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KNIGHTSAND CASTLES

INTRODUCTION

Thisvideo film on Knights and Castles examines a
fascinating aspect of lifeinthe Middle Ages. An
examination is made of the structure and purpose of castles,
castle life, knighthood, combat and armour, warfare and the
demise of castles. Castles are not something that are peculiar
to England, Wales and Scotland, but could be found over
many parts of Europe. Castles were aresidence aswell asa
stronghold,and provided a place where people were safe from
attack. Castleswere often built to defend vital places such
asatown, aport, aborder or to defend a place already won in
battle.

DEVELOPMENT OF CASTLES

One of the earliest forms of castles was the Motte and Bailey
Castle. They consisted of amotte, anatural or artificial
mound of earth on which awooden tower or Keep was built.
Many mottes were over ten metres high and were surrounded
by amoat or ditch. The motte was connected to a outer
courtyard called a bailey, protected by its own moat or bank
and surrounded by a high wooden fence. These castleswere
fairly easy to capture or set alight as they were made of
wood. Square stone K eeps were later built. These were
sometimes over 35 metres high. Because of their size and
weight, these were built on flat ground or natural hills. A
typical stone keep had three floors and a basement. The
basement was used for stores and prisoners, the soldiers
lived on thefirst floor, the Great Hall and the Lord’ s solar
were on the second floor and the sleeping rooms for the Lord
and hisfamily were on the third floor. A chapel was often
inside the keep. Windows were thin dlits, wide enough to fire
arrowsthrough and let in light. Spiral staircaseswerein the
corner turrets.

later additions made for greater defence included:

A plinth or rectangular slab of stone at the bottom of walls.
A strong wall called acurtain around the keep.

A gatehousebuilt in the curtain wall.

A portcullis or thick metal grill, which could be lowered to
protect the doorway into the castle.
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Circular or multiangular towersor keepsto avoid blind
spots.

A drawbridge and moat.
Concentric castles without a central keep.
A barbican to protect the gatehouse.

ISSUESAND ACTIVITIES

1. Explainthe advantages and disadvantages of
motte and bailey castles and stone castles.

2. Draw aplan of acastle, incorporating many of
the features outlined in the video and notes.

3.  Writedown alist of reasons why castles were
needed.

4. List the defensive features of fourteenth century
castles and explain how each of these features
made castles difficult to attack. Why isthe
actual site so important?

5. Research: Investigate the location, features and
history of any castlein England or Wales.

THE CASTLE BUILDERS

When studying knights and castles, the skill and methods
of the actual builders are often overlooked.

The designers and builders of castles did not have the
advantages of the technology that we have today, such as
power driven machinery and computers. Clay, wood and
stone were the most common building materials. Metals
such asiron and lead were only available in small
guantities. Shaping and transporting heavy stoneswas a
time consuming and expensive task. Wallshad to be
strong and built so that they didn't collapse or sink in the
ground.
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KNIGHTS AND ARMOUR

The common image of knights portrays them as being
strong, brave fighters and skilled horsemen. They were
supposed to follow the laws of chivalry. This meant they
were to support the Church, defend the weak and protect
women. Evidence showed that many failed to live up to
these expectations.

BECOMING A KNIGHT

It required fourteen years training to become aknight. At
the age of seven aboy of noble birth, was usually sent to a
nobleman's household to be a page. Here hewas given
education, taught appropriate behaviour and how toride a
horse. When he was fourteen he was apprenticed to a
knight whom he served as asquire. Over the next seven
years he was taught how to handle weapons and |ook after
his master's armour and horses. He even went into battle
with the knight. Successful squires were knighted when
they were around twenty one years old.

Before the ceremony in which he was to be knighted, the
squire bathed to wash away hissins. Hethen dressedin a
white tunic indicating purity and ared robe indicating he
was ready to be wounded in god's service. Next he went
without food for twenty four hours and spent the night
praying. At dawn he went to the chapel where he
confessed hissins. A sguire then helped him with his
armour. He wasthen given his spurs and the priest
blessed his sword as the squire promised to be brave and
loyal and to protect the poor and weak. The Lord finally
strikes him on the shoulder with the sword and the squire
becomes aknight.

ARMOUR

The main body armour worn by early knights was made of
mail. Inthefourteenth century, knightsincreasingly added
steel platesto protect their limbs and the body was
protected further with a coat-of -plates, made of pieces of
iron attached to a cloth covering. Knights also wore metal
shin guards aswell asmail leggings. Helmets varied
greatly from the Basinet type to the more open faced
variety which allowed for less protectio but greater vision.
By about 1400 some knights wore full sets of plate armour.
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Armour was very expensive. Some armours were painted
black, both to preserve the metal and as a decoration.

Knightswere identified by symbolson ashield or afull
coat-of-arms. This enabled opponents to identify the
knight. This system of identification was known as heraldry
and was based on strict rules. The knight's coat-of-arms
was passed on to the eldest son when he died. Other
children used variants of their father'sarms.

TOURNAMENTS AND JOUSTS

From time to time, tournaments and jousts were held to
improve military training or to celebrate aspecial event. The
areawhere the competition took place was called the lists.
The events consisted of tourney in which two armies fought
against each other, duelswith different types of weapons, or
jousts when two knights on horseback charged at each with
long lances and tried to dismount each other. Between each
of the mounted knight was awooden barrier called atilt,
which stopped the horses crashing into each other. It was
usual for lancesto be shattered and if those of both knights
were broken, they often dismounted and continued the duel
with swords. Y oung squirestraining for such events,
practised riding at aquintain, atarget with aweight
attached, which would swing and hit arider who did not
move out of the way quickly enough.

ISSUESAND ACTIVITIES

1. Explaintheterm chivalry and outline the Knights Code
of Chivalry.

2. Describe the stages of training leading to knighthood.
What was the significance of the preparations
immediately prior to knighthood?

3. Design acoat-of-arms that would be suitable for a
knight.

4. Outline some of the developmentsin armour during
medieval times.

5. Imagineyou are awitness at ajousting competition
between two knights. Describe the atmosphere and
activity at the tournament and comment on the nature of
the duel between the knights.

6. Research: What evidence can you find for suggesting
that the people in medieval Britain were religious?
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THE CASTLE AT WAR

At the beginning of the Middle Ages a castle could be
attacked by men with cross bows, swords, long bows and
pikes. By the end of this period small cannons, catapults
hurling rocks and other methods were used. As attackers
came up with new ideas, castle builders had to come up
with defences to counter these methods.

METHODS USED BY ATTACKERS
1 Starvingintosubmission

If acastle was not well supplied with food and water,

it was simply a matter for those besieging acastle to

just wait. Sooner or later the defenders would starve
or surrender, providing the besiegers did not give up
from boredom or for some other reason first.

2 Battering Ram

Thiswasaniron tipped log on a structure with
wheels and a protective covering. When it was
placed against the castle gate or wall, the log was
swung backwards and forwards, creating
considerabl e destructive power.

3 Catapults

There were anumber of variations of the catapult, but
the main aim was to hurl boulders within the castle
wallsor at the castle walls.

4  TheTrebucket

Thiswas aform of catapult with alarge weight in
front. The enormous sling was used to hurl boulders
with great force. Many could hurl boulders of about
90 kilograms up to 300 metres.

5  Sapping
Thisinvolved loosening several outer stones on the
castle wall, then digging out the rubble and shoring
up the wall with props. Wood covered with lard was
piled in the hole and set alight, often causing part of
the wall to collapse.

6  Belfry or siegetower

These consisted of an attacking platform. Onceit
was placed against the wall of the castle, the
attackers would scal e the ladders to reach the
platform. Aswell asallowing the attackersto
fight the defenders on the battlements, rotting
carcasses could be thrown into the castle to
spread disease.
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