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The Moat is narrowest on the north (about 24'), but the stream is a further 
protection. The greatest width is on the west (about 45'), on the south 
the Moat is narrower but deeper, the outer bank being about 10' high, and 

the inner bank over 20' high 



"Oliver CromweJI's Castle" 
by 

D. J. Bott, F.L.A. 

I 
Eastern Leicestershire is a district little known, though full 

of interest and beauty. In the valley that lies at its heart, on the 
road between Owston and Knossington, there is a moated site known 
locally as "Oliver Cromwell's Castle", in the parish of Owston. 
Apart from being recorded on the Ordnance Survey maps and 
briefly mentioned in the Victoria County History, 1 nothing appears 
to be known of the site. 

Throsby was too preoccupied over the Knossington almshouses, 
and too annoyed over the missing keys of the parish register,2 to 
notice the moat, and the other County historians are equally silent. 
The Victoria County History has no facts or theories to offer.. Here 
then is an interesting problem. What was the connection, if any, 
with Oliver Cromwell, and what is the story behind the moat? 

An examination of the site yields certain clues. In approaching 
the moat from the road one passes over a hollow or depression 
running parallel with the road, and extending across the field. 
The ridge and furrow runs from the present road as far as this 
depression and stops abruptly. There are no signs of the ridges 
beyond the depression. As Mr. Beresford has shown, 3 the ridge 
and furrow may be equated with the mediaeval strips, and though 
these did vary in length they were usually about a furlong-"a 
furrow long". It would seem therefore that originally the ridges 
continued across what is the present road, and this continuity is 
clearly visible at a distance, when standing north of the stream. 
A little way to the west, the ridges are · plainly revealed by air 
photography ( at 20,000 ft.) as being broken by the present road. 
At first sight the depression was taken as the former line of the 

lV.C.H. i. 270. 
2Throsby, Excursions (1790), 388. "Here is an hospital in ruin; it was 

founded for widO\vs. · The trustees, I am told , are all dead, and 
none were chosen to supply their place. What becomes of the 
income? . . . . The keys of the register, I found, were kept by the 
curate who resides at Oakham, whither I had not the least intention 
to travel to gain a sight of what ought to be kept securely under 
lock and key but certainly in the care of someone in the village." 

3For example in the Leicestershire and Rutland Magazine, i. II5-20. 
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road, especially since it closely resembled mediaeval roads 
elsewhere, as at Ingarsby and Old Marefield. }.[owever, air 
photographs showed no trace ot the depression in ad1acent fields, 
nor could it be found on the ground, and so the former line of 
road must be sought elsewhere-probably north of the stream. 

From the depression there are mounds and ditches running 
north to link with the moated site itself, and it seems probable that 
the depression was 'an additional moat added at a later date to 
protect outbuildings, of which the mounds may be foundations. 
This theory is supported by traces of a slight bank and ditch (partly 
obscured today by the hedges) which protect the flanks and link up 
with the stream on the north of the moated enclosure itself. 

There is an entrance to the moated site on the south, but it does 
not seem to be the original means of access, for what would appear 
to be the gatehouse is on the north-west corner across the moat. 
Apparently then, for the occupants of the site, the most important 
approach was from the north-west. From here it is feasible to 
suppose that a track would run along the stream towards Owston. 
This supposition is assisted by indications immediately south of 
Owston Abbey that the Newbold road once crossed the stream 
further to the east, and that a track ran from here towards the 
moated site. Higher up the stream, on the Owston-Somerby road, 
there are farm tracks which may follow this line. 

The size of the site shows its importance, and it is interesting 
to compare it with other places. Bird's Nest, on the New Parks, 
still survives, though the moat is unimpressive. Fortunately its 
mediaeval dimensions are known. 4 In I526 it was refortified by 
Lord John Grey in the feud with the Hastings family, and the 
moat was then 28 feet wide, 8 feet deep, and had a compass of 
357 yards, while the drawbridge was 39 feet by I2 feet. Although 
Bird's Nest was constructed as a strong point, it will be seen that 
"Oliver Cromwell's Castle" was more strongly fortified; even 
today the moat is wider and deeper than Bird's Nest was when 
newly made, while the stream on the north of the site, together 
with the depression running across the field and the hollows along 
the hedges, gives the effect of a double moat. 

At Kirby Castle, begun by Lord Hastings in I480, the moat 
is much wider and considerably longer on two sides ( although 
shorter on the others) than the Owston site.5 However the bailey 

4L. Fox and P. Russell, Leicester Forest (1948), 81. 
5C. R. Peers, Kirby Muxloe Castle near L eicester (1917), 10, 15. The moat 

at Kirby measured 300 feet from N.E. to S.W. and 360 feet the 
other way, and varied in width from 45 feet to 70 feet. The island 
measured 175 feet by 245 feet, while the bailey was 100 feet by 
160 feet. 



"OLIVER CROMWELL'S CASTLE" 135 

at Kirby is smaller than the island of "Oliver Cromwell's Castle", 
but it must be remembered that there are no buildings on the 
latter, and originally it would have had a smaller courtyard than 
that at Kirby. Even so, the two sites are comparable in size, and 
when it is remembered that Hastings was the most powerful baron 
in the land, even though Kirby was a secondary house, one wonders 
at the resources of the builders of this lonely site on the Eastern 
Uplands. Although there are puzzling features, the site presents 
sufficient clues to suggest a theory as to the identity of the builders 
and their story. 

It is unfortunate that no field name could be traced either 
locally, or in the Muniment Room, or the County Record Office. 
The very mention of Cromwell in the name given to the site is 
suspicious, for in so many places earthworks of unknown origin 
are attributed incorrectly to the Civil Wars. Dr. Hoskins found 
this legend locally at Hamilton and Great Stretton. 6 Cromwell 
is not recorded as having had any connexion with Owston or 
Knossington, nor is there any mention of a skirmish here. Further, 
the site is of a definite type-the moated homestead-which ceased 
to be constructed to any extent after r500, partly because gun
powder had rendered such defences obsolete, and partly because 
of the more settled conditions under the strong hand of t4e Tudors. 
So far from having been constructed during the Civil War, it may 
be concluded that the site presented much its present appearance 
in Cromwell's day. 

Moated sites are quite common, and usually they are 
associated with villages (though in some cases the villages have 
now disappeared). It is interesting to note that there are two 
deserted village sites, Newbold and Marefield, further down the 
same stream that runs to the north of "Oliver Cromwell's Castle". 
The following reasons, however, suggest that this site could not 
have been associated with a deserted village. First, it seems too 
close to Owston and Knossington, while it is not mentioned in 
Domesday Book, Burton, or other sources, and it is not marked 
on the oldest maps. Again, the depression, which at first sight 
appears to be a street, does not continue beyond the field boundaries 
and is almost certainly a moat. Moreover, had it been a village 
street the strips would not have run to the edge, but would have 
stopped at some distance to allow room for the crofts, as at 
Ingarsby and other sites, or as may be seen in actual use at Laxton 
today. These arguments were subsequently confirmed by 
examination of air photographs, which show no sign of a village. 

6Transactions of the Leicestershire Archceological Society, xxii. 243 . 
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Of the alternatives, it mjght have been an isolated farm; but 
this is most unlikely, for under the open-field system the farmhouses 
were in the village street. There were occasional exceptions in 
forest areas, as for example Alderman Ilaw in Charnwood Forest, 
but the size and location of the Owston site make it improbable that 
it belonged to any ordinary farmer. 

There might have been some connexion with Leighfield Forest, 
but this is also improbable for it is beyond the Forest boundaries 
as given at the Eyre of r269, 7 and its placing in relation to the 
Forest is not good. · The Keepers' lodges are within the Forest, 
and Sauvey Castle was in use probably until about r327. Moreover, 
the Owston site would hardly commend itself to the military eye. 

'It could have been some building connected with Owston 
Abbey, and the obvious possibility is an abbey grange. Most 
moated sites were constructed by laymen, but there are some moats 
in the county which may be of monastic origin, as for example 
Horsepool Grange, and the Owston site appears to belong to that 
class. This theory of an abbey farm js supported by the following 
reasons. The size indicates a comparatively wealthy owner; the 
site is in Owston parish, all of which belonged to the Abbey, and 
it adjoins the boundary of Knossington parish, where the Abbey 
owned a great deal of land; it is known that the Abbey farmed the 
Knossington demesne, instead of letting it, and that they possessed 
a granary for the produce. This would account for the area and 
situation on the direct road to Owston Abbey, which avoids Owston 
village and which provides a direct link with the other Abbey farm 
at Newbold. 

The air photograph reveals an enclosure on the island 
containing several parallel lines. On the ground they are very 
indistinct, but they are not ridge and furrow. Most probably they 
are foundations of the farm buildings. The site would contain at 
least the following structures : one barn, if not more, for storage of 
grain; a barn for farm implements, such as a plough, carts, etc.; 
byres for the cattle ; and a house for the bailiff. There appear to 
be seven ridges, which may be identified in the following manner. 
From the south, the first line inside the moat is the boundary of 
the enclosure; then come four long lines and two short ones, which 
could be two long barns and a smaller building.. Alternatively, 
if the boundary wall were also the outer wall of a barn, there could 
be one long barn, two bays wide, and a long and a short building 
each one bay in width. The markings outside the moat suggest 

7J. C. Cox, Royal Forests of Engla.nd (1905), 235 . 
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that at some date the accommodation on the island was insufficient, 
and further buildings were erected to the south, and a lesser moat 
made to protect these. Such a practice was not uncommon. 
Monastic barns were often of immense size: for example, the 
fifteenth-century barn at Abbotsbury, in Dorset, part of which is 
still in use today, measured 276 feet long and 31 feet wide, while 
that of Newhouse Grange, Sheepy Magna, in Leicestershire, is 143 
feet long and 37 feet wide. 

II 

The story of the Knossington demesne ,farm and of its granary 
just over the border in Owston parish may be outlined as follows. 
It had its origin in a gift of land made by Walter de Chevrecourt 
to the newly-founded Augustinian Abbey at Owston. The exact 
date is unknown, but the grant was confirmed by Bishop de Chesney 
of Lincoln, who died about rr67. 8 The property was continually 
augmented, and in 1279 contained about 96 arable acres, 9 while 
at one period the Abbey owned over 9 virgates-about 200 acres
in Knossington. 10 

It is probable that the granary was fortified before 1200, and 
in those unsettled times defences were necessary. Some of the 
canons would remember the civil war of Stephen's reign, when half 
of Leicestershire was devastated, and how the small village of 
Newbold had asked, and obtained, permission ,from the Pope to 
build a chapel of their own as it was unsafe to go the mile to their 
own parish church at Owston.11 

In 1262 there was a lawsuit between the Abbot and Robert de 
Chevrecourt over the Knossington property, for it would seem 
that the Abbot was evading some of his feudal obligations. 12 There 
was another lawsuit about 1325, for the r{lctor of Knossington, Alan 
de Rothewell, had cast envious eyes on the farm of his wealthy 
neighbour, and stolen some cattle and goods from the Abbey farm. 13 

By 1349, Brother Richard (who may have been a lay brother) 
was Supervisor of the l(nossington estate, and he recovered expenses 

BNichols, History of Leicestershire, ii. 757. 

9R. H. Hilton, Economic Development of some Leicestershire Estates 
(1947), II4. 

10Ibid., IIO. 

11Nichols, op. cit., ii . 766. 

12G. F. Farnham, Leicestershire Mediaeval Village Notes (1929-1933), iii. 
170-171. 

13A. B. De Mowbray, Knossington (1898), 23. 
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from the Owston Receiver.I4 Soon afterwards ordinary bailiffs took 
over the various Abbey farms, and jt is recorded that in I363 
Ralph of Knossington was bailiff of this particular farm, and that 
the Owston Receiver paid him fourpennyworth of ·· oat flour to be 
issued to the labourers. Cultivation was declining because of the 
widespread dislocation caused by the Black Death, and in I363 the 
crops at Knossington seem to have been small. The Granger's 
account mentions the receipt of 3 quarters I strike of wheat, 25 
quarters of barl~y, and½ quarter of oats.Is 

With the labour troubles resulting from the decline in population 
there was a change in economic policy, and land was leased out 
instead of being cultivated by the Abbey. Less produce was sold, 
and the greater part of the annual income was derived from rents. 
By I386 the only demesnes still farmed were Owston, Slawston and 
Knossington. The Knossington farm enjoyed a favoured position 
because it was so close to the Abbey. At this time the grange sent 
to Owston 20½ quarters of wheat, 42½ quarters of barley, I strike 
of peas and beans, and 2 quarters 2 strikes of oats, and there were 
5 heifers, I bull, 4 oxen, and II cows on the farm . Most of the 
stock seems to have been on the Slawston demesne, while the 
Owston and Knossington farms were chiefly arable. 

Some idea of the capacity of the Knossington granary may be 
gathered from the crops stored there in I388. There were 30 
quarters of wheat, 80 quarters of barley, 30 quarters of peas and 
beans, and 56 quarters of peas remaining from the previous year. 

In I386 there were five labourers employed, and their combined 
wage was £2 : r2 : 8 per year, but they received wheat, peas and 
beans in addition. Mediaeval wages sound fantastic to modem ears, 
but it must be remembered that money values have changed, a 
considerable proportion of the wage was paid in kind, and each 
man would have his own plot of land and rights of pasture. Extra 
labour was employed at various seasons, such as harvest, and there 
was a certain amount of boon labour. Early in the fifteenth century 
four men were employed at a total wage of £2 : r4 : 8. 

It may be that the enlargement of the site took place at this 
period, for with the reduction of demesnes to three by r386, the 
Knossington farm gained in importance .. 

I4For the later history most of the information must be gleaned from 
Dr. R . H . Hilton's Economic Development of some Leicestershire 
Estates in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries, and that is the 
source unless otherwise stated. 

ISA quarter of English wheat=504 lbs.; a strike was probably about 
63 lbs. 
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The Abbey records indicate the growth of sheep farming. 
Whereas in r358 each manor had its own flock, by r386 all flocks 
had been combined under a stock-keeper, John Deye, and 
numbered 384 sheep. Two years later the flock had increased to 
690 sheep, and the sale of wool became an increasing item of 
revenue. 

The decrease in the number of estates meant that more corn 
had to be purchased, and by the second decade of the fifteenth 
century nearly twice as much corn was bought as thirty years before. 
There was also closer control of the remaining estates, and wages 
were paid from Owston, instead of by the local bailiff. 

The fifteenth century saw a great depression, and part of the 
Knossington manor was let. A lawsuit arose in r42r over certain 
tenements having been leased by the tenant without the Abbey's 
permission. In r4 73 further trouble arose over .a dishonest parson 
at Knossington, Walter Ingleton, who cut down some of the Abbot's 
trees in Owston, and also stole forty shillings' worth of timber. 16 

References in r48r and r483 to carrying services-"charying 
frumentum" -owed by Knossington tenants suggest that the 
demesne farm was still arable at the end of the fifteenth century, 
and it probably so continued until the dissolution of Owston Abbey. 

It is likely that the site was abandoned soon after that, for the 
grange formed an integral part of the economic structure of Owston 
Abbey, and when the Abbey was dissolved the reason for 
independent existence ceased. With the spread of sheep farming 
and the enclosures there was no need of a granary, and the main 
value of the building would be in the lead and timber, which would 
soon be stripped. Decay would follow rapidly, and, as time passed, 
the black-cloaked canons of Owston and their connexion with the 
moat faded from local memory. It is a similar story to that of the 
deserted villages, so many of which are in this district. Let the final 
word on the local name of "Oliver Cromwell's Castle" come from 
Allcroft's Earthwork of England, 17 where, speaking of moated sites 
in general, he says: "In too many cases there remains of it not 
so much as a tradition; in others a forgetful generation has attached 
to its vestiges some absurd tale of Cromwell and the Civil Wars; 
... .. or talks idly of castles that once occupied the site." 

I6Farnham, op. cit., iii. 174. 
17A. H. Allcroft, Earthwork of England (1908), 480. 


