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Castles Glossary 
 

Arrow Loop:  a narrow vertical slit cut into a wall through which arrows could be 

fired from inside 
 

Bailey or Ward:  courtyard within the walls of the castle 
 

Barbican:   an outwork or forward extension of a castle gateway 
 

Battlement:  a narrow wall built along the outer edge of the wall walk to protect 

soldiers against attack 
 

Concentric:  having two sets of walls, one inside the other  
 

Crenelation:  a notched battlement made up of alternate crenels (openings) and 

merlons (square sawteeth) 
 

Curtain Wall:   a castle wall enclosing a courtyard 
 

Drawbridge:  a wooden bridge leading to a gateway, capable of being raised or 

lowered 
 

Dungeon:   the jail, usually found in one of the towers 
 

Garderobe:   latrine – or toilet 
 

Gate House:  the complex of towers, bridges, and barriers built to protect each 

entrance through a castle or town wall  
 

Hall:  principal living quarters of a medieval castle or house 
 

Inner Bailey/Ward: open area in the centre of a castle  

 

Keep:    the inner stronghold of the castle 
 

Moat:  a deep trench usually filled with water that surrounded a castle  
 

Motte:  an earthwork mound on which a castle was built  
 

Murder Holes:  a section between the main gate and a inner portcullis where 

arrows, rocks, and hot oil could be dropped from the roof though 

holes 
 

Parapet: protective wall at the top of a fortification, around the outer side 

of the wall-walk  
 

Portcullis:  vertical sliding wooden grille shod with iron suspended in front of 

a gateway designed to protect the gate 
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Plan of Beaumaris Castle 
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Conwy 
 



 

©Galina International Study Tours 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

©Galina International Study Tours 

 

 

                                           
 
 

Conwy Castle was built to a linear design, due to the nature of the rock outcrop and so was 

different from other new castles in Wales which were ‘concentric’ in design. The inside was 

divided by a cross wall which resulted in two quite separate areas, independent of each other 

should one have fallen to an enemy. The walls were covered with a white plaster render, 

which would have had a stunning effect. Some traces of this can still be seen on parts of the 

outer walls. 
                                                                                             

 
                                         

 

Getting into the Castle was not easy. There was a long, steep ramp up to the outer gate which 

was defended by both a drawbridge and a portcullis. Strong wooden gates barred the way to 

the West Barbican, a narrow enclosure guarded by two towers and high walls.  

 

From the walls a series of ‘Murder Holes’ were used to drop stones, boiling oil or anything 

else on attackers. These ‘murder holes’ can be seen on the walls on the right of the picture 

below.   

                                                                                                                                     

The gateway was protected by wooden bars, a portcullis and heavy wooden gates secured by 

drawbars 

 

 

 

A model of Conwy 

Castle and Town Walls 

Crenelations on a tower 

in Conwy Castle 
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Harlech Castle: Tour Notes 
- built between 1283-1289. 

Harlech is steeped in History, mythology and secrecy. Part of the ‘Iron Ring’ of Castles built 

by Edward I, it is forever associated with the song ‘Men of Harlech’, the mythology 

surrounding the tragic heroine Branwen, Lyr’s daughter in the Mabinogion, and its secret 

access from the sea. 

Built by Master James of St. George, the Castle uses the natural rock to its advantage which 

results in a building of strength, beauty and majesty. 

After Castell y Bere fell in 1283, Edward’s forces arrived in Harlech and began work 

immediately. For the next six years an army of masons, quarry labourers and other craftsmen 

strove to construct the castle. By 1286 about 950 men were employed under the direction of 

Master James. The final result was a perfect concentric castle, where one line of defences is 

enclosed by another (an outer and inner wall). 

Due to the natural strength of the castle and cliff face, Harlech was only open to attack from 

the east. Thus, a hugely strong gatehouse was constructed. The outer Gatehouse has long 

gone, but two solid turrets remain and are found at the top of the wooden entrance steps. The 

East Gate passageway beyond was protected by three portcullises and several other objects, 

such as murder holes 

 

 

                               

 
East Gate Passageway 

Hole for Drawbar, used 

to keep the doors closed 

Slots for letting 

the Portcullis 

down 

Entrance to Guard Room 


