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A K E L D  T O W E R , N O R T H U M B E R L A N D .



B y  the R ev . M a tth e w  Gtxlley of C oupland Castle.

[R ead  on the 27th  N ovem b er, 1 9 1 2 .]

In  15 41  there was at A k eld  f a ly tle  fortelett or bastle house  
wthout a b a rm ek y n .' T hu s does the survey o f the E n g lish  side  
of the border, ma'de b y  the com m issioners of H en ry  v iii, describe  
the stron gh old --w h ich  we see to-day at A k e ld , a lm ost in  its 
origin al state. T h e earlier reports on border fortification  do 
not refer to the fortlet at A k eld , but" as th ey  are im p erfect, there  
is no reason to suppose th at A k e ld  tow er did not exist at a con ­
siderably earlier period, or that it did not, fro m  its elevated  
position on the lower slopes o f A k e ld  h ill, bear w itness to the' 
tragedy o f F lo d d en , fought' only  some six  or seven m iles aw ay.

A k eld  was an im portant m anor of the barony of W o o le r  held  
in the tw elfth  and thirteenth  centuries under th e great house of 
M uscam p b y  the de A k eld s , and afterw ards by the P rendergests, 
de C ouplands, de H etons and G reys. T he site o f the chapel, 
w hich w ould seem  to have been dedicated to the B lessed V ir g in ;  
the ex istin g , th ou gh  disused g ra v e y a rd ; the traditional ground  
on w hich the gallow s stood, still know n as the G allow s b an k , all 
point to the im portance of the v ill of A k eld  in  m ed ieval tim es. 
Such a. place w ould have been im perfect in later m edieval days, 
in "the im m ediate neighbourhood of the Scottish  m arch , had  
there been no stronghold or refuge for its in habitants.

A k e ld  bastle , as it exists at present, is of two storeys. T h e  
upper storey contains a gran ary  and pigeon lo ft , and w ould appear 
to be an addition of some seventy or eig h ty  years ago , th ou gh  the  
origin al w alls of an upper cham ber m ay  have been utilized  to som e  
extent in  the construction of this ad d ition ; the w hole is covered  
b y  a h igh -p itch ed  slate roof of the sam e date as the gran ary  and



dovecot. T h is roof, out of keep ing som ew hat as .it is, has 
certain ly  been the m eans of preserving the low er storey or vau lt  
in its present excellen t state o f repair. A  double stone staircase  
on the exterior south w all leads to the upper storey. T h e ground  
floor or v au lt is alm ost in .its original condition. I t  is one apart­

m en t ru n n in g  the w hole len gth  of the b u ild in g , en tirely  o f stone, 
w ithou t woodw ork of any k in d ; the roof is a stone arch, sprin g ­

in g  at about five feet fro m  the floor, the h eigh t from  th e floor to 
the apex or h igh est point of the v au lt bein g  about fourteen  feet. 
T h e w hole interior length  of the vau lt is fifty -six  feet, w hile the  
w idth is sixteen  feet three inches. In  the centre of the roof, or 
arch, is a square aperture, of perhaps two feet b y  one foot, now  
filled in w ith  rough stones, which m ay  have been a m eans of 
com m u n ication  fro m  a cham ber above, or an outlet for sm o k e .1 

'T h e  latter theory is perhaps d o u b tfu l, as there w ould be am ple  
escape for sm oke th rou gh  the various apertures or loopholes in  
the w alls. There are two loopholes or sm all w indow s at either  
end of the vau lt, at a h eig h t o f som e nine feet from  the g ro u n d ; 
that in the north w all m easures inside some th irty -th ree inches 
by eighteen inches, and appears to have been untouched since it 
was o rig in a lly  c on stru cted ; the aperture at the south end has 
been filled up b y  the b u ild in g  of the exterior staircase. There  
are several sm aller loopholes p iercing th e  w alls at a m u ch  less 
elevation  fro m  the flo o r ; all of th em  seem  to be o f origin al con ­

struction . "T h e  w alls of the ground floor, m easured w ell below  
the spring of the arch, show a thickness of fou r feet. T he  
orig in al doorw ay is ta ll and narrow , b ein g  seven feet in h eigh t  
from  the ground and three feet three and a h alf inches w id e ; th e  
stone label is o f a sim ple bu t dignified typ e. T h e socket, into  
w hich  the bolt or bar securing the door form erly  ran , is five 

feet eigh t inches.deep. A  second doorw ay has been opened into  
the vau lt on the w est side, but this bears a ll the appearance o f



bein g a m odern feature and was probably introduced tbe better  
to enable tbe ground floor to be used as a shelter for cattle or 
borses. T bere is no sign  o f any interior stair h av in g  led to an  
upper r o o m ; it is possible th at exterior access to a second storey  
and to tbe roof m a y  have existed, th ou gh  it seem s d ou b tfu l if 
tbe present external staircase is older than tbe m odern second  
floor. T b e w hole exterior len gth  of tbe b u ild in g  fro m  north to 
south is sixty -th ree feet and the w idth from  east to west tw en ty - 

fou r feet six  inches.
T h e situation of A k eld  tow er is both picturesque and com ­

m an d in g . Standing on elevated ground, it dom inates the w hole  
v illa g e , and from  its su m m it a view could be obtained across the  
plains of the T ill as far as F ord and F lodd en  ridges and up and  
down- G len w ater, w estw ard tow ards C oupland, and eastw ard to 

Grlen-mouth and D oddington  m oor.
T h e A k eld  burn flows over its rocky bed a few  yards below , 

w hile im m ediately  above, the rom antic A k e ld  dene w inds up to 
Grleedscleugh, and behind it H arehope and A k e ld  h ills  fo rm  a 

lo fty  barrier.
I t  w ould be quite outside the scope of this paper, w hich is 

professedly a m em oir of A k e ld  tow er, to describe in detail the  
descent of the m anor and its dependent freeholds— this has been  
done elsew here2— bu t some notices of the form er owners o f the  
vill and stronghold w ill help to breathe a little  life  and interest 

into the dry bones of the past.
T h e de A k eld s, who would appear to have been enfeoffed under  

the M uscam ps in the tim e of H en ry  i of E n g la n d , owned A k eld  
before the days w hen alm ost every other m anor on tbe border had  
its tow er or keep, and very probably noth ing survives as a tradition  
of their ow nership except the nam e and possibly  th e site and an  
occasional stone of the chapel of w hich , w ith  its still enclosed  
graveyard , they were not u n lik e ly  the founders. Such scattered



chapels and b u rial grounds are not uncom m on in  this form erly  
w ild district. T h e y  gave the opportunity  of hearing M ass and  
of p erform in g  other ordinary religious duties to those liv in g  at 
som e distance fro m  the parish church , w hile in  som e instances  
these chapels, it has been suggested, m a y  have m arked the  
tradition al preach ing stations of the early  local m issioners and  
apostles. T h e n eig h b o u rin g  ‘ L a d y 's  close’ 5 and c L a d y 's  w ell 5 
give som e colour to the supposition that A k e ld  chapel was 
dedicated to the B lessed V ir g in .

A  certain  cleric, nam ed R obert, was in  charge of the chapel 
o f A k e ld  in 1 2 8 7 ,3 and a few  other scattered notices of its in cu m ­
bents exist.

P rob ably  by  interm arriage w ith an heiress of de A k e ld , the  
fo llo w in g  cen tu ry  saw the Scottish  fa m ily  o f Prenderg*est in  pos­
session of considerable land at A k e ld ; they had im portant pos­
sessions in  B erw icksh ire, and n o -d o u b t found it convenient to 
have a fo o tin g  on both sides o f the border. Sir H en ry  P render- 
gest of P ren d ergest, was by  In q u isition  3 Edw ard h i  (1330) 
seised of a m essuage (probably the m anor house) and fo rty  acres 
of arable lan d , besides pasturage, etc., at A k e ld ; no exception  
was apparently  tak en  to his lo ya lty  and hom age for his E n g lish  
estate, bu t his successor, A d a m  Prendergest, took open part 
again st E dw ard i i i  and was dispossessed of his A k eld  property, 
w hich k in g  E dw ard granted to T h om as de H eton . O n m ak in g  
su bm ission, A d a m 's  offence was condoned or pardoned and his 
N orth u m b ria n  estate restored to h im  for a tim e ; bu t either his 
subm ission  was o f short duration or his lo y a lty  too suspect, for  
b y  the year 13 59  the P ren d ergests’ A k e ld  possessions, in clu din g  
on e-fou rth  of the advow son of the chapel of A k e ld , passed into  
the hands of S ir  John  C ou p la n d .4 T h rou gh  such storm y periods 
and varied fortunes was A k eld  handed down to other owners.

3 Berwickshire Naturalists Club’s Transactions, vol. xi, p. 415.
4 Col. Pat. Rolls, 1358-1360, p. 233.



In  1420  Sir R a lp h  G ra y  is returned as h old in g  the lordship  
and seign orial righ ts of A k e ld , d oin g suit therefor to the barony  
court of W o o le r . W i t h , perhaps, som e slig h t interruptions, the  
G rays of C h illin gh a m  continued to hold the m an orial p rivileges, 
and probab ly  the ch ief m essuage or m an or house, t il l  the second  
quarter of the eighteenth  cen tu ry , and th ey were in  a ll likelihood  
the builders of the bastle or tow er. M eanw h ile various fre e ­

holds g ra d u a lly  arose w ithin  the m anor, and the nam es of F orster, 
H a ll, W a ll is ,  H azelrig  and others becam e associated w ith  A k e ld  
as larger or sm aller owners. John H aze lr ig  took part in  the  
rebellion  of M iddleton  and Sw inburne in  13 17  and th ereby fo r­
feited his interest in A k e ld ,5-th o u gh  his fa m ily , if not h im self, 
w ould appear to have been even tu ally  reinstated.

Situated as it is at the divergence of two im portan t h igh w ays  
into Scotland and w ith in  a few  m iles of the border, A k e ld  la y  
righ t in  the w ay o f m uch of the border w arfare. T he battle of 
H u m b le to n , in  1402 , was fo u gh t as m u ch  on A k e ld  ground as 
on the adjo in in g  land of H u m b leto n . T h e Scots, under D o u g la s , 
had stationed them selves on H o m ilh e u g h ; the E n g lish , under  
P ercy , took up their position opposite on H areh ope , w ith in  the  
territory o f A k eld , p lacing  their archers in  M u n d y -c leu g h  
between the- tw o. B ender burn , w hich , according to tradition , 
ran blood for three days after the fight, is the boundary betw een  
the two m anors. Som e of the vanquished m ay  have graced the  
‘ lord ’ s gallow s ’ on the G allow s-b an k  w hen all was over !

D u rin g  the fifteenth century G len d ale , and the N orth u m b rian  
border in  general, suffered terrib ly  from  raids and w ar, and is 
described by  historians and by  the records o f the period as being  
in a w retched and pitiable condition. M a n y  of the castles and  
strongholds were p artia lly  dism antled b y  the Scots and le ft  in 
a ruinous state. In terestin g  evidence of the unsettled condition  
of affairs is furnished by a licence granted by  C ardinal L a n g le y



on the 18th  Aprils 14 36 , to T h om as W h ity n g e h a m , vicar o f K ir k  
N ew ton  (the parish in  w hich  A k e ld  is situated), to say M ass in  
an oratory or any ‘ secure place 5 properly  arranged for divine  
service w ith in  his parish , f so lon g  as the h ostility  of the Scots  
th en  p revailin g  should con tin u e .56 N o  wonder th ey  fou nd it 
necessary to b u ild  the strong stone-vaulted edifice w hich cam e  
even tu ally  to be used in m ore peacefu l tim es as a c h a n c e l!

In  15 4 1 , probably in  the autu m n  or late sum m er, Sir R obert  
Bow es (a year later a prisoner in  the hands of the Scots) and  
S ir T hom as E llek er  m u st have ridden up G lendale and stood 
under the grey w alls of A k e ld  tow er, seeing it very m uch as we 
see it now.. T h ey  un doubtedly  w alked through the ta ll labelled  
doorw ay and stood beneath the strong stone v au ltin g , the better  
to report upon the condition of the little  fortlet, su rveying all its 
points w ith  the critical eye of experienced soldiers. P rob ably , 
too, th ey  m ay  have called around th em  some of the inhabitants of 
the ancient v illage and questioned them  as to their num ber and 
capacity  in  b earin g  arm s, and w hat provision th ey  had in case 
of a raid . A p p a re n tly  these com m issioners of k in g  H en ry  were 
satisfied w ith  w hat th ey  saw , for they find no fa u lt in their report 

of A k eld  a m on th  or two later.
To w ith in  a year or two of the union of the Scottish and 

E n g lish  crow ns, th in gs were not m uch b'etter on the border and  
life  very u nsafe. On the 8th  J un e, 15 9 5 , w hile the W h its u n  fair  
was b ein g  held at W e etw o o d , the laird o f Cessford crossed the 
border and la y  in  w ait at A k eld  and H u m b leto n  to intercept and 
k ill the Storeys as th ey  w ent to the fa ir ; the Storeys, how ever, 
escaped his v ig ilan ce  and saved their lives. Cessford consoled  
h im self on his w ay hom e by stopping at K ir k  N ew ton  to d r in k ; 
and, as his road led h im  b y  Paw ston he quenched his thirst again  
there and talked to la ird  S e lb y , w ith  w hom  he seems to have been  
fr ie n d ly .7 P erh aps F erg u s Storey of Y ea v erin g , who was.

6 Depositions and Ecclesiastical Proceedings (21 Surtees Soc. publ.), p. 25.
7 Sir John Carey, 1 To Burghley from Berwick.’ Raine, North Durham, p. xlvii.



buried under K ir k  N ew ton  church in 16 1 7 , was one o f those  
who escaped C essford’ s vengeance that d a y !

A  constant watch was kept along the range of h ills  in G len d ale  
so th at im m ediate notice could be given  of the approach o f any  
hostile force, and official setters and searchers of the w atch , as 
they were called , were appointed from  am on g the chief in h ab it­
ants of the tow nships. In  the d ay-w atch , H u m b leto n  w atched  
A k eld  dene-head w ith one m a n ; A k e ld  w atched to T om talens  
grave w ith one m a n ; Coupland and K ir k  N ew ton  w atched the  
G reen Torr w ith  one m an , and so o n .8 T h is system  of watches 
and beacons form ed a regular feature in the d a ily  life  of the  
in h ab itan ts, and m u st have furnished  m a n y  in terestin g  and  
ex citin g  incidents in  w hat w ould otherw ise have often  been a 
m onotonous and dull existence. In  15 5 1 , G ilb e rt W a llis  of 
A k e ld , was one of the setters and searchers of the w atch , and held  
also the post of bailiff: of A k e ld .9 H e  probably com m anded the  
little  garrison of the tower in the case of a raid .

W i t h  the union  of the E n g lish  and Scottish  crow ns, the  
m ilita ry  significance of the border castles and towers for the  
m ost part ceases. C om paratively  few  of them  played any im port­
ant part in  the subsequent c iv il w ars. A k eld  tow er, indeed, 
saw the m arch past of the g a llan t, th ou gh  ill-fa te d , Jacobite  
force under lord D erw entw ater and Forster on its w ay to K elso  
on the 20th  O ctober, .1715, but it is not recorded that any h alt  
was m ade at A k e ld .

O n the dispersal of a considerable portion of the G rey  estates 
du rin g  the first h a lf of the eighteenth cen tu ry , the old tow er of 
A k eld  becam e for a short space the property b y  purchase o f two  
successive owners, K ettilb y  and Sparrow , each fa m ily  h old in g  for  
som e th irty  years. In  1795  the tow er, a long w ith  the lordship  
of the m anor and the bulk  of the estate, was conveyed to the  
ancestor of the present owner.


