Castles
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· A castle is defined as a fortified residence belonging to nobility

· The first castles were built in France in the 10th century (900s)

· Castles were introduced to England, along with the feudal system, by the French after the Norman Conquest of 1066

· To begin most English castles were made from earthworks (mounds of soil/earth) and timber buildings.  The most common type was motte-and-bailey castles consisting of an enclosure (the bailey) with a mound of earth (motte) with its own ditch around the base.  On top of the motte was a wooden palisade (large fence) with a wooden tower (later referred to as the keep) and other buildings inside. There would have been a wooden bridge over the ditch to connect the motte to the bailey (see diagram below)

· The Norman lord would have lived in the wooden tower (keep), so it may well have been an elaborate, even luxurious building inside

· The 12th century (1100s) saw many of these wooden towers and palisades rebuilt in stone.  It is these stone towers and (curtain) walls that are left for us to see today

· The earliest castles were always designed with military needs in mind – attack and defence.  However the surviving ruins show us they also had enough fireplaces and garderobes (toilets) to prove that they were also residential buildings designed to be lived in

· Designs gradually changed over the centuries to provide better defensive or attacking solutions, such as adding projecting towers on the outer face of curtain walls that made them harder to scale and gave archers extra cover

· The decline of castles began in the 16th century (1500s), as times changed there was less need for a noble to defend himself.  There was also a split between a Lord’s residence and defence.  Lords no longer felt the need to defend themselves in the same way as the early Norman barons had.  Henry VIII was the first to build a series of coastal forts (which look very similar to castles) purely for defence, they were never designed for a lord or a king to live in permanently.
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