
   

Introduction 
This was the second season of excavation at Nevern Castle; a four-week excavation 
(June 14th – July 10th) directed by Dr Chris Caple (Durham University) with supervisor 
Will Davies, community archaeologist Richard Jones (Dyfed Archaeological Trust), a 
team of students from Durham and Lampeter Universities and local volunteers.  This 
season followed an earlier geophysical survey of the site in 2005 and two weeks 
excavation in 2008.  The excavation was primarily funded by Cadw and The Welsh 
Assembly with assistance from the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Authority.  The 
objectives for this season’s excavation were, to complete the excavation of trenches A 
and B, so investigating the extent of archaeological remains in the bailey of the castle, 
complete excavation of the top of the motte revealing any structures present and to 
start excavation of the banks and ditches on the north side of the site.  Richard Jones 
created a diary of the progress of the excavation, details can be seen at: 
www.cambria.org.uk/nevern/neverndigdiary.html 
 
The history of the site can be summarised thus. 
The existing historical record suggests that the castle was the 11th century site of the 
local Welsh lord Cuhelyn prior to its capture by Robert FitzMartin in the Norman 
conquest of Pembrokeshire circa 1108.  FitzMartin created Nevern as the caput for his 
barony of Cemais, the motte on this site is almost certainly the castle that he 
established.  The bailey was also probably part of this castle, though it may have 
additionally protected the borough of 18 houses he established.  Subsequent Welsh 
recapture of northern Pembrokeshire in 1136, following the battle of Crug Mawr, 
probably gave control of the site to the Welsh, and after 1156 this meant the Lord Rhys.  
After 1158 Rhys returned most of the captured lands he held to their Norman lords, 
though he recaptured 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.  However, it is recorded that in 1195 Hywel Sais dismantled Nevern 
Castle to prevent it falling into English hands.  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 site is important because. 
The Lord Rhys is the first Welsh prince recorded as building using stone and mortar.  He 
did so at his castle of Cardigan in 1171, though the extent and nature of this construction 
is 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, 
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such as Dolwyddelan and Dolbadarn built by the princes of Gwynedd, started with the 
Lord Rhys in Deheubarth (West Wales).  As yet none of the masonry castles, which he 
may have built either in part or whole, has ever been excavated.  Existing 
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 as 
well as the associated material culture of the 12th century, which is so rare in the rest of 
Wales.  However, masonry remains could also be the work of the FitzMartin family.  
Beneath the late 12th century masonry castle may also be the earlier original earth and 
timber Anglo-Norman castle of the early 12th century. 
 
 

 
 
 
Trench A – 10 x 8 m behind the north inner rampart of the site. 
Excavation revealed that the initial features in the area were a clay bank (A3) on the 
northern edge of the Bailey with a pair of pits (A33) and A55) cut down into the clay 
subsoil behind it.  A similar pit (B75) was also discovered in Trench B.  Two of the pits 
(A55, B75) were deeply filled with shattered shale and slate (A52, B74) suggesting 
deliberate filling.  Thus, these pits may have been short lived, possibly dug to obtain 
clay, and then quickly back-filled.  Some occupation material including sherds of 12th 
century pottery was obtained from pits A33 and A55, which suggests that the pits date 
from the early to mid 12th century occupation of the site.  It is possible that they 
provided the clay for the northern bank (A3) or the motte (F10).  Subsequently a series 
of beam slots (A45, A60, A14, A13, A19), which acted as seating for timber beams, were 



created.  They form a 
very rough rectangle and 
indicate the presence of 
at least one timber frame 
building behind the 
defensive bank.  It 
appears likely that this 
building was 
subsequently replaced by 
one based on posts, as a 
grid of at least 21 
postholes and stakeholes 
have been identified and 
excavated in this area.  
Since there was no direct 
stratagraphic relationship 
between the beam slots 
and the posts, it is 
possible that the post 
constructed building 
preceded the beam 
based building, though 
this is less likely.  The post 
based wooden building 
was subsequently 
demolished and layers of 
occupation debris spread 
over much of the area.  
Some of these deposits 
(A42) contained rounded 
stone boulders, much of 
the rest was a looser dark 
soil (A26) containing 
large amounts of 
charcoal and ceramic 
sherds.  This material 
appears to be waste 
material dumped from 

occupation elsewhere on the site.  The ceramics were mid and late 12th century and 
thus it may derive from occupation in the stone buildings on the south side of the site 
during this period.  The rounded glacial boulders had been deliberately collected from 
the fields in the surrounding area and brought to the site.  They may have derived 
from an earlier building or drystone structure – where rounded boulders were the 
favoured building material.  However, in this later phase they had been discarded, 
and the absence of slate in this occupation debris would suggest that slate was now 
the building material of choice.  This occupation material almost certainly derives from 
the period when all the slate had been used in the construction of the buildings erected 
on the southern side of the site.  There was evidence in the form of ‘in situ’ burning 
(A53, A51) and pits (A47) of activity on the surface of the occupation material.  
Subsequently some of the clay from the northern bank was redeposited over the area 
(A9, A23, A54).  This may be equated with the slighting of the castle by Hywel Sais in 
1195.  Though there may have been a brief period of subsequent occupation activity 



(A7, A38) the area was used for agriculture throughout the medieval and post 
medieval period (A4, A5, A24, A22).  This ploughing activity cut away much of the 
earlier deposits in the centre of the site, including evidence of the southern extent of 
the wooden post and beam buildings, leaving us incomplete building plans.      
 
 
Trench D – The initial 6 x 2m trench running N-S across the northern rampart was 
extended with a 2.5 x 5m trench to the east and a 1.5 x 1.5m trench to the west.  A 
separate 5 x 2m trench DD was excavated in the ditch between the inner and outer 
northern rampart. 
Excavation uncovered a large clay bank (D2).  Details of the construction of this bank 
and the possible presence of earlier banks beneath it must await excavation in future 
years, when the bank can be sectioned.  In the earliest phase which could be detected 
in this year’s excavation, the clay bank was topped with a series of large wooden posts 
at 2-3m intervals (D15 D8, D14, D12).  These almost certainly supported a wooden 
palisade.  The fact that it was located slightly behind (south) the apex of the bank is 
unusual.  It could have originally been at the apex of the bank but the shape of the 
bank has been altered through subsequent recutting or erosion.  It is even possible that 
the palisade faced south – but since there was no evidence of a palisade on the north 
face of the bank, this makes no defensive sense.  It is also possible that the posts 
supported a fighting platform for a wall or wooden palisade on the apex of the bank 
which has subsequently been lost.  Immediately to the north of the post holes lay a 
series of small post and stake holes (D33, D19, D21, D23, D17, D25, D27, D29, D35) at 
irregular intervals.  These again formed a line just behind the apex of the bank.  They 
again probably relate to a wooden palisade which was originally on top of the bank, 
but which now has a different profile.  However, it should be pointed out that there 
was no clear stratagraphic relationship between the large post line and the small post 
line.  Thus it is equally possible that the small post line preceded and was replaced by 
the large post alignment.   

 
Subsequently, there was a further line of defence, this took the form of a deep slot 
(D9) at the west end of the excavated area, a shallow slot (D10) in the centre of the 



excavation but just an ephemeral spread of small stone and a little charcoal at the 
east end of the area.  The slots probably originally held wooden posts for a further 
palisade, however, erosion of the bank has left very variable traces of this feature.  The 
timbers of this palisade had been subsequently removed and a slate rich fill (D4, D5) 
had been pushed into the empty slots which remained.  This fill suggests the presence 
of a slate stone revetting wall against the exterior of one of the previous phases of 
palisade, probably to protect against the threat of fire.  All the large building stone 
had subsequently been removed, either for constructing masonry buildings elsewhere 
on the site prior to 1195; as part of Hywel Sais’s slighting of the castle in 1195 or later in 
the site’s history for building field walls.  This removal left only the small stone debris on 
the bank, which was subsequently pushed into the open slots.    
The trench DD, which was opened to provide a section through the ditch between the 
inner and out banks on the north site of the site, revealed a 19th century slate field 
drain (DD6).  Excavation of this trench will be completed in 2010.   
 
Trench B – The 9 x 3m trench of 2008 was extended with a 6 x 6m trench to the 
north and a 7 x 4m trench to the east.  Additional trenches 7 x 2.5m further to the east 
and a separate 4 x 2 m trench (BB) further to the west were also partially excavated. 
Excavation revealed that the earliest feature on this part of the site was the natural 
orange clay (B63, B79, B26), within which there were a number of stake holes.  
 

 
 
On the south side of the trench the numerous stakeholes (B67a-zk), indicated that at 
an early phase of occupation stakes had been inserted making some form of structure 
or barrier.  There was occupation activity resulting in shallow pits (B80, B66) and 
burning (B73) on this surface.  A large pit B75 was cut, possibly to obtain clay for 
building work, which was later filled with broken slate and shale (B74).  This pit is 
identical in form and filling to pits A55 and A33 found of the north side of the site.  A 



posthole (B77) and a group of stakeholes (B54-59) cut into the natural clay at the 
north end of the excavation area represent wooden buildings associated with this 
occupation.  All these stake and post structures and the pits, like those in Trench A, 
probably represent traces of the early 12th century occupation of the site by Robert 
FitzMartin, when wooden buildings would have been the norm.  Subsequently a 
building (South Range Building 2, hereafter known as SRB2), whose dimensions were 
10m x 6.5m, with walls (B30) made of slate bonded with clay was erected at the edge 
of the southern slope of the site.  It had at least one entrance (B46) in its west wall. A 
further building of which only the foundation (B70) and the south wall (B4) now 
survive, was also built.  It too was built solely of slate seated in clay at the top of the 
southern slope of the site, but at an angle of approximately 30o to the first building.  
This building suffered damage and was repaired on at least one occasion (B10) to 
create the presently visible foundations (South Range Building 1, hereafter known as 
SRB1) (Building B in the 2008 Interim Report).  The repairs (B10) to SRB1 were 
undertaken using a mixture of slate, and rounded glacial boulders as well as clay.  The 
exact dimensions of SRB1 have yet to be defined, but the detection of the south wall of 
the building in Trench BB has shown that it was 8m wide and at least 11.7m long, with 
at least one entrance on its east side.  The role of these large and substantial buildings 
is not yet clear.  The doorways in both SRB1 and SRB2 were composed of squared 
ashlar blocks of a hard local sandstone.  More than 40 loose fragments of faced stone 
were recovered from the site during this year’s excavations, with a further 40 or so in 
situ.  This stone suggests Anglo-Norman influence in the construction of the building, 
the use of slate bonded with (seated in) clay suggests more local Welsh construction.  
The blocks used in the entrance of SRB2 are smaller than those for the repaired 
building SRB1, thus two separate phases of squared masonry use is indicated.  Given 
the fact that SRB1 was repaired and that there was subsequently occupation in both 
buildings, a mid to late 12th century date (which also corresponds with the ceramic 
evidence) appears likely.  The presence of the earlier pit (B75), which is responsible for 
the present outward lean of the east wall of SRB1, may have also been the reason for 
the original collapse and subsequent repair of this building.  The presence of a charcoal 
layer both inside (B22) and outside (B76) this building could suggest that the original 
SRB1 building burnt to the ground and was rebuilt.  Later occupation material (B19, 
B20) certainly attests to the subsequent use of the repaired building.  Both SRB1 and 
SRB2 were later demolished, burying the bases of the walls in their own rubble (B28, 
B29, B42, B47) and the good building stone was not saved.  This still speaks, as 
speculated in the 2008 Interim, of deliberate destruction of the site by Hywel Sais in 
1195.  There are traces of reoccupation of this site, with post holes (B61, B64) cut into 
the base of the partially demolished walls of SRB2 and a slate surface (B32) on which a 
pot had been smashed (B31).  Subsequently, throughout the high medieval and post 
medieval periods, the site was used for agriculture, which resulted in considerable 
damage to the remaining archaeological deposits.  The constant ploughing across the 
site has flattened what was originally a domed site.  This has meant that almost all the 
archaeological remains in the centre of the Bailey have been ploughed away.  In the 
Medieval period a large ditch (B84), possibly for drainage, was cut across the site, 
slicing through building SRB1 (see Plan B).  However, the constant ploughing ensured 
that the ditch (B84) filled up with soil (B27).  Subsequently a Pembrokeshire bank (B3) 
was built enclosing part of the bailey in the 18th or 19th century.    
 
Trench F – A 9m diameter trench was opened covering the top of the motte. 
Excavation revealed that beneath the grass topped mound, there was a large round 
tower (F3); 9m external diameter, walls 1.8-1.9m in thickness.  It survived to a height of 
1.5m in places and was composed of slate bonded with clay, with occasional faced 



rounded glacial stones.  The walling is thus made using similar techniques to other 
stone buildings on site (SRB1 and SRB2).  There was no entrance in the ground floor of 
this round tower, which consequently must have been entered at the first floor level, 
and was probably a two storey structure.  Fragments of fired clay showed evidence of 
wear on one side and patterns of wood planking on the other, indicating that the 
round tower originally had a wooden plank first floor with clay on top to insulate it 
and make it fireproof.  There was evidence at the ground floor level for a yellow soil 
floor (F7) with a central fire (F6) in the final phase of occupation of the round tower.  
Pottery sherds from this final phase of occupation are consistent with a late 12th 
century date.  Two depressions F12 and F11 were noted in that floor.  Beneath the floor 
surface there was a deposit (F9) of crushed slate waste material from the construction 
of the round tower and below that the brown clay (F10) of the top of the motte.  The 
round tower had been built onto a layer of round glacial boulders (F14), laid directly 
on the top of the motte.   There were no elaborate foundations. 
 

 
 
The surviving wall of the round tower contained several large cracks and sections of 
the wall, especially on the west side had moved out of position.  The fracturing of this 
wall may have been the result of deliberate demolition, undermining and partially 
collapsing of the motte, or the round tower may have simply been too heavy and the 
motte had partially collapsed under its weight.  The damage to the round tower may 
have been caused as part of Hywel Sais’s slighting of the castle in 1195 or it could have 
been the result of an earlier attack and it led Hywel Sais to abandon the castle 
deeming it no longer defensible.  Deep within the clay of the motte two large postholes 
(F19, F20) were recovered.  These were almost certainly two of the original four posts 
that would have supported a 4m square wooden tower that surmounted Robert 



FitzMartin’s motte.  A tower supported by four large posts in this way creates a 
relatively stable structure which would not have moved as the clay motte gradually 
settled.  Evidence of similar wooden post built structures, often suggested as 
watchtowers, constructed on the tops of mottes have been recovered from sites such as 
Abinger in Surrey.  The evidence for the other postholes and for any surrounding 
wooden palisade is buried beneath the stone round tower.  When the watchtower 
posts were removed the holes were filled with occupation debris.  The top of the motte 
was subsequently levelled with further deposits of brown clay used to cover depressions 
above the post pits prior to the construction of the foundations (F14) of the round 
tower.  It is unclear when the round tower was constructed; though as one of the most 
important defensive sites in the castle it is likely that it would have been one of the first 
buildings constructed in stone.  The building technique used is less sophisticated that 
building SRB2, since glacial cobble and slate are used, with poorly faced stone that 
lacks the masonry skills used on the Pwntan stone in the doorways of SRB1 and SRB2.  
Consequently it appears most likely that it was the first building constructed in the 
Bailey of stone, probably in the mid to late 12th century.   
 
In the Brut-y-Tywysogyon it is recorded that the Lord Rhys was captured and 
imprisoned in Nevern Castle by his sons in 1194.  Rooms including basements of round 
towers were often used by Welsh princes as prisons, since they were relatively secure.  
Thus it is reasonable to suggest that it is likely (though not certain) that the Lord Rhys 
would have been held prisoner in this round tower.  This is thus the first building which 
can reasonably be associated with Rhys ap Gruffudd.  
 
Summary: This season’s excavations have shown that substantial masonry structures 
are present on this site, though almost uniquely they are made of slate bonded with 
clay rather than mortar.  They consistently date to the mid to late 12th century.  We are 
also unearthing evidence of the wooden structures, probably of the early to mid 12th 
century.  Thus we are revealing a 12th century castle with timber and pre mortar 
masonry structures, a rare surviving link between the timber castles of the 11th and 12th 
century and the mortared stone castles of the 13th.  No evidence for pre 12th century 
occupation has yet been unearthed.  Much of the centre of the bailey has lost its 
archaeological deposits as a result of later medieval ploughing activity, however, 
around the edge of the Bailey important evidence of the 12th century survives.  The 
expensively squared masonry in the doorways of SRB1 and SRB2 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/cultural traditions appears to be present in 
Nevern Castle.  We are also slowly accumulating evidence about the lives and 
processions of the people who lived in the castle.  A second Nine Men’s Morris Board 
was discovered in the round tower and two further counters were also recovered from 
this season’s excavations.   
Next year we expect to be digging for 8 weeks:   Easter: March 28th – April 23rd and 
Summer: June 20th – July 16th.  We will focus on revealing the masonry tower of the 
Inner Castle as well as excavating a number of the buildings which surround it. 

 
Dr Chris Caple - August 2009  

 



 


