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The development of Kenilworth Castle, 1125–1660

Kenilworth Castle as described by architectural historian Anthony Emery

Timeline
c.1120 Geoffrey de Clinton builds a motte and bailey on land granted by Henry I

1173–74 Henry II acquires the castle from the grandson of Geoffrey de Clinton
1180–82 A Great Keep is constructed
1210–15 King John oversees the building of outer walls and the creation of the Great Mere

 1244 Simon de Montfort is appointed governor of the castle by Henry III and oversees the 
creation of the Brays

 1266 A great siege is held and the castle reverts to the crown
 1361 The castle passes by marriage to John of Gaunt and is rebuilt on a huge scale
 1399 John of Gaunt’s son becomes Henry IV and the castle reverts to the crown

 1414–17 Henry V constructs the pleasure or banqueting hall
 1553 Edward VI grants the castle to John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland who is later 

executed by Mary I and the castle reverts to the crown
 1563 Elizabeth I grants the castle to Dudley’s son Robert, Earl of Leicester
 1564 Leicester makes extensive alterations to the castle and to the gardens
 1570 Leicester’s gatehouse is built

1571–75 Refurbishments are made for the visits of Elizabeth I, including a private dance chamber
 1588 On Leicester’s death, the castle is inherited by his brother Ambrose, Earl of Warwick

 1611 The castle is recovered by James I

 1642 Charles I withdraws his garrison and the castle is occupied by parliamentary troops

 1649 The castle’s defences are destroyed during Cromwell’s slighting of the castle

 1650 The castle is acquired by Colonel Hawkesworth and the gatehouse is converted into a 
dwelling 

 1660 After the restoration of Charles II, the castle is recovered by the crown

“The finest surviving example of a semi-royal palace of 
the later middle ages, significant for its scale, form and 
quality of workmanship.”
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The early development of Kenilworth Castle 

The history of Kenilworth goes back to Roman occupation and it is thought that a castle has stood in the 
town since Saxon times. There is a possibility that the original structure was damaged during the wars 
between the Saxon King Edmund Ironside and Cnut, King of the Danes. The town was mentioned in the 
Domesday Book of 1086 and described as a small settlement of about 100 villagers living in a clearing in the 
Forest of Arden, belonging to the Royal Manor of Stoneleigh. The original castle structure stood on a naturally 
strong position on a rocky knoll, surrounded by flat marshy land and streams.

Following the Norman Conquest, Kenilworth became the property of the crown and in the 1100s, Henry I gave 
it to his chamberlain Geoffrey de Clinton who was both Treasurer and Chief Justice. An Augustinian priory 
was founded by de Clinton and he built a castle in Kenilworth.

The strategic position was important and the castle was built to counterbalance the power of Roger de 
Beaumont, Earl of Warwick. By the early twelfth century, he had become a formidable regional power in the 
Midlands with his authority centred on nearby Warwick Castle. Henry I sought to weaken this power and did 
so by installing a new magnate, Geoffrey de Clinton, as Sheriff of Warwickshire. 

The original structure of the castle probably started out as a modest motte and bailey timber castle. The 
large earth mound that formed the base of the motte can still be seen. The stone keep that now stands on the 
castle grounds was most likely built by de Clinton’s son, also called Geoffrey, and is built from the local soft 
red sandstone. The keep is rectangular in shape, measuring 90 feet by 60 feet and around 80 feet in height. At 
the corners are towers that project out from the main walls.

After 1130, de Clinton had begun to lose the king’s favour, and on his death in c.1133 his son was still a minor. 
Young Geoffrey and his uncle William de Clinton were forced to come to terms with Beaumont. This setback, 
together with the difficult years of the Anarchy (1135–54) which centred around a succession crisis towards 
the end of the reign of Henry I, delayed any further development of the castle.

The acquisition of the castle by Henry II and the creation of a royal garrison

Henry II succeeded to the throne at the end of the Anarchy. However, during the revolt of 1173–74 he faced 
a significant uprising led by his son Henry (the ‘young king’) who was supported by the French crown. The 
conflict spread across England and as a result, Kenilworth was garrisoned by the forces of Henry II. The 
castle was later taken fully into royal possession, a sign of its military importance. By this point, Kenilworth 
Castle consisted of the Great Keep, the inner bailey wall, and a basic causeway across the smaller lake that 
preceded the creation of the Great Mere. 

Improvements made by King John between 1210 and 1216 

Henry’s successor, Richard I, paid relatively little attention to Kenilworth, but significant building work was 
carried out under King John as part of a programme of rebuilding and enhancing several major royal castles. 
John spent £1,115 on Kenilworth Castle between 1210 and 1216, building the outer bailey wall in stone 
and improving other defences, including the creation of Mortimer’s Tower and Lunn’s Tower. He also 
significantly improved the castle’s water defences by damming the Finham and Inchford Brooks, creating 
the Great Mere. This is an expanse of water that protected the southern, western and eastern sides of the 
castle and made it almost impossible to capture. Castles with a similar sized lake used for protection include 
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Caerphilly Castle in south Wales and 
Leeds Castle in Kent. On the northern 
side of the castle, a gatehouse served 
as the main entrance. There was also 
access on the southern side of the top 
of the dam. The narrow strip of land was 
protected by two tower gatehouses, one 
at each end.

Royal domestic accommodation was 
added in the form of chambers for the 
king and queen, along with a chapel. As 
a result, Kenilworth was now one of the 
greatest castles in the country with one 
of the largest artificial lake defences in 
England. John was forced to give up the 
castle to the baronial opposition as part 
of the guarantee of the Magna Carta, 
before it reverted to royal control early in 
the reign of his son, Henry III.

During the mid 14th century, the castle 
underwent significant enhancements to 
transform it from a military fortress into 
a royal palace. John of Gaunt, son of 
Edward III, added a third storey to the 
Keep around this time, which housed the 
Great Hall. In the early fifteenth century, 
Henry V built a wooden retreat in the 
grounds called the Pleasance in the 
Marsh. The castle was considered to be 
one of the country’s finest buildings.

Many castles, especially royal castles, 
were left to decay in the 15th century but 

Kenilworth continued to be used as a centre of choice. Henry IV, son of John of Gaunt, extensively used the 
castle, as did Henry V, who preferred to stay in the Pleasance on the other side of the Great Mere. According 
to the contemporary chronicler, John Stecche, who lived at the neighbouring Kenilworth Priory, the French 
openly mocked Henry V in 1414 by sending him a gift of tennis balls to Kenilworth. The aim of the French 
was to imply a lack of martial prowess which, according to Strecche, spurred Henry’s decision to fight the 
Agincourt campaign. 

The main defensive features of the castle

Lakes, dams, pools and ditches

The importance of water as a medieval defensive feature is clearly seen at Kenilworth, where the whole of the 
castle was defended by water – the artificial Great Mere, the lower pool, the northern moat and the Brays 
(a corruption of the French word braie, meaning an external fortification with palisades). Only earthworks and 

The Great Hall from the west
Image by DeFacto / CC BY-SA 4.0

A reconstruction of Kenilworth Castle as it might have appeared 
around 1420, showing the work of John of Gaunt

Image by Nev1 / CC BY-SA 3.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kenilworth_Castle_Great_Hall_from_the_west_2016.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Model_of_Kenilworth_Castle_in_1575-80_trimmed.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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fragments of masonry remain of what was an extensive 13th century barbican structure with a stone wall and 
an external gatehouse guarding the main approach to the castle.

The creation of the Great Mere, the lower pool and the causeway meant it was impossible to burrow under to 
attack the castle.

The building of the Norman Great Tower/ Keep

The Great Keep is the oldest part of the castle and the bedrock of its defences. It dates from the late 12th 
century and was added to in the 14th century.

Of particular note are the ‘fishtail’ arrow slits which were an innovative design for the use of crossbows. 

Mortimer’s Tower

Mortimer’s Tower was the original gatehouse of the outer court and occupies the northern end of the dam. 
Its name derives from an account by William Dugdale (a 17th century antiquarian) of Roger Mortimer, who 
hosted a tournament at the castle in 1279. The gatehouse was comprised of two D-shaped or ‘drum’ towers 
which flank the gate passage and are part of the stone defences for the outer bailey. The towers would have 
been at least another storey high with battlements. The linking passage contains grooves for a portcullis 
which would have been operated using a winch located on the floor above. 

Lunn’s Tower and the Water Tower

These two towers further enhanced the defensive capabilities of the castle. Lunn’s Tower stands on the north-
east corner of the castle wall, overlooking the moat. Together with the Swan Tower and the Water Tower, it is 
one of three angle towers which defend the moat.

The Water Tower overlooked the lower pool of the Great Mere and was probably built by Thomas of 
Lancaster in the early 14th century to provide additional accommodation for his retainers.

The Keep from the south west
Image by DeFacto / CC BY-SA 4.0

Fishtail arrow slits
Image by Gabrielle Ludlow /  

CC BY-NC-ND 2.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kenilworth_Castle_keep_2016.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://www.flickr.com/photos/gabludlow/4038863545
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/
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Significant events relating to the castle in war

The siege of Kenilworth Castle, June–December 1266 during the Second Barons’ War

From Simon Schama’s BBC documentary series A History of Britain (2000)

During the reign of Henry III, the castle was neglected and a survey from 1241 showed the poor state into 
which it had fallen. In 1244, the king granted the castle to Simon de Montfort, Earl of Leicester who is said 
to have “wonderfully fortified the castle and stored it with many kinds of warlike engines till that time never 
seen nor heard of in England.” He was also responsible for strengthening the water defences that made 
Kenilworth virtually impregnable.

The Second Barons’ War (1264–67) 

In 1264, a number of barons rose up against the autocratic and inept rule of the king, led by Simon de 
Montfort. During the Second Barons’ War, de Montfort used Kenilworth as the centre of his operations, 
which was the rebels’ key asset.

At first, the conflict went badly for Henry III. After his defeat at the Battle of Lewes in Sussex, Henry was 
forced to sign the Mise of Lewes, under which his son Prince Edward was given over to the rebels as a 
hostage.

Edward was taken back to Kenilworth, where chroniclers considered he was held in unduly harsh 
conditions. Edward was released in early 1265 and went on to defeat Montfort at the Battle of Evesham 
in Worcestershire on 4 August 1265. Under the leadership of Henry de Hastings, Montfort’s constable at 
Kenilworth, the surviving rebels regrouped at the castle the following spring and Edward’s forces proceeded 
to lay siege.

Henry gave Simon two royal castles, one of them the immense 
and grandiose Kenilworth in Warwickshire. It quickly became 
more than just a baronial fortress; it was, rather, a centre of 
courtly and even scholarly life, which completely overshadowed 
any other noble residence in the country.

The death and mutilation of Simon de Montfort at the Battle of Evesham, depicted in an early 14th-
century manuscript. He was struck through the neck by a lance, his corpse brutally dismembered and 

his body parts despatched around the kingdom as a warning to potential rebels.
Wikimedia Commons Image / CC BY-SA 1.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Montfort_Evesham.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
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The Siege of Kenilworth Castle (June–December 1266) was the longest in English history. At the time, 
it was also the largest siege in terms of the number of soldiers involved. Simon de Monfort’s son, also 
named Simon, had promised to hand over the castle to the king in January 1266. Five months later, this still 
hadn’t happened and so Henry III laid siege to Kenilworth Castle on 21 June. By the time a royal army had 
assembled at the castle, a garrison of around 1,200 people including wives, children and servants were ready 
to defend it. 

The use of siege machinery and the failed attempt to use barges

Protected by its extensive water defences, the castle withstood the attack despite Edward targeting the 
weaker north wall, employing huge siege towers and even attempting a waterborne night time assault using 
barges hauled overland from Chester. The distance between the royal trebuchets and the walls severely 
reduced their effectiveness, and heavier trebuchets had to be sent for from London. Huge stone balls have 
been discovered by archaeologists during excavations, some weighing upwards of 300 lbs. The king was 
determined to retake the castle and amassed a huge arsenal of weaponry, including 60,000 crossbow bolts 
and nine siege engines. According to a contemporary chronicler, this was “hitherto unheard of among us and 
unseen.” 

Papal intervention resulted in the compromise of the Dictum of Kenilworth, under which the rebels were 
allowed to repurchase their confiscated lands provided they surrendered the castle, and the siege ended on 
14 December 1266. The castle’s defences had held but as food supplies came to an end and disease spread, 
the garrison was forced to surrender.

It would seem that the siege had an impact on the young Lord Edward, who succeeded his father in 1272 
as Edward I. He had seen the full array of the latest weaponry pitted against a formidable modern fortress. 
This first-hand experience of how castles functioned put him in good stead for his great castle-building 
programme and military campaigns in Wales and Scotland.

The use of the castle as a base for Lancastrian operations during  
the Wars of the Roses
Kenilworth became the primary castle of the Lancaster estates and was favoured by Lancastrian kings who 
were drawn there largely by the hunting facilities.

English castles in the main, including Kenilworth, did not play a decisive role during the Wars of the Roses 
(1455–85), which were fought primarily in the form of pitched battles between the rival factions of the 
Lancastrians and the Yorkists. With the mental collapse of King Henry VI, Queen Margaret used the Duchy of 
Lancaster lands in the Midlands, including Kenilworth, as a safe haven and one of her key bases of military 
support. Margaret removed Henry from London in 1456 for his own safety and until 1461, Henry’s court 
divided almost all its time among Kenilworth, Leicester and Tutbury Castle in Staffordshire for protection. 
Kenilworth remained an important Lancastrian stronghold for the rest of the war, often acting as a military 
balance to the nearby castle of Warwick. With the victory of Henry Tudor at the Battle of Bosworth, 
Kenilworth again received royal attention with both Henry VII and Henry VIII being regular visitors.

The castle remained in royal hands until 1553 when it was given to John Dudley, who began the process of 
modernising Kenilworth. He built new stable block and widened the tiltyard. The castle reverted to the crown 
when Dudley was executed by Mary I later on that same year, but was restored to Dudley’s son, Robert, Earl of 
Leicester, in 1563. 
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Leicester continued the modernisation of Kenilworth and made plans for an impressive classical extension 
of the south side of the inner court to provide modern accommodation. This extension was called Leicester’s 
gatehouse, and the result was to create an English ‘Renaissance palace’. 

A description of Kenilworth Castle, written by Robert Langham 
(sometimes Laneham) in 1575

Use as a garrison by both Royalists and Parliamentarians during  
the Civil War (1642–1651)
During the Civil War, Kenilworth Castle was initially garrisoned for the King. In 1642, it was used as a base for 
attacks on Parliamentary strongholds in the Midlands and formed a useful counterbalance to Warwick Castle, 
though it saw no substantial action.

The castle also provided logistical support to the Royalist forces amassing for the Battle of Edgehill. 
The battle was inconclusive however, and the Royalists withdrew their garrison which was replaced by 
Parliamentary forces who held it until the end of the war. 

Raised on an easily mounted hill, plentifully 
well sorted on every side. To the West is 
a goodly pool of rare beauty, and store of 
all kinds of fish and wild fowl. By a rare 
situation and natural agreement this pool 
seems conjoined to the castle. To the north 
and west a goodly chase vast, wide, large, 
and full of red-deer and other stately game. 
Beautified with many delectable, fresh, and 
shaded bowers, arbours, seats and walks, that 
with great art, cost, and diligence were very 
pleasantly appointed. Which also the natural 
grace, by the tall trees, did so far commend, as 
Diana herself might have deigned there well 
enough to range for her pastime.

Leicester’s gatehouse
Image by Nilfanion / CC BY-SA 4.0

Kenilworth Castle from the south in 1649, adapted from the engraving by Wenceslaus Hollar. From left to right, 
the watergate; the relocated Pleasance; the Strong Tower, Gaunt’s Great Hall and Saintlowe Tower; the state 

apartments and Gaunt’s Tower; the top of the Great Tower; Leicester’s building; Leicester’s gatehouse; Mortimer’s 
Tower; the tiltyard/causeway and the Gallery Tower. In the foreground is the Great Mere.

Image by Wenceslas Hollar / CC BY-SA 1.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kenilworth_Castle_(9686).jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kenilworth_Castle_-_Hollar_top_panel.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/


8

STUDY OF AN HISTORIC SITE:
KENILWORTH CASTLE 

Study of an historic site: The development of Kenilworth Castle, 1125–1660

Cromwell’s destruction of the castle in 1649

In 1649, anxious to avoid the cost of maintaining a garrison, Oliver Cromwell ordered that Kenilworth Castle 
be made “untenable” (i.e. not able to be maintained or defended against attack).

In 1650, Parliament ordered that the castle be dismantled. Colonel Joseph Hawkesworth was made 
responsible for the destruction (or slighting) of the castle and one wall of the Great Tower along with various 
parts of the outer bailey and the battlements were destroyed. The Great Mere was drained. 

In 1660, the castle became royal property again after the restoration of Charles II. Hawkesworth was evicted 
from Kenilworth and the king granted the castle to Sir Edward Hyde, whom he later created Earl of Clarendon.

The significance of the castle in showing change during this period

Although now in ruins as a result of Cromwell’s orders, Kenilworth illustrates five centuries of English military 
and civil architecture which bear witness to changes and development over time.

Kenilworth Castle is a fine example of a very large enclosure castle which evolved over time from its 
origins as a small motte and bailey castle into a spectacular medieval fortress and later an impressive royal 
residence. The direct links with English royalty for much of its history, from the 12th century through to the 
16th century, have ensured the site has been well documented through both written and visual records, 
providing details of the major construction work. The latter phases of the castle’s development in particular 
retain outstanding examples of structures which are typical of late medieval residences of high status. 

The site as a whole provides a valuable record of the display of wealth and status amongst the royal family 
and the aristocracy, during the medieval and early modern periods. 

Kenilworth Castle viewed from the south-west, where the Great Mere used to be
Image by ChrisSinjo / CC BY-2.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panorama_of_Kenilworth_Castle_from_Gibbet_Hill.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/deed.en
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