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History of Berkhamsted Castle
Berkhamsted was first built as a timber motte-
and-bailey castle in the late 11th century. One
of the most important early Norman castles, it
controlled the northern approach to London, 30
miles away. Kept in royal hands, it was occupied
by key figures of the medieval period, such as
Thomas Becket; Richard, Earl of Cornwall; and
the Black Prince. Much of its stone was
plundered during the 16th century.
Origins of the castle 1070 - 1216
William the Conqueror received the submission
of the English at Berkhamsted castle after the
Battle of Hastings.1 His half-brother, Robert,
Count of Mortain, is thought to have built an
earthwork and timber castle there in about 1070.
It was in the classic Norman motte-and-bailey
form, with a defensive conical mound and oval
bailey below. The castle came into direct royal
hands, and in 1155 Thomas Becket was granted
the honour of Berkhamsted by King Henry II.
As chancellor, Becket was the king’s right hand
man and enjoyed great favour. He rebuilt the
castle to befit his new status and house his large
staff. Becket’s buildings probably included the
huge stone curtain wall. Later in 1164, during
his quarrel with the king, Becket was accused of
embezzlement. He was disgraced and deprived
of the honour of Berkhamsted.

Berkhamsted Castle. View of the the motte from the south. The castle is now operated and funded
by the Berkhamsted Castle Trust.(www.berkhamstedcastle.org.uk/)

Robert (Rotbert), Count of Mortain (right) sits at
the left hand of his half-brother William, Duke of
Normandy. Robert's full brother Odo (Odo
Ep[iscopu]s, ‘Bishop Odo’) sits to William's right,
implying his seniority. This scene in the Bayeux
Tapestry occurs near Hastings, immediately
before William ordered the building of a castle
there, some time before the Battle of Hastings.

Defending the Castle - 1216
Berkhamsted was initially designed as a fortress,
with impressive earthwork defences, high motte,
and stone curtain wall. The water-filled ditches
prevented tunnelling under the wall, and the
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Berkhamsted Castle. Aerial view of the bailey from the south; double moats and
motte. It was probably built by Robert, Count of Mortain, William’s half-brother,
c. 1070. Image © and courtesy of Historic England.

motte  protected the bailey as well as defended
attacks from the north. The double-ditch or
bivallate earthwork defences were usually the
prerogative of the king (Brown, 1989, 52) but it
is not exactly clear whether they were built all
of a piece in the 11th or 12th century or perhaps
that the outer ring was added later. See also
caption discussion on p.11.
In 1216, the castle’s defences were put to the
test. Prince Louis of France had invaded England
at the invitation of the English barons who were
opposed to John. When John died in October
1216, his nine-year-old son was crowned Henry
III. Louis besieged the castle for two weeks,
battering it with huge stones from siege weapons.
The earthwork buttresses by the outer ditch could
have been platforms to support them, although
it is still unclear which side built them. The castle
surrendered finally on the orders of the king.
A Palatial Home - Richard of Cornwall
Berkhamsted castle was granted to Richard, Earl
of Cornwall, in 1225 by his brother Henry III.
Richard was believed to be the richest man in
England and was also a skilful diplomat, who
also developed Wallingford (see pp 30-40). He
was often needed at the royal court in London.
Richard made Berkhamsted the administrative

centre of the earldom of Cornwall. Bailiffs from
his numerous estates brought their accounts
there. He repaired and refurbished the castle and
apparently enlarged the western tower to create
a luxurious palace complex. Parts of the palace,
believed to be the chapel and possibly the
undercroft of the Great Painted Chamber,
remain. Richard’s son Edmund was born at the
castle and two of his wives died there. He
himself died at Berkhamsted in 1272.
The Black Prince - son of Edward III
A century later Edward, the Black Prince (1330–
71), son and heir of Edward III, was given the
castle as Duke of Cornwall. Berkhamsted was a
favourite residence of the Black Prince, and he
repaired the castle buildings and ordered a new
timber palisade around the park, to the north, to
keep the deer from escaping. He married Joan,
‘the Fair Maid of Kent’, in 1361, and the couple
spent their first Christmas at the castle. The
castle eventually became unoccupied by the end
of the 15th century.
1 Where William received the submission has divided

historians (Great/Little Berkhamsted also Barking (Dalton,
P. 2017, ‘After Hastings: William the Conqueror’s Invasion
Campaign, 15 October-25 December 1066’, Viator 48:2,
139-178. For identification as ‘Great Berkhamsted’ rather
than ‘Little Berkhamsted’ see Palmer, J. 1995  ‘The
Conqueror's footprints in Domesday book’ particularly 33-4.)
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Berkhamsted: Above: Lidar view:https://houseprices.io/lab/lidar/map?ref=SP98830780.
Below: The OS map (detail) Hertfordshire XXXIII.NW, Revised: 1897, Published: 1899 © National
Library of Scotland. The castle and its relationship to‘Berkhamstead (sic) Place’ (built in  1580 to the
NW  from stones from the castle) (demolished 1967 and no a housing estate).

The Undiscovered Castle
A note from the BCT:
Although the Berkhamsted Castle Trust know a
great deal about Berkhamsted Castle and the
individuals connected with it over the centuries,
there is still plenty to be investigated. There has
been very little done by way of academic research
into the surviving original documents and records
relating to the castle or the individuals connected
with it, or in relation to the various events of the
nation’s history which were planned and
authorised at Berkhamsted Castle by successive
monarchs. Similarly, there has been very limited

archaeological investigation undertaken at
Berkhamsted castle over the years. Berkhamsted
Castle Trust exists to help rectify that.
‘We have recently commissioned, in conjunction
with English Heritage, a Conservation Manage-
ment Plan for the Castle, (Built Heritage Consul-
tancy) to attempt to capture the current state of
knowledge. This will also help to identify areas
in need of further research and investigation. We
are also undertaking a programme of geophysical
research, kindly provided by RSK Geophysics,
to better understand the entire Castle site.
However, we are keen to work with academic
institutions and other appropriately qualified
researchers to devise programmes of research
which will further our understanding of the
structure and environment of Berkhamsted
Castle, the Castle’s history and that of its former
residents, and the wider connections with
historical events. If you would like to discuss
historical, archaeological, environmental or other
research ideas connected to the Castle, please
contact us’.
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Berkhamsted plan (based on the one in E. Armitage prepared by D H Montgomery). Suggested
perambulation anticlockwise from Point 1: Site of Barbican Gate and continue full circuit; then interior
baileys/ stone walls, motte and built features. The outer perimeter walk is about 800m back to Point 7/8
where you enter the inner bailey.
Below: The ‘Palace Tower’ (Point 19) from the east.. A survey by Edward III in 1337 (Pat. 10 Edw. III,
pt. 2, m. 22d). mentions a ‘great painted chamber and great chapel and also the gate etc. Repairs estimated
at £700 were finished by 1340. Is this the tower built by Richard of Cornwall in 1254? (Close R. and Ann.
Mon. (Rolls Ser.), iii, 161, 191.
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Plan of Berkhamsted castle. The square keep-like building straddling the curtain (A) was
added/enhanced by Richard of Cornwall in the 13th century. (© Historic England / north at the
bottom).  (See HKW II p. 562).
But where really was this building? In 1254 Richard of Cornwall is recorded as having built a three
storey tower (Annales Monastici iii, p. 191), but was it the round tower on the motte or the square tower
in the bailey?. What was the function of this tower? There are three remains of ‘D’ shaped towers along
the curtain wall (B. 1-3). When were these added?What was the form of the Richard of Cornwall tower
on the motte C1? What was the Derne Gate? In regard to the earthwork buttresses (spurs or cavaliers)
which project from the outer banks, are these the platforms upon which Louis sited his siege engines?
(Tower B3 was excavated by Peter Curnow: Curnow, P. E., 1970, 'Berkhamsted Castle: Excavations
at the South-East Tower, 1962 and 1967' Hertfordshire Archaeology Vol. 2 pp. 66-71). Inner Ward
(inc. motte = 4 acres). Outer Ward (including Inner and Outer ditch). 7.66 acres.
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A

C1
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Round Mounds Project: Introduction and
Research Background (From the Interim
Report) - See Bibliography for full details.

‘This report describes the initial result of
archaeological investigations  carried out at
Berkhamsted castle, Hertfordshire,  as part of the
Extending Histories: from Medieval Mottes to
Prehistoric Round Mounds project (The Round
Mounds project for short),  a University of
Reading research project funded by The
Leverhulme Trust. The Round Mounds project
aims to unlock the story of monumental mounds
in the English landscape. It contends that
fossilised within the main body of some medieval
mottes are large Neolithic round mounds, which
are among the rarest and least well understood
monuments in Britain. Berkhamsted Castle is one
of 20 mottes from across England considered as
having prehistoric potential and selected for
detailed archaeological investigation as part of the
Round Mounds project.

Berkhamsted castle (Scheduled Monument
Number: 1010756) is situated immediately north-
east of the town centre of Berkhamsted, Hertford-
shire, within a small dry valley in the White Chalk,
and immediately north of the River Bulbourne /
Grand Union Canal. The archaeological fieldwork
at Berkhamsted was carried out in October 2015
by staff from the University of Reading. Sched-
uled Monument Consent was required for the
works, and this was applied for and duly given

prior to commencement of fieldwork. This report
represents an interim statement of the findings
from the 2015 investigations’.
Conclusions of the Report:
‘The new archaeological works undertaken by
the University of Reading on the castle motte at
Berkhamsted have shown that the mound was
constructed sometime after cal AD 689-885
(95% confidence). However, due to the nature
of the material available for radiocarbon dating
it must be considered likely that the mound was
constructed considerably later. The borehole
stratigraphy shows that the motte was
constructed from local material derived from the
chalk, presumably excavated from the ditch
surrounding the mound. The silty fine sand
identified as overlying the mound deposits may
represent a levelling layer related to the
construction of the castle keep. The earthwork
evidence indicates that a stone keep up to 18m
in diameter surmounted the motte, and may
originally have had a series of stone-built
structures on it south-western side. These
included a pair of wing-walls which joined with
the curtain wall of the bailey, and a possible
stair and forebuilding arrangement giving
access to the keep from the inner bailey. The
earthwork survey has also identified the remains
of a series of pathways which were in place by
the later 19th century and were used to access
the summit of the motte’.

The submission at Berkhamsted (Berchehasteda) - 2013 reconstruction of
the last missing panels of the Bayeux Tapestry
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A reconstruction drawing showing how Berkhamsted may have looked in about 1190. The south
gateway of the castle led towards the town. The keep on the motte is here depicted as a shell keep. ©
Historic England (illustration by Dominic Andrews). The double wet ditches and ramparts are an
unusual feature and if completed together in the 11th century, would suggest this is the first castle so
designed. Hertford castle is another candidate. If added later, the outer ditch / rampart at Berkhamsted
could be the work of Richard of Cornwall in the 1250s as he did similar work at Wallingford..
It is also worth looking at other Robert of Mortain castles and begs the question as to whether the early
earth and timber castle at Helmsley was not established by Mortain in the 1080s, consisting of bivallate
ditches and ramparts, of which there are impressive remains (Helmsley was confiscated in 1088).
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