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Gilling Castle and its Heraldry 

In May 1929 Messrs Sotheby & Co. of New Bond Street were in­
structed to sell 'the magnificent Elizabethan Panelling and Heraldic 
Stained Glass Panels in the Great Chamber' of Gilling Castle in 
Yorkshire, former seat of the Viscounts Fairfax. The castle itself 
had passed through several hands since the death of the last member 
of the Fairfax family to live there in 1885, and in 1929 was pur­
chased by Ampleforth Abbey for use as a junior school. The panel­
ling and glass, however, were retained by the vendor, who sold it 
separately. 
'The general effect of the room is very fine;' announced the sale cata­
logue. 'The panelling is of the highest quality; the painted frieze has 
a unique interest for Yorkshire being an armorial of the county at the 
time of the decoration of the room; the fine stained glass of the win­
dows, together with the arms on the overmantel, give the heraldic 
history of three great families [Fairfax, Stapleton and Constable], and 
without exaggeration it may be said to be one of the finest, if not the 
finest, specimens of a room of the Elizabethan period now extant in 
Great Britain.' 
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Fig. 1 The Fairfax 
Arms as they appear 
on the staircase of the 
family's town house in 
York 
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The panelling and stained glass was ultimately acquired by 
the American newspaper tycoon Randolph Hearst, who 
wanted it to decorate an extension to his newly acquired thir­
teenth century castle of St Donat's in Glamorgan. Fortu­
nately the extension was never built, the treasure from Gilling 
Castle glass never left its packing cases in a London ware­
house, and ultimately all was restored to the Great Chamber in 
1952. As the current guide to the Great Chamber points out, 
the room may not look exactly as it did when Sir William 
Fairfax installed the heraldic decoration in 1585, but it cer­
tainly looks just as it did before the sale of 1929. 

There were three distinct branches of the Fairfax family, all 
descended from a Richard Fairfax (1395-1431) whose two 
sons, William of Walton and Guy of Steeton, represented two 
of those branches. The third branch made its appearance when 
Guy's son William married Elizabeth Thwaites of Denton, 
making it possible for the elder of their two sons to inherit 
Denton while the younger was given Steeton. 
The Walton branch of the family acquired Gilling Castle, some 
twenty miles north of York, in 1492, and Sir Thomas Fairfax of 
Gilling was created Viscount Fairfax of Elmley in 1628. The 
previous year his kinsman of Denton, another Sir Thomas, was 
created Baron Fairfax of Cameron. It was his son, General 
Ferdinando Fairfax, later second baron, who gained fame as a 
Roundhead general during the civil war, while his grandson, 
another Thomas and later third baron, became the Commander 
in Chief of the New Model Army. The Steeton branch could 
claim neither a peerage nor national fame, although Robert 
Fairfax of Steeton (1665-1725) rose to become an admiral dur­
ing the reign of Queen Anne and Mayor of York in 1715. 
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The Denton branch of the family emigrated to the New World in 
the later eighteenth century, where they are commemorated by 
Fairfax County, Virginia and are represented today by the four­
teenth baron. The Fairfaxes of Gilling died out in the male line in 
1772 (the last Viscount having built Fairfax House in York, now 
open to the public), while the last representative of the Steeton 
branch seems to have died without issue within living memory. 

Fig. 2 
Gilling 
Castle 

Sir William Fairfax of Gilling, the creator of the heraldic Great 
Chamber, was the great grandson of Thomas Fairfax, the first 
member of the family to live at the castle. He succeeded to the 
property in 1571, and it was he who substantially reconstructed 
the old fourteenth century house. He left the ground floor in­
tact but rebuilt the first and second floors and created as his 
piece de resistance the heraldic Great Chamber. At the begin­
ning of the 18th century the then Viscount Fairfax remod­
elled much of the interior of the house and added the 
wings enclosing the front court. Minor alterations were 
made in the 1750s but the Great Chamber was left intact 
on both occasions. 
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