, namely, that when it was constructed the 
walled Roman station had fallen into ruin, and its 
walls and towers were already razed to the ground. 
If we are to accept the tradition and the material 
evidence that the castle stood upon a portion ol
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the Roman site, as it is likely that it did, one would 
expect that part of the ancient defences would be 
incorporated in the Saxon fortress. So far from 
this being the case, the line of the Saxon trench 
deviates wholly from the Roman lines, which it 
crosses and recrosses in its course, as though it 
had been dug in clear and open ground. Hence 
it seems probable that even in Saxon times the 
Roman buildings at this point had not survived. 
Thus the very form of the castle forbids the 
supposition that we have Roman work in situ.

THE MEDI/EVAL CASTLE.

Now we may at last describe the buildings as 
they have come down to us, or as they existed 
at the end of last century, and of which we have 
much recorded in history. William the Conqueror 
confirmed Lancaster, then a vill of Halton, to 
Roger de Poitou, together with 188 manors between 
the Mersey and the Ribble. He is credited with 
the restoration or rebuilding of the castle. He was, 
in fact, the builder of the great keep, 80 feet 
square and 70 feet in height, which was set on 
the mound of Saxon origin, as was so commonly 
the case, and the ancient entrenchments were most 
likely repaired ; but little other work in masonry 
beyond this great tower was then constructed.

This building must have been erected prior to 
1102, when Roger was banished, for repeated 
rebellions. In 1199 the castle was besieged and 
taken by Hubert de Burgh, and after its surrender 
was strongly fortified, but the contemporary record 
refers only to the strengthening of its earthworks. 
King John visited the town in 1206, and received 
the ambassadors from Prance, and homage from 
Alexander of Scotland. In 1209 a writ was issued 
to Ranulf, Earl of Chester, Robert de Gresley, 
and others, to provide men for the construction
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of the moats and fosses of the castle. To this 
period the work in the tower called Adrian's 
corresponds, as also does the much altered and 
mutilated portion of the curtain wall stretching 
towards the keep, now mostly incorporated in and 
hidden by modern buildings, but of which sufficient 
remains in an excellent state of preservation to 
give its true character.

Both this wall and the tower are classed in the 
local guide books, and in many other works of 
greater authority, as undoubtedly Roman. Later 
on I propose to give other proofs of their true date 
and construction. It is our task now to record the 
builders of the various portions of the castle, to 
identify their work as far as possible, and thus 
to bring into some rational order and sequence the 
various features of the building, concerning the 
origin of which most erroneous ideas have long 
been current.

NORMAN WORK.

The great Norman keep is the only feature which 
has retained anything like its original appearance, 
and even this is stated to stand on a Saxon founda­ 
tion. In truth it replaced the Saxon stockaded 
mound, but from the foundation upwards it shows 
no trace of anv Saxon masonrv. The tower called 
Adrian's is of transition period, most likely built in 
the reign of King John ; and its curtain wall and 
the now destroyed round tower to the north, that 
stood close to the south-west angle of the keep, 
are ot the same period. We may also attribute to 
this age the round staircase turret on the inner 
side of the great gateway, and probably also the 
deep vault below the well tower ; the "two latter 
being popularly, but quite erroneously, attributed to 
the Roman emperor, Constantius Chlorus. These 
constitute the late Norman portions of the castle.
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We may here seek the reason why the well 
tower, the dungeon tower (now destroyed), and the 
greater part of the great gateway were partially 
replaced with the later work still existing. Of the 
many stirring military and political scenes and 
changes that the castle has witnessed, we can only 
briefly refer in this paper to those which have 
influenced its structure. Lancaster Castle was one 
of those strong border fortresses that served to 
curb the almost unceasing warfare with Scotland. 
The raids and invasions of the Scots extended 
over the whole of North Lancashire, where few 
of the older halls or mansions were without their 
moat and fortified pele tower. Lancaster itself 
was many times attacked and burned by the 
raiders.

In 1314, after the defeat of Bannockburn, the 
town was burned by the Scots, and the castle par­ 
tially destroyed. Again, in 1322, under Robert 
Bruce, they overran North Lancashire, and burned 
the capital, where they were joined by a second 
army, under the Earl of Murray and Lord James 
Douglas. A third invasion followed after the 
battle of Otterburn, in 1389, when the town 
and its records were again destroyed. This last 
invasion occurred during the dukedom of John 
of Gaunt, who was created Duke of Lancaster in 
1362, and who died in 1399. To him popular 
report attributes the building of the great gateway. 
Here again tradition seems to be at fault. It is 
possible that some repairs were commenced at this 
period, but the character of much of the work is 
later. Henry IV came to the throne in 1399, and 
during his reign the royal court was often held at 
Lancaster, while the existing records show that the 
great gate (the finest feature of the castle) was 
rebuilt in his time, probably on the lower part of 
the older gatehouse of the reign of King John, of
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which remnants remain. The upper portion of the 
well tower and the dungeon tower had been so far 
destroyed by the Scots, that their almost complete 
reconstruction became necessary.

We have good evidence that the gatehouse, 
called "John of Gaunt's," was built in the reign 
of Henrv IV. Over the gate are two shields of 
arms. A note by Mr. Roper, in The Churches, 
Castles, and Halls of North Lancashire, gives the 
following information : 

" As several writers have ascribed the erection to John of Gaunt, 
owing to its bearing what they term his arms, it may be advisable 
to show that the theory is untenable. In 1342, Edward III first 
assumed the arms of France, viz., Azure, semee, dc fleur-de-lys, 
quartering the arms of England, known heraldically as France 
ancient. In 13,64, the French king changed this to three fleur-de-lys, 
two and one triangularly, or France modern ; bnt this alteration 
was not followed in England till 1403 at the earliest, at which date 
John of Gaunt had been dead four years. As the arms on the 
gateway arc France modern, it is extremely improbable that John 
of Gaunt erected the front wall in which they are inserted. On 
one of the shields is still to be seen a label of three points, 
apparently without any charge. Some writers, on the supposition 
that the arms were those of John of Gaunt, have treated the label 
as a label Ermine, the distinction of that prince ; but this would 
not agree with the quarterings, which are of a later period, and 
which with a label Ermine would relegate the building of the 
tower to a later prince, who had no interest in Lancaster; pro­ 
bably, therefore, the label was without any charge. This silver 
label, assumed by Henry V when Prince of Wales, to distinguish 
his arms from those of his royal father, has been borne by every 
Prince of Wales since that time ; thus seeming to denote that some 
Prince of Wales was the builder of this part of the tower. And as 
the only Princes of Wales between 1403 (the date when the arms 
of France were changed in England) and the reign of Henry VII, 
were those afterwards known as Henry V, Henry VI, and Edward 
VI, and as the latter two were called to the throne very young, 
leaving only Henry V to deal with, and as Henry IV conferred the 
honour of Lancaster on his son. Prince Henry, and as, further, the 
arms on the north side of the gateway correspond exactly with 
those of Henry V, . . . it is probable that to him is due the 
honour of causing this pail of the gateway to be erected."

.So much for the very complete heraldic evidence. 
It is fully borne out by the fashion of the gateway 
itself, of which the four centred outer and interior 
arches, the windows and mouldings, fully developed
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in the third pointed or perpendicular style, bear 
witness to the same date, and not to that of John 
of Gaunt, which would bear some trace of tran­ 
sition from the second pointed style.

Thus we have got rid of the Emperor Hadrian 
and Constantius Chlorus as constructors of any 
part of the present castle, and John of Gaunt 
must accompany them as the originator of any 
known portion of the edifice. The same work that 
I have quoted is unwilling to dismiss John of 
Gaunt entirely, from the gateway bearing his 
name, and suggests that he built the vaulted 
passage of the gate and the lower portion of the 
gateway, below the shields of arms ; but the four 
centred rear arches of the loops in the lower 
stories refute this supposition, and we must assign 
to Henry V, when Prince of Wales, the construc­ 
tion of all the outer part of this magnificent tower, 
allotting only the north-west stair turret and the 
side walls of the gate passage to the reign of King 
John. We will note architectural data a little 
later.

DESCRIPTION OF THE CASTLE.

We may now proceed in our description of the 
castle itself, as it stood before the vast and costly 
extensions and additions made to it 'from 1788 to 
the present time ; on which we may remark in 
passing that incongruous and incorrect as they are 
in detail and proportion, they are in themselves 
superior to most of the buildings of their age, and 
to much modern Gothic. They need no further 
notice, except to show how far thev supplanted 
older and better work.

The Keep follows the usual type of the larger 
early Norman keeps. It is a square of nearly 
So teet externally, and is 70 feet high. The walls 
are 10 feet thick, of the characteristic Norman
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masonry, the stones being short and set with wide 
joints of mortar of very good quality. At each 
face are two flat buttresses at the ends, and one in 
the centre of each wall. This great tower is erected 
on the mound of the Saxon enclosure, and probably 
constituted the whole of the earliest Norman 
masonry of the castle, the old stockaded earthworks 
being maintained. It is three stories in height. 
The upper one is said to have been added in the 
reign of Queen Elizabeth, in 1588, when the castle 
received extensive repairs, to resist the Spanish 
Armada. From the character of the battlements, 
with their cruciform oilletts or loop-holes, I take 
this upper story to be of earlier date, the general 
character being almost the same as the gatehouse, 
but it has been much repaired. The Elizabethan 
repairs include the insertion of two large square 
windows, of three transomed lights, in the shire 
hall, which occupied the southern half of the keep.

The tower was, according to Norman precedent, 
divided by a central wall, and the original entrance 
was by a flight of external steps on the south side, 
reaching to the first floor. The room above this 
is called the Quakers' Room, in which, during the 
latter half of the seventeenth century, many of 
this persuasion were imprisoned for nonconformity. 
The northern half of the keep is now the chapel, 
a perfectly featureless modern apartment, occupying 
what were formerly the two lower floors of the 
keep. Some of the rear arches of the ancient 
windows remain, of which two, facing east, on 
each original floor remain open, being plain round- 
headed ones, with a shaft on each side. This half 
of the keep was unroofed after the Civil War, and 
remained a ruin till the end of last century.

The angle turret with the newel staircase rises 
from the south-west angle, and is a late Perpendi­ 
cular addition. It rises ten feet above the summit
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of the keep, and is called John of Gaunt's Chair, 
hut is apparently of much later date than his time. 
The character of this keep is extremely plain. It 
is quite without ornament in its Norman portion, 
either external or internal, and it owes its grandeur 
entirely to its simplicity and line proportions.

ADRIAN'S TOWER.

The next feature of the castle to he noticed is 
Adrian's tower, which stands seventy feet to the 
south of the keep. This tower is circular, and of 
two storeys. The interior of the lower one is of good 
ashlar masonry, in regular courses, the upper is of 
rougher work, irregularly coursed, and the stones, 
except those for doors and window rear arches, are 
roughly dressed, as if intended from the first to he 
covered with plaster. The exterior has been cased 
with masonrv towards the end of the eighteenth 
centurv, and is of had design, having large blank 
pointed windows worked on it, that do not fit its 
floors. Old views of this tower show it to have 
had walls battering (that is, sloping inwards) from 
the base, and that the embattled parapet was 
carried on corbels.

The original entrance to this tower was on the 
north side, from a passage under the great hall, 
which stood to the north of it. On each side of 
this door a newel stair, in the thickness of the 
wall, ascended to the roof and curtain walls. The 
eastern one, in the course of alterations, had been 
built up with solid masonry, at no long time after 
its construction ; and when cleared out a few years 
ago, its walls were found as fresh as when first 
built, with many mason marks as clear as if made 
yesterday. This discovery was valuable, inasmuch 
as it furnishes us with undoubted mediaeval masonry 
and marks in a tower reputed to be Roman. In 
the lower room of this tower two loopholes, with


