
Motte and Bailey Castles 
Motte and Bailey castles were first built and used in England by William the Conqueror. William 
was a Norman King who succeeded Harold Godwinson after the battle of Hastings in October 
1066. One of his many ways to help keep control of England was by building nearly 700 Motte and 
Bailey castles. 

William built Motte and Bailey castles because they were cheap and easy to build, they did not 
require any specific design and could easily be constructed within 14 days! The most common 
design for a Motte and Bailey castle consisted of a man-made mound known as a motte and it had 
a wooden keep on top of it. There would be steep stairs leading down from the keep, taking you 
into a courtyard, which was called the bailey, and this was where the king’s followers (the people 
who ran the castle) lived. Also, there would have been a very tall wooden fence that ran all the 
way around the bailey and up the sides of the motte. On the outside of the fence, there would 
have been a moat that ran around the bailey and all the way around bottom of the motte (the 
motte would have been like an island). There would be many buildings inside the bailey. Some of 
these included stables, storehouse, ale house, bakeries, kitchens, and houses.  

Motte and Bailey castles were built in c.1051, all over England and Wales. The last one was built in 
c.1200. The reason why kings stopped building these castles was because the keep would rot, or it 
would be burnt down easily by the enemy. One solution was to build stone keeps on top of the 
motte. However, they could not always be built in the same place because the weight of the stone 
keep would sink into the motte as it was man made and the soil had not compacted enough for it 
to be a stable surface. In the end, kings started building towers and walls of stone instead of the 
wooden defences of the Motte and Bailey castle. They did this because stone is more durable, 
resistant, and stronger than wood, so it became the new and preferred building material for 
castles. The stone walls were then built higher and became better protection for attack, sieges, 
and breakouts of fire. The advantages of changing these castles were that the lords who owned it 
could live in luxury and they had a strong and tall keep which could easily spot attackers from a far 
distance. The disadvantages of changing these castles were that they were week in the corners, as 
attackers used to bury underneath them to get in. Also, they were expensive to build because 
stone costs more than timber and they would frequently be under attack from trebuchets (a 
catapult that uses a long arm to fire whatever the enemy liked).  

But overall, the big question is, would you live in or build a Motte and Bailey castle? 
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