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LIFE IN

A MEDIEVAL CASTLE

FROM 1066 TO THE 1500s
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THE MEDIEVAL CASTLE

The medieval castle was fortress and lordly residence, the epitome of secular power. Its stone walls and towers dominated the locality – as was their builders’ intention. From the Norman Conquest of 1066 through to the reigns of Tudors in England and Stuarts in Scotland in the 16th century, castles were essential cogs in the slow-grinding wheels of the medieval state, and the focus for a community that maintained the castle and was supported – and at times protected – by it.

Though many castles are now ruins, stranded by the flowing tides of history, others still stand proud as residences, leisure and conference centres, and museums, reminding us that for 500 years the castle was part of the fabric of society, its importance extending beyond the military to the economy, law and social life. England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales have a rich medieval heritage, with castles, large and small, surviving often in unexpected places. Each has a distinct appeal to the visitor. As we climb steps worn smooth by generations of feet, or stand on wind-scoured battlements to peer down into grassed-over moats or mysterious fern-shrouded recesses, it is not easy to picture the castle as a home and place of work, full of bustle and life. Archaeology and scholarship enable us to recapture the essence of the lives spent within such walls, and explore a world more vibrant than the silent, mossy stones of those castles now in ruins might suggest.


THE AGE OF CASTLES

The Norman invaders brought stone castles to Britain, after 1066. There had been fortified settlements long before: Celtic Iron Age hillforts, Roman army fortresses, and Anglo-Saxon walled towns or burhs. But the medieval castle played a unique role in the life of local communities for some 500 years.

The Normans in England rapidly secured their conquest with wooden stockades enclosed by banks and ditches, and with timber-built halls, watch-towers and soldiers’ quarters inside. From these evolved a chain of castle strongholds – the Round Tower at Windsor dates from about 1175, the shell keep at Launceston Castle in Cornwall from about 1080.

In the 35 years following their victory over the English at Hastings, the Normans built around 200 castles. In theory at least, the king owned them all, for everyone in the realm – from noble to peasant – owed their lands and loyalty to him, but each castle became a personal and family stronghold. Its owner, a nobleman or lord (also known as a baron), managed his lands in the name of the king, raised soldiers in time of war, imposed law and order, and collected taxes from the people under his sway.

Such ‘private’ castles were costly to maintain, but protected, and were supported by, their local communities – people working inside the castle walls and in farming villages around it. Even a small castle involved a lot of work and expense for its upkeep and defences. Wooden castles did not last; they were liable to rot or catch fire, and so it was worth the effort and expense of reconstruction – to quarry, cart and raise stones, and build permanent fortress-homes. The Normans did this with gusto, and the stone castle became a symbol of their power and the subjugation of those they had overcome. Between 1100 and the early 1500s, castle-architects devised ever-more complex and costly ways to make castles increasingly difficult for an enemy army to capture, borrowing the best ideas in fortification design from across Europe, North Africa and the Near East. The apogee of British fortress design was the concentric castle of the 1300s, with two or more ring-walls encircling the central stronghold, epitomized by the mighty Welsh castles built by Edward I, king of England from 1272 to 1307. In the Wars of the Roses (1455–85) in England, most battles were fought in the open, not in castles, and by this time cannon offered a serious new threat to stone walls; as a result the castle began to look less useful as a fortress. Some castles were turned into more comfortable residences, with a continuing nod towards defensive capability; redundant castles were allowed to crumble and decay.

In its heyday, the castle was one of the most enduring symbols of medieval life, along with the Church – for in the Middle Ages everyone in Britain was at least in name Christian, and there was but one Church, governed from Rome. For most poor people daily life meant hard toil from dawn until dusk, and the towering castle walls were a constant reminder of their lowly place in the social hierarchy. Yet there was colour and chivalry too, as knights rode out in splendid panoply and banners fluttered over high towers. In times of peace and plenty, when cattle were fat and fields were fruitful, there was feasting and fun. Castles stood for temporal power, the enduring hold of king and nobleman over their people. Their stone walls stood for stability in a world of work, war and pestilence, from which Heaven alone promised ease.


THE GOOD LIFE

The well-ordered castle fulfilled medieval ideas of the good life and the chivalric ideal, protecting the blessings of peace and prosperity. The chronicler Gerald of Wales (c.1146–1223) extolled the merits of his birthplace, Manorbier Castle in South Wales, which he wrote was ‘excellently well defended by turrets and bulwarks’, but also had a fine fish pond, orchard and vineyard. The green Pembrokeshire countryside it guarded was ‘well supplied with corn, sea-fish and imported wines’.




CASTLE RESIDENTS

After the Norman Conquest of 1066 some English writers lamented freedom lost, manacled by the invaders’ castle walls. William I built rapidly in the years after his victory over Harold, raising castles as far north as Newcastle upon Tyne (1080), castles imposed to subdue and awe. The castle owners at first showed the iron fist more often than the velvet glove, but as time passed an Anglo-Norman compromise emerged, and castle residents in England and Scotland settled down and were assimilated into local ways. In Wales and Ireland the castle owner continued to symbolize foreign domination for some time to come.

Some castles have long housed generations of the same family. Dunvegan Castle on the Isle of Skye has been home to the MacLeods of MacLeod for eight centuries, while Berkeley Castle in Gloucestershire has been in the same family’s care since Robert Fitzharding built the first keep in the 12th century. Medieval kings used castles as bases for dynastic manoeuvres, as well as imposing residences: Henry I prudently moved into Windsor Castle to safeguard his shaky hold on the Crown following the mysterious death in 1100 of his brother William II (Rufus). Just as shrewdly, Henry locked up his brother Robert, a potential rival. Windsor Castle’s oldest stonework dates from the reign of Henry II (1154–89), who built the Round Tower on the chalk mound raised by William the Conqueror.

The lord of the castle ruled his lands like a miniature kingdom. The acquisitive magnate Hugh le Despenser, whose greed flourished in the reign of Edward II in the 14th century, had more than 50 manors (estates), with 28,000 sheep, 2,000 cattle and pigs, and 200 horses. A lord’s immediate subjects were those living and working in and around his castle: soldiers, officials, builders and farmers, maids and brewers, huntsmen and falconers, pastrycooks and laundresses, smiths and stable-boys. His prestige was surpassed only by the king himself, by the greatest earls and dukes, and by the Church which, besides temporal wealth, also claimed power over his soul. The number of his subjects ranged from a few dozen to hundreds, for a castle’s residents often exceeded those of some local villages. Most medieval settlements, even towns, were tiny. English poll tax returns for 1377 show Bath with only 1,902 citizens; Bristol 2,445; Newcastle 2,647; York 7,248; and London, by far the biggest city in England, had a population of 23,314.


FEUDAL SOCIETY

In the Middle Ages a king granted land to lords, who in turn rented out parcels of land to vassals (tenants) in return for work, or in the case of knights, military service. There were about 3,000 knights in Norman England, each owing allegiance to a lord or baron, of whom there were roughly 300. In the pyramid of secular society, the king was at the top (and God’s chosen ruler); beneath him were the rulers of Church (bishops) and state (barons); below them knights and freemen; and at the very bottom the peasantry or villeins, who were effectively bound to the land they were born on.



The castle was an integral part of the medieval socio-economic system loosely known as feudalism. The lands of the ‘lord of the manor’ produced food and raw materials; as well as fields and livestock, they contained vineyards, forests, quarries, mines, mills and fish ponds. The castle owner held lands often widely scattered, each of which must be visited from time to time, so he was often away from home; he might also be called to attend the king at court or ride off to a foreign war. Kings were even more itinerant. While few villagers strayed far from their village, medieval monarchs were almost constantly on the move, processing in state with a large retinue from castle to castle. Each royal visit created excitement, anxiety, frantic activity and expense on food, drink, accommodation and entertainment, wherever the king chose to call on his royal progress.


CASTLE BUILDING

The first Norman ‘motte and bailey’ castles sat upon artificial mounds, called mottes. On top of the mound the stockade enclosed a wooden tower and at the foot of the mound was an enclosure, the bailey, inside which were a kitchen, chapel, hall, barns, stables, stores, workshops and barracks. The bailey was ringed by an outer bank and ditch. Where they could use the foundations of Roman fortifications, the Normans built in stone – as they did at the Tower of London, Colchester and Pevensey.

As stone castles replaced the wooden castles, construction took longer and cost more. The donjon, or keep, became the focus of castle design, and gave more ample living accommodation. This main tower had several storeys: sometimes it was built on top of the motte; in other castles it was placed to bolster a weak spot, such as the gateway. Orford Castle in Suffolk had a polygonal keep, but square or rectangular keeps were more usual, with towers at the corners to provide extra strength, and clear lines of sight and firing angles for defenders.

Castle building was a specialized art; leading practitioners were in Europe-wide demand. Edward I’s castles in Wales were monumental. The king’s master-builder was a Savoyard, Master James of St George, and his plan for Beaumaris Castle (1295) was the ultimate in concentric design, a series of ringed walls, each inner wall higher than the outer to give defenders the advantage over an attacking force. The walls of Conwy Castle (built in
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