Chepstow Castle

In this portfoil piece I will be commenting on Chepstow Castle, its construction, positioning, its defences, ownership during the Norman period of Britain, development of the Castle during and after the Normans, as well as looking at any warfare undertaken at Chepstow during the Norman period. 

Chepstow Castle started construction in 1067 under the instruction of Lord William FitzOsbern, (Gies, F., Gies, J. 1974) with the construction of the ‘Great Tower’ completed in around 1090. (Johnson, A., Turner, R. 2006) The Lord William FitzOsberm also built a priory near by and the town now associated with the castle. (Johnson, A., Turner, R. 2006) Chepstow Castle was the first stone built Castle that was constructed in Wales, it sits as the southern most Marcher Castle and would have been instrumental to help supress the Welsh for the Norman conquest of Wales. (Gies, F., Gies, J. 1974) The Castle was originally known as Striguil Castle, the castle as well as the town that grew beside it were known as this until the late 14th Century. (Gies, F., Gies, J. 1974) The name Striguil is very fitting as it likely came from the Welsh ‘ ystraigl’ which means ‘river bend’, which would make a lot of sense as the castle sits on a meander of the River Wye. (Gies, F., Gies, J. 1974) 
[image: ]
Scan of a picture of Chepstow Castle and its position on a river bend, (Gies, F., Gies, J. 1974. Insert at P46.)

The castle currently stand at 700 feet long, in an east-west orientation. The castle also has both square and circular towers, with the construction stones of the towers and walls varying between grey limestone to yellow and dark red sandstone, this clearly shows the different periods of construction on the castle throughout its active history. (Gies, F., Gies, J. 1974) There is some evidence of the reuse of much older building stones from the Roman site at Caerwent. (Johnson, A., Turner, R. 2006) 
As mentioned earlier the ‘Great Tower’ is the oldest part of the castle, and until the addition of the domestic range it would also the main hub of castle life. 
In its earliest form Chepstow Castle can be easily identified by the characteristic masonry and architectural details, with the huge yellow sandstone blocks supporting the wales of more rougher cut yellow stones with round headed Romanesque windows and doorways with similar arches, or with square lintels. (Gies, F., Gies, J. 1974)
There is little information available regarding the defences of Chepstow Castle, this is perhaps as the castle possibly wasn’t attacked via siege requiring proper siege equipment. However what we do know that during Edward I’s Welsh wars, an engineer under the name of Reginald had four springalds (essentially catapults) on the large towers at Chepstow Castle, one of whihch was mounted on top of the original Norman keep built by Lord William FitzOsbern. (Gies, F., Gies, J. 1974) Reginald also mounted trebuchets and mangonels to the towers and possibly the thick sturdy walls of Chepstow Castle. (Gies, F., Gies, J. 1974)
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Scan of endpaper from ‘Life in a medieval castle’ by Joseph and Frances Gies (1974)
As mentioned before after the castle was initially built there was continuous use for the next 700 years. In the image above you can see the various stages of construction of the castle, along with the times at which these parts of the castle were added and/ or modified. The image shows that the Great Tower, the original part of the castle, as well as a wall was initially constructed under the patronage and instruction of Lord William FitzOsbern. Between then and the mid 13th century the castle had the walls either rebuilt or built upon, the map is not clear on if something was built upon or replaced. By the start of the 14th century the map shows that the great hall had been built along with its associated buildings such as the buttery, pantry, servery, ovens and chambers. During this period the Martens Tower was either constructed or developed upon, this tower is named after Henry Marten who was imprisoned at the castle until his death in 1680. (Johnson, A., Turner, R. 2006) After all this expansion there was a large reinforcement of the walls in the mid 17th century as shown in the map. These reinforcements were made for the civil war and the use as a garrison and defensive location, as was the case with a lot of suitable castles throughout Britain at the time. (Gies, F., Gies, J. 1974) 
During the Norman period of Britain there were two main occupants of Chepstow Castle, who were the main builders upon the original castle. Possibly the most famous (or infamous) person to own the castle was William Marshall, Marshall and his family owned that castle from about 1189 until 1270. (Johnson, A., Turner, R. 2006) It was at this time that the castle was inherited by Roger Bigod, 5th Earl of Norfolk. (Johnson, A., Turner, R. 2006)
Most of the castle alterations were undertaken by these two gentlemen, with William Marshall using a lot of the knowledge he had gained in the Crusades and in the Holy lands. (Johnson, A., Turner, R. 2006) 
After the ownership of Roger Bigod, the defensive importance of the castle rapidly declined. The castle was garrisoned by a small force against the attack of Owain Glyndwr in 1403, however do to the position of the castle Owain could just walk around it. (Johnson, A., Turner, R. 2006)
In conclusion during the heyday of the castle it was of great importance, primarily as a scare tactic towards to the Welsh. The fact that it was constructed as a stone castle from the very start is of great historical importance, and would no doubt have helped deter the welsh from uprising in South Wales. 
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