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DigVentures was commissioned by Wakefield Metropolitan District Council (WMDC) 
to undertake a programme of archaeological investigations as part of the Gatehouse 
Project, a community-focused archaeological research project based at Pontefract 
Castle, West Yorkshire. The social impact of the archaeological investigations, 
including project outcomes for heritage, for people and for the community, have been 
analysed and published in an earlier article. This article focuses on the archaeological 
evidence recovered during the excavations, and the conclusions drawn about the 
construction and chronology of the gatehouse at this part of the site. 
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1. Introduction 
DigVentures was commissioned by Wakefield Metropolitan District Council (WMDC) 
to undertake a programme of archaeological investigations as part of the Gatehouse 
Project, a community-focused archaeological research project based at Pontefract 
Castle, West Yorkshire (Figure 1). The Project Design was developed by DigVentures 
(Casswell et al. 2019; 2020) in consultation with both WMDC and Historic England. 
The project was supported by Historic England, with funding allocated under the 
terms of the NPPF Emergency Investigation Assistance (project no. 7737). 

A full technical analysis report has been produced by Casswell et al. (2021), which 
includes detailed archaeological results and specialist analysis from the project team 
and contributing authors:  Karen Barker, Chris Cumberpatch, Elizabeth Foulds, Josh 
Hogue, Nat Jackson, Indie Jago, Gerry McDonnell, Stuart Noon, Maiya Pina-Dacier, 
Hannah Russ, Carl Savage, Ruth Shaffrey, Ellen Simmons, Harriet Tatton, Johanna 
Ungemach, David Wallace and Brendon Wilkins. Individual specialist reports are also 
included in the digital archive, with supporting data. This publication draws on the 
results of that analysis, presenting a discussion of the excavations of the medieval 
drawbridge pit at Pontefract Castle.  

2. Background 
Pontefract Castle is strategically situated on an outcrop that formerly commanded 
two of England's principal highways – the Great North Road and the route west over 
the River Aire. The crossing point at Ferrybridge, just to the north of Pontefract, was 
also the site of fighting prior to the Battle of Towton (1461) and the Pennines. The 
site is located towards the north-eastern extent of the historic core of 
modern Pontefract (SE 46075 22320; Figure 1) on a promontory formed of 
sandstone (Pontefract Rock) interbedded with coal measures, at a height of c. 50m 
aOD. 
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Figure 1: Site location ©DigVentures 

Now owned by the Duchy of Lancaster and managed by Wakefield Metropolitan 
District Council, Pontefract Castle is a Scheduled Monument (NHLE ref. no. 1010127) 
and one of Pontefract's most identifiable landmarks. Despite its visibility, much is still 
unknown about the castle, as recent discoveries made during the investigations at the 
inner bailey gatehouse demonstrate. 

This stage of archaeological fieldwork was undertaken in two phases. During 2019, 
an initial phase of work investigated parts of the gatehouse structure exposed during 
an earlier archaeological watching brief at Pontefract Castle (Burgess 2019), which 
took place at the base of the Victorian steps leading from the visitor centre into the 
castle's inner bailey (Casswell et al. 2019). This involved three weeks of excavation 
with a team of professional archaeologists followed by a two-week programme of 
participatory archaeology, involving additional excavation, recording and finds 
processing with members of the local community. The results of the 2019 work led to 
a second phase of targeted investigation to excavate the full stratigraphic sequence 
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within the previously identified drawbridge pit. This was carried out by professional 
archaeologists in the late summer of 2020, excavating by hand through sealed 
deposits exclusively within the pit. This latter phase was restricted to a professional 
team both by the depth of the excavations and the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
inhibited on-site engagement with the public. Despite this, the project remained 
visible and accessible, continuing to serve the WMDC and HE's overarching vision to 
increase public awareness during the site's redevelopment, and to improve 
understanding of Pontefract Castle and its environs. 

The project design was created in response to an Invitation to Tender (ITT) and 
Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) created by West Yorkshire Archaeology 
Advisory Service, Wakefield MDC and Historic England (ITT - Wakefield MDC 2018; 
WSI – WYAAS 2018). In addition to the requirements of the archaeological method 
and outcomes outlined in the WSI, procurement documents highlighted the desire to 
achieve tangible public engagement and social outcomes as a result of the project's 
delivery. The procurement process enabled responses to the tender, which 
demonstrated the proposed archaeological methodology alongside the design for 
public impact as key demonstrations of quality, rather than relying on price as a 
primary evaluation criterion. The resulting Project Design consequently included 
public engagement as one of five archaeological aims, embedding meaningful social 
impacts within the project model from the outset (Casswell et al. 2019). 

The social impact of the archaeological investigations, including project outcomes for 
heritage, for people and for the community, have been analysed and published in an 
earlier article (Wilkins et al. 2021). This article focuses on the archaeological evidence 
recovered during the excavations, and the conclusions drawn about the construction 
and chronology of the gatehouse at this part of the site. 

 

Figure 2: Painting of Pontefract Castle in the early 17th century, by Alexander Keirincx ©The 
Hepworth 
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3. Historical Background 
In the pre-Norman period Pontefract consisted of two 
townships, Tateshalle and Kirkby, the former being mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle as a place where Archbishop Wulfstan and men of Northumbria pledged 
allegiance to King Eadred of Wessex, and the latter being of ecclesiastical importance 
with at least three pre-conquest churches present (Roberts and Whittick 2013). It is 
possible that the large ditch around the motte of the Norman castle was originally a 
part of the Anglo-Saxon settlement. 

The former royal manor and Tateshalle-Kirkby were granted to Ilbert de Lacy by 
William the Conqueror following the conquest and Pontefract Castle was 
constructed c. 1070. Although Pontefract was not mentioned in the Domesday Book 
(1086), there is reference to 'Ilbert's Castle', indicating that construction was well 
underway at this point (Harfield 1991). The castle was confiscated from the de Lacy 
family by Henry I in the 12th century and remained Crown property until King John 
returned it in 1199; this was short lived as it was back in possession of the King by 
the early 13th century. The de Lacy family continued to live at the castle until 1311 
when it passed by marriage into the House of Lancaster and by the end of the 14th 
century was in the hands of Edward III's son, John of Gaunt. During Gaunt's tenure 
major rebuilding occurred, including the strengthening of the gatehouse with new 
polygonal buttresses and several new towers constructed around the curtain wall 
(Goodall 2022). The castle remained of strategic and administrative importance 
throughout the 15th century and during the Wars of the Roses before gradually 
falling into decay in the 16th century. 

By the time of the Civil War the castle was a major Royalist stronghold, having 
profited from repairs undertaken by Charles I between 1618 and 1620. The first 
Parliamentarian siege of the castle took place in 1644 but was unsuccessful. A second 
siege began in 1645 where, after hearing of Charles' defeat at the Battle of Naseby, 
the garrison surrendered. By 1648 the castle was back in Royalist hands, with the 
final siege taking place in November of that year and the surrender was negotiated 
after the execution of Charles I in January 1649. Soon after this event, at the request 
of the local townspeople, the fortifications were slighted, leading to the site's 
eventual strategic decline. 

The site was subsequently used for liquorice cultivation before being converted into a 
public park by the Victorians in 1883, a move that has helped to preserve the buried 
remains of a wide range of structures and features relating to all phases of 
Pontefract's history. 

4. Gatehouse 
The original Norman gatehouse would have been constructed in timber and its 
original location is not known; however, because of the nature of the local 
topography it is most likely to have been in approximately the same position as the 

https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue61/4/index.html#biblioitem-Roberts2013
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue61/4/index.html#biblioitem-Harfield1991


   
 

stone one that followed. Its renovation to stone was, in all probability, made in the 
12th or 13th century and consisted of a simple arched opening in the curtain wall, 
later converted to a plain rectangular gatehouse. A documentary reference from 
1244-46 describes roofing '…the wooden tower in Pontefract Castle with lead' 
(Roberts 2002 17). The site was developed further during the 13th century to include 
two drum towers, one either side of the gate. It is known that further additions to the 
gatehouse were made in the late 14th or early 15th century, although any attempt to 
phase its construction from the visible extant remains is problematic because of its 
state of disrepair. Later paintings and engravings from the 17th century onwards 
depict how the structure may have looked before the fortifications were slighted (see 
Figures 2 and 3). They show no ditch or drawbridge but do all identify flanking wall 
gate piers extending from the towers. 

 

Figure 3: Engraving of Pontefract Castle by George Vertue, commissioned by the Society of 
Antiquaries of London in 1732 and published in Volume 1 (plate 1.42) of the Vetusta 
Monumenta. This image is reproduced in the digital edition of the Vetusta Monumenta, 
accessed in 2023. CC BY-NC-ND 3.0 

The presence of an additional tower between the two main drum towers has been 
suggested through a description of the site by Richard Holmes (1887), who 
apparently identified a small roundel projecting from the eastern drum tower at the 
gatehouse during excavations in the 19th century. This does not appear on any other 
illustrations and is at odds with what is currently understood to constitute the 
gatehouse. A large ditch is known to have passed the front of the gatehouse, which 
was filled by the time of the Civil War, and it is possible that there exist the remains 
of a drawbridge structure, at least one additional tower, and part of a barbican dating 
from the 14th century between the Victorian steps and the Visitor Centre. 
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5. Previous Archaeological Work 
Early investigations at the Castle appear to have taken place in the 1880s, with 
excavations referred to by Richard Holmes as taking place around the Great Gateway 
or Porter's Lodge (Holmes 1887 403). Between 1982 and 1986 a major programme 
of work was carried out by the West Yorkshire Archaeology Service (Roberts 2002). 
This work identified evidence of a Christian cemetery belonging to the 10th-century 
royal town of Tanshelf underlying the inner bailey of the castle, near the 11th-
century St Clements's Chapel. WYAS also conducted a geophysical resistance survey 
in 2012 (Harrison and Harrison 2012) and together these reports have provided an 
archaeological framework for the 'Gatehouse Project' – motivated by the discovery of 
previously unidentified buildings associated with a gatehouse complex, revealed 
during pre-development works in 2016. 

Preliminary assessment during a 2016 watching brief (Burgess 2019) suggested that 
the 13th-century gatehouse was re-fronted by the construction of a third tower set 
between the drum towers and articulating with a drawbridge pit. The remains of this 
third tower consisted of a substantial curved masonry structure that appeared to 
incorporate an internal room. These structures appeared to represent a barbican, a 
further line of defence, added to the existing gatehouse, and most likely depicted in 
the 1560 survey drawing. The associated drawbridge pit measured c. 2m wide and, 
although its length and depth were not revealed during excavation, comparative 
examples suggested that it may have measured c. 5m long and 2m deep. It was 
suggested that the drawbridge pit was likely constructed within a pre-existing ditch, 
necessitating high retaining walls articulating with a bridge structure. The WYAS 
geophysical survey identified a substantial 10m wide ditch in this locality, though 
results were constrained owing to the upstanding Victorian tea house, lodge and 
access road, meaning that the survey could not extend beyond the gatehouse. 
Although this work is not yet published, the project team have been granted access 
to the watching brief archive, and an appraisal of the material pertinent to the 
excavation is included alongside the results of the 2019 investigation below. 

6. The 2019 and 2020 Excavations: 
Aims and Methods 
The overarching aims of the archaeological investigations were to define and 
characterise the physical extent of the site through a scheme of non-intrusive and 
intrusive investigations, combined with an integrated public engagement programme 
at its core. This approach enabled the collection of baseline data to facilitate the 
future management, research, presentation and enjoyment of the site. The goal of 
this work was to fully record, analyse and report all archaeological remains within the 
area of interest ('preservation by record'); to place the results of this work in the 
public domain by publishing the results in an appropriate format as agreed by Historic 
England; and to inform how the Gatehouse might be presented to the public. 

https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue61/4/index.html#biblioitem-Holmes1887
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The research project was defined following the MoRPHE model (English 
Heritage 2012), with a series of aims and objectives agreed from the outset 
(Casswell et al. 2019; Casswell 2020) and devised in accordance with priorities 
articulated in the Historic England Research Agenda (2017b) and Historic England 
Corporate Plan (2018). 

A series of five aims were set out in the project design, expanded with specific 
questions and objectives (see Casswell et al. 2019; Casswell 2020). 

• Aim 1 – Identify the physical extent and character of the archaeological remains with 
a programme of remote sensing. 

• Aim 2 – Characterise the results of non-invasive survey, refining the chronology and 
phasing of the site with a programme of trenching. 

• Aim 3 - Understand the site's archaeological and palaeoenvironmental conditions. 
• Aim 4 – Make recommendations regarding ongoing management of the site, analysis 

and publication. 
• Aim 5 - Public engagement (the results can be found in Wilkins et al. 2021). 

The methodology used to carry out the aims followed guidelines set out by Historic 
England (2017a), CIFA (2014a 2014b 2021) and the standards set out within the WSI 
(Casswell et al. 2019). The public programming was designed by DigVentures in 
collaboration with WMDC. The excavation was carried out in accordance with the 
company Health and Safety Policy, to standards defined in The Health and Safety at 
Work etc. Act 1974, and The Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 
1992. For a detailed discussion of the methodology see Casswell et al. 2021. 

7. The Archaeological Results – 
Phasing and Chronology 
The excavation area was an irregular shape in plan, measuring approximately 15m 
long and 10m wide between the existing footpath in front of the visitor centre and 
the base of the steps into the inner bailey - see Gallery 1. 

 

 

Image Gallery 1 (online only) 

 

 

A full technical report can be found on the DigVenture's reports pages, along with the 
project designs and assessment reports. The working project archive 
remains accessible, and includes the site records, project timeline and background 
information. A data paper describing the project archive is also being published, 
providing a summary of the digital and physical archive, its location and potential (see 
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Jago 2023). The post-excavation plan shows the orthophoto of the trench with 
features highlighted against a heat map showing the varying elevation of areas across 
the site (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: Post-excavation plan ©DigVentures 

A series of 3D models of the excavations and site can be accessed as part of 
the digital archive or via Sketchfab, and the post-excavation model is included here as 
Figure 5. 

Figure 5: Annotated 3D model of the excavated trench ©DigVentures Available on Sketchfab 

A total of seven distinct phases of activity were identified within the trench, spanning 
the 12th century through to the 19th. The earliest phase is represented by a casing 
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https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/pontefract-castle-gatehouse-project-end-of-dig-44d83729c54c48a2a9308e8f111f943b?utm_medium=embed&utm_campaign=share-popup&utm_content=44d83729c54c48a2a9308e8f111f943b
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue61/4/images/figure4.jpg


   
 

wall probably dating to the 12th or 13th centuries. This was seen in front of the 
natural sandstone edge within the drawbridge pit and consisted of four courses of 
degraded ashlars. The dating of this wall was problematic but when compared to 
other remains it appears to have been exposed for significantly longer. Sandstone 
was quarried locally for building works commissioned at the castle from the 13th 
century onwards; however, the construction of this wall in limestone indicates it may 
pre-date these works, having been erected in the 12th or 13th century. 

The second phase identified is that of the gatehouse construction in the 14th 
century. Structural elements were built using sandstone ashlar and included part of 
the eastern gatehouse tower, an adjoining central tower, and a drawbridge pit 
extending from what would have been the inner end of a barbican passage. The focus 
of archaeological activity during the excavation was the drawbridge pit. Structurally, 
the sections that remained were in excellent condition having survived the demolition 
of much of the rest of the castle at the end of the Civil War, and careful excavation of 
the depositional sequence from within provided evidence for its gradual filling from 
as early as the 14th century. 

Based on the excavated evidence, the most reasonable assessment of this feature is 
that it formed part of a turning bridge system and functioned as a pit into which the 
rear counterpoised section of a drawbridge was housed when the bridge was raised. 
The precise workings of the bridge are lost, but the sandstone corbels protruding 
from the south wall into the pit may have served some function in its operation, with 
the recesses lower down the wall demonstrating a repeated striking action from 
above. Alternatively, the bridge may have been operated using lifting bridge 
technology; however, the lack of chain holes or counterbalance beam slots above the 
gate on the 16th-century drawing make this suggestion unlikely. 

The third phase of activity is the infilling of the drawbridge pit. The nature of much of 
the remains from within the pit indicates a gradual accumulation of sands from the 
original construction of the drawbridge pit until the 15th century. The initial phase of 
infilling produced a varied assemblage of animal bones that included diagnostic pieces 
from sheep/goat, cattle, deer, pig, carp, mussel and oyster, along with a range of bird 
remains, including domestic goose, mute swan, fowl, chicken and grey heron (for the 
full report see Russ in Casswell et al. 2021). Other finds of note from these layers 
included a late medieval turned bone 'parchment-pricker' or stylus, a heavy copper-
alloy object that may have served as part of a pivot for the drawbridge mechanism, 
and a heavily corroded probable axe. Pottery from the earliest layers consisted 
predominantly of Humberware dating to the 14th and 15th centuries. Late 15th and 
16th century filling of the drawbridge pit consisted of 13 layers. Within these layers a 
range of animal species were represented including cattle, sheep/goat, goose, 
pheasant, and edible oyster. While there was some intrusive and residual pottery, 
most of the assemblage consisted of 15th and 16th century material. Two stone 
cannon balls were also recovered, one of which showed signs of damage from firing 
or other reasons. Deposition of material continued throughout the 17th century, with 
no evidence to suggest that the pit was redefined or maintained prior to the Civil War 
sieges. This is corroborated by the fact that no moat or bridge is visible in illustrations 
of the castle dating from the 17th century. It seems unlikely that these features had 
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been completely removed but a lack of emphasis on their defensive nature, combined 
with the evidence from the infill deposits, suggest they played a limited role within 
the castle defences by this time. 

Phase four was made up of the Civil War defences dating from the mid-17th century. 
A later piece of masonry was seen crudely bonded to the outer face of the eastern 
gatehouse tower and the circular tower. This is likely to have been an addition 
relating to the Civil War fortifications. 

The fifth phase was the demolition of the gatehouse, which was known to have taken 
place directly following the conclusion of the Civil War in 1649 and was clearly 
evidenced by a thick layer of stone rubble deposits with thin sandy deposits 
overlaying them. This build-up of material contained very few finds; however, seven 
musket balls were recovered. The penultimate phase of activity follows on from the 
demolition and is the deconstruction of the gatehouse from the mid-17th to the mid-
19th century. This activity was characterised by pitting over the walls surrounding the 
drawbridge pit to extract building material. The final phase of activity seen in the 
excavations was the Victorian remodelling of the site in the 1880s. 

8. Material Culture and 
Environmental Remains 
The overall preservation of the buried archaeological remains was good across the 
site. Structural remains located below the level of 19th-century landscaping were 
sealed by 17th-century demolition rubble and had been preserved in excellent 
condition. The artefacts recovered were present through the entire excavated 
sequence and, apart from ferrous material, had survived well in the sandy conditions. 
By comparison, the recovery of palaeoenvironmental remains was poor, although the 
faunal assemblage provided rich data. 

In total, the excavations yielded an assemblage of 918 sherds of pottery 
(Cumberpatch 2020), 513 Ceramic Building Material (CBM) fragments (Mills 2021), 
239 fragments of metal, stone, glass, bone, antler/ivory, and other ceramic including 
17 copper-alloy objects, 40 lead objects, 11 stone objects, five fragments of window 
glass, two silver coins, one worked bone object, one antler or ivory artefact and one 
ceramic object (Foulds 2021) and 239 fragments of production waste, including 
clinker, iron slag, and glass waste (McDonnell 2021). In addition to the material finds, 
3179 vertebrate remains and 221 mollusc fragments were also recovered (Russ and 
Maccarinelli 2021), though the paleoenvironmental evidence was far more limited 
(Simmons 2020). All specialist reports and data are included in the project digital 
archive, and included in the analysis report (Casswell et al. 2021). 
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8.1. Everyday life 
The excavations have given us a glimpse into the everyday life of the people 
inhabiting Pontefract Castle from the 12th century through to the present day. The 
artefacts recovered show a wide range of activities taking place on the site, from the 
construction of the castle through to the demolition and later redevelopment into a 
Victorian park-scape. 

The earliest deposits in the drawbridge pit contain artefacts mostly associated with 
hard manual labour and the construction of the feature, such as a stone-working axe, 
an iron staple and a possible axle housing - see Gallery 2 (Finds). 

 

 

Image Gallery 2 (online only) 

 

However, a parchment-pricker was also discovered in these deposits, which was 
either used prior to writing on manuscripts to create lines (Biddle and Brown 1990) or 
as a stylus for writing on wax tablets (Egan 2010). This conjures an image of a busy 
construction scene, observed by a supervisor making notes on a wax tablet as the 
walls are built perhaps a similar scene as that shown in the 13th century Crusader 
Bible (see top right panel of MS M.638, fol. 3r, available via the Morgan Library & 
Museum). 

Other evidence of stonemasons came in the form of numerous mason's marks found 
on many of the stones making up the drawbridge pit; 22 in total - see Gallery 3 (The 
mason's marks). 

 

 

Image Gallery 3 (online only) 

 

The east wall contained 15 unique marks, the west wall 13, the south wall four, the 
north wall six, and external wall two. Many of these marks were found on more than 
one wall, and there were two instances in the east wall where blocks of masonry 
were found with two marks. There appeared to be no pattern in the placement of 
marked stones from the base of the drawbridge pit to the top, suggesting that the 
gatehouse was constructed as one scheme of work. 

Pottery from the earliest phases is dominated by hollow wares, with over three 
quarters of the assemblage designated as such. All the artefacts are utilitarian in 
nature, predominantly for the preparation, cooking and storage of food and drink. 
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The environmental and faunal remains recovered from the site can help draw 
together a picture of the medieval and early post-medieval occupants of the castle. 
No evidence for the provision of consumable goods to a high-status residence or 
evidence for any specialised food processing was recorded in the charred plant 
macrofossil assemblage. Cereal crops were evident from the 17th century. 
Identifiable crop types present were oat, hulled barley and legumes, which are typical 
crops of the medieval and post-medieval period in England (Grieg 1996). The cereal 
grain and legume fragments are likely to have been charred accidentally during 
parching or food preparation and redeposited into the drawbridge pit. The small size 
of the charred plant macrofossil assemblage indicates that domestic hearth waste 
was not disposed of directly into the pit or that conditions for the preservation of 
charred plant macrofossils were generally poor. The presence of bone, ceramic and 
other artefacts in the samples does, however, suggest that some domestic refuse was 
deposited in the drawbridge pit. The low concentration of charred plant remains 
found in the layers of the drawbridge pit may result from cereals being brought to the 
site in a processed state and therefore less likely to become charred. 

Fig was found in a 14th-century layer, with hulled barley, oats and legumes found in 
17th-century layers. The oat grain may, however, be a crop weed rather than a crop. 
The presence of fig provides evidence that at least some of the uncharred seed 
assemblage may be contemporary with the deposition of drawbridge pit fills. Fig is 
common in medieval and post-medieval urban waterlogged plant macrofossil 
assemblages, particularly in garderobe pits and cess deposits (Grieg 1996). Fig is also 
unlikely to have been growing wild at the site. Other edible taxa present in the 
uncharred seed assemblage were black mustard and elder. Black mustard was widely 
cultivated as a condiment in the medieval period and elder berries were used as a 
substitute for raisins or made into a medicinal cordial. Taxa with medicinal properties 
include henbane and black nightshade. Black mustard, elder, henbane and black 
nightshade, along with other taxa present in the assemblage of uncharred seeds, are 
also plants of nutrient-rich disturbed soils and damp habitats, which are typical of 
medieval occupation deposits. 

Marine fish and mollusc shell remains attest to trade connections with the coast, and 
an established transportation system that allowed these time- and temperature-
sensitive food items to reach the inland site of Pontefract Castle while still 
fresh/edible. Fish remains from bulk environmental samples increase species diversity 
from two, based only on hand-collected remains, to eight including those from 
samples, demonstrating the importance of this process in understanding fish 
consumption and the role that fish played in overall diet at the site. Religious 
practices during the medieval period have been linked to increased fish consumption 
related to the avoidance of meat on Fridays (e.g. Woolgar 2000), and during certain 
periods avoidance on Mondays, Wednesdays and religious days and festivals meant 
that meat could not be eaten for around half of the year under Christian law. The 
presence of cod and ling cranial bones indicates that whole or gutted fresh fish were 
supplied to the castle, rather than, or in addition to, dried stockfish. Gadiformes 
(codfish), herring and flatfish have been identified as common features of later 
medieval fish bone assemblages (see Serjeantson and Woolgar 2006 110-14); as such 
the fish remains recovered from the drawbridge pit are consistent with those 
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expected at later medieval sites in England, with the exception of the gurnard, 
Atlantic mackerel, which has been identified at comparatively few sites and usually 
only in small numbers. There is tentative evidence that oyster and mussel played a 
more equal role in the diet of those living at and visiting the castle in the 14th to 15th 
century, but from the late 15th century oyster was the main shellfish being 
consumed. There is no evidence that shellfish other than oysters and mussels played 
a significant role in the diet of the castle occupants. Freshwater fish, including pike 
and carp family, were occasionally eaten and while it is likely that they were sourced 
locally, it is not possible to determine if these were caught in the river, the castle 
moat, or were fish kept in ponds. Whatever the source, access to and consumption of 
freshwater fish was limited to those who could afford it. 

It was not possible to identify any changes in diet that might have resulted from siege 
conditions at the castle in the mid-17th century. However, the animal remains from 
the excavations at Pontefract Castle in 2019 and 2020 provide further evidence for a 
diverse later medieval to early post-medieval diet, including the widely available 
meats and fish of the time, as well as meat from wild and semi-managed animals and 
fish indicative of high-status dining: high quality cuts of beef, venison, swan, heron, 
chickens in their prime, fresh marine, freshwater and migratory fish and marine 
shellfish. While the remains attest to a diet that included a wide range of meats and 
fish, the animal bone remains from the drawbridge pit indicate that beef was the 
staple meat consumed throughout the later medieval and early post-medieval period 
at the castle, consistent with previous findings at the site (Richardson 2002; 
Burgess 2019), as well as other castle sites across England. 

8.2. The environment and natural resources 
The wood charcoal assemblage indicates the availability and exploitation of mature 
oak trees, possibly from dense oak woodland, during the medieval and post-medieval 
periods. A variety of underwood, scrub, hedgerow, and damp soil taxa were also used 
in the 15th-16th and 17th centuries. An increase in the diversity of taxa found in 
15th-16th century layers in comparison to 14th-century layers may indicate the 
exploitation of a wider range of woodland resources in the 15th-16th centuries 
compared to the 14th century. A comparable charcoal assemblage is present in 15th 
to 17th century deposits in the barbican ditch at Sandal Castle near Wakefield 
(Smith et al. 1983). The assemblage included both ring-porous taxa such as oak and 
ash along with diffuse-porous taxa such as hazel, birch, poplar/willow and 
hawthorn/apple/pear/whitebeams. Huntley (2010 38) notes that an increase in the 
diversity of taxa over time is evident in the assemblage from Sandal Castle, possibly 
indicating the exploitation of a wider range of woodland resources (Huntley 2010 38). 
The increase in the diversity of taxa in the charcoal assemblage from the drawbridge 
pit may therefore also indicate the exploitation of a wider range of woodland 
resources in the 15th and 16th centuries at Pontefract Castle. 
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8.3. Conflict 
Within the drawbridge pit there was material evidence of conflict and defence 
surrounding the castle. Two carved stone cannon balls came from 15th-16th century 
layers. Although another with similar dimensions had been recovered in a Civil War 
context in previous excavations (Eaves 2002 352, no. 5), it is thought that they are of 
an earlier late medieval date as Civil War stone cannon balls tended to be 
considerably larger. Henry IV (1399–1413) used gunpowder artillery to a greater 
extent than previous monarchs and 15th-century manuscripts specifically record the 
construction and storage of guns and other armaments during his reign 
(Spencer 2020 14, 16–18). 

From the Civil War contexts numerous lead shot were recovered alongside a single 
cast iron shot. The cast iron shot was small, measuring 26.3mm in diameter and may 
have been for light artillery or canister shot by heavier cannon. At least four of the 
lead shot were of a size suitable for the muskets used by the infantry, and one 
suitable for a carbine or pistol, used by the cavalry. 

9. Aerial Survey 
In addition to the excavations, a programme of remote sensing enabled the site to be 
mapped to a high degree of accuracy in a way that had not been achieved before and 
has added to a reinterpretation of the site (Figure 6). For centuries, much speculation 
surrounded the development of Pontefract Castle's most enigmatic feature, the Great 
Tower. This feature survived 17th-century demolition better than any other aspect of 
the Castle, but perceptions of its developmental sequence still differ greatly. It is 
argued here that its design may have focused more on the utilitarian requirements of 
the castle, dictated predominantly by the natural topography. 

 

Figure 6: Remote sensing results ©DigVentures and Aerial Cam 
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An aerial survey undertaken by Aerial-Cam provided detailed results which show the 
extant remains of the five remaining towers constituting the Great Tower, and how 
these related to known and assumed positions of the curtain wall (see results in 
Casswell et al. 2021). The largest tower lies just to the north of the others, mostly 
within the inner bailey area, flanked by two smaller, equal-sized towers situated at its 
intersection with the curtain wall. Another large tower extends to the south into the 
moat, entirely outside the inner and upper outer bailey. A curved fillet tower can then 
be found between the south and east towers bonded to the south wall of the upper 
bailey wall. 

 

Figure 7: Reinterpretation of Pontefract castle ©DigVentures 
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Figure 8: Projected elements of the Great Tower ©DigVentures 

Writing in about 1530, antiquarian John Leland describes the Great Tower in 1643 as 
'…being cast into 6 roundelles, 3 bigge and 3 smaull…' (Roberts 2002 19), suggesting 
that one of the towers was lost during its demolition. It is speculated that this lost 
tower may have been a mirror of the small fillet tower on the opposite side of the 
eastern tower, thus creating symmetry across the entire structure (Roberts 2002 25). 
However, this interpretation relies on the fact that the north tower mirrored the 
southern one, which the aerial survey clearly shows it does not. An inspection of 
the c. 1560 survey drawing of the Castle reveals that two towers were visible 
between the inner bailey wall and the curtain wall, with one in the inner bailey and 
one outside. This is corroborated by the remains currently exposed and do not 
account for another fillet tower. If indeed there was another tower, it can be 
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conjectured that had a sixth tower existed it may have been positioned between the 
north and east towers to distribute the towers evenly around the building. 

It is widely accepted that the Great Tower was initially constructed in the late 11th 
century from timber, positioned on the motte of the early Norman castle. Diagnostic 
architectural remains of the 12th century stone castle defences are scarce but can be 
found in the south-west curtain wall near the sallyport, where limestone was the 
principal building material (Roberts 2002 405). From the beginning of the 12th 
century, masonry fortifications began to be added to a number of mottes previously 
surmounted by a timber tower. In almost all cases the stone walls encircling the 
summit of the mound took the form of a 'shell keep', such as at Arundel and Lincoln 
(Goodall 2011 107). Owing to its size and position a case can be made for the larger 
northern tower existing as such a structure, therefore representing the Great Tower's 
earliest phase of masonry construction. The curtain walls extended to the north-east 
and north-west from it, with additional towers added later. The position of both the 
east and west towers – rather than conforming to any form of symmetry – served to 
fortify the points in the defences where the curtain wall met the original tower. The 
addition of the larger southern tower may well be contemporary with these flanking 
towers, all of which may have been built as late as the 14th century. 

10. Conclusions 
Aerial survey of the castle provided information regarding the possible construction 
sequence of the Great Tower. Interpretation of this enigmatic feature remains 
tentative but further research into the nature of the northern tower base – and 
comparisons between it and the external elevations of the better surviving parts of 
the structure – may reveal the origins of the earliest stone structure on the motte. 

The earliest remains recorded during excavation were the poorly preserved casing 
wall found within the drawbridge pit. It is believed this feature was illustrated in the 
16th-century drawing of the castle extending to the north-east of the gatehouse and 
creating a front for the cliff face. This wall was constructed before the gatehouse, 
although how much before remains unclear. Sandstone was quarried from the moat 
in the 14th century to facilitate the construction of the Great Tower and renovations 
in other parts of the castle, but the poor preservation of the wall suggests it had been 
exposed to the elements for a significantly longer period than these works. Further 
investigation to the east of the passage barbican may give an insight into the extent 
of the masonry and how it might have functioned in relation to the earliest phase of 
gatehouse structure. 

The centrepiece of the excavation was undoubtedly the drawbridge pit within a 
passage barbican bridge. Although work within the pit provided information about its 
date and use, many things remain unknown. The dimensions of the drawbridge pit are 
known but those of the larger bridging structure it was part of are not. Within the 
trench the side of the bridge appeared straight; however, the 16th-century drawing 
illustrates the structure turning towards the West Gate. This early survey of the 
castle proved to be remarkably accurate when compared to the remains encountered 
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in the excavation. Therefore, it seems reasonable to assume that the bridge did 
indeed turn, but if so, how would this allow space enough to accommodate a 
drawbridge within the upper outer bailey? 

Much of the visible above-ground masonry should now be considered reconstruction 
from the 19th century. As such, the true location of the 14th-century western 
gatehouse tower is still not known; however, its addition to Greaves's plan from the 
1880s suggests the base of it had survived demolition. Also depicted on this 
archaeological plan of the castle were two semi-circular features in front of the two 
large gatehouse towers, interpreted as Civil War fortifications. The edge of the 
eastern feature was found abutting the tower; however, no evidence was found for 
the second. If one had existed, its remains would have been expected within the 
excavated area overlying the western side of the passage barbican. It may be that the 
feature lay outside the limits of the excavation, or possibly that it was removed as 
part of the Victorian landscaping of the castle. 

The community excavation has greatly increased our understanding of how the 
Pontefract Castle gatehouse developed, and has raised awareness of Pontefract's 
greatest heritage asset through a targeted programme of public engagement. In 
achieving the aims and objectives outlined above, this project demonstrates the 
potential of archaeological investigation and landscape analysis to draw new 
conclusions about the Castle, its construction and use, as well as posing new 
questions. 
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