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HISTORY 
Nevern castle sits, an earthwork with traces of masonry walls and deep rock cut ditches, 
on a spur formed by the gorge of the stream, the Gamman, on the north side of the valley 
of the river Nyfer.  It overlooks the church of St Brynach and its associated churchyard, 
containing important early Christian inscribed stones.  Once the centre of the cantref and 
medieval lordship of Cemais, it lies less than 2 miles west of the present day town and 
later lordship caput of Newport in north Pembrokeshire.   

 
Historical record suggests that the castle was the 11th century llys of the local 

Welsh prince (tywysog), Cuhelyn prior to its capture by Robert FitzMartin during the 
Norman Conquest of Pembrokeshire in around 1108.  FitzMartin created Nevern as the 
caput for his barony of Cemais, carved from the Welsh cantref of the same name, and the 
large motte on this site is almost certainly part of the castle he established.  The bailey 
was also probably part of his castle, though it may have additionally protected the 
borough of 18 burgage plots (Miles 1998, 26).  The subsequent recapture of northern 
Pembrokeshire in 1136, following the battle of Crug Mawr, probably gave control of the 
site to the Welsh, and from 1156 this meant the Lord Rhys.  After 1158 Rhys returned 
most of the captured lands he held to their Norman lords, though he retook many of them 
again in the 1160’s. In 1171, after reaching a binding agreement with Henry II, he was 
allowed to retain his ancestral lands of Deheubarth, but returned other lands to their 
Norman lords.  It is highly likely that the ownership of the castle had passed on to 
William FitzMartin (Robert’s son) by 1171, especially since William married Angharad, 
the Lord Rhys’s daughter, probably in the 1170’s.  Following the death of Henry II, in 
1191 the Lord Rhys captured Nevern Castle from his son in law.  Control of the castle 
then swapped back and forth between the Lord Rhys and two of his sons (Hywel Sais 
and Maelgwn ap Rhys), before the death of the Lord Rhys in 1197.  In 1204 Anglo-
Norman forces recaptured north Pembrokeshire, including Nevern, although it is 
recorded that in 1195 Hywel Sais destroyed the castle to prevent it falling into English 
hands (Miles 1998, Turvey 1997, King & Perks 1950/1).  It is likely that a new castle 
and borough had been established in Newport by 1204 (Murphy 1994) and there is no 
record that Nevern Castle was ever rebuilt.  
 

The Lord Rhys is the first Welsh prince recorded as building with stone and 
mortar. He did so at his castle of Cardigan in 1171, though the extent and nature of this 
construction are unknown.  He was the dominant Welsh leader in South Wales from 
1156 to 1194 and it is likely the tradition of Welsh masonry castle building, which is 
seen in later castles, such as Dolwyddelan and Dolbadarn built by the princes of 
Gwynedd, started with the Lord Rhys in Deheubarth (West Wales).  To date, none of the 
masonry castles, which he may have built either in part or in whole, has ever been 
excavated.  Archaeological work has already suggested that few, if any, traces of 12th 
century work remain at the Lord Rhys’s principal castles of Dinefwr or Cardigan, since 
they suffered from extensive later building work.  If, as history suggests, Nevern was 



abandoned in 1195, the remains of one of Lord Rhys’s 12th century masonry castles may 
be preserved on this site, as well as the associated indigenous material culture of the 12th 
century, which is so rare in the rest of Wales.  Beneath the late 12th century masonry 
castle may also be the original earth and timber Norman castle of the early 12th century 
and beneath that the remains of a Welsh llys of the 11th century and possibly earlier. 
This complicated history would appear to be reflected in the debated stratigraphy of the 
castle earthworks (Turvey 1989). 
  

Given such likelihoods, detailed excavation of the site could potentially reveal 
much about both 12th century life in Wales and, perhaps more significantly, the origins of 
Welsh masonry castles, a distinct architectural form combining elements of both Anglo-
Norman and native building traditions. As such, Nevern is a key site, not only as one of 
the earliest potential examples of the fusion of cultures which culminated in the 
sophisticated later (Welsh) castles of Dolforwyn and Dryslwyn (Caple 2007), but also as 
a stage in their social and architectural evolution from earlier llysau, a concept only 
explored to any extent in Gwynedd (Johnstone 1997). 
 
DESCRIPTION AND SURVEYS 
Nevern Castle comprises a large ditched and ramparted enclosure or bailey, its massive 
defences cutting off the end of the spur in a manner reminiscent of an Iron Age or Early 
Medieval promontory fort.  The defences are doubled on the north side, from which it is 
now approached, the inner rampart being lower here than to the west. The remaining 
sides are defended by precipitous slopes plunging down to the Gamman, those to the 
south being topped by the remains of a clay or earth bonded wall. Overlying the north-
western angle of the ramparts is a substantial motte.  On its summit, which stands 
perhaps 7m above the interior of the enclosure, are traces of masonry, possibly the base 
of a round or polygonal masonry tower?  
 

 
Fig 1 Nevern Castle: earthworks visible masonry and excavation trenches 



 
The eastern tip of the promontory is isolated from the bailey by a massive, 

vertical sided, rock-cut ditch to form a small polygonal court, described as the ‘Inner 
Castle’ by King and Perks (ibid.). Fragments of an earth or clay bonded perimeter wall 
are visible whilst a mound of rubble, with a protruding wall core on its north side, are all 
that remains of a rectangular, square or apsidal tower, of mortared masonry, which once 
faced the bailey.  The bailey itself is relatively level but a number of undulations may 
indicate the remains of buildings; the position of the entrance is uncertain; it may have 
lain alongside the motte to the north. The area was divided up into paddocks in the post-
medieval period, only the remains of one Pembrokeshire bank dividing off the southern 
third of the bailey area is still visible, other boundaries having vanished.  
 

King and Perks first identified and surveyed the site prior to 1950/51, briefly 
describing the history and producing a characteristically reliable plan (opp. cit.).  Since 
then it has been included in many books on Welsh castles (Davis 1987, 1988) and has 
been the subject of scholarly debate (Turvey 1989, Turvey 1997). Initial non-destructive 
fieldwork was carried out in 2005 (Davies 2005) and subsequently by Stratascan Ltd in 
2007 (Smalley 2007).  The former consisted of selective topographic recording and 
magnetometer survey of the bailey interior, the latter being a complimentary electrical 
resistance survey of the bailey and a field to the north of the defences. 
 
Topographic Survey 2005 
The surviving walling and the perimeter of the bailey defences and Inner Castle were 
recorded using a total station with the aims of assessing any major changes or erosion 
since King and Perks’ work in the 1950s (King & Perks 1950-1, 125, 126) and to provide 
a base plan for the geophysical surveys. The footings of the tower on the summit of the 
motte were planned for the first time, as were the revetment walls around the southern 
perimeter of the bailey.  Initial comparison of the 2005 survey with King and Perks’ plan 
was encouraging, with no major changes to the bailey perimeter and only a few minor 
ones to the Inner Castle, implying limited active erosion. The most obvious changes 
since the 1950s were to the Inner Castle, where falling trees may have uprooted some 
and exposed other sections of walling, some of the faces indicated 60 years ago having 
crumbled or disappeared into the leaf-mulch that covers the area. Only the core of the 
northern wall of the tower is still visible of three such stretches recorded by King and 
Perks. A small fragment of facing above the great ditch below the tower also seems to 
have vanished, although a short length recorded to the north of this does not appear in 
the earlier plan.  
 
Geophysical Surveys 
The castle occupies an outcrop of Ordovician Shale of the Ashgill and Caradoc beds, the 
great ditches cut directly into the bedrock. The topsoil in the surrounding fields consists 
mainly of a loamy, well drained brown earth with pockets of presumably glacial clay and 
sand. Whilst not necessarily adverse to resistance survey, previous works over similar 
geology have revealed drastically different levels of background magnetism ranging 
from very weak to the overwhelmingly powerful. The remarkable variation recorded by 
English Heritage amongst the Llawhaden group of small Iron Age enclosures in an area 
of under 3km² is perhaps the best published example over known archaeological remains 
(Blockley 1998). More recently, the total magnetometer coverage of the two 
controversial LNG pipelines crossing the region has provided the largest archaeological 
sample of this geology to date. These confirmed near continuous, abrupt and often highly 



localised magnetic changes, attributed to variations in solid and drift geology, land use, 
drainage and vegetation cover, demonstrating the inherent difficulties in interpreting 
such data or predicting the quality of results (Bartlett 2005).  
 

The completion of the 2007 resistance survey using a different alignment and 
base map makes direct comparison of the two datasets difficult as their exact spatial 
relationship can only be approximated to within a metre at best, the respective reports 
containing full instrumentation and sampling details.  
 
Magnetometry Survey (Davies 2005) 
Coverage was limited to the accessible northern part of the bailey with an additional 
sample in the overgrown area to the south of the dividing field wall. The data (Figure 2) 
confirmed reservations concerning the ability of magnetometry, even at high resolution, 
to identify disturbed and potentially slight archaeological features over problematic 
geology under less-than-ideal field conditions.  
 

 
 
Fig 2 Nevern Castle: magnetometry survey of the northern part of the bailey  
 

The results are dominated by strong, irregular anomalies associated with the 
underlying geology and magnetic ‘noise’ of recent origin, no archaeological features 
being identified in the south-east of the main survey area or to the south of the later field 
wall. No certain features of under 0.5m in width were located, the irregularity of many of 
the more substantial anomalies precluding confident interpretation. In addition to the 
discrete anomalies of several possible hearths and pits, a series of sub-linear features of 
varying size, strength and polarity at the centre and northern end of the bailey (M1) share 
common alignments seemingly perpendicular to the earthworks. These were tentatively 
interpreted as disturbed structural remains or building platforms although agricultural or 
geological origins were considered equally feasible. A faint negative linear anomaly 



running along the northern edge of the bailey (M2) may represent the eroded rampart, 
subsequently exposed in Trench A of the 2008 excavations, which also confirmed the 
extent of agricultural activity at this end of the site and the surprising depth of deposits 
overlying the possible timber structures uncovered behind the rampart. Such slight and 
deeply buried features lie at or beyond the limitations of even 1m gradiometers under 
ideal conditions, casting severe doubt over the archaeological origin of other magnetic 
anomalies recorded in the bailey. 
 
Electrical Resistance Survey (Smalley 2007) 
Stratascan covered two areas in 2007, the northern interior of the bailey, roughly 
corresponding to the magnetic survey, and an area of the sloping field beyond the 
northern defences of the castle.  
 

 
 
Fig 3 Nevern Castle: resistivity survey of the northern part of the bailey  
 

The field to the north of the castle contained few anomalies of archaeological 
potential, most of them seemingly of natural origin or related to recent clay digging.  
Within the bailey, a series of contrasting high and low resistance anomalies (R1), some 
perpendicular to each other and aligned on the defences would seem to indicate the 
sporadic remains of structures. As with the much slighter magnetic anomalies, 
extrapolating any overall plan from these is a dangerous exercise, owing to the 
potentially complex archaeology, later disturbance and incomplete coverage of the area. 
Those to the southwest are perhaps the most convincing and seem to indicate structures 
inside and parallel with the inner rampart. The irregular area of very high resistance at 
the eastern end of the bailey (R2) probably represents the shallower depth of topsoil at 
this end of the site, visible in section from the ditch of the Inner Castle. This contrasts 
with the area of lower resistance over the central and northern areas of the bailey (R3) 
where subsequent excavation has confirmed a greater depth of deposits, also 



corresponding with a hollow running from the base of the motte towards the southern 
end of the site. A straight edged, sub rectangular area of high resistance (R4) corresponds 
to a stony elevation, perhaps the rubble of another building or a mound of debris.  
 

Despite the lack of co-ordination between the two datasets, both methods have 
identified features of varying archaeological potential to be tested by excavation. In 
retrospect, levels of natural and human background disturbance and the deeper-than-
anticipated soil cover in the northern interior of the bailey seem to preclude the 
identification of buried structures by magnetometry, although it will be interesting to 
compare magnetic anomalies with the form and depth of physical remains. In contrast, 
electrical resistance survey may yet retrieve a clearer overview of the buried masonry if 
repeated at a higher sample density, or perhaps greater depth using a 1m electrode 
separation. 
 
EXCAVATIONS 2008 
In this initial season two trenches were opened up.  They were positioned to locate the 
outer defences on the north and south side of the site and any traces of buildings 
immediately behind the defences.  These locations, protected by the defences, also 
represent the places where the sequence of stratified archaeological remains would be 
best preserved. 
 
Trench A – 11 x 3 m on the north inner rampart of the site. 
Excavation revealed a bank of orange clay (A3), which formed the inner north rampart to 
the bailey of the castle.  Much of the upper part of this bank had been lost, probably 
through agricultural activity (faint plough marks on the bank), to form a metre or more of 
soil, which covered the bailey behind the rampart.  The loss of the top part of the bank 
had removed all trace of any masonry wall or wooden palisade that may originally have 
been present on top of the bank.  Ceramics in the plough soil indicated a long period of 
agricultural use of the site through the late and post medieval period. Beneath the 
agricultural soil was an occupation layer producing ceramics and other debris, beneath 
which were tantalising traces of beam slots from wooden buildings (A12, A13, A14) cut 
into a yellow clay soil (A18), which overlay a substantial levelling layer of shattered 
slate and saturated soil (A15).  Further areas of the bailey will need to be cleared in order 
to reveal the extent and nature of these wooden buildings.  A gully (A7) behind the clay 
bank may have channelled water away from the wooden buildings.  The ceramics 
obtained from the occupation earth and beam slots were consistently late 12th century 
domestic wares.  
 



 
Fig 4 Nevern Castle: Trench A, medieval features  
 

 
 
Fig 5 Nevern Castle: Trench B, Medieval and post medieval features 
 



Trench B – 9 x 3m on the south edge of the bailey. 
Excavation revealed the latest feature to be a Pembrokeshire bank (B3), probably of 18th 
or 19th century origin, which had a vertical slate facing on its north-east side.  This 
butted onto the eroded remains of an earth and stone bank (B8) along the southern edge 
of the site of unknown date.  Beneath this bank was a substantial clay-bonded, split-slate 
wall (B4), which ran along the edge of the southern slope of the site and formed the 
southern side of a building.  The eastern wall of the building was also unearthed (B10), 
and this contained a doorway, one side of which remained and comprised three courses 
of clay-bonded standing masonry.  This doorway was formed of beautifully squared 
blocks of sandstone.    
 

The building, whose size is unknown since excavation has not yet revealed its 
north or west wall, was deliberately demolished; much of the clay and building stone 
lying in an open area to the east of the building (B11).  Inside the building, above the 
clay floor (B23) was an occupation layer containing numerous 12th century pot sherds.  
Lying face down in this layer was a gaming board; a piece of slate, with the design for 
Nine Men’s Morris roughly scribed into its surface.  One circular slate gaming counter 
was also recovered from this area.  In the doorway to the building the articulated leg of a 
horse was recovered and there was also evidence of burning.  It appeared that this 
building had, after a period of occupation, been hastily abandoned, leaving the broken 
board and counter behind.  Dead animals appear to have been left in situ and buildings 
collapsed or pulled down on top of them leaving squared masonry blocks buried in the 
rubble.  Abandoning valuable building stone indicates that the castle was not destroyed 
for economic reasons, but for military ones, and thus may correspond with the slighting 
of the site by Hywel Sais in 1195.  However, this must remain a tentative suggestion at 
present, given the limited extent of excavation and the perils of seeking to match 
archaeological evidence and historical records. 
 

This season’s excavations have clearly demonstrated the potential of the site; 
it has substantial remaining stratigraphy, evidence of the material culture of its Welsh 
occupants of the late 12th century and evidence of several phases of wooden and 
masonry internal buildings within the bailey from the 12th century.   The expensively 
squared masonry in the doorway is typical of an Anglo-Norman building tradition which, 
if it were found in Glamorgan or Somerset, would be in a mortared wall.  Clay bonded 
walls are more typical of earlier periods and stone construction in West Wales – though 
lacking any comparative Welsh buildings of the 12th century it is impossible to say this 
technique has any specific cultural associations.  Evidence of a fusion of building 
techniques / traditions appears to be present in the castle. 
 
NINE MEN’S MORRIS BOARD 
Slate gaming board (360 x 360mm, 25-35mm thick) in 2 pieces, circular slate counter  
(21mm diameter, 4mm thick).  The board, which appears to have been dropped on the 
floor of the building, uncovered in Trench B, possibly when the inhabitants were leaving 
the building ahead of its destruction, was formed of the natural slate present on the site.  
It had been deliberately split to expose one of the natural pale grey layers within the 
slate.  The design, probably scribed with a knife or similar sharp tool, appears to have 
attempted to cut through the grey surface layer to the darker slate layer beneath, as the 
maker sought to make the board design clearer. The game of Nine Men’s Morris, is part 
of a family of games known as mills or merels, and evolved from the simpler earlier 
forms of the game, Six and Three Men’s Morris.  All required the players to place 



counters on the corners or intersections of lines (nine in this case) and subsequently 
move the counters in an attempt to form lines of 3 counters (mills).  These games are 
thus similar to the game of noughts and crosses (Parlett 1999). 
 

 
 
Fig 6: Nevern Castle: Nine Men’s Morris board recovered from the floor of the late 12th 
century demolished building in Trench B 
 

Three Men’s Morris was played throughout much of the ancient world, from 
the Roman Empire to Ancient China, as evidenced by boards scratched on ancient 
buildings.  However, Parlett (1999, 117) suggests that Three Men’s Morris, ‘was not 
known in Britain prior to the Norman conquest’.  It subsequently became very popular, 
being scribed on walls and seats of cloisters of many 13th and 14th century English 
cathedrals.  The more complex forms of Six and Nine Men’s Morris also became 
popular, reaching its zenith in the 14th century (Bell 1960, 94) and is still played today.  
A fragment of a wooden board retrieved from the late 9th century Viking ship burial at 
Gokstad, had one side marked out for Nine Men’s Morris.  Other examples have come 
from other Viking and medieval sites, including Whitby Abbey.  The discovery of this 
Nine Men’s Morris board at Nevern Castle, together with tablemen found at Loughor 
Castle (Redknap 1994) and chessmen at Dryslwyn castle and other sites (O’Connor et. 
al. 2007) indicates that board games were frequently played in the castles of 12th and 13th 
century Wales. 
   



Future seasons of excavation, funding permitting, plan to uncover the complex 
sequence of bank, ditch and motte defences which form this monument.  We will also 
seek to reveal the extent and nature of the internal buildings within the bailey of the 
castle, and uncover the material culture of the inhabitants of a Welsh 12th century castle. 
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