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BASIC DETAILS 

Built:  Between 1425 and 1451 for John Kemp, Archbishop of York 

Architect:  Unknown 

Listed Grade I and a Scheduled Ancient Monument 

Acquired by the Landmark Trust:  March 1985: the Gatehouse from 

Mr D Dicke and the East Range from Mr R M Boothroyd 

Restored:  1986-1988  

Architect:  A Michael Mennim 

Builders:  William Anelay Ltd 

Furnished and let:  May 1988 
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SUMMARY 
 

This Gatehouse, with a domestic wing to one side of it, is all that remains of Cawood 
Castle, the principal palace of the Archbishops of York from the 13th century, 200 years 
before the Gatehouse was built, until 1646 when the castle’s destruction was ordered by 
Parliament during the Civil War. The flat landscape seems an unlikely site for a fortified 
building, but this was an important cross-road with a ferry over the Ouse on the road to 
York and another running east-west along the riverbank. 
 
The Castle has always had important royal as well as episcopal connections. Henry III, 
Edward I and his wife Margaret, Edward II and his wife Isabella, have all stayed here, the 
last on his way to disastrous defeat at the hands of the Scots led by Robert the Bruce at 
Bannockburn. 
 
It was Archbishop John Kempe who built the Gatehouse, using the creamy-white stone 
from a quarry at Huddleston, owned by the Cathedral. The son of a Kentish gentleman, 
Kempe rose swiftly through political and religious ranks. Henry VI declared him to be 
“one of the wisest lords in the land”. He rose to be Bishop of Rochester, then 
Chichester, London, and then Archbishop of York in 1425. He was proud of becoming a 
cardinal in 1439 and the Cardinal’s hat appears on several of the finely-carved stone 
shields over the archway. It is likely that he also built the range to the east as it is 
bonded in with the Gatehouse. 
 
Cawood Castle was by now more palace than castle. Kempe’s successor, Archbishop 
George Neville celebrated his installation in grand style. John Leland described in every 
sumptuous detail the feast he threw. Provisions included 400 swans, 104 oxen, 2000 
pigs and 4000 venison pasties! It was one of the most famous of all medieval feasts. 
 
Thomas Wolsey became Archbishop of York in 1514, but never came to Cawood until 
1530, when he had fallen from power and had to surrender all his offices except York. It 
was here that he was arrested by the Earl of Northumberland and turned back to the 
South where he died soon after. 
 
Henry VIII stayed here for two days with his wife Catherine Howard. In her retinue was 
her lover, Thomas Culpeper who later caused her to be beheaded. Further royal intrigue 
occurred here in 1568 when the “Rising in the North” first plotted to bring back the 
Catholic religion and to replace Queen Elizabeth with Mary Queen of Scots. It ended with 
the execution of the Earls of Northumberland and Westmoreland and 400 of their 
followers at York. 
 
During the Civil War, Cawood changed hands three times. Originally garrisoned with 
Royalist troops, they mostly deserted when faced by 600 foot and cavalry soldiers in 
October 1642. But by June 1643 it had been recaptured by the Royalists, who held in 
for one year when it was retaken by Sir John Meldon for Parliament. At the end of the 
war. Parliament decided that Cawood, together with 7 other castles in the north should 
be “slighted” or made untenable. Most of the castle was demolished including the 
crenelated parapet on the Gatehouse.  
The Gatehouse continued in use by the Archbishops of York as a local or ‘leet’ court, 
and towards the end of the 18th century, the second staircase was built to enable the 
judge to enter the court room by a different stair from the prisoners.  In 1932, the 
courtroom was turned into a sitting room and during the Second World War it was used 
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as an Officers’ Mess and also by the Home Guard. More recently it contained a full-sized 
billiard table, which was still there when the Landmark Trust finally acquired the 
Gatehouse in 1985. 
 
 
THE REPAIR OF CAWOOD CASTLE 
 
Surprisingly, the Gatehouse survived the demolition of Cawood following the Civil War, 
relatively unscathed. The only serious change which had occurred in the 550 years since 
it was built was to the roof line. The crenelated parapet had been removed and a pitched 
roof had been substituted for the original flat one. Happily, a small part of the original 
parapet still existed and so it was possible to replace it exactly. This was done using a 
similar magnesium limestone from Cadeby, near Doncaster. The Welsh slate roof was 
removed and the Gatehouse given a flat one once more, although this time of York stone 
laid over concrete rather than lead as the original would have been. The original stone 
springers of the medieval roof vault to the spiral staircase still existed and so the internal 
dome was re-formed using oak ribs. The oak roof was repaired and given a new lead 
covering, with a wheat sheaf crowning the turret as a tribute to Archbishop Kempe on 
whose armorial bearings it appears. Half of the original timber gate was lying below the 
arch and this has now been mended and the repaired gate replaced. 
 
Inside, the problem was how to obtain a kitchen, bathroom and cloakroom with the 
minimum of alteration. In the end, our neighbour allowed us to truncate his house by 
some five feet to make a cloakroom and kitchen on the first floor, and a mezzanine 
bathroom between first and second floors. The kitchen is lit by a new inconspicuous 
window made in the south wall. 
 
The ceiling of the sitting room is new as the old one had fallen in. A hard cement render 
on the walls was removed and redone with lime plaster and limewash. The original lime 
ash floor had virtually disappeared, and so the remaining patch was covered and the 
whole repaved with Cadeby stone with slate inserts. Concrete that had been put down in 
the bay of the north window was left for fear of damaging the cantilevered structure. 
The bedroom has its floor replaced and a later floor which cut across the windows was 
removed. The tracery and glazing were restored here as it has been elsewhere. 
 
Outside, the contemporary range, east of the Gatehouse, was in use as a barn. The north 
side was blocked by undistinguished farm buildings which we demolished to reveal the 
medieval construction. A wide opening for farm vehicles that had been knocked through 
between the third and fourth buttress was blocked up and its window restored. On the 
south side, three windows that had been blocked up were reopened, and the fifth 
buttress put back as it had been removed when a farm building was placed against the 
wall. The whole of the roof was retiled and some of the timber structure repaired. Finally, 
the brick wall that ran along the side of the pavement was removed to improve the view 
from the street. 
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Cawood Castle 

The Gatehouse of Cawood Castle was built by John Kemp, while he was 

Archbishop of York, between 1425 and 1451. This range of dates can be 

narrowed down further, because a Cardinal’s hat appears in the heraldic carving, 

and Kemp became a Cardinal in 1439. The Gatehouse formed an entrance to a 

courtyard, or series of courtyards, that stretched down to the river Ouse, looking 

very like an Oxford or Cambridge college. The present approach is from the 

courtyard side. The small addition on this (north) side of the Gatehouse was built 

on in the 18th century to contain a staircase. 

 

The brick building to the east was living quarters, and was built at the same time 

as the Gatehouse. The house lying to the west was built mainly in the 18th and 

19th centuries, and is not the property of the Landmark Trust. 

 

The cream-coloured stone of which the Gatehouse is built is the local magnesian 

limestone. The brick residential building is dressed with the same stone. 

Cawood Castle and the ferry over the Ouse 
(engraving from Drake’s History of York, 1736)  
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North view of the Gatehouse 
(engraving from Drake’s History of York, 1736) 
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History of Cawood Castle 

 

Cawood Castle was the principal palace of the archbishops of York from the 13th 

century, two hundred years before the building of the Gatehouse, until its 

destruction was ordered by Parliament in 1646. Records earlier than the mid-13th 

century are slight, but land at Cawood was given to the then Archbishop of York 

by King Athelstane in thanksgiving for his victory over the Danes at Brunanburg, 

in Dumfries-shire, in 937. The Archbishop probably had a fortified manor here in 

Norman times. 

 

Cawood seems an unlikely site for a fortified building, flat and difficult to defend, 

but it stood at an important cross-roads. From earliest times there was a ferry 

here over the Ouse, on the road leading to York from the south, and there was a 

road running east and west along the river bank. It may be that the Castle was 

not always sited exactly where it is now. The moat shown on the large-scale map 

points to a site south and west of the present one. But from the early 1400s it 

lay between the Gatehouse and the river; the remains of the old walls can still be 

seen south of the road that runs along the south bank of the Ouse. 

 

In 1271, Archbishop Gifford was given leave to crenellate, and Cawood became 

officially a Castle. But even before that it was a place where the kings stayed 

when they came north. In 1255 King Henry III stayed here on his way to meet his 

son-in-law Alexander III of Scotland, on the Scottish border. 

 

During the summer of 1300, while Edward I was campaigning in Scotland against 

William Wallace, his second wife Queen Margaret, sister of Philip the Fair of 

France, stayed at Cawood with her court. 
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This OS map shows how the village grew up around the castle site. 
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In 1314 Edward II stayed at Cawood with his wife Isabella, who was Philip the 

Fair’s daughter. Their stormy marriage is one of the themes of Marlowe’s play 

Edward II, which is in the Gatehouse library. The king was on his way north to 

meet his barons at Berwick, before being defeated disastrously by the Scots, led 

by Robert the Bruce, at Bannockburn. 

 

There are records that throughout the 14th century Cawood Castle was being 

repaired and enlarged. Archbishop Greenfield replaced the old stonework with 

brick between 1305 and 1315, and built a study. In the 1380s Archbishop 

Alexander Neville ‘bestowed much cost on his Castle in Cawood building divers 

towers and other edifices about it’. 

 

In 1385 the chapter of York Cathedral took an 80-year lease of Huddleston 

quarry, five miles west of Cawood, near Sherburn in Elmet. Traditionally Bishop’s 

Dyke, running from Sherburn to Cawood, was deepened and widened and its 

course straightened, so that stone from the quarry might be floated down to 

Cawood on rafts and then shipped to York. Stone was also brought by land: there 

is a bill dated 1450 for stone sledded to the Cawood staith from Huddleston. It 

would have been of this stone, which is creamy-white, that Archbishop Bowett 

rebuilt the great hall at Cawood, also giving it a lead roof, at the beginning of the 

15th century. 

 

Archbishop Bowett lived in considerable state at Cawood Castle, entertaining 

lavishly; his household drank 80 tuns of wine a year (a tun of wine was a barrel 

that held 252 gallons). At his death the rooms listed in the inventory are the hall 

and chamber furnished with tables, chairs, ‘qwyssyns’ and covers, a library 

containing 33 books, a pantry, spicery, livery, plateroom, kitchen, brewhouse, 

buttery and stables - a palace indeed. 

 

Bowett was succeeded by Archbishop John Kemp, who built the Gatehouse. The 

stone almost certainly came from the same Huddleston quarry. 
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South view of the Gatehouse 
(engraving from Drake’s History of York, 1736) 
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Kemp, the son of a Kentish gentleman, was born at Olanteigh, near Ashford in 

Kent, in about 1380. He went to Merton College, Oxford, becoming a doctor of 

law, and he was employed as a diplomat by Henry V. In 1418, after Agincourt, 

he went to Normandy with the King and it is recorded that John Kemp held the 

muster of the men-at-arms and archers at Bayeux before the siege and taking of 

Rouen. A shrewd politician, he became chancellor of Normandy and later an 

envoy and chief negotiator with France under Henry VI, who declared he was 

‘one of the wisest lords in the land’. 

 

He rose to be Bishop of Rochester, then of Chichester and then London, and in 

1425 was consecrated Archbishop of York. While at York he paid for the painting 

of the nave of the cathedral in white and gold. But he spent little time in 

Yorkshire and is said not to have been popular there. He rose to the rank of 

Cardinal in 1439, and then became Archbishop of Canterbury. In 1447 he 

founded a college for secular priests at Wye, in Kent, which is now part of the 

present Wye College. 

 

Drake, in his History of York (1736) writes of Kemp ‘we have no memorial of him 

in this see of York but what he has left himself, which was the gatehouse of the 

Palace at Cawood (now demolished), adorned both inside and out with his arms 

and ensigns of a Cardinal. There are likewise several testimonials in the 

woodwork of this now desolate palace, which denote that this prelate built and 

repaired much of it.’ There is evidence in the architecture that the building to the 

east of the Gatehouse is his, and he is said to ‘have put up a fine gallery’, 

perhaps in this adjoining range. 

 

In 1464 Archbishop George Neville, brother of Warwick the Kingmaker, gave a 

banquet at Cawood to celebrate his installation. John Leland, writing in 1549 

after visiting Cawood (which he said was ‘a very fine castle’), described the feast 

in every sumptuous detail. Provisions included 400 swans, 104 oxen, 2000 pigs 

and 4000 pasties of venison. It was one of the most famous of all medieval 
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feasts. Leland’s description is given in full in Wheater’s History of Sherburn and 

Cawood, which is in our library in the Gatehouse. 

 

In 1500 Archbishop Savage ‘bestowed great cost in repairing the Castle of 

Cawood’.When Thomas Wolsey became Archbishop of York in 1514 he did not 

come to Cawood, and the Castle deteriorated.  

 

The Downfall of Cardinal Wolsey 

While Cawood witnessed occasions of great ceremony and consequence 

throughout the Middle Ages, none quite rival the events of 1529 for pathos and 

political significance. In the early years of the reign of Henry VIII, another 

ambitious clergyman had combined the highest political and church offices. From 

very modest beginnings indeed, Thomas Wolsey, the son of a butcher and grazier 

of Ipswich, rose to spectacular wealth and power through an unstoppable 

combination of ambition and ability. Barely five years after the young King’s 

accession to the throne Wolsey had, like Kempe before him, been made 

Archbishop of York, a Cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church, and Lord 

Chancellor of England.  

 

In his mid-40s, Wolsey became the single most powerful person in the kingdom 

after the King himself, and through his complete application to the King’s wishes 

and monumental hard work he towered over English politics for almost twenty 

years. But his power, his reach and his appetites for material magnificence and 

grand enterprises made him many enemies. When Henry VIII finally lost faith in 

Wolsey, furious at his minister’s inability to secure the divorce that would allow 

him to marry Anne Boleyn, Wolsey’s enemies swooped in on their former task 

master. Dismissed from political office and disgraced in the winter of 1528, he 

narrowly avoided arrest or incarceration and in April 1529 withdrew to York, 

where a decade after being made Archbishop he finally took up residence in the 

palace at Cawood. 
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Wolsey passed under the stone gatehouse at Cawood at the end of September 

1528, travelling by mule and accompanied as always by a great entourage. He 

set in train an extensive programme of repairs and improvements to the castle – 

which saw 300 ‘artificers and labourers’ at work on the buildings – and began to 

see that life away from court had its attractions. His taste for lavish objects and 

occasions had not deserted him, and he began planning a magnificent ceremony 

of installation as Archbishop. But on 1 November, as he sat down to dine in the 

Great Hall he saw a glimmer of doom. His sumptuous silver cross was, as usual, 

placed on the dining table, but as a visitor bowed to his host it fell, striking the 

guest and drawing blood. Wolsey was greatly troubled by what he took as a 

terrible omen and quickly withdrew to his bedchamber. And well he might, for as 

the cross fell William Walsh, one of Henry VIII’s gentlemen of the privy chamber 

was riding north through the darkness to bring catastrophic news. 

 

A week later dinner was once again underway at Cawood, when a great 

clattering of hooves filled the courtyard. Walsh and the Earl of Northumberland 

entered the castle and tried to remove the gatehouse keys from the porter, who 

refused to part with them. Wolsey was dining privately in his first floor chamber, 

and hearing of the Earl’s arrival assumed it was a social visit. Bustling down to 

greet the Earl with effusive warmth, he took him into his own bedchamber to 

change his clothes and promised a handsome dinner. The two were near a 

window by the fireplace when ‘the earl, trembling said with a very faint and soft 

voice unto my lord, laying his hand upon his arm ‘My lord’, quoth he, ‘I arrest you 

of high treason’.  

 

The cardinal, astonished and devastated, was to be taken to London for trial for 

intriguing against the King. When Wolsey’s gentlemen usher George Cavendish 

came to him in his chamber, he found the great prelate a broken man. Crumpled 

before a table laid for dinner, tears streamed down his ample cheeks. His words 

were ones of grief at leaving all those who had served him so faithfully for so 

long, and were spoken with such sincerity that, in Cavendish’s own words, ‘it  
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Cardinal Wolsey in his red cardinal’s robes and hat. 
 
 

 
 
The gate passage out through which Cardinal Wolsey rode on his mule after his 

arrest in November 1529. 
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would have caused the flintiest heart to have relented and burst for sorrow’. The 

following day Wolsey asked to be allowed to say goodbye to his household. 

Northumberland reluctantly agreed, and in the Cawood great chamber each in 

turn of the Cardinal’s servants came forward and knelt at their master’s feet to 

receive his blessing and tender words of farewell. With the winter light fading the 

visibly enfeebled Cardinal was helped onto his mule in the sharp air. As he 

approached the closed gates, the loyal Porter opened them for his master for the 

last time, and the party rode out through the crowd, bound for London. 

 

The sorry cavalcade would never reach its destination. With Wolsey refusing to 

eat, and weak with misery and illness, he struggled to keep upright on his mule. 

When they arrived at Leicester Abbey, he told the abbot that he came to leave his 

bones among them, and so it would be. The Cardinal, pale and spent, told his 

gaoler that if only he had served God as diligently as he had the King, then he 

would not now be abandoned. As the morning light filled his chamber there he 

lost the power of speech and while the clock was striking eight, his troubled 

breath finally ceased. It was the end of an epoch. Within seven years Henry VIII 

would have broken from the Catholic Church, begun the dissolution of the 

monasteries and have both married and executed the second wife he so sought. 

 

(Extract from Landmark: A History of Britain in 50 Buildings by Anna Keay and 

Caroline Stanford, publication August 2015). 

George Cavendish’s full account will be found in the library. 
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After the Cardinals 

Once Henry VIII broke with Rome, there were no more cardinals and no more 

monasteries. The next Archbishop of York, Edward Lee and his successors, 

acknowledge not the Pope but the monarch as the head of the church. 

 

In 1541 Henry VIII stayed at Cawood for two days, accompanied by his fifth wife 

Catherine Howard. The Queen had in her retinue Thomas Culpeper, her lover; 

their liaison later led to her execution by beheading. The Privy Council met in the 

Castle on September 4th and 5th. Henry had hoped to meet his nephew James V 

of Scotland in York, but James avoided the meeting. In the following year James 

made an unsuccessful raid into England, but his troops were defeated at Solway 

Moss. After the battle some of the Scottish prisoners were held in Cawood Castle 

for several months. 

 

The plot that led to the ‘Rising in the North’ was first formed here in 1568. The 

conspirators hoped to bring back the Catholic religion to England and to replace 

Queen Elizabeth with Mary Queen of Scots. Support came mainly from the 

northern earls, but it ended in disaster with the execution at York of the Earls of 

Northumberland and Westmoreland, together with 400 of their followers. 

 

In 1628 a Cawood man, George Monteigne, became Archbishop of York. It is 

said that he owed his position to his wit. He was present at court when the king, 

Charles I, was discussing possible candidates. Monteigne, who was then Bishop 

of Durham, pointed to himself and said, ‘Hadst thou faith as a grain of mustard 

seed thou wouldst say unto this “mountain”, be removed unto that “sea”.’ The 

King was so amused that he gave him the job. There is a monument to 

Archbishop Monteigne in Cawood church. 

 

During the Civil War Cawood Castle changed hands three times. To begin with it 

was garrisoned with Royalist troops by Archbishop Williams, but in October 1642 

Captain Hotham, who held Hull for Parliament, descended upon the Castle with 
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600 foot and some cavalry. Most of the garrison deserted and the Archbishop 

fled to Wales. Fairfax stationed a company of foot at the Castle, but in June 

1643 he was defeated at Atherton Moor and the Castle was recaptured by the 

Royalists. In May 1644 Sir John Meldon re-took Cawood Castle for Parliament, 

capturing three guns and 200 soldiers. Soon afterwards, on June 28th, when 

Prince Rupert was on his way north to relieve the siege of York, 40 prisoners 

were rescued from Cawood by a party of Royalists, but the Castle remained in 

the hands of the Roundheads. During the restoration of the Gatehouse in 1988 a 

lead bullet was found 15mm deep in the right-hand leaf of the main gate of the 

Castle by one of the joiners, Mr Oldfield. It dated from the Civil War. 

 

In 1646 Parliament decided that Cawood, together with Skipton and six other 

castles in the north, should be ‘slighted’ or made untenable. Most of the Castle 

was demolished, and it would have been at that time that the crenellated parapet 

of the Gatehouse was removed. 

 

Stone from Cawood is said to have been transported up the river in 1765 for the 

building of the gateway of Bishopthorpe, the then palace of the Archbishops. The 

vaults of the Castle were dug up in 1783; but the field to the south with its fish 

ponds remained, and remains, almost unchanged. 

 

Although the Castle was in ruins, the Gatehouse continued to be used by the 

Archbishops as a local court, or court leet. Towards the end of the 18th century 

the second staircase was built to enable the judge to enter the court room by a 

different stair from that used by the prisoners. In 1855 William Grainger wrote of  
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"Gateway to the Palace at Cawood" engraved by J.Rogers after a 
picture by N.Whittock, published in A New & Complete History of the 

County of York, 1829  
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Cawood Castle in his Castles and Abbeys of Yorkshire: ‘The entrance consists of 

two archways, the one for carriages is now used as a cartshed; the other forms 

the entrance into the farmyard. .. [The first-floor] room is fitted up with benches 

and a table, and here the Archbishop’s courts are held twice a year, for the 

manor of Cawood.’ 

 

The court ceased to function in about 1925, but the staging along the east wall 

of the present sitting-room in the Gatehouse remained in position until 1931. It 

was four feet (120cm) high, and had steps leading up to it. 

 

In 1931 Mr Wormald, whose family had lived in the buildings since 1800, turned 

the courtroom into a lounge. During the Second World War, between 1939 and 

1945, the same first-floor room was used both as an officers’ mess and also by 

the Home Guard. More recently it was used as a billiard room: when the 

Landmark Trust bought the Gatehouse in 1985 the billiard table was still installed 

in the sitting-room. 

 

At some time in the late 17th or early 18th century the second floor of the 

Gatehouse was turned into a pigeon loft. The nesting boxes were still there in 

1969. 

 

The list of the Castle’s occupants during the last two centuries goes something 

like this: 

 from 1750: Edward Smith, who rented it from the Archbishops of York 
 from 1800: the Wormald family 
 from 1931: the Chantry family 
 from 1965: the Laverty family, who were visited at Cawood by Archbishop      

Coggan; he planted a tree south of the Gatehouse. 
 

In March 1985 the Landmark Trust bought the Gatehouse from Mr D Dicke, and 

the East Range, which at that time was still being used as a farm building, from 

Mr R M Boothroyd.  
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The heraldry at Cawood 

 

The coats of arms carved above the arch on both sides of the Gatehouse are 

important and interesting. The arms that appear most frequently are the three 

garbs, or wheatsheaves, of Archbishop Kemp, confirming the view that the 

Archbishop was a worldly and perhaps a flamboyant character. 

 

After more than 550 years some of the coats of arms are so weathered that they 

are difficult to decipher and a few, particularly on the south side, are impossible. 

Fortunately we have the picture of the Gatehouse in Drake’s History of York, 

engraved in 1736, which shows the coats of arms on the south side when they 

were less eroded. Then in 1819 the Rev Thomas Powell visited the Castle and 

made sketches of the principal shields on both the north and the south sides. 

Later, in 1882, William Wheater, in his History of Sherburn and Cawood, gives a 

list of the coats of arms, but includes those of the south side only. 

 

As you arrive at the north side, which used to overlook the courtyard, the coats 

of arms, in a row along the bottom of the bow window, are (from the left): 

 

1 The garbs, or sheaves, of Archbishop Kemp 

2 An angel with a roundel which, according to Thomas Powell, is the Cardinal’s 

hat, with tassels, now eroded away, and a shield bearing the Kemp arms 

hanging from it at an angle 

3 The Kemp supporter, a falcon 

4 The Royal Arms of England, three leopards. They are really three lions walking 

(‘passant’), looking at you (‘gardant’), which in heraldry are called leopards. 

 

Below the bow window, in a sheltered position and therefore less weathered, are: 

 

1 The arms of the See of York - crossed keys surmounted by a crown 

2 The arms of Kemp. 
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On the south side of the Gatehouse, from the left, are: 

 

1 to 3  The Kemp arms 

4 The arms of the See of York 

5 Mantling with the royal crest, which can just be deciphered with the help of 

the Rev Thomas Powell 

6 In the centre under the window are the Royal Arms of King Henry VI, being the 

three leopards of England quartered with the fleur de lys of France. His 

supporters seem to be (and are said by Wheater to be) stags, though Thomas 

Powell has drawn what looks like a dog 

7 The Kemp falcon supporters, with a very eroded shield and Cardinal’s hat 

behind 

8 The Kemp arms 

9 Eroded but, according to Wheater, the arms of the See of Canterbury. There is 

no sketch by Powell, but in Drake this looks like the pall of Canterbury and the 

Kemp arms. The pall would date the carving of this coat of arms as later than 

1451, the year when John Kemp became Archbishop of Canterbury. We know 

that on leaving the diocese Kemp left instructions for completing work on the 

Castle. 

10 and 11 The Kemp arms. 
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(1882) 
 
 
 
  



                                                                        Cawood Castle History Album 

26 

 
 

 
 

‘Before restoration’ plan: first floor 
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Cawood before its restoration 

from architectural notes compiled by E A Gee (1969) 

 

The Gatehouse, of magnesian limestone and built for Archbishop Kemp, has 

details of exceptional quality which, however, are badly weathered on the 

outside. 

 

The main north elevation of the Gatehouse is of three storeys with square 

buttresses on either side and at the top a parapet with moulded copings and 

base. 

 

At ground-floor level is a large four-centred archway set under a square head with 

quatrefoils containing shields and daggers in the spandrels. 

 

The first floor is lit by an oriel with oblique sides; the sides each have an ogee-

headed cinquefoil light with drop-head tracery and the front has two lights of the 

same form. The roof of the oriel is pyramidal and has the remnants of delightful 

cresting of Yorkshire type found at Skirlaugh, Topcliffe and elsewhere. The 

bottoms of the window lights have square panels, multi-cusped, with coats of 

arms. 

 

The top floor is lit by a square-headed window with two cinquefoil lights and a 

label. 

 

There is a projecting newel stair at the north-west corner and this corner is 

cloaked by an 18th-century staircase annex. The sides of the tower are plain 

ashlar but there is a good roof line on the east side. The inner face of the 

Gatehouse is of much the same form but with angle buttresses and is returned to 

the wings on either side, which were thus of the same date. 
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The ground floor, under a wide segmental arch, has a vehicular and a pedestrian 

archway, with moulded four-centred heads and retaining the hasps for doors, one 

side of which still remains and is of oak with a strong framework of upright and 

cross members, halved on each other at the back (15th century). 

 

Above the archway is a broad decorated band of panels with moulded top and 

base, and set in the multi-cusped panels are coats of arms. 

 

There is an oriel at first-floor level, oblong in plan and lit by a window with four-

centred head and three cinquefoiled lights to the front and a similar light to each 

side, and the remains of bold cresting above. 

 

The top floor is lit by a two-light square-headed window as before and here the 

parapet has lost its upper courses. 

 

The newel stair had stone treads, rather worn to the first floor but in perfect 

order above, and has an attractive rail cut in the ashlar as far as the first floor. It 

originally had a vaulted roof, which has been replaced by an oak one with radial 

rafts, of late 17th/early 18th-century date. 

 

The ground floor, or gate proper, has a vault with hollow-chamfered ribs, no 

bosses, and the web is formed of brick; this latter technique is not exceptional in 

this area and occurs in much of the 14th-century vaulting of Beverley Minster. 

The vault oversails the unusually deep but thin ribs completely. 

 

The first-floor room, commonly called the Court Room and later turned into a 

billiard room, probably housed the leet court, as did so many gatehouses, such as 

that of St Mary’s, York. The oriel window in the north wall has a very good-

quality ribbed barrel vault; the east wall is cement-rendered and the west wall 

likewise, but in it is an original fireplace with square head with rounded angles 

and a continuous bracket moulding on the reveals. The doorway to its south 
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originally led to a range to the west, now replaced by the house, and has a four-

centred head and bland spandrels under a moulded label. The oriel window in the 

south wall has a ribbed vault with bosses, including a lion’s mask, a rose and 

foliage and, in the middle, a pelican vulning itself (‘vulning’ is a heraldic term 

synonymous with wounding - a reference to the belief that the pelican fed her 

brood with blood drawn from her own breast). On either side of the jamb is a 

winged angel issuing from clouds. The one to the east has the arms of 

Archbishop Kemp and the other holds a scroll. 

 

The second floor is now divided but in general is filled with nesting boxes, well 

constructed in brick and of late 17th/early 18th-century date. There is a medieval 

fireplace as before, behind the boxes of the east wall. The inserted roof is of 

roughly shaped oak and on this is a gypsum floor laid on reeds, a practice more 

common in Nottinghamshire, where the stables at Wollaton are so constructed. 

 

The present roof is of Welsh slates; at this level are two medieval chimneys, 

octagonal and originally with battlemented tops. 

 

The range to the east of the Gatehouse is of the same date, for not only does the 

inside face of the gate bond in, but features inside have the same bracket mould 

as those of the Gatehouse. 

 

It is of eight bays in brick with stone dressings, but the two easternmost bays 

have been largely rebuilt. 

 

The north elevation is difficult to see (because of the farm buildings) but in 

general the bays are delineated by three-stage buttresses in brick with magnesian 

limestone weatherings, and there is a plinth at ground level and an inset at the 

top of the ground floor, both originally with chamfered limestone members. Each 

bay on the north side had one cinquefoiled light to both ground and first floor, but 

in two bays at least there were fine doorways each with moulded reveals, four- 
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‘Before restoration’ plan: second floor 
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centred head and label. The east gable was rebuilt in the 18th century and the 

west one abuts the gate tower. 

 

The south elevation is as before, but here the ground floor is not lit. The first two 

bays declare themselves medieval by trimmed-off buttresses, but have largely 

been rebuilt, probably in the 18th century. The fourth buttress has been cut away 

like the first two, but the others are in good order. The first and second windows 

and vanished, but the remainder remain in good preservation. The third one is 

open, the fourth one has its original iron stanchions, while the sixth, seventh and 

eighth windows are blocked. 

 

There is a later barn doorway in the fifth bay. Inside it is clearly seen that the 

building was of two storeys and that a floor has been removed. Not much detail 

can be seen at ground level but there is a fireplace like those in the tower at the 

east end and a small aumbry or lamp recess by it and the two fine doorways on 

the north side already mentioned. The first floor is lit on both sides and the 

windows have four-centred rear arches in brick. This floor may have had a two-

bay room on the east, entered by an original doorway still existing, a four-bay 

room and certainly at the west end was a two-bay room, for a roof truss shows 

mortices for a partition wall and this latter room has a fireplace set obliquely in 

the south corner. 

 

The roof has quite a few medieval trusses and at the same time there is a lot of 

re-used wood and renewal of older wood. If the roof line on the gate tower is a 

criterion, it has been wholly remodelled, but one cannot be dogmatic about this. 

The older trusses have tie-beams, collars and principals and arched braces from 

the tie to the collars, with two purlins on either side; most members are 

chamfered. 
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The house on the other side of the Gatehouse [2 Thorpe Lane - not the property 

of the Landmark Trust] is of red brick, of four bays with two storeys and attics, 

and has Victorian annexes to the north and west. The roofs are of pantiles. The 

south front has a three-brick band between the storeys, the upper one projecting. 

At the south end of the ground floor a remnant of the 15th-century range remains 

as a slightly projecting section, and to its left are two windows with plastered flat 

arches, stone cills and plate-glass hung sashes. The openings and fielded-panelled 

shutters are 18th century but the remainder is Victorian.  A doorway in the third 

bay has a porch with a heavy flat roof with moulded entablature, supported by 

square columns with panels suggested by incised grooves and similar pilasters. 

The doorway proper has an oblong fanlight and a door with six panels with 

applied moulding (c. 1830). To the west there is another window, and the first 

floor is lit by four similar windows over the openings below. In the roof are four 

gabled dormers of Victorian type; at the west end is a pent-roofed addition of one 

and a half storeys. There are two chimney breasts on the north side of the ridge. 

 

The north side of the house has at the centre a porch-like stair annex and at the 

north end another stair annex. Between these is a 19th-century infill of two 

storeys and all the windows in the main house are sliding Yorkshire sashes. 
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South side showing the remaining parapet south of the stair turret 
with the farm shed still attached - note the growth of ivy 

 
 
 
  



                                                                        Cawood Castle History Album 

34 

 
 

 
 

The north side was spoilt by encroaching farm buildings 
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Repairing the Gatehouse 

 

The Gatehouse survived the gradual demolition of the rest of the Castle in the 

years following the Civil War, surprisingly unscathed. When the Landmark Trust 

took over the building in 1985 the only serious change it had suffered in the 550 

years since it was first built was to the roof line. The crenellated parapet had 

been removed and a pitched roof had been substituted for the original flat one. 

 

Apart from this there was, of course, weathering. The important and interesting 

heraldic carving was badly eroded and this has been carefully restored. The 

appearance of the north side was spoilt by encroaching farm buildings, but 

undamaged except (again) for the weathering of the stonework. Some of the 

stone in the front window had to be replaced. The stone used came from 

Cadeby, near Doncaster. Although it was not from the same quarry as the original 

stone, it was a similar magnesian limestone. 

 

The roof 

Fortunately a small part of the original crenellated parapet still existed south of 

the turret of the spiral stair, so it was possible to replace it all exactly as it was. 

The pitched Welsh slate roof was removed and the Gatehouse once more has a 

flat one. It consists of York paving laid over a waterproof insulated covering to a 

new concrete roof. The original would have been lead, but this was not used for 

technical reasons. The 15th-century chimneys were repaired. 

 

The spiral staircase 

The original medieval roof of the stair turret, which had a stone vault, had been 

replaced in wood, and at a lower pitch, in the 18th century; but this later roof 

was now, in its turn, in a decayed condition. The original stone springers of the 

medieval vault still existed, however, so it was decided to re-form the internal 

dome using oak ribs supported on the existing but lengthened central post. The 

later oak roof structure was repaired and re-used above to carry a new lead 
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covering. The wheatsheaf crowning the turret is a tribute to Archbishop Kemp, 

on whose armorial bearings it appears. 

 

The ground-floor vault 

Part of the centre rib running north and south had fallen down, and was replaced. 

Fortunately it had caused no damage to the arch. The webs between the stone 

ribs are brick. 

 

The gate 

Half of the original timber gate was lying below the arch; it has been mended and 

replaced. The recesses cut into the stonework into which the drawbars fitted can 

be clearly seen. Remains of the cast iron supports for the gate are still fixed to 

the eastern jamb reveal. 

 

Alterations to the interior plan 

To appreciate fully what has been done, one needs to consult the ‘before 

restoration’ plans. One of the problems was how to obtain a kitchen, a bathroom 

and a cloakroom with the minimum of alteration. To this end an area about five 

feet (150cm) wide was taken off the house west of the gatehouse to make a 

mezzanine bathroom between the first and second floors and, on the first floor, a 

cloakroom and a kitchen. The bathroom has a new doorway connecting it to the 

stairs. The kitchen is lit by a new, inconspicuous window made in the south wall. 

In the ‘before’ plan the door into the kitchen opens into a cupboard but it is an 

important doorway, and would almost certainly originally have led into a western 

residential range. 

 

The 18th-century staircase 

This dates from the second half of the 18th century, and was probably added 

when the Gatehouse became the Archbishop of York’s Court Leet. It was in a 

poor state of repair; much of the woodwork has been renewed, the walls have 

been replastered and it has been re-roofed.  
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The first-floor sitting-room 

The ceiling is new, the old one having fallen in. The hard cement rendering has 

been removed from the walls, which have been limewashed in a thin lime plaster. 

Similarly the high-quality carvings in the south bay have been cleaned and 

limewashed. The original lime ash floor had virtually disappeared; the tiny patch 

that remained has been covered and the whole floor re-paved with Cadeby stone 

and slate dots. Concrete had been put down in the bay of the north window, and 

has not been removed for fear of damaging the cantilevered structure. 

 

The second-floor bedroom 

The original floor was missing and has been replaced. A later floor that cut across 

the windows was removed, and the tracery and glazing restored here as it has 

been elsewhere. 

 

The East Range 

This building is contemporary with the Gatehouse. The evidence for this is that 

the stonework of the East Range is bonded into that of the Gatehouse, and that 

certain features inside - such as the door jambs and the eastern fireplace lintel 

and hearth - share the same moulding. Archbishop Kemp’s wheatsheaves can be 

seen on the frame of the door at first-floor level in the partition wall, though it 

would originally have been in a different position since this wall was a later 

addition. The two bays at the end furthest from the Gatehouse were largely 

rebuilt, probably in the 18th century. 

 

When the Landmark Trust took over Cawood Castle this part of it was used as a 

barn. 

 

The north side 

This face was blocked by undistinguished farm buildings, which were removed 

with spectacular results: a fine medieval building emerged. A wide opening for 

farm vehicles had been roughly knocked through the north and south walls, 
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between the third and fourth buttresses. This opening has been blocked up, and 

on the north side the window that had been demolished has been restored. 

 

The south side 

The fifth buttress, which had been removed when a farm building was placed 

against the wall, was reinstated. The three windows at the Gatehouse end had 

been blocked up, and have now been reopened. 

 

The whole of the roof had to be re-tiled, and some of the rafters, collars and 

braces were repaired. 

 

The interior of the building has not been changed. The ground level, which was 

about two and a half feet (75cm) above the level it had been when the Castle 

was built, was dug away to its earlier height. 

 

Finally, to improve the view from the street, the brick wall that ran alongside the 

pavement was removed. 
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Farm buildings that encroached on the northern side 
of the Gatehouse and East Range being demolished in 1985 
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Hoisting up the parapet stones 

The parapet completed: work in progress 
on the spiral staircase turret 
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Concreting the Gatehouse roof 

The restored roof, parapet and chimney 
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The spiral staircase turret with its wheatsheaf finial 

Construction of the spiral staircase turret 
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Carved corbel on the south side in 1985 

Cleaning Archbishop Kemp’s falcon 
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Cleaning the internal masonry 

The south bay of the first-floor room during decoration 
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Reroofing the Georgian staircase 

Running the plaster cornice in the Georgian staircase 
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The undercroft restored 

The great gate being mended 
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The barn door from the north side in 1985 

The south side in 1985, showing the barn door, the bricked-up 
windows and the buttress hacked away for a farm shed 
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The barn door being bricked up on the south side; one buttress is still 
missing 

The south and east sides of the east range after restoration 
but before reducing the ground level 
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Work in progress on the north side 

The window that was removed to make the barn opening was restored 
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View from the road before the ground level was reduced 
and before the brick boundary wall was demolished 

Drain excavations 
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  Repairing the roof and rafters of the east range 

 

The restored roof: rafters, collars and braces 
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Investigating the floor in the east range 
 

The roof restored 
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Looking west during the restoration of the window openings 
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Looking east at the later cross wall  
with rebuilt first-floor doorway 
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From:  The Lower Vale of Wharfe and York  Edmund Bogg 
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