A Walk Through
the Middle Ages

Attacking and Defending Castles
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Part One

The topic that | have for the Walk Through the Middle Ages is Attacking and
Defending castles in Europe in the Middle Ages. This was my second choice after
medieval Sports and Games. Our first choice was to do Sports and Games, but that got
taken. Then we wanted to do Art and Religion, but that got taken so we had to just pick
some that could possibly be strung together. We were the fifth group to be chosen so
we did have to improvise, so now only some of our topics relate to one another, but in
the end we came out with some topics that work well together. One person in my group
is Aki who is learning about Knights. Then River, with Weapons and Armor. Cherry has
medieval Lords and Anne has Guilds. Lastly, Cassidy is studying Eleanor of Acquitaine.
We are all pretty pleased with our topics and are confident that we will make a fun,
engaging, and enjoyable presentation for the audience.

Medieval Attacking and Defending Castles is a topic that | only know a few things
about. For example, Mr. Marquez taught us that in the Middle Ages castles were mostly
used for protection or housing lords, queens, kings, etc. After a bit of research on
Google | know that the three main ways of overcoming a castle wall were to climb over
it, go through it, or even attempt to dig under it. To stop an enemy from going under or
through a wall peasants would build moats around the wall or would place glass at the
base of the wall so that they could detect anyone trying to get through by hearing the
loud smashing of the glass. Also, it's not as common, but an enemy might try to fire a
cannon to conquer the castle's walls and take over the castle. I'm looking forward to

going to each other's houses to work on the project and also just making great friends.



Part Two

My topic for The Walk Through The Middle Ages is Attacking and Defending
Castles in Europe. | have made three questions about my topic to help guide my
research. My first question is: What was life like in Europe during the Middle Ages?
With this information | will be able to understand what the basics of European life was
like during the Middle Ages. As well as how society was influenced at this point in
history.

My second question for my topic is: How were castles constructed to help
defend and protect against an enemy trying to enter the castle? Who was in charge of
overseeing an invasion. What strategies would be used to attack a castle? Knowing
information about this, | will be able to explain how castles were designed to ensure no
harm to its inhabitants. Also, it will help me understand how an enemy would make their
plan to enter the castle’s grounds. Additionally, it will assist me and my group to have a
fun interactive presentation.

For my third and final question, | asked: How did Europe’s methods of attacking
and defending castles change over time? With this data, | will have a new perspective
on the evolution of castles and battle strategies. It will hopefully heighten my research
and help me find great resources for my topic. This will allow me to emphasize the

advancements of invading and protecting a castle in Europe during the Middle Ages.



Part Three

Did you know that in medieval Europe there were over 30,000 castles
built to protect against enemies? Though most eventually fell into ruin,
castles were one of the most important structures built during the medieval
period. The topic | have chosen for my I-Search paper is attacking and
defending castles in Europe during the Middle Ages. | came up with three
questions to help guide my research in the library. My three questions are:
What was life like in Europe during the Middle Ages? My second question
was: How were castles constructed? How were castles used to defend and
protect against enemies? What were some ways to attack a castle? Who
would be in battle? For my last question | asked: How did castle
construction change over time?

As | started this research paper | knew that | needed to find out some
background information about the area of the world that my topic is in. So
for my first question | asked: What was life like in Europe during the Middle
Ages? After doing a lot of research in the library and on the internet | can
say that medieval Europe was a rough place to live, and most people had a
difficult life. According to Historylit.com, “For the average person in
medieval Europe, life was nasty, brutish, and short.” This shows that life

was extremely hard for most people. In Europe during the Middle Ages,



about 90% of the population was peasants, and most of them were serfs.
Serfs were people who were bound to the land. The peasants who were
lucky enough to be free, lived in villages. Peasant homes had pigs,
chickens, mice, and many more animals inside. This style of living came
with lots of sickness. Sickness came with bad crops, poor hygiene, and
often very bad water. Not to mention the hard work that peasants had to do
from working the land usually 6 days a week.

The Middle Ages were split into three parts. First the Early Middle
Ages (476 AD - 1000 AD). Second, the High Middle Ages (1001-1250 AD).
Finally, the Late Middle Ages (1251-1500 AD) trading between the east and
west thrived. Because of this, towns started to grow in numbers and size.
During the Early Ages, when the Roman Empire had just fallen, the Eastern
part of Europe became chaotic without a proper government organization.
Meanwhile, in the west, the Byzantine Empire was still thriving. Later, in the
High Ages, life in Europe was stable with England, France, and the Papal
States starting to grow. This was when the feudal system started again.
Lastly, in the Late Ages, the east and west began to trade and travel once
more.

After reading History Alive: The Medieval World and Beyond by
Wendy Frey, | learned that Europe had many rivers, oceans, and lakes.

With so many waterways, travel and trade was possible, but with constant



fear of being attacked, many people stayed in their manors. Some people
would settle along coasts which gave them better access to trade. The
downside of being near a busy area is the vulnerability. This made it the
perfect spot for criminals and invaders. Therefore, the mountains made a
better place when picking where to build a town. They were safer because
of the difficult terrain, but it also made trade and travel more difficult.
Society was organized by the feudal system. Each manor was a piece of
land the king gave to his best noblemen in return for their loyalty and
knights in a time of war. Towns and homes were dirty which was perfect for
viruses. Also trade from ships all over the world brought new sickness.
Therefore, the age expectancy for Europeans was around thirty.

After doing some searching online | learned that the Catholic church
was very powerful. If someone didn’t like the church or the church didn’t
like somebody, they could kick them out of the church. This was called
excommunication. Books were rare because they were all handwritten by
monks. Therefore, books were most found in churches and were generally
religious texts.

For my second question | asked: How were castles constructed to
help defend and protect against an enemy trying to enter the castle? What
strategies would be used to attack a castle? What | learned was that there

were many different ways to attack and defend castles in the Middle Ages.



There were many ways to attack a castle during the Middle Ages.The
main ways were to overcome a wall. Invaders could go over, under, through
the wall. To go through a wall, battering rams could be used. Battering rams
were large wooden poles with a metal piece on the front to hit the wall with.
To break a wall, attackers would dig a tunnel under the wall and use
wooden planks to hold up the cave. Then they would burn the tunnel by
putting pig fat in the cave and setting it on fire. Then the wall would break
leaving a vulnerable section of the castle to attack. The tunnel could be dug
just to the other side of the wall as well. Occasionally, a tunnel is dug all the
way to a room in the castle to capture it from the inside.

When going over a wall the most common things that would be used
included belfry towers, ladders, and ropes. A belfry tower is a rolling tower
that could be wheeled up to the wall and used to go over walls. To make a
castle surrender, catapults, large throwing arms made of wood with an
inflamed boulder in the hand, could be fired over the wall to destroy the
inside.

One of the most uncommon tactical ways to do this was a siege. A
siege is when an opponent would simply wait outside the castle so that no
resources could come in or out. This was uncommon because the enemy
waiting outside needed food and water too. Dead bodies, animal poop, and

human heads could be thrown over the wall to spread disease making the



other side to give up. Sometimes a siege could take weeks, months, or
even years before someone would surrender.

Castles during the Middle Ages were built to be as defensive as
possible. Bad terrain and steep cliffs were chosen when building a castle
because they prevented an army from having an easy journey. This bad
landscape also meant that an infantry couldn’t use belfry towers to get over
the wall. With difficult terrain, belfry towers can’t reach the walls. In
addition, the curtain walls could have holes for pushing people trying to use
ladders with sticks. Arrow slits were very common because they had no
flaws. Arrow slits were extremely thin windows for shooting arrows through,
but because they were narrow not arrows could come through.

Walls could be at a slant or wet to make them more difficult for the enemy.
Furthermore, platforms called machicolations were often used to shoot
arrows and drop things like heavy rocks that could be dropped onto the
opposition. From exploring-castles.com, | learned that if an invader was
able to get through into the entrance, two metal gates called a portcallus
would drop down, trapping the enemy. Then hot oil, boiling water, and
burning sand would be poured on to them. These are called murder holes
and can be found all over the castle in case an intruder got in. After the
entrance if someone got through, it was rare, but sometimes castles had a

gatehouse. A gatehouse is a death maze that consists of many turns and



things like murder holes, arrow slits, and even possibly another port callus.
Crossbows were used mostly for defense because of their long range,
while longbows were used primarily in battle.

There were many aspects to consider when constructing a castle.
Curtain walls were built to protect the castle itself. These walls surrounded
the castle and could be up to six feet thick. Large lookout towers could be
put atop, around, or the curtain walls. Lookout towers were used for having
a view of the surrounding landscape in case an approaching enemy was
coming over walls. Many castles had a ditch called a moat that could be
filled with water with spikes on the bottom if an enemy tried to swim
through. Moats were extremely dirty because normally the castle waste
was disposed of in the water.

To sense an enemy trying to dig under a wall, bowls of water could be
placed on the ground inside the castle so that if there was an underground
attack then it could be detected and stopped. To stop a tunnel from being
dug and burned, a counterattack could occur where a tunnel would be dug
to meet up with the attackers’ tunnel and then kill the enemies.

To prepare for a siege, lots of food and water would be stored in the
castle hold. Also, castle inhabitants must be ready for a very uncomfortable

position, maybe for years.



For my final question, | asked, What caused the decline of castles?
How did castles change over time? After doing research | can say that
castles stopped being constructed toward the end of the Middle Ages as
new weapons made them obsolete and life overall became more peaceful
and structured. Castles began to decline in the 15th century. Many people
think it's mostly because of gunpowder, but in reality castles were
abandoned because life became more stable and peaceful. Gunpowder
was invented accidentally by Chinese traders on the Silk Road around 800
AD.Gunpowder was first introduced to Europe in the 14th century, but didn’t
have much of an influence.

When | was looking for a source for my last question, | found a book
called Life in a Medieval Castle by Gary L. Blackwood. It taught me that
people started to demand a more comfortable life so the “fortified manor
house" was built. It wasn’t as strong, but it was way more comfortable than
the original castle. About 50-600 people could fit in it and could also be
located in a village for easier access. During the 16th century, castles had
become almost completely rejected and more people lived in towns. The
only castles that were still used were the ones in France and England
because of the Hundred Years War. When castles fell into ruin around the
late 15th century their stones were taken and used for other purposes like

new buildings and structures.
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In conclusion, castles were very important during the Middle Ages
because they provided protection and safety. Castles were military
machines that were a necessity among the chaos of the Middle Ages. But
as time went on and countries began to form and society became more
peaceful, castle construction slowed. With the introduction of new
weapons such as the cannon, castle construction was impacted. The
feudal system collapsed and the time of castle construction ended. Why
build a castle over a span of 10 years when it can be destroyed by new

weapons in a day or so.
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Part Four

| feel that when our class was in the library, | did well listening to
instructions and following them. The directions were pretty straightforward
so following them was too. | think | took about 20 minutes trying to figure
out my questions at school, but at home | thought about them a lot because
| didn’t think that they were good enough. Making my questions was pretty
easy except for the third question. This is because my topic is Attacking
and Defending Castles in the Middle Ages so the comparing/change over
time aspect was more difficult. Originally, | said for my third question: How
did attacking and defending castles change over time, but it was impossible
to find valid sources for this. So | asked Mr. Marquez and he said that |
could just talk about the decline of castles and why they stopped being
built. | then asked him if | should change the third question on my part 2,
but he said it was okay. | only got stuck a couple of times with not being
able to find a resource for my question in the library. Even then, | would ask
Mr. Marquez and he helped me find one in a few minutes. Other than that |
had no issues finding reliable sources. During class | feel that | got most of
the entire essay done.

On a scale from 1-10, | would give myself a 9 because though there
were dozens of books in the library and hundreds of websites online, on my

topic, | probably only found about 15% of them. Of course it's practically
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impossible to read all of them, | feel that | could have worked harder to find
more. After all, | only found about 11 or 12 sources that | recorded. When
doing my research, | feel that practically the whole time we were supposed
to be doing our research | was actively working on my notes and finding
new sources. After every page of notes | did, | wrote my summary right
after because most of my notes had a lot of information so when | had it
right in my mind, | had to write it down before | would forget. If | were to
restart my |-Search, | would try to find sources that only talked about one or
two things because all of my notes had a lot of information about things |
had already learned and written about in my previous summaries. So when
we were supposed to type our summaries, | couldn’t because they
mentioned the same things multiple times. What | had to do was pick out
certain things from each summary and basically rewrite my entire essay
over again. My main recommendation for next year's 7th graders is to make
sure that you get as much done during class instead of talking to your
friends because doing the homework later is a huge pain. Also when trying
to figure out your presentation make sure your entire group is actively
engaging because if you try to catch them up they might not listen and

everyone gets annoyed.
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