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LEEDS CASTLE

Maidstone, Kent ME17 1PL
11th July 2019
Leeds Castle has a history like a lavish royal banquet with all its various dishes,
going back to the 10th century, so for once in my life I managed to make a brief
research of its history before actually visiting. This is not quite true, as a visit circa
1983 had already left me with a vague memory of being rushed around by my
father-in-law at what was clearly an exceptional place.
However, this visit was during a holiday in Kent and only 25 minutes or so away,
so it was a must. The sky remained dressed in thick white cloud, but there were
some reluctant patches of blue showing and the air seemed very warm.
We left at 09:15 in case the traffic was problematic, but fortunately it wasn't. The
ticket office wasn't open until 10:00, so we had a small wait. Quite a few people
were already there and after paying a call at a decidedly malodorous toilet, we
were allowed in. The fee paying of £24 each was smooth, although at the time I
did wonder why our photos needed to be taken. It turns out it was for the "sole
purpose of ensuring the validity of tickets on presentation", although it does feel
a bit like overkill and ever so slightly intrusive. What if we'd refused?
As it happened, we were simply pleased to be there. We were soon enjoying an
unhurried walk of 10 minutes or so along to the castle itself, on a path amid some
verdant trees, a lake, a picturesque red bridge, flower beds in the distance and
hundreds of birds. Really, hundreds of birds, in and out of the lake – swans, geese,
ducks, pigeons – eek! The ornithophobia was alive and flapping its wings as I was
forced to pick my way gingerly amongst the feathers underfoot. There were also
black swans, as the last owner of the castle had been very fond of birds.
As we approached the castle itself, we noticed some building remnants of the past
begging for a photo. They turned out to be the barbican with a portcullis gate and
a fortified mill alongside the moat, with a small garden area in front.

The barbican and fortified mill (photo by Alan Santillo)
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The mill had been derelict for a number of years and had become very overgrown,
but was restored by the castle stonemason in the late 1980s. Part of the work had
included digging out the old waterwheel and when it was completed, creating a
new channel allowing water to flow through the mill into the main stream again.
The castle had looked majestically handsome rising up from its large, surrounding
moat on our approach and as we arrived at its hallowed gates (or the paved
entrance way across the moat), it continued to impress. It was still a little before
opening time at 10:30, so we walked on to the café for a cappuccino, which we
enjoyed sitting outside in a courtyard, reading the literature we'd been given.
Soon it was time to return to the castle, to power walk through as nonchalantly
as possible in order to take a photo of the building, before hundreds of tourists
started to wander around en masse (often clad in red or orange clothing!)

Handsome Leeds Castle (photo by Alan Santillo)

It happened to be Leeds Castle's 900th anniversary, as the first stone castle had
been built in 1119 – although in the 9th century, a Saxon chief called Led or Leed
had built a wooden structure on two islands in a lake formed by the River Len.
Was it originally known as the River Led? Also, if Led's wooden structure had been
erected in 819, should it actually have been Leeds Castle's 1200th anniversary?
The first historical record of a building on this site is listed in the Domesday Book
of 1086, when a 'Manor of Esledes' was owned by Odo (c.1036-1097) – otherwise
known as the Bishop of Bayeux, half-brother of William the Conqueror (and also
my 27th great-uncle, if ancestry delving is correct). However, Odo fell out of kingly
favour a few years later and the estate was granted to the de Crèvecoeur family,
who owned it for the next 175 years.
In 1119, it was rebuilt in stone as a Norman stronghold, with advantage taken of
the natural rocky outcrops that formed the two islands in the River Len. The main
fortification of the keep was on the smaller island, with the bailey and its more
domestic buildings on the larger island. A drawbridge linked the islands, which
could be drawn up to protect the keep when necessary.
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The castle was besieged by King Stephen (c.1094-1154, reign from 1135) in 1139,
as the de Crèvecoeur family had declared their support for the Empress Matilda
(c.1102-1167), during the civil war known as the Anarchy.
Although Stephen was victorious, the de Crèvecoeur family survived the siege and
managed to maintain ownership of the castle. Good for them! Only a few features
from the 12th century building have survived, including the cellar beneath the
heraldry room and the two-light window at the end of the banqueting hall.
In 1278, the castle became a royal palace for King Edward I (1239-1307, reign
from 1272) and his queen, Eleanor of Castile (1240-1290), apparently my 20th
great grandparents. As a much-favoured king's residence, it benefited from some
major improvements. The barbican was constructed of three parts, each with its
own entrance, gateway, drawbridge and portcullis.
The building on the smaller island was made into a keep, incorporating the great
hall and royal apartments. This was referred to as the 'gloriette', a Spanish term
in honour of Queen Eleanor. It was further developed with the main hall (now
called the banqueting hall) built on the ground floor, along with a small apartment
that is now the chapel.
Soon after entering the castle grounds, we had paid £3.25 each to hire an audio
guide and although this was turning into an expensive visit (and English Heritage
charge nothing for their audio guides), I was glad to pay up and thus take
advantage of all the extra information.
The tour firstly took us around to where bridge corridors allowed direct access
between the new castle built in 1822 and the gloriette that sat gracefully upon the
lake. It was an aesthetically pleasing piece of architecture, although I regret to
say that I kept thinking how 'gloriette' sounded remarkably like some sort of
medieval toilet facility. Thankfully, the audio guide was above such musings and
continued to lead us ever onward.

L-R: new castle, bridge corridors, clock tower & keep/gloriette
(photo by Alan Santillo)
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We found ourselves in the atmospherically dank and uneven Norman cellar, which
is the oldest part of the castle, dating from the early 12th century. Cellars were, of
course, very important for storing certain items during long periods of siege,
including dried or salted meat, fruit, firewood and straw. Another necessity was
wax, which had to be kept cool and dry in order to make candles to provide the
castle rooms with light at night. Large barrels were used to store wine and beer,
which was no doubt another necessity. Wine for current castle events is still stored
in the cellar, which seems strangely pleasing.
As we stood with our audio guides in the musty cellar, a most intriguing stone
stairway caught my imagination, although it was now tantalisingly blocked. It had
once led to the hall above, which had been demolished in the 17th century. What
wonderful tales those stairs could have told:

Norman stairway to a now non-existent hall

Leeds Castle has been referred to as both "the loveliest castle in the world" and
"the castle of queens and queen of castles." I'm not entirely sure about the first
title, as there are some astonishingly beautiful castles in the world, but the second
title has factual roots in history, having been home to several medieval queens.
After Queen Eleanor died in 1290, King Edward I married Queen Margaret of
France (c.1279-1318) and gifted her Leeds Castle. After her death, King Edward
II (1284-1327, reign from 1307) granted the castle to the Lord Steward of the
royal household. Alarmingly, when Edward's Queen Isabella (c.1295-1358)
arrived at the castle seeking shelter, she was refused admission and was allegedly
fired upon by archers. This must have been a shock to her system and in no way
the welcome she'd been anticipating.
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It led to King Edward II laying siege to Leeds Castle, although there appear to
have been ulterior motives at play. The outcome to his siege was successful, but
Edward's reign was blighted by a great deal of controversy and discord, which
culminated in him being forced to abdicate to his 14-year-old son Edward in
January 1327. Edward II was allegedly murdered in September the same year
(but probably not with a red-hot poker up the nether regions as myth would have
it) and Queen Isabella kept the castle until she died in 1358.
However, King Edward III (1312-1377, reign from 1327) decided for some reason
not to grant the castle to his queen, Philippa of Hainault (c.1312-69), although he
made improvements to the castle by building an outer gate, a new drawbridge
and two portcullises, as well as refurbishing the gloriette.
His successor was his grandson, King Richard II (1367-1400, reign from 1377),
who granted Leeds Castle to his wife, Queen Anne of Bohemia (1366-94). She
spent the night before her wedding at Leeds Castle and subsequently was a regular
visitor with King Richard II, but she unfortunately died of the plague.
After a great deal of upheaval, to put it mildly, King Richard II eventually
surrendered the throne to his first cousin, Henry Bolingbroke, henceforth known
as King Henry IV (1367-1413, reign from 1399).
He in turn gave Leeds Castle to his queen, Joan of Navarre (c.1368-1437), who
subsequently gave it to the Archbishop of Canterbury – odd. In 1419, when she
was a widow, Joan was accused of plotting the death of her stepson, King Henry
V (1386-1422, reign from 1413) – odder still.
It was beginning to sound like a script for an Evil Medieval Kingenders Special
(with dates). For her sins, Joan was deprived of her revenues and imprisoned in
various places, including Leeds Castle. Witchcraft was suspected, although she
never stood trial and was eventually released. Upon King Henry V's unfortunate
death from dysentery in August 1422, the castle was bequeathed to his young
wife, Catherine de Valois (1401-37).
Catherine was the youngest daughter of King Charles VI of France (1368-1422,
reign from 1380) and the mother of the infant King Henry VI (1421-71, reign from
1422-61 and again from 1470-71). She stayed at Leeds Castle on numerous
occasions and in the process, gave it notoriety as the location where her
scandalous affair with Owen Tudor, her Welsh Clerk of the Wardrobe took place.
Perhaps he should have kept his closet interests to himself…
Catherine and Owen became inseparable, removing themselves from court and
retreating to the countryside. There seems to be no evidence they married, but
they had several children, including Edmund Tudor (1430-1456), who married
Margaret Beaufort (c.1442-1509) and fathered the future King Henry VII (14571509, reign from 1485). Catherine died of the bubonic plague at Carmarthen
Castle and was the sixth and last queen to own Leeds Castle.
All this convoluted history (with dates) was incredibly confusing, but the rooms
we were being audially guided around were definite compensation, as they were
all beautifully furnished and gave a realistic impression of how they would have
looked back in the day, with a great deal of attention to detail.
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The Queen's Room (photo by Alan Santillo)

The Queen's Room had been restored to its 15th century appearance, as in the
reign of King Henry V and Queen Catherine de Valois. The walls, bed and furniture
were decorated with silk damask in shades of gold, coral and green, with the
initials H and C entwined with a lovers' knot, to represent their marriage in 1420.
It was elegantly colourful, although I was slightly put out to learn that although
the daybed and chair were used, the bed was never slept in. There was even a
small adjoining bathroom, with a simple wooden bathtub.
Leeds Castle seemed to go through a quiet phase until King Henry VIII (14911547, reign from 1509) transformed it from a fortified stronghold to a royal palace
for his first wife, Catherine of Aragon (1485-1536). The maiden's tower was built
around 1544 to house the queen's maids of honour, one of course being Anne
Boleyn from nearby Hever Castle. I do feel sorry for Catherine of Aragon.

The Queen's Gallery (photo by Alan Santillo)
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The Queen's Gallery had more of a practical look, with heavy oak furniture from a
variety of periods. The fireplace was from King Henry VIII's era, with his and
Catherine of Aragon's heraldic arms carved in each corner of the stonework. On a
cabinet against a wall were four marble busts of Henry and his three children,
prominently displayed and dating from around the mid-16th century.
The ceiling beams were notable, carved with designs of grapes and serpents, but
other visitors were passing through the rooms in a steady trickle, so that I found
it almost impossible to take a photo without a visitor in modern clothing appearing
in a doorway (although Alan achieved it, photo above!)
I did have more photographic success in Henry VIII's Banqueting Hall, the largest
room in the castle. Henry visited Leeds Castle often and stayed there on his way
to Dover in 1520 for his famous Field of the Cloth of Gold meeting at Balinghem
in Calais, with Francis I of France (1494-1547, reign from 1515). The summit was
a lavish display of wealth on both sides, from 7th-24th June, to consolidate the
bond of friendship between the two, after the Anglo-French treaty of 1514.
Apparently, the painting commemorating that momentous occasion hangs at
Leeds Castle, but to my chagrin, I failed either to find it or even notice it. However,
the remarkable tapestry from the early 16th century in the banqueting hall was
hard to miss, even though I'm not particularly fond of tapestries.

Henry VIII's Banqueting Hall with its Tudor tapestry

Thanks to her accession difficulties, Queen Elizabeth I (1533-1603, reign from
1558) was held prisoner at the castle for a while prior to her coronation, but after
almost 30 years of royal ownership, Leeds Castle was granted in 1552 to Sir
Anthony St Leger (c.1496-1559) for an annual rental of £10. This was in
recognition of his services to the king in subjugating the uprising in Ireland.
At one point, the trusty audio guide took us to the aptly named Fountain Courtyard
in the middle of the keep, where a system had been created in the 14th century to
divert water to the central fountain. It apparently still works, which shows there
were no quick-fix solutions in those days.
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The Fountain Courtyard (photo by Alan Santillo)

The castle changed hands many times during the next two centuries, escaping
destruction during the English Civil War (1642-1651) because its owner, the
gloriously named Sir Cheney Culpeper, was a Parliamentarian.
This was fortunate (for the castle at least) because other family members were
Royalists. However, the castle was damaged quite severely in 1665, when
Culpeper leased it to the government, to be used as a place where Dutch and
French prisoners of war could be detained. They were lodged in the gloriette and
proceeded to set it on fire. It was only repaired much later in 1822.
By the end of the 17th century, the castle was owned by the Fairfax family. Robert
Fairfax (1707-93) made improvements in preparation for a visit in 1778 from King
George III (1738-1820, reign from 1760). He refurbished the reception rooms in
the main house for his royal guests, but later died penniless and was buried in a
pauper's grave in a nearby village.
More owners followed, until the castle belonged to Fiennes Wykeham Martin, who
demolished the main house and by 1823 had replaced it with today's Tudor-style
one. More lands were acquired over the years, with Leeds becoming one of the
largest private estates in Kent. In 1926, the castle became the property of its last
private owner, the Honourable Olive Paget (1861-1949), an American heiress,
who became Lady Baillie after her third marriage.
Extensive interior and exterior alterations ensued, in the style of a mainly medieval
castle with shades of Gothic fantasy. Later alterations were more inclined to grand
interiors in the French style, with delicate Louis XVI style panelling (and a lot of
birds). During the 1930s, Leeds Castle was known as one of England's great
country houses, offering hospitality to film stars, European royalty and leading
statesmen. I wonder if any of them suffered from ornithophobia?
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Lady Baillie's bedroom (photo by Alan Santillo)

During the early part of World War II, although Lady Baillie did her best to continue
with life as she knew it, the castle was part-used as a hospital. Many Dunkirk
survivors found themselves at Leeds Castle and it was also used as a recovery
centre for severely burned airmen – it must have been a big culture shock for
them. Weapons research was also carried out secretly in the grounds.
After the war, Lady Baillie continued interior improvements, including a new dining
room and adjoining library. Upon her death in 1974, she left the castle and
grounds to a private charitable trust known as the Leeds Castle Foundation, with
the aim of preserving the site for future generations to enjoy.
Its first public opening was in 1976 and from the start of our visit (excluding the
malodorous toilet), I had found it easy to appreciate the remarkable Grade 1 listed
building that it was. As well as its amazing history, it was very atmospheric:

Atmospheric to the point of scary…
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However, I must confess to overload by the time the tour had progressed to the
upper floor with the boardroom, seminar room and Lady Baillie's rooms. They were
undoubtedly interesting, but for some reason, earlier history fascinates me at a
much deeper level. Having said that, I wished we could have been able to return
at a later date and thus make use of the free visits for one year that came with
the purchase of our admission tickets – a useful add-on in some cases.
Lady Baillie was known as a private person who shunned publicity and for that, I
liked her. However, her love of birds was something I couldn't share, especially
when we left the castle to find a place outside for eating our picnic lunch.
The sky was mostly blue and it was quite hot as we found a shady spot under a
tree on a grassy bank, with a serene view, but it quickly became obvious that we
were the focus of attention of many birds. They weren't big or aggressive like
seagulls, but they were mostly black and an increasing number of them
approached as each minute passed, pacing the grass around us.

Our serene lunchtime view (without birds)

I tried to be calm, but felt better standing up while I ate my sandwich, so I was
ready to take flight at any given moment (which sounds ironic). My packet of
crisps was secreted in my bag, while I dipped into it in a ridiculously surreptitious
manner, defying the marauding birds. Maybe it wasn't the best lunchtime, but the
magnificent view almost made up for the bird-inspired adrenaline.
In order to find tranquillity, we walked to the garden area and down steps into
Lady Baillie's Mediterranean-style garden. It had once been the site of her aviary,
but to my relief it was now a terraced delight, designed by the landscape architect
Christopher Carter and opened in 1999. It was heavenly and I was surprised there
weren't more people there. It would have been a perfect spot for lunch…
We took our time strolling along the terraces and admiring the colourful planting
that hinted at the sub-tropical, with its banana trees, big cacti and planting not
normally seen in the UK. Everything was flourishing in an atmosphere that must
have been creating a kind of microclimate.
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A perfect lunch spot!

The terraces gradually led down to a lake known as the Great Water, along which
the Black Swan ferry took visitors from the castle drive to the maze and play
areas. If I'd had more energy (and a grandchild in tow), I would gladly have
investigated the maze with its exit via a grotto, but as it was, I loved the terraces.

View from a terrace to the Great Water

Suitably relaxed, we made our way up the steps to the Culpeper Garden,
occupying the site of the castle's kitchen garden. It had been transformed into a
large cottage garden in 1980 by the landscape gardener Russell Page, taking its
historic name from the family who owned the castle in the 17th century.
It was much more crowded than the terraced garden below, but it was also
stunning, with an abundance of glorious hollyhocks in a variety of colours, which
lifted the soul – and the temperature, as the sun was full-on by then. We strolled
up and down, before deciding we really were too hot and tired to stay longer.
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It was a wonderful end to the visit, although as we walked back from the garden
area towards the castle entrance/exit, we found ourselves still somewhat
compulsively taking photos. A side view of the ancient stone bridge crossing the
moat was particularly well-placed (and free of people).

Bridge over the moat (photo by Alan Santillo)

We were reluctant to leave the history-filled ambience behind and decided to walk
back along the grass, which gave us some amazing views from different angles of
the castle rising resplendently from its moat. I found it no surprise that visitors
come from all around the world to visit Leeds Castle, although I do suspect that
its reputation as "the loveliest castle in the world" is the opinion of an English
citizen – but I am an English citizen and it really is very lovely indeed

Beautiful Leeds Castle
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