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Almost any tourist brochure from Germany will include an image of the jaw dropping Neuschwanstein 
Castle.  With construction beginning in the late 1860's, Neuschwanstein really isn't so much a castle as it was a 
refuge from the world for an introverted, reputedly insane Bavarian king with a large purse and matching 
fantasy.  In its pure definition, a castle is a fortified residence built by a monarch or the nobility during the 
Middle Ages.  England's Windsor Castle is an example of this.  Windsor is one of the few castles remaining 
which is actually inhabited by a sitting monarch even if only as somewhere to go for a long holiday weekend 
now that the royal yacht is permanently docked and collecting barnacles on her keel. 
 
By building a castle, a monarch in the Middle Ages was not simply providing the royal family with a defensible 
home.  He was also creating an awesome, long lasting reminder of his power, wealth and prestige when most 
subjects of the realm could barely afford a decent pair of shoes.  Castles were a major, long term investment and 
like today's mantra of real estate, location was everything.  Castles were built in the middle of population 
centers as much to keep an eye on the royal subjects as to protect them.   Castles were built near major sources 
of raw materials to keep the next guy with a castle up the road from taking them over as his own.  Many castles 
were built along rivers or other major transportation routes to provide protection to commerce, but perhaps 
more likely to force that commerce to pay heavy tolls to the castle's inhabitants.    
 
In Europe there are thousands of castles built during a time when there was a reason to build them.  A few, like 
Windsor, still maintain some degree of state function.  Many others are now little more than a pile of rubble 
whittled down by the unforgiving nature of time.  Still others continue to exist today much in their original 
form, but no longer their intended purpose. 
 



Rising out of the morning mist, Malbork Castle looks today much as it did when it was completed in 1406 
though some parts of the castle were in service at least a hundred years prior.  This castle was built by the 
Teutonic Knights and can lay claim to being the largest brick castle in the world.  Its walls enclose a space four 
times greater than that protected by the walls of Windsor.   The castle's location on the Nogat River permitted 
the Knights to demand tolls from commerce before being allowed to proceed along the river.  The power of the 
Knights waned and they were eventually forced out by Polish kings. The kings used the castle as a royal 
residence for about two hundred years before they too were eventually forced out by a Swedish occupation. 
 
 

 
 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Malbork+Castle/@54.0409192,19.022607,15z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x46fd590b4cbe1b53:0x7583e3f4419b7e96!8m2!3d54.0397526!4d19.0280127?hl=en

