Rochester Castle Past and Present.
The Normans are known for how they changed the landscape of locations that they invaded.[footnoteRef:1]The most notable of their invasions in Britain came in the year 1066, when they assumed the country of England.[footnoteRef:2] The Norman people were also renowned for their fast construction of strongholds in many of the lands they acquired.[footnoteRef:3]The castles that had been built prior to the coming of the Normans in the region of England had amounted to only a small quantity.[footnoteRef:4] The Normans constructed castles in order to defend themselves and to establish a residence that allowed them to demonstrate their power over the landscapes they had invaded.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  RHC Davies, The Normans and Their Myth, (London: Thames and Hudson,1976), p.7]  [2:  RHC Davies, The Normans and Their Myth, p.7]  [3:  RHC Davies, The Normans and Their Myth, p.7]  [4:  RHC Davies, The Normans and Their Myth, p.7,]  [5:  ‘A Guide to Norman Castles in the Irish & British Isles - Archaeology Travel’, Archaeology Travel, (2022), <https://archaeology-travel.com/fortresses-castles-palaces/norman-castles/>, [Accessed 05 April 2026].] 

One area in England where an example can be seen is within Rochester, Kent. The location where this castle resides holds a significant history.[footnoteRef:6] Many centuries prior to the Normans Rochester was once entitled as Durobrivae and contained a settlement utilised by members of the Roman army.[footnoteRef:7]The castle that was later erected was placed within very close proximity to the Medway River to afford its Norman residents a birds eye view of the waters and the travel route to London from Canterbury.[footnoteRef:8] The earliest written records that can attest to there being a Castle at Rochester is found via the 1086 Domesday text.[footnoteRef:9]The text state that Bishop Odo of Bayeaux held the land of Rochester, including the castle at the time of  1086.[footnoteRef:10] The Domesday account also recorded that the stronghold possessed the highest keep within the United Kingdom.[footnoteRef:11]. [6:  R Peats and P Drury, ‘Rochester Castle conservation plan’, unpublished report, English Heritage and Medway Council (2008), vol 1, 26–34, p.6, < https://democracy.medway.gov.uk/mgConvert2PDF.aspx?id=3790>, [Accessed 22 March 2026].]  [7:  Philip Davis, ‘Rochester Castle (the Gatehouse Record)’, Gatehouse-Gazetteer.info, (2016), <https://www.gatehouse-gazetteer.info/English%20sites/1912.html>, [accessed 03 April 2026].]  [8:  G. T. Clark Esq, ‘Rochester Castle’, Archaeological Journal, 32.1, (1875), 205–28 <https://doi.org/10.1080/00665983.1875.10851679>, [Accessed 28 March 2026].]  [9:  R Peats and P Drury, ‘Rochester Castle conservation plan’, unpublished report, English Heritage and Medway Council (2008), vol 1, 26–34, p.12, < https://democracy.medway.gov.uk/mgConvert2PDF.aspx?id=3790>, [Accessed 22 March 2026]]  [10:  Anna Powell-Smith, ‘Rochester Domesday Book’, Opendomesday.org, (2026), <https://opendomesday.org/place/TQ7468/rochester/>, [accessed 18 April 2026].]  [11:  The Domesday Book Online - Frequently Asked Questions’, Domesdaybook.co.uk, (2024), <https://www.domesdaybook.co.uk/faqs.html#3&gsc.tab=0>, [accessed 29 March 2026].] 

Rochester was one of the initial Norman strongholds to be constructed using stone materials.[footnoteRef:12]Before this material was used many typical Norman castles would have been erected via earth and wood with the addition of an enclosure.[footnoteRef:13] Rochester castle has been rebuilt on multiple occasions since its initiation, however it still continues survive to the present day.[footnoteRef:14] Several others from the period were modified or have through the course of time fragmented.[footnoteRef:15] Rochester castle today provides us with a reminder of the countries historical background.[footnoteRef:16]  [12:  Philip Davis, ‘Rochester Castle (the Gatehouse Record)’, Gatehouse-Gazetteer.info, (2016), <https://www.gatehouse-gazetteer.info/English%20sites/1912.html>, [accessed 03 April 2026].]  [13:  R.H.C Davies, The Normans, and Their Myth, p111-2.]  [14:  Philip Davis, ‘Rochester Castle (the Gatehouse Record)’, Gatehouse-Gazetteer.info, (2016), <https://www.gatehouse-gazetteer.info/English%20sites/1912.html,> [accessed 03 April 2026].]  [15:  Philip Davis, ‘Rochester Castle (the Gatehouse Record)’, Gatehouse-Gazetteer.info, (2016), <https://www.gatehouse-gazetteer.info/English%20sites/1912.html>, [accessed 03 April 2026].]  [16:  ‘Rochester Castle’, English Heritage, (2020), < https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/> ,[Accessed 02 April 2026].] 

Rochester castle underwent a trio of sieges and the initial one came in the year 1088.[footnoteRef:17]The rebellion began with a dispute over the division of the regions of England and Normandy.[footnoteRef:18]The Castle was used as the base for the rebellion that followed.[footnoteRef:19]The plot to take over the castle included the involvement of the half sibling of King William the First, or William the Conqueror ,who was entitled as Odo.[footnoteRef:20]Odo of Bayeaux’s took a role in the attempt to remove William (Rufus) form his position as the new king with the aid of several Barons.[footnoteRef:21]The clash at Rochester castle lasted nearly two months from beginning until its end.[footnoteRef:22]The king however went on to succeed against the Barons and Bishop Odo and he re acquired the castle.[footnoteRef:23] After the rebellion the king assigned another bishop this time it was Gundulf to carry out several alterations in order to restructure the defences of the stronghold at Rochester.[footnoteRef:24]Gundulf went on to re assemble the castle in stone including the curtain walls.[footnoteRef:25]  [17:  Sidney E. Dean, ‘Brother in Arms: Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, Earl of Kent’, Medieval Warfare, 3.2 (2013), 9–13, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/48578212>, [Accessed 24 March 2026].]  [18:  Sidney E. Dean, ‘Brother in Arms: Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, Earl of Kent’, Medieval Warfare, 3.2 (2013), 9–13, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/48578212>, [Accessed 24 March 2026].]  [19:  mark Milligan, ‘Rochester Castle – the Castle That Defied King John in the Baron’s War’, Heritage Daily - Archaeology News, (2021), < https://www.heritagedaily.com/2021/04/rochester-castle-the-castle-that-defied-king-john-in-the-barons-war/138706>, [Accessed 19 March 2026].]  [20:  Sidney E. Dean, ‘Brother in Arms: Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, Earl of Kent’, Medieval Warfare, 3.2 (2013), 9–13, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/48578212 >, [Accessed 24 March 2026].]  [21:  ‘ODO’, Luddesdown National Landscape Society, (2019), < https://www.luddesdown.org/about-6-1 >, [accessed 29 March 2026].]  [22:  Sidney E. Dean, ‘Brother in Arms: Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, Earl of Kent’, Medieval Warfare, 3.2 (2013), 9–13, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/48578212 >, [Accessed 24 March 2026].]  [23:  The Reverend Charles Henry Hartsthorne, ‘Rochester Castle’,1863, pp1–20, <https://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archiveDS/archiveDownload?t=arch-1132-1/dissemination/pdf/020/020_205_223.pdf>, [Accessed 30 March 2026].]  [24:  ‘Rochester Castle Roman Town of Durobreve Medway Kent England English’, Castleuk.net, (2026), <http://www.castleuk.net/castle_lists_south/178/rochestercastle.htm>, [Accessed 19 March 2026].]  [25:  ‘Rochester Castle Roman Town of Durobreve Medway Kent England English’, Castleuk.net, (2026), <http://www.castleuk.net/castle_lists_south/178/rochestercastle.htm>, [Accessed 19 March 2026].] 

The year 1126 saw Rochester depart from Royal custodianship when King Henry placed the castle into the hands of the Archbishops.[footnoteRef:26] The new  transfer saw the castle undergo further reinforcements and also  the initiation of a keep by William de Corbeil, who was the Archbishop of Canterbury.[footnoteRef:27] The keep that he built had measured approximately one  hundred and twenty five feet in its height.[footnoteRef:28]The walls are noted to be twelve foot in their thickness.[footnoteRef:29]The keep when in its original state would of had several floors.[footnoteRef:30]Each floor had a different function.[footnoteRef:31] The structure was separated inside by a wall.[footnoteRef:32] Running the length of the entire keep was a well, which is rare in its design in that it allowed water to every floor.[footnoteRef:33] The bottom floor was utilised for storage.[footnoteRef:34] The first floor had contained a hall, and also a room that has been entitled Gundulf’s Chamber hidden within a wall of the keep.[footnoteRef:35] There were rooms for nobles and their staff.[footnoteRef:36] The second floor contained a chapel, living spaces plus a gallery which was also in a wall of the keep.[footnoteRef:37] The third floor had a chapel, rooms and an exit onto the roof.[footnoteRef:38] The uppermost part of the keep contains a trio of turrets that are square in shape at all its corners apart from one.[footnoteRef:39] The castle had received repairs and reinforcement works in the same century of which the fourth turret was included.[footnoteRef:40]The fourth corner turret unlike the rest went on to become round in its design after repair and serves as a reminder of the damage it received  in 1215 while under siege during the leadership of  King John.[footnoteRef:41] [26:  ‘History of Rochester Castle’, English Heritage, < https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/>, [Accessed 04 April 2026].]  [27:  The Reverend Charles Henry Hartsthorne, ‘Rochester Castle’,1863, pp. 1–20, <https://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archiveDS/archiveDownload?t=arch-1132-1/dissemination/pdf/020/020_205_223.pdf>, [Accessed 30 March 2026].]  [28:  Marc Morris, ‘The Siege of Rochester’, London: History Today Ltd; History Today, 2015-12, Vol.65 (12), pp. 46–48, <https://research-ebsco-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/c/onvpsy/viewer/pdf/tsd6owfnrb>, [Accessed 24 April 2026].]  [29:  John Timbs, Abbeys, Castles and Ancient Halls of England and Wales, (London: Frederick Warne and Co, 1870).]  [30:  Adrian Pettifer, English Castles, (Boydell & Brewer, 1995), p.125.]  [31:  Adrian Pettifer, English Castles (Boydell & Brewer, 1995), p.125.]  [32:  ‘Rochester Castle: A Historic Norman Fortress in Kent, England - Ancient History Sites’, Ancient History Sites, (2025), < https://www.ancient-history-sites.com/sites/rochester-castle/>, [accessed 24 April 2026].]  [33:  Adrian Pettifer, English Castles, (Boydell & Brewer, 1995), p.125.]  [34:  ‘Rochester Castle: A Historic Norman Fortress in Kent, England - Ancient History Sites’, Ancient History Sites, (2025), < https://www.ancient-history-sites.com/sites/rochester-castle/>, [accessed 24 April 2026].]  [35:  ‘Rochester Castle: A Historic Norman Fortress in Kent, England - Ancient History Sites’, Ancient History Sites, (2025), < https://www.ancient-history-sites.com/sites/rochester-castle/>, [accessed 24 April 2026].]  [36:  ‘Rochester Castle: A Historic Norman Fortress in Kent, England - Ancient History Sites’, Ancient History Sites, (2025), < https://www.ancient-history-sites.com/sites/rochester-castle/>, [accessed 24 April 2026].]  [37:  ‘Rochester Castle: A Historic Norman Fortress in Kent, England - Ancient History Sites’, Ancient History Sites, (2025), < https://www.ancient-history-sites.com/sites/rochester-castle/>, [accessed 24 April 2026].]  [38:  Rochester Castle: A Historic Norman Fortress in Kent, England - Ancient History Sites’, Ancient History Sites, (2025), < https://www.ancient-history-sites.com/sites/rochester-castle/>, [accessed 24 April 2026].]  [39:  Adrian Pettifer, English Castles (Boydell & Brewer, 1995), p.125.]  [40:  Philip Davis, ‘Rochester Castle (the Gatehouse Record)’, Gatehouse-Gazetteer.info, (2016), <https://www.gatehouse-gazetteer.info/English%20sites/1912.html > [accessed 19 April 2026].]  [41:  Adrian Pettifer, English Castles, (Boydell & Brewer, 1995), p.125.] 

Almost a century on from the construction of Archbishop William Corbeil’s keep,1215 saw Rochester castle come under fire again, this time by Baron rebels during the reign of King John.[footnoteRef:42] The year had witnessed the Kings affirmation of the Magna Carta in order to satisfy the barons.[footnoteRef:43] As the result of ongoing unrest after this between the Barons and the king, the Castle suffered attack and this rebellion has since been coined as the First Barons war.[footnoteRef:44] The disagreements to King John’s high taxes and failings in regard to the military served as a catalyst for the clash.[footnoteRef:45] The barons moved and took custody of Rochester Castle and they utilised the keep as a hiding spot.[footnoteRef:46]This second rebellion was lost.[footnoteRef:47]Despite the victory however, Corbeils keep was damaged.[footnoteRef:48]The fire that was initiated on the orders of the King had weakened the keep.[footnoteRef:49] Many suggest that it was ignited by utilising the fat of forty pigs and this fire had the effect of fracturing some of the south eastern part of the construction.[footnoteRef:50]Later some repairs were carried out to the gatehouse and tower to try and protect it from anymore attack damage.[footnoteRef:51]The castle did however go on to receive another attack to its walls a short time later. [42:  Marc Morris, Castle: A History of the Buildings That Shaped Medieval Britain, (London: Pan, 2004), p.5.]  [43:  ‘Rochester Castle Marks Magna Carta Siege Anniversary’, BBC News, 16 February 2015, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-kent-31490395>, [Accessed 26 April 2026].]  [44:  ‘Rochester Castle Marks Magna Carta Siege Anniversary’, BBC News, 16 February 2015 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-kent-31490395>, [Accessed 24 April 2026].]  [45:  ‘Rochester Castle: The Site of Medieval Sieges’, Somerset Military History, (2025), https://www.sommilmuseum.org.uk/rochester-castle-the-site-of-medieval-sieges/ >, [Accessed 20 April 2026].]  [46: ‘Rochester Castle: The Site of Medieval Sieges’, Somerset Military History, 2025 <https://www.sommilmuseum.org.uk/rochester-castle-the-site-of-medieval-sieges/>, Accessed 24 April 2026].]  [47:  William E. Welsh, ‘The Siege of Rochester: Hard Pressed and Strongly Resisted’, Medieval Warfare, 7.2 (2017), 8–11, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/48578156>, [Accessed 05 April 2026].]  [48:  mark Milligan, ‘Rochester Castle – the Castle That Defied King John in the Baron’s War’, Heritage Daily - Archaeology News, (2021), <https://www.heritagedaily.com/2021/04/rochester-castle-the-castle-that-defied-king-john-in-the-barons-war/138706>, [Accessed 05 April 2026].]  [49:  William E. Welsh, ‘The Siege of Rochester: Hard Pressed and Strongly Resisted’, Medieval Warfare, 7.2 (2017), 8–11, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/48578156>, [Accessed 05 April 2026].]  [50:  William E. Welsh, ‘The Siege of Rochester: Hard Pressed and Strongly Resisted’, Medieval Warfare, 7.2 (2017), 8–11, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/48578156> [Accessed 05 April 2026].]  [51:  Jessica Brain, ‘Rochester Castle’, Historic UK https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryMagazine/DestinationsUK/Rochester-Castle/, [Accessed 21 April 2026].] 

The last attack to Rochester castle came with the second Barons war of 1264.[footnoteRef:52]The rebellion was headed by two Earls, Gilbert de Clare and Simon de Monfort,[footnoteRef:53] In repetition of the previous attacks it was unsuccessful.[footnoteRef:54]The castle however was not left unscathed in the clash but this time the keep remained intact.[footnoteRef:55]The castle’s ability to resist damage against the rebels highlighted what the reinforcements had achieved in the face of discontent.[footnoteRef:56] The period following the Earl’s attempt on Rochester castle saw the structure spiral steadily into disrepair.[footnoteRef:57]  [52:  Philip Davis, ‘Rochester Castle (the Gatehouse Record)’, Gatehouse-Gazetteer.info, (2016), <https://www.gatehouse-gazetteer.info/English%20sites/1912.htm>l>, [accessed 19 April 2026].]  [53:  Richard Brooks, Lewes, and Evesham 1264–65, (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015), p.10.]  [54:  Philip Davis, ‘Rochester Castle (the Gatehouse Record)’, Gatehouse-Gazetteer.info, (2016), <https://www.gatehouse-gazetteer.info/English%20sites/1912.html>, [accessed 19 April 2026].]  [55:  Philip Davis, ‘Rochester Castle (the Gatehouse Record)’, Gatehouse-Gazetteer.info, (2016), <https://www.gatehouse-gazetteer.info/English%20sites/1912.html>, [accessed 19 April 2026].]  [56:  ‘Rochester Castle: The Site of Medieval Sieges’, Somerset Military History, 2025 <https://www.sommilmuseum.org.uk/rochester-castle-the-site-of-medieval-sieges/>, [Accessed 19 April 2026].]  [57:  Jeremy Ashbee, ‘History of Rochester Castle, English Heritage’, English Heritage, 2006 <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/>, [Accessed 19 April 2026].] 

Restoration works were to come later via King Edward the Third and later with Richard the Second’s reigns.[footnoteRef:58] The early fourteenth  century also witnessed works carried out to some buildings at the site.[footnoteRef:59] Further centuries saw the structure loaned out for tenants to utilise and pieces of the significant curtain wall recycled for a fort in another part of Kent.[footnoteRef:60] [58:  Jeremy Ashbee, ‘History of Rochester Castle, English Heritage’, English Heritage, (2006) <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/>,]  [59:  Philip Davis, ‘Rochester Castle (the Gatehouse Record)’, Gatehouse-Gazetteer.info, 2016 <https://www.gatehouse-gazetteer.info/English%20sites/1912.html>, [accessed 19 April 2026].]  [60:  Institute of Historical Research, ‘Pages 76-101, British History Online’, British-History.ac.uk, (2026), <https://www.british-history.ac.uk/acts-privy-council/vol30/pp76-100 >, [accessed 16 April 2026].] 

Rochester castle in its present form sees the retention of its keep minus its rooftop and its floor.[footnoteRef:61] Much of the enclosure of the castle is also still preserved.[footnoteRef:62]The tower that was erected by Bishop Gundulf has since been attached to the Cathedral of the location at its North side.[footnoteRef:63] The gate house however has not survived.[footnoteRef:64]Rochester castle eventually came into the possession of The Rochester Corporation.[footnoteRef:65]This paved the way for the castle to be made available to the public.[footnoteRef:66]During the early 20th the Ministry of Works took responsibility for the keep. The 1980s saw English Heritage take over this responsibility. Today the management of both the Gardens of Rochester castle and its Keep is via Medway Council. [61:  Jeremy Ashbee, ‘History of Rochester Castle | English Heritage’, English Heritage, (2006), <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/>, [Accessed 23 April].]  [62:  Adrian Pettifer, English Castles (Boydell & Brewer, 1995), p.126.]  [63:  Adrian Pettifer, English Castles (Boydell & Brewer, 1995), p.126.]  [64:  Adrian Pettifer, English Castles (Boydell & Brewer, 1995), p.126.]  [65:  Jeremy Ashbee, ‘History of Rochester Castle | English Heritage’, English Heritage, (2006) <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/ >]  [66:  Jeremy Ashbee, ‘History of Rochester Castle | English Heritage’, English Heritage, (2006), <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/>,] 
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