 Facts 
This source is a picture of Rochester Castle in Rochester in South-East England. It was first constructed after the Conquest probably on the order of William the Conqueror at the city of Rochester on the banks of the River Medway and near Watling Street. The castle was built by Bishop Odo; the half-brother of William; after the Norman Conquest and follows the classic Norman design of a square keep with square towers. The image shows the view of the outer wall with buttresses and some outer earthworks. Above the wall a square tower with battlements and arrow slits can be seen. This suggests that the defences were designed with the use of archers in mind and that the castle had to be a functioning defensive structure first and foremost. 
  
The keep has been reinforced at various points throughout its history especially after the sieges that it endured during the Barons’ Wars of the thirteenth century. This is unsurprising as Watling Street, an old Roman road, runs from Dover to Wroxeter. This was one of the major highways of medieval England and as the castle sat next to the River Medway its strategic value meant that it required an increased level of fortification over what an ordinary Norman castle would receive. The castle of Rochester was an important strategic location in the defence of England through the Medieval period. (Why?) The reason for this strategic importance was that Dover on the south coast was and still is a natural landing site for an amphibious force, this meant that any potential enemy who planned to invade England would likely land there. It was also where Watling Street begins which led through the heart of England and was a major highway in a country with very few roads.

Throughout its in-use history, it was sieged on a number of occasions. The first of which occurred in the Rebellion of 1088 when a dispute between William Rufus and Robert Curthose over who would succeed to the English throne broke out into open rebellion. Due to dire conditions within the city the garrison capitulated leading to the abandonment of the castle shortly after.

It was rebuilt by the Bishop Gundulf at a cost of £60 and was handed over to the Archbishop of Canterbury, William de Corbeil and his successors in perpetuity. The reconstruction was complete by 1140. In 1172-73 over £100 was spent on the castle and over £115 was spent by King John on the castle after the Fall of Normandy in preparation for a French invasion.

It was sieged a second time during the First Baron’s War when King John laid siege to the castle that was held by up to 140 knights supported by crossbowmen and sergeants. The King used five siege engines to bombard the walls and succeeded in breaching them according to Barnwell Chronicler although Roger of Wendover disputes this and states that John had to resort to other means to take the castle. After two months and with the garrison eating horseflesh, they surrendered and were only spared from slaughter after one of John’s captains suggested that massacring them would only stiffen the resistance of other rebel garrisons. As it was only one defender, a crossbowman who had been in John’s service since he was a child was executed. The rest were imprisoned at other royal castles such as Corf Castle. The siege was one of the most brutal sieges in the history of England at the time.

The Castle was so badly damaged by the siege that between 1217 and 1237 over £680 was spent on repairing it, £530 of which was spent repairing the keep. The castle was then sieged by rebels led by Simon de Montfort and was taken on Good Friday in a coordinated assault. The damage to the castle was so comprehensive that it was not fully repaired until the reign of Edward I where thousands of pounds were spent on repairing it. The castles military significance waned and by the start of the seventeenth century it was being used as a source of building materials for other local fortifications.
 
Rochester Castle possesses the iconic square stone keep that Norman castles are famous for. This is likely because it is relatively easy to build in a square layout compared to a circular or octagonal shape. As siege engines in this era were still relatively primitive and relied on men and beasts of burden to power them the thick castle walls would have stood up well against any siege at least for a time. According to Brown (1969) the castle possessed a garrison of around sixty knights as the castle-guard consisted of around sixty knights’ fees. This a strong force for a castle of the day and would have only been found at wither a royal castle or a castle of great strategic importance.
 
It is curious to note that Rochester Castle possesses a stone keep which is unusual as most of the castles built by the Normans after the Conquest were wooden motte and bailey castles that were built quickly and cheaply to control territory. The reason that the Norman’s constructed so many castles in England after the Conquest was to control the land that they had gained and most specially to ensure that the native population could be controlled and prevented from rising up against them as the number of Normans was far below the number of Anglo-Saxons in England.

Rochester however is an especially grand example and as a it was a Royal castle it is unsurprising that it was built to such an extent. Partly for strategic reasons and partly to show off most likely. As an intimidating and well-built castle located in a highly strategic location would have played havoc with any enemy force’s morale and in their attempts to take the castle as the sheer look of the castle would serve as a deterrent. Also, after the brutality of the first sieges there the castle would likely have developed a reputation that combined with its look would have. 

Rochester is also a rare example of a castle that was involved in at least one real siege during its time of active use. This could show wear repairs were made and possibly different styles of building can be seen. The fact that the castle was refortified afterwards hints at its strategic value and it’s the symbol of power that it represents. The power of control and the power of longevity as even though it was smashed to pieces in sieges it was still standing and was brought back to its former glory, possibly exactly what the Normans had intended when they built it. 

Overall, this image shows part of one of the most impressive and strategically important castles of the elevenths, twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Rochester is an example of a castle of such strategic importance that it required the resources of the English Crown to fund and support it. Rochester is a testament to the strength and utility of Norman architecture as well as to the strength of Norman fortifications that still stand although in a massively reduced state to this day.
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