Rockingham Castle: From Fortress to Family Home

Members recently enjoyed a fascinating and wide-ranging talk exploring the remarkable history of
Rockingham Castle, one of England’s most important and long-lived historic sites. Dramatically
positioned high above the Welland Valley, where several counties meet, the castle’s commanding
location has made it strategically significant for over a thousand years.

Long before the Normans arrived, the site was used by Iron Age settlers and later by the Romans as a
defensive position. Following the Norman Conquest in 1066, William the Conqueror recognised its
military value and built a major fortress there. Rockingham became one of the great castles of
medieval England, distinguished by its rare two-bailey design and massive curtain walls. For
centuries, it controlled both major road and river routes through the region.

In its early years, the castle functioned primarily as a military garrison, housing Norman troops who
maintained control over the surrounding countryside. Over time, however, as England became more
stable, Rockingham evolved into a royal residence. Every medieval king from William the Conqueror
to Henry VIl owned the castle, and many stayed there regularly. It became a favoured stop on royal
journeys, offering opportunities for hunting in the vast Rockingham Forest and jousting on its
dedicated tilting ground. .

During the reign of Edward | in the late 13th century,
the castle was greatly improved. The Great Hall was
transformed into an elegant dining space, private
apartments were added, and the famous round “drum
towers” were built at the entrance, reflecting the king’s
experience of fortifications in the Middle East. These
towers later served as prisons and remain one of the

castle’s most distinctive features.

In the Tudor period, Henry VIl granted the castle to Edward Watson, beginning a remarkable period
of private ownership. The Watson family, who still live at Rockingham today, set about repairing and
developing the property into a comfortable and impressive family home. New wings were added,
servants’ quarters were built, and the castle took on a more domestic character.

This progress was severely disrupted by the English Civil War in the 1640s. Rockingham changed
hands, suffered heavy damage, and its great defensive walls were deliberately destroyed by
Parliamentary forces. The central keep was demolished, and much of the Long Gallery was ruined.
The owner at the time, Lewis Watson, lost much of his fortune and spent years trying unsuccessfully
to claim compensation.

Rebuilding was slow, but over successive generations the family gradually restored the castle. In the
19th century, Richard and Lavinia Watson played a major role in reviving Rockingham, restoring the
Long Gallery, improving living conditions for local villagers, and enhancing the estate. During this
period, the castle became a centre of cultural life and welcomed notable visitors, including Charles
Dickens, who greatly admired the house and was inspired by his stays there.



Today, Rockingham Castle remains both a private home and a visitor attraction. Features such as the
Rose Garden, created on the site of the former keep, and the chest-high walls that replaced the
original defences, allow visitors to enjoy the spectacular views across the surrounding countryside.
The castle continues to host events, weddings, and open days, while preserving nearly a thousand
years of history.

The talk illustrated how Rockingham Castle mirrors the wider story of England itself — from conquest
and medieval warfare, through royal power and civil conflict, to peaceful country living and heritage
preservation. It remains a unique and enduring landmark at the heart of the Midlands.



