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Gloucestershire Castles 

The first castles in Gloucestershire were built soon after the Norman invasion of 1066. 
After the Battle of Hastings, the Normans had an urgent need to consolidate the land 
they had conquered and at the same time provide a secure political and military base to 
control the country.  Castles were an ideal way to do this as not only did they secure 
newly won lands in military terms (acting as bases for troops and supply bases), they 
also served as a visible reminder to the local population of the ever-present power and 
threat of force of their new overlords.  

Early castles were usually one of three types; a ringwork, a motte or a motte & bailey;  

 A Ringwork was a simple oval or circular earthwork formed of a ditch and bank.  

 A motte was an artificially raised earthwork (made by piling up turf and soil) with a 
flat top on which was built a wooden tower or ‘keep’ and a protective palisade.  

 A motte & bailey was a combination of a motte with a bailey or walled enclosure that 
usually but not always enclosed the motte. 

The keep was the strongest and securest part of a castle and was usually the main 
place of residence of the lord of the castle, although this changed over time.  The name 
has a complex origin and stems from the Middle English term ‘kype’, meaning basket or 
cask, after the structure of the early keeps (which resembled tubes).  The name ‘keep’ 
was only used from the 1500s onwards and the contemporary medieval term was 
‘donjon’ (an apparent French corruption of the Latin dominarium) although turris, turris 
castri or magna turris (tower, castle tower and great tower respectively) were also used.   

 

Building a motte & bailey castle on the Bayeux Tapestry 
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Building timber castles was a fairly quick process and they could be erected within a few 
months – which enabled the Normans to rapidly create a network of castles throughout 
conquered territory.  Stone castles however could take years to build and so castles 
generally went up piecemeal, with stone structures gradually replacing timber ones.  
Sometimes the timber keeps were not rebuilt, because the medieval castle engineers 
realised that the structure of some mottes would not stand the huge weight of stone 
towers, so new keeps were built within the bailey.  When rebuilt in stone, the outer wall 
of the bailey became known as the ‘curtain wall’.  Stone castles were also much more 
expensive to build than timber ones, which was why the Norman kings frequently 
allowed their trusted barons to build themselves castles as this saved royal expenditure.   

In the early 1200s, a more scientific approach to castle defence emerged, thanks largely 
to the warfare experience gained in the Crusades.  This led to the development of 
towers on the curtain walls, with an emphasis placed on flanking fire to defend the walls 
and entrances.  Many new castles were polygonal in shape or relied on concentric 
defence - where layers of defences existed within each other to maximise the castle's 
defensive firepower.  Not all the elements of castle architecture were military in nature 
however and structures such as moats gradually evolved from their original defensive 
purpose into symbols of power.    

Initially the introduction of gunpowder to Europe in the 1300s did not significantly impact 
on castle building, but by the 1400s artillery had became powerful enough to seriously 
damage or demolish thick stone walls and so new defensive features were devised to 
try and negate the threat.  This generally made castles much more uncomfortable and 
unpleasant places to live and so although castles were built well into the 1500s, true 
castles went into decline and instead, were replaced by artillery forts (which had no role 
in civil administration) and country houses (that were largely indefensible, although 
some did have curtain walls and ringworks around them).  From the 18th century 
onwards, there was a renewed interest in castles thanks to the romantic revival of 
Gothic architecture and new mock castles were built, but none had any military purpose. 

Most early castles in Gloucestershire were built at the instigation of William FitzOsbern, 
the Earl of Hereford, who was a close ally of William I and the Norman lord given initial 
responsibility for occupying Gloucestershire, Herefordshire and Worcestershire.  
FitzOsbern built the first castle at Gloucester and then, to counter the Welsh threat, built 
other early castles in the Forest of Dean and Herefordshire to protect Gloucester’s 
western and north-western flanks.  These early castles were abandoned as security 
improved thanks to FitzOsbern pushing ever westwards and building newer castles 
deeper in Welsh territory (such as Chepstow, Monmouth, Ewyas Harold, Clifford and 
Rudmore).  

Gloucester’s strategic position meant that the castle was maintained as a military base 
even as the threat of the Welsh receded.  The city and castle became a key 
battleground in the ‘Anarchy’, the civil war that ran from 1135–53 between the rival 
rulers of King Stephen and Empress Matilda.  Warfare in England at the time was 
mostly a case of attrition as castles of the day were largely defensible against attackers 
who did not generally possess heavy weapons such as catapults and trebuchets (these 
did not appear until the 1200s).  During the ‘Anarchy’, several new castles were built in 
Gloucestershire as supporters of Matilda in the county responded to the military threat 
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posed by Stephen.  Several of these castles were destroyed however, either by 
Stephen during the war or after the conflict, when Henry II (who inherited the throne 
after Stephen’s death) attempted to restore a more centralised royal control over his 
kingdoms.  As the conquest of Wales continued, fortified manor houses became a more 
popular form of fortification rather than castles and by the 1500s, most Gloucestershire 
castles had fallen into disuse, although some, such as Gloucester and St Briavels 
remained in as administrative centres or gaols.  Several of the surviving castles in 
Gloucestershire saw action in the English Civil Wars with many being slighted to 
prevent military re-use.  In the 1700s and 1800s, prison reform brought an end to the 
use of Gloucestershire castles as gaols, leaving only a handful of occupied castles as 
private homes in the 21st century. 

Name Berkeley Castle 

Type & Date Motte and bailey, 1067 

Condition Intact, private home of the Berkeley family, but partially open to the 
public 

Notes The first castle was built by William FitzOsbern. It was held for the 
Empress Matilda during the Anarchy and partially destroyed during 
the conflict.  It was rebuilt in 1153 with a new keep and stone curtain 
wall.  The castle won notoriety when Edward II was murdered whilst 
imprisoned there in 1327.  The castle was partially slighted during 
the English Civil War and the Berkeley family were forbidden to 
repair it.  Some remodelling of the castle did take place at the 
beginning of the 20th century. 

Name Beverstone Castle 

Type & Date Pentagonal bailey, before 1229 

Condition Partially intact and used as a private home 

Notes Maurice de Gaunt constructed the original pentagonal castle before 
1229 without a royal licence, but was later granted a ‘licence for 
crenellation’ (permission to add battlements).  In the early 1300s 
Lord Berkeley modified the castle, adding a small quadrangular 
stronghold with a twin-towered gatehouse.  A smaller square tower 
was added in the late 1400s. The castle was slighted during the 
English Civil War and now only the south range survives as a private 
dwelling. 

Name Bledisloe Tump 

Type & Date Probable bailey ringwork, 1100s 

Condition Destroyed 

Notes This castle was a simple timber structure occupying a high point 
overlooking the River Severn.  A later mound was also built on the 
site which might have been an unfinished motte. The castle was 
probably destroyed during the 1160s by Henry II when he came to 
powers. The remaining earthworks were levelled in the 1970s. 
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Name Brimpsfield Castle 

Type & Date Motte and bailey, 1100s 

Condition Earthworks and limited masonry 

Notes The first castle was built soon after the Norman invasion and was 
rebuilt in stone in the 1100s or 1200s. The castle was destroyed by 
Royal forces after the owner, John Giffard, 2nd Lord of Brimpsfield, 
rebelled against King Edward II and was executed in 1322.  

Name Castle Hale 

Type & Date Unknown, early 1100s 

Condition Destroyed, covered by modern Painswick 

Notes A small Norman castle was built here by Pain fitzJohn, a supporter of 
Empress Matilda.  It was apparently destroyed in the 16th century to 
make way for a new court house. 

Name Castle Tump 

Type & Date Motte and bailey,  1100s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes The castle motte survives to 14 m high in places with traces of the 
bailey to the south-east.  During the Anarchy the castle was given to 
William de Braose, the son-in-law of Miles de Gloucester.  After the 
conflict the castle is believed to have been destroyed by Henry II. 

Name Cirencester Castle 

Type & Date Motte and bailey, 1000s 

Condition Destroyed, covered by modern Cirencester 

Notes An early timber castle to which was added a square stone keep in 
1107.  Being relatively small, it was of local rather than strategic 
significance, but during the Anarchy, it was seized in the early years 
of the conflict by Robert, Earl of Gloucester on behalf of the Empress 
Matilda.  In 1142 King Stephen captured the castle in a surprise 
attack, setting fire to it afterwards. 

Name English Bicknor Castle 

Type & Date Motte and bailey, 1000s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes A roughly circular castle with its motte lying at the centre of two 
concentric outer bailey walls.  The motte was positioned in the south-
west corner of the site, where the ground fell away giving additional 
protection.  A square stone keep may have been built at a later stage 
on the motte.  At the start of the Anarchy the castle was controlled by 
Miles de Gloucester but it escaped destruction at the end of the 
conflict and was still in use at the beginning of the 13th century. 

Name Glasshouse Woods 
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Type & Date Ringwork, 1000s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes An early Norman fortification that was seemingly built to act in 
conjunction with the castles at Littledean and Howle Hill as a screen 
to protect the city of Gloucester from military threats from Wales.  
Not occupied for very long. 

Name Gloucester Castle 

Type & Date Motte and bailey, 1067 

Condition Destroyed, covered by modern Gloucester Prison 

Notes Built after the Conquest by William FitzOsbern, the castle was 
enlarged by William Rufus and subsequently placed in the custody of 
the sheriff of the county, Roger of Gloucester.  By 1112 Walter de 
Gloucester had built a new stone castle west of Barbican Hill, next to 
the River Severn which protected part of the curtain wall.  During the 
Anarchy, Miles of Gloucester held the castle for Empress Matilda 
and the castle was initially used to hold King Stephen after he had 
been captured at the Battle of Lincoln in 1141.  Henry III often used 
the castle as a residence and it played an important role in the 
Second Barons' war of 1264-67, seeing plenty of action as it 
changed hands several times.  The castle had been acting as the 
county goal since 1228 but was maintained as a military castle until 
the mid-1500s.  In 1787-91, the castle ceased to be maintained as a 
fortress and was demolished to make way for a new prison. 

 

A sketch of the Keep of Gloucester Castle, c1300 – the only known 
drawing depicting the castle (British Museum MS. Royal 13A. iii, f.82) 

Name Hailes Castle 

Type & Date Unknown, 1100s 

Condition Destroyed, covered by ruins of Hailes Abbey 

Notes The castle was built near the church of St Peters' in the village of 
Stanway.  The castle was moated (although this has since been filled 
in) and it was strengthened by Ralph of Worcester at the start of the 
Anarchy, which led to it playing a role in the conflict.  The castle was 
probably demolished in the 1240s to make way for the construction 
of Hailes Abbey. 
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Name Haresfield Mount 

Type & Date Motte and bailey, probable 1100s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes The castle may have been owned by Earl Miles of Gloucester and 
was a square design, approximately 50m across, with a motte in the 
centre that was once at least 10 ft tall.  Little information is known 
and now only earthworks survive. 

Name Holme Castle 

Type & Date Unknown, 1000s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes By the 12th century this castle was owned by the Earls of 
Gloucester.  The castle was once said to be quite large but it 
appears to have fallen out of use in the 1300s.  Today only limited 
earthworks remain. 

Name Lasborough 

Type & Date Motte, 1000s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes The castle had a large motte but no evidence of a bailey.  It was 
probably intended to operate in conjunction with the nearby castle at 
Newington Bagpath. 

Name Little Camp Hill 

Type & Date Keep with baileys, 1100s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes A Norman castle with inner and outer baileys and a square, stone 
keep, all protected by the natural shape of the hill.   

Name Littledean Camp 

Type & Date Ringwork with motte, 1000s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes This Norman castle was probably intended to protect the local 
villages and operate with the castles at Glasshouse Woods and 
Howle Hill Camp as a screen to protect the city of Gloucester from 
the Welsh. The castle is circular and relatively small, with an inner 
and an outer bailey, the latter was protected by a very tall vallum 
wall.  This castle had a motte integrated into the overall design rather 
than at the centre and is one of the earliest castles to have feature, 
which subsequently become fairly common.  It was only very briefly 
occupied, possibly for no more than a decade. 

Name Miserden Castle 

Type & Date Motte and bailey with shell-keep, early 1100s 
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Condition Earthworks and limited masonry 

Notes The castle was built by Robert Musard on a rocky spur overlooking 
the small River Frome and had considerable defences, including a 
20m wide shell keep, protected by a stone curtain wall and a wet 
moat.  Musard was killed by forces loyal to King Stephen during the 
Anarchy and the castle was subsequently seized by Philip of 
Gloucester, but the castle survived into at least the 13th century. 

Name Newington Bagpath Motte 

Type & Date Motte, 1000s or early 1100s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes The castle was built on steep, prominent ground, and comprised a 
wide motte and a keep.  The castle had no bailey, but probably 
possessed a palisade as there is possibly a small gatehouse to the 
north.  The castle was probably intended to operate in conjunction 
with the one at nearby Lasborough. 

Name Newnham on Severn Castle House 

Type & Date Ringwork, 1000s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes An 11th century Norman ringwork, that might have had a Royal 
hunting lodge.  It was seemingly abandoned by the middle 1100s.  
Only earthworks remain. 

Name Ruardean Castle 

Type & Date Fortified manor house, 1200s 

Condition Earthworks and limited masonry 

Notes Alexander de Bykemore was granted a license to crenellate the 
castle in 1310.  It was positioned on a spur above two valleys, 
surrounded by earthworks probably raised when a manor house was 
built at around this time. The manor included a courtyard, internal 
buildings, a gatehouse and a curtain wall but it is likely that the 
original structure was more castle than a manor house.   

Name South Cerney Castle 

Type & Date Motte and bailey, mid-1100s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes This small castle was built by Miles of Gloucester during the Anarchy 
to protect the village of South Cerney which had a strategically useful 
crossing on the River Churn.  The castle was attacked and captured 
by Stephen's forces in 1139, but its fate of the castle unknown.  Only 
low earthworks remain today. 

Name Stow Green 

Type & Date Ring-motte, 1000s 
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Condition 11th century, earthworks 

Notes The castle is a small circular fortification, once measuring 35 yards 
across, now only 25 yards, with a high motte, or mound, in the 
middle and a protective ditch around it.[59] The entrance to the 
castle was on the south side of the fortification.[60] The castle would 
have defended the Stowe valley, and was probably a precursor to 
the later St Briavels Castle in the same area.[61] 

Name St Briavels Castle 

Type & Date Square keep and bailey, built between 1075–1129 

Condition Largely intact, now owned by English Heritage and used as a Youth 
Hostel. 

Notes St Briavels was constructed by Walter and Miles de Gloucester on 
behalf of the crown, partly to act as a defensive strongpoint 
overlooking the Wye and also as the administrative centre of the 
Forest of Dean. It was held by Miles on behalf of Empress Matilda 
during the Anarchy and was retained by Henry II after 1153 as a 
royal castle.  In the 1200s the castle became a favourite hunting 
lodge of King John, but then became the primary arsenal and 
manufacturing centre in England for crossbow quarrels – with 
several millions being made for subsequent Welsh and Scottish 
wars.  Edward I gave the castle a new twin-towered gatehouse in 
1292 at a cost of almost £500, which is the main structure surviving 
today.  The castle’s military purpose slowly declined and by the 
1830s had become a debtors' prison, noted for its harsh conditions. 

Name Sudeley Castle 

Type & Date Mid-1100s fortified manor house 

Condition Intact, privately owned and open to the public 

Notes The castle was originally built by John de Sudeley, who fortified an 
existing manor house at the start of the Anarchy.  John held the 
castle in support of Matilda and in 1139 the castle was seized and 
subsequently destroyed by Stephen.   A new castle was rebuilt next 
to the original in the late 1400s in a more substantial style, but this 
was slighted following a siege in the English Civil War in 1649.  The 
current structure owes much too extensive Victorian restoration. 

Name Taynton Castle 

Type & Date Ring-motte, 1100s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes A Norman castle of which very little is known.  Probably built to 
defend the approach to Gloucester and occupied for only a short 
time. 

Name Upper Slaughter Castle 

Type & Date Motte and bailey, mid-1100s 
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Condition Earthworks 

Notes A timber castle that may have been built during the Anarchy, making 
use of raised ground and incorporating part of the church of St 
Peters into the fortifications.  It was small and probably only briefly 
occupied.  

Name Weston Park 

Type & Date Motte and bailey, 1000s 

Condition Earthworks 

Notes Little is known about this site and only the motte remains. 

Name Winchcombe Castle 

Type & Date Motte and bailey, 1140 or 1144 

Condition Destroyed, covered by modern Winchcombe 

Notes The castle was built by Roger, Earl of Hereford, a supporter of the 
Empress Matilda, during the Anarchy.  It was situated in the north-
east of Winchcombe on a high motte but was attacked in late 1144 
by forces loyal to King Stephen in a direct assault.  The castle was 
destroyed after the attack and was not rebuilt.  

 


