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INTRODUCTION

Today we see castles as picturesque relics of a romantic past, as left-overs from the chivalry of the middle ages. But when they were built they were seen as symbols of raw power, both by the kings and barons who built them and by the ordinary people they were meant to intimidate. Castles were largely associated with oppression and extortion; they were expensive to build and maintain and the cost nearly always fell upon the common people.

These buildings speak of different levels of struggle for supremacy. Some were built by knights or lords to show their social superiority over the common people around them. Some were built by barons engaging in wars with one another, for status and territory. Some were built by kings struggling to weld a nation by limiting the power of insubordinate barons or to exert supremacy over other nations.

A parallel can be drawn with the abbeys and cathedrals built during this period. Though their purpose was ostensibly for the worship of God, the rich and sumptuous architecture of these buildings was also designed to demonstrate the power wielded by the church.

Although we think of castles in terms of the stone structures we see today, their ancestry stretches back to a more distant past. As early as 1000 BC, there were enclosures that were unmistakably created for military defence. These late Bronze Age hillforts and their Iron Age successors were often laid out on hill tops and they were apparently intended to function as refuges for whole communities. Similar earthwork enclosures, often with timber palisades along the banks, were built in the Dark Ages after the Romans left Britain. These too were serious defensive works and major community projects. The Romans, however, built in stone and they raised impressive structures that really were castles – remodellings in stone of temporary military camps. Later, the Saxons probably built timber castles; these were fortified palaces defended by stout palisades, watchtowers and ditches – the bare ingredients of a medieval castle.

With the Norman invasion came the greatest period of castle-building, and for 500 years powerful lords exerted and flaunted their influence through the strength and magnificence of their castles, which became mighty symbols of power. In England this era came to an end quite suddenly, when the Civil War showed conclusively that the masonry simply could not stand up to evolving weapons technology. Many were slighted – deliberately disabled to put them out of commission – by Oliver Cromwell.

The great age of castles coincided closely with the great age of cathedrals and abbeys. They too were huge, complex and expensive structures built of stone, designed to impress. Although ecclesiastical buildings, many of these came under attack from invaders and some became places of refuge, so these too had to be sturdily built. In England, it was not the Civil War that brought about their fall but the greed of Henry VIII a hundred years earlier. Even so, the slighting had the same effect, of creating picturesque ruins that have become irresistibly romantic symbols of a bygone age. More than that, however, they are some of the most important visible relics of Britain’s history.

It’s clear that castles and abbeys represent a major link to the complex events of the past and are powerful touchstones to the imagination. The stories of these great buildings give their own distinct perspectives on history, whether it concerns border skirmishes, the Spanish Armada, the fall of a monarch, or the Jacobite rebellions.

Today, some surviving castles have become mansions, still functioning as family homes, while the role of most abbeys and cathedrals has reverted to its original, purer purpose. Many others are tourist attractions or museums. Only a selection can be included here, but the intention is to offer a taste of the great diversity of fortified buildings that provide such tangible reminders of a turbulent past.

ops/images/9781780875514.jpg
ko

B

A

OF BRIT

RODNEY
CASTLEDEN





ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





ops/images/f0005-01.jpg





ops/images/pub.jpg
(JQuercus





