
UNIT 3 : The Development of Warfare c.1250 to the present day 

Harlech Castle c. 1282 - 1647

The reasons why Edward built Harlech Castle

• Harlech was started in 1283 after Llywelyn had risen against 
Edward for the second time. Edward was determined to bring Wales 
completely under his control and to prevent further rebellion. 
Harlech was one of Edward I’s “iron ring” of seven castles in North 
Wales, which were designed to demonstrate his power and royal 
authority.

• Castles like Harlech could act as bases for his army, in case the 
Welsh rose again. Harlech could protect English soldiers but also 
be a base from which they could control the surrounding area, even 
though they were small in number. It also protected the bastide (new 
town) of English settlers which grew up in its shadow. 

• Edward chose Harlech as the site for one of his castles because of 
its superb natural defensive position – the Harlech dome. It gave 
him enough space to build one of his new design of concentric 
castle. The solid rock beneath the castle allowed him to build the 
layered defences that he wanted.

• Harlech also overlooked the sea and could be supplied by boat, 
so laying siege was not easy (as demonstrated during the siege by 
Madog ap Llywelyn in 1294).

The main features of Harlech Castle

Edward chose Harlech because of its superb natural defensive 
position – the Harlech dome. Harlech Castle is a good example 
of a concentric castle. It was built as part of a defensive ring of 
castles designed to help strengthen English control over Wales. 

• It had an outer and inner wall for layers of defence. These 
walls are 12 metres high and several metres thick in places. 
If attackers got over the outer wall, they found themselves 
trapped between that and the even higher inner wall. In this 
“dead ground” they had no protection and were easy targets 
for archers. Harlech was almost symmetrical in shape, with 
four huge round towers on each corner.

• The main entrance on the land side was over a stone bridge. 
The gatehouse to the castle is flanked by two massive 
D-shaped towers. It also has three portcullises and two 
heavy wooden doors defending the entrance.

• The seaward side was protected by steep cliffs. However, 
there was a flight of steps down to the sea (protected by 
high walls), so food and supplies could easily be delivered 
by ship to the castle if it came under siege. During the 15th 
century it withstood a five-year siege.

• It was so well designed that it needed a garrison of only 36 
men at most, to defend it.

The main sieges of Harlech Castle

During the late middle ages and early modern period Harlech 
experienced a number of sieges:

• In 1294 it was attacked by Madog ap Llywelyn. His forces 
besieged Harlech over the winter of 1294-5. At one point the 
castle was held by only 37 men, but continued to be supplied by 
sea from Ireland and so held out. Madog’s main focus was the 
siege of Conwy, where Edward I was trapped. However, Edward 
survived and by mid 1295 Madog’s rebellion had been defeated 
and Harlech relieved.

• Harlech and its English garrison came under attack during the 
rebellion of Owain Glyndwr. It was undermanned and poorly 
equipped (3 shields, 8 helmets, 4 guns etc.) and so in 1404 it was 
captured by Glyndwr’s forces. He used the castle as his military 
headquarters for the next four years, until his rebellion was 
crushed.

• As Glyndwr’s revolt petered out, command of Harlech was given 
to his son-in-law, Edmund Mortimer. In 1408 it came under siege 
from Prince Henry (the future Henry V). Henry left John Talbot in 
charge and, after an eight month siege during which Mortimer and 
many of his men died, the castle fell in February 1409.

• During the Wars of the Roses, the siege of Harlech from 1461 to 
1468 was the longest siege in British history (though for most 
of the time it wasn’t under direct attack). Under the command of 
Dafydd ap Ieuan it became the last major Lancastrian base. They 
used it as a base from which to attack their Yorkist enemies. It 
was eventually captured by William Herbert in August 1468 when 
the exhausted garrison surrendered.

• During the Civil War Harlech was held by forces loyal to Charles 
I. In 1644 Colonel William Owen was placed in command and 
told to repair the castle. In June 1646 it came under siege from 
parliamentary forces. The garrison of 44 men held out until March 
1647, when they surrendered to General Thomas Mytton. It was 
the last royalist stronghold to fall.


