


























Fig. 7 Moot Hall: South Elevation.Due to the later buildings adjoining this wall, it would have been very difficult to record by means of rectified photography. This is the one “unrestored” face of the building; apart from the parapets of the two towers, there is no 20th-century stonework. The parapet between the towers survives in its post-medieval form, i.e. set back at the rear of the corbels. Notice the stone spouts below the lower two windows in the south-east tower.
in which one can place the erection of the Moot 
Hall in its present form. Its architectural fea
tures, simple as they are, would all tally with a 
date in the first half of the 15th century, with 
the exception of the two-centred arched door
way in the basement which is probably coeval 
with the areas (enumerated above) of rougher 
rubbly masonry; doorway and masonry may be 
in situ survivals of the earlier M oot Hall 
referred to in the 1355 letter.

The overall form of the M oot Hall today 
remains in, or has been restored to, very much 
that in which it was rebuilt, It remains to 
chronicle the evidence of various alterations 
and restorations.

Post-Medieval Changes
The earliest illustration of the building, 
Grimm’s drawing of the east face, made in the 
early 18th century, depicts it in virtually the 
same condition as late 19th- and early 20th- 
century photographs show. The first-floor win
dow above the gateway arch was round-arched, 
with imposts and keystone— a Classical form 
implying that it was of late 17th- or early 18th- 
century date. The present external stair is of 
much the same period, as were the two square
headed doorways at the head of the stair. The 
second floor window had been mutilated from 
its medieval form to a plain square-headed 
opening.



By the 18th century houses had been built up 
against the north and west faces of the Moot 
Hall; old illustrations of the west side of the 
building (for a selection, see Charlton 1987, 
10-13) show that the first-floor window above 
the gate passage had been converted into a 
round-arched sash like its companion on the 
east, and there was a clock set on a large 
diamond-shaped wooden panel (which out
lasted the clock face) on the face of the tower 
above. The small medieval window of the 
chamber in the tower at second-floor level had 
been enlarged to a rectangular sash.

Internally, the vaulted chamber in the base
ment was divided into three rooms by thin 
cross walls (see plan, Hodges 1888, plate 55); 
these were removed in the early 20th century; 
photographs of c. 1922 (Gibson Collection, 
Northumberland County Record Office, 
11602-5) show the basement with the scars of 
these walls, as if they had been recently 
removed. The NCH account refers to the origi
nal doorway on the east as having been 
blocked up; presumably it was re-opened, and 
the vault beneath the stairs modified to accom
modate it, in the earlier 20th century. Both the 
Bulmer’s Directory and NCH accounts seem in 
error when describing the windows of the 
basement; the former refers to the loop in the 
north wall as being “of two lights” (which it 
clearly never was), and the latter both repeats 
this error and states that the second window 
(also a single-light loop) was “of four lights”.

The first floor of the building had been 
heavily altered internally; the account in Bul
mer’s Directory (1886, 325) refers to it as “so 
completely modernised that no ancient fea
tures are left”. By the 19th century the second 
floor hall had been divided by an inserted 
ceiling; below this, no medieval features were 
visible; a fireplace had been inserted in the east 
wall (its stack can be seen rising from the 
parapet on several old pictures), and this was 
only removed in the 1970s. Neither Bulmer’s 
1886 nor the NCH (1896) accounts refer to the 
fireplace in the west wall, but this must have 
been rediscovered shortly afterwards as Hod
ges’ Guide to the Priory Church (1913, 90) 
illustrates the room with the plaster stripped

from the walls and the inserted ceiling removed 
(except for its beams), and describes the fire
place as having “had some rich details, all 
hacked off” (ibid., 95). Some of the Gibson 
photographs of 1922 also show the hall in this 
condition.

Restoration
Periodic spells of restoration have taken place 
at various times during the 20th century, 
although documentary records of some of 
these prove elusive! Structural repairs were 
taking place in 1927, as this date is incised on 
the cement around the tie-bar inserted through 
the upper part of the south-western tower; the 
rebuilding of the parapets probably dates from 
this time. The sash window in the tower at 
second-floor level is shown as restored to its 
present medieval appearance on a 1951 photo
graph (Hexham Courant 13 July 1951); this 
may also have been part of the 1927 works.

At some early to mid-20th-century date the 
two square-headed doorways at the head of the 
external stair were replaced by a new doorway 
and a two-light window of medieval appear
ance; the window on the north of the garde
robe projection was also re-medievalized.

The old houses clustered against the north 
and west walls of the Moot Hall were probably 
demolished in 1951; the above-mentioned 
article in the Courant, entitled “The Moot Hall 
Rediscovered” refers to them being cleared in 
a recent “spring cleaning” of the town; no 
further record of these demolitions has been 
traced, or of any archaeological investigation 
that may have taken place at this time.

At some time during this period the dam
aged medieval fireplace in the second floor hall 
was reconstructed using artificial stone; in an 
8 mm cine film of the Moot Hall made by 
Councillor Jack Pescott in November 1975 it is 
stated that this work was carried out by 
Mr. Lockhart. The film shows the hall as still 
appearing semi-derelict, as it had in the c. 1922 
photographs; it also shows details of features, 
such as the second-floor garderobe and the 
machicolation slits in the floors of the cham
bers opening off the south end of the second- 
floor hall, now hidden.
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A major scheme of restoration was 
embarked upon in 1977, for which some draw
ings survive. These show that at this time new 
stonework was introduced to fill up the sockets 
of the inserted ceiling beams, and the fireplace 
in the east wall was removed; they also show 
intended changes to the roof structure which 
were not in fact carried out. Another of Coun
cillor Pescott’s cine films records the reopening 
of the Moot Hall (and Old Gaol) by Bill 
Butler, former Director of the Northumbria 
Tourist Board, on 5 June 1980, when this phase 
of restoration was complete (article and photo
graph in Hexham Courant 13 June 1980).

IV THE OLD GAOL

The Old Gaol, sometimes still referred to as 
the “Manor Office” is a rectangular three- 
storeyed tower c. 18-0 by 11-Om externally, with 
walls 2-3 m thick at ground floor level. There is 
a chamfered plinth or set-back c. 2 m above 
ground level on north, east and south, and 1 m 
on the west, where there is a raised forecourt; 
there is a second chamfered set-back combined 
with a moulded string course at the base of the 
second floor. The building was originally top
ped by an oversailing parapet carried on triple
stepped corbels (much like that at the Moot 
Hall); the parapet has been removed, and in its 
place is a C20 concrete slab.

The walling material is generally of roughly- 
squared and coursed stones, smaller and less 
regular than those used in the Moot Hall; there 
are occasional courses of larger blocks (pre
sumably re-used) and, above and below the 
second floor set-back, two or three courses of 
much larger well-squared blocks.

Description 

The Ground Floor
The ground floor of the building is entered by 
an early 20th-century doorway on the west, 
opening into a small square slab-roofed lobby

within the thickness of the wall. On the north 
of the lobby is a heavily-restored squarer 
headed doorway into the circular well of a 
newel stair. The foot of the empty stair well is 
lit by a 20th-century window with above it an 
original square-headed loop, chamfered all 
round and cut in a single block of sandstone, 
now cracked. The inner doorway from the 
lobby has a two-centred chamfered arch, and 
has old stonework in its inner lintel and inner 
north jamb (which has old bar holes).

The ground floor of the building is divided 
into two approximately square rooms by a 
transverse wall 0-9 m thick, constructed of mas
sive roughly-coursed rubble. Both rooms have 
been covered by a semicircular barrel vault, 
made up of long roughly-shaped stones; each 
has an opening in its floor dropping into a 
vaulted prison or dungeon beneath.

The doorway from the lobby opens into the 
south-west comer of the northern room, which 
is lit by a large 20th-century window below 
(and cutting away the sill of) an original 
trefoil-headed light, with sockets for a grille of 
bars set rather strangely several centimetres 
inside its internal splay. In the east wall is a 
small L-plan garderobe, extended southwards 
by breaking through into the square shaft 
dropping from the second floor garderobe. A 
pair of 19th-century lancet-shaped arches sup
port the truncated end of the vault, alongside 
the present stair.

The present doorway between the two 
ground floor rooms is of 19th-century date; its 
predecessor, now blocked, had a two-centred 
arch and is visible alongside the stair. The 
southern room has a large 20th-century win
dow in its south wall, but no evidence of any 
original light.

The Dungeons
Beneath each of the ground-floor chambers is a 
barrel-vaulted dungeon, entered by a square 
opening in the centre of each chamber floor. 
Both are roughly square, but the northern is 
rather deeper (3-7 as opposed to 3-0 m below 
the present ground floor). The northern retains 
its original entrance hatch, rebated for a trap
door, in the centre of the vault; the opening
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into the southern has been enlarged, to allow 
the insertion of a cast-iron newel staircase, 
which remains intact, although the upper part 
of its handrail has been removed. The walls of 
both the dungeons are quite featureless, except 
for a small slit in the crown of the vault of the 
southern, against the end wall, which may 
connect with a tiny loop or vent in the external 
wall face.

The First Floor
The present access to the first floor is by means 
of the inserted dog-leg stair, which appears to 
be of mid-19th-century date. From the landing 
at mid-height, the line of the removed barrel 
vault can be traced against the south wall (the 
cross-wall), with a patch of brick infilling 
directly above.

The first floor of the building is divided into 
the stair well and three rooms by three inserted 
transverse walls; each of the rooms has a 
shallow segmental vault (possibly of brick), 
plastered over. The walls flanking the stair well 
are of coursed rubble, with brickwork indicat
ing the positions of 19th-century chimney flues. 
The original newel stair in the west wall is set in 
an internal projection of rather irregular plan, 
and lit by another square-headed loop cut into 
a single slab; the original doorway, square
headed and chamfered, opens from the stair 
onto the landing in the present stair-well.

The only old features in the northernmost 
room (Room 2), are a restored single-light loop 
in the west wall and the remains of a large 
fireplace on the north. The room on the south 
of the stair-well (Room 1) has a mullioned 
window on the west, increased in size at some 
time by having its sill lowered. North of a large 
20th-century window in the east wall, and only 
visible externally, is a blocked medieval win
dow of two trefoil-headed lights.

The transverse wall containing this doorway 
is quite thick (c. 80 m) but like the others 
appears to be a late insertion. The walls of the 
narrow room beyond are all plastered; this was 
the strong room of the 19th-century solicitor’s 
offices (which may explain the thickness of the 
transverse wall), and remains unaltered from 
this period. On the west is an old two-light

window identical to that in the previous room, 
its internal splay partly blocked by the trans
verse wall, and on the east an old trefoil
headed loop,

The Second Floor
The dog-leg stair rises from the first floor to a 
landing against the east wall; here a marked 
horizontal change in masonry type can be seen, 
from coursed (and quite badly worn) roughly- 
squared stone to large squared blocks of near
ashlar quality, some showing distinctive 
Roman diagonal tooling. This change in fabric 
type is at approximately the same level as that 
visible externally on all four walls of the 
building.

At second floor level there is a single room 
on either side of the stair well. The doorway 
from the original newel stair opens into the 
northern room rather than the later stair-well; 
at this level there is a third monolithic loop 
light. The upper section of the newel stair 
remains intact, commencing from a point mid
way between first and second floors. To the 
south of the stair projection, the top landing of 
the present stair is lit by a single-light square
headed window with a chamfered surround.

The northern room (Room 3) has original 
single-light windows in its west and east walls, 
and a blocked doorway into a garderobe at the 
south-east corner; the garderobe chamber has 
been enlarged by removing the division 
between it and a second garderobe to the 
south, now entered from a modern balcony 
overhanging the stair well. Two tiny loops 
(presumably one to each former garderobe) 
light the enlarged chamber. Above both the 
eastern window and the blocked doorway are 
large corbels, simply curved on their lower 
faces, which presumably carried members of 
the original roof; the southern now supports a 
modern roof truss. There is a smaller but 
similar corbel projecting from the west wall, at 
a rather higher level.

The southern second floor room (Room 4) is 
lit by a window of two trefoil-headed lights 
(original apart from its mullion) at the south 
end of the west wall, and there is a similar but 
more heavily restored window at the north end



HEXHAM OLD GAOL West Elevation
Drawn from Rectified Photographs, 1992. PER

Fig. 10 Old Gaol: West Elevation.
The present doorway and the window alongside, 
along with the patch of walling below the window, 
date to the earlier 20th century. The first-floor 
windows are of uncertain date (perhaps 17th cen
tury), and have had their sills lowered at some stage. 
The concrete slab at the wall head is recent; there 
would originally have been a parapet, perhaps 
embattled.

- m

of the east wall. This room preserves two 
original fireplaces, both with low segmental- 
pointed arches having a continuous chamfer to 
head and jambs, in the west and south walls. 
Both east and west walls have modem corbels 
carrying the roof trasses, but between those on 
the east is an infilled socket, presumably for an 
older corbel or a transverse beam, with 
beneath it what appears to be a smaller socket, 
also infilled. South of the modem corbels are 
two more infilled sockets. None of these infil
led sockets have any visible counterparts in the 
west wall.



Fig. 11 Old Gaol: North Elevation.
The three-light window, and the Gothick chimney 
stack topping the wall, are of mid-19th-century date; 
the small trefoil-headed light above the three-light 
window is an original feature, although its jambs 
have been renewed.

HEXHAM OLD GAOL 
North Elevation
Drawn from Rectified Photographs, 1992. PFR



HEXHAM OLD GAOL East Elevation
Drawn from Rectified Photographs, 1992. PFR

Fig. 12 Old Gaol: East Elevation.
Some lower parts of the elevation are obscured by 
adjacent buildings, and a tree. The two large win
dows at first-floor level are of mid-19th-century date; 
remains of an original two-light window can be seen 
between them.

-m

T he R o o f
T he present low -pitched hipped roof o f  the  
building is o f  recent date, with rather attractive 
m id-19th century chim ney stacks at each end. 
T he n ew el stair rises to  a sm all and squat 
turret, w hich appears o f no great age; incorpo
rated in both  its internal and external wall 
faces, are several blocks bearing the incised  
num bers “ 1” , “2 ” and “3” .



Fig. 13 Old Gaol: South Elevation.
The three-light window and the chimney stack are 
part of the mid-19th-century alterations. A short 
distance below the central light of the window is a 
tiny circular loop, apparently ventilating the south
ern dungeon.

HEXHAM OLD GAOL 
South Elevation
Drawn from Rectified Photographs, 1992. PFR
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HEXHAM OLD GAOL
Transverse Section looking South



Fig. 14 Old Gaol: Transverse Section looking 
south.
The cross wall is only medieval at ground floor level 
(note the original doorway, now blocked); its upper 
parts are of mid-19th-century date, contemporary 
with the insertion of the stair. The brickwork indi
cates the positions of flues within the wall. The 
northern dungeon is shown in cross section. Note 
the mural garderobe at second floor level.

The Function of the Old Gaol 
The original form and function of the building 
are quite clear; it was constructed as a free
standing tower, to serve primarily as a gaol. 
The prisoners would appear to have been 
housed on the ground floor and in the dun
geons beneath. The present entrance is in the 
original position, and opens into a lobby from 
which doorways gave access to both the north
ern of the two ground-floor chambers, and the 
newel stair; an entrance lobby also serving the 
newel stair is a common feature of 14th- and 
15th-century Northumberland towers. Access 
between the two ground-floor chambers was by 
a two-centred doorway in the centre of the 
cross-wall dividing them, probably blocked in 
the 19th century, to allow the insertion of a 
fireplace in the southern chamber.

The northern chamber at least was provided 
with some light from a single-light window high 
in the north wall, and a garderobe; the dun
geons beneath, of classic “oubliette” form, 
provided much harsher lodgings; prisoners 
would have been quite incapable of egress 
without assistance from above. The southern 
may have been equipped with a tiny ventilation 
slot on the south wall, whilst the northern 
shows no sign of any concessions to human 
survival at all.

The function of the first floor of the building 
poses more of a puzzle. No evidence survives 
of any original internal divisions, but the pres
ence of two-light windows, and a fireplace in 
the north wall, suggests that it provided accom
modation either for higher-status prisoners, or 
for one of the Archbishop’s officials.

The second floor was divided into a suite of 
rooms, which probably formed the gaoler’s

lodgings. No internal divisions survive, 
although the positions of two cross walls, prob
ably timber-framed partitions can be postu
lated from sockets in the east wall of the 
southern room (see description) and from the 
two separate garderobes further north in 
the same wall, which it seems unlikely would 
open into the same chamber. The two southern 
rooms were provided with mural fireplaces, 
and two-light windows.

The Structural Development o f the Old Gaol

Like the Moot Hall, in overall form the Old 
Gaol remains very much as first built; the 
majority of its post-medieval features are the 
results of relatively recent restoration, to retain 
a medieval appearance.

The few architectural features that survive, 
the blocked doorway in the ground-floor cross 
wall, and the blocked first-floor window of two 
trefoil-headed lights in the east wall, would 
correlate with the recorded construction date 
of 1330-2. There is little clear evidence of later 
medieval changes, although the two two-light 
windows at first-floor level in the west wall, 
with their hollow-chamfered surrounds, could 
be 15th- or 16th-century work (with their sills 
lowered in the 19th century); however, Carter’s 
early 18th-century sketch of the building shows 
these with trefoil-headed lights. If Carter is 
correct (and his drawing is in error elsewhere; 
he shows the surviving two-light second-floor 
window as only of a single light) then the 
present form of the heads of these windows 
must be the result of late 18th- or early 19th- 
century changes. By the time of Carter’s sketch 
the building had lost its original parapet, and 
only the corbels remained; unlike the Moot 
Hall, the Old Gaol has never had its parapets 
restored.

Carter also sketched a ground plan of the 
Old Gaol, showing that an opening had been 
knocked through the north end of the west 
wall, presumably to give access to one of the 
adjacent outbuildings which both he and 
Grimm show in their drawings.

16th- and 17th-century records showing the
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O ld  G ao l to  hav e  b e e n  in  p o o r  c o n d itio n  h av e  
a lread y  b e e n  q u o te d . In  1755 Gentleman’s 
Magazine acco u n t m ak es a  puzz ling  re fe ren c e  
to  th e  G ao l as hav ing  “ a sq u a re  c o u rt on  h igh, 
th o ’ n o t n e a r  th e  to p ” in  w hich  th e  w rite r  
su p p o se d  th e  p riso n ers  w ere  g iven  a ir d u ring  
th e  day. T h e  on ly  ex p lan a tio n  o f th is w ou ld  
seem  to  b e  th a t som e o f th e  floor tim b ers , 
k n o w n  to  hav e  b e e n  in  p e rilo u s c o n d itio n  a t 
th e  tim e  o f th e  1608 survey , h a d  b e e n  rem o v ed , 
an d  p a r t o f th e  second  (o r  ev en  th e  first) floo r 
lay o p e n  to  th e  sky.

T h e  G ao l w as last u sed  fo r its o rig ina l p u r 
p o se  in  1824, an d  a t som e tim e  co n v e rted  to  
use  as th e  M a n o r O ffice. I t is n o t c lea r w h a t 
bu ild ing  w orks w ere  c a rrie d  o u t a t th is stage; 
th e  m a jo r  s tru c tu ra l changes seem  to  h av e  
ta k e n  p lace  to w ard s th e  m idd le  o f th e  cen tu ry , 
w ith  fu rth e r  a lte ra tio n s  in  th e  1860s an d  1870s. 
T h e  1858 O rd n a n ce  Survey  1 0 f t:l  m ile p lan  
show s th e  g ro u n d  p lan  o f th e  bu ild ing  m u ch  as 
it is now , w ith  th e  c e n tra l s ta ir  in se rte d  an d  th e  
c e n tra l do o rw ay  in  th e  cross-w all rep la ce d  by 
th a t aga in st th e  w est wall. T h e  o n e  d iffe ren ce  is 
th a t th e  en tra n c e  do o rw ay  w as se t to  th e  n o r th  
o f th e  o ld e r  d o o r po sitio n , w h ich  w as occup ied  
by  a  w indow . S evera l o ld  p h o to g ra p h s  (e.g. 
N C H 2 2 7 ) show  th is a rran g e m en t, w ith  a 
sq u a re -h e a d e d  do o rw ay  b e n e a th  a th ree -lig h t 
overligh t, an d  a  th ree -lig h t sq u a re -h e a d e d  m ul- 
lio n ed  w indow  ad jacen t. A p p a re n tly  th e  low er 
p a r t  o f th e  new el s ta ir  w as rem o v ed , w ith  th e  
in te n tio n  o f co n v e rtin g  its w ell in to  a lift shaft. 
L arg e  th ree -lig h t w indow s w ere  in se rte d  in to  
ea ch  en d  o f th e  bu ild ing  to  ligh t th e  g ro u n d  
floor. I t  is possib le  th a t th e  second  floor b rick  
(? ) vau lt is also  o f th is p erio d .

T h e  d a te  o f th e  la te s t p h ase  o f re s to ra tio n  
has n o t y e t b e e n  asce rta in ed , b u t it seem s likely  
to  have  b e e n  in  th e  1920s o r  1930s. A t th is tim e 
th e  new el s ta ir  w ell— b u t n o t th e  s ta ircase—  
w as re s to re d , an d  th e  e n tra n c e  do o rw ay  m o v ed  
b ack  in to  its o rig ina l positio n ; th e  fo o t o f th e  
sta ir w ell w as p ro v id ed  w ith  a su itab ly  m e d i
eval w indow  of tw o  tre fo il-h e a d e d  lights, an d  
o th e r  g enu ine  m ed ieva l fea tu re s , such as th e  
second-floor tw o-ligh t w indow  in  th e  w est w all, 
re s to re d  (a new  m u llio n  b e ing  p ro v id ed ). A t 
som e stage, e ith e r  in  th e  19th o r ea rly  20 th

ce n tu ry , th e  d u n g e o n s  w e re  “ re d isc o v e re d ” 
a n d  c le a re d  ou t.

T h e  m o st r e c e n t p h ase  o f  re s to ra tio n  to o k  
p lace  in  th e  la te  1970s, w h en  th e  b u ild in g  w as 
c o n v e rted  to  its  p re s e n t u se  as th e  M id d le  
M a rc h  M u se u m  o f B o rd e r  H is to ry . 19 th- 
c e n tu ry  fittings w ere  re m o v e d , a n d  p la s te r  
s tr ip p e d  fro m  so m e w alls (ex p o sin g  th e  p a tc h 
w o rk  o f  ru b b le  a n d  b rick  in  th e  w alls flank ing  
th e  sta ir, w h ich  w as n e v e r  in te n d e d  to  b e  
v isib le, a n d  conveys a  m is lead in g  a ir  o f 
an tiq u ity ); an  en tire ly  n ew  ro o f  w as c o n s tru c 
te d  a t th is  tim e. O n ly  th e  firs t-floo r s tro n g  
ro o m  w as le ft u n a lte re d .

S om e o f th e  1 9 th -cen tu ry  ac co u n ts  o f  th e  
b u ild in g  re fe r  to  it as  co n ta in in g  an  a n c ie n t o a k  
m an te l-p iece , p ro b a b ly  o f  16th- o r ea rly  17th- 
ce n tu ry  d a te , b e a r in g  an  en ig m atic  in sc rip tio n ; 
th e  b e s t ac co u n t is by  W rig h t (1823, f ro n tis 
p iece  an d  110, 111). T h e  fa te  o f  th is  seem s to  b e  
un k n o w n .

V  O T H E R  R E M A IN S  O F  M E D IE V A L  
S T R U C T U R E S  W IT H IN  T H E  
A R C H B IS H O P ’S P R E C IN C T

A The Vaulted Basement on Hallstile Bank

O n  th e  so u th  side  o f  H a lls tile  B a n k  a re  th e  
rem a in s  o f  th e  b a se m e n t o f  a  b u ild in g  o f u n c e r 
ta in  d a te ; th e  re m a in s  co n sis t o f  tw o  bays o f a 
v au lted  b a s e m e n t o r  ce lla r. E a c h  ro u g h ly  
sq u a re  bay" h as  h a d  a  p la in  cross- o r  g ro in - 
vau lt; th e  v a u lt o f  th e  e a s te rn  b ay  h as  la rg e ly  
fa llen  b u t th e  w es te rn  (w a lled  o ff f ro m  th e  
e a s te rn  by a  la te r  b r ick  cross-w all) re m a in s  
in ta c t, a n d  now  ca rrie s  a  b rick  su p e rs tru c tu re  
w hich  fo rm s th e  r e a r  w ing  to  an  a p p a re n tly  
1 8 th -cen tu ry  h o u se  in c o rp o ra te d  in  th e  p re s e n t  
P ro sp e c t H o u se  com plex .

T h e  B a se m e n t
T h e  w e s te rn  b ay  o f  th e  b a s e m e n t is a t r a p e 
zo id a l ch a m b e r  c. 4*3 by 3*7 m; th e  v au lt is m o re  
of a n o r th -s o u th  b a r re l v au lt w ith  an  em b ay - 
m e n t cu t in to  it a t  e i th e r  en d , th a n  a  tru e  g ro in  
vault. T h e  p re s e n t e a s te rn  w all o f th e  ce lla r  is
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of brick, with a broad elliptical-headed arch, 
now also blocked by a brick wall containing a 
small window.

Externally, the wall of the basement fronting 
on to Hallstile Bank is built of roughly-squared 
stone laid in rather irregular courses, varying 
somewhat in height; access to the chamber is 
by rebated doorway with a segmental arched 
head, jambs and head carrying the narrowest of 
chamfers. To the east of the doorway is a 
shallow three-stepped buttress; to the west a 
straight joint suggests that a feature of similar 
width has been removed at some stage. The 
wall survives to a height of c. 1 m above the 
floor level of the brick superstructure; at this 
level the east end of the wall stands forwards as 
a buttress-like feature l-29m thick, capped by a 
triple-stepped course of brickwork which is 
carried along the north wall. Only 0-35 m of the 
external face of the west wall is exposed, but 
this shows a chamfered set-back about 3 m 
above the present ground level.

The eastern bay is less well preserved; its 
vault, about a third of which remains, appears 
to have been of precisely similar type to that in 
the western bay. The ruined eastern wall, and 
the surviving stub of the north wall, have both 
been “tidied up” in recent years, so it is 
difficult to tell how much old fabric survives. A 
later structure has been built into the south
east angle, to form a small store (for coal?); the 
area has also been re-paved relatively recently. 
There is a blocked opening, possibly a window, 
in the east wall, but the wall is so heavily 
altered that it is difficult to comment on its 
original form.

The Superstructure
The two-storeyed building carried by the west
ern bay of the basement is of brick (in English 
Garden Wall bond 1 and 3) except for (as 
already described) the lower part of its north 
wall. Its lower storey has a rather extraordinary 
set of three arches in its east wall (now opening 
onto a verandah or terrace contrived above the 
remains of the vault of the eastern bay); they 
have a continuous strip hoodmould; the south
ern is now blocked, but the others contain 
boarded partitions with a door and window.

The upper floor has two windows in the east 
wall, both apparently relatively recent (a 
straight joint further south suggests earlier 
openings), and a round-headed window with a 
similar hoodmould to the three arches, in the 
north gable; the gable has a stepped coping 
(like the end gables of the 18th-century house 
to the south) which may be secondary.

Discussion
A number of irregularities in the fabric and 
plan of the western bay of the basement— 
projecting footings at the foot of the internal 
face of the south wall, a strange step-forward in 
the west wall, and the peculiar westward thin
ning of the north wall, together with the 
straight joint in the external face of the north 
wall, all combine to suggest that the basement 
is, in its present form, a remodelling of an older 
structure. Both the vault and the doorway onto 
Hallstile Bank could be of late 17th or early 
18th century; the stonework of the external 
wall faces is very similar to that of the house 
immediately to the south, which bears a sundial 
dated “ 1728” (although it has some puzzling 
features, notable a narrow single-light window 
with a round-arched head within a square 
frame; this looks 19th-century work in its pres
ent form, but might reproduce an older fea
ture). The vault and external refacing, together 
with the cross-wall between the two basement 
bays, may be coeval with the brick super
structure; the original building may well be 
medieval.

The question arises as to the function of the 
original building. Sited as it is alongside the 
steepest and narrowest part of Hallstile Bank, 
and in close proximity to the medieval build
ings of the “Archbishop’s Precinct” (the Moot 
Hall and Old Gaol), it is tempting to see it as 
part of a gatehouse. Of particular relevance to 
this interpretation are the positioning of the 
buttress, and the corresponding straight joint, 
on either side of the doorway into the western 
bay of the basement. It would be possible to 
see these as indicating the positions of the 
responds of the inner and outer arches of a 
gatehouse—the buttress (0-98 m across) a 
remodelling of the respond of the outer arch,



th e  s tra ig h t jo in t  (0-99m  fro m  th e  w est e n d  o f 
th e  w all) in d ic a tin g  th e  p o s itio n  o f  re sp o n d  o f 
th e  in n e r. A n  o ld  p h o to g ra p h  o f  H a lls tile  B a n k  
(co p y  lo a n e d  b y  M r. C o lin  D a lliso n ) show s th e  
n o r th  w all o f  th e  e a s te rn  b ay  s tan d in g , a n d  
w h a t a p p e a rs  to  b e  a th ird  ja m b , a p p a re n tly  
re b a te d ,  a t  its  n o r th -e a s t co rn e r; th is  is an  
im p o r ta n t  p ie ce  o f  ev id en ce , a n d  s tre n g th e n s  
th e  case  fo r  th e re  b e in g  a  g a te h o u se  in  th is 
p o s itio n , w ith  th re e  a rch es  sp a n n in g  th e  B a n k  
(m u ch  as th re e  a rc h es  sp a n  th e  p assag e  
th ro u g h  th e  M o o t H a ll).

H o d g e s ’ e a r lie r  p la n  o f th e  s ite  (H o d g e s  
1888, p la te  53) show s th is  v au lt, as if  b o th  bays 
co m p rised  th e  n o r th e rn  h a lf  o f  a la rg e r  a p a r t
m e n t h av in g  a c e n tra l p ie r, as a  m e d iev a l 
bu ild ing ; h e  a lso  in d ic a te s  a  16 th  o r  17 th  c e n 
tu ry  s tru c tu re  as ad jo in in g  th e  v au lt to  th e  east; 
a  b u ild in g  in  th is  p o s itio n  is figu red  o n  th e  1858 
1 0 f t : lm ile  O rd n a n c e  su rv ey  p la n  b u t h a d  d is
a p p e a re d  b y  th e  tim e  o f  th e  2 nd  ed itio n  
25 in : lm ile  m a p  o f 1895-7 .

B The Retaining Wall to the north and north
east o f Prospect House

Im m e d ia te ly  to  th e  e a s t o f  th e  ru in e d  e a s te rn  
b ay  o f  th e  ce lla r, is a  ta ll re ta in in g  w all b o u n d 
ing  th e  g ro u n d s  o f  P ro sp e c t H o u se  (now  a  ca r 
p a rk ) . T h e  in itia l 2 -8m  lo n g  se c tio n  o f th is  has  
a  lo w er se c tio n  o f co u rse d  ru b b le , a n d  an  
u p p e r , c lea rly  19th  ce n tu ry , o f  sn e ck e d  s to n e ; 
a t  th e  fo o t o f th e  w all a re  w h a t a p p e a r  to  b e  th e  
p ro je c tin g  fo o tin g s o f  an  e a r lie r  w all.

B e y o n d  tw o  la rg e  b u ttre s se s , w h ich  w ith  
th e ir  m o u ld e d  se t-b a ck s  a n d  s lo p e d  to p s , lo o k  
la te  1 9 th -ce n tu ry  w o rk , th e  w all ch an g es c h a r
a c te r  to  la rg e r  w e ll-sq u a red  s to n e ; th is  sec tion , 
9 m  long , m ay  b e  in situ m e d iev a l m a so n ry , an d  
is p re su m a b ly  w h a t H e w itt (1879, 87) id en tifies  
as p a r t  o f a  “ s tro n g  c irc u m v a lla tio n ” . I t  te rm i
n a te s  a t a th ird , sm alle r, 1 9 th -ce n tu ry  b u ttre ss , 
b e y o n d  w h ich  is a  sh o r t le n g th  o f  w all o f  
ru b b le , b e fo re  a flight o f  s tep s te rm in a te s  th is 
se c tio n  o f  re ta in in g  w all; th e  w all b ey o n d , 
w h ich  fo llow s th e  c re s t o f  th e  s lo p e , a p p e a rs  to  
b e  o f 1 9 th -ce n tu ry  d a te .

C Wall o f Range o f Buidings south o f 
Prospect House

T h e  so u th e rn  ran g e  o f th e  T y n ed a le  C ouncil 
O ffices com plex  is fo rm e d  by a  row  o f th re e  
bu ild ings f ro n tin g  o n to  th e  n a rro w  u n n am ed  
s tre e t ad jac en t to  th e  n o r th  e n d  o f th e  O ld  
G ao l. T h e  ce n tra l o f th e se  bu ild ings is a  th ree - 
b ay  b rick  h o u se  o f 1 8 th -cen tu ry  d a te ; th e  w est
e rn  is o f s to n e , w ith  a s te p p e d  w este rn  gab le 
w ith  a rc h itec tu ra l fe a tu re s  th a t seem  to  b e  o f 
e a rlie r  20 th -cen tu ry  d a te , b u t w ith  o ld e r  
m aso n ry  in c o rp o ra te d  in  its so u th  wall. T his 
w all h as  tw o  20 th -cen tu ry  w indow s an d , m id 
w ay b e tw e en  g ro u n d  an d  first floor levels, a 
s tran g e  b lin d  slit w indow  th a t looks re la tive ly  
fresh ly  cut; th e  m aso n ry  is o f la rge  san d sto n e  
blocks, w hich  a re  o f a  sim ilar ch a rac te r, an d  
show  a  sim ilar d eg ree  o f w ear, to  th o se  o f  th e  
O ld  G ao l a few  m e tre s  aw ay, b u t th e  w all is n o t 
especially  th ick . T h e  s to n ew o rk  seem s likely  to  
b e  m ed iev a l m a te ria l, b u t w h e th e r  it is in situ 
o r  n o t is n o t clear.

D Wall adjoining the South-West Corner o f 
the Old Gaol

A  few  sto n es o f th e  foo tings o f an  o ld  w all, 
a p p a ren tly  ru n n in g  so u th -w est fro m  th e  co rn e r  
o f th e  O ld  G a o l a re  exp o sed  h e re , b e n e a th  
m o re  re c e n t steps, in  th e  n a rro w  gap  b e tw e en  
th e  ang le  o f th e  O ld  G ao l an d  th e  w all a lo n g 
side H a llg a te . W hilst p o s t-d a tin g  th e  O ld  G ao l, 
th e  foo tings m ay  possib ly  b e  o f la te r  m ed ieva l 
da te .

E Walling incorporated in Blinkers Coffee 
Shop

B lin k ers  C offee S hop  occup ies p a r t  o f th e  re a r  
w ing o f  a  ran g e  o f largely  18 th -cen tu ry  b u ild 
ings f ro n tin g  o n to  H a llg a te , im m ed ia te ly  to  th e  
so u th -ea s t o f th e  O ld  G ao l. T h e  low er section  
o f th e  w est w all o f th e  w ing, u p  to  a b ro a d  
ch a m fe red  se t-b ack  c .2 m  above  g ro u n d  level, 
is a ro u n d  l m  th ick ; its ex te rn a l face o f rough ly  
co u rsed  ru b b le , is n o t o f p a rticu la rly  an c ien t



a p p e a ra n c e , b u t its th ickness suggests th a t 
m ed iev a l fab ric  m ay  survive.

F Footings o f  a wall outside the south-west 
gable o f  the O ld Grammar School

T h e  O ld  G ra m m a r S chool, occupy ing  th e  
e x tre m e  e n d  o f th e  spu r o n  w hich  th e  A rc h 
b ish o p ’s bu ild ings w ere  s itu a ted , w as b u ilt in  
1684, a lth o u g h  th e  w indow  w ith  th re e -tre fo il 
h e a d e d  lights in  its n o r th -e a s t gab le  en d  looks 
like  a  re -u se d  m ed ieva l fe a tu re  (in  c o n tra s t to  
th e  o th e r  tre fo il-h e a d e d  w indow s w hich  a re  
c learly  17th  ce n tu ry ). R u n n in g  p ara lle l to , an d  
less th a n  a m e tre  from , th e  so u th -w est en d  o f 
th e  O ld  S choo l th e  foo tings o f a  w all have 
rec en tly  b e e n  ex p o sed  an d  in c o rp o ra te d  in  th e  
p re se n t paving ; th e  w all is o f no  g re a t th ic k 
ness, b u t p resu m ab ly  p re -d a te s  th e  O ld  School; 
if s ta n d in g  it w ou ld  b lock  th e  w indow s in  th e  
S choo l gab le.

G Bank H ead House

T his h o u se , to  th e  ea s t o f th e  O ld  G a o l an d  
facing  ea s tw a rd  a t th e  to p  o f th e  s te ep  scarp  
slope , h as  an  1 8 th -cen tu ry  b rick  f ro n t b u t o ld e r  
ru b b le  m a so n ry  in  b o th  gab le  ends; th is  looks 
to  b e  o f  17 th  ce n tu ry  o r  ea rlie r  d a te ; m o re  
in te re s tin g  still is th e  fac t th a t th e  b rick  f ro n t 
w all ap p e a rs  to  hav e  a  ch am fered  s to n e  p lin th  
a t its fo o t, w hich  cou ld  b e  a  m ed iev a l fea tu re , 
suggesting  th a t  th e  h o u se  s tan d s o n  th e  site  of, 
a n d  in c o rp o ra te s  som e o f th e  fab ric  of, an  
e a r lie r  s tru c tu re .

H  Piece o f  Enceinte Wall to North-W est o f  
M oot H all

H o d g e s ’ seco n d  p lan  (H o d g es an d  G ib so n  
1919) n o  lo n g e r show s th e  ce lla r o n  H alls tile  
B a n k  as a m ed ieva l bu ild ing , b u t d o es in d ica te  
th e  th ick  n o r th e rn  w all o f th e  h o u se  a t th e  
n o rth -w e s t c o rn e r  o f th e  g ro u p  ad jo in ing  th e  
M o o t H a ll as a  “ p iece  o f  th e  en ce in te  w a ll” ; 
th is w all w as d em o lish ed  in  1951 w h en  th e  o ld

p ro p e r tie s  in  th is  a re a  w ere  c lea re d , a lth o u g h  it 
is co n ceiv ab le  th a t its lo w er co u rses  su rv ive in  
th e  re ta in in g  w all b e tw e e n  th e  ro ad w ay  a d ja 
cen t to  th e  M o o t H a ll a n d  th e  u p p e r  sec tio n  o f  
H a lls tile  B an k .

V I S U M M A R Y  A N D  D IS C U S S IO N  
T H E  T W O  T O W E R S  A N D  T H E  

P R E C IN C T

D e sp ite  th e  re la tiv e ly  g o o d  co n d itio n  o f  th e  
tw o  surv iv ing  bu ild ings, it  is v e ry  d ifficult to  
re c o n s tru c t th e  la y o u t o f th e  m ed iev a l p rec in c t. 
S ev era l w rite rs  h av e  te rm e d  th e  site  “ H ex h a m  
C a s tle ”  (e.g. L o n g  1967, 119-21) b u t th e re  is 
n e ith e r  d o cu m en ta ry  n o r  a rch aeo lo g ica l ju stifi
ca tio n  fo r  th is te rm ino logy .

T h e  M o o t H a ll c lea rly  fu n c tio n ed  as a  g a te 
h o u se  to  som e so r t o f  en c lo su re , w h ilst th e  O ld  
G ao l (so m etim es  re fe r re d  to , u n d e rs ta n d a b ly  
b u t q u ite  in accu ra te ly , as a  “ K e e p ” ) s to o d  
w ith in  it. T h e  to p o g ra p h y  o f th e  site  an d  to w n  
e n a b le  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  th e  en c lo su re  to  b e  
p re d ic te d  fairly  accu ra te ly  (a t le a s t o n  th e  
n o r th  a n d  ea s t) , b u t a p a r t f ro m  th e  s tu b  o f w all 
ru n n in g  ea s t fro m  th e  M o o t H all, th e  on ly  
possib le  c a n d id a te  fo r  a  surv iv ing  le n g th  o f  
p rec in c t b o u n d a ry  w all is th e  re ta in in g  w all 
n o r th -e a s t o f P ro sp e c t H o u se  (B ). T h e  v a u lted  
ce lla r o n  H alls tile  B a n k  (A ) h as  b e e n  id en tified  
as th e  b ase  o f a  to w er (B u lm e r 1886 ,324) b u t  if 
in d e e d  its bas ic  s tru c tu re  is m ed ieva l, it w o u ld  
seem  m o re  likely  to  b e  p a r t  o f a  g atew ay  
a th w a rt th e  ro ad . T h e  sec tio n  o f  “ en c e in te  
w all” id en tified  by  H o d g es  (H )  is a lso  difficult 
to  re la te  to  any  re c o n s tru c te d  p rec in c t b o u n d 
ary , an d  espec ia lly  to  th e  s tu b  o f w all ad jo in ing  
th e  M o o t H all.

A  v arie ty  o f bu ild ings m u st h av e  ex is ted  
w ith in  th e  en c lo su re ; p ossib ly  a hall, a lm o st 
ce rta in ly  lodgings fo r v a rio u s officials, p ro b 
ab ly  s tab le s  a n d  b arn s . T h e  o th e r  f ra g m en ts  o f  
possib le  m ed iev a l m a so n ry  e n u m e ra te d  ab o v e  
a re  all to o  m in o r to  in te rp re t; large-scale  
a rch aeo lo g ica l ex cav a tio n  w o u ld  b e  n ecessary  
b e fo re  w e a re  ab le  to  re c o n s tru c t th e  m ed ieva l 
a r ra n g e m e n t o f bu ild ings w ith in  th e  p rec inc t.



A rc h a e o lo g ic a l Im p lic a tio n s  
A s  fa r  as is k n o w n , n o  a rc h aeo lo g ica l ex cav a
t io n  h as  e v e r  b e e n  ca rr ie d  o u t w ith in  th e  a re a  
o f  th e  A rc h b ish o p ’s p rec in c t. D e sp ite  th e  fac t 
th a t  a  co n s id e ra b le  p ro p o rtio n  o f  th e  a re a  is 
n o w  b u ilt o v er, th e  w h o le  a re a  m u st b e  
re g a rd e d  as “ a rch aeo lo g ica lly  sen s itiv e” . M an y  
q u e s tio n s  re m a in  u n a n sw e re d  as to  th e  n a tu re  
o f  th e  m e d iev a l bu ild ings o n  th e  site , an d , ev en  
m o re  tan ta liz in g ly , a b o u t its  p re -m ed iev a l use. 
T h e  fac t th a t  W ilfrid ’s m o n a s te ry  s to o d  to  th e  
w est o f  w h a t is n o w  th e  m a rk e t p lace  suggests 
th a t,  as ea rly  as th e  7 th  ce n tu ry , th e  p rim e  spur- 
e n d  site  a t  Hestaldesham w as a lre ad y  occup ied , 
p e rh a p s , as th is  w as a  ro y a l e s ta te  ce n tre , by  
so m e fo rm  o f  p a lac e  o r  ro y a l resid en ce .

M an y  o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r  a rch aeo lo g ica l in v es
tig a tio n  h av e  a lre a d y  b e e n  lost, h e re , as e lse 
w h e re  in  H ex h a m . A n y  w o rk s  th a t  invo lve 
sign ifican t ex cav a tio n  o f d ep o s its  (o r  d em o li
tio n  o f a b o v e -g ro u n d  s tru c tu re s )  will, a t th e  
v e ry  least, re q u ire  a rch aeo lo g ica l m o n ito rin g . 
T h is ap p lies  to  a re as  c u rren tly  b e n e a th  ta rm a c  
(n o ta b ly  th e  P ro sp e c t H o u se  ca r  p a rk )  as w ell 
as th o se  c u rren tly  b u ilt over.

A  C e n tre  o f  A d m in is tra tio n  fo r  O n e  a n d  a 
h a lf  M illen n ia?
W h ils t th e  D a rk  A g e  p a lac e  site  is still a  m a tte r  
o f  c o n je c tu re  (a lb e it re a so n e d  co n jec tu re ) , th e  
im p o rta n c e  o f  th e  m ed iev a l A rc h b ish o p ’s b u ild 
ings is b o th  d o c u m e n te d  a n d  d e m o n s tra te d  by  
th e  su rv iv ing  M o o t H a ll a n d  O ld  G ao l. T h e  
c u rre n t o cc u p a tio n  o f m u ch  o f  th e  site  by  th e  
T y n e d a le  D is tr ic t C ounc il O ffices is a n o te 
w o rth y  ex a m p le  o f th e  co n tin u ity  o f a  fu n ctio n , 
as a  reg io n a l c e n tre  o f  a d m in is tra tio n , fo r  a t 
le a s t 800 years, a n d  possib ly  a lm o st d o u b le  
th a t.

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S

T his s tu d y  h as  on ly  b e e n  m a d e  possib le  by  th e  
h e lp  a n d  c o o p e ra tio n  o f  a  n u m b e r  o f  p eo p le . 
T h e  p ro je c t w as o rig ina lly  in itia te d  by  R o b e rt 
F ra se r , fo rm e r  M useum s O fficer to  T y n ed a le  
C ouncil, a n d  m a d e  possib le  by  a  g en e ro u s

g ra n t fro m  th e  S ocie ty  o f A n tiq u a rie s  o f N ew 
castle  u p o n  T yne. T y n ed a le  C ounc il s ta ff  F lo ra  
F a irb a im  an d  J a n e t G o o d rid g e  d ese rv e  a  sp e 
cial m e n tio n  fo r  en th u sia s tic  su p p o rt, Jo h n  
Y o u n g  fo r read ily  a rran g in g  access to  b o th  
M o o t H a ll an d  O ld  G a o l o n  m an y  occasions 
an d  Ia n  F o s te r  fo r  giving u p  a  co n s id e rab le  
slice o f an  ev en in g  w hilst th e  floo r o f his to u r is t 
office w as rem o v e d  to  allow  access to  th e  
so u th e rn  o f th e  d u n g eo n s in  th e  O ld  G ao l. 
P ad d y  D o c h e rty  p ro v id ed  his serv ices as a 
jo in e r  d u rin g  th e  a fo resa id  rem o v a l an d  
re p la c e m e n t o f th is  floor, a n d  th e  D o o n a n  
H ag g ie  p a r tn e rsh ip  fo r p ro v id ing  b o th  office 
facilities a n d  f re q u e n t h o sp ita lity  w hilst I w as 
w ork ing  in  H ex h am .

R E F E R E N C E S

b u l m e r ,  t .  (ed.) (1886). History and Directory of 
Northumberland. Hexham Division (1886); 
pp. 322-32 detailed architectural account of M oot 
Hill and Old Gaol. 

c a r t e r .  Early 18th-century drawings of Old Gaol, 
now in British Museum; facsimile copy by 
C. C. Hodges, referenced BM Additional MSS 29, 
933f 103, now in Border Library. 

c h a r l t o n ,  m. (1987). Old Hexham, a Pictorial 
Record. Peter Robson Ltd. 

g i b s o n  c o l l e c t i o n .  N orthum berland County 
Record Office. Photograph collection 11602-45. 
Assorted views, including a num ber of M oot Hall 
interiors, c. 1922; include views of basem ent with 
secondary cross walls obviously recently removed 
(e.g. ZLK Misc 5/1/32, 5/1/52, 5/1/56, and of 2nd 
floor hall with fireplace unrestored and with ceil
ing beams (but no floor) at level of window heads 
(e.g. 5/1/55).

g r im m . Drawings of Hexham in the early 18th 
century; copies on microfilm at Northum berland 
County Record Office, ref. M.542. 

h e w i t t ,  j . (1879). A Handbook of Hexham and its 
Antiquities.

h o d g e s ,  c. c. (1888). Ecclesia Hagustaldensis. The 
Abbey of St Andrew, Hexham 

h o d g e s ,  c. c. (1913). Guide to the Priory Church of 
St Andrew, Hexham, 2nd edition. 

h o d g e s ,  c .  c .  and g i b s o n ,  j .  (1919). Hexham and its 
Abbey, Gibson and Son, Hexham.



l o n g ,  b . (1967). Castles of Northumberland, Harold w r i g h t ,  a .  b .  (1823). History o f Hexham (facsimile 
Hill, Newcastle. reprint Frank Graham 1973).

n c h  (1896). History o f Northumberland, Vol. I ll  
(Hexhamshire parti), ed. Hinds, A .B ., Andrew 
Reid and Co.




