
   

 
Introduction 
This was the ninth season of work at Nevern Castle; a three week excavation (June 14th – July 3rd) 
directed by Dr Chris Caple (Durham University) with deputy director Pete Crane (Independent 
Archaeologist), supervisors Feenagh Johnson, Jamie Davies, Chris Chinnock and finds supervisor 
Katie Snow working with students from Durham University as well as many local volunteers.  The 
excavation was supported by the estate of the late Ray Caple and The Pembrokeshire Coast 
National Park Authority.  The objectives for this season’s excavation were: to connect up the 
previous year’s trenches around the southern gateway with those of the Southern Range of 
Buildings (Trench SC); excavate part of the motte and understand its relationship to an possible 
defensive ditch and the Bailey to the south (Trench FN); to reveal the relationship between the 
north bank and the motte and the line of the wooden palisade defence (Trench FD) and to 
excavate a section across the Inner Castle rock cut ditch to ascertain the nature of the 
archaeological evidence preserved in this location and understand the role of this massive 
structure (Trench MX), see Figure 1. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Location of the Excavation Trenches 2008-2015 
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History  
The existing historical record indicates that Nevern and the surrounding cantref of Cemais was 
under the control of the local Welsh lord Cuhelyn, prior to its capture by Robert FitzMartin in the 
Anglo-Norman conquest of Pembrokeshire 1108-1110.  FitzMartin created Nevern as the caput for 
his barony of Cemais, the motte on this site is almost certainly part of the castle he established.  
He is also recorded, by the sixteenth century historian George Owen, as founding a town of 18 
burgage plots on this site and establishing the abbey of St Dogmaels.  Welsh attacks of the castle 
at Cilgerran, capturing Nest, in 1109 and the attacks on Llandovery, Swansea and Narbeth castles 
in 1116 demonstrate the need for a castle with substantial defences.  In 1136, following the battle of 
Crug Mawr, Welsh forces recaptured Ceredigion; this may have given control of much of northern 
Pembrokeshire including Nevern to the Welsh, though there is no written evidence to indicate 
who controlled Nevern and Cemais between 1136 and the 1170s.  The conflict between Stephan 
and Matilda for the English crown meant few resources were available for Anglo Norman lords to 
retake their Welsh lands until the 1150s.  From 1156 much of West Wales was under the control of 
the Welsh leader Rhys ap Gruffydd (the Lord Rhys).  Lands and castles were returned to their 
Anglo-Norman lords in 1158, though since Robert FitzMartin died in 1159 and his son William was 
still a minor, the extent to which the FitzMartin’s exercised control at Nevern is uncertain.  
Subsequently, in 1165, the Lord Rhys recaptured Cardigan and Cilgerran castles and associated 
lands and it is probable that Nevern again came under his control.  In 1171, after reaching 
agreement with Henry II, the Lord Rhys was given the rank of Justiciar and allowed to retain his 
ancestral lands of Deheubarth but required to return all other lands to their Anglo-Norman lords.  
It is highly likely that soon after 1171 the ownership of Nevern castle passed back to William 
FitzMartin (Robert’s son) who married Angharad, the daughter of the Lord Rhys around this 
time.  In 1191, following the death of Henry II in 1189 and the departure of William FitzMartin on 
crusade with Richard 1, the Lord Rhys captured Nevern Castle ignoring his earlier promises not do 
so.  Control of the castle then swapped back and forth between the Lord Rhys and a number of 
his sons (Hywel Sais, Grufydd and Maelgwn), with the Lord Rhys being held prisoner in the castle 
by his sons during 1194, before his death in 1197.  It is recorded that in 1195 Hywel Sais slighted 
Nevern Castle to prevent it falling into Anglo-Norman hands and by 1204 Anglo-Norman forces 
had retaken control of north Pembrokeshire including Nevern.  It is likely that a new castle and 
borough had been established in Newport by 1204 and Nevern Castle disappears from the 
written record.  
 
Excavations at Nevern Castle have taken place every year since 2008 and all the Interim Reports 
are available to see or download on: 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/archaeology/research/projects/all/?mode=project&id=405  
The archaeology has revealed that a castle was built at Nevern of earth and timber in the early 
12th century and was rebuilt in clay mortared slate during the mid to late 12th century.  The castle 
was then set on fire and demolished, presumably the ‘slighting’ of the castle in 1195 by Hywel Sais.  
The site was subsequently looted for building stone and from the 17th to the 20th century was used 
for agriculture, which ploughed away much of the archaeological evidence in the centre of the 
site.  The surviving remains of Nevern Castle do however preserve valuable evidence of life in 12th 
century Wales and the site shows that rare transition stage of the late 12th century when castles 
throughout the principality were being redeveloped from earth and timber into stone. 
 
Excavations 2015 
Early 12th Century Earth and Timber Castle 
Trench FD 
An area 7 x 4m was initially excavated across the juncture between the north bank and the 
motte.  A 7 x 1m extension down the southern bank was also partially excavated. In Trench D in 
2010 an occupation earth (D39, DD9) had been found beneath the north bank (D2).  This layer 
contained pottery and charcoal derived from the occupation associated with the initial years of 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/archaeology/research/projects/all/?mode=project&id=405


Anglo-Norman activity; the accumulated debris of a large force of mounted knights living on this 
site as they subdued Cemais circa 1108-1110.  This occupation inside a banked an ditched 
enclosure; the  Phase 3 castle (see 2014 Interim Report) was quickly replaced with the more 
substantial defensive structure of the motte and large banks and ditches still visible on the site.  
Evidence of this earliest Anglo-Norman activity in the area was found in the southern extension 
to Trench FD as the occupation earth (FD38), again recovered from beneath the southern edge 
of the clay bank (FD2).  Samples of the occupation earth were taken for analysis.  The 
subsequently erected northern clay bank (FD2) (Phase 4 castle) was surmounted by a wooden 
palisade.  There may have originally been a small palisade between posts, of which post hole 
FD10/11 found near the front of the bank may be part, but this was replaced with a much more 
substantial wooden palisade.  A slot (FN16/13) was dug nearly 1m into the top of the bank 
sufficient to receive and support timber posts 3-5m high.  Slates (FN34, FN29) were used to 
prevent the palisade posts digging into the side of the hole and to pack the slot and keep then 
upright.  At a later date this wooden palisade was dug out.  This created a large pit which cut 
away much of slot and re-filled with soil, FD30, FD26, FD31.  Evidence from Trench D dug in 
2010, suggested that the wooden palisade was replaced by a clay mortared curtain wall, though 
no trace of such a structure was recovered in trench FD.  However, it is likely that it existed and 
was then dug out in the 18th century, when another pit (FD32) was dug into the top of the bank 
and then filled with soil (FD40, FD17, FD12).  This contained an horizon of broken slate (FD23) 
and a single fragment of clay pipe providing us with the 18th century date.  Later a small 
revetting wall was constructed across the western end of the bank (FD4, FD14) as the area 
between the motte and bank appears to have been suffering erosion, almost certainly because it 
was used as a droveway for grazing in the ditch; the passage of animals gradually wore away the 
evidence of the 12th century defences.  Beneath deposits (FD5) of eroded motte and bank 
material a slate deposit (FD35) emerged from beneath the droveway suggesting that there is 
evidence of further slate and wood features associated with the palisade still present in this area.  
Vertical slates in the north section of Trench FD suggest that the palisade slot (and thus wooden 
palisade) originally ran around the northern side of the motte, but we will need to await 
continued excavation of this area next year to resolve such matters. 
It was necessary to open up a small additional trench DA (2 x 3.2m) immediately beside Trench D 
to aid us in establishing the appropriate level to find the occupation earth layer (D39 = DA3 = 
FD38).   
 
Trench FN 
A trench 13.7m x 2.5m was excavated from the centre of the early castle bailey, close to the edge 
of Trench N (excavated in 2010) into the south edge of the motte.  The excavation revealed that 
(as suggested from the excavation of Trench H in 2014) there was a defensive ditch at the base of 
the motte.  However, the ditch at 8.5m wide was a surprisingly substantial defence.  It was not 
excavated but, like ditches seen in Trenches H and BN excavated in 2014, is almost certainly over 
2m deep and has waterlogged deposits at its base.  The northern end of Trench FN formed a 2.5 
x 2m cut into the base of the motte.  This revealed that the motte was made up of a series of 
horizontal deposits of clay and slate (FN5) and clay (FN6).  At the base was a deposit of slate 
(FN7) and turf (FN21) which had been piled up over the existing ground surface (FN12, FN17) in 
the top of which there were a series of ridges (FN37) (approx 0.15 – 0.2m between the ridge 
crests).  This may be evidence of ploughing, Welsh activity on the site before the foundation of 
the Anglo-Norman castle, Figure 2.  The edge of the motte was circular and sloped straight down 
into the surrounding ditch without a berm.  However, traces of a neck of natural ground 
projecting south from beneath the motte into the ditch may have supported some form a 
structure, possibly a bridge in the area immediately west of Trench FN.  On the far side of the 
ditch, the ground had been heavily eroded by agricultural activity in the 18th and 19th century, 
removing all evidence of the late 12th century activity in this area.  We recovered the bottom 10-
15cms of a number of post holes (FN31/2, FN33/4) which probably derive from the wooden 
building found in Trench N in 2010.  This is currently the only early 12th century wooden building 



for which we have evidence in the castle bailey.  At a date later in the castle’s occupation a pit 
(FN26) had been cut into the edge of the bank.    
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Mid – Late 12th Century Stone Castle 
Trench SC 
Excavation of a 10 x 6m trench was undertaken to connect the overlapping series of trenches 
excavated from 2011-2014 which have revealed the castle’s Southern Gateway and its associated 
defences with the Southern Range of buildings excavated in 2009-2010 and 2014.   The earliest 
features in this area were the ditch (SC43) and associated inner (SC26) and outer (SC8) clay 
banks from the early 12th century defences.  These features have been seen in previous years 
(2011-2013) protecting the southern side of the castle.  It is likely that there was a wooden 
palisade on the inner clay bank.  Unusually the ditch became shallower as it ran from west to 
east, possibly because the natural layer of glacial slate rubble (SC46) which underlies the natural 
clay and is extremely difficult to dig through, is rising in this area.  The ditch appears to have 
terminated at the eastern end of Trench SC.  This may indicate that the original entrance to the 
early 12th century castle lies east of trench SC, under the later South Range Building 3 (Great 
Hall).  An entrance in this location would have forced those entering the castle in the early 12th 
century to ride between the castle’s southern bank and the edge of the slope before turning into 
the castle.  This would have been a highly defensive location for the entrance, as well as 
exploiting the nature of the ground, which was difficult to ditch at this point.  Subsequently the 
ditch was filled in (SC28) and a large building (South Range Building 3) (clay mortared slate wall 
SC5 on top of a glacial boulder foundation, SC47) interpretted in 2014 as the Great Hall of the 
castle was built.  Traces of an earlier stone walled structure (SC48) glimpsed beneath the 
foundations of South Range Building 3, may suggest an earlier building on this site.  The location 
of the early entrance remains highly speculative until it is proved or disproved through future 
excavation.  After South Range Building 3 was built, a large curtain wall SC3 was built onto the 
earlier outer clay bank.  There was evidence that part of the wall face of South Range Building 
had been removed in order to achieve a stronger bond between the Great Hall and the curtain 
wall, both of which were probably constructed in the mid 12th century.   The earlier ditch 
continued to have earth and stone deposits dumped into it including SC33 which contained large 
quantities of 12th century pottery.  The sequence of wall construction established for Trench S in 

Figure 2:  Probably the preserved profile 
of a ploughed field. The plough marks 
preserved beneath the bank at the 11th 
century castle of Hen Doman were 
typically 0.5m between crests, though 
some were only approx 0.25m apart.  At 
Nevern the building of the motte 
preserved these ridges which probably 
derive from multiple seasons of 
ploughing cutting down into the top of 
the subsoil.  This is the first evidence we 
have found of the Welsh who occupied 
the site prior to the Anglo-Norman 
conquest.  Their presence suggests that 
this area was open fields devoted to 
agriculture though close enough to a 
settlement to be farmed land.  It would 
suggest that the motte was not 
constructed on top of a llys or other form 
of settlement. Other interpretations such 
as wheel ruts from carts have also been 
suggested.  



previous years 2012-4 still appears to explain events in this area.  At a later date the curtain wall 
was demolished and a series of post holes were dug to support a wooden palisade, probably 
erected as a temporary defence to replace the demolished curtain wall.  Seen in the trenches of 
previous years, these small post holes cut through the demolished curtain wall into the stable clay 
bank below.  In Trench SC they occurred in the form of much larger post pits; SC32 beside South 
Range Building 3 and SC45 cutting through the edge of the Curtain Wall SC3.   Because they 
were dug into the looser material of the refilled ditch, larger post pits were excavated which were 
later infilled around the post to securely support them.  This line of posts stretched from South 
Range Building 3 to the Southern Entrance.  Subsequently this wooden structure was taken down 
and the postholes were filled in (SC20 filled SC47 and SC30 filled SC32).  This area now became 
an open area between the back of the Trapezoidal Tower which defended this area and South 
Range Building 3.  It is likely that dumps of clay and slate (SC7) formed rough surfaces, with post 
holes (SC15 (dug into the filled in post hole SC30/32), SC44/42 and SC37/38 suggesting that one or 
more wooden buildings were constructed in this area west of South Range Building 3.  The 
presence of a pit SC12, containing the lower circular stone (0.46m in diameter) of a hand turned 
quern as well as pottery and burnt hearth material, speaks of the occupation happening in the 
late 12th century on this area.  Subsequently a plinth 2.5 x 2.2m (SC4), possibly the base of a series 
of steps for a possible building (wall = SC14) to the north of Trench SC was constructed.  The 
slighting and subsequent looting of the slate from the castle had reduced this latest building to 
just the glacial boulder foundations and the lowest level of slate on top of that foundation.  There 
was little of the demolition rubble and associated burning seen lower down the slope by the 
southern gateway,  however, there were a pair of wheel ruts (SC10, SC11), visible as darker soil 
lines containing 19th century pottery and a line of shattered slate where the cart wheels had cut 
into the clay mortared slate walls.  These post medieval features derived from carts driving up 
the slope and turning into the castle at this point, they were probably removing slate from the 
site to build cottages down in the present village of Nevern.   

 
 

Figure 3: The South Range of Buildings and Gateway complex 
 



Trench MX 
This trench was 8m long, running between the walls of the rock cut ditch, and 3.6m wide at the 
top with sloping sides.  Two metres below the present surface we encountered the slate bedrock 
(MX9) which had been quarried into a series of steps.  The lowest level was at this northern end 
the steps probably rising up through the length of the rock cut ditch so explaining the bedrock 
just below the surface at the south end.  This appears to have been a working quarry (evidence 
of fresh tool marks on the stone) almost certainly cutting the slate being used to build the Square 
Tower with Rounded Corners (Tower G).  This gives the impression that the castle was a building 
site / quarry shortly before it was abandoned, set on fire and slighted.  The quarry face was 
covered in waste slate fragments thrown down from the quarried steps above.  In the base of this 
quarried ditch north of trench MX, the slate waste was lying in water, which suggests that they 
may have been deliberately creating the ditch as a cistern (water holding tank).  From this water 
saturated slate waste a wooden pole, 2.15m long was recovered.  It appeared to have had a 
wedged end and been used as a tool for levering off slate off from the quarry face.  Also 
recovered from this slate waste (MX4) was a quantity of 12th century pottery and an almost 
complete cresset lamp (Figure 4).  After the castle was abandoned in the late 12th century, soil 
gradually formed in the top of this quarry waste (MX14).  Subsequently a layer of larger slate 
fragments (MX13) was used to create a platform in the waste on the east side of the ditch.  On 
this a clay surface (MX8) was formed, seated on which were a slate flagged surface (MX10) and 
the wall (MX7) for a building which ran to the north of Trench MX.  A pile of larger stone (MX15) 
appears to have been mounded up to prevent the quarry waste, piled high on the western side 
from spilling down over this surface.  Fragments of pottery, floor tiles and an as yet unidentified 
copper coin suggest an 18th century date from this building, which is similar to the cottage 
excavated at the south end of the Inner Ditch in 2013.  This building may be another cottage or 
more probably an outbuilding.  Outside this building on the clay surface the presence of a layer 
of charcoal (MX5) suggests that either the building was burnt down or stores of roof thatch, 
animal fodder or other combustible material were set alight.  After the demolition of this 
building, slate waste and soil MX2 and MX1 formed slowly over this site, burying the 18th century 
building ruins and the 12th century quarry. 
 

  
 
    
Conclusion 
Yet again we achieved a significant amount in the 3 weeks of this year’s excavation and I am 
grateful for the sheer amount of hard work which everyone put in.  We are making significant 

Figure 4: Cresset Lamp: a shallow bowl on a 
rounded column with flaring base.  The 
bowl would have been filled with fat or oil 
in which floated a wick which, when lit, 
sooted the lip of the bowl.  Most examples of 
cresset lamps are Saxo-Norman and rare in 
Wales, thus no examples were recovered 
from the 12th century site of Llantrithyd.  
Only one later glazed example (13/14th 
century) from Coity castle is published (Dr 
Peter Webster pers. comm.). 



advances in our understanding of the development of this castle.  We have seen our first glimpse 
of Welsh activity, in the form of plough marks before the construction of the motte.   
 
Early 12th Century 
Evidence grows for an early phase of Anglo-Norman activity, before the present massive banks 
were erected, in the form of an occupation earth which has been picked up in several places 
beneath the north bank and may have originally been part of a much larger spread seen in Area 
A seen in 2009.  Excavation of trench FD on the top of the north bank has shown, that the 
wooden palisade, first identified as present in 2010, was in fact much larger than previously 
envisaged.  A massive timber palisade on top of enormous clay banks and the motte defended 
with an 8m wide ditch, all speaks to the need for substantial defences erected after the initial 
Anglo-Norman occupation of the castle, possibly concerns triggered by the Welsh activities in 1116?  
On the southern side of the early castle we had previously imagined that the entrance to the 
early castle might be buried beneath the later one in the south west corner.  The termination of 
the early ditch in the centre of the south side raises the interesting possibility that the original 
entrance lies beneath the later Great Hall.   We will need to test this through excavation next 
year.   
 
Mid 12th Century 
The Great Hall (South range Building 3) appears to be the earliest clay mortared slate building in 
this southern corner of the castle.  The fact that the curtain wall joins the Hall, clearly suggests 
that these South Range Buildings formed an integral part of the mid 12th century defences of the 
castle.  Whilst in England, curtain walls normally surround the buildings of the castle, in a number 
of later Welsh castles such as Dolbadarn and Dolwyddelan; the buildings are part of the castle’s 
perimeter wall.   This could suggest some elements of Welsh character for Nevern Castle.   
 
Late 12th Century 
The Inner Castle rock cut ditch clearly gives the impression of a half constructed ditch, which also 
acted a quarry for the construction of the Inner Castle buildings.  This corresponds with earlier 
suggestions that the construction of the Inner Castle was not long completed and that it looked 
like a building site.  In Summer 2010 we recovered a spread of rounded stones (lithic projectiles) 
from the courtyard on the south side of Tower G, evidence of a conflict/siege near the end of the 
castle’s life.  It is now clear that this corresponds with the area at the southern end of the ditch 
where the bedrock had not yet been quarried away; the obvious place at which to attack the 
Inner castle before the quarry ditch was completed.  The potential impregnability of the Inner 
Castle once the rock cut ditch had been completed may have been the reason that the Lord Rhys 
risked the wrath of contemporaries to capture the castle in 1191.  These stones are all that remains 
from that siege, undertaken before the ditch was completed.  In which case this corner of the 
castle appears to have been left as an abandoned building site from 1191 whilst life focussed on 
the west side of the castle.  Failure to complete these Inner Castle defences and its capture by 
Lord Rhys in 1191 may have influenced the decision of Hywel Sais in 1195 not to try and hold out at 
Nevern and led him to set fire and slight the castle.  It is far too early to marry up the 
archaeological and historical sources, but the coincidence of the archaeological evidence and the 
written history are worth noting. 
    

Dr Chris Caple – July 2015 
 
 
 

 


