ART. VII Recent work at Egremont Castle
By PERCIVAL TURNBULL AND DEBORAH WALSH
-
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GREMONT Castle is a substantial ruin dominating the southern end of the
mediaeval market town. It is located at NY 009105 and is recorded in the Cumbria
Sites and Monuments Record under the reference number 3051. Maintained on lease
from Lord Egremont for most of the present century by the local authority, the castle,
despite considerable demolition and alteration, is in a fair state of preservation and is
enjoyed as an area for public recreation. As a result of initiatives from the Copeland
Borough Council, with the intention of improving the management of the site, a
programme of archaeological investigation was undertaken by the authors, then
working for Cumbria County Council, in the autumn of 1991. Despite its obvious
impo rt ance, not least as the ancient seat of the Barony of Copeland, Egremont Castle
has hitherto attracted relatively little archaeological or antiquarian interest and the
results of this small-scale work have been of particular interest in illuminating the
development of this neglected monument.

History of the castle

The history of Egremont Castle, and of Egremont itself, has its origins in the gift by
William Rufus to Ranulf de Meschines of a large part of Cumberland and
Westmorland in about the year 1092. 1 Henry I granted to Ranulf's son, William, the
Barony of Copeland, which embraced the territory between the Derwent and the
Duddon, and it was probably he who first built a stronghold on the hill from which
the name of Egremont (Aigremont) derives. 2 This would have happened in or
around 1125. This earliest castle on the site may be presumed to have included the
motte, formed by the modification of a natural drumlin-like mound, which remains
a prominent feature. Less clear is the relationship between motte and bailey, now
known to have been separated by a great ditch: the form of the bailey as defined by
the stone curtain wall may be contemporary with the original motte, although on the
other hand the first castle may have consisted merely of a free-standing motte with
the bailey being added later. (There is a third possibility which should not be
dismissed too readily; that the first phase of curtain wall, certainly early and still
surviving on the western side, is contemporary with the motte and that Egremont
Castle did not have, as is often assumed, an initial timber-built phase.) The erection
of a castle would have been necessitated by the continuing threat of attack not only
from the Scottish monarch, who sought to re-establish control over the lands seized
by William Rufus, but probably also from a local population refusing to recognise
the partition of the ancient kingdom of Strathclyde by the division which came to be
known as "the Border". It is likely that attempts were made to secure the allegiance
of the local population by the extension at Egremont of liberties which later were
confirmed by charter; the development of an urban community at Egremont may
thus be related directly to the establishment of the feudal seat of power.
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On the eve of the Anarchy which followed the death of Henry I in 1135 the
Barony of Copeland passed to William Fitz Duncan, nephew of the King of
Scotland. Under King David, and in nominal support of the Empress Matilda's
claim to the English throne, Fitz Duncan ravaged his own inheritance in
Cumberland and Craven and was victorious in battle at Clitheroe. It is probable that
Egremont played a pivotal role in this campaign. Two months later the Scots were
defeated at the Battle of the Standard, but by that time had succeeded in their main
objective and Cumberland, Westmorland and part of Northumberland were ceded
to David shortly afterwards. It is tempting to associate these events with a period of
rebuilding which may be recognised in several places at Egremont, with the
construction of the first stone castle represented by the earliest phase of the gate
tower and by the western curtain wall, the "herring-bone" masonry which is unlikely
to be later than of twelfth century date. This type of masonry is invariably, and not
always with clear reason, assumed to be of Saxon or early post-conquest date. 3 It
should be noted that not all of the "herring-bone" work at Egremont is in its original
position; a large portion on the southern side of the gate-tower has been reset at the
time of the (probably fourteenth century) refacing.
In the last quarter of the twelfth century the Lordship of Egremont passed to the
de Lucy family (whose arms the town still bears) and from them to the family of de
Multon. This period witnessed one of the most violent episodes in the castle's
history when in 1315 Robert the Bruce invaded England, his forces plundering the
northern counties in their southward progress. The castle at Egremont was besieged
by James Douglas and the church of Saint Bees and the Abbey of Calder despoiled,
the latter so seriously that it was never repaired. This period may be the context for a
major period of rebuilding at Egremont Castle, including much work in regular
finely-cut ashlar, especially the eastern curtain, the surviving facade of the hall-block
on the motte (certainly very late in the structural sequence) and the repair and
refacing of the gate-tower. The surviving buildings of the eastern half of the bailey
are of this period (their fireplaces are integral with the curtain wall) as are probably
the pair of great ovens visible just north of the postern.
The last de Multon died childless in 1335 and the estate was partitioned between
his three sisters, "the Castle with due propo rt ion of land" falling to Joanne wife of
Robe rt Baron Fitzwalter. It was during the minority of another Robe rt Fitzwalter, in
1449, that Thomas Percy, a younger son of Henry Hotspur, was made Baron
Egremont of Egremont Castle but the Barony seems to have expired with him, slain at
the Battle of Northampton. Shortly after 1522 the moiety of the ancient Barony, which
included the castle, was bought by Henry Percy, sixth Earl of Northumberland. Upon
his death the whole of the Percy estates fell to the Crown but were granted by Mary to
Thomas, nephew and heir of the last possessor; on his execution in 1572, for his pa rt
in the Rising in the North: his brother Henry inherited. At this time a survey was held
of the whole of the Percy estates. A cou rt was held at Egremont in 1578 which found
that "the Castle of Egremont is now all most ruinated and decayed, except that some
pa rt of the old stonework and walls thereof are yet standing, and one chamber therein
now used for the Courthouse in like ruin and decay. About which Castle is a pleasant
dry ditch and without the said ditch hath been the base court now called the
Castlegarth, the site of which Castle together with the said Castlegarth contain by est.
2 acres, and worth to be let p. ann. 14s. 6d.".4
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Despite the fact that the castle may thus be shown to have been a complete ruin
by 1578, records survive of repair work intermittently carried out over the next two
centuries; accounts for repairs exist in 1678 and 1762. Perhaps of most interest,
however, is a note dated 1704 and headed "A comutacon of the Charge of the
Repaire of Egremond Castle now in great decay"; 5 this includes items not only for
masonry but also for carpentry and for lath-and-plaster work and clearly refers to the
refurbishment of a surviving roofed building. This must be the structure which was
used for the Manor Court, known to have been in use until 1789 and apparently
visible in a print by Hearne. Its lower courses still survive in the eastern half of the
bailey and include a replacement east wall immediately inside the curtain, added at a
time when the curtain had grown too dilapidated to support the roof.
Generally, however, changes to the castle from the mid-eighteenth century to the
present day may be traced through a series of prints. Samuel Buck's view of 1739
(Fig. 1) indicates the survival of the northern and eastern walls of the hall-block to a
considerable height; all trace had vanished by the time of R. Shepherd's engraving of
1852. 6 The Buck print also shows a tower standing at the south-eastern corner of
the bailey and a well-preserved length of curtain wall connecting it to the gate-house;
by 1852 these had largely disappeared as standing remains, as had the crenellated
upper storey of the gate-house. Both prints also show lengths of curtain wall
standing on the western and northern sides of the motte, the former also appearing
on the Second Edition Ordnance Survey 25" map but now vanished as a standing
structure. These lengths of curtain may still be traced on the ground, the western
part as walling protruding through the turf, the northern as a great lump of fallen
masonry lying close to its original foundations. The original curtain was apparently
modified at the time of the final construction of the hall-block when the wall at the
northern end of the bailey was nipped in to meet the ends of the hall-block frontage.
The change of alignment is readily visible on the western side; the subsequent
history of the wall around the motte is unclear, but any demolition must have been
partial to allow such substantial remains to be standing as late as 1852, the date of
the Shepherd print.
Further possible evidence for major changes in the form of the castle was
discovered in 1922 during the erection of a cinema (currently a billiards club)
immediately north of the castle on the further side of the road to St Bees.' Massive
walling and foundations suggesting a circular or semi-circular structure were
interpreted as northern outworks of the castle incorporating an original town gate.
The suggestion should not be dismissed too lightly, however feeble the evidence;
such a gate would make rather better sense than the present relationship between
town, roads and a castle which seems to turn its back upon both.
The Ordnance Survey maps suggest that buildings on the east side of the bailey
were visible only as low humps before their excavation, apparently in 1913. 8 It is
assumed that this was also the occasion of the considerable works of repair and
consolidation, in places very ill thought out, traces of which are evident over many
parts of the fabric of the castle. Late nineteenth century photographs in Whitehaven
Museum and in private collections indicate minor repairs and alterations to the
masonry, especially of the gate-house. Further repair and maintenance work has, of
course, been extensively undertaken under local authority management. A
consequence of the various periods of post-occupation repair and consolidation has
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been the inclusion of several features which at first appear puzzling and
inappropriate, particularly the squaring-off of ends of broken walling (this may best
be seen at the western end of the hall-block frontage and in the upper part of the
gate-tower) and the inaccurate resetting of some masonry, especially in the northeastern part of the bailey.

The excavations

Limited archaeological excavation was undertaken in order to establish specific
points about the history and layout of the castle and to investigate the extent of
preservation of features and deposits not visible above the surface. All excavation
was by hand and was limited to areas under grass, the asphalt and concrete surfaces
and paths in the interior being avoided. It was established that the archaeological
deposits within the bailey and on the surface of the motte had been extensively
disturbed, apparently during the reorganisation of the castle as a public amenity
about the turn of the century, although masonry features had been left intact. In the
event virtually none of the deposits excavated could with confidence be considered
as an intact mediaeval feature; one consequence of this is difficulty in dating the
stone structures which may only be placed within a general sequence by reference to
their relationships to the main fabric of the castle. A total of six trenches was
excavated (Fig. 2) .

Area A (Fig. 3)

A rectangular trench measuring s ix metres by fifteen was opened against the inner
face of the western curtain wall immediately north of the stair turret on the north
side of the gate-tower. The curtain at this point is marked by a large breach which
has been rather roughly plugged, in the late nineteenth century, with red sandstone
masonry; this may be seen very clearly on the external face. The inner face features a
pair of recesses sunk into the stonework at a high level and quite unlike the putlog
holes, characteristic of the earliest stone building at Egremont, which penetrate right
through the wall. These recesses are best understood as provision for the ends of the
roof timbers of a building range backing directly onto the curtain and comparable to
the range exposed on the eastern side of the bailey. The principal purpose of this
part of the excavations was to establish the existence and the state of survival of
remains of such buildings.
The lower courses of two stone walls, perpendicular to the curtain and post-dating
it, were discovered; separated by a mere 40 centimetres they presumably represent
two distinct periods of building. The northern of the two walls was of distinctly
better construction, the other being loose and rubbly. Neither survived to more than
two courses high and each rested on a foundation of fist-sized cobbles. The northern
side of the foundation trench of the northern wall could be discerned, but produced
no dateable material.
The southern edge of the southern of the two walls had been destroyed by a
large modern intrusion which appeared to be associated with the blocked
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breach through the curtain. This breach is visible in eighteenth and nineteenth
century prints and must have constituted the main access from the west into the
bailey before fallen rubble choking the gate-house was removed late in the
nineteenth century. Because of the form of the natural hill on which the castle is
built the ground inside the bailey is some three metres higher than that outside. To
gain easy access through the breach it would have been necessary to dig away some
material on the inside; it was this which led to the disturbance of the wall. Finds
from the backfilling of this intrusion were late nineteenth century in date.
Interesting information about the curtain wall was incidentally gained. The
original ground level inside the bailey corresponds to the upper level of the herringbone courses visible on the outer face of the curtain. It was established that courses
below a corresponding level on the inner face of the curtain were not of herring-bone
construction but were built of the same so rt of coursed stonework as the upper part
of the wall; that is to say, the herring-bone masonry is only a facing to the curtain
wall and occurs at a level at which it acts as a revetment for the greater depth of
earth on the back side of the curtain.
The upper levels of this area contained abundant nineteenth-century rubbish,
including glass bottles of the Dent Aerated Water Company of Cleator Moor, a
concern established in 1875. There were many animal bones including the skeleton
of a small calf, suggesting that this part of the interior of the castle had been used as
a dump for butcher's refuse.

Area B

An area measuring six metres by seven metres was excavated at the foot of the
hall-block frontage, adjacent to the projecting bay which housed the portcullis, in
order to examine the relationship between motte and bailey and to look for traces
of any ditch which might have separated the two. The inner edge of a ditch was
indeed recovered. This was large enough to be seen as defensive; the proximity of
an asphalt footpath limited severely the scale of excavation at this point, but the
outer, southern, edge of the ditch could be recognised in the subsidence of a stone
flagged surface in Area C. This established a width of some seven metres,
indicating something of the same scale as the d ry moat on the western side of the
castle. The line of this ditch may be picked up in the hall-block frontage west of
the portcullis, where the dip of the ashlar courses subsiding into the backfilled
ditch shows that it followed a curving line around the foot of the motte and that it
went out of use early in the castle's history, certainly before the final major phase
of stone building on the motte. Less certain remains the chronological relationship
between motte and bailey. It is perhaps most probable that the first castle
consisted of both elements, with the newly-recognised ditch between them. This
idea seems to gain further support from the western moat or ditch which curves
around the north side of the motte and then runs southward for the whole length
of the bailey and which resembles the new ditch sufficiently for them to be seen as
parts of a single system.
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Area C (Fig. 4)

Perhaps the most impressive part of Egremont Castle is the southern frontage of the
hall-block, virtually all that survives of the great building on the motte, and still,
despite the depredations of time, a very imposing facade. A particular feature is the
doorway, with its portcullis groove housed in a slightly projecting bay, nearly three
metres above the level of the bailey court from which it gave access. There must
clearly have been some sort of stair arrangement to reach the doorway. The presence
of intact facing stones on the facade to the sides of the entrance make it unlikely that
any permanent stair was constructed flush to the wall, certainly none built in stone,
which would have been in keeping with the grandeur of the frontage. 9 Accordingly,
an area in fr ont of the entrance, to the south, was excavated to search for any trace
of the original access arrangement. The siting of this trench was limited by the
position of the asphalt paths around the bailey but a total area of about 35 square
metres was excavated.
The most prominent feature was a masonry structure, best described as a plinth,
the south-eastern corner of which was revealed. The quality of the stonework was
very good and in keeping with that of the hall-block front and of other features of the
final major phase of stone building at Egremont, with well-squared mortared blocks
and carefully cut quoins. There were, in a couple of places, slight remains of a white
plaster coat. Overlying deposits again proved to contain nineteenth century material
and considerable signs of disturbance; the original function of the plinth was
however shown by a large slab of stone, disturbed from its original position, but
unmistakeably a step, worn and rounded over half of its width but fresh and square,
with traces of mortar, where it had been cemented to the next overlying and
underlying steps. It appears likely, then, that this was the base of a stair ascending to
the level of the hall-block entrance and probably linked to it by a wooden bridge,
one section of which may even have been moveable in the manner of a drawbridge.
A poorly-built wall abutting the south side of the plinth and at right angles to it
represents an addition or alteration.
To the east of the plinth was encountered a large and deep nineteenth century
intrusion which bore some signs of having been deliberately lined with large cobbles.
It was noticed that this hole and the plinth already described were symmetrical
about the axis of the hall-block doorway, raising the interesting possibility that the
hole might originally have been for the robbing-out of a second plinth and that the
entrance arrangement consisted of two opposed stairways rising from east and west
to meet at the end of the bridge to the doorway, a design of some considerable
architectural pretention.
The northern pa rt of the excavated area was paved with stone slabs, dipping down
sharply to the north because of the settling of the underlying backfill of the early ditch
around the motte. It is likely that paving originally covered more or all of the bailey
area and has been robbed off, surviving only at this point because of the additional
depth of protective overburden. The paving is of two types: immediately around the
plinth are sandstone slabs of high quality but east of these is an area of broken slabs
and cobbles, seemingly a repair. A thick deposit of white plaster was found on the
sandstone slabs around the plinth; it is possible that it has been protected from
erosion by being under the superstructure of the stair and bridge feature.
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Area D

In order to examine the structure of the motte, and to investigate the possible existence
of deposits associated with the hall-block, a trench was laid out at the brow of the motte
on its western side. The upper 75 centimetres consisted of disturbed deposits
containing modern material. Beneath this modern material a scatter of sandstone
rubble clearly represented the demolition of some structure higher up the slope of the
motte. This in turn overlay a compact sandy material with all the appearance of
undisturbed natural alluvium; excavation finished at this level. Reference to the print by
Buck suggests, supposing the drawing to be reasonably accurate, that the profile of the
motte has been somewhat altered within the past two centuries; certainly it has not
escaped the late nineteenth century disturbance general on this site. Recognition of
fragments of original curtain wall around the western and northern sides of the motte
means that the area of this trench would have fallen within the circuit of the walls.

Area E

At the western end of the hall-block frontage a cobble foundation has been
preserved, reaching northwards onto the motte. The status of this is rather
ambiguous, one possibility being that it represents the west wall of the hall-block. In
order to determine whether or not this feature originally extended further to the
north, a trench was dug across its line. A sequence was recorded similar to that of
Area D. No trace was found of the foundation, or of any other structural element.

Area F (Fig. 5)

On the eastern side of the summit of the motte, within the surviving wall which
might equivocally be considered either as curtain or as the east wall of the hall-block,
was observed a broad depression some ten metres across. A final trench was laid out
with the twin aims of determining the nature of this depression and of prospecting
for occupation or floor deposits which might give insight into the form of the
building on the motte.
The whole area proved to have been subject to the now-familiar nineteenth
century disturbance. At the northern end of the trench, however, a worn floor of
plaster or mortar could be discerned. At the southern end was the north-east co rner
of a much more substantial floor, regularly built of small stone blocks and contained
within a frame of moulded stones; these proved to be re-used window mullions, and
are certainly post-mediaeval in date. Modern finds lying directly on the surface of
the floor testified to its having been previously exposed, the depression which is still
visible representing its relatively recent backfill. The floor must be the feature
mentioned by Caesar Caine and interpreted by him as the open hearth of the
mediaeval hall. This it clearly was not, although its real date and purpose remain
obscure. It may be of fairly recent date: at various times an eclectic range of features
have stood on and within the castle, including a captured German field-gun
cautiously trained upon Cleator Moor.
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Notes and References
A useful epitome of the history of Egremont may be found in W. Jackson, "A Sketch of the History of
Egremont Castle", CW1, vi, 150-62. The succeeding paper in the same volume (E.H. Knowles and
W. Jackson, "Egremont Castle") is a description of the remains written before considerably more was
exposed in 1913 and contains several errors and untenable assumptions.
2 The precise etymology of the place-name is not entirely clear. A strong or fortified hill seems to be
referred to, although "Hill by the Ehen" and "Mount of Sorrows" have also been suggested as possible
meanings. There is a tradition, unsupported by real evidence, of a Roman fort, or even of a prehistoric
hill-fo rt , on the site (e.g. Knowles and Jackson, op.cit., 162A).
3 Sir A. Clapham, English Romanesque Architecture vol ii (1934), 115.
4 The Percy Survey, quoted by Jackson, op. cit. .
5 In the archives of the Egremont estate in the possession of Lord Egremont and kept at Cockerrnouth
Castle.
b
The print is to be found as the frontispiece of J. Linton, A Handbook of the Whitehaven and Furness
Railway (1852) (republished in 1987 by Michael and Sylvia Moon of Whitehaven).
7 Caesar Caine, "Antiquities at Egremont", CW2, xxiii, 133-7.
8 Caesar Caine, Egremont (Cumberland): Notes on its Castle, Church and Mineral Wealth (1913)
(republished in 1969 by Plummer Bros., Egrémont).
9 A possible clue to at least one phase of the entrance arrangements may be provided by a deeply-cut
horizontal roof-crease high up on the facade to the west of the doorway. It is hard to account for this in
structural terms, as it is certainly too high to represent any normal building to be expected within the
bailey, but it might possibly represent a pentice roof covering an enclosed timber stair, similar to that at
the Archbishop's Palace, Maidstone (M. Wood, The English Mediaeval House (1965), fig. 107).
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