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Fig. 1. Caerphilly castle. The Western approach - (or Western Island, the hornwork) leading to
the Central Island through the west outer and inner gates. Image © Paul R Davis
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Western Approaches: The original entrance
front of Caerphilly Castle ?

Derek Renn

ABSTRACT

That Caerphilly Castle was originally planned to
be approached from the west is not a new
theory, but is here examined in depth. There
may have been a pre-castle settlement on the
site. It is proposed that the Inner West gate-
house (and a possible hall-and-chamber) were
adapted when the Inner East gatehouse was
planned. The probable date of the similar Ton-
bridge gatehouse is reviewed in the light of the
career of Roger de Leyburn.

INTRODUCTION

Various names have been used for each of the
three main islands which now make up the site of
Caerphilly Castle. Here I shall use the latest guide-
book term ‘Western Island’ as being both descrip-
tive and neutral instead of ‘hornwork’ used
previously.1 Today, the Western Island appears
like a poor relation, out-housed beyond the back
door and neglected. Everywhere else there is
powerful display in stone, with the main entrance
from the east protected by three successive twin-
towered gatehouses and other twin-towered
gatehouses in the middle and at each end of the
masonry dams retaining the great lakes.

  But was it always thus? In 1937 Professor Wil-
liam Rees wrote: ‘We cannot exclude the possibil-
ity that the castle, as originally designed,
consisted only of the citadel [ie. the Central Is-
land], the main gateway of which was on the
west side and was covered by the hornwork’ [ie.
the Western Island]. In his expanded edition,
‘perhaps’ was inserted after ‘cannot’.2 The anon-
ymous official pamphlet guide of 1958, based on
Rees’ 1937 book, changed this to: ‘It appears that
the hornwork may have come at a comparatively
late stage in the development of the defensive
scheme’.3 Cedric Johns wrote in his detailed 1978
guidebook: ‘The western outwork or bailey out-
side the middle west gate served to protect it
when it was the usual  entrance, as inferred from

mention in 1307 [IPM of Gilbert de Clare's wid-
ow] of both the pasture of the road before the
gate of the castle, and….’.4

  In 2000, Rees’ ‘possibility’ became a probability
when the Royal Commission on the Ancient and
Historical Monuments of Wales’ report on the
castle stated: ‘At first, it appears that the main
approach to the castle was from the W. through
the unfinished outwork [ie. the Western Island],
which may explain the apparent priority given
to the fine Inner West Gatehouse. Both inner
gatehouses are impressive, but that to the west
is less developed and presumably the earlier’.5

John Owen, a local resident, argued in 2000 that
the first castle consisted of the Western and
Central Islands with little or no water defences,
citing G. T. Clark’s statement that Gilbert de
Clare had leave to enditch the castle in 1271.6

But Clark had misread his source (actually a
Letter Close of 22 February 1272) which was an
order that the castle should remain unaltered in
walls, ditches and brattices.7 Paul Davis, in his
2013 biography of the de Clare family, wrote
that the first castle at Caerphilly had ‘a simple
twin-towered gatehouse approached from the
west across an outer bailey.’8

  So there is muted support for the premise that
the original approach to Caerphilly Castle was
from the west, but was subsequently changed
to be from the east. There were ‘back to front’
changes at two of the ‘Three Castles’, about 30
miles away to the north-east (in royal hands
from 1239). Grosmont lost its entrance from the
north in favour of one from the south about
1256-7.9 At the same time, White Castle’s ‘horn-
work’ to the south was relegated, the bailey on
the far side walled and given a plain gate-pas-
sage, the moat doubly-dammed. and a very sim-
ple twin-towered gatehouse inserted.10 The
third castle (Skenfrith) never seems to have had
a ‘proper’ gatehouse, just a round-headed arch-
way through the west curtain wall with a win-
dow above it.11

  Was there a pre-castle settlement in the Caer-
philly basin? Does the Welsh name for the
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Fig. 2. Caerphilly castle - Central Island, Hornwork, Eastern dam and barbican - ground-floor
plan.  Inset: Showing the extent of the surrounding water. The plan is taken from A J Taylor’s
annotated copy of William Rees’s ‘Caerphilly Castle - A history and description’, 1937, written
following the bulk of the reconstruction work commissioned by the Marquis of Bute.
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Western Island, Y Weringaer/Caer y Werin
[‘people's fort’] hint at more than a castle bai-
ley providing a refuge for dependent townsfolk
in case of attack?12 Perhaps the site of an earli-
er llys, the name contrasting a civilian settle-
ment with that of the adjacent Roman military
fort?13

DESCRIPTION OF THE CASTLE

Probably begun in 1268 the castle was sited in
a natural basin and built on a gravel spit be-
tween streams flowing east, divided by three
wide ditches, the spoil used to level up stone-
revetted platforms and to create outer
embankments.14 Johns thought that the Cen-
tral Island was the first to be ditched, serving
as a protected camp during construction,15 but
it looks too small to provide enough space for
the workforce and guards (particularly at
night), as well as to store simultaneously all the
building materials and equipment. An aerial
photograph published in 194916 appears to in-
dicate the line of the former south bank of the
Central Island. At least one of the other areas
would have been occupied as well as the Cen-
tral Island while work was going on. The West-
ern Island, being nearer to the hills to the north
from which came the heavy Pennant sand-
stone from which the castle was built (perhaps
from a roadside quarry near Chapel-Martin)
seems the better choice.17 Some four miles
north-west of the castle is the isolated early
church of Eglwysilan, in whose large parish the
castle was founded.

THE WESTERN ISLAND (FIGS. 1, 2 Inset)

The Western Island has a very odd shape:
stone-revetted in eight straight varying
lengths, two of which form a right angle at the
north-east corner. One straight length sepa-
rates two unequal semi-circular salients. too
far apart to have formed an orthodox gate-
house, despite a bridge-pit between them. The
ditch here on the west side is steep-sided,
curving and narrower than the moats further
east, which may have been recut later. This

assemblage faces north-west rather than west,
and aligns with an ‘old paved road’ here, per-
haps the ‘road before the gate of the Castle’
mentioned in 1307, whose alignment inter-
sects (at right angles) with a terrace-way
which, extended, bisects the site of the Roman
auxiliary fort and the Civil War earthwork.18

The line of the Cardiff-to-Brecon Roman road
here is unknown.
  The Western Island changed the orientation of
the approach from the ‘old paved road’ to that
of the Central Island’s axis. It was a place which
might be used to check visitors, to store sup-
plies, to provide temporary accommodation,
assemble troops or hunting parties, to act as a
tournament ground (like The Brays at Kenil-
worth Castle of 1266,with a somewhat similar
‘theatrical’ screen wall) and to provide a garden
or a field for cultivation from time to time.19 It
was a defensive cushion; attackers would have
to storm it first, and not be distracted by the
opportunities to create damage, destruction,
plunder and ransom there, then find a way
through its buildings and finally regroup in front
of the entrance to the castle proper of the Cen-
tral Island.

  Why does the Western Island look unfinished?
Was it never completed, destroyed, or aban-
doned after its use as a construction site ended
or when work moved round to the east, with its
grand show-front and foreworks? The medieval
settlement is usually assumed to have been to
the south, on the evidence of the South Barbican
entrance and a single medieval building outside
the castle: the altered ‘Court House’. However,
the castle’s Outer West Gatehouse was remod-
elled as a court-house in the late 16th century,
and the first edition of the Ordnance Survey map
shows the village on the east side of the castle.20

THE CENTRAL ISLAND (FIG. 2)

Caerphilly is rightly regarded as a concentric
castle, but it has many asymmetric features,
even on the Central Island. It has not the geo-
metric near-perfection of royal Harlech or
Beaumaris castles, begun in 1283 and 1295
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respectively.21 The plan of the inner ward is a
parallelogram, not a  rectangle: each gate-
house is aligned exactly at right angles to its
curtain wall, but is sited about a metre south of
the mid-point of the wall. (Had the Inner East
Gatehouse been sited about a metre north of
the mid-point, there would be lateral symme-
try.)

 While the Outer West Gatehouse passage is
aligned with that of the Inner West Gatehouse,
the Outer East Gatehouse passage is not similarly
aligned. These might be surveying errors. Building
the east and west curtain walls true north-south
conflicted with a spit running not exactly east-
west, but about 10o  south.  The west face of all
the buildings on the Central Island have very few
openings and presents an almost blind façade.

INNER WEST GATEHOUSE (FIGS. 1-7, 21)

This is dissimilar from its opposite number
across the Inner Ward. Their ostensible match-
ing is confined to both being twin-towered,
with near-semi-circular fronts, having a pair of
large windows at the back; twin spiral stairs
rising in opposite directions; portcullises deny-
ing entry from the wall-walks and two arrow-
slits facing each other across the gate-passage.
But, compared with the Inner East Gatehouse,
the Inner West Gatehouse:22

•  is lower, narrower and shallower (particular-
ly into the Inner Ward).

• is of two storeys not three, and rises little
above its outer gateway.

• has its upper storey reached from either
wall-walk by climbing stairs.

• is lower than the flanking corner towers of
the Inner Ward.

• has vaulted ground-floor rooms in the towers
which are semi-octagonal, not D-shaped.
They have been described as store-rooms,
but were barred internally, to keep people
either out or in and the vault ribs spring from
animal-head corbels. Vaulting is very rare at
Caerphilly.

• has spiral stairs reached from barred lobbies
in the rear wall, not in half-round turrets
reached through barred doors from the gate-
passage into the flanking rooms.

•  is badly lit: when the lobby door was shut,
the only natural light entering the north
ground-floor room was through the arrow-
slit facing the gate-passage and a high venti-
lation shaft in the rear wall. The south
ground-floor room has a small lancet also,
looking along the curtain wall face.

• has the defence holes in the vault over the
passage differently arranged.

• has no small private rooms off the staircases.

• had no doors behind the rear portcullis.

• has no openings facing outward, only a small
lancet facing south along the curtain wall.23

• The modern repairs to the lower exterior
might have destroyed evidence for arrow-
slits, but there seems to be no internal evi-
dence of embrasures (although the straight
wall faces would have been ideal), and the
unaltered upper room has no traces of
former openings on the west side.

•  the rearward portcullis slot rises behind the
fireplace, and

•   the forward portcullis slot is midway along
the passage, rising in the middle of the upper
room -  the consequence of the fact that it

•   had a drawbridge pit in the gatehouse pas-
sage.

   There is no ditch or moat on the inner side of
the Middle Ward now. Westward, the ground
falls away, making the gatehouse difficult of
access by horses and carts.24 Had a ditch been
cut, everyday access to the gatehouse would
have been restricted to a narrow bridge (head-
on) corridor, with no need to provide flanking
fields of view or fire.25

   The drawbridge pit was longer but shallower
than the others in the castle, set well back in
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Figs. 3, 4. Elevated and ground level views of of the Inner (below) & Outer West Gates.
Images © Paul R Davis
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ABOVE: Fig. 5. Early twentieth-century photograph of Caerphilly from the south-west showing the intact
heightened south tower of the West Inner Gate (with the long robbed-out arrow loop causing it to look
wider than it was). Location marked by an asterisk. View is prior to any Bute restoration in the 1930s.
BELOW: Fig. 6. The late 19th century William Frame survey drawing of the West Inner Gatehouse
highlighting the robbed-out arrow loops on the South Tower (right) of the gatehouse and the
infilled ghosted outlines of the original crenels, all indicating the towers had been heightened.
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ABOVE: Fig. 7.  Rear of  the Inner West Gate seen from the upper level of the East Gatehouse. NW
tower to the right. Hall, solar and rebuilt SW tower to the left.
BELOW: Fig. 8. Llansteffan castle from the north.  The North curtain tower (left of the gatehouse),
with the two ‘ear turrets’ may be slightly earlier.  Image © Paul R Davis.
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the passage, with a stop-ridge just forward of
the unfinished sockets for the axle of a turning
bridge.26 In order to be self-supporting when
‘up’, either hanging vertically or leaning slight-
ly backwards, with the counter-weighted end
against the stop-ridge, the bridge deck would
have had to be short enough to clear the fore-
arch over the gate-passage, and so come
‘down’ only just clearing the  front of the
bridge-pit . A longer bridge might have been
lifted to about 60o against the fore-arch but
would then have to be held in this position.

    So it would seem that this gatehouse had
been begun before the decision was taken to
build a  bigger and better gatehouse facing the
other way, on the far side of the Inner Ward,
but without a drawbridge. The Inner West
Gatehouse had to be completed, but it was
now to be a secondary entrance. The adapta-
tion seems to have been carefully and eco-
nomically done, to preserve both its defensive
and domestic potential. Leaving it externally
blind meant a  saving of defensive manpower.
The blank mass of external masonry also pre-
sented an attacker  with extra problems. Ar-
row-slits and portcullises made the passage a
killing ground; the obsolete drawbridge pit
could be a booby trap. Even a deserted gate-
house had to be searched and then guarded
against recapture. The unity of design for more
peaceful times was preserved by completing a
(lower) inner façade to imitate that of the new
Inner East Gatehouse. A visitor coming from
the west passed from the dark passage into
the light, to look around at the impressive
inner façade of the castle. He (or she) then had
to turn back towards the dark entry passage (a
psychological threat) and then to climb up a
spiral stair, all features demonstrating the su-
perior status of the occupant.

THE INNER EAST GATEHOUSE (FIGS. 14, 15)

In contrast to the ‘blind’ Inner West Gate-
house, this had embrasured loops: five at sec-
ond floor level,  and four at each of the floors
below, all rebuilt from fallen fragments in the

1930s. Those of the top and ground floors face
either due east, or as near as possible north or
south. avoiding the latrine blocks occupying the
re-entrant angle between gatehouse and cur-
tain wall. The pairs of loops at first-floor level
face  north-east and south-east.

  At Llansteffan, the outer twin-towered gate-
house had a ‘letter-box’ chute over the outer
archway (like those at Caerphilly in the North-
West corner tower, as well as the Inner East
Gatehouse), but its half-round turrets are solid
at the base, the spiral stairs only starting from
first-floor level (figs. 8, 9). This must have been
built after the castle’s recovery from the Welsh
capture in 1257; David Cathcart King put it
‘close to 1280’, while Peter Humphries dated it
to ‘about 1275’.27

  I now move the spotlight briefly to Kent. The
rare feature of a ‘letter-box’ chute (possibly a
channel for water to extinguish fires lit against
the doors)28 also occurs at Leybourne castle
(figs. 10, 11), built between 1259 and 1267 by
Roger de Leyburn (1215-1271).30 Only the front
and lower part of the twin-towered gatehouse
survive. Roger de Leyburn and the de Clares
were usually on opposite sides during the Bar-
ons’ War.30 In 1262 Roger was plundering royal
estates but, after saving the King’s life in 1265,
was his right-hand man in the south-east until his
death in 1271. Roger destroyed the Clares’
Bletchingley castle (near Reigate) either in 1264
or 1267, obtained Leeds castle (near Maidstone)
in 1268 and founded a fortified market-town
(Libourne) in Gascony in 1270.31

  Tonbridge castle is first mentioned in the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for 1088 and was the
caput of the de Clare estates for the next two
centuries. Was Tonbridge too strong for Rog-
er to attack? During the Barons’ War, the de
Clares only lost Tonbridge briefly: to the arch-
bishop of Canterbury on Richard de Clare’s
sudden death in 1262 and to king Henry III en
route to the battle of Lewes in 1264, when
the prize included his niece (Gilbert’s wife).
This suggests that Tonbridge at that time had
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ABOVE: Fig. 9 and detail. Llansteffan castle. Tonbridge-style gatehouse from the front (blocked)
entrance. Detail: the letter-box chute less robbed freestone. The chute connects to the top floor.
BELOW: Figs. 10, 11. View of Leybourne Castle, Kent, (detail) showing a house built into the ruins of
the castle gatehouse and the ‘letterbox’ slot above the gate-arch. Watercolour; 1785; Shelfmark: K
Top Vol 18; Item number: 33b: King George III Topographical Collection; © Trustees of the British
Library. Right: Section of the gate entrance by Sidney Toy, 1966, 241. © The Sidney Toy Estate.
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ABOVE: Fig. 12. View of the outer side Tonbridge castle gatehouse, from the north.
BELOW: Fig. 13. Tonbridge gatehouse from the inner bailey.
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Fig. 14. Caerphilly Inner East Gatehouse; inner bailey façade. Like Tonbridge, the two sets of
two-leafed doors are deeply recessed, so that the ‘letter box’ chute - if used for quenching attempts
to burn the doors - is effectively useless.  In this case the letter-box chute may have other functions
- perhaps acting as a psychological deterrent, and/or a marker of status.
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Fig. 15. The 1930s complete rebuild of the front the Inner East Gatehouse. Large sections of intact
mouldings were found in the rubble, so much of the lights / loops / windows are reasonably
reliable. The precise design of the entrance arch is less so.
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high-quality accommodation – but maybe
not in the gatehouse (figs. 12, 13), although
Simmons35 argued that the portrait-head
label-stops inside the Tonbridge gatehouse
better fitted Richard de Clare than his son,
ie. for a date before 1262.32

  The origin of the ‘Tonbridge-style’ gatehouse
has been sought recently by John Goodall and
David and Barbara Martin.33 Dr Goodall drew
attention to the square turrets flanking the
rear of several wall towers in the Tower of
London, but none of them were gatehouses,
and there was a spiral stair in only one of each
pair of turrets; duplicate stairs reduced delays
in moving between rooms. Henry III’s gate-
houses have various plans, but none have
stair turrets. For example, two twin-towered
gatehouses were ordered to be built at De-
ganwy in 1250, but the excavated founda-
tions of one (demolished in 1263) lacked any
evidence for turrets.34

  The Martins remarked on the presence or
absence of architectural features which
might point to Caerphilly Inner East Gate-
house being earlier or later than those at
Tonbridge, namely spurs, mezzanine and la-
trine chambers, lateral portcullises, wall
walks, forward facing lancets and arrow-
slits.35 That the latter’s basements are origi-
nal is evidenced by the sloping air-vents.

Richard de Clare would not have allowed Ley-
bourne castle to outshine Tonbridge for long.
He might have used his 1259 licence to crenel-
late Tonbridge town to excuse work on the
castle.  On the other hand, Roger de Leyburn
would not have allowed Gilbert de Clare to build
the Tonbridge gatehouse between 1265-71.
One scenario is that both rivals were building
gatehouses near each other in the early 1260s.

    Gilbert obtained his family estates in 1264
and could have revived his father’s (town) li-
cence. The months during which Roger was
Gilbert's prisoner (1264-5) would not have giv-
en enough time for the building, and Gilbert
remained a thorn in the side of king Henry III

until the latter's death in 1272. Here is an alter-
native scenario: after the death of Roger de Ley-
burn in December 1271, his son did not leave the
same mark on Tonbridge’s history as his father,
which would have left the way clear for Gilbert
de Clare to build the Tonbridge gatehouse..36

  The Royal Commission suggested that the gate-
house of the de Clare castle at Llangynwyd re-
sembled the Inner East Gatehouse of
Caerphilly.37 It would have been the dominant
feature of this small castle. Two of the four royal
castles in Wales built for king Edward I in 1277-
82 were sited to confront Llywelyn ap Gruffydd
from the south rather than from the east. Builth
was a refortification of an old motte-and-bailey
earthwork; a twin-towered gatehouse was be-
gun but never finished.38 Elsewhere the ‘Edward-
ian’ royal castles were built on fresh sites. Flint
had very elementary gateways.39 Rhuddlan sim-
ply duplicated the round towers at two corners
of the near-square inner ward to flank very short
entrance passages.40

  Yet [New]Aberystwyth castle, begun at exactly
the same time as these three, included both a
Caerphilly-like [East] Great Gatehouse and a
back entrance through a solid half-round tower,
both with outer twin-towered gateways and a
‘hornwork’ / barbican (figs. 16, 17). These were
all dated to 1277-82.41 The largest recorded an-
nual expenditure on building the castle and
town defences was incurred in one year -
1279.42  A damning report the following January
refers to a gate tower built too near the castle
ditch, but its mention of being ‘shaken by the
waves’ indicates that it was ‘the gate towards
the sea’ of 1286; the present gatehouse would
have been ‘the gate towards the town’ also
mentioned.43 Only the lowest part of the gate-
house survives, badly restored but showing two
apparently original differences from other
‘Caerphilly/ Tonbridge style’ buildings:

*  The stair turret on the north side of the
gatehouse was not entered from the tower
directly, but through a triangular room built in
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ABOVE: Fig. 16. Aberystwyth castle from the north-west. Remains of the Great Gatehouse ringed.
BELOW: Fig. 17. Detail of the Great Gatehouse from the north-west. Clearly visible are the vaulting
piers for the ground floor of the south gatehouse tower. Both images © Paul R Davis.
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the internal angle between tower and curtain
wall, with another door to the inmost ward.

*  A three-bay arcade subdivided the south
tower from front to back.

Were the royal masons building a rough copy of
Caerphilly at Aberystwyth, up to ten years later?

CORNER TOWERS (FIGS. 2, 7, 18-21)

The towers of the inner ward are of similar
diameters, both inside and out. Only the
North-West Tower now has a basement (figs.
18, 20). The west pair’s stairs rise clockwise
on the left of the lobby; the east pair’s stairs
are on the right: those of the South-East Tow-
er rise anticlockwise. The standard ground-
floor layout is of an arrow-slit directly oppo-
site the barred entrance door, with a similar
slit on each side regularly disposed to look
along a face of the curtain wall, covering the
whole external 270 arc°. Although the South-
West Tower now has only two (restored) ar-
row-slits, a third is shown on a detailed late
19th century plan as looking east along the
curtain wall face, but blocked by an oblong
latrine tower.44 Débris and later building be-
side the South-East Tower may conceal a sim-
ilar arrow-slit looking west along the same
wall or a latrine like the North-West Tower.

  Neither an arrow-slit nor a narrow lancet win-
dow could provide a lateral field of view of
more than 450, so that three openings could
only cover about one-half of the 2700+ arc out-
side a corner tower at best. An archer's field of
fire was slightly less than his field of view.45 Here
the Middle Ward archery ‘killing ground’ was
only 10 to 20 yards wide. It was only possible to
have an all-round view from the tower battle-
ments.

  Above the rubble-strewn lowest part of its
ground floor, the North-East Tower awaits re-
building. Some of the details of the Bute resto-
ration have been queried.46 Unlike both the
Inner Gatehouses, the surviving corner towers
had no portcullises, only doors. The curtain
wall-walk was continuous between the gate-

houses, and only partly interrupted by the spiral
stairs. Each of the upper chambers is entered
indirectly from a short passage off its spiral stair.
The outer two-thirds of the South-West Tower
are all restored, with no fireplaces, and only one
opening on the top floor.  Consequently we can
only make an adequate comparison between
the layouts of the North-West and South-East
Towers.47 Both have a concave-backed fireplace
at each of the upper levels, but the layouts are
not mirror images of each other. (For a start,
their spiral stairs rise in opposite directions.)

  When a tower was blown up, the wall would
have been weakened by a chimney shaft and
any arrow-slits /windows which may account
for the position of breaks between original and
restored walling. Rick Turner says that fireplac-
es were inserted and arrow-loops converted
into glazed lancet windows.48 To insert chimney
shafts and widen arrow-loops would have in-
volved much upheaval. Two fireplaces survive
wholly in unrestored walling, one immediately
above another on the upper floors of the
South-East Tower (fig. 19).

  Both towers had the unusual feature of a latrine
recess in the left-hand side of an arrow-slit. That
in the intermediate level of the South-East
(Leaning) Tower had been widened into a lancet
window, with the former oillet sealed below.49 It
is the more outward-looking, with two lancets at
each level looking southward, towards the sun,
and two others on the top level looking along the
face of the curtain walls. A more private use of
the North-West Tower is suggested by the draw-
bar-holes of  the doorway into the room at the
intermediate level and to the top-floor latrine,
reinforced by a ‘letter-box’ chute above the
ground-floor entrance (fig. 20) like that on the
Inner East Gatehouse. It had a slit looking along
each curtain wall-walk and trefoil-headed win-
dows looking into the Inner Ward.

  These physical differences may be marks of
status (like ‘Private: Keep Out’ notices or CCTV
today). The towers may have been planned for
different occupants and uses. The openings in
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Fig. 18. Caerphilly - North-West Angle Tower:
a: Second floor
b: First floor
c: Ground floor
    From: RCAHMW Vol. III Part1b.

© Crown Copyright 2000

c
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Fig. 19. Caerphilly - South-East Angle Tower:
a: Second floor
b: First floor
c: Ground floor
    From: RCAHMW Vol. III Part1b.

© Crown Copyright 2000
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Fig. 20. The North-West Tower from the inner bailey. ‘Letter-box’ chute protection. The bailey
side of this tower is the best preserved of all the four corner towers.
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the top-floor room of the North-West Tower
looked inward, viewing the castle itself. The
North-West Tower and the Inner West Gate-
house may have formed a private suite from
which the comings and goings to and from eve-
ry direction could be overseen, at least until the
eastern buildings rose to their full height. How-
ever, both these western buildings are (and
were) in shadow for much of the day (fig. 7), on
the ‘weather side’ of the Inner Ward. It would
have soon been realised that they provided nei-
ther convenient nor adequate accommodation
(especially for a visiting noble like Gilbert de
Clare), and that re-planning was necessary, in-
cluding an improved Inner East Gatehouse, par-
ticularly once the Welsh threat had receded.

DATES

The Royal Commission on the Ancient and
Historical Monuments of Wales’ plans of
Caerphilly Castle, like those of the official
guidebooks, mark several building phases,
qualifying their dates by words like ‘about,
before, by, circa, or ?’ since no building ac-
counts survive, apart from two orders for
payment to a carpenter and a mason in 1326.
Can we establish the limits of the date brack-
ets for the various building phases, and
whether the next phase was marked by a
change of design?  Rick Turner's new guide
labels the first building phase as 1268 to mid-
1270s, followed by one starting in 1278, when
king Edward I had forced Llywelyn ap Gruffyd
back to Gwynedd (north-west Wales), and last-
ing  to about 1285.

  As the devil’s advocate, I begin by questioning
the documentary evidence.50 The Brut y Tywy-
sogion [compiled in the late thirteenth
century;51 just how late?] is remarkably (one
might say suspiciously) precise in stating that
Caerphilly castle was begun on 11 April 1268,
captured by Llywelyn ap Gruffyd on 13 Octo-
ber 1269, and ‘begun again’ (reinceptum) on 1
June 1270. Cedric Johns showed from the Eng-
lish records that the second date-year of the
Brut needed to be amended to 1270,  and the

third consequently to 1271 (or later). He
wrote: ‘The first annal seems credible as it puts
the commencement of fortification under the
year “after the King of France and many nobles
of France and England  took the cross”, as King
Louis IX did in 1267, the English following suit
in June 1268’.52

  Might this mean the year after June 1268, that
is, a foundation of the castle in April 1269, with
the two attacks by Llywelyn in successive
years, just as the annals had it?  This would
mean that Llywelyn's capture of the castle was
made after two, rather than three summer
building seasons, perhaps when only the foun-
dations had been dug and the lowest storey of
the towers built. An argument in favour of April
1268, however, is that Easter Day (the day
preceding the usual start of the building sea-
son) that year was on 8 April,  whereas in 1269
it was on 24 March and in 1267 on 17 April.53

Easter Day was 9 April in 1262 and 1273, on 10
April in 1289 and 1300, but a chronicle dating
error of 5 or more years seems unlikely. The
reliability of the chroniclers' sources are un-
quantifiable.

  Why and when did Llywelyn leave? The burn-
ing mentioned by one text may have left any
structure uninhabitable, or the materials for its
completion destroyed. Otherwise, perhaps
there was a change in the balance of power or
focus: Gilbert de Clare, as Lord of Glamorgan,
might have been able to bring up more men
and ‘engines’ quickly, or Llywelyn may have
needed his men elsewhere. That building work
only restarted in the following June (rather
than March or April) may have been because
the castle was occupied by Llywelyn's men un-
til then, or damage had to be cleared away and
fresh materials found. The guards weren't to
be caught napping a second time! (Speaking of
‘engines’, great stone-throwers were deployed
by both sides at the siege of Kenilworth castle
from Easter to Christmas 1266, a siege at which
Gilbert de Clare was present. Were the round-
ed salients at Caerphilly designed to allow easy
movement of such ‘engines’ in defence?)
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   Too much emphasis may have been placed
on these events. Let us go back to 1262, when
Llywelyn seized much of Brecon and the upper
Usk valley after the death of Richard de Clare,
Lord of Glamorgan. This exposed the Cardiff
region to an attack from almost any direction,
with the one remaining Welsh independent
lordship in upper Senghenydd (the cantref ly-
ing between Brecon and Cardiff) as a particu-
lar danger. The royal custodian of the de Clare
estates during the heir's minority, Humphrey
de Bohun, started repairs on Llangynwyd Cas-
tle, which had been captured and burnt by
Llywelyn in 1257.54 Might Humphrey have be-
gun a castle at Caerphilly? His custodianship
was brief, however, and a start in 1265 or later
by the incoming Gilbert de Clare is more likely.

   Llywelyn periodically supported and op-
posed the reformist barons led by Simon de
Montfort. Unless Gilbert de Clare inherited a
plan of his father's (or that of Humphrey de
Bohun), this break between Gilbert and Lly-
welyn might be the time of the planning of
Caerphilly Castle. In 1266 Gilbert was allowed
to seize the lands of Llywelyn's and de Mont-
fort’s Welsh supporters. He imprisoned the

Welsh ruler of Senghenydd (who may have
begun the curious Castell Morgraig)  in Janu-
ary 1267.55 He does not seem to have fol-
lowed this up by beginning Caerphilly castle at
once, probably because he was focused on
securing justice for the 'Disinherited' after the
end of the siege of Kenilworth castle. In Sep-
tember, 1267, the Treaty of Montgomery
granted Llywelyn the allegiance of any Welsh
ruler willing to accept him as overlord. Con-
flict over the lordship of Senghenydd was in-
evitable.

 Finding an architect/engineer, gathering a
workforce, laying out the site, getting and
preparing stone and timber and some earth-
working may have been already done, some
of it even before Gilbert de Clare’s seizure of
upland Senghenydd. A compromise (negotiat-
ed in September 1268) partitioned Sengheny-
dd  between Llywelyn and Gilbert, moving the
frontier several miles north of the Caerphilly
Mountain ridge, its former line. This put Caer-
philly (and Morgraig) firmly in Gilbert’s terri-
tory, only for the new castle (or at least its
site) to be captured by Llywelyn soon after-
wards.

Western Approaches: The original entrance front of Caerphilly Castle ?

Fig. 21. A 1910 photograph of the west facade, showing the Outer West Gate with the Inner West
Gatehouse to its rear. The south tower of the IWG is between the two Outer towers, showing the two
gashes where the arrow loops were seated. The curving ‘D’ front has been heightened by about 12ft.
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When it was besieged again by Llywelyn later
in 1271, a truce was imposed by the king, who
put in neutral bishops in November, and pro-
hibited work on the defences. Their instruc-
tions suggest that much further work was
necessary (although the castle was then habita-
ble and capable of defence) or alternatively was
just ‘standard form’. The bishops’ small force
was expelled by Gilbert's men in January 1272.
Gilbert is said to have promised to surrender
the castle - but did he?  The Crown had been
shown to be impotent; Llywelyn did no more
than protest, being faced with other problems
further north. Promises were made and not
kept; the king died in November 1272, and the
return of the future king Edward I (who owed
much to Gilbert since their agreement at Lud-
low in 1265) nearly two years later in August
1274 was soon followed by the Welsh war of
1276-77.

CONCLUSION

The order of precedence of the Tonbridge and
Caerphilly gatehouses is finely balanced. Were
they intended to be symbols of Gilbert de
Clare’s final triumph over his enemies? Both
buildings (mainly of local stone) could have
been going up together. Was there a nearly-
continuous building programme at Caerphilly?
Occupation by the forces of Llywelyn or the
bishops seem to have been largely restricted to
the slack winter season. Either Welsh attack
might have revealed defects in the defences.
The burning mentioned by one chronicle during
Llywelyn’s occupation might have been of the
buildings (or building materials) on the Western
Island, and may have led to a decision to aban-
don this side as the principal front in or soon
after 1272, and move the main entrance to the
east side.

Alternatively, the reason may have been topo-
graphical: the castle lies below the hillside to
the south, on which most of today’s town is
sited, but stands out against the skyline from
the east. Llywelyn was driven out of the area
by Edward I’s first Welsh war, but 1276-77

seems too late for a  complete change of orien-
tation; it was probably then that the South
Tower and Transverse Block were built as a
monument to conquest.56 A Marcher ‘Wel-
come to freed Wales’ rather than a ‘Stay out of
England’ message, perhaps? Professor Creight-
on and Dr Higham have pointed out ‘that many
towns featured their most impressive medieval
gate spanning the main route from London’.60

This is also the case at both Caerphilly and
Tonbridge castles.
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Henrik Danckerts at Caerphilly Castle

Henrik Danckerts at Caerphilly castle
Dutch artist Hendrik Danckerts, ca. 1625–1680 was active in Britain by 1664. There are only
three known Danckerts views of Caerphilly, probably completed in the late 1660s or early 1670s.
Whilst the above two are a pair (the lower view of the east dam curtain wall continues to the left
of the upper) they are from different sources. The upper - the castle from the north-west is at the
Yale Center for British Art in their gallery in New Haven (Paul Mellon Collection), and the lower
is from the National Museum of Wales, added to their collection in 2010, following a sale at
Christies (ref: SD005400). © National Museum of Wales.
Both drawings are: Medium: pen, grey ink, brown wash, grey wash on moderately thick, moder-
ately textured, cream laid paper. Dimensions Sheet for the upper drawing is: 11 1/8 x 16 7/8
inches (28.3 x 42.9 cm). The drawings are the earliest depiction of Caerphilly castle known. The
upper view from the NW shows either considerable pre-Civil War dereliction, Civil War damage
or later robbing, to the outer part of the NW tower and the Inner West Gatehouse.
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Henrik Danckerts at Caerphilly Castle

ABOVE: Danckerts:  View of Caerphilly from the East, c. 1660s. Yale Center for British Art, in their
gallery in New Haven (Paul Mellon Collection) (cropped). In the front centre is the spurred semi-
octagonal Outer Main Gatehouse with the taller stair turret behind that also gives access to the
dam-retaining curtain and wall-walk. To the far left is probably the South Gatehouse, opening toward
the town. (Details:Pen, black ink, brown ink, grey wash on medium, moderately textured, beige laid
paper. Dimensions Sheet: 9 3/4 x 16 5/8 inches (24.8 x 42.2 cm.) Accession No: B1977.14.4676).
BELOW: Danckerts view from the South (slightly cropped); National Museum of Wales, added to
their collection in 2010, following a sale at Christies (ref: SD005399). © National Museum of
Wales. Reproduced with thanks. With this view, and that on the previous page, merlons and crenels
can clearly be seen exposed in the outer concentric curtain on the north and south sides (now
embedded in the heightened, partly rebuilt wall (Bute).


