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Hertford Castle, Hertford, Hertfordshire, (d). Vague evidence of a fragment of concave brick handhold in a
bastion tower in the walls,* probably fifteenth century.

Hatfield Old Palace, Hertfordshire, (d). Former palace of the Bishops of Ely, built by John Morton, 1480-90.
The surviving east wing of a quadrangular block, now an entertainment venue for Hatfield House. The west
front projecting porch has a stair turret. Smith states ‘The Hatfield Palace examples are plastered over, but the
form of the spiralling barrel-vault is almost certainly evidence for a brick stair.’*

Nether Hall, Roydon, Essex, (b) (Figs.6 and 7), RH. Built by Thomas Colt (d. 1467), begun late 1460s.”” Again
the ruined gatehouse of a fortified manor house now all destroyed except for a section of curtain wall and the
moat. The stair is located in the right-hand three-storey tower which is virtually intact, the other is partially
collapsed (see cover illustration). The stair has a sunk and moulded handhold and is supported on arches rather
than a barrel-vault, unusually the steps have timber leading edges, probably Oak or Elm, it is not known if
these go all the way to the top but it is possible to climb the staircase to the parapets.’® Ryan states “... the
lower part of the stair has a spiralling barrel vault, but the upper part is constructed on arches which radiate
from the central newel, so has reversed what is there.”*® Also of note is clear evidence of plastering.

Moot Hall, Maldon, Essex, (2) (Fig.8) RH. Built by Robert Darcy, it is sometimes known as Darcy’s Tower.
Possibly 1424-25% although Wight dates it a decade later.*' Almost certainly part of a larger complex, virtually
all physical trace of which is now lost. Excepting the Cow Tower in Norwich, this is the earliest brick staircase
in England, of the type and period we are concerned with. Along with Oxburgh Hall, the best preserved of
those seen to date. The staircase from ground to first floor was sealed off in 1810 by the insertion of a floor at
first floor and a partition on the ground floor. It was not opened up until the late 1960s. In 1810 a new timber
staircase was inserted at the front of the building to the first floor to enable easier access to the court on that
floor.*?

Eastbury Manor House, on the outskirts of east London, although there is no brick stair here and slightly late
at ¢.1556-73. It has a pair of brick staircase shafts, both had timber stairs, but only the service stair survives.
The principal shaft, which now contains a modern steel stair, has a moulded countersunk brick handhold of
the type common with brick spiral stairs. (Fig.9) This feature is absent in the service stair where a rope would
probably have been utilised.**

Wayneflete’s Tower, Esher Place, Surrey, (a). 1475-80, A bishops’ palace of which only the gatehouse
remains. Built by William Wayneflete Bishop of Winchester.* The gatehouse has had later windows inserted,
including in the stair turret, which break through the shaft in an ungainly manner, possibly by William Kent.**
Wayneflete employed the master mason John Cowper, to build his house, who also worked at Kirby Muxloe
Castle and Buckden Palace.*® The staircase has all the attributes of the standard brick winder, although the
sunk handhold is less refined than others.

Wayneflete’s or Fox’s Tower, Farnham Castle, Surrey, (d). 1470-75,*” another residence of the bishops of
Winchester. Although resembling one at first sight, this is not strictly speaking, a gatehouse, rather it was built
to provide extra and more comfortable accommodation. There is slim documentary evidence only for a brick
staircase. Thompson working from the manorial accounts and rent books states: “In 1477 the tower’s staircase
(novus gradus novi Turris) was tiled,” at the date of recording, this could well mean ‘bricked’ or constructed
in brick. Wight tantalisingly quotes: “In 1450s William Burgess was paid for making brick stair in a new tower,
£1. 11s 8d.”* Odd because of the date, unfortunately there is no specific source given.
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specification. It was then simply winched into place as the shaft was built around it, with the outer bearing
within the shaft, requiring just simple timber props for temporary support whilst the surrounding masonry
cured.’! Stone spiral stairs were as common in East Anglia as elsewhere, evidenced by their existence in many
parish churches, fortresses and houses. Indeed, it has been forcefully argued that no part of East Anglia is so
far from sources of stone that its procurement and transport was in any way prohibitive.’>

The Rye House Group

The Rye House Group, as noted above, are: Someries Castle, Faulkbourne Hall, Rye House, Nether Hall,
Roydon, and Maldon Moot Hall. The group was so named by Terence Paul Smith for similarities in decoration
such as corbel-tables and diaper and other brick patterns externally.”® Although the Moot Hall has none of
these,* they are all, nevertheless linked by their staircases, which are, with the exception of Nether Hall, near
identical. This can be seen from the illustrations, although the Rye House stair rises clockwise and the others
are all anti-clockwise. This perhaps a whim of Andrew Ogard, for there is no real significance as to whether a
spiral stair rises clockwise, or anti-clockwise.’® The other link that Smith postulates is that this group was all
the work of a single group or atelier of craftsmen.*® Even taking into account the anomalies above, there
appears to be no strong argument against this assertion.

Soldiers, Bishops and a Lawyer: The Links Between the Buildings and the Staircases Within

The desire for something exceptional in building was not uncommon and a brick staircase was seen as
something highly fashionable, unusual and expensive. With the exception of the Cow Tower in Norwich, and
other rare early examples, such as the twelfth-century stair in St. Botolph’s Priory, Colchester built of Roman
bricks. We can assume that Sir Robert Darcy, was the leader in this fashion. He was a highly influential lawyer
associated with the eastern ports from Berwick-upon-Tweed southwards, would have been familiar with the
early brick industry in Hull and most probably had travelled overseas to the Low Countries, the Netherlands,
Denmark and northern Germany.>” He was elected Parliamentary Burgess for Maldon in 1422. He was not the
first to build in brick in the fifteenth century, but was surely the first to commission a brick staircase in the
house he built in Maldon, possibly as early as 1424. The remains of the house are now called the Moot Hall,
also known as Darcy’s Tower. He was closely associated with other brick builders in Essex, Sir Lewis John,
Sir John Tyrell and Sir John Montgomery, all three soldiers who had served in France. The latter of
Faulkbourne Hall, also with a slightly later brick stair. All were immensely wealthy. John, Tyrell and Darcy
were knights of the shire of Essex as well as serving together in other formal government and legal capacities.™®
There were also associations through marriage of Darcy’s children with Tyrell’s and possibly Montgomery’s.

That these men were well travelled and thus influenced by the traditions of northern Europe’s
extensive use of brick is clear. Indeed, Sir Andrew Ogard of the Rye House was himself a Dane. Ogard in turn
was associated with Sir John Fastolf of Caister Castle, and cross-county associations surely existed,
particularly within the Rye House group. It is fairly certain that Robert Darcy arranged to bring over Flemish
or German bricklayers to construct his staircase, if not the whole house. There is plenty of evidence that alien
brick craftsmen were working in East Anglia in the period and Smith cites extensive instances of this.>

And so the links continue and spread their web. Richard Bennington who built Hussey Tower and
Ralph Lord Cromwell who built Tattershall Castle and Tower-on-the-Moor were both justices of the peace in
south Lincolnshire and surely exchanged ideas, the stairs at the former and the latter are both similar in type.5
William Wayneflete Bishop of Winchester was born in Wainfleet, Lincolnshire, hence his adoptive name. He
was responsible for much brick building at Eton College where he was Fellow and Provost from 1440-47. He
is also credited with the towers at both Farnham Castle and Esher Place, now both know as Wayneflete’s
Tower. The latter certainly with a brick stair and the former with documentary evidence of one. He is closely
associated with Tattershall, close to Wainfleet, where his arms are displayed on the church and he knew Ralph
Lord Cromwell the builder of Tattershall Castle personally.' He was an extremely powerful and influential
person becoming Lord Chancellor of England in 1456. Wayneflete took into his service, sometime in the late
1470s, John Cowper a master mason who had been apprenticed at Eton College. He is inextricably linked to
Wayneflete at Esher (and probably Farnham) and Tattershall on the church. He doubtless also found work at
Tattershall Castle. Whilst there he was employed by Lord Hastings at Kirby Muxloe Castle with its four brick
staircases, he is also linked to Buckden Palace.®? Another powerful prelate and brick builder was Thomas
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This in turn was due to the expense of such staircases, the limitations of the material and the time taken to
construct them. The fashion lasted little more than a century and by the time Clement Sysley came to build his
mansion, Eastbury Manor House in Barking, in circa 1556 the appetite had gone. Although he incorporatefi a
brick handhold in the higher status stair, he opted for the much less expensive and more quickly erected option
of a timber stair. Brick never really represented a threat to stone and timber in staircase design and construction.
In construction history terms thesc examples must be seen as rare and often beautiful phenomena that never
took hold. The surviving examples are exceptional, even in ruin. They deserve further research and closer
inspection particularly in comparison with their continental counterparts.
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