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INTRODUCTION

In May 2025, a sinkhole opened up in the middle of a busy road outside the York Theatre Royal. At first, this seemed like nothing more than a complication, even though it had motorists cursing, pedestrians confused and the city working hard to fix it as quickly as possible. It was annoying, not interesting.

Then they found something.

Just a few centimetres underneath the broken pavement were some of the remains of St Leonard’s Hospital, which was built sometime between 1100 and 1200. This massive monastic establishment flourished until the sixteenth century, when it was turned into a mint. Then, in 1836, the remains in that area were razed so that elegant Georgian townhouses could be built on the site. No one has seen them since … until the unsettling complication of a sinkhole on a modern road.

This is the perfect example of the hidden treasures that are so common in York. However, it isn’t always necessary to wait until something falls apart to see them. By looking just a little more carefully, it’s possible to see all the layers that make up the city. A building could have Roman foundations, Anglo-Saxon walls and a modern roof. A playing field could be built around ancient ruins and a war memorial. One simple street might have a Viking name, a Victorian clock and an excellent medieval pub. You never know what you’ll find.

Or what might be hiding just under the surface.

About this Book

This introduction will outline the history of York, following its ups and downs through the centuries from its Roman origins to the air raids it suffered during the world wars.1 The rest of the book is divided into six sections (outlined below), and there are also boxes marked by double lines scattered throughout, referring to some of the legends who have woven their personalities into the great tapestry of the city. But beware – not all of them are living legends. Yes, there are ghost stories in this book. Ghosts are just a way of life in York, so we simply can’t leave them out.
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A section of the medieval walls in York.



The first section is ‘Protection’, which will expand on the ways that York has managed to survive threats of every kind over the centuries, through its architecture, its infrastructure and its determination. This links to the second section, ‘Passageways’, which explores both literal and metaphorical ways of moving through time and space. York has long been noted for its hidden paths and shortcuts, collectively known as ‘snickelways’. It has also long been known for its active religious life, making it a centre for those concerned with their journeys through life and beyond.

The third and fourth sections, ‘Looking Down’ and ‘Looking Up’, offer an important guide to seeking hidden treasures in York. They aren’t always at eye level, and that is why many of them are missed. It is important to keep looking, especially since more treasures keep appearing. Just a few months ago in May 2024, for example, Victorian cobblestones were uncovered during the rail station works. In 2022– 23, the demolition of Mecca Bingo led to the discovery of an Anglian wic, or trading settlement, dating back to between AD 400 and 800. And in the summer of 2024, a dig near Walmgate uncovered building foundations which may have belonged to the lost medieval church St-Peter-in-the-Willows. There’s always something new – or rather, something old – being discovered.

The fifth section looks at ‘Past Lives’; specifically, how various people in the city have influenced its culture and physical landscape. Many men and women have made their mark on York, for good or ill, and not all of them during their lifetime. For example, it could be argued that Guy Fawkes is more popular during November in York now than he was when he lived here – if not for the reason he wanted …

The final section, ‘Years of Welcome’, examines the current life of the city in the context of its gathering places. It will look at some of the independent pubs, restaurants and cafés where you can expect a warm greeting and a distinctly York experience. Some are old, some are new, but all of them have found their own space in the many layers that make up life in York.

However, very little of the content of these sections will make sense without a bit of context, so that is where we will begin. Way back at the beginning.

The Origins of York

York historian Patrick Nuttgens once said that ‘one of the most endearing characteristics of the city of York is that its citizens rarely, if ever, agree about its history’.2 People find it difficult to decide which events were beneficial and which were not, debate the longevity of their favourite pub and argue about the true value of various great personalities of the area. They can’t even decide on the origins of its name.

Some say that the Romans first named it Eboracum, which meant ‘the place of the yews’, because the land around the rivers’ edge was thickly populated with yew trees at the time. Others argue that it was named after one of its original ancient British founders, Eburos. Since Eburos can also mean ‘yew’, this doesn’t really clear up the debate.

Fortunately, the establishment of the city itself is more clearly outlined than the establishment of its name. The Roman Ninth Legion chose this area to build a fortress because it was … well, the perfect spot. It was near the mouth of the low-lying Vale of York, which provided relatively easy travel compared to the rocky, rolling hills on either side. Also, the fortress could be perched on a glacial moraine, a ridge of high ground left behind by retreating glaciers, making it easier to defend. And, of course, it was right by the Ouse, a tidal river that led to the sea, allowing shipping to advance quite far inland.3

The fortress was quickly established, and the settlement started growing as traders, merchants and farmers were drawn to the opportunities and protection offered by the fortress. Because of a single letter now residing at the Roman fortress of Vindolanda, we can assume the city was fully incorporated into the Roman military network by AD 100, the first year someone addressed a piece of post to a resident of Eboracum.4


People of York

Lucius Duccius Rufinus

Lucius Duccius Rufinus, a soldier in the Ninth Legion, is one of the earliest named residents of York. His tombstone was found in approximately 1686 in the grounds of Holy Trinity Church, with a short inscription that describes a brave man with an interesting story.

Lucius was born in Vienne, a Roman city in France, and named as ‘of the Voltinian tribe’. He died in or around York aged only 28, but that is not unusual for his occupation. He was a signifier – a standard-bearer. Each legion in the Roman Army was divided into centuries of approximately eighty men, who were led by a centurion. Each centurion was supported by a signifier, whose role in battle was to show the men where the officer was, as well as help spread the news of any changes in orders. He did this by carrying the century’s standard – a vital and unique symbol of the century’s strength, which was decorated with medals and awards.

The enemy would want to destroy morale by destroying a century’s standard, and usually the signifier along with it. Significantly, carrying the standard meant that he could not carry a shield, making the signifier doubly vulnerable.

Lucius’ grave is now lost, but the tombstone travelled into many gardens and homes of prominent York residents after its discovery and is now safely at rest in the Yorkshire Museum.



In AD 107–08, the Ninth Legion replaced the wooden walls of the fortress with stone. Soon after, they left the region and vanished from history, while life continued as normal in the fortress they left behind. The Sixth Legion replaced them and trade continued to grow, so that by AD 180, a major town (called a colonia) had developed beside the fortress. However, the Sixth Legion was not as actively engaged in the area as the Ninth had been, because their duties took them north to work on various construction projects. Eboracum had to endure a bit of a lull before its next foray into military significance.

This took place in AD 306, when Constantine agreed to lead Rome and was declared emperor by the Roman soldiers. Constantine would later become the first Christian emperor, which may have had an effect on the religious life of the city where it all began. It was also the point at which one of York’s most famous Roman artefacts was built – the Multangular Tower in the Museum Gardens, which we will discuss in the section on ‘Protection’.

Around AD 400, the Roman legion left and the city fell into decline. How much it declined is another issue under debate by historians and citizens of York, but most people agree that the city put up very little resistance when the Anglians came. Historian Patrick Nuttgens paints a vivid picture of this sad time, describing York as ‘a place in which buildings, whether monumental or domestic, were largely deserted, streets were abandoned to encroaching vegetation and rubbish was accumulating around the habitations of the remaining residents’.5

This loss of purpose may have been because Eboracum’s identity was based on the rhythms and rules of Roman life. Everything echoed the traditions of a foreign land rather than their own history. Documents were written in Latin; monuments were designed to match Roman architecture; food such as the Romans’ favourite condiment of fermented fish was part of the diet. Even burial rituals reflected Roman traditions. Tombstones were written in the Roman style, and the Roman tradition of lachrymatories were found in burials around the settlement. These small bottles were designed to catch the tears of the mourning at a funeral, and were then sealed and buried with the dead.6

After the Romans

Evidence for life in York in the century or so after the Romans left Eboracum is rather scarce; there isn’t much physical evidence before the AD 500s. Eventually a Germanic tribe known as the Anglo-Saxons arrived – a group similar to the Anglians but incorporating more Germanic tribes. Under their influence, Eboracum was gradually transformed into an area with its own identity, separated from Roman ways and renamed Eoforwic. Then the Vikings invaded in 866, conquered and took control of Eoforwic, which they renamed Jorvik.

Their language has had an influence over the city ever since, which is why this is a good time to answer the most common question about York: why York’s gates are called ‘bars’ and the roads are called ‘gates’. The use of ‘bar’ is medieval: the word referred both to the literal iron bars that held the iron doors in place and to a place where people were ‘barred’ from entry. That explains the choice of the word ‘bar’, but it doesn’t explain why the medieval residents didn’t just call them ‘gates’ – until you consider the prevalence of Old Norse in the medieval city. In that language, ‘gate’ (gata) meant ‘road’ or ‘way’, not a guarded passageway into the city. Because of that, many of the roads and streets in York had already gained the suffix ‘-gate’ by medieval times, which would have caused confusion if the bars were also called gates. For example, Stonegate already existed: it actually traced the same path as a paved Roman road, which the Vikings called Steinngate (‘steinn’ meant ‘stone’). A Viking leader named Guthram inspired the name Goodramgate and Coppergate was named after the old Norse for ‘street of the cup-makers’.

The tradition thus established lasted long past the years when the city was occupied by the Vikings, and even long past the years when York’s six bars were being built. ‘Davygate’7 and ‘Gillygate’ came into existence in the 1100s, ‘Petergate’ in the 1400s and ‘Deangate’ in 1903, when a road was created near the Minster to ease traffic patterns.

I have long wondered how widely this quirk of York’s naming system was known in medieval and early modern England, especially by those who had never been to the city. For example, there is a line in Shakespeare’s Henry VI which says, ‘Off with his head; set it on York’s gates; so York did overlook the town of York.’ Did Shakespeare actually mean for the characters to set the head on a ‘gate’, which in York would be a street or road, or did he mean the ‘gate’ to the city, so he should have said ‘bar’? It is more likely that he meant a ‘gate’ to the city and didn’t know that it was called a ‘bar’. Or perhaps Shakespeare knew, but wondered whether his audience would know, so he called it a gate just to be safe. I would just like to mention that the line would work either way: ‘Off with his head; set it on York’s bars; so York did overlook the town of York.’ See? It just rolls off the tongue. But I digress.

For many years after the Vikings arrived, Jorvik and the surrounding area saw many battles for supremacy. The Anglo-Saxons fought against the Danes and Vikings constantly – until the Normans came. In 1068, William the Conqueror conquered the city, which was the beginning of the transition through which Jorvik became York. The Normans shortened ‘Jorvik’ to a word similar to York, and as the medieval era advanced it evolved into the modern version of the word. However, there were a few years in which the city’s name was recorded as ‘Yerk’ … which just doesn’t have the same ring.

William the Conqueror lost the city for months after a local revolt, but re-established control in 1069. Once the city was at peace, a programme of new building occurred. This included the monastery of St Mary, St Leonard’s Hospital and many different churches, which will be discussed further in later sections. It also included the King’s Fishpool, which had the dual role of protecting the city and providing people with food.

Perhaps the most significant development were the castles. William built two of them, one on either side of the River Ouse (see the ‘Protection’ section for more details). Then William and his sons set about establishing and strengthening royal authority, which meant that York became more accustomed to royal rule and more integrated into the larger kingdom of England, rather than a somewhat independent region. This change made York more receptive to central royal government, which would have a significant effect on York’s relationship with the monarchy in later centuries.

In 1086, William the Conqueror’s Domesday Book was completed, and it provides a tantalising glimpse into what life was like for the city at that time. There is evidence in it that there were already well-established monasteries in the city, and between 1,000 and 1,200 messuages, a word which meant a dwelling house with outbuildings and land. The meat market was mentioned (which most likely refers to the Shambles), and at least seven parish churches. The likelihood is that there were actually more parish churches than that in existence: the Domesday Book recorded those seven specifically because their ownership had changed since 1066.

As the Norman era gradually faded into the medieval era, York became an important trading town, importing goods from all over Europe. It was a centre for shipbuilding, a market town with weekly fairs, and was particularly well known for the quality of its glass painting. It was also a religious centre, not only because of the Minster but because of the extraordinary number of chantries, parish churches, friaries and monasteries that sprung up in and around the city. They would prove the dominant power in the centuries to come.

Medieval York

When Magna Carta was signed by King John and thus limited his royal power, York benefited in the same way as many other cities and towns. It confirmed their ‘liberties and free customs’ and allowed the leaders of York to develop a positive and beneficial relationship with the monarch. The following two centuries were good for York. While the city suffered with plagues, as all other cities did, and also suffered a struggling market for its wool and some significant competition from the town of Bristol, it still managed to maintain its relative wealth and success for many years. The Minster was rebuilt into its current magnificent English Gothic style; the city walls were completed; the ‘bars’ were made fully defensible; and secular work flourished. It was during this time that the Halls of the Merchant Taylors and the Merchant Adventurers were built, as well as the Guildhall.

In 1298, King Edward I moved his administration from Westminster to York. This was partly an attempt to keep military control of the Scots and partly for political reasons, but it had great benefits for York. York Castle became the home of the Courts of Exchequer and Bench; a parliament took place in the Minster’s new Chapterhouse; and the royal household moved northward and settled in York. This led to an influx of courtiers, soldiers, clerks and other royal servants – and a subsequent rise in rent, property and goods prices.

This prosperity lasted until 1304, but even after the king moved back to Westminster there was still a strong connection to military and judicial administration in York. Subsequent kings also chose York as a temporary base when threats to the north required it, and Edward III married Philippa of Hainault in the Minster in 1328.

This connection to royal authority gave the archbishops significant power. With their cathedral chapter, they had more political influence over the city than mayors and bailiffs. They ran the church courts and they were one of the biggest landowners in the area (the others being the king, St Mary’s Abbey and St Leonard’s Hospital). They also often had direct royal connections – some, for example, took up their post after they had served as royal chancellor.

At first, the archbishops were present among the clergy and people of the city, but after 1374 they became less likely to be full-time residents of York. At that point, most of the people’s religious instruction came instead from parish priests and friars. Then there was a remarkable development in the late 1300s: people started performing their own faith. This happened through the rise of the mystery plays and specifically, the Corpus Christi play. These plays took place throughout the city, as the audience progressed from one site to the next to see scenes enacted for them by different craft guilds. The scenes were all biblical in nature, although sometimes they saw some poetic license taken in their execution. Noah’s wife, for example, always had much more to say in the play than she did in the Bible.

Mystery plays became an important part of medieval religion and education, and the plays from York were some of the earliest to be staged. They involved hundreds of people and costumes and a moving wagon from which the scenes could be enacted. This meant an enormous cost for the guilds who paid for them, and for the merchants dealing with the demands of the audience for food, shelter and libation. It was also extremely complicated logistically, as scholars today have noted in recent studies. The writing, directing, supplying and performance of the mystery plays was a remarkable feat, especially considering it seems to have been a grass-roots effort by the people themselves.

Having been shut down during the early modern era, after the Reformation, and gone through a somewhat spotty history since, the mystery plays returned to York in 1994. A combination of amateur volunteers and paid actors formed a group and started performing them in a four-year cycle. The cycle was interrupted due to Covid-19 lockdowns, but fortunately they are now in production again. They returned to York in June 2026, and present up to forty-eight scenes in ways that are always beautifully staged and very compelling.

In the early fifteenth century, York experienced an economic downturn, partly due to harvest failures and epidemics. It was also part of a larger ‘slump’ that first affected London’s trade and spread out from there. Exports dropped, merchants from the south of England came further north in search of replacement trade and rents were falling. This difficulty lasted for decades, and was exacerbated by fighting between the monarch and the nobility. The two great northern families, the Percys and the Nevilles, started battling each other, and the crown was not strong enough to hold them in check. The king had been thoroughly distracted by the Wars of the Roses and thus did not respond to the needs of the northern people – or their leaders – regarding agriculture and trade.

As the century ended, York began a relationship that has had long-ranging consequences, when it became the home base of Richard, Duke
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