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FOREWORD

HIS BOOK is intended as a pocket guide to as many

interesting and visitable medieval castles in Wales as

it was possible to squeeze in — some eighty altogether.
There is an introduction for the general reader and an
appended list, with one line per entry, of four hundred medieval
Welsh castles and some doubtful claimants. The individual
descriptions have three parts: Access, History and Buildings.
My wish is to enthuse potential visitors, so I have spent more
time on access than is usual, having visited every castle.
I hope thus to overcome such obstacles as lack of signage,
and sometimes attention is drawn to other attractions in the
vicinity. Several entries contain more than one castle, e.g.
the Three Castles of Gwent and the Gower Castles. Sections
on history are generally longer than those on describing the
buildings, because not much can be said in the space available
about the complex developments at individual sites. There is
a brief general guide to castle features in the Introduction. For
the serious student the major castles have excellent published
guides.

Naturally there are drawbacks. A full account of the castles
which played their part in the history of Wales would include
castles now in England; Welsh princes captured castles in
England, while the invaders of Wales were based at castles
at Gloucester, Hereford, Shrewsbury and Chester. Earthworks
which are on private land away from roads are not described,
but can be found listed in Appendix A, which attempts to list
all the castles of Wales; enthusiasts will find ways of getting
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permission. A number of ruins usually called ‘castles’ have
not been included, since they are better described as ‘fortified
manor houses’ or tower houses, nor are the follies of the
modern period such as Penrhyn or Gwrych castles. I particularly
hope to interest people in the lesser-known castles well worth
seeing, many of which are open to the public without charge
(e.g. Llansteffan, Ewloe, Dolforwyn, the Three Castles of
Gwent) and to the less-visited castles such as Caldicot, Usk,
Kidwelly and Cilgerran. While the Edwardian castles of north
Wales are widely known and have World Heritage status, the
south has equally splendid castles less well-known: Cardiff,
Caerphilly, Chepstow and Raglan are surely deserving of equal
attention. Several obscure or difficult sites are reluctantly
omitted, e.g. Carndochan and Dinas Emrys. Radnorshire
is poorly represented because of its many castles, only two
which are accessible — New Radnor and Painscastle — could be
of any interest to a non-specialist.

No doubt some choices and omissions will cause surprise,
but perfection is not to be achieved in this field. Equally
contentious may be the decision to describe and list all sites
according to the thirteen historical counties of Wales rather
than the current unitary authorities, whose overall pattern I
believe has not yet rooted itself in public awareness.

The castle-lover will often find it possible to visit several
castles in a day, sometimes without having to spend one penny in
entrance fees. The Three Castles of Gwent (Grosmont, Skenfrith
and White Castle, all free) are a well-known example, treated
together below. There are many such trios and pairs, among
them: Ewloe, Flint and Caergwrle; Denbigh and Rhuddlan;
Caernarfon and Beaumaris; Harlech and Cricieth; Montgomery
and Dolforwyn; Castell Carreg Cennen, Dinefwr and Dryslwyn;
Coity, Newcastle Bridgend and Ogmore; and numerous
combinations in Pembrokeshire and the lordship of Gower.



Wheelchair users will find many castles difficult, some
impossible, including most of the castles of the Welsh princes
on account of their sites. Others have ramps provided
where feasible, but spiral staircases in towers are clearly not
negotiable. For information on disabled access to individual
castles, contact the castle or local tourist information in
advance. The Cadw Guide for Disabled Visitors is available
online at www.cadw.wales.gov.uk. For general opening times
and contact details for Cadw sites, also see www.cadw.wales.
gov.uk.

I would like to thank Professor J Beverley Smith, Dr
Llinos Beverley Smith and Dr Craig Owen Jones for offering
much valuable criticism of the Introduction. Dr John Davies,
Llandysul, kindly provided me with much information about
building stones. The staff of the Royal Commission on Ancient
and Historic Monuments Wales were most helpful, as were the
staff of the National Library of Wales, the Castle Hotel, Ruthin
and the Castle Hotel, Brecon. My thanks particularly to Cadw,
Diane Mort and Deiniol Morgan for pictorial assistance, and
above all to Lefi Gruffudd and Gwen Davies of Gwasg y Lolfa.



INTRODUCTION

What is a Castle?'

The word ‘castle’ conjures up a rainbow of ideas. Massive, ivy-
covered, crumbling stone ruins can still be found occasionally,
but they are fewer in number than they once were, since so
many have been made secure and had most of their vegetation
stripped away. We may think of the extraordinary pinnacles
of the great Rhineland and Austrian fantasies, not so much
practical fortifications as dreamtowers in Gondor, recreated
on a small scale at Castell Coch, near Cardiff. Or, since the
only French word for castle is chdteau, the wonderful palaces
of the Loire valley also hover in the imagination, though they
were more palaces or mansions than fortresses, models for
many a great country house in Britain. Beyond them in time
and space are the huge Roman forts of the Saxon Shore, the
fortifications of Byzantium and the great Crusader fortresses
in Palestine.

More prosaically, medieval castles have traditionally been
seen as overwhelmingly military in function, with their moats,
drawbridges, battlements, portcullises, murder-holes and
arrowslits, and there is truth in this concept. Recently however,
castle scholars have reviewed the whole function of castles.
While acknowledging that they were often symbols both of
military aggression and defence, now their political and social
significance is emphasised. In other words, castles were built
as demonstrations of governance, prestige and wealth by
kings and barons in competition with one another, and were
designed to impress subjects, potential enemies, rivals and
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friendly visitors with a sense of magnificence and power. Not
only was the castle important as a building complex, it was
intimately related to the landscape which it dominated, as
well as to the ego of its builder.

The simplest definition of a castle for the purposes of
this book is ‘a medieval European fortified stronghold’, the
word ‘castle’ deriving from Latin castellum, a small camp.
Unfortunately the very name can be misleading. For example,
‘castle’ doesn’t always mean ‘castle’ in terms of that definition.
Maiden Castle in Dorset is a magnificent Iron Age fortified
earthwork, with a Roman camp added in one corner, while
Cyfarthfa Castle at Merthyr Tudful is the nineteenth-century
creation of an ironmaster; neither place was a medieval
stronghold. Nor are the equivalent Welsh words always
helpful. Thus caer in Welsh place-names often refers to a
Roman camp, but has other meanings, including ‘castle’, while
castell was borrowed from Latin to denote a wide range of
features: Castell Nadolig is an Iron Age hill-fort in Ceredigion,
and Castell-y-gwynt a natural rock feature in the mountains of

e L g

Late Roman fortification: the Theodosian wall at
Constantinople/Istanbul.
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Snowdonia. What historians call ‘fortified mansion houses’ are
sometimes popularly known as castles, but are largely beyond
the scope of this book, though they certainly shared in the
power-landscape agenda.

The Romans built what we may recognise as castles,
especially the forts of the Saxon shore around the south-east
coast of England; they also fortified towns like Caerwent. The
Byzantine armies who briefly held north Africa in the sixth
century AD also built stone fortresses which we would readily
call castles. In Wales, even before the Normans came, there
were defended strongholds, for which the place-name dinas
or din was used, as at Dinas Powys and Dinas Emrys. But the

The classic Tump Terret motte at Trelleck, near Monmouth.

10



Introduction

medieval castle as we know it in Britain emerged in ninth- and
tenth-century France, when conditions had become sufficiently
settled for local lords to build high mounds of packed earth or
mottes, crowned with a wooden dwelling for the lord, and the
whole encircled by a ditch and bank. Soon the embanked ditch
enclosed land at the foot of the motte, this being the bailey or
ward. Early in the eleventh century, several French lords built
the first stone keeps or central towers since late Roman times,
and the French pattern of the private (and sometimes royal)
stone fortress spread into Normandy and over western Europe
and through the Mediterranean to the Holy Land, reaching
Wales after the conquest of England by the Normans.

That explanation may seem over-simple, and indeed it is.
For a start, the form of castle known as a ringwork (bank,
ditch and bailey but no motte) seems to have developed in
pre-Norman England. The distinction between fortified manor
houses, tower houses and castles is not easy; the categories
can be ambiguous. Then there are the Welsh bishops’ palaces.
What is sometimes called Llandaff castle was actually the
bishop of Llandaff’s walled palace. Three more such palaces
survive, built by bishops of St David’s; all these buildings are
the work of bishops fulfilling their role as Marcher lords. Other
church buildings of castellated appearance or attribution
include the magnificent Ewenny priory precinct walls, the
Prior’s Tower on Caldey Island and other tower-houses (mostly
in the south-west). Apart from the bishop’s castle-palace at
Llawhaden, none of these sites is described in the main section
of this book, though a few examples are listed in Appendix B.
Many boroughs had castellated town walls around them, like
those surviving at Conwy, Caernarfon and less substantially
at Tenby.

11



CASTLES IN WALES

The Meaning of Welsh Castles

In the English landscape, although there are many castles,
the most iconic buildings are parish churches and country
mansions, symbolic of peace and governance. In much of
Wales, on the other hand, the truly iconic buildings are castles,
symbolic of foreign occupation and native resistance, whose
crumbling ruins eventually became romantic archetypes in
dramatic landscapes. The Normans did not need as many
castles in their rapid
conquest of an already
united England as they
did in fragmented Wales,
which could never have
been subjugated without
them. From the first,
moreover, the Normans
built castles for display
and prestige; they should
not be viewed simply as
military fortresses — they
were far more than that.
They were centres of
power certainly, the power
; ’ : ; of administration, both
A domestic fireplace in Kidwelly of law and order and of
castle. taxation, as well as centres

of cultural exchange and
diffusion. They did not need to be used in offence, nor very
often in defence, except on the Scottish and Welsh frontiers
where they are much commoner than in the rest of England
and a good deal of Wales. It should also be remembered that
castles were homes, providing domestic accommodation for
lords, their families and their retainers. In the lord’s frequent
absence a constable was usually in charge.

12
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Sovereign England had been effectively conquered with
the death of King Harold at Hastings in 1066. Sovereignty in
Wales, on the other hand, was divided; the land could only
be swallowed up bit by bit. Conquest was only achieved by
frequent bouts of local warfare over more than two centuries,
culminating in several major royal campaigns. In this
piecemeal process the castle was an essential weapon. To the
Normans and the English that they became, their castles in
Wales gave a feeling, often unjustified, of physical protection,
and were ideal administrative, domestic and cultural centres
in an alien and often hostile environment. To the Welsh they
must often have seemed alarming and brutal intrusions,
symbols of oppression, colonisation and acculturation, but
in self-defence the Welsh learnt to build and use castles for
their own purposes. Other Welshmen quickly understood the
benefits to be gained by collaboration with the invaders. Many
of Edward I's conquering soldiers of 1276-77, 1282-3 and
1294-5 were Welshmen. In 1277, for example, the trusted
constable of Edward I's new and important castle at Builth
was a Welshman, Hywel ap Meurig, who well knew which side
of his bread was buttered.

Today, visitors to Wales are glad to admire the mighty
castles of the great Marcher lords at Chepstow, Pembroke,
Kidwelly, Raglan and Caerphilly, or the magnificent chain of
royal castles in north Wales. Such is the splendour of their
architecture, so outspoken is their apparent military function,
that it is not easy to appreciate that these two groups were
built for complex reasons. The massive castles of the Marcher
lords were important not only for quelling the Welsh but for
proclaiming each lord’s status as a great magnate in rivalry
with other magnates, while the Edwardian castles of the north
were intended firstly to cow the independent-minded Welsh of
Gwynedd into accepting their destiny as a conquered people,
but secondly to protect new and alien boroughs; thirdly to

13



CASTLES IN WALES

serve as centres of administration, and finally to proclaim
Edward’s imperial and Arthurian status at the head of his
English empire. It is noteworthy that at several of his castles,
Edward had the hall timbers of the nearest Welsh court
incorporated into the building.

Some visitors may prefer tovisit the smallerbut dramatically-
sited castles built hither and yon by Welsh princes to defend
their lands, whether in the Tywi valley at Carreg Cennen and
Dinefwr, or in the north at Dolbadarn, Dolwyddelan, Dolforwyn
and Dinas Bran. To the modern Welsh viewer, these may appear
iconic of Welsh independence, of the remarkable processes by
which several talented military leaders had learnt the tactics
and methods of their mighty opponents, so that they could
hold out for two centuries against looming conquest. But there
are other Welsh-built castles too, now only earthen mounds or
piles of stone (like Castell Meredydd near Machen in south-
east Wales) which represent the survival of Welsh lordship in
the midst of Anglo-Norman colonisation. These ‘castles of the
Welsh’ were not only built as defences against the English, but
by princes in rivalry with one another. Thus in 1156, Rhys ap
Gruffudd (‘the Lord Rhys’) built a castle on the south bank of
the Dyfi to remind the princes of Gwynedd that they no longer
held sway south of the river as they had previously done.

The Hidden Narratives

There are however other hidden stories within all these
castles. Both Marcher lords and Welsh princes exacted
taxes and forced labour for their building; all castles shared
this common narrative. They could only be created and
sustained by enormous expenditure and effort. They were
not simply weapons of shelter, prestige, conquest, defence
and colonisation; they represent huge investments of
craftsmanship, taxes and sweated labour. Nor does this apply

14
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The Aberystwyth Old Castle ringwork.
Crown copyright RCAHMW.

only to the minority of castles built in stone; account must
be made of the large number of castle mounds, banks and
ditches which still survive, outside the remit of the tourist and
heritage industries.

These lowly earthworks, not the mighty castles of Edward I,
William Marshal or Gilbert de Clare, form the great majority of
castles in Wales. Each has its significance. Even when a motte
or ringwork has no documented history, even if we have no
idea who built it, garrisoned it or stormed it, every such site
represents part of that ebb and flow of conquest, reconquest
and compromise which is the great political, cultural and
military narrative of Welsh history from 1067 until the
extinction of Owain Glyndwr’s rebellion early in the fifteenth
century. The local historian who looks at the nearest motte
with insight will have questions to ask: why was this spot

15
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chosen? What processes are here represented? What area did
it control? What did its existence imply for the local population
of the time? To what larger centre did it owe allegiance in the
pecking order of the day? Is there a church nearby, and if so,
which may have come first, church or castle, or could they
be contemporaneous? Is there possible continuity between a
castle and a local gentry mansion?

To medieval populations, therefore, the building of a castle
had all kinds of implications: a change of ruler, forced labour
for the peasantry, obligatory feeding of the imported craftsmen
and the soldiers who guarded the site, not to mention their
camp-followers. Local timber and eventually stone would be
exploited, rents and taxes enforced. Settlement would begin
around the new building, and might eventually become
a borough. Fraternisation between local women and the
newcomers would have the usual impact on the population.
Social and physical landscapes changed. This is most obvious
in the case of the many new boroughs established by the
Crown, by Marcher lords and, in a few cases, by Welsh princes.
The best-known of these are the royal walled boroughs of
Conwy and Caernarfon, intended as deliberate plantations
of English colonists with an implied economic and cultural
mission to exploit the supposedly backward Welsh. Sufficient
English settlers could not be found for all the new boroughs
so Aberystwyth, for example, had a mixed Welsh-English
population from the start. Craftsmen were needed: builders,
armourers, blacksmiths, grooms to service the garrison,
merchants to supply food and other necessaries. For the royal
castles they were brought from all over England.

Another narrative invisible to the casual viewer of castles
is their significance in cultural and linguistic change. We
may like to think of the Lord Rhys spitting defiance from the
ramparts of his castles at Dinefwr and Cardigan, or imagine

16
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the menace to the Welsh of William de Braose at Brecon. But
these and other leaders were men of culture as well as war;
they sometimes fought each other ferociously and could do
unspeakable things to hostages and even to their own relatives,
but they also married each other’s daughters, attended each
other’s feasts and listened to each other’s stories. It took the
imagination of a Welsh dramatist, Saunders Lewis, to evoke a
picture of the court of Llywelyn the Great at Aber near Bangor
in the early thirteenth century. Llywelyn had married Joan (in
Welsh, Siwan), daughter of John, king of England. Illegitimate
she may have been, barely in her teens, but she was sent as a
princess to the Welsh prince with a large train of French and
English-speaking attendants, which must have had a dramatic
impact on the manners, attitudes and speech of the native
Welsh court. Even when in 1230, Llywelyn hanged William
de Braose for sleeping with Joan, the marriage which the two
magnates had arranged between Llywelyn’s son and William’s
daughter went ahead. Realpolitik ruled. It was in this Cambro-
French-English-Latin milieu that the great figure of Arthur the
giant-slayer passed from Welsh legend to European literature
and pseudo-history. In two Arthurian tales, one English and
one Welsh, Arthurian narrative is located not at Caerleon,
as so often, but at Cardiff, an obvious location for cultural
exchange.?

Building Castles in Wales: Sites and Materials

The reasons for choosing a castle site may be obvious to us
or may seem obscure. Simple choices involved re-use of an
Iron Age hill-fort (Pen-rhos in Cardiganshire), a Roman fort
(Cardiff, Loughor, Tomen-y-mur, Caerleon, Caerwent), or an
early medieval fortification (Dinas Emrys, Carew), taking
advantage of existing banks and ditches. Some clearly involved
control of a roadway or river crossing. The Norman invaders

17
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The distribution of earthwork castles (mottes and ringworks)
in Wales. Cadw: Crown Copyright.

sought control of the richer lowland areas, but always chose
sites safe from flooding. Where possible they exploited rivers
and springs to provide wet moats. They penetrated valleys or
moved along the southern coast, creating chains of castles each
offering refuge on a route as well as a statement of conquering
intent. Others were natural centres for controlling a newly

18
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conquered area, becoming the administrative and economic
centre of the lordship. Edward I demanded access by sea in
every practicable case for ease of reinforcing and revictualling
when besieged. In contrast, the most notable castles of the
Welsh princes were perched on high crags, from Dinas Bran
and Dolwyddelan to Carreg Cennen and Dinefwr; they were
defensible, and commanded views over crucial valleys and
mountain passes.

Several sites chosen by the Normans for castles have
powerful significance in Welsh culture and legend. Narberth
(Pembrokeshire) is the site commemorated in the beginning
of the First Branch of the Mabinogion, the wonderful series
of medieval Welsh tales, while Tomen-y-mur (Merionethshire)
is the site of the court of Lleu Llaw Gyffes, hero of the Fourth
Branch. It would be safe to assume that these Norman choices
of legendary sites were coincidental. In the case of Caernarfon,
however, it seems clear that its iconic nature, especially its
Roman connections both real and legendary, influenced
Edward I to choose it for his greatest castle and major centre
of rule in north Wales, eventually preferring it to his original
choice of Conwy.

Building Castles: Mottes and Ringworks

The vast majority of early castles in Wales were earth mottes,
large mounds of soil and stones quickly thrown up by forced
local labour, usually with a bailey or ward, i.e. an area at the
foot of the mound defended by a bank. Most surviving Welsh
castle mottes have been so eroded, abused and overgrown
that many are only shadows of the steep mounds originally
raised not only to protect their creators but to overawe the
local peasants who did the actual excavating and earthmoving.
Many have disappeared; among the best survivors are Wiston,
Tomen y Rhodwydd, Sycharth and the motte at Cardiff.

19
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The massive keep-tower at Pembroke.
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The ringwork pattern was also used. Ringworks would
contain a timber hall and other buildings, while mottes would
be crowned with a timber keep and have other buildings in
the bailey. The origin of the ringwork as an alternative to the
motte is obscure, but they were built in England in the eleventh
century and soon spread into Wales. Only in Glamorgan do
they outnumber mottes, by 27 to 16; in the other twelve
historic counties they are only frequent in Pembrokeshire
(16), while in the rest, the totals vary from zero to seven,
far outnumbered by mottes. Various explanations for the
distribution of ringworks in Wales are offered by scholars, in
particular the differing geology of the countryside, but they
are not always convincing. It may be suggested that a site on
a ridge may have seemed particularly suitable for a ringwork.
The majority of earth castles never developed beyond the
timber stage, but the Normans gradually applied their stone-
building techniques to a number of sites. Sometimes earth
castles were developed in stone, other castles were stone from
their beginnings.

Building Castles: Stone

The development of stone buildings in Norman Wales is a
matter of much interest, since no stone building survives from
the pre-Norman period. It seems that the Welsh had no interest
in or tradition of building in stone, except by way of defensive
banks. This cannot have been for lack of models; pre-Norman
church architecture in England would have been known to
the Welsh, while massive Roman ruins in stone survived on
several sites in Wales itself. The lack of early Welsh stone
buildings may perhaps be attributed to the primitive nature of
the economy, or to the fissile politics of the times; in any case,
timber and earth banking — set on stone foundations — seems
to have satisfied pre-Norman Welsh needs.

21
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The glorious arcade of Swansea castle.

As for building, timber and soil were easily available
everywhere for raising mottes and ringworks. Stone was a
more complicated matter. Most of Wales is well supplied with
either limestone, sandstone or tough grits for wall-building
and infilling, and the vast quantity of stone needed for walling
meant that local stone was always used. Dressing stone for
doors and windows was a different matter, since many local
stones are unsuitable for carving. A number of Welsh quarries
produced adequate dressing stone: Sudbrook in Gwent,
Quarella and Sutton (both near Bridgend), Pwntan in south
Cardiganshire, Egryn freestone in Merionethshire, Anglesey
grits, Cefn sandstone, Cefnybedw and Holling rock (Flintshire)
and Brycheiniog sandstones. The Normans however brought
much of their dressing stone from England: to north Wales
from Cheshire, to mid-Wales from Grinshill (Shropshire) and
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to south Wales from Dundry near Bristol.

Castle architecture is a difficult subject even for specialists;
only a sketch is possible here. Basic problems are firstly the
difficultyof dating; secondly, frequentadditions and alterations;
thirdly, the general degradation of buildings over five centuries
or more, and finally the shortage of documentation, except
in the case of the Edwardian castles. For the general public,
the most obvious points of interest are castle plans and the
interpretation of remaining buildings and fragments. Scholars
deal in the often difficult and disputed field of influences from
England and the rest of northern Europe which are beyond the
scope of this small book.

Castle plans obviously depend on the situation available
to the original builders. Mottes and ringworks could be built
anywhere where there was sufficient depth of soil to create
the necessary mounds, banks and ditches. Later builders in
stone often had the choice either of adding to an original
motte or ringwork, as at Caldicot and Builth, or of choosing
a fresh site, as at Montgomery and Dolforwyn. Much then
depended on the builders’ resources; Welsh lords and princes
were less wealthy than the Crown and the greatest Marcher
lords. Some castles came into existence almost fully formed,
so to speak (Conwy, Rhuddlan) while others were developed
over centuries by successive owners (Chepstow, Cardiff).

The fundamental elements of castle planning and building
in stone are: the exploitation of natural features; the choice of
dominant building elements and style; the complexity of the
entrance; the multiplication of turrets; the use where practicable
of water features, whether natural or artificial, or both; and
the standard of private accommodation. Some major castle-
historians have argued for the logical development over time
of keeps, towers and gatehouses in terms of increasing military
sophistication and complexity, but the story is not so simple.

23
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Recognition of cas-
tle features is some-
times easy, sometimes
not.Keeps, gates, tow-
ers and curtain walls
are readily recogni-
sable. Buildings and
foundations within
the walls are another
matter. Sometimes
the foundations only
exist in bare stone
outline, which would
usually have support-
ed timber buildings.
In other cases there
is plenty of walling,
perhaps surviving to
The garderobe (latrine) outlet at a first- or even sec-
Dolforwyn. ond-floor level. What

is difficult for the
visitor to imagine is that what seems to be, for example, a
hall, is actually the ground-level basement, with the hall it-
self reached by stairs to the first floor. Indeed it is a general
rule that indoor life was to a considerable extent pursued on
the first floor. Stone castles had chapels, but chapels are not
always easily identified unless a piscina (a niche for wash-
ing communion vessels) or an east window survives. Features
such as kitchens and ovens can often be recognised, as can
the ubiquitous wells, fireplaces and garde-robes or latrines,
placed on the outside of towers where the sewage simply fell
down the outside walls.
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The Invisible Castle

The term ‘invisible castle’ conveys all those features, obvious
enough to contemporaries, that rarely or never survive.
Nevertheless they must not be forgotten, for they remind
us that these buildings were domestic residences. These
bare, ruined interiors were once plastered and painted, with
ceilings (long fallen in), and furniture suited to the rank of the
chief occupant and the tastes of his wife. There were smells of
cooking food, horses and stagnant moats, the sounds of dogs
and blacksmith’s hammers. Mass was said daily in the chapel or
chapels — Caernarfon had five. There could be gardens within
the larger castles, like Queen Eleanor’s lawns at Rhuddlan
and Caernarfon, or outside the walls, as remembered by
Gerald of Wales at Manorbier. More than gardens, there were
often deer parks, as at Raglan, fishponds, orchards, rabbit-
breeding mounds, dovecotes, watermills, paddocks for horses
and cattle, huts to accommodate the men and women who
tended all these features. It is easier to imagine these features
at Raglan or Cardiff than at a humble motte, yet Iolo Goch’s
famous poem to Owain Glyndwr in praise of earth-and-timber
Sycharth shows that these features were not confined to the
greatest establishments. The castle landscape was not so
much military as economic, and in Robert Liddiard’s term,
‘seigneurial’. Hunting, hawking and jousting were favoured
entertainments. The extended castle landscape was a display
of civilisation, representing man’s control of God’s creation, as
against the wilderness beyond, and would have given delight
to its landscaper.

As for the worship of God, chapels served only the castle-
dwellers. Various arrangements were made for the boroughs
attached to the castle. At Cardigan, Kidwelly and Chepstow,
local Benedictine priories were founded, with substantial
churches. Other boroughs might already be close to a long-
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The chapel at Kidwelly; to the left the piscina for the sacred
vessels, on the right, the sedilia or seats for the priests. The floor
has long fallen in.

established Welsh church. Thus at Aberystwyth, the burgesses
were expected to traipse over a mile to Llanbadarn Fawr and
at Caernarfon to Llanbeblig, though in both cases, chapels
were eventually provided within the boroughs.

The Military and Political Background

The Welsh existed as a separate people prior to the arrival of the
Normans, but Wales wasnot a sovereign kingdom like England.
Instead, Wales was divided into small units: the smallest was
the commote, while two or three commotes formed a cantref,
and a number of cantrefi might form a gwlad or small kingdom.
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This gives a falsely mathematical impression; in fact, much
depended on the capabilities of local rulers, who might rise
from apparent obscurity to rule large areas, only for this unity
to collapse at their deaths, since their chosen heirs were so
frequently murdered or mutilated by family rivals. Different
areas had their own royal dynasties, the most important of
which were those of Gwynedd in the north-west, Powys in the
east and Deheubarth in the south-west. But there were many
lesser dynasties, especially in south and east Wales, several
of which survived into the thirteenth century. Each petty king
had one or more courts (llysoedd), where he accommodated
his followers, administered justice and received tribute and
taxes. The sites of many of them are known, but only one has
been excavated and its stone foundations revealed, at Rhosyr
(Newborough) in Anglesey.

From the English cities of Gloucester, Hereford, Shrewsbury
and Chester, the new Norman lords set out with royal
encouragement to conquer realms for themselves in the lands
of Wales. They penetrated the valleys of the Wye, the Severn,
the Usk, the Dee, and along the north and south coasts. So long
as these men were personally loyal to the Crown, successive
English kings did not hold them back; it was easy to reward
their loyalty at the expense of the Welsh. Because there was
no single ruler in Wales, the task may have seemed easy in
prospect, since local forces of lightly-armed Welshmen were no
match for the better-armed incomers in open combat, nor had
the Welsh ever built castles to defend themselves. Indeed, by
1090, Wales had apparently been overwhelmed, but the Welsh
came to see that guerrilla tactics were more effective than set
battles. As Gerald of Wales perceived in the twelfth century,
the invaders could not easily conquer a people who would
‘never draw up its forces to engage an enemy army in the
field, and will never allow itself to be besieged inside fortified
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The Normans built their first Welsh castle at the lowest bridging
point on the Wye, Chepstow.

strong-points’. The invaders, however, could hardly survive
in potentially hostile territory without defensible refuges. For
much of this period, the Welsh preferred to destroy castles
rather than besiege and occupy them.

It seems clear in retrospect that Wales would not be
conquered, unless the king of England decided to mount a
major campaign while calling on his vassals to attack from
more than one direction. English kings could, when not
harassed by other difficulties, muster greater resources than
the Welsh princes, and overwhelmed them in 1114, 1211,
1241, 1246 and the three Edwardian wars (1276-77, 1282—
83, 1294-95). But kings of England usually had too many
problems on their hands to concentrate everything on the
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difficulties of Wales. Thus the Welsh regained ground in 1094,
in 1136, in 1165, in 1215 and 1257, culminating in 1267 with
Henry III’s recognition of Llywelyn ap Gruffudd as Prince of
Wales.

The years between 1067, when William fitzOsbern began
to build the first castle in Wales at Chepstow, and the final
conquest of 1283, were a period of frequent but not constant
fighting. Indeed, a good deal of the strife was among the
different Welsh princes, who were sometimes willing to call on
the help of the Crown or Marcher lords to defeat their Welsh
enemies. Nevertheless, not all was bloodshed. Welsh princes
pursued policies of alliance and intermarriage as well as battle.
Not only did they marry each other’s children, they married into
Marcher families and brought off two marriages with English
royalty. Dafydd ab Owain of Gwynedd married Henry II’s
sister Emma, and we have already told of the marriage of
Llywelyn the Great and Joan, daughter of King John.

It is therefore too simplistic to regard the period 1067-1283
as one of absolute Welsh hostility to the colonising invaders.
There was intermarriage, there was collaboration, there was
imitation — indeed, there was deep cultural penetration, well
illustrated in the person of Gerald of Wales, offspring of both
Welsh princes and Marcher lords. In religion, in literature, in
law and administration, Welsh traditions and practices were
reformed and transformed. Above all, for our purposes, the
Anglo-Norman revolution in Wales was set in stone — the
stones of castles and churches.

There was also fierce competition within and between
the Welsh-ruled lordships. Quarrels between sons over
inheritance and between encroaching Welsh lords were
endemic. Fragmentation was frequent, followed by valiant
efforts at restoration. Thus Welsh rule in south-west Wales
collapsed with the killing in 1093 of Rhys ap Tewdwr, and
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though considerably restored by the Lord Rhys, it fragmented
again after the latter’s death in 1197. Gwynedd Is Conwy grew
and shrank frequently, often at the expense of Powys, a region
whose gentler landscape and long eastern border often made
it necessary to collaborate with England in order to survive.

Despite these bouts of savage internal competition, it is
clear that as well as having their law, language and customs
in common, constant pressure from outside strengthened
a feeling of national identity among the Welsh. The name
Cymry (fellow-countrymen) increasingly replaced ‘Britons’
as a standard form of self-identification. The English-derived
Wallia and Wallenses became common in Welsh as well as
English usage. Poets and chroniclers described princes as being
‘the shield of Wales’, ‘prince of Wales’ and even ‘king of Wales’,
while English writers made derogatory generalisations about
the national character of the Welsh. The idea of a national
church based at St David’s (ironically first mooted by a
Norman bishop) gained favour. This national selfconsciousness
reached its peak in Owain Glyndwr’s ‘Pennal policy’ of 1406,
envisaging independence for the whole of Wales, with its own
Church and universities.

By the early thirteenth century, Welsh resistance was
largely concentrated in Gwynedd, the north-western realm,
its strength fluctuating according to the ability of its leaders
and the effectiveness of the opposition. Llywelyn the Great
(d.1240) extended his rule over much of Wales, but his son
Dafydd was forced to give up much of his patrimony in 1241
and died childless in 1246. Llywelyn’s grandson, Llywelyn ap
Gruffudd (Llywelyn II), then had to begin all over again, which
he did with remarkable success. Great leader and warrior that
he was, however, Llywelyn’s rule could not stand up to the
superior economic power of England once it was mobilised
by a king of the calibre and ruthlessness of Edward I, whose
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armies included many Welshmen willing to take the king’s
penny. Llywelyn repeatedly refused to do homage to Edward,
so the Welsh were crushed in 1277; Llywelyn was killed on 11
December 1282 and by the following June all resistance had
ceased.

The building of Edward’s mighty castles did not fully
achieve their intimidatory purpose; there were fierce Welsh
rebellions in 1287, 1294-95, 1314 and 1316, followed by the
major revolt of Owain Glyndwr in 1400. The last was much
the most dangerous, since Owain was not simply protesting
against the greed and maladministration of Crown officials;
his revolt aimed at nothing less than Welsh independence. Nor
was it simply the reaction of a single aggrieved and charismatic
leader; it was the revolt of great numbers of the Welsh people

The massive tomb of Edward I in Westminster Abbey. Picture by
Deiniol Morgan.
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under their local leaders. Sieges of castles played a major part
in the warfare; Owain’s capture of Harlech and Aberystwyth
gave him important administrative centres as well as prestige.
But by 1412 serious resistance was over and Owain vanished.
The next time a Welshman led a rebellion against the English
Crown, it was not in the cause of Welsh independence but to
take the Crown for himself, and it is well to remember that
although Henry Tudor had been born and reared in Wales,
only his paternal grandfather was Welsh.

The Castle Builders

It is easy to say glibly that Edward I built Caernarfon, or Gilbert
de Clare, Caerphilly. What is actually meant is that they willed
the construction of these castles for their own political and
military purposes. Three parties were actually involved: the
man who commissioned the castle, those who supervised the
design and building, and the workmen. In the case of some
of Edward’s castles we have names for all three parties. But
the Edwardian castles and Caerphilly are special cases. What
actually happened in the case of nearly all the major Welsh
castles is that they originated in obscurity and developed in
complexity. Castles were founded, some were abandoned
or destroyed, others altered, rebuilt or extended; they were
besieged, captured and recaptured, and in many cases we
cannot be sure of the dates of all these happenings.

The leaders who willed the castles into being and developed
them, fall, as we have seen, into three categories: the English
kings, the Marcher lords and the Welsh princes. Only a few
castles other than the well-known Edwardian group can be
called ‘royal’ creations. What is absolutely clear is that the vast
majority of castles, from the humblest mottes to the mighty
buildings at Kidwelly and Caerphilly, were the creations
of the invading Normans and their successors, the Marcher
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lords and their lieutenants. Their history is complex, both
because these men were involved in English, Irish and French
affairs as well as Welsh, and because families frequently died
out in the male line, passing the castles with heiresses into
other families. Some individuals are easily confused thanks
to their sharing baptismal names as well as ancestry. Thus a
Richard (fitz Gilbert) de Clare ruled Ceredigion for twenty
years before his death in 1136; a second Richard de Clare,
nicknamed Strongbow (d.1176), made extensive conquests in
Ireland; a third was lord of Glamorgan until he died in 1262.
Five members of the Clare family were named Gilbert; the last
died at Bannockburn in 1314, possessed of twelve castles in
south-east Wales as well as some in England, and his lands
were divided between his three sisters.

The castle builders included some remarkable leaders and
strong characters. We know most about the individual kings:
Henry I, the alarming; Henry II, the energetic and mercurial;
John, sometimes able, sometimes virtually mad; the sometimes
weak Henry III and the strongest of all, Edward I. Among the
princes a number stand out: the enduring Gruffudd ap Cynan
and his able son Owain Gwynedd; the charismatic Rhys ap
Gruffudd; the powerful Llywelyn the Great and his grandson,
Llywelyn II, whose men, according to an English chronicler,
followed him as if glued to him. As for the Marcher lords, they
had their own powerful dynasties, most notable de Braose, de
Clare and Mortimer, as well as outstanding individuals like
William Marshal, who rose from obscurity to be the greatest
of royal ministers. A few women, too, could not be contained
within the confines imposed to them: Gwenllian, who in
1136 led her husband’s army against Kidwelly castle and died
in battle; Joan, wife of Llywelyn the Great; Hawys Gadarn
(the Strong) who defended Powis Castle in her husband’s
absence; Alice of Abergavenny, who according to the Song
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of Dermot and the Earl, was with the Norman-Welsh force
which first invaded Ireland and personally beheaded seventy
Irish prisoners after the battle of Baginbun in 1170, and King
Dermot MacMurrough’s daughter Aife, widow of Richard de
Clare (‘Strongbow’).

Castles of the Welsh Princes

The phrase ‘Welsh castle’ is commonly used with two distinct
meanings. Generally it means simply a castle in Wales, as
opposed to an English castle (i.e. in England). It can also
mean ‘castle of a Welsh prince or lord’. This is a thorny
subject indeed, as a few examples will show. Carreg Cennen
is definitely a castle of Welsh origin, but the visible stonework
is all post-1277. Cardigan is a castle of Norman origin, which

Cricieth’s mighty gatehouse demonstrates the power of Llywelyn
the Great.
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was remade in stone by Rhys ap Gruffudd, though whether
any of the remaining stonework dates from Rhys’s time
seems unlikely. Cricieth is a Welsh-built stone castle with
Edwardian additions. Dolforwyn was Welsh-built, with no
further changes. Even more complicated is Caergwrle, which
was built by Llywelyn II’s mercurial brother Dafydd when he
was allied to Edward I, using English craftsmen and money.
Many castles lack documentation; the attribution of some to
Welsh initiative is a matter of judgement rather than certain
fact. However, some ten per cent of all castles in Wales can
reasonably claim Welsh origin. As early as 1111, the rash
Powysian prince Cadwgan ap Bleddyn had intended to build a
castle at Welshpool, but his violent death intervened. The first
castle which can definitely be attributed to Welsh initiative
is the motte near Cymer Abbey, Dolgellau, which the ‘Welsh
Chronicle’ tells us was built in 1116 by the local prince Uchdryd
ab Edwin, only to be destroyed a few months later. Building a
castle implied a level of wealth and a sense of permanence to
which not all Welsh leaders could aspire.

While the Welsh princes certainly had the resources to
throw up mottes, it is just as difficult to attribute many of
these to particular times or builders or national affinities as
it is in the case of the stone castles. The best-known Welsh
builders of castles were certainly Rhys ap Gruffudd (the Lord
Rhys) in the twelfth century, and Llywelyn ab Iorwerth (‘the
Great’) and Llywelyn ap Gruffudd in the thirteenth. But the
role of Owain Gwynedd (d.1170) and his sons should not be
underestimated, not to mention the rulers of Powys and the
minor dynasts of east and south-east Wales.

What is typical of many of the castles we know to be of
Welsh origin is their siting. The Normans may have chosen
their early sites for strategic reasons, but they developed as
centres of economic and administrative control. As already
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mentioned, the Welsh princes seem usually to have preferred
the natural impregnability of crags and mountain sites; their
courts or llysoedd on more level ground were their usual
residences. From the primitive tower at Dinas Emrys and the
mysterious ruins of Carndochan in the north, to the mighty
crags of Carreg Cennen and Dinefwr in the south, the Welsh
preference for siting their castles at altitude is clear.

The late Richard Avent wrote effectively on the Welsh
princely castles in his bilingual Castles of the Princes of Gwynedd
(1983) and in a number of Cadw guidebooks. The majority
of Welsh castles have irregular plans dictated by their craggy
sites, with little concern for enfilading fire along the walls
against attackers. Towers were sometimes round, sometimes
rectangular, sometimes in a typically Welsh D-shape (the
apsidal tower). They were seen as independent strongpoints
rather than as part of a fortified whole. Entrances were less
complex than those of the great Anglo-Norman castles, though
Dinefwr forced anyone attacking the gate to pass under fire
along the wall, while Castell y Bere had fine rock-cut ditches
with barbican and a drawbridge.

Paul R Davis’s Castles of the Welsh Princes (Y Lolfa, 2007)
discusses forty-three castles. He acknowledges the difficulties
mentioned above in defining what is a ‘Welsh castle’ and rightly
draws attention to the Welsh-built castles of Glamorgan and
Gwent, but does not include the castles in Radnorshire which
Paul Remfry has identified as possibly or probably Welsh in
origin: Buddugre, Crug Eryr and Tomen Castle near Forest Inn.
Indeed, it could even be argued that the great castle at Raglan
was Welsh, though not princely, since William ap Thomas built
the Yellow Tower of Gwent in the 1430s and 1440s and it was
extended by the Herberts.

Despite all this, it seems clear that Welsh princes preferred
their courts to their castles. Many of the surviving letters
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and other documents originated by Llywelyn ap Gruffudd
are dated at places where there is no significant castle:
Ystumanner, Pontymyneich, Berriew, Dinorben, Rhyd Gastell,
Abereiddon, Sychdyn, Treuddyn, Dinas Teleri, Aberalwen. The
list is extensive, the places often obscure to us. A Welsh prince
relied primarily for protection on his environment, and at a
personal level on his teulu (warband, literally the house-host;
ironically, it now means ‘family’), rather than on battlements.

Storm and Siege Warfare

Castles could be taken by surprise from without or treachery
from within. Ladders, battering rams and mining techniques
were used. The catapult and its variant the trebuchet could
hurl stones at defensive walls; the ballista (a crossbow on a
stand) fired bolts at the defenders. The walls could be directly
attacked by teams of men protected by a ‘tortoise’ or roof on

Catapult missiles at Dolforwyn Castle.
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wheels. Safer than a ladder but more costly was the belfrie or
siege engine, a timber tower containing a ladder which offered
protection to the men inside. Defenders replied with arrows,
slings, crossbow-bolts and scalding fluids.

Although sometimes content, as described above, to destroy
the settlements round a castle while not troubling to besiege it,
the Welsh found it comparatively easy to storm the early earth
and timber castles of the invaders, with surprise an important
element. Castles sometimes rose and fell with remarkable
rapidity. Thus the formidable Faulkes de Breauté built a castle
at Aberystwyth (site uncertain) in 1211, but in the same year
it was razed to the ground by the Welsh. The following year,
so the Chronicle of the Princes tells us, Llywelyn the Great ‘1aid
siege to all the castles which the king had built in Gwynedd
[meaning north-west Wales] and took them all except two.’
This is a powerful comment on the military weakness of so
many castles.

Stone walls presented a sterner challenge which the light
arms of guerilla troops could not easily overcome, though
ingenuity sometimes prevailed. Ifor Bach of Senghenydd used
ladders in his famous abduction of Earl Robert of Gloucester
from Cardiff castle in 1158. In 1193, Maelgwn ap Rhys used
slings and catapults to take Ystrad Meurig. In 1215 Llywelyn
the Great led an alliance of Welsh lords against the castles
of the south, capturing no fewer than nine, but all his
siege engines failed to take Builth in 1231. The Welsh used
undermining at Degannwy in 1250-52. Cunning, treachery
and military strength also brought Welsh successes against
castles at Tenby (1153), Tafolwern (1162), Wizo’s Castle
(1193), Cilgerran (1199), Dinefwr (1213) and Builth (1260),
to name only some. In the mid-thirteenth century, Llywelyn ap
Gruffudd was well able to take castles by storm, as were Owain
Glyndwr and his allies in the fifteenth century. Although castles
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were still resisting siege in the Civil Wars of the seventeenth
century, their eventual doom had already become clear when
Aberystwyth was attacked by cannon in 1408. Stone walls
were powerless against gunpowder.

Afterlife

Between rebellions and after Glyndwr’s failure, castle garrisons
were tiny and the condition of the buildings largely one of
decay, though during the Wars of the Roses a number of castles
were part of the action, especially Harlech, the last Lancastrian
castle in the kingdom to surrender. They played their last
military réle during the Civil Wars. Wales was largely royalist,
and a large number of castles were held for Charles I by his
loyal supporters and had to be reduced by parliamentarian
siege. By this time, cannon were far more effective than they
had been in previous sieges; one by one the castles fell, and
some were ordered by Cromwell to be reduced to rubble;
again Harlech was the last, though fortunately it was simply
too strong to wreck.

Carew Castle, showing its range of Elizabethan windows.
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With the coming of peace after 1485, the richest Welsh
squires found uses for a few stone castles. Henry Tudor’s
chief Welsh supporter, Sir Rhys ap Thomas, created domestic
accommodation within several of his Welsh castles, while Sir
John Perrot made splendid additions to Carew and Laugharne,
though they have long since become ruins. Powis Castle
remained a lordly home well into the twentieth century. Other
castles were adapted in more recent times; eighteenth-century
improvements did much for Picton, Powis and Chirk as stately
homes, while nineteenth-century extravagance saw Cardiff
and Castell Coch become fantasies in stone. Other Victorian
castles were created largely or entirely from scratch to reflect
the egos of their creators: Gwrych, Bodelwyddan, Cyfarthfa,
Glandyfi and Penrhyn.

Even if we disregard the mottes and ringworks which form
the majority of castles in Wales, the remote or difficult siting
of most stone castles made their adaptation for domestic use
difficult. A few, as we have seen, were deliberately destroyed,
especially in 1646-47. Others were pillaged for building
stone and other materials. These depredations can easily be
recognised, for example at Rhuddlan, because the walls appear
to have been gnawed by giant beavers; the good surfacing
stone has been taken, while the rubble remains. Builth’s
stone vanished entirely. Some (Dinefwr is an example) were
cherished as eye-catchers in the picturesque landscape. Some
are now in municipal ownership, others on private sites, while
many of the finest are owned by the government and cared for
by Cadw, the Welsh equivalent of English Heritage. A number
of castles have been excavated by archaeologists. A good deal
of this work has been to make castle buildings more attractive
and accessible to visitors; there is much to be done in studying
the landscape archaeology of castles in Wales.
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Castles in Art and Poetry

A few Welsh castles were depicted by seventeenth-century
artists, including Francis Place and Thomas Dineley. In the
eighteenth century, both landscape and the medieval past
began to interest people. This developing taste was exploited
by Samuel and Nathaniel Buck, who between 1728 and 1753
recorded hundreds of historic buildings, many of them in Wales.
Their work is rather awkward and stilted, but fascinating to
students because the ruins were more complete then than
they are now. With the development of Romantic art in the
second half of the eighteenth century, Welsh castles became
a popular subject, part of the huge development of landscape
painting across Europe. A number of them were painted in
all their splendour by the great Welsh artist Richard Wilson
(1713-82), who clearly saw in them an iconography of the
Welsh past, especially in his painting of Dinas Bran. Several

An 18th-century print of Richard Wilson’s Pembroke Castle.
National Library of Wales.
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of these pictures were bought by aristocratic Welsh patrons,
caught up in the revival of interest in medieval Welsh culture
and history at the time, a revival of which these pictures were
a part.

The English and foreign artists who began to flock to Wales
saw castles as a vital part of the picturesque landscape. As
well as Wilson, Paul Sandby and Julius Caesar Ibbetson, these
included John Sell Cotman, the David Coxes (father and son),
Thomas Girtin, John Varley and especially JMW Turner; all
artists gave the Welsh castle iconic form. Turner painted at
least seventeen Welsh castles after his tours of the country,
often with more imagination than antiquarian accuracy, and
he knew Thomas Pennant’s The Journey to Snowdon, which
helped him wunderstand something of Welsh history. By
contrast, contemporary Welsh artists have shown little interest
in castles, whether as a focus of landscape or symbol of Welsh
nationality, except when commissioned to do so. Interested
readers should track down Paul Joyner’s Dolbadarn: Studies
on a Theme (Aberystwyth, 1990). Peter Humphries’s On the
Trail of Turner in North and South Wales (Cadw) is also good
value.

The same Romantic-Gothic movement saw poets looking at
castle ruins and finding inspiration in them. The first to do so
was a Welshman, John Dyer, whose 1728 poem on the Tywi
valley embraces the castles at Dinefwr and Dryslwyn:

Old castles on the cliffs arise,

Proudly towering in the skies!
Rushing from the woods, the spires
Seem from hence ascending fires!...
While, ever and anon, there falls
Huge heap of hoary moulder’d walls...
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