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  Introduction: A Note for Castle Explorers
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  A misty morning breaks over the ruins of Corfe Castle.

  Like many of the greatest elements of modern-day England—from loose-leaf tea to chicken tikka masala curry—castles were a foreign import. The first of their kind arrived in England in 1051 and was built in rural Herefordshire—a sleepy place that’s, strangely enough, the county where I was born.
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  A beautiful tower within the Norman castle of Lewes, in East Sussex.

  

  This founding fortification was a design sensation—imported directly from France, always a place of cutting-edge fashion. To our modern eyes, it certainly wouldn’t have looked like much—it was likely just a mound of earth with scattered wooden fortifications across the top. Despite this, there would have been nothing comparable in Medieval England. As a result, its presence would have felt like an alien spaceship landing in the countryside. The contemporary chroniclers had no word for this new-fangled monstrosity, so they just plumped for the French term: they christened it a castle.

  This castle was to be the first of many. Come 1066—some fifteen years later—the Normans would invade England from the continent and would build hundreds more of the things. Some would be built with care; others would be thrown together in haste. Either way, the Normans used castles to hold power over their conquered nation. These modern fortifications, in combination with devastating military skill and political cunning, meant that a force of just two thousand disciplined invaders commanded a nation of two million rowdy Anglo-Saxons, all in a matter of months.

  Quite obviously, these first castles don’t look at all like the castles of our imaginations. Indeed, if I asked you now to visualize a castle, I doubt you’d dream of a muddy hillock topped with a timber fence. Over time, this fortification evolved, and the word castle began to mean something quite different. The 1100s and 1200s signified a special species of gray stone monster: a structure bristling with grand towers, great keeps, curtain walls, jagged crenellations, fortified gatehouses, and swinging drawbridges.
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  The alluring path through Colton’s Gate, in Dover Castle. Just beyond lies the Great Tower.

  The central question, then, is what makes a castle a castle? After all, the earthen mound and gray stone enclosure are superficially very different beasts, yet we use the same word for each. Essentially—and I’d be quick to emphasize that this is my opinion from my own explorations, rather than the result of a lengthy academic endeavor—I believe a castle is an intriguing mix of high-status accommodation and hard-wrought defense. Those first Norman castles were called motte and bailey, where the motte was the defensive earth mound and the bailey was an enclosed courtyard for domestic use. Late medieval castles evolved to feature all those castle-y accoutrements we love so much (towers, arrow-slits, moats, and the like), but also housed grand tapestried rooms and gilded chambers fit for a king or queen.
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  The thick wooden door of Stokesay Castle in Shropshire.

  Essentially, then, there’s a tantalizing tension at the heart of a true castle. A castle isn’t a fortress, and it’s not a stately home. It’s somewhere on the spectrum between the two, combining military prowess with unimaginable luxury. To put it another way, it’s a place where you could sleep in a decadent four-poster one night and have your head chopped off and placed upon a spike the next (an eventful weekend, by any count). A true castle has a heady mix of violence and decadence, bloodshed and splendor, which is why, almost by definition, no real castle can ever be boring.

  I should note, though, that many castles do carry an air of pretension. Building or refurbishing a castle would have been a devastatingly expensive exercise, suitable only for the grandees of early modern England. In return, an individual would have been blessed with a truly formidable status symbol; no one could doubt the societal standing of a man with a castle. In fact, the sheer appearance of a castle would have conveyed a great deal about its owner, his perceived self-worth, and his future aspirations.
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  The gatehouse of Carisbrooke Castle, upon the Isle of Wight. The castle was founded in about 1100, but this gatehouse was built in the 1300s. The castle is most famous for being the prison of King Charles I after his defeat in the English Civil War.

  As a result, do be warned: some English buildings that look distinctly castle-y can be a bit of a trick. Quite often, a social aspirant built what was really a grand house, and, with pretentions of greatness, disguised the outside with a few features of castle architecture to add a touch of ill-gotten grandeur. Consequently, I’ve been somewhat selective about the castles featured in this book. Everything within these pages is authentically medieval and truly fit to be called a castle.

  I’ve also tried to approach writing about castles in a slightly different way. Many books about castles include a selection of fortresses and valiantly attempt to cover the thousand-year history of each one. I’ve taken a different approach: rather than cover a swathe of history for each, I’ve tried to take a snapshot of one of the most notable moments in the past: the Great Siege of Rochester Castle, for example, or when Queen Elizabeth visited Kenilworth. Hopefully this helps to bring some of the characters to life and also makes some of the underlying chronology a bit easier to understand.

  The book begins with an important prologue: the Norman invasion. The year 1066 was probably the most important in the history of England, and it was the Normans who brought castles (indeed, sometimes even flat-pack castles) to our shores. From then on, I segue into how castles developed and evolved over the Middle Ages into formidable defensive structures—and then fell into decline and destruction.

  Of course, I should note that there are literally hundreds of castles in England—and hundreds more in our neighboring countries of Scotland and Wales (see A Snapshot of the Castles of Great Britain, page 11). Evidently, although I’d love to, there’s absolutely no way that I could cover them all. As a compromise, where relevant, I’ve tried to include tidbits, snippets, facts, and photos about castles that are somehow connected to the nine main ones I cover in depth. Hopefully this gives some taste of the amazing scale and variety of the castles scattered across Great Britain.

  If you’d like to keep in touch—or if you’re keen to tell me more about your own adventures to castles around the world—I’m always around at www.exploring-castles.com. I’d be delighted to hear from you.

  
    A Snapshot of the Castles of Great Britain
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    The distinctive red-on-white cross of the English flag, flying over Warwick Castle.

    England is one of the countries located upon the isle of Great Britain—alongside its neighbors of Wales and Scotland.* In the broadest terms, Wales is deep green and rugged; Scotland is crispaired and mountainous; and England is filled with hill and dale. The topographical differences between each country gave rise to different languages, cultures, and political structures, meaning that, during the medieval period, each country evolved quite separately.

    As a result, the types of castles you’ll encounter in England are quite distinct from those of Wales and Scotland. Castles in Wales are, by and large, formidable, fortress-like affairs: including an all-mighty “iron-ring” of fortifications built by the English king Edward I, constructed to consolidate his conquest of the country.

    The fortifications of Scotland are no less awe-inspiring but built for a different political purpose. The social structure of the country, more closely aligned to bloodties of clan and family, resulted in smaller, nobler fortifications—occasionally classed as Tower Houses, which were a cross between castle and mansion.
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    Craigmillar, in Scotland, is part castle and part “Tower House”—a structure with a grander, residential purpose. Tower Houses aren’t commonly seen in England or Wales.

    By contrast, England’s castles were most visibly forged by the Normans—indeed, the Norman conquest imported the castle to the isle of Great Britain, as these pages demonstrate.

    Owing to the historic separation of our three nations, medieval castle builders focused their attentions upon political borders—where land was most closely contested. This is why castles tend to cluster along the border of Scotland and throughout the Marches—the medieval frontier land between England and Wales. The profusion of castles in southeast England are partly a consequence of the Norman conquest from the continent, but were also built to protect the lands from further incursions from other European troublemakers.

    

    *It’s a baffling topic, but when most people say England, they very rarely mean England (and I include a lot of fellow countrymen in this!). The United Kingdom (UK) is the political name for our country, which is formed of the union between England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales.

    England, Scotland, and Wales are all located on an island known as Great Britain. This is a geographical distinction alone that evidently doesn’t include Northern Ireland (as, obviously, it’s located to the north of Ireland, on a separate isle).
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    A knight on horseback, as played by a medieval reenactor.

  


  1066: A Story of Castles and Conquest
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  A selection of medieval-style weapons, photographed during a battle reenactment in Italy.

  “They [the Norman commanders] wrought castles widely through this country, and harassed the miserable people; and ever since has evil increased very much. May the end be good, when God will!”

  —The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 1066–7

  

  It glowed near as bright as the moon—and all who looked upon it knew it bore ill. On April 24, 1066, the fexedan steorra (hairy star) appeared within the night sky—an omen never before seen by a living mortal. As the demon worked its way across the atmosphere, Anglo-Saxon England trembled below. The monk Eilmer of Malmesbury immediately understood its vile portents. “You’ve come, have you?” he reportedly wept. “You’ve come, you source of tears to many mothers, you evil. I hate you! It is long since I saw you; but as I see you now you are much more terrible, for I see you brandishing the downfall of my country. I hate you!” Eilmer was quite right. The year 1066 would see the end of the Anglo-Saxon rule of England. The Normans were coming.

  In more modern times, this dreaded “hairy star” has been prosaically identified as Halley’s comet, doing one of its 75/76 year laps through our solar system. But, in the absence of such scientific explanation, its appearance was seen as a potent omen. The Bayeux Tapestry records its devastating importance, showing Harold being crowned king of England—with a crowd of jubilant supporters to his left. But, on the right side, his comrades are distracted—pointing to the ominous shape of this star as it moves through the sky. In the next scene, one runs to tell Harold the terrible news; beneath him, the pattern of the tapestry depicts a small fleet of ships upon the sea. This flotilla would be the physical manifestation of the doom-filled prophecy.

  And the ships would soon arrive. When Edward the Confessor died upon January 5, 1066, he didn’t leave any obvious heir and so Harold of Sussex, Edward’s brother-in-law, claimed that the old king had nominated him whilst lying on his deathbed.

  William the Bastard of Normandy thought otherwise. William claimed blood connections to the old king, and thus England, he argued, was his own. But William was far away in Normandy and Harold was in England, and so Harold snatched the crown. It’s said that, upon hearing this news, William was so angry he was unable to speak; he could only furiously pull at the fastenings of his cloak.
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  A French statue of William the Bastard (later, of course, William the Conqueror). There’s obviously a fair amount of conjecture as to what William would or wouldn’t have looked like—the statue’s helmet, at least, is probably quite accurate.

  William’s anger was because—he alleged—Harold had deceived him. According to his version of events, Harold had come to France some years earlier and had promised not to stand in William’s way of being the next king of England. For his part, Harold contested that he’d pledged friendship and nothing further. Unsure of who was the telling the truth, England looked to the gods for help. And, sure enough, the hairy star proved (people said) that Harold was the liar.

  To clinch matters, even the pope became involved in the disagreement. Upon William’s plea, the pope judged that Harold had rescinded on an oath made upon a holy relic—an insult which condemned him and his supporters to burn in hellfire. On the basis of this prophetic comet and angry pope, William spent the hot summer of 1066 building boats and rounding up his forces to come and take England by force.

  Things were looking particularly bad for King Harold, as other threats to his rule were emerging from unexpected locations. The king had made the error of falling out with his brother, Tostig, who had in turn fled to the arms of Harald Hardrada, the king of Norway. The pair claimed, through a Byzantine series of old agreements, that Hardrada was the true king of England, and so the duo set sail with a force of Vikings, intent upon capturing the city of York during September 1066.
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  A medieval-style bow and arrow used by period reenactors.

  It was a bold challenge, and Harold was forced to march north to York to defeat them. Here, he secured a spectacular victory at Stamford Bridge on September 25, using the element of surprise to wreak havoc upon the invaders. Harold’s army pushed forward until the Vikings were fighting with their backs to the river; vast numbers were forced in and drowned. One particularly resilient Viking, it’s said, captured a bridge and was such a ferocious fighter that he would let no one pass. One of Harold’s enterprising men made a makeshift raft to float downriver and stabbed him from below.

  Stamford Bridge was a bloodbath for the Vikings. Harold succeeded in killing his brother and also the king of Norway and sent the few survivors back from whence they came. The king had successfully defended the northern front.

  Despite such success, however, something more ominous was happening in the South of England. Harold had known, long before he had decided to march north, that William the Bastard’s army was biding its time on the other side of the English Channel—and was waiting for an opportune moment to pounce. Seeing the king so distracted, they did exactly that. On September 28, around seven hundred ships and between five thousand and ten thousand men arrived in Pevensey on the south coast (near modern Eastbourne). The Normans had arrived in Anglo-Saxon England.
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  The evocative ruins of windswept, sea-splashed Hastings Castle.

  The Flat-Pack Castle

  When the Normans arrived in England, they ate some roast chicken and then built a castle. Things were probably a trifle grander than those words might suggest, but the Bayeux Tapestry shows the Normans enjoying a grand feast on the beach to celebrate their safe arrival upon English shores. It’s likely the food and drink were plundered from nearby villages, but the chicken on a spit is embroidered plainly for all to see: the Normans, it’s quite clear, would have been appreciative of any modern fried chicken restaurant.
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  Pevensey Castle was built in 1066 by the Normans, upon the foundations of an old Roman fort. The external curtain walls were the work of the Romans; the Normans constructed a small, moated, innerbailey within the heart of these walls.
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  The gatehouse of Pevensey Castle—a castle crucial to the 1066 Norman invasion. Many centuries later, Turner (seemingly a fellow castle aficionado) produced a number of chalk sketches of the ruined structure.

  It also appears that they were medieval connoisseurs of the IKEA model. On their second day in England—September 29—they quickly assembled a simple wooden castle on the foundations of the old Roman fortress at Pevensey. Although the wording of the chronicles isn’t entirely conclusive, the strong suggestion is that the Normans brought precut timbers with them. This first castle, in effect, was assembled from a flat pack. The Norman poet Wace described it thus: “The carpenters . . . threw down from the ships and dragged on land the wood which the Count of Eu had brought there, all pierced and trimmed. They had brought all the trimmed pegs in great barrels. Before evening, they had built a small castle with it and made a ditch round it.”1

  From a distance, this flat-pack castle sounds like a particularly strange state of affairs, but it was actually a pretty logical decision. The Normans had no way of knowing what resources—if any—they would encounter upon arriving in England. A common trick of medieval warfare (and one the Normans would use themselves) was to raze the ground surrounding an enemy, allowing foes no opportunity to forage for food, drink, or timber. With the risk of scarce resources, it made perfect sense to bring the timber they needed with them.

  The flat-pack castle tells us other important things about the Norman technique of castle building. It shows us that the fortresses the Normans built were broadly identikit—a standardized, predictable design repeated across the countryside they conquered.

  This first castle also demonstrates to us that the Normans recognized that a castle equaled strength—and the sooner it was constructed, the stronger their position. As soon as this first fortress was finished—and Wace (quoted above) plus other chroniclers seem to concur that the majority was assembled within a day—the Normans filled it with stores and provisions, left it in the hands of a garrison, and then proceeded to build two further prefabricated castles slightly farther down the coastline.

  On September 28, there had only ever been one castle in the whole of England. Now, on September 29, there were three. And just one day later—on September 30, 1066—the Normans marched on toward Hastings, a deeper port slightly to the east of Pevensey, which was better suited to harbor large ships from the continent. Here, they founded castle number four. Indeed, wherever the Normans went, they founded a castle. It was a military strategy that would help them take control of England.
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  The rough stone remains of Canterbury Castle. A wooden motte and bailey castle was built here in about 1066.
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  The flint and sandstone walls of Canterbury Castle were added by King Henry I in the early 1100s.

  [image: images]

  William the Conqueror was quick to fortify Pevensey Castle, although the castle was extensively adapted over the medieval period.

  The southern coast of England was not just a convenient spot for the Norman military landing. Their presence in the area was one of the oldest tricks in the book of medieval warfare. King Harold was earl of Wessex—an English territory that incorporates Pevensey and Hastings. Occupying his lands was provocative. In addition, by terrorizing his people—and the Normans wasted no time in pillaging and plundering surrounding towns and villages—the forces sought to send a deliberate message to the rest of the English population. “If the King can’t protect his own lands and his own people,” they implied, “how can he ever claim to protect the rest of England?”

  Harold, therefore, was left with little choice but to fight. A more desirable solution to the Norman problem would have been to trap the invaders in a small corner of England and burn everything in the vicinity, effectively starving them out over the winter. Such action would have required few men and limited force. Instead, the Normans were goading him into an early battle. Their troops were fresh and ready for war; his men were tired and battle-worn and would need to march the length of England to reach their foes. Harold, of course, would have known the topography of his territories of Wessex, but the Normans would have been able to scout out every inch of the land to prepare themselves for the fight. Harold was already upon the back foot.

  Nonetheless, Harold was an impetuous man, perhaps rather intoxicated by his exceptional victory in the North. His strategy, he decided, would be to take the Normans by surprise by arriving as soon as possible. Accordingly, he allowed his troops little time for rest and marched his forces south—recruiting fresh men enroute. After the briefest of pauses in London, he proceeded at full speed from the capital, along the Dover road, via Rochester, and finally reached the outskirts of the Norman encampment on October 13. His troops barely had a night to rest—battle began at 6:30 a.m. that following morning.
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  The remains of Hastings Castle—one of the very first castles built in England. This archway is thought to have been the entrance to the old chapel.

  The Death of Harold, and the Norman Conquest of England

  According to the Bayeux Tapestry, Harold died from an arrow to the eye. Whether that’s true, our assumption is that the battle was even sided, lasting well into the afternoon of October 14. Historians suppose that the death of Harold spelled the defeat of the Anglo-Saxon side; however, we know surprisingly little about the course of the battle, as many of the primary sources contradict themselves. The only fact that we can be quite sure of is that the Normans won. And, with the last Anglo-Saxon king dead, William the Conqueror could stake a dramatic claim to England.
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  A beautiful modern embroidery of the Bayeux Tapestry, decorating the hem of a skirt.

  It didn’t mean that the Anglo-Saxons had surrendered, however. In the immediate aftermath of battle, their leaders refused to recognize William the Bastard as the true king, instead declaring that the throne should fall to Edgar the Atheling (a distant blood relative to deceased King Harold). William, therefore, needed to flex his military muscle to consolidate his conquest of England. To succeed, he needed to capture London.
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  The rough stone ruins of Berkhamstead Castle. It was one of the first Motte and Bailey castles to be built in England, just after the 1066 invasion.

  His route to London, however, would be intentionally circuitous: he wished to gain control of surrounding ports and adjacent towns to force the hand of the Londoners. Resultantly, he made progress first to coastal Dover, where he founded a castle (see page 70), then to the important cathedral town of Canterbury, which he captured and—guess what—built a castle.

  He then dispatched a section of his men to test the defenses of London, brushing Southwark with his fingertips, where he was rapidly rebuffed. Undeterred, his forces circled around London, passing counterclockwise to its western side, where they crossed the Thames at Wallingford (and built a castle), progressing then to Berkhamstead, on the northwestern border of London, where, again, they built a castle. By the time he’d reached Berkhamstead, the Anglo-Saxon leaders realized the game was up: an envoy galloped out to meet him, swore oaths of fealty, and presented William with hostages as a guarantee of good behavior.

  On Christmas Day 1066—approximately two months after the Battle of Hastings—William was crowned king of England in Westminster Abbey, London. William the Bastard lost that rather uncomplimentary epithet and became William the Conqueror. Of course, with London surrendered, William did what he knew best to consolidate his control over the capital: he built a castle. The White Tower—as it’s known nowadays—is at the heart of the Tower of London. You can visit it today.
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  The impressive shape of the White Tower, at the heart of the Tower of London. William the Conqueror laid the first timbers in 1066.
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  Detail from the White Tower. Although we don’t know the exact date, the first stones were probably laid in about 1078.

  
    The Motte and Bailey Castle
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    This isn’t just a hillock in an English field; it’s the mound of abandoned Yelden Castle, a Motte and Bailey fortress in Bedfordshire.

    It’s thought that King William and the Normans managed to build around five hundred motte and bailey castles between 1066 and 1086. That’s a pretty impressive pace of work, equal to one castle every two weeks: a testament to the speed and ease of building these fortifications.

    As the name might suggest, a motte and bailey castle always included two key elements: the motte (a man-made mound, perhaps in the range of twenty-five to eighty feet in height) and the adjacent bailey (a raised, flat-topped courtyard, often kidney shaped, which nestled against one face of the motte). Both elements would be encircled by a deep ditch, which was generally a fortunate by-product of the earth excavations required to construct the motte.
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    Thick, wooden, palisade-style fencing, Scandanavian in style. Palisade fencing was commonly used within Motte and Bailey castles.

    Each motte and bailey castle was finished with a sprinkling of wooden fortifications. At the apex of the motte, one would encounter a sizable wooden tower, built as a defensive vantage point and stronghold. Spiky wooden palisade fencing encircled both the summit of the motte and the perimeter of the bailey, adding an additional line of protection.

    The bailey would have functioned as the residential part of the castle. In early days of the Norman conquest, this flat-topped plinth was used as a temporary military encampment, but as time wore on, more permanent wooden buildings—things like kitchens and stables—were built on top of it. Depending on the overall size of the castle, a bailey could even extend to acres.

    A number of factors contributed to the strength and success of the motte-and-bailey design. The predominant advantage was height: The wooden tower was a terrific vantage point, and anyone attempting to scale the sides of the castle would be greeted by a hail of arrows. The motte also functioned as the central stronghold. Even if the bailey was breached, the steps up to the summit of the motte could be intentionally burned away, hampering the efforts of any attacker.

    In the hands of the enemy, of course, fire was the greatest vulnerability of any motte and bailey fortress. Fire could devastate the wooden palisade fences, the buildings upon the bailey, and even the tower on top of the motte. As a consequence, if time permitted and a castle appeared particularly important, Norman commanders would build structures from stone. Stonework was a lengthy, expensive building process, but one which rendered castles much less vulnerable to an inferno. Indeed, some years after the initial frenzy of conquest, the Normans would return to many of their most valuable motte-and-bailey castles and re-create the timber buildings in rock.

    With so many motte and bailey castles built in England, some were evidently destined to emerge into political prominence and others would fade to insignificance. Of those that rose into prominence, an excellent example is Windsor Castle. Windsor is presently one of the residences of the Queen of England (throughout the years, it’s evolved into something that more resembles a palace than a true castle). Nonetheless, the first structure at Windsor was a motte and bailey, built by William the Conqueror in the 1070s. The Round Tower—at the heart of the modern castle—is built on a hill that used to be the old motte, and, over the years, the royal palace grew around it.
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    The beautiful shape of Clifford’s Tower, York. Built on top of a Motte and Bailey mound, Clifford’s Tower would once have been a part of the greater complex of York Castle; sadly, this has long since disappeared.

    Tamworth—in the Midlands—is another brilliant example of a surviving stone castle situated upon a visible motte. In addition, Clifford’s Tower in York is quite obviously constructed upon an old motte. It used to form a part of a large castle complex; sadly, it’s been destroyed.

    Evidently, it’s hard to see remains of those motte and bailey castles that were undeveloped and forgotten; these timber-topped earth mounds were never likely to endure 950 years of the British weather. Nevertheless, you’ll stumble across some remnants as you travel around England; suspicious small hillocks, poking out of otherwise flat fields, can often be a clue that you’re looking at the remains of a motte.
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    Windsor Castle, England—an official residence of Queen Elizabeth II and the biggest occupied castle in the world (although I’d personally argue that it’s more of a palace than a true castle). The Round Tower, upper right, was built upon the original Motte and Bailey mound.
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    The keep of Cardiff Castle, Wales. You’ll win no prizes for guessing that this structure was built upon an old Motte and Bailey foundation.
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  Tamworth Castle, in the English Midlands, mushrooms up from the earth below. As its appearance suggests, the fortress started out as a Motte and Bailey castle; in more modern times, residential buildings have been crammed behind these grand walls.

  The Age of the English Castle

  Evidently, castles developed a great deal from their origins as motte-and-bailey earthen mounds. Those fortresses with the greatest perceived strategic importance—including Corfe (page 160) and Rochester (page 116)—were built from stone from the off: vast towers of carefully hewn rock, wrought into mighty structures designed to overawe the grumbling Anglo-Saxon populace.

  Whereas Southern England adapted rather quickly to its new rulers—probably simply due to the sheer proximity to London—those in the North of the country were rather less enamored with William the Conqueror. Rumbling discontent evolved into outright rebellion, and William was surprisingly lenient in his efforts to quell those initial uprisings. The discontent lingered, however, and so the new king decided to use unprecedented force to subdue the troublesome Northerners. His campaign of “harrying the North” took place between 1069 and 1070 and was a show of exceptional brutality: his forces burned and pillaged vast swathes of countryside, resulting in the starvation of as many as one hundred thousand people (a tremendous figure, perhaps as much as a twentieth of the population of England at that time). Castles—including those at York, Richmond, Durham and, well, “New Castle” (now, of course, the modern city of Newcastle)—cemented his conquest of the region.
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  Ruined walls of Canterbury Castle. Canterbury was one of the three Royal Castles of Kent, but it quickly became overshadowed by Dover Castle—the pet project of King Henry II.

  England was an unstable place during the high medieval period. The result was that anyone who built a castle would be predominately concerned with defense. The original fortresses—which started out as grand stone towers—were speedily fortified and strengthened, in response to attack, siege, and other external threats.

  The following pages explain the defensive features common to almost every medieval fortress. I’ve chosen to separate out this section as it provides a useful reference when reading almost every other chapter of the book. It also makes it a bit easier to understand the evolutionary development of the castle.

  Of course, English castles were not built for defense alone. As I’ve described before, every fortress was a cunning amalgamation of residential luxury and military might. The chapter on Goodrich Castle (page 46) is an explanation of what life was like in a medieval castle; it’s the perfect setting for us to discover the luxuries and challenges of everyday life in a fortress.

  

  1 It’s important to note that his writing wasn’t contemporaneous; although Wace was Norman, his work Roman de Rou was probably completed some one hundred years after the conquest, and so we can’t be entirely certain of its accuracy.


  Built to Bristle: Attacking and Defending a Medieval Castle
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  Probably the most famous “castle” in England—the Tower of London. The White Tower—the work of the Normans—lies at the heart of the complex. Much of the Tower really functioned as a Tudor prison.

  From murder holes to trap-filled barbicans, medieval castles were built to withstand attack. The apex of defensive castle design took place within the high medieval period (c.1100–1300)—a time when England was a relatively unstable place and when craftsmen were skilled enough to render nightmarish designs into stone.

  Every defensive innovation within a castle—from the deep moat to the perilous gatehouse—developed in response to a past threat. It’s not as though designers plucked these ideas from the air; instead, they studied the Achilles heels of other fortresses and attempted to out-think the flaws and weak spots that had led to the capture of other castles.

  One of the first—and most obvious—defensive developments was the curtain wall. Back in the early days of motte and bailey castles, wooden palisade fencing surrounded the flat-topped bailey. The curtain wall was a stone re-rendering of this simple enclosure. A looped curtain wall protected the buildings at the heart of the fortress from attack, and a walkway along the apex of the wall provided a lookout for those defending the castle (occasionally, you might hear such walkways poetically called allures).

  Pretty much every castle I feature in this book enjoys some form of curtain wall, obviously in varying states of repair. However, a curtain wall was, by no means, just a plain stone face; it came fully loaded with defensive elements designed to wreak physical or psychological havoc upon an enemy.

  [image: images]

  An arrow loop in a cruciform shape, photographed in Puymartin, the Dordogne, France. Note the two “feet” at the bottom of the arrow loop; these gave an archer a wider range of vision.

  The simplest defensive element was the arrow-slit. An arrow-slit was a thin, vertical slice in the castle wall, through which an archer would be able to shoot his longbow at those attacking the fortress. Some arrow-slits were shaped like the Christian cross: the horizontal crack permitted a wider field of vision of the oncoming forces, and the religious motif took on particular significance when used in the crusader castles of the Middle East.

  As time passed, arrow-slits grew increasingly complex. On the internal wall of the castle, the walls surrounding the arrow-slit were cut away at an oblique angle to maximize the field of vision of the archer firing within. Small embrasures (hollows) were built to provide archers with stone benches and greater elbow room, and, in later medieval times, these provided the opportunity to rest a heavy crossbow upon the floor.

  Incidentally—as a little aside—arrow-slits were sometimes known as arrow-loops. Although you might wish to take the story with a pinch of salt, there’s a persistent rumor that the modern expression loophole derives from the name of these defensive structures. The story says that, in the same way that a loophole is a narrow means of release from a weighty legal contract, an arrow-loop (thus loophole) was a means of release of a projectile through a weighty castle wall.

  Part and parcel of every fortress would have been the battlements that crowned the walls; also known as crenellations, these jagged teeth really define medieval defensive architecture. The sticking-up bits are technically called merlons (the gaps are crenels), and those defending the castle could shelter behind the merlon while reloading their bows. As medieval times wore on, the notorious crossbow rose in popularity (it boasted quite lethal accuracy and range—for more information, see the chapter on Rochester, page 116) and, as a result, arrow-slits were cut into many merlons; it would have been too dangerous to even step into the unprotected territory of the crenel.
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  A series of crenellations upon the castle of Sao Jorge in Lisbon. The sticky-up bits are technically called “merlons,” and the gaps are “crenels.”

  [image: images]

  An arrow loop built within a merlon (a merlon is one of the sticking-up bits within a range of crenellations). As aim of attacking archers improved, it became too dangerous to step out from the protection of a merlon to fire back down; the solution was to build an arrow-loop within.

  Those attacking castles devised all manner of ingenuities to overcome the obstacle of the curtain wall and those archers stationed along it. Most obviously, one could try to use brute force: perhaps a stone-flinging trebuchet (a pulled-taught catapult that lobbed rocks of up to 250 pounds, potentially punching a vast hole in the brickwork). At the simpler end of the scale, an attacker could try and use a battering ram to bash down a wooden door. Attacks from these, however, were relatively easy to circumvent; in the Great Keep of Dover, the wooden entrance doors were situated up a series of steps at the first floor of the castle. Unlike noble visitors, battering rams couldn’t climb stairs.
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  A reconstruction of a medieval battering ram. Some battering rams would have been vast, but such size would have made them unwieldy to transport.

  If those attacking a castle were unable to get through a curtain wall, there was the potential to climb over it. One could ascend a wall using makeshift hooks, ropes, and ladders—although woe betide the first unlucky assailant to scale the wall and encounter the enemy within. An alternative to a ladder would have been the siege machine: a bit like a long-necked giraffe on wheels, this contraption could have been trundled up to the castle walls. A handful of attackers would have ridden upon its upper levels, ready to jump down into the enemy’s territory.

  If you couldn’t get through the curtain wall, and you couldn’t get over it, either, the next viable strategy was to go underground. Teams of unlucky men would be forced to dig tunnels toward the castle foundations; their ultimate aim would have been to undermine the foundations of a square tower, leading to its collapse. You’ll discover much more about this technique within the chapter on Rochester Castle, page 116.
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  A rickety-looking castle drawbridge from France.

  As a result of these techniques, the curtain wall was a good deal more vulnerable than it might have initially appeared, but those designing a fortress could construct additional defensive features to augment the castle’s strength. Digging a moat was a perfect strategy. Moats made it very difficult to get up close and personal to the castle walls with a ladder or siege machine. In addition, the sodden earth beneath a moat would have made tunneling difficult. Of course, if drainage or water supply made a moat impractical, a deep, ragged ditch afforded similar advantages. Additionally, attacking forces couldn’t intentionally drain the putrid waters within.
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  This is what I call a moat! The spectacular aerial view of the medieval castle of Muiderslot in Muiden, the Netherlands.

  Evidently, no matter the strength of the curtain wall or the depth of the moat, there would need to be some form of entrance into the heart of the castle. Medieval people couldn’t airlift in supplies or parachute in from a helicopter. The passage into the castle naturally became a defensive weak spot; after all, a wooden door was a much weaker barrier than a stone wall, and wheeling a battering ram up a prebuilt road would almost have been a bit too easy.

  The gatehouse was the logical response to this problem: a grand, fortified entranceway, protected by multiple portcullises, wooden doors, arrow-slits, and those infamous murder holes in the ceiling (more about these in a moment).

  A gatehouse could be further fortified with the addition of a barbican. Effectively, a barbican was a protruding part at the front of the fortress that acted as an extra layer of protection before the gatehouse. Conceptually, the building acted as a funnel, often forcing a vulnerable visitor through a winding pathway of tricks and traps, where those defending the fortress had a definite upper hand. Most often, barbicans were added some time after the original gatehouse was built, solely to ratchet up the strength of the preexisting castle.

  The barbican at Lewes Castle, near Sussex (as seen on page 43) is a particularly impressive example of such design: it boasted functional machicolations, a portcullis, and two large turrets. It was added during the 1300s, whereas the remainder of the castle was completed during the Norman period. Despite such might, the castle’s defenses were breached during the Peasant’s Revolt of 1381—albeit only by a gang of ne’er-do-wells who managed to break in and drink approximately $160 (£100) of wine.
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  The distinctive shape of a wrought metal portcullis. Many castles would have been fortified with multiple portcullises.

  On a more grisly note, gatehouses and barbicans frequently contained murder holes: a suitably ghoulish name for a dastardly innovation. These holes studded the ceilings of the outer buildings, and all manner of nastiness could be poured, thrown, or fired through these holes to defend the castle. Indeed, you’ll often hear that boiling oil was the weapon of choice, and would have been tipped onto an unfortunate enemy.

  It’s a gory story that everyone loves but, unfortunately, it’s not strictly true. Although boiling oil would certainly have been used on occasion, it would have been too difficult to deploy routinely. Imagine the sheer logistics of obtaining the oil, boiling it, and pouring it during a frenzied battle—the hassle almost certainly outweighed the damage done. Instead, those defending the castle would have thrown everything at hand onto those below—usually including jagged rocks and chunks of metal, not to mention carefully aimed arrows.
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  An impressive series of mostly decorative machicolations upon Tarascon Castle, Provence, France.

  Incidentally, as the medieval period wore on, those attacking the castle became increasingly aggressive and lit fires within locked corridors—the aim was to burn down wooden doors and to fill the fortress with smoke and confusion. Luckily, then, these murder holes had a dual purpose: water could be poured down to quench any fire started below.

  The murder hole was the sibling of another defensive feature—the machicolation. These were little, deathly balconies that ran along the top of castle walls. Machicolations were studded with holes in their floor, meaning that defenders could drop stones through them onto any enemy below.

  [image: images]

  A form of machicolations, upon Lewes Castle in East Sussex. The word “machicolation” seems to derive from the French—”to break a neck.”

  You won’t find many working machicolations within England, although there are a couple of good examples in Wales and France (pictured on page 33). However, you’ll find decorative machicolations on a vast number of castles (indeed, they’re so common that you’ll even see them on Cinderella’s Castle in Disney World). In medieval times, however, their purpose would not just have been aesthetic. Machicolations were a fearsome feature of any fortress—their name roughly originates from the French words for crush and neck—and even “decorative” versions would have had a psychological impact.
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