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STEPPING BACK IN TIME: AN INTRODUCTION TO CASTLE DIARY THE JOURNAL OF
TOBIAS BURGESS

Imagine being an eleven-year-old boy in the year 1285, sent away from the comfort of your home to
serve as a page in a bustling, noisy, and often freezing medieval castle. This is exactly the premise
of  the beloved historical  fiction  book,  Castle Diary The Journal  Of Tobias Burgess.  Written by
Richard Platt and vividly illustrated by Chris Riddell, this book is far more than just a children's story;
it is a meticulously crafted window into the daily life of the Middle Ages. For parents, educators, and
young  readers  alike,  this  journal  offers  an  immersive  experience  that  blends  education  with
entertainment. In this article, we will explore the narrative, the historical accuracy, the educational
value, and the lasting charm of Castle Diary The Journal Of Tobias Burgess, explaining why it
remains a staple in classrooms and home libraries.

WHAT IS CASTLE DIARY THE JOURNAL OF TOBIAS BURGESS?

Castle Diary The Journal Of Tobias Burgess  is a fictional diary written from the perspective of
Tobias "Toby" Burgess, a young page who travels to live and work at the fictional castle of Sir John
Mortimer. The book chronicles one year of his life, from November 1284 to November 1285. Each
"entry"  details  the  specific  chores,  lessons,  meals,  and  events  that  defined  the  life  of  a  medieval
page.
The format of the book is one of its greatest strengths. It is presented as an authentic-looking
journal, complete with ink sketches, marginal notes, and a narrative voice that feels genuinely
youthful. Toby writes about his struggles with Latin lessons, his fear of the formidable steward, his
excitement during a knight's tournament, and his quiet observations of the lord and lady of the
castle. The story is grounded in a coming-of-age arc, as Toby learns responsibility, courage, and the
value of hard work.

The Author and Illustrator: A Perfect
Partnership
Richard Platt,  the author,  is  known for  his  dedication to historical  accuracy.  He spent months
researching  medieval  life,  including  the  specific  layout  of  castles,  the  duties  of  servants,  and  the
types of food eaten during the 13th century. Chris Riddell, the illustrator, brought Toby's world to life
with his intricate, humorous, and detailed line drawings. The illustrations are not mere decorations;
they are integral to the storytelling, often containing visual jokes or additional information that
complements the text.

THE DAILY LIFE OF A PAGE: KEY THEMES EXPLORED IN THE DIARY

To understand the appeal of Castle Diary The Journal Of Tobias Burgess, it helps to look at the
specific themes and events that fill its pages. These themes provide a rich tapestry for learning and
discussion.

Chores and Responsibilities
Toby's life is not one of leisure. His daily routine is demanding. He must wake before dawn to light
fires, clean clothes, and help in the kitchen. He learns to carve meat, serve wine, and attend to the
needs of the knights and ladies. The book does not shy away from the less glamorous aspects of
castle life, such as cleaning the garderobe (medieval toilet) or dealing with the constant mud and
cold.  For a modern child,  this  contrast  is  fascinating.  It  highlights how different childhood was just
700 years ago.

Education and Training
A significant  portion of  the diary  is  dedicated to  Toby's  education.  He is  tutored by a  strict  priest,
learning to read and write in both Latin and French. He practices riding horses, handling a hawk, and
learning the code of chivalry. The book emphasizes that being a page was a form of practical
schooling. Toby is not just a servant; he is a trainee, preparing for the eventual role of a squire and,
possibly, a knight.

Feasts and Festivals
Life in the castle was not all  work. The diary describes several celebrations, including a grand
Christmas  feast  and  a  Michaelmas  fair.  These  sections  are  wonderful  for  teaching  about  the
medieval diet, which included roast meats, pies, ale, and exotic spices like pepper and cinnamon.
The descriptions of the dining hall, with its long trestle tables and the lord sitting on a raised dais,
are vivid and memorable.

EDUCATIONAL BENEFITS OF READING THIS HISTORICAL JOURNAL

One  of  the  primary  reasons  Castle  Diary  The  Journal  Of  Tobias  Burgess  is  so  highly
recommended by teachers and homeschoolers is  its  pedagogical  value.  It  takes a dry subject
(medieval history) and makes it personal.

Learning Through Empathy
By reading Toby's private thoughts, children develop empathy for a person living in a very different
time. They learn that while the technology and customs were different, human emotions—fear, joy,
loneliness, jealousy—are timeless. When Toby writes about being homesick or afraid of getting in
trouble, modern readers connect with him.

Vocabulary and Historical Terms
The book naturally introduces a wealth of historical vocabulary. Terms like "bailey," "keep," "motte,"
"solar," "buttery," and "pottage" are woven into the story seamlessly. A glossary is often included at

the back of the book, but the context provided by Toby's writing often makes the definitions clear
without needing to look them up. This is a model of effective contextual learning.

Critical Thinking about Social Hierarchy
The journal also provides a clear picture of the feudal system. Toby is a page, which is a low rank,
but he is higher than a servant or a peasant. The book shows how everyone in the castle had a
specific role, from the lord at the top to the scullery maids at the bottom. This can spark discussions
about class, inequality, and how societies organize themselves.

CASTLE ARCHITECTURE AND LAYOUT: A VISUAL GUIDE

Castle Diary The Journal Of Tobias Burgess is also an excellent primer on castle architecture.
Throughout the year, Toby explores every corner of his new home.

The Outer Ward (Bailey): This is where the stables, kitchens, and workshops are located.
Toby spends much of his early days here, fetching water and wood.
The Keep (Donjon): The strongest part of the castle, where the lord and his family live. Toby
learns that the great hall is the heart of the castle.
The Chapel: Toby attends mass daily. This reinforces the importance of religion in medieval
life.
The Battlements: Toby often looks out from the walls, dreaming of seeing a real battle
(though he later realizes battle is terrifying).

Readers will come away with a clear mental map of how a castle functioned as a fortress, a home,
and a center of government.

WHY THIS BOOK APPEALS TO DIFFERENT AGE GROUPS

While Castle Diary The Journal Of Tobias Burgess is often categorized as a children's book
(ages 8-12), its appeal is broader.

For Younger Readers (Grades 3-5)
The format of a diary is accessible and less intimidating than a traditional textbook. The illustrations
provide visual breaks, and the story moves quickly. Young readers enjoy the details about food,
games, and Toby's friends (and rivals) in the castle.

For Older Readers and Adults
Adults often appreciate the historical rigor behind the fun. The book can serve as a launching point
for deeper study of the Edwardian period in England. Teachers can use it to teach source analysis
(discussing the difference between a primary source and a secondary source) or to inspire creative
writing projects where students write their own historical diaries.

COMPARING CASTLE DIARY TO OTHER HISTORICAL WORKS

For those interested in further reading, Castle Diary The Journal Of Tobias Burgess is often
grouped with similar "diary" style historical books, such as:

Pirate Diary: The Journal of Jake Carpenter (also by Richard Platt) – A similar concept set1.
on a pirate ship.
The Royal Diaries series – Fictional diaries of famous queens like Elizabeth I and Cleopatra.2.
My Story series – A British series covering various eras from the Titanic to the Great Fire of3.
London.

What sets Castle Diary The Journal Of Tobias Burgess apart is its balance of humor and detail.
It never talks down to the reader, yet it remains lighthearted enough to keep the pages turning.

USING THE BOOK FOR HOMESCHOOLING AND LESSON PLANS

If you are an educator or a parent looking to use Castle Diary The Journal Of Tobias Burgess in
a learning environment, here are some practical ways to incorporate it.

Activity: Design Your Own Castle
After reading, ask students to draw a map of Sir John Mortimer's castle based on the descriptions in
the book. Label the key parts: keep, bailey, moat, drawbridge, and chapel.

Activity: Write Your Own Diary Entry
Have students  write  a  diary  entry  from the perspective of  a  different  character  in  the castle.  How
would the cook's diary differ from Toby's? What would the lord's son write about?

Discussion: Food and Diet
Compare a typical meal for Toby (pottage, bread, ale, and an occasional meat pie) to a modern
meal.  Discuss why pepper was worth more than gold,  and what the "salt  cellar" on the table
signified about social status.

Research Project: Heraldry
The book features shields and banners. Have students research the rules of heraldry and design a
coat of arms for themselves.

THE AUTHENTIC VOICE OF TOBIAS BURGESS

A key reason for the book's success is the voice of the narrator. Tobias is not a perfect hero. He is
sometimes lazy, dishonest (he kicks a dog and lies about it), and scared. He fails his Latin test. He
gets into a fight with another page. This realism makes him relatable. The reader watches him grow
over  the  course  of  the  year,  learning  from  his  mistakes.  By  the  final  entry,  Toby  has  gained
confidence  and  a  sense  of  belonging.  He  has  earned  his  spurs—literally  and  figuratively.
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The  use  of  a  first-person  narrative  creates  a  sense  of  intimacy.  The  reader  feels  as  if  they  are
reading a secret document. The inclusion of small details, like Toby complaining about the fleas in
his straw bed or the monotony of eating salted meat in winter, grounds the story in physical reality.
This sensory detail is what makes history come alive.

CONCLUSION: THE LASTING LEGACY OF A MEDIEVAL DIARY

In a world full of flashy digital entertainment, Castle Diary The Journal Of Tobias Burgess stands
as a testament to the power of a simple story told well.  It  transports the reader to a specific time

and place, teaching them about history without them even realizing they are learning. For anyone
looking to understand the Middle Ages, or just looking for a wonderful story about a boy finding his
way in the world, this book remains an essential read.
Whether you are a student writing a report, a teacher planning a unit on medieval times, or a parent
reading aloud at bedtime, Castle Diary The Journal Of Tobias Burgess offers a rich, rewarding,
and thoroughly enjoyable journey. It reminds us that the past is not a distant, foreign country, but a
world full of people just like us, trying to make their way one day at a time.


