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Preface 

Thank you for downloading Sarah Newby’s Eye of York. This booklet is about the Crown 
Court and City of York, where the dramatic events of my series of legal thrillers, The 
Trials of Sarah Newby, take place. It is written by my friend, Charles Patmore, using 
extracts from his detailed and informative guidebook to York – a must for all visitors to 
this historic English city. This guidebook is itself part of a much longer, fascinating and 
comprehensive guide to Yorkshire – England’s largest, and some think most beautiful, 
county. 

I highly recommend these guide books to anyone visiting England, or who would simply 
like to know more about the history and culture of this beautiful part of the world. When 
you’ve read Sarah Newby’s Eye of York, click this link to see the full guidebook and 
examine its large free online sample. 

Tim Vicary. 

http://geni.us/zJnokq
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The ‘Eye of York’ seen from York Castle’s Keep. 

From right to left: Law Courts, County Gaol, Women’s Prison 

Introduction: the ‘Eye of York’ 

You’ll never meet Sarah Newby in the flesh but you can well and truly set foot in her 
York Law Courts. It’s a real court house, still in use - a beautiful, historic building and set 
in York’s grandest square, which has hardly changed since the 18th century. 

Nearby and much older still is York Castle’s high Keep, which looks down over the Law 
Courts. It is on one side of the square, while the Law Courts, and two former prisons each 
form one of the other three sides. In the centre of this ‘Law and Order’ square is a large, 
oval swathe of grass. This square became known as the Eye of York. 

Since 1068, when William the Conqueror seized this riverside strongpoint for his castle, 
this small, now peaceful corner of York has been the stage for dreadful dramas. Civil 
wars and rebellions, the notorious 1190 massacre of York’s Jews, and centuries of 
relentless delivery of justice – and injustice – via the courts, prisons and gallows all 
happened on this very spot. 

This booklet tells the story of the Eye of York, the area around York Law Courts, and 
names points of interest for readers who might visit York. 

It was in the late 18th and early 19th century that York Law Courts and three prisons 
were built here. They were built on the site of York’s medieval Castle, which accordingly 
was mostly demolished, though the Castle’s Keep has survived. The latter is called 
Clifford’s Tower and is open daily to the public. The former prisons in this square are 
now a huge museum of 18thand 19th century English life, called the Castle Museum, and 
this too is open daily to the public. The Castle was part of the medieval City Walls which 
still run almost all the way round York. From the Eye of York you can walk along their 
battlements all the way round the Old City, as the final chapter describes. 



1. York Law Courts 

 
York Law Courts 

York Law Courts is a grand classical building, created in the 1770s with elegant 
decorated plaster ceilings and clever roof-top cupolas which bring daylight into the 
interior. As York’s Crown Court, it’s still in everyday use for trials of serious crimes. 

There are two ways to get inside York Law Courts (apart from committing some serious 
crime yourself!). One way is to watch a trial from the public gallery. If you turn up 
around 10 am, Mondays – Fridays, often you’ll be able to watch a case. Since it’s 
difficult to get useful information in advance about what trials will be in progress, you 
need to turn up on spec. Be prepared to pass through a metal detector and receive an 
airport-style search for weapons. Be prepared that you won’t see much of the building. 
The main public gallery gives a cramped view. You’ll see plenty of the back of the 
accused’s head behind the bullet-proof glass in the dock right in front of you. But not that 
elegant plaster ceiling. 

And it’s no place to be thinking of fancy plaster ceilings, if it’s a trial like the last one the 
writer attended here. Weeping victims and their angry families packed the public gallery. 
They leaped up, cheered and screamed hate as a 20 year prison sentence was pronounced. 
Court ushers strove to control them. “Do to him what he did to us!” shouted a victim. 
Behind its decorous façade of Ionic columns, York Law Courts in session can be a raw, 
real place with scenes like this and a prison van often outside. It’s decidedly more ‘Trials 
of Sarah Newby’ than Pevsner’s ‘Buildings of England’ series. 



The other way to get inside is on the rare occasions when York Law Courts are open for 
tourists. This sometimes happens during the England-wide Heritage Buildings Week in 
September, when the public can visit historic buildings which are normally in use. You 
get to see the elegant oval plaster ceilings of the courtroom, the judges’ dressing room 
and the brutal cells in the basement, still regularly used and scarred with modern prisoner 
graffiti. To find dates of Heritage Buildings Week and see what’s open, consult 
www.heritageopendays.org.uk/directory. 

The Law Courts building was designed by John Carr, an 18th century architect who has 
set his mark all over Yorkshire. One reason for so many John Carr buildings today is that 
his work was actually very sound, so his buildings haven’t fallen down. The other reason 
is that he caught the eye of the Lascelles, the richest, most fashion-conscious, nouveau 
riche estate owners in 18th century England. After they commissioned him to design their 
new Yorkshire palace, Harewood House, demand for his services knew no bounds. Carr 
soared into high society. In old age he would swan around England’s grandest mansions 
as an honoured guest, accompanied by two glamourous great-nieces who have left a diary 
detailing their fun on these jaunts. 

Carr was famous for his reluctance to hire junior architects as assistants. Although he 
became fabulously rich, he would do every little bit of work himself. This took him on 
many gruelling horseback rides to his far-flung building sites. Was he a stickler for 
quality? Or just another thrifty Yorkshireman reluctant to fork out money? His hands-on 
approach didn’t always work out – his most distant building, a hospital in Oporto, 
Portugal, still isn’t finished. His job on York Law Courts, however, was only minutes 
from his home in Skeldergate on the other side of York’s River Ouse. Maybe he relished 
the extra time which this offered for getting to grips with architectural detail. Or maybe 
he just totted up the savings on horse-feed and wear and tear on his saddle straps. 

http://www.heritageopendays.org.uk/directory


2. History of the former prisons 

Adjacent to the Law Courts is the County Gaol, built in 1705. Next, opposite the Law 
Courts, is another building by John Carr which looks identical to the Law Courts. Inside, 
however, it is a prison - initially intended for women. Both these prisons are now open as 
the Castle Museum and part of them – ten cells – are preserved as a museum of the prison 
era. 

The Law Courts and the prisons are on the site of medieval York Castle buildings which 
themselves were used as courts and prisons and places for executions since around 1300. 
For centuries York was the King of England’s powerbase in the North and York Castle 
was the North’s centre for trial and punishment. It was a secure place where royal 
enemies could be imprisoned, given a show trial, then publicly executed and their heads 
stuck above the gates in the City Walls. Rebellious barons, banned Knights Templar, 
religious dissenters, and Jacobite army officers – over the centuries the heads of all of 
these have ended up spiked on the City Walls’ battlements. 

 
One of York’s execution-themed pub signs 

High profile executions were a major money-spinner for York. Whether for important 
political prisoners or celebrity criminals like the highwayman Dick Turpin, public 
executions could draw visitors from far and wide to spend money in York’s pubs. Several 
pub signs in York still commemorate this. The other big money-spinner was horse-racing 
and York’s other distinctive line in pub signs is famous race horses. 

Execution sites and the Eye of York 

Before 1801, important political prisoners were often hanged from the top of Clifford’s 
Tower at the Eye of York. But for ordinary criminals, between 1379 and 1801 huge 
numbers were hanged before a gawping public at Knavesmire, on the edge of the 



Racecourse outside the City Walls. Once the Racecourse was established, both hangings 
and horse-racing sometimes took place within sight of each other. Nicknamed the ‘Three-
Legged Mare’, a three-sided gallows enabled multiple hangings at Knavesmire. A small 
memorial marks the gallows’ site today. 

 
Knavesmire’s three-sided gallows on a York pub sign 

After 1801 all hangings moved to a new, even larger public gallows behind York Law 
Courts. In 1813, for instance, 14 ‘Luddites’ were hanged simultaneously there. The 
Luddites were militant craftworkers who were fighting the Industrial Revolution’s new, 
mechanised manufacturing because it was harming their livelihoods. These 14 Luddites 
had stolen guns for an intended guerrilla campaign and in the Castle Museum you can see 
one of the weapons they stole. 

1868 saw the introduction of a new, discreet, late Victorian, Not-In-Front-Of-The-
Children approach to executions, conducted now in private inside prisons. At the 
Cliffords Tower end of the John Carr prison which faces York Law Courts, you can see 
where this happened. Behind some birch trees bordering the car park, you can discern a 
former doorway, strangely far above ground and now filled with a latticed window. This 
led on to the gallows platform during this final chapter of capital punishment. The present 
car park was then a walled prison yard so this gallows was out of public view. 



 
Doorway for the doomed: 

this opened on to York’s last gallows platform 

If short of imagination about what took place here, take a 20p coin with you when you 
enter this building to tour the Castle Museum. This coin will activate ‘The English 
Execution’, one of the vintage coin-operated automata on display there. 

Who were the prisoners? 

The two former prisons, which you see today, confined a wide variety of people. At one 
stage many people were imprisoned there for having debts. But how does one earn 
money to pay off a debt if you’re in prison? Maybe there’s some deep judicial 
explanation on this point which one day will be revealed. Since the debtors were buying 
their food directly from the warders and at high profit margins, it isn’t clear why they 
couldn’t have paid this money to their debtors instead and stayed out of prison. 

There were also all sorts of ordinary criminals and plenty of political offenders too. As 
well as Luddites, many ‘Chartists’ were imprisoned here. Chartism was a much-
persecuted early Victorian mass movement which dared to agitate for one-man one-vote. 
This was in an era when only people who possessed property above a specified value 
were entitled to vote. The prison also housed an earlier group of democracy campaigners. 
These were people prosecuted at the Law Courts for being part of a crowd of 
demonstrators who were charged by the government’s cavalry at the ‘Peterloo Massacre’ 
in Manchester in 1819. 

One celebrity prisoner in York’s County Gaol was the famous highwayman Dick Turpin, 
who was confined here prior to being hanged at York’s Knavesmire in 1739. He was 
hanged in a stylish new jacket, which he had specially bought to look good on the 
occasion. Dick Turpin had been a young tearaway who graduated from poacher and meat 
thief to notorious highwayman and horse thief, while on the run. Arrested under a false 



name, he gave away his identity when he smuggled an anonymous letter to a relative. 
Being illiterate, the latter took Dick’s letter to the local schoolmaster to decipher. The 
schoolmaster recognised the handwriting, for Dick had been a pupil from hell, and got his 
own back. Dick Turpin’s massive grave is nearby in York, as described later in this 
booklet. 

Another notable prisoner was James Montgomery, Sheffield’s newspaper editor, 
Christian anti-slavery campaigner, poet and hymn writer. In 1796 he was sentenced to 
three months in York’s County Gaol for publishing a poem which celebrated the 
storming of the Bastille in Paris. The following year he was back again for a six month 
sentence for writing an article which criticised a Sheffield magistrate for violently 
dispersing a demonstration. ‘English Liberty’ had been the toast of liberal Continental 
philosophers in the late 18th century. But, when it came to topics which mattered, 
Britain’s famous freedom of speech was not always that evident. In one of the surviving 
prison cells in the Castle Museum you can hear a tape playing one of James 
Montgomery’s poems about his stay there. 

In other prison cells in York’s Castle Museum you can see audio-visual presentations 
about the stories of other individual prisoners, drawn from the prison’s records. 

The third prison 

In 1835 a third prison was built close to Cliffords Tower and the whole complex was 
surrounded by a high wall – Law Court, three prisons, and Cliffords Tower. The new 
prison used a special new prison building design which enabled maximum supervision. It 
incorporated innovative, carefully calculated regimes which didn’t too obviously look 
like torture but would make prison life a truly unbearable hell. 

One device from this era was the ‘crank’, which sought to combine soul-destroying 
labour with the pains of solitary confinement. Prisoners had to turn a stiff crank in their 
cell 10,000 times every day, while a counter recorded their score. There was something 
about this pressured repetitive activity which drove prisoners up the wall. The word 
‘cranky’ comes from how it made them feel. Even worse was the treadwheel. Rows of 
prisoners had to tread these long wheels, 15 minutes on and 15 minutes off, for 12 hours 
every day, year after year. It seems to have been utterly destructively exhausting and 
prisoners would mutilate themselves to avoid it. In York’s Castle Museum you can see 
photos of York’s prison treadwheel. 

In 1900 the whole prison complex was turned into a military prison. In 1929 this closed. 
The third prison, just mentioned, was demolished along with the walls surrounding the 
whole site. By 1938 the two remaining former prisons began to open as the Castle 
Museum. 



3. York’s medieval Castle 

The Castle was started by William the Conqueror in 1068 as a wooden tower on the 
mound where Cliffords Tower now stands. Paired with another such wooden castle on the 
other side of the River Ouse, it was intended to control ships sailing upstream - a recent 
route for Viking invasions inland. 

This wooden tower was burned down during the infamous massacre of York’s large 
Jewish community in 1190. There’s a memorial to them near the steps up to today’s 
Cliffords Tower, which is the Keep rebuilt in stone. 

 
Cliffords Tower 

The 1190 massacre of the Jews of York 

It seems likely that the massacre resulted from a cold-blooded criminal plot by some local 
minor noblemen. They had borrowed from York’s Jewish bankers to fund extravagant 
lifestyles and now plotted to evade their debts. 

In March 1190 a mysterious gang raided the house of a prominent Jewish family, 
murdered the occupants, stole their property and set the house on fire. The next day most 
of York’s Jewish community fled to the King’s wooden castle where today’s Clifford’s 
Tower stands. They were granted protection there by the castle’s officer-in-charge, a 
royal appointee. 

Further attacks then took place on Jews remaining outside the castle. The Jews inside 
began to fear that the castle’s royal officers might hand them over to their enemies 
outside – a sadly plausible scenario. So the Jews took over the little wooden castle and 
locked the King’s officers out. 



At this, the castle’s officer-in-charge called up royal military reservists to retake the 
castle. A large mob of young men joined them, claiming this signalled royal approval for 
an attack. For some days the Jews defended the castle successfully. But, when siege 
machines were brought from York’s royal military stores, they despaired. 

The Rabbi called for a mass suicide and many of the Jews followed this, after setting the 
wooden castle on fire. Some Jews, who had survived the fire, agreed with the besiegers to 
convert to Christianity so their lives would be spared. But, as they left the castle, they 
were all murdered anyway. Around 150 Jews died. 

Immediately after the massacre, certain leading besiegers rushed to York Minster to burn 
the records held there of their own debts to the Jews. This suggests the true motives 
behind the crime. The King, Richard the Lionheart, made moves to punish the 
perpetrators. But claims were made that they had fled or could not readily be identified. 
Instead, all York’s wealthiest citizens received a heavy collective fine. This may have 
done more for the royal coffers than for justice. 

Later history of York Castle 

A new tower was rebuilt in stone between 1245 and 1315 to serve as the Keep at the heart 
of a new stone castle. This stone tower is the Cliffords Tower of today. 

Cliffords Tower used to be completely surrounded by water channelled from the River 
Foss to a sort of inner moat inside the Castle. The Tower was reached by only a 
drawbridge. It was the safest place in York, where the King stored the royal treasury 
whenever he was up north to direct a war. It was the inner sanctum of royal power in 
York, the King’s northern capital. It was the strongest part of the Castle, which itself was 
the strongest part of the best defended city in the North. 

 
Model of York’s medieval castle, showing moats. Cliffords Tower is on the right 



But York Castle’s grandest days had passed by the end of the 15th century. The rot 
started when Richard III seized power. As Duke of York himself, he intended to boost 
York’s prestige by replacing the current castle with an even grander castle. But no sooner 
had he started demolishing the existing castle than he was overthrown by a challenger 
from the Dukes of Lancaster, the rival branch of the royal family, in 1485. This brought 
Richard’s castle improvement plans to a juddering halt. (Overseas readers, this Richard 
III is the king whose body was discovered under a car park in Leicester in 2013 and was 
re-buried in Leicester Cathedral in 2015 with extraordinary pomp, TV coverage and 
public spending. The week of the funeral, a thoughtful camping equipment shop in 
Leicester found a cheaper way to commemorate Richard III. It gave its sales promotion 
the Shakespeare-minded slogan: ‘Now is the winter of our discount tents.’) 

What was left of York Castle limped on to the 17th century. It was used in the fierce 
1644 siege of York during the Civil War. Plans were advanced for costly replacement 
with a modern fort. Then late in the 17th century Cliffords Tower itself was burned to a 
ruined shell after a mysterious gunpowder accident. Suspicions have been raised that 
elements in York Council were behind the destruction, hoping to make costly 
improvements to the Castle look ever less worth attempting. Throughout the centuries, 
York citizens have clashed with central government over the latter’s attempts to make 
York pay for fortifications which York people thought served only the government. 

In 1700 almost all the decaying Castle was demolished to make way for the two prisons 
and a Law Court, as already described. All that remains is Cliffords Tower plus part of 
the outer wall of the Castle behind the Castle Museum. This outer wall is clearly visible 
from the bridge over the River Foss. 

 
Surviving outer wall of York Castle 

Visiting Cliffords Tower 



Cliffords Tower is managed by English Heritage and open daily except Christmas and 
New Year – usually 10 am till 6 pm in summer, closing at 4 pm in colder months. (2016 
prices: Adults £4.40. Seniors £4. Children £2.60. Family £11.40. Phone: 0870-3331181.) 

Website: www.english-heritage.org.uk/daysout/properties/cliffords-tower-york 

The 17th century fire reduced what had been a two-storey, roofed Keep to a high walled 
open courtyard with a deep well. 

• You can walk all the way round the high battlements – there are grand views and 
photo-shots. 

• Half-way up the staircase to the battlements is a tiny ruined chapel. 
• A shop sells child-friendly historical knick-knacks like plastic swords and armour. 
• Sometimes in the courtyard there’s an informative model of the whole original 

medieval York Castle, showing the moat system. 

http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/daysout/properties/cliffords-tower-york


4. The Castle Museum 

Nowadays the former County Gaol and Women’s Prison house the vast Castle Museum 
which illustrates bygone English lifestyles – mainly from the 18th and 19th century. Its 
famous centrepiece is ‘Kirkgate’, a lavish recreation of a large and beautiful Victorian 
street, where you can enter some of the shops. It’s one of the great sights of York. 

 
Shop in Kirkgate, Castle Museum 

The Castle Museum was launched in 1938, initially to house the extraordinary ‘collection 
of bygones’ assembled by John Kirk. Kirk was an elderly doctor in the quaint Yorkshire 
market town of Pickering, though it’s a mystery how he found much time for medicine 
considering his other activities. He was a landscape painter and an extremely active 
archaeologist who repeatedly led excavations of Roman sites in Yorkshire. When old and 
infirm he became possibly the only archaeologist who has ever directed an excavation 
while in bed. Most of all, he collected curios, large and small, which represented the 
traditional lifestyles which he saw vanishing around him. Village embroideries, charms 
against witchcraft, ornamented police truncheons, traditional shop signs and sometimes 
whole shop fronts – John Kirk collected lots of things like this. 

Kirk was on hand to personally supervise the incorporation of his collection into an actual 
recreation of a late Victorian street within the former prison, complete with shops, police 
station, candlemaker’s workshop, school, hansom cab and so on. At the time this was an 
utterly revolutionary concept for a museum, though much copied since. In its early 
decades it drew gawping parties of children from all over northern England as much for 
the startling notion of stepping into a time-travel environment as for its contents. Some 
30 million people have visited it by now. 

The street is called Kirkgate. ‘Kirk’ celebrates the good doctor. ‘Gate’ reflects the fact 
that famous old York streets, like Stonegate, Micklegate, Goodramgate and Petergate, all 
draw their names from ‘gata’, which means ‘street’ in the language of Viking era York. 



In this large, lovingly reconstructed street, many shops are extraordinarily beautiful – 
both in their elegantly ornamented shopfronts and in the artistry of the genuine Victorian 
goods in their windows. There are lustrous green Chinese tea caddies, coloured chemist’s 
carboys, polished brass telescopes and magic lanterns, a finely decorated dulcimer and 
beautiful walking sticks made of spiral cut glass. A military tailor offers pith helmets and 
pistols for explorers alongside a Guardsman’s bearskin and a Life Guard’s helmet. In the 
tobacconists, don’t miss the amazing pipe, made of winding lengths of china piping like a 
mass of spaghetti. Nor the fabulous openwork clock mechanism in the watchmaker’s 
shop. 

 
Recreated Victorian Street, Castle Museum 

You can go inside several Kirkgate establishments like the toy shop, chemists, 
watchmakers, police station, bank and school. A couple of shops are sometimes open for 
business – you can buy old-fashioned sweets from one shop and old-fashioned optical 
toys from another. 

In 2012 more space from the old prison was incorporated into back streets for Kirkgate, 
including some less salubrious quarters with a hint of the squalor and menace of York’s 
Victorian slums. The latter feature is informed by pioneering late Victorian research into 
York poverty. This was conducted by one of the Rowntrees chocolate dynasty, a major 
employer in York. The Rowntrees were idealistic Quakers who did much to benefit York. 

Some shops have been reshaped using records of actual shops in Victorian York – like a 
taxidermist with a huge stuffed pike and humming birds in jewelled colours under a glass 
dome. Or a chemist’s shop, graced with exquisite, tiny medicine phials in textured jade 
green glass. The greatest impact remains the sheer beauty of so many of these 
wonderfully crafted Victorian objects. Throughout Kirkgate they are carefully 
illuminated with soft lighting. On the sound effects side, bells chime, horses neigh and 
horse hooves clatter on cobbles. Indeed there’s a coach and a hansom cab parked in the 
darkened street with glowing shop windows. In this dreamy Victorian evening vista it 



would be no surprise if, from the magic lantern shop, Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson 
were to amble out. 

Look out for the ‘Temperance Cocoa House’, which contains intriguing Victorian posters 
for the temperance movement. One line which these posters push is that, if you avoid 
alcohol, you can get your chores done much more effectively. To inspire women, getting 
the laundry done is the example on offer. To give temperance man-appeal, crushing a 
rebellion in backwoods Canada is extolled as something which a chap does better when 
he’s sober. Another poster, ‘The Doings of Drink’, manages to pack just about every 
imaginable alcohol-related mishap into a single busy scene. In the midst of pavement 
drunks, street fights, traffic accidents, the pawning of family treasures, raids by creditors’ 
bailiffs, and home maintenance from hell, some poor soul has gone and quietly hanged 
himself. 

Not all of Kirkgate is the work of the museum’s creators. The padded cell in the police 
station is a real padded cell from the old prison. 

 
Military Tailor’s shop, Victorian Street, Castle Museum 

More on past lifestyles at Castle Museum 

In an outside area, you can visit Raindale Mill, a water-mill from rural Yorkshire. It was 
dismantled and reassembled here as part of Dr Kirk’s quest to conserve the recent past. 

Five ‘period rooms’ show different furnishing styles from medieval through to an 
accurately drab 1950s room with china ducks on a dingy brown wall. There’s a 
splendidly cluttered Victorian room with stuffed parrot under glass dome, anti-macassars 
on chairs and sardines laid out for teatime. 



A set of kitchens from the recent past are on display and almost certainly you’ll recognise 
a family kitchen here. But which will you see, enshrined here as a museum-piece - your 
granny’s kitchen, your parents’, or your present one? 

The Castle Museum also holds a large collection of period clothing and children’s toys. 

The old prison 

The final part of the Castle Museum comprises cells in the old prison where it is situated. 
Some empty cells are used for automated projections of film clips of actors playing real 
people drawn from the prison records. A small prison exhibition includes a Cat O’ Five 
Tails, a branding iron and a thumbscrew, alongside pictures of the treadmill and gallows 
here. There’s a cell for prison visits, where a warder sat in a barred space between 
prisoner and visitor, and a spacious cell where highwayman Dick Turpin spent his last 
night before execution. 

Contact details 

Address: York Castle Museum, Eye of York, York YO1 9RY 
Phone: 01904 687687 
Website: www.yorkcastlemuseum.org.uk 

Opening times and admission charges (2016) 

• Open daily 9.30 am – 5 pm, apart from Christmas Day, Boxing Day and New 
Year’s Day. 

• Prices: Adults £9.09. Children (under 16 years) Free. Concessions £5 (for people 
aged 17 – 24 or in receipt of a means-tested welfare benefit.) 

• Free entry for wheelchair users (+ 1 helper). 

http://www.yorkcastlemuseum.org.uk/


5. York’s City Walls – and a guided walk round them 

 
York City Walls in daffodil season 

Because of its moats and its position between the River Ouse and River Foss, York Castle 
was the strongest point in the grand medieval City Walls which run nearly all the way 
round the historic Old City. The grandest in Britain, York’s City Walls are between two 
and three miles long and are almost completely preserved. They look their very best in 
April when thousands of daffodils bloom on their grassy banks. Any day, between dawn 
and dusk, you can still walk the whole way round on top of the battlements. Here we tell 
the story of the City Walls and guide you on a clockwise circular tour, starting and 
finishing at the Eye of York. 

The purpose of York’s City Walls 

York’s Walls are a patchwork from different periods. They were largely built during the 
13th and 14th centuries. But they incorporate parts of York’s much smaller Roman 
fortress and there are also 17th and 18th century modifications and a chunk of 19th 
century restoration. 

Originally the City’s early medieval defences were wooden palisades on earth mounds. 
Repeated wars with Scotland were a prime reason for York’s walls being rebuilt in stone 
in the early 13th century. 

• These strong city walls gave the King of England a powerbase in the north. 
• They made York a secure place where an army could gradually assemble for a 

war with Scotland or against a northern rebellion and where weapons and siege 
machinery could be stored. 

• For a long war, the Walls made York a safe place where the King could conduct 
government and the war simultaneously, like a northern capital. During their 



Scottish wars, Edward I started holding parliaments in York (in the Minster’s 
Chapter House) and moved his treasure there, while Edward III brought the whole 
royal family as well. 

• If a war went badly, York’s Walls meant you could flee back and slam the gate 
shut, as Edward II did in 1314 after defeat by the Scots at Bannockburn. 

• Whether it was a time of peace, war with Scotland, or an English barons’ 
rebellion, York City Walls gave the king a secure place for imprisoning royal 
enemies, putting them on trial and publicly executing them. 

York’s Walls primarily served royal power, not York citizens, and their history is full of 
citizens’ complaints about paying for them. 

Could York’s City Walls keep attackers out? 

The Walls themselves proved very effective at deterring attack. But their human 
operators sometimes let the side down. 

Scottish raiders repeatedly avoided attacking York. But English rebellions proved a tricky 
matter. The 14th and 15th centuries were full of coup attempts by minor royals, some of 
which succeeded. Today’s treasonable rebel could become tomorrow’s rightful king - like 
Henry IV, Edward IV or Henry VII, who each seized the crown by force during the Wars 
of the Roses. So York’s civic leaders would bob and weave to avoid being on the losing 
side. While some rebels found the gates shut, others were let in with excuses. 

When the deposed Edward IV tried a comeback and demanded entry to York for his 
army, the City hedged its bets. He was allowed in for one night only. Lucky, because he 
later retook the Crown. 

When 20,000 Catholic rebels advanced on York in 1536, the City adopted a ruse. A letter 
was sent to Henry VIII requesting urgent reinforcements to resist them. Two days later, 
surprise, surprise, no royal troops had arrived. So York’s Council had to open the gates to 
the rebels, hadn’t they? And to act responsibly and protect property, shouldn’t they first 
negotiate the best deal obtainable from the rebels? Which turned out to be that only royal 
property would be stolen. Amazingly, after Henry VIII regained control, York got away 
with this. 

The only time York’s Walls were properly tested was the fierce three month Civil War 
siege during 1644, when York was a key Royalist base. Twice Parliament’s troops 
penetrated the Walls – at Walmgate Bar and near today’s Museum Gardens – but they 
were driven out again. A Royalist army arrived to relieve York and Parliament’s troops 
gave up their siege. 

But then York’s Royalist garrison made a terrible mistake. They joined up with the 
Royalist relief army and left York to chase the retreating Parliamentary army. At Marston 
Moor, near York, these Royalists were massively defeated. Parliament’s troops then 
headed back to York, which surrendered swiftly since it now lacked sufficient defenders. 



 
Re-enactment of Battle of Marston Moor on York Racecourse 

Walking round the Walls from the Eye of York 

The following guide divides the Walls into short sections which take around 15 minutes 
each. There are many stairs where you can climb on or off the Walls. You can do as 
many or as few of these as you wish. Close to these stairs, there are often interesting 
information boards. Information given here largely complements, rather than duplicates, 
the latter. 

The route described here includes the following extras to the standard ‘York Walls 
Walk’: 

• two museums in towers on the Wall, the Richard III Museum and Micklegate Bar 
Museum, and a café in a third tower, Walmgate Bar . 

• detour to the grave of highwayman Dick Turpin. 
• The Roman fortress ‘Multangular Tower’ in Museums Gardens. 

Planning your walk 

• Allow between two and three hours for the route described here - not including 
detours, like the museums in the towers. 

• Know in advance when the Walls close - from 9.00 pm mid-summer to 3.30 pm 
in winter. Usually the little gates to the walls carry signs – often ‘closes at dusk’. 

• Picturesque cafés are mentioned near the first, fourth and seventh sections of this 
walk. There are toilets near the sixth section and near Bootham Bar, this walk’s 
start and finish point. 



Section 1: Baile Hill to Micklegate Bar - ‘Mason’s Marks’ and the prisoners’ chess 
board 

Across the River Ouse from the Eye of York lies what’s probably the second prettiest 
stretch of York’s Walls Walk. Look left from Cliffords Tower and take the pedestrian 
crossing over the road, turn left along the pavement, then right - across beautiful 
Victorian Skeldergate Bridge over the Ouse. Immediately before you cross Skeldergate 
Bridge, on your right is a little tower which often is open as a café. 

 
Skeldergate Bridge, also showing the modern flats where Sarah Newby lives in book 4, Broken Alibi 

In medieval times, near here a heavy chain could be raised across the river to stop hostile 
ships sailing up the Ouse from the North Sea. This had been a tried and tested route for 
Viking invaders centuries earlier. For much of York’s history, the Ouse was more easily 
navigable than today and York functioned as an inland seaport. Close to the Eye of York, 
there are riverbank wharves for unloading cargo. Before the railways, the standard travel 
route from York to either London or Edinburgh was to sail down the Ouse into the River 
Humber and thence onwards by sea. When Skeldergate Bridge was built in 1878, it 
included a section which could be raised so sizeable vessels could use the sea route to 
York. This is on the side closest to the Eye of York and it was last activated in 1975. 

Once across the bridge, cross a side road and look for an archway into a little tower 
facing you. 

There are three little flights of steps up to the Walls. Just before the third flight, look for a 
star carved into the lowest stone in the wall on your right. This is a rare medieval 
‘Mason’s Mark’ and you may spot others. Probably these were how a new mason signed 



a sample of his work for inspection by a master mason. Such symbols became re-used in 
Freemasonry. 

A grassy, wooded mound is next to the steps. This is Baile Hill, where another of 
William the Conqueror’s wooden castles stood. Later, it became a platform for the 
Royalist defenders’ heavy cannon during the 1644 siege. 

Some way further on is a stone paving slab carved with a chess board. It is said that this 
arrived during 19th century repairs, coming from the old Castle prison, carved there by 
prisoners for entertainment in their cell. This is how to find it. Look ahead for the next 
archway through the Walls – Victoria Bar, a 19th century roadway. When you reach the 
little tower just before Victoria Bar, walk seven slabs back towards Baile Hill. On the 
eighth slab is the chess board. 

After perhaps 15 minutes, you reach Micklegate Bar, York’s grandest gate tower, the one 
facing London, where Kings ceremonially entered York. 

The lower parts are 12th century, the upper parts 14th century. If you briefly descend 
from the Walls, you can see the beautifully coloured heraldic emblems on its outside. 

Not so pretty in its heyday, though, for atop Micklegate Bar, impaled on poles, would be 
many severed heads of people who had displeased the King. A severed head often stayed 
there for years, though sometimes sympathisers secretly removed them. The last date that 
human heads were displayed on Micklegate Bar was a dark night in January 1754. They 
were the heads of two executed officers from Bonnie Prince Charlie’s army, impaled 
since 1745. These heads then mysteriously disappeared overnight. An investigation was 
ordered by George II and a York tailor was imprisoned for four years. 

 
Micklegate Bar 

Detour to Micklegate Bar Tower / ‘Henry VII Experience’ 



The building 

This medieval gatehouse tower was York’s prime display point for the severed heads of 
the most important enemies of the king. In a turret on the top floor is a moderately 
gruesome wax recreation of the head of a Duke of York, which was spiked here during 
the Wars of the Roses. 

Exhibition on Henry VII 

Henry VII was the final victor in the Wars of the Roses. On the tower’s lower floor are 
text boards about life in York during his reign, including a display of herbs and spices 
used for medical purposes at the time. On the top floor are tales about the king himself 
plus children’s activities: 

• In a little tent, a very entertaining ‘Horrible Histories’ video about Henry’s 
dealings with fraudulent claimants to the throne plus a right royal rap to a rock 
tune. 

• Design, crayon and cut out your own coat-of-arms on the cardboard templates 
provided. 

• Toy sword, shield and dressing up gear for a 15th century selfie. 
• Some serious replica helmets in a turret. You wouldn’t know unless you ask, but 

parents are authorised to try these out on their children. 

Contact details 

Address: Micklegate Bar Museum, Micklegate Bar, York YO1 6JX. 
Phone: 01904-615505 
Website: www.micklegatebar.com 

Opening times and prices (2016) 

• Open daily, 10 am – 4 pm. 
• Admission charges: adult £3.50, concessions £2.50, child £2. Family tickets & 

combination tickets with Micklegate Bar / Henry VII Experience & Barley Hall. 
• Tickets provide entry for 12 months. 

Section 2: Micklegate Bar to Lendal Bridge 

This section of the Walls Walk takes 15 minutes. As you pass the Rail Station, there’s an 
excellent photo opportunity towards the Minster. 

Before you leave the Wall at Lendal Bridge, be sure to read the interesting information 
board about Barker Tower, from which a chain across the river could stop unauthorised 
boats. Pretty little Barker Tower is just on the left of Lendal Bridge and is sometimes 
open as a café. 

http://www.micklegatebar.com/


Section 3: the Roman ‘Multangular Tower’ and the Roman coffins 

You can’t walk any further atop the Walls. But, once over Lendal Bridge, follow the 
Walls on your left, then turn left into Museum Gardens. Keep walking and the Walls will 
now be on your right. Soon you see a tower with a polygonal shape. 

The lower two-thirds is built with much smaller stone blocks than the top third. This 
lower part of the tower and the adjoining wall is the corner of the actual Roman fortress, 
which is the oldest part of York. In medieval times this surviving Roman wall was 
heightened and incorporated into the City Walls. 

 
‘Multangular Tower’: the lower, small-stone part is Roman 

If you turn right and right again through an archway, you can reach the inside of the 
Multangular Tower, as this Roman tower is known. It was one of eight such Roman 
towers, dating at least from the reign of Constantine (306 - 337 CE). From the inside, 
there’s a good view of this awesomely large and well-preserved chunk of Roman fortress. 
There is a helpful information board. Nearby are some massive stone coffins. These are 
also Roman and were brought here when a Roman cemetery was discovered during the 
building of York’s rail station. 

If you’re interested, from inside the Multangular Tower you can continue a short distance 
further along the City Wall to reach the Anglian Tower, a small ruined tower built soon 
after the Romans departure – a rare piece of Anglo-Saxon building. Nearby is a layered 
bank where archaeologists have marked the ground levels for different historical periods. 

Otherwise you can head back outside the Multangular Tower, turn right and follow the 
City Wall for a short distance to where a section was demolished in the 1820s to make 
way for a road. During this period there was a major public battle between 
conservationists and influential York entrepreneurs who saw opportunities to make 
money through demolition of the City Walls. Luckily the former won. 



You look across the road to where the City Wall restarts at the gate called Bootham Bar. 
Head for a stairway running up the outside of the Wall, which will take you into Bootham 
Bar’s tower. 

Section 4: Bootham Bar to Monk Bar 

In Bootham Bar’s tower, you can see the portcullis close-up before you step out along on 
the battlements. Soon you get a view of the dry moat along the outside of the Wall. In 
medieval times this ditch was filled with water diverted from the River Foss, which this 
walk later passes. Looking inwards are wonderful views towards the Minster which make 
this section of the Walls Walk many people’s favourite. 

 
York’s cathedral from City Walls 

Soon, look out for a staircase downwards on your right, signed for Grays Court Tea 
Room and Garden. This is a pleasant place for food or drink – details of this historic 
building on: grayscourtyork.com/index.php 

Continuing along the Wall till Monk Bar tower – this section takes around 15 minutes. 
Your choices now are: 

• Turn right down the dark flight of steps in the Monk Bar tower and cross 
Goodramgate street then climb back on to the Walls on the other side of the 
tower. 

• First visit the museum in Monk Bar’s tower. 

Detour to Monk Bar Richard III Museum 

The building 

Inside this medieval gatehouse tower you can see: 

http://grayscourtyork.com/index.php


• The mechanism for operating the portcullis. 
• In a tiny turret, a prison cell with an authentic medieval toilet, which emptied 

straight down from the tower wall. 
• Another cramped prison cell which tells the tale of Alice Bowman, a prisoner of 

conscience gaoled there in Elizabeth I’s reign. She had removed the head of a 
Catholic which had been publicly displayed on a spike. 

New exhibition about Richard III 

Since 2014, the tower hosts a new look exhibition about Richard III and battles of the 
15th century Wars of the Roses. 

• A suit of armour plus replica medieval helmets. Parents, you may help your 
children to hoist the hefty helmets on to their heads. Officially sanctioned! 

• Text panels tell of Richard III’s rumoured murders of his nephews and wife, death 
in battle in 1485, and reappearance under a Leicester car park in 2013. 

• For adults, a sombre video about the 1461 Battle of Towton, during the Wars of 
the Roses - 28,000 slaughtered in the snow, shattered skulls now uncovered from 
mass graves etc. 

• Children get a Fast Forward video about the same – in spritely Horrible Histories 
style, while seated in a snug tent. 

Contact details 

Address: Richard III Experience, Monk Bar, York, YO1 7LQ 
Phone: 01904-615505 
Website: http://richardiiiexperience.com 

Opening times and prices 

• Open daily. April - October, 10 am – 5 pm. November to March 10 am – 4 pm,. 
• Admission charges: adult £3.50, concessions £2.50, child £2. Family tickets & 

combination tickets with Micklegate Bar / Henry VII Experience & Barley Hall. 
• Tickets provide entry for 12 months. 

Section 5: Monk Bar to Foss Islands Road 

It’s worth looking at the picturesque exterior of Monk Bar before you climb back on to 
the Wall by the stairs on the other side of the road. 

Once back on the Walls, soon there’s a flight of seven steps and a snowflake symbol on 
the battlements’ pavement. Here look outwards and beneath the walls there’s something 
like a brick igloo. It’s an early 19th century ice storage house. Here, well shaded on the 
north of the City Wall, ice from the frozen Ouse was stored for use later in the year. From 
Monkgate there’s easy access to this ice house through a pub car park. You can peer 
down into a deep pit inside it. 

http://richardiiiexperience.com/


Beside the snowflake symbol, look inwards from the battlement and below you’ll see the 
uncovered foundations of a tower from the Roman fortress. A moment later, there’s a 
good information board about another Roman tower. You are at a corner of the Roman 
fortress. 

Next, looking inwards, the old Hall of the Merchant Taylors Guild is visible close to the 
Wall. On the Walls’ battlements, opposite the Hall’s far end, there are two arched niches. 
These are said to be remains from medieval lavatories, which discharged outside the 
Walls. This section takes perhaps 10 minutes. 

 
Tower near Merchant Taylors’ Hall 

Section 6: Foss Islands Road to the Red Tower 

This part of medieval York’s defences never needed any walls because it was a mix of a 
large royal fish farm and impassable swamp. William the Conqueror began a massive 
engineering project which dammed and diverted the River Foss before it reached the 
Ouse. First it flowed into the huge King’s Pool, where people paid steeply to fish bream 
and pike as a royal income generator - William was extremely money-minded. Then the 
river formed a water moat outside the City Walls, then flowed around the moat of 
Castle’s Keep, before joining the larger River Ouse. Just before joining the Ouse, it 
powered a water mill– more income generation. All this has disappeared. The King’s 
Pool has largely silted up and you see the River Foss flowing a different route today. 

To reach the next section of Walls, turn slightly right as you leave the previous section. 
Cross the road, then cross the waterway immediately to your left, the River Foss. Then 
continue walking with the River Foss on your right and a busy road on your left. This was 
all once the King’s Pool. 



When the River Foss curves off to your right, don’t follow it: stick to the pavement along 
the big road. After a builder’s yard and some houses you reach the Red Tower and the 
Walls again, just five minutes after you left them. 

Section 7: Red Tower to Walmgate Bar 

The Red Tower was a 1490 reinforcement by Henry VII to deal with local uprisings 
against his heavy taxes. He built it in brick, unlike the rest of the Walls, which led to a 
murderous conflict between stonemasons and bricklayers, as the information board 
describes. 

Climbing back on the Walls, you’ll notice they are much lower than earlier in your walk. 
In 1745 this section was deliberately reduced in height and loopholed for muskets. This 
was in preparation for Bonnie Prince Charlie’s Scottish Highlanders who were invading 
England - though in the event they bypassed York. Earlier, during the lead-up to the Civil 
War of 1642-1646, some other parts of the Walls were likewise lowered so as better to 
resist cannon fire. Lower walls offered less of a target and made it harder for a cannon 
ball to destroy long stretches of parapet. This section takes five minutes. 

Walmgate Bar and the café inside 

Walmgate Bar is a large gate tower. It saw the fiercest fighting of the intense three month 
siege in 1644. Parliament’s troops dug a secret tunnel under Walmgate Bar, packed with 
gunpowder to blow it up. But the Royalists discovered this from a prisoner and dug a 
tunnel of their own to flood it. 

You can see bullet marks from the siege if you go through the arch into the barbican, then 
turn round and look at the right hand turret on the gatehouse itself. As at other gates, 
there’s a rounded arch from Norman times. But much of it is later, like the pretty 
Elizabethan structure on the city side with its classical pilasters and latticed windows. 
This used to be rented out as housing – income generation was a pressing issue for these 
City Walls, where King and York residents constantly argued about maintenance costs. 

Today Walmgate Bar contains a pleasant, atmospheric café. Its top floor hasn’t changed 
greatly from Civil War days, apart from no Roundheads trying to get in. If you ask, café 
staff may let you walk out on the walls of the barbican. From here you can see the bullet 
marks on the turret especially clearly. At street level outside, before the next steps up to 
the Walls, there’s an information board which explains the barbican’s purpose. 



 
Walkway along the battlements 

Section 8: Walmgate to Fishergate Bar 

It takes five minutes to reach Fishergate Bar, a small gate. Here you need briefly to 
descend from the Wall. You’ll see an information board about Fishergate Bar’s turbulent 
history. But before you go back up on the Wall, you could take a couple of minutes to 
visit the grave of the famous highwayman, Dick Turpin, who was hanged at York in 
1739. 

Quick detour to Dick Turpin’s grave 

Here is the tomb of the famous highwayman, whose imprisonment and execution in York 
was mentioned earlier. Head briefly rightwards, inwards from the City Walls, cross Lead 
Mill Lane and take the first gate on your left into a little graveyard. The wages of crime, 
it seems, are an easy-to-spot grave. Its massive bulk reflects the risk that ‘bodysnatchers’ 
might steal his corpse – they did so once, soon after his execution, so this hefty tomb 
sought to prevent another try. 

Section 9: Fishergate to the York Law Courts 

Back on the Walls, it takes perhaps five minutes to Fishergate Postern, a 16th century 
tower which ends the Walls Walk till after you cross the River Ouse. This roomy, four 
storey tower is at present closed but it may soon host a café and a small museum about 
the City Walls. Once it guarded a pedestrians’ entrance to York. By Georgian times it 
was being hired out as an exotic party venue in the perennial quest to milk money from 
the City Walls. 

Descending from the Walls, you must next cross the River Foss by the bridge which 
you’ll see in front of you. Toilets are nearby in St George’s Fields Car Park on the left 



side of the road. Otherwise stay on the right side and follow the pavement round to the 
right. 

You’ll see walls and towers with battlements on your right with tall buildings behind. 
These are York Castle’s walls, which survive from its demolition as described earlier. 
The first building is the back of the former County Gaol, now the Castle Museum. The 
next one is York Law Courts. You have come full circle. 

If you have enjoyed this booklet, you can find more such information in two much 
longer Kindle guidebooks by the same author, which cover the whole of York. 

If you are considering visiting York, you might like: ‘Choice Guide to York’ 

 

If spending longer in Yorkshire, you can find the same information about York within 
a very large guidebook: ‘Choice Visits in Yorkshire and York’. This also covers day 
trips from York to many places of scenic beauty or of historical or cultural interest. The 
best way to grasp what this book offers is to examine its large on-line free sample. 

http://geni.us/9E2qA
http://geni.us/zJnokq
http://geni.us/9E2qA


 

 

http://geni.us/zJnokq
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