
Days, weeks, months and years pass, the centuries roll by and times change. After nearly

1,000 years a place in the heart of Oxford, synonymous with punishment and history, is

under reform. In an ironic twist of fate, the gaol and castle site are being remodelled

to create Oxford’s oldest new quarter; a place of pleasure, recreation and education. 



A timeless city

Famous worldwide as a centre of academic excellence, Oxford has much

to offer. Steeped in history and crammed full of architectural gems, it is

a cosmopolitan and vibrant city. The facilities are eclectic and plentiful

and it is immediately surrounded by some of England’s finest countryside.

Visiting Oxford is easy; it has excellent rail and road links and, upon

arrival, the centre, with the many beautiful colleges that make up its

historical university, is busy yet accessible.

Within the heart of Oxford, which already has so much to recommend it,

extraordinary and visionary plans to open up the castle and prison have

been gaining momentum. Long hidden from polite society, yet situated

in the very heart of the city, the castle and prison occupy a surprising

five acres. The Osborne Group, along with its partner Oxfordshire County

Council, is the inspiration behind its exciting transformation from county

gaol to Oxford’s oldest new quarter. 

The Osborne Group was founded in 1973 under the chairmanship of

Trevor Osborne. The company focuses on high quality projects, many

involving historic buildings. Working closely with local authorities, the

company specialises in developing projects with mixed use environments.

Trevor Osborne has worked within the property industry for over forty

years, is a past President of the British Property Federation, a former

member of the Royal Fine Art Commission and the founding Chairman

of the Prince of Wales’s Urban Villages Forum. 

“I wonder anybody does anything at Oxford but dream and

remember, the place is so beautiful. One almost expects the

people to sing instead of speaking. It is all...like an opera.”

William Butler Yeats, Irish poet & playwright (1865 - 1939)



By the middle of the 15th century the castle had begun to fall into decay

but its use as a court and prison continued. The gallows for public

executions were within the castle yard and although it remained a royal

property, it was rarely used by the Monarch. Finally, in 1611, during the

reign of King James, it was purchased by Christ Church College.

The castle was refortified and garrisoned during the English Civil War

but was eventually destroyed by Parliamentary troops, keen to remove

symbols of Royalist loyalties. It remained the site of the gaol however

and the prison buildings were repaired and extended. 

In the 1770’s a prison report by John Howard condemned the buildings,

stating that years of neglect had made them unfit for human habitation.

The site was reacquired by the Government and a major redevelopment

programme ensued. The new and austere buildings, some of which

“Nice place, Oxford. Very antique, if you know what I mean.”

Reginald Berkeley, British screenwriter (1890 - 1935)

Passing time

The development of Oxford Castle began in 1071 when, having fought

alongside him during the Norman Conquest of 1066, Robert d’Oilly built

Oxford Castle for William the Conqueror. The castle was strategically

positioned near to the river, on the western edge of the existing Saxon

town defences. The motte, or mound, with a well chamber, stands over

20 metres high and is now a Scheduled Ancient Monument. 

Stone walls and towers were added as the medieval castle developed

and St George’s Tower is one of the best preserved of these earliest

buildings. The crypt of St George’s Chapel survived too, and both

buildings are also Scheduled Ancient Monuments.

The castle, whilst remaining a royal residence, soon became the

Sheriff’s centre for administration. The local assize held courts and

trials at the castle and although the gaol was not officially recorded

until 1230, it is believed that it was used as a prison long before then.

Legend has it that in 1142 Princess Matilda, Henry I’s only legitimate

child and known as the Empress Maud, escaped Oxford Castle by

fleeing across the frozen Thames, camouflaged against the snow and

ice by her white nightdress. She was running from her cousin Stephen

who had seized the throne on Henry’s death in 1135 and had now

besieged the castle. 

Illustrations of Oxford Castle & Mound, c18 The flight of Matilda, c1142

were designed by prison architect William Blackburn, formed the basis

of the gaol’s lugubrious appearance today.

The site then became home to a new county hall and a remodelled

county gaol and court. Within the walls, designed to keep prisoners in

and the public out, were the Debtor’s Tower, the Governor’s House and

Offices, A, B, C and D Wings, Punishment Cells and an Exercise Yard.

In 1878 the Prison Commissioners took over the site and Her Majesty’s

Prison Oxford was established. The prison, sometimes housing three

men to a cell, eventually closed in 1996.

The site was then acquired by the County Council and has since gained

popularity with film makers. Inspector Morse, Bad Girls and The Bill

have all been filmed there and it reached the big screen when featured

in 102 Dalmations, The Spy Game and Lucky Break.
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and castle mound into a buzzing and architecturally dynamic public space

in the heart of Oxford, creating a new social hub for the city. Archeologists,

historians, landscape architects, conservation consultants and a number

of architectural practices have all been consulted throughout the

evolution of this scheme. Creating a sustainable development, with new

buildings enhancing and ensuring a future for the old, has been fundamental.

Harmony will be achieved through contrasting scales and the main focus

will be the conversion of the central prison building to an 87 room hotel.

There will also be eight restaurants and bars, a heritage interpretation

centre including an education facility, 40 residential apartments, and 20

market stalls selling varying high quality products. The open spaces will

offer opportunities for public entertainment and events and the whole

will create a truly magical space.

The Architects Design Partnership LLP, Jeremy Dixon Edward Jones,

Panter Hudspith, Richard Griffiths and Jestico & Whiles are the big names

behind the designs of the new buildings. Some of the 20th century

ancillary buildings have been demolished to make way for the new

architecture that will alter the doleful appearance of the present buildings

and remould the site from one of foreboding and gloom into a place that

will attract the public and fire the imagination. Paul Finch, Chairman of the

CABE Design Review Committee commented, “What is really admirable

about this scheme is the way it opens up a whole new part of central

Oxford. The treatment of the important historic buildings on the site is

sensitive and the new buildings are of a high quality. We at CABE have

every confidence that this will develop into an exemplary regeneration

project which will form a model for other towns and cities looking at

ways of rejuvenating previously lifeless districts, through appropriate

conservation and considered new architecture.”

The archeological dig has been an intrinsic element in the evolution of the

scheme. Many design features are being considered in context with the

finds which have included several human skeletons, likely to be prisoners

dating from the 15th century, and the discovery of a wall believed to date

from the ninth century. The architects have adapted plans to retain

historical artifacts in situ where possible and have been careful to retain

the important vistas. Jeremy Dixon Edward Jones have created a

stunning low level roof garden to ensure that critical views of the mound

are retained. Their stone walls project beyond the structural frame and

the long low elevations have a double storey arcaded structure. Glass

edifices and roof gardens will help to soften the austere buildings of old. 

The Prison entrance

“Oxford the home of beautiful chivalries and great ideas and

gracious ideals and sublime impossibilities.” F.W.O. Warde, quoted in The glamour of Oxford

Time to reform

When Oxford Gaol, encompassing Oxford Castle, finally closed in 1996, a

new chapter in its colourful history began to unfold. Oxfordshire County

Council, the freeholders, were keen to explore the site’s regeneration

potential by setting out their objectives, commissioning the Conservation

Plan and then setting out the Guidance for the submission of schemes.  

Priority was the restoration and conservation of the historic buildings,

but it was also important to maximise public access through the site

and to as many of the buildings as possible. The whole site was to be

developed and managed as a recognisable entity and only uses that

were appropriate to the importance of the site and sustainable for the

long term would be considered. The County also wanted to ensure that a

full interpretation of the history of the site would be provided and that

any cost or risk to the council’s tax payers would be minimal. 

In an exciting and ambitious project, The Osborne Group joined forces with

the County Council and the Oxford Preservation Trust to add a new layer

to the site’s history, which spans almost 1,000 years. By acquiring a long

lease from the County Council and gaining planning permission to develop

the Oxford Castle Heritage Project, The Osborne Group has secured a

sustainable future for these important buildings and monuments.

The Oxford Castle Heritage Project is an extremely sensitive and

imaginative mixed use heritage development that will transform the gaol

Model showing New Road entrances



is to be retained. The cell doors will remain but the spy holes will be

adapted to allow the room’s occupants to see out. The walkways and

balconies which form such an integral part of its heritage will stay, but

a secondary glass structure will be introduced to ensure that safety

regulations are met.

Two former houses of correction, a round tower and the Governor’s

House will also be incorporated into the hotel. A glass bridge will link the

former Governor’s House with a new building comprising 14 bedrooms

and a roof garden designed by Sir Jeremy Dixon. In addition to the

bedroom suites, the hotel will offer public areas, a wine bar and

restaurant, a gym and treatment rooms. For heritage purposes, the

former punishment cells will be retained and made available for

viewing. Whilst there is provision for 20 secure underground parking

spaces, guests will be encouraged to arrive without their cars and a

great deal of attention has been paid to ensure that the hotel is a

boost to the city’s community. The new hotel, much needed in Oxford,

promises to be a huge success. 

Doing time

Planning permission, which includes a change of use, will breathe new

life and a great deal more enthusiasm into Oxford’s former prison. The

new inmates will hold their own keys and will enter both the building

and its rather more luxurious cells through choice. The place for ‘doing

time’ is about to become a four star hotel and will be run by the very

chic hotelier, Malmaison.

Already operating in Edinburgh, Glasgow, Newcastle, Manchester,

Leeds, Birmingham, and soon opening in London, Malmaison was

chosen as the most appropriate hotelier for the Oxford Castle Heritage

Project. The 87 room hotel is at the heart of the scheme and its

conversion from a prison, some of which was modelled in part on

Pentonville will, for the first time in hundreds of years, give people the

chance to appreciate the architectural quality of the buildings. 

The existing buildings are listed Grade I, Grade II* and Grade II and

the architects responsible for its visionary metamorphosis are the

Architects Design Partnership LLP who have worked closely with

Jestico & Whiles, the interior designers for the hotel. Two cells will

combine to form a stylish bedroom and a third cell will provide the

requisite en-suite bathroom. The three cells that formerly held up to

nine prisoners will now hold no more than two, and the ambience will

be completely altered. The rooms will be designed to give the guests a

contemplative experience and a great deal of the building’s character

‘A’ Wing - to be Malmaison Hotel Illustration of hotel interior

“Oxford is–Oxford… Perhaps it wants its inmates to love

it rather than to love one another.” Edward Morgan Forster, British Novelist (1879-1970)



Elevation showing New Road Building with roof garden designed by Sir Jeremy Dixon

Leisure time

Central to the development’s success is the creation of the public

spaces. The Oxford Preservation Trust will be operating a state of the

art heritage interpretation centre which will tell the story of the site.

This centre, which will have an education facility within it, has been

designed by architects Panter Hudspith in conjunction with conservation

consultant Richard Griffiths. It will include St George’s Tower and

St George’s Crypt, D Wing, The Debtor’s Tower and the Mound. The

former punishment cells will also be available to view, and a circular

gallery will be operated on an ad hoc basis for community art enterprises. 

Twenty boutique stalls will bring further atmosphere to the area, one

day dedicated to selling prints and books and another to arts and crafts.

It is envisaged that the theme for the stalls will change daily and attract

a variety of traders and visitors throughout the week. 

Each of the external spaces created within the site will offer opportunities

for public entertainment, accommodating audiences of up to 500 people.

It is envisaged that these areas, with their dramatic backdrops, will lend

themselves to open air events such as theatre, dance, musical concerts

and sculptural exhibitions. The Osborne Group and Oxfordshire County

Council are very keen to establish a programme of events to add to

Oxford’s existing programme which runs throughout the year, such as

the Chamber Music Festival and the Contemporary Music Festival. 

Through the forming of new openings, there will be compelling views

from the castle mound to its former keep, St George’s Tower, and great

care has been taken elsewhere to maximise outlooks and architectural

“Yet, O ye spires of Oxford! domes and towers! Gardens and groves!

Your presence over-powers the soberness of reason…” William Wordsworth, The River Dudden (1770-1850)

aspects. Planting and sculpture will soften the environment and it is

hoped that the emphasis being placed on the social and historical

elements of the development will quickly establish the site as pivotal

to the vibrancy of the city. 

The hotel, restaurants and bars will be able to accommodate up to

2,000 people at any one time and their choice of sustenance will be

extensive. Following Malmaison’s commitment to the hotel, Carluccios,

La Tasca, The Living Room, Dexters, The HA! HA! Bar and Prezzo have

all signed up to the scheme, offering varying cuisines in chic

cosmopolitan environments. Other venues will include the newly built

North Range Restaurant for which a signature chef is being chosen. 
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The Motte An early artists impression 



Model showing situation of apartments with restaurants below

“The truth is, that Oxford is simply

a very beautiful city.” Evelyn Waugh, British writer

Time to go home

In addition to providing a hotel, a heritage interpretation centre, eight

restaurants and bars, market stalls and public spaces, the Oxford

Castle Heritage Project will also provide 40 newly built apartments,

33 of which will be serviced; a wide range of leases will be available.

Each apartment will be individually designed, with views over the

historical vistas of Oxford’s oldest new quarter. 

To live within the former prison walls, in a place that has for so long

been overlooked, is an extremely exciting prospect. The reality will not

disappoint. For further details about No.1 The Castle, Oxford and its

neighbours, please contact Oxford Castle Limited or their appointed

selling agents.



A time of celebration

It is a rare thing that a place so steeped in history and so well known

can offer something new. And yet, Oxford is such a place, with a site at

its centre that has remained overlooked for almost an entire

millennium. The castle mound, associated castle buildings and former

prison have silently borne witness to nearly 1,000 years of history. An

ambitious and visionary redevelopment scheme is now set to change

all that and unlock the doors to one of the city’s best kept secrets. 

A place synonymous with incarceration and punishment will form a new

and exciting quarter for one of England’s most beautiful and historic

cities. The Oxford Castle Heritage Project is set to breathe new life into

the already vibrant and bustling centre of Oxford. That such a dynamic

venture which will become a major new attraction and create hundreds

of new jobs has been borne out of open lines of communications and

ambition between a number of bodies with vested and contrasting

interests, is surely cause for celebration. 
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“Very nice sort of place, Oxford, I should think, for people

that like that sort of place.” George Bernard Shaw, Irish dramatist and critic (1856 - 1950)

Debtor’s Tower The Prison’s ‘A’ WingSt George’s Tower

Oxfordshire County Council own the freehold
interest and wanted to ensure that any
redevelopment of the site secured public access,
restoration and conservation of the historic
buildings, appropriate sustainable uses and high
quality management.

The Osborne Group is a private development
company which specialises in projects involving
historic buildings and mixed use environments.

SEEDA is the leading public sector agency
responsible for delivering regeneration and
physical development in the South East region.
SEEDA works closely with the Government, local
authority partners and the private sector.

English Heritage is responsible for ensuring that
the historic environment of England is properly
maintained and cared for. It strives to heighten the
public’s awareness and understanding of old
buildings and to ensure that every historic site is
protected and given due consideration.

Oxford Preservation Trust is the largest amenity
group in the City. The body was set up 75 years ago
to protect and improve the historic environment
and green setting of Oxford.

Heritage Lottery Fund was to set up to enable
communities to celebrate, look after and learn
from England’s diverse heritage. The fund
supports museums, historic buildings, parks and
beauty spots.

OXFORD CASTLE HERITAGE PROJECT Oxford Castle, New Road, Oxford OX1 1LT
Tel: 01865 247866 Fax: 01865 724615

HEAD OFFICE 70 Conduit Street, London W1S 2GF 
Tel: 020 7851 2500 Fax: 020 7851 2501 E-mail: property@topgroup.co.uk
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