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y a charter dated November 19,
1309, the soldier and captain
Henry, Lord Percy, purchased the
barony of Alnwick with its castle
from the Bishop of Durham. The purchase
was to lay the foundations for one of the
most extraordinary and lasting relationships between a family and a place in
English history. Despite tumult and interruption, moreover, that relationship has left
a spectacular architectural legacy (Fig 1).
There has been a castle at Alnwick, an
important medieval settlement on the AngloScottish border, since at least the mid 12th
century. Indeed, it was here during a siege on
July 13, 1174, that the Scottish king, William
the Lion, was captured in a surprise sortie
from Newcastle by a party of English knights.
The early castle probably took the form of
a ditched enclosure with a gatehouse tower.
Sections of its encircling stone wall still
survive, as does a richly ornamented archway (Fig 3), testimony to the importance
and wealth of the barony it controlled.
That Lord Percy wished to possess Alnwick
in 1309 was the result of peculiar and complex circumstances. His family interests had
been hitherto focused in Sussex and Yorkshire, but his faithful service to Edward I
presented the possibility of new territorial
riches. The king’s celebrated attempt to
assert his feudal authority over Scotland
from 1296 encouraged him to offer favoured
individuals conquered territory. By this
means, he hoped to tie Scotland into the
political nexus of his English kingdom. ➢
Fig 1: A recent view of Alnwick from the
bridge over the river Aln. Throughout their
long association with the castle, the Percys
have developed this great northern seat

The Percy lion
On July 18, 1343, Henry,
2nd Lord Percy took
and ceremonially
smashed his old
seal. By this action,
he formally abandoned
his family’s ancient coat of arms and
assumed the figure of a lion rampant,
which has evolved to the coat of arms
shown. The new coat of arms—which,
confusingly, had been in use for some
time by 1343—was probably intended to
advertise his prowess as a warrior. It also
resonated with Edward III’s fascination
for this royal beast: he kept lions at the
Tower of London, ornamented his castles
with figures of them, and even fought in
tournaments under the name Lionel. Lord
Percy was apparently reinventing himself
in the model of his king, and assuming
the role of Lion of the Northern March.
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After 700 years, the Percy family continues to occupy
one of Britain’s most spectacular castles.
In celebration of this outstanding anniversary,
John Goodall investigates the evolution of this great
building at the hands of its long-term owners
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Scottish campaigns
Lord Percy, who was a leading figure in
Edward I’s Scottish campaigns, was well
rewarded for his support, and, in 1306, he
received a grant of the forfeited Lowland earldom of Carrick. In the face of Scottish resistance, however, this and other such gifts of
property north of the border were far from
secure. Small surprise, therefore, that Lord
Percy was with the army assembled by
Edward I in 1307 to deliver what was intended
to be a final and crushing blow to Scottish
opposition in the long-running war.
However, that blow never fell. Edward I
died on the journey north at Burgh-by-Sands
on July 7, 1307, and the Anglo-Scottish War
stalled. Rather than assuming leadership
in the conflict, the new king, Edward II,
began to stir up dissent by his favouritism
to a Gascon knight, Piers Gaveston (Country
Life, January 17, 2008).
It was at this time that Lord Percy bought
Alnwick. His intention was doubtless to secure
a springboard for northern conquests when
hostilities resumed. And he was not the only
figure to think in this way: Robert Clifford,
another outstanding commander who was
actively trying to restore his fortunes on the
western seaboard, laboured to receive the
grant of Skipton Castle in Yorkshire in 1310.
It is likely that, immediately after the purchase, work began to redevelop Alnwick
Castle. In the absence of conclusive evidence,
it is impossible to say exactly what was done
in this period. One possibility, however, is
that the Middle Gate and so-called Keep—
bar its entrance gate—was laid out at this
time. The Keep closely resembles its counterpart that was begun at Skipton by Clifford,
and the architectural details of the Middle
Gate suggest that it was erected by masons
familiar with Edward I’s royal castles of the
1270s and 1280s in Wales.
Unfortunately for both men, however,
English affairs went from bad to worse as
Edward II’s favouritism began to drag the

kingdom into civil war. Meanwhile, relieved
from the threat of English invasion, Robert
the Bruce began to consolidate his own
claim to the Scottish throne. Only when
English interests in Scotland came to the
point of collapse in 1314 did Edward II
finally march north. The result was a humiliating catastrophe.
At Bannockburn near Stirling, on June
24, 1314, the larger and better-equipped
English army was routed by the Scots.
Edward II narrowly escaped capture, and
the theatre of the Anglo-Scottish conflict

moved decisively south of the border.
There is no evidence that Lord Percy was
involved in the Bannockburn campaign.
Possibly he was unwell, because he died in
October the same year. His young heir, also
called Henry, inherited the barony in 1318,
and consolidated his father’s position in
Northumberland in the most remarkable way.
Throughout the 1320s, those on the border
were compelled to look to their own defence
in the face of Scottish raiding and extortion.
Significantly, however, the king did subsidise their efforts with cash payments. These ➢

Alnwick and Harry Hotspur

The melee at Shrewsbury in 1403 from the 15th-century
Beauchamp Pageant. Left An imaginary portrait of Hotspur

Henry Percy, immortalised by Shakespeare, was nicknamed
Hotspur by the Scots for his speed and eagerness in action.
He was born at Alnwick Castle on May 20, 1364, and was
a teenager at his first battle in November 1378, when he
fought with his father, the 1st Earl of Northumberland, to
recapture Berwick. As a young man, he served in Ireland,
Prussia, Asia Minor and France and won great renown. The
chronicler Froissart said Hotspur ‘above all else desired feats
of arms, always the first in the skirmish at the barriers’. He
played a leading role in the accession of Henry IV in 1399,
and was richly rewarded with offices and land in Wales.
But, together with his father, Hotspur became dissatisfied
and rebelled. When confronting Henry IV at the battle of
Shrewsbury in 1403, his supporters cried out ‘Henry Percy
King’. He was killed in the battle and the rebellion collapsed.
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700 years and still going
1309 The purchase
of Alnwick Castle
1377 Creation

of Henry Percy, Earl
of Northumberland

1455 Death of 2nd
Earl fighting for the
Lancastrian cause
1512 The household

statutes of the 5th Earl
illustrate his lavish
lifestyle (right)

1605 Arrest of the 9th Earl,
who was imprisoned for 17 years
1750 1st Duke and Duchess succeed to
the title and prepare to restore the castle
1854 Anthony Salvin begins work to the

restoration of the castle by Algernon, 4th Duke
of Northumberland

1995 Succession of the present Duke, Ralph,
12th Duke of Northumberland

2002 Opening of the Alnwick Garden

Fig 2 above: A painting of Alnwick attributed to Peter Hartover, dating to
between 1674 and 1690. It shows the town beneath the walls and huntsmen in
the park. Fig 3 below: The surviving arch of the 12th-century castle stands
at the entrance to the Keep. It is richly ornamented, and suggests that the castle
purchased by Henry Percy in 1309 was a structure of architectural pretension

Fig 4 right: A view of the castle by the celebrated surveyor Ralph Treswell
the younger, drawn in 1608. It shows the castle in its late-medieval form, with
the principal apartments in the Keep, and several freestanding buildings—such
as the Chapel and Exchequer—in the Inner and Outer Baileys. Treswell produced
five plans of the castle in all, and the household accounts record his payment
as £7 10s for the work and the costs of the necessary vellum as £1 7s 6d
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monies, combined with freedom from royal
intervention, were to prove hugely important
in making the principal barons of the border
—termed the Northern March—independent.
It also gave them the means to build.
Further encouragement came when English fortunes in the on-going war revived
once more following the death of Edward II.
Vigorous and determined, the new king
Edward III began—surreptitiously at first—
to support a rival to the Scottish throne,
Edward Balliol. Henry Percy was foremost
among the active followers of Balliol, through
whom he aimed to revive his claims to a grand
Scottish inheritance. And in 1333, after the
Scottish defeat of Halidon Hill, he finally
realised his territorial ambitions.

Rebuilding the castle
During this period of success, Henry, 2nd
Lord Percy, continued the architectural
redevelopment of Alnwick initiated by his
father. His work was evidently undertaken
as a single rolling programme and involved
reconstructing the Outer Bailey and creating
a splendid gatehouse (Fig 8) to the domestic apartments of the castle in the Keep. The
sheer scale of the new buildings underlines
the wealth and power Henry now enjoyed.
In the absence of documentary record, the
only evidence for dating the work at Alnwick
is the heraldry carved on the Keep gatehouse.
This includes the arms of several figures
who fought at Halidon Hill in 1333, and may
have been built, therefore, to celebrate the
victory. A dating of about 1340 is further
corroborated by the evidence of two other
nearby castles. Bothal Castle, which was
licensed for construction in 1343, has a gatehouse of very similar form to that at Alnwick.
Meanwhile, the towers of Prudhoe Castle,
erected by Gilbert de Umfraville, 9th Earl of
Angus (died 1381), are identical in form and
detail to those at Alnwick. They probably
date to the 1340s, when the earl acted in

Fig 5 above: The Upper Guard Chamber. The interior and exterior of Alnwick form a startling
architectural contrast: an Italian palazzo inside a medieval castle. The marble mosaic floor
Fig 6 facing page: A view
was laid in 1864 by the Roman craftsman Luigi Malfatti.
of the Ante-Library. Palma Vecchio’s The Lady with a Lute hangs to the left of the door

The Catholic martyr
Thomas Percy had the frustration of watching his childless
uncle, who died in 1537, alienate the family inheritance
and title to the Crown. In 1557, however, Thomas was
restored to the title of Earl of Northumberland by
Queen Mary. His staunch Catholicism later
marginalised him in Elizabeth I’s Protestant Court.
In frustration, he led the Northern Rising against
Elizabeth I in 1569. Following the defeat of the
uprising, Thomas was forced to flee to Scotland. Eventually, he was sold to the English
government and executed in 1572. Following
his flight, several of the Percy castles,
including Alnwick, were stripped of their
fittings by an unscrupulous royal officer.
Thomas was one of nine English Catholics from
the Elizabethan persecutions beatified in 1895.
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close alliance with Henry, 2nd Lord Percy.
Balliol proved an inept ruler, and, despite
success in the field, the English settlement
in Scotland, with its tantalising prizes of land,
repeatedly crumbled. Nevertheless, Lord Percy
was encouraged by these events to invest
his time in the far North of England. And, on
his death in 1352, he chose burial, not in
his native Yorkshire, but at Alnwick Priory.
For the future, his family became established as one in a small and exclusive circle
that conducted the affairs of the March.
It was a position that Henry’s grandson, yet
another Henry, was to capitalise on. He was
elevated to the earldom of Northumberland
—a title defunct since the 12th century—on
the accession of Richard II in 1377. Rather
than develop Alnwick, the new earl remodelled
the nearby castle of Warkworth with a great ➢
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Fig 7 above: The Prudhoe Tower and the Chapel were 1850s additions
Fig 8 right: The gatehouse to the Keep is dated
to the 14th-century Keep.
to the 1340s by the carved display of heraldry beneath the battlements.
The towers and battlements are inhabited by a sculpted garrison of men
brandishing crossbows, swords and hurling stones. Figures of this kind
first appeared in England in the 1270s, and enjoyed particular popularity in
the North. Many have been replaced over time, but some originals survive
tower, a masterpiece of secular medieval
architecture in England. For the rest of the
Middle Ages, this castle, now a ruin, was arguably the favoured residence of the family.
The earl and his eldest son, Harry Hotspur,
played a prominent role in the affairs of the
kingdom, and were crucial figures in Richard
II’s deposition in 1399. But they fell out with
the successor, Henry IV, and were killed
rebelling against him. Their careers prefigure
a theme in later family history: the Percys
as powerful outsiders in English politics.

The earldom in crisis
During the Wars of the Roses, the Lancastrian
sympathies of the family severely disadvantaged them. Alnwick was one of the Northumbrian castles held by Henry VI in 1461,
when he tried unsuccessfully to wrest the

throne from the Yorkist Edward IV. After
this episode, the family was briefly stripped
of its earldom and castles. Its fortunes were
restored in 1470, however, by yet another
Henry Percy, 4th Earl of Northumberland.
The 4th Earl was to prove an important
builder, although his energies were focused
on Warkworth. Near Alnwick, however, he
created a fine hunting tower in the enclosure
of Hulne Priory. His promising career was
further bolstered at the Battle of Bosworth
in 1485, where he prudently deployed his
following in support of Henry Tudor, but
only after his victory was certain. Curiously,
this politic decision cost him his life. So disgusted was his household that they abandoned him to a mob during a 1489 tax riot.
His heirs, the 5th and 6th Earls, found
themselves excluded from the politics of the

From earls to dukes
The 11th Earl, Josceline, died in 1670, and the
family property then devolved upon his daughter.
Twice widowed by the age of 15, she married
as her third husband Charles Seymour,
3rd Duke of Somerset. Their eldest son
also died without male heirs, and the
properties passed through
his daughter Elizabeth
(right). Her husband, the
politician Sir Hugh Smithson
(left), assumed the name Percy
in 1750, and was created Duke of
Northumberland in 1766. It seems
that Elizabeth actively encouraged
him to revive the castle and took
a leading role in the work.

March, and increasingly withdrew to their
Yorkshire estates. The 6th Earl had no sons,
and, at his death in 1537, bequeathed his
lands to Henry VIII. Queen Mary restored
the title in 1557, but the family entered new
difficulties. The 7th Earl rebelled against
Elizabeth I, and, in 1605, the 9th Earl was
arrested and imprisoned for his links to one
of the men implicated in the Gunpowder
Plot to blow up James I. Over his ensuing
17-year imprisonment, the earl’s agents fed
back information about the estate, which he
managed from a distance. As a result, there
is a remarkable body of material relating to
the castle and its buildings, including a full,
drawn survey of 1608 (Fig 4).
For the rest of the 17th century, little seems
to have happened to the castle buildings.
The 10th Earl, Algernon, the outstanding
nobleman to support the Parliamentary
cause in the Civil War, benefited greatly in
material terms from his father’s strict management of the Northumberland estate, but
occupied Petworth in Sussex as his favoured
seat. As a consequence, it seems that the
medieval buildings were left remarkably
well preserved until another family revival
in the late 18th century (Fig 2).

Restoration and revival
In its later stages of development, the history of the castle has been well considered
(Country Life, December 1 and 8, 1988).
It was in 1750 that the future Duke first
visited Alnwick, and, encouraged by his
wife, he determined to restore the castle.
Work to rebuild the apartments within
the Keep was underway by 1752, and
www.countrylife.co.uk

Italian elegance hidden in a rugged
fortress:
Fig 9 left: The 1850s Saloon
has recently been splendidly restored. Its
chimneypiece was carved in Taccalozzi’s
workshop in Rome in 1857, and the Dacian
slaves to either side are by Giuseppe Nucci.
Fig 10 above: The Grand Staircase,
panelled in marble, rising to the state
apartments. Fig 11 below: The Lower
Guard Chamber is the entrance chamber
to the domestic apartments of the castle.
It is hung with weapons used to equip the
Percy Tenantry Volunteers, which was
locally raised between 1798 and 1814.
Beyond the chamber rises the first flight
of the magnificent Grand Staircase

continued right through to the 1770s. An
early example of Gothic Revival architecture,
the operation was probably initiated under
the direction of Henry Keene, who was succeeded by James Paine and then Robert
Adam. The costs involved were enormous.
By 1768, it was reported that £10,000 had
been spent. Accompanying the changes to
the castle were major alterations to the
landscape by ‘Capability’ Brown, including
the widening of the river below the castle.
The 18th-century interiors were, in turn,
swept away by the 4th Duke, who succeeded
to the title in 1847 (Figs 5, 6 and 9–13).
He was said to have observed in the castle
‘a great absence of domestic comfort and
a deficiency in those modern conveniences
requisite in the residence of a nobleman of
His Grace’s rank’.
His response was highly idiosyncratic.
The architect Anthony Salvin, already experienced in medieval castle restoration, was ➢
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commissioned in 1849 to produce designs
that respected the medieval character of the
building (Fig 7). Meanwhile, on his travels
in Italy, the duke met the archaeologist and
classicist Luigi Canina. Together with his
assistant, Giovanni Montiroli, Canina produced drawings for the interior apartments
in the style of a 16th-century Roman palace.
In the course of the work, done between
1854 and 1865, the Keep was remodelled
in its present form and the towers and walls
of the Outer Bailey heavily restored. For
the interior furnishings, an eminent Italian

was brought in with the intention of training a skilled Northumbrian workforce.
It is the castle as rebuilt in the mid 19th
century that the present Duke and Duchess
have striven to improve. They have been
involved in a running restoration of the
state apartments, which is now reaching
a conclusion. The Duchess has also created
the striking China Gallery (Fig 12) along
one of the main service corridors. Their
labours and the future they are attempting
to shape for the castle and its estate will be
considered next week.

Fig 12 above: The China Gallery, designed
by Salvin as a service corridor to the
state rooms, was redecorated in 2006 to
display the Northumberlands’ collection
of Meissen, Chelsea and Paris porcelain
Fig 13 facing page: The Dining Room
possesses perhaps the most spectacular
of the ceilings in the state apartments.
During its recent restoration, the carved
frieze was repainted and the red wall
hangings were replaced with a brilliant
emerald green. Above the fireplace are
portraits of the 1st Duke and Duchess

Alnwick and Harry Potter

Alnwick Castle today

The blockbuster ‘Harry Potter’ films have
offered many opportunities for keen-sighted
architectural enthusiasts to identify
important buildings serving as parts
of Hogwarts School. The computergenerated aerial views of the castle itself
are built up around the imposing massing
of Durham Cathedral. Individual scenes
have been shot in such varied places as
Lacock Abbey; the Divinity School and
Christ Church, Oxford; Durham Cathedral
cloister; Gloucester Cathedral cloister;
and Alnwick Castle. In these scenes,
England’s architectural riches are shown
to be no less spectacular and fantastical
than the imaginary castle they represent.

In next week’s issue, the 12th Duke
of Northumberland talks about living
at Alnwick today, bringing back the
English partridge and how the estate
is preparing for the next 700 years.
The Duchess
relates her latest
plans for her
extraordinarily
popular
garden,
which was
opened to
great acclaim
in 2002.
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A Hogwarts flying lesson with Madam
Hooch (Zoë Wanamaker) at Alnwick Castle
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