
Rayleigh Castle

Rayleigh Castle was built c.1070 by Sweyne as his main residence and to protect his surrounding lands. Sweye and his family were good friends of William the Conqueror and were rewarded with much land in Essex.
The original motte and bailey castle at Rayleigh was enlarged about 1140 by Sweyne’s grandson, Henry of Essex.  Originally the motte was topped by a strong timber tower; other wooden buildings such as a great hall, kitchens and stables were below it within the defended bailey.
The whole site was surrounded by a deep dry ditch and a palisade fence. However, it was never attacked by enemies.
Around 1390, Eleanor of Castile, wife of Edward I, used the site as a horse breeding centre.
The castle was abandoned by 1400 and the site became part of a local farm. Sheep grazed the slopes, keeping it free of trees and shrubs. 
Today the site is densely wooded. A pond has been created within the old moat. The site is now owned by the National Trust and is managed as a reserve for nature and wildlife. As the original buildings were made of wood, nothing remains of them now.
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