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Rochester Castle, Kent is one of many castles built by the Normans in England after their victorious win at the Battle of Hastings in 1066. The Normans were notorious for their castle construction, building new fortifications as they travelled through England, in strategic defensive positions in order to aid them in keeping their people as rulers of England.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  F. Neveux, The Normans: The Conquests that Changed the Face of Europe, translated by Howard Curtis (London: Robinson, 2008) p.114] 

Rochester Castle is situated within a short distance of Watling Street,[footnoteRef:2] an ancient Roman road that connected Dover, London and St. Albans[footnoteRef:3], though Roman in origin, the name of the road comes from the Anglo-Saxons who called it Wætlingaceaster[footnoteRef:4]. Oversees attackers that were a threat to the settled Normans, including the French and other Northmen, would often use Dover as a landing point, then making their way to London as the main English city[footnoteRef:5] meaning that defensive castles near this road, with vantage points, would be crucial to the Norman’s ability to keep any intruders and hostile enemies away. The castle is also situated on the river Medway. This is another strategic defensive move, as the Norman’s can then control, and defend, another way for enemies to reach them.[footnoteRef:6] Being by a river also means that the Norman’s can easily receive supplies, should they be engaged in any battle situations.[footnoteRef:7] [2:  Historic England ‘Rochester Castle’ Available From: https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1011030 [Assessed on 7th November 2018]]  [3:  Britannica ‘Watling Street’ Available From: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Watling-Street [Assessed on 7th November 2018]]  [4:  Ibid.,]  [5:  R. Huscroft, Ruling England 1042 – 1217 (London: Pearson Education Ltd, 2005) p.6]  [6:  E. S. Armitage, ‘The Early Norman Castles of England’ The English Historical Review vol. 19, No. 74 (1904) p.210]  [7:  Ibid.,] 

Rochester Castle is made from Kentish Ragstone, a limestone material in a grey tone and is supposedly one of the first castles built by the Normans that was fortified in stone.[footnoteRef:8] Considering the sheer number of castles built by the Normans in their first decades in England, the building of Rochester in a material thought to be long lasting shows the importance of this defensive area to the Norman perspective. Rochester has seen many attacks over the passing centuries and has taken substantial damage however,[footnoteRef:9] the structure is mostly still in its original condition, making it a key piece of evidence for the way Norman’s built their structures. Construction of the castle is usually dated between 1066 and 1088, almost immediately after the Norman victory at the Battle of Hastings and so again the importance of Rochester’s location is evident.[footnoteRef:10] The castle is also large in size for its location, said to be dominating the landscape around the town, which also contains Rochester Cathedral within it, and has not seen much excavation by archaeologists meaning that there is possibly a significant amount of buried Norman remains relating to the lifestyle lived within the castle that has not yet been discovered.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  English heritage ‘Rochester Castle’ Available From: https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/ [Assessed on 7th November 2018]]  [9:  D. Renn, Norman Castles in Britain (London: John Baker Publishers Ltd, 1968) p.299]  [10:  English heritage ‘Rochester Castle’]  [11:  Ibid.,] 

Alike other Norman castles such as Dover and Chepstow, Rochester castle has a mural tower. A mural tower can be interpreted to show the importance of the fortification of castles in the Norman period as they were used to increase the defensive system of a castle on the outside wall, rather than rely upon the keep within as had been done up until the development of mural towers in the late eleventh century, originally at Ludlow Castle.[footnoteRef:12] Mural towers were originally developed for the defence of wall walks that did not contain any arrow slits.[footnoteRef:13] As viewable from the image, Rochester Castle does not have a wall walk equipped with arrow slits and so the mural tower instead serves as the archer’s point of defence. The mural tower at Rochester Castle is square in shape, with two front facing arrow slits, one below walk level which is usually seen in mural towers, and one at the same height as the wall walk. The square shape of the mural tower dates the structure to the fourteenth century; however, it is thought that the structure sits upon an earlier building, probably rectangular in shape and built into the walls beside it.[footnoteRef:14] The presence of a mural towers presents the importance that the Norman’s put upon their defence and how the building of their castles was a key factor in that.  [12:  J. R. Kenyon, Medieval Fortifications (London: Leicester University Press, 1990) p.72]  [13:  Ibid., ]  [14:  Ibid., ] 

[image: Remains of the crenellated curtain wall on the western side of the bailey at Rochester Castle]The stone wall surrounding Rochester Castle is also important evidence to suggest the incessive way in which the Normans defended their land.[footnoteRef:15] The building of a castle wall provides an additional protective barrier around the castle itself. The curtain wall at Rochester Castle is said to be one of the earliest parts of the castle, dating back to the late eleventh century and supposedly built by Gundulf, Bishop of Rochester.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  D. Renn, Norman Castles in Britain, p.299]  [16:  English heritage ‘History of Rochester Castle’ Available From: https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/ Assessed on 8th November 2018] 
Fig.1 The remains of the curtain wall at Rochester Castle

Though there are many defensive parts of Rochester Castle, this does not mean it has always been successful in its duty. In 1215, Rochester was attacked by the forces of King John who was victorious in taking the castle back from the rebels.[footnoteRef:17] Attackers brought down the south-east corner of the structure and forced the rebels to the north of the castle[footnoteRef:18], this can be used to argue that despite Rochester’s great defensive tactics, it was still not a successful defensive structure, as it inevitably fell to the forces of King John. However, there are no perfect castles in the word[footnoteRef:19] and therefore the fact that Rochester is still somewhat standing now is evidence enough for it to be labelled as a successful defensive castle, no matter the [image: See the source image]attacks it has seen in the past. [17:  Ibid.,]  [18:  Ibid.,]  [19:  C. Coulson, Castles in Medieval Society: Fortresses in England, France, and Ireland in the Central Middle Ages, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004)] 

[image: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/46/Hedingham_Castle_-_plans_from_The_Growth_of_the_English_House_by_J._Alfred_Gotch.jpg]Rochester Castle is referenced in the Domesday Book, a register of surveys taken by the population of England to document the land, inhabitants and value of properties around the country.[footnoteRef:20] Within the Domesday Book, it is recorded that the Bishop of Rochester possessed the land in Aylesford, near to Rochester, and had been given these lands “in exchange for land on which the castle stands”.[footnoteRef:21] Rochester Castle is also mentioned in Textus Roffensis, which translated from Latin means the Tome (or book) of Rochester[footnoteRef:22], which reads that Rochester Castle is “the best part of the city”.[footnoteRef:23]  [20:  F. Neveux, The Normans: The Conquests that Changed the Face of Europe, p.142]  [21:  Domesday Book via English Heritage Available From: https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/ Assessed on 7th November 2018]  [22:  English heritage ‘Rochester Castle’]  [23:  Textus Roffensis via English Heritage Available From: https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/ Assessed on 7th November 2018] 
Fig.2 Rochester Castle Floor Plan.

The composition of Rochester Castle (fig.2) was not dissimilar to the way the Norman’s built many of their other castles in the same time period. Hedingham Castle in Essex is similar to Rochester in its shape and structure, both being square buildings of stone.[footnoteRef:24] Rochester and Hedingham are also two of the most well-preserved Norman castles that still stand today, making them both useful examples when evaluating the way in which the Norman’s built their castles and how location was an important factor. Hedingham, like Rochester is near a river, the River Colne which echoes the importance of having castles in strategic locations from the Norman perspective. [24:  D. Renn, Norman Castles in Britain, p.299] 
Fig.3 Hedingham Castle Floor Plan

To conclude, Rochester Castle is a prime example of a perfect Norman castle. It is not only strategic in its placement as a defensive fortification but also sturdy in its construction. The location of Rochester Castle serves as evidence for the Norman’s obsessive nature in regard to defending their land. The Norman priority of defence is also viewable in Rochester Castle’s composition, its square mural tower is a key defensive technique and the stone material Rochester is built from allows for the castle to still be standing today. 
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