
 
 

Nevern Castle Archaeological 
Excavation and Research Project

Nevern 
Community 

Council 

Pembrokeshire 
Coast National 

Park 



 
Introduction 
The site of Nevern castle is important in several contexts. 
 As a site of local interest for the people of Nevern, both in terms of their own 

past and through its potential as a visitable monument to attract tourism and 
help to secure the financial future of the local community. 

 As an important regional site, it is one of the key centres in the medieval past of 
North Pembrokeshire, its development  explains the history of the region and 
lying within the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park it has a significant role in 
explaining the cultural and natural evolution of the area.  Making this site 
accessible and understandable fulfils the National Park’s role in terms of 
education, recreation and tourism. 

 As one of the first masonry castle in West Wales and with connections to the 
Lord Rhys, this site may contain key information on the development of the 
masonry castle in Wales and the development of 12th and 13th century Welsh 
culture.  It is a key site for exploring the interaction of Welsh and Anglo-Norman 
cultures of the 12th century and has a high likelihood of containing early 
medieval settlement; thus it is important to the national archaeological research 
effort.   

 
The Nevern Community Council, Phil Bennet of the Pembrokeshire Coast National 
Park and Dr Chris Caple of the Dept of Archaeology of Durham University have 
come together to work in partnership to undertake research, excavation and 
conservation at this site in order to reveal and preserve Nevern castle.  In doing this 
they will provide a local, regional and national resource and answer some of the 
key questions about the local, regional and national past. 
 
Scope 
The partnership is intended to work on a long-term basis.  Archaeological 
excavation of the castle will be followed by conservation and interpretation of the 
site – creating a historic monument a local, regional and national cultural resource. 
 
 The excavation and research work will be undertaken in a number of phases: 
 
Phase 1: 2005-8, geophysical survey and initial excavation to ascertain the nature of 

the remains present on this site. 
 
Phase 2: 2009 & 2010, through the Welsh Cultural Heritage Initiative, conduct 

excavation to reveal the 12th century masonry remains on the site, increase 
the access to the site and ascertain the full chronology of the site.   

 
Phase 3: 2011 on, continued excavation to reveal the detailed nature of the 

archaeological past of the site, and through the attendant publicity 
maintain a high public profile and increase visitor awareness about the site. 

 
Background 
Nevern castle (SN 082 401) 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.   
 
Figure 1: Location of Nevern Castle, Castell Nanhyfer 
 

 
 
HISTORY 
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 likelihood, 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 SURVEY 
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? 
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 (op. 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. 
 
Figure 2: Nevern Castle: earthworks (from King & Perks 1950-1)  

 
 
Research Aims of Phase 2 
The castle at Nevern provides a unique opportunity to pursue a large number of 
the research topics, identified as of national importance in the Research Framework 
for the Archaeology of Wales.  Specific research topics include: 
 
AIM 1: Early 12th Century Castle 
The nature of Anglo-Norman earth and timber castles, especially in the principality, 
rests on the excavation of few notable examples, Rumney (Lightfoot 1992), 
Penmaen (Alcock 1966) and most notably Hen Domen (Higham & Barker 2000).  
There is a need to explore this site’s Norman earth and timber castle sequence, 
which is either complex (Turvey’s ringwork followed by a motte and outer bank) or 
has an earlier earthwork (multivalate promontory fort followed by a motte).  The 



interrelationship between Anglo-Norman earthworks and earlier earthworks is 
crucial to our interpretation of this site and the numerous other motte and 
earthwork complexes such as Allt-y-ferin in the Tywi valley, which litter the Welsh 
countryside.  Some indication of the nature and extent of early Anglo-Norman 
occupation is also required, was it purely militaristic or did it include domestic 
elements?  Substantial later masonry structures have robbed us of the evidence of 
early Anglo-Norman wooden structures at almost all the other major castle sites in 
Pembrokeshire.  
To reveal the nature of the defences and internal building of the initial Anglo-
Norman castle of the early 12th century. 
  
AIM 2.1: Late 12th Century Castle 
Research into the development of Welsh masonry castles received a boost through 
the 1980’s and 1990’s with the excavation of Dryslwyn and Dolforwyn castles (Caple 
2007; Butler 1989, 1995, forthcoming).  However, the continued lack of well 
excavated masonry castles from the 12th century hinders any understanding of the 
origins of Welsh masonry castle building.  Many early Welsh castles have either been 
cleared and restored as monuments e.g. Castell-y-Bere or were subject to later 
building e.g. Dinefwr, thus depriving us of the ability to clearly discern the nature of 
early Welsh masonry castle construction.  Nevern is almost certainly a Welsh 
masonry construction of the late 12th century.  It is uncluttered by later construction 
activity and unexcavated.  It provides one of our best opportunities to examine an 
early Welsh masonry castle.     
To reveal the nature of the masonry defences and internal buildings of the Welsh 
and Anglo-Norman castle of the mid and late 12th century. 
 
AIM 2.2: Work, Rest and Play in the 12th century 
The material culture evidence for the 12th century, particularly related to ‘Welsh’ 
culture, is very limited.  Clearance of castles in the early part of the century has left 
us with few tangible remains of either Welsh lords and princes, or the soldiers and 
peasants of the 12th and 13th century.  The remains which we have, from sites such 
as Dryslwyn (Caple 2006) or Castell-y-Bere (Butler 1974), are primarily 13th century.  
Nevern provides a rare opportunity for us to uncover the nature of life in the 12th 
century, the material culture of the Welsh and Anglo-Norman occupants of the 
castle, the food they consumed and the animals they farmed and hunted.    
To uncover artefacts and ecofacts which will enable us to develop an understanding 
of the weapons, tools, wealth, pastimes, beliefs and diet of the early and late 12th 
century occupants of  the castle  
 
AIM 2.3: Lord Rhys 
The Lord Rhys is one of the dominant figures of the Welsh past.  Despite his 
prominence in the latter half of the 12th century, written reference to his building in 
stone at Cardigan Castle in 1171 and Turvey’s suggestion that he had an active castle 
building programme (Turvey 1992), virtually no extant remains can be ascribed to 
him.  The remains of castles such as Cardigan and Dinefwr are primarily of later 
construction (Rees & Caple 2000), whilst others have yet to be excavated e.g. 
Ystradmeurig or Llandovery.  Castles such as Nevern represent the likely 
constructions of the Lord Rhys (King & Perks  1950-1, Turvey 1989, Miles 1989). The 
fact that Nevern was seemingly abandoned after the development of Newport 
circa 1195-1204 gives some certainty (often absent elsewhere) that the later masonry 
phases of this monument can be ascribed to The Lord Rhys or his sons.  Similarly if 



the archaeological destruction phase can be tied to the late 12th century, the objects 
recovered from the destruction phase may reveal the lifestyle of this Welsh prince.    
To ascertain and present evidence of the castle, buildings artefacts and activities 
undertaken by the Lord Rhys and his household? 
 
AIM 3: Chronology of the Site 
Authors such as Miles (1998, 20), Davis (1987, 22) and Turvey (1989,57) have 
suggested that this site may originally be an Iron Age promontory fort.  No 
evidence, other than the site form and the proximity to other Iron Age hillforts such 
as Castell Henllys has been presented.  The possibility of prehistoric activity on this 
site needs to be investigated if the true origins of the site are to be known. 
 
In recent years a number of ‘high status’ defended sites containing imported 
Mediterranean pottery of 5th-8th century date, such as Hen Gastell, Carew and 
Longbury Banks have been located in West Wales.  As a result of erosion or later 
building work, little if anything of the buildings present on these sites has been 
recovered.  The most complete example of such a site is still Dinas Powys (Alcock 
1963), excavated over 40 years ago.  The later status, form and location of the site 
of Nevern Castle make it a highly likely candidate as a defended early medieval 
‘high status’ site. 
 
The lack of archaeological sites from the period 8-12th century in Wales prevents us 
from constructing any coherent archaeological picture for this period with any 
confidence.  Sites such as Llangorse and Llanbedyrgoch may well not be typical.  In 
view of its association with the ecclesiastic site, which is active through the early 
Medieval period (Pryce 1992), Nevern castle thus would appear to be one of the 
most likely sites on which we may find 8-11th century occupation and settlement.  Its 
excavation would thus crucially fill one of the most glaring gaps in the 
archaeological record of Wales. 
 
To reveal the chronology of the site and determine whether there is evidence that 
this site was occupied in the early medieval and prehistoric periods.  The extent and 
nature of this occupation would need to be the subject of future research . 
 
These research aims meet the needs highlighted in the Research Framework for 
Wales, South West Region: 
The need to identify settlement sites in the Early Medieval period and extend the 
‘tiny number of known sites’ was highlighted.   The ‘targetting of inland promontory 
forts, comparable to Dinas Powys’, was suggested.   This clearly corresponds with 
Research Aim 3    
The need to understand the ‘processes of cultural change’ was highlighted in the 
Medieval period of the Research Framework, as one of the key themes in the list of 
‘what is needed’.  The mechanism of ‘refining our specific archaeological knowledge 
of sites and locations to improve the quality of the data bases’ was proposed.  This 
corresponds with Research Aims 1 and 2 
Some research concerns highlighted in the Research Framework could have been 
written about Nevern Castle: 
‘the basic matter of disentangling the medieval from the prehistoric and earth 
medieval has not really been dealt with…. This aspect is becoming a key issue as we 
begin to suggest in Britain and Western Europe as a whole that the mid to later 
twelfth century rather than the tenth or eleventh is the period of greatest social 
change in the spaces to be found in architecture and countryside as well as in 



material culture…..  To what extent the motte and bailey and the ringwork is the 
end of the earthwork defensive tradition in Northern Europe rather than the 
beginning of the castle can be keenly debated and researched in our region which is 
so rich in surviving examples.’    This corresponds with all 3 of our research aims.   
 
Detailed Research Objectives 
Site 
- What was the extent and nature of the internal buildings in the Anglo-Norman 

castle in the early 12th century 
- What was the extent and nature of the internal buildings of the Welsh / Anglo-

Norman castle in the mid and late 12th century 
- What was on top of the banks and were they faced? 
- What was the nature of the buildings at the top of the motte through the 12th 

century 
- Was the castle entered through a roadway between the northern banks during 

in its 12th century form? 
- Was there any protection of the site at the top of the steep southern slope? 
- What form did the masonry tower in the Inner Castle have?  Does it have 

parallels? 
- What was the construction sequence of the tower and walls of the Inner Castle? 
- How was the Inner Castle reached, bridge?  If so what was the size and shape of 

the bridge? 
- What cooking arrangements.  Do we have an exterior hearth or a lean-to 

covered hearth as seen to Dryslwyn? 
 
Environmental 
- What is the nature of the crop plants grown and animals raised and eaten for 

food in the all phases of the castle’s occupation?  
- Are there significant differences in the food consumed in Anglo-Norman / Welsh 

occupations? 
- What level of exploitation, if any, of ‘wild’ foods (hunted or gathered) is evident 

in the different phases of the castle’s occupation? 
- Is there evidence for hunting?  How does the nature of hunting change over the 

various phases?   
- What level of exploitation, if any, of marine resources is evident in the different 

phases of the castle’s occupation.? 
- How do horses change in size and frequency over the history of Nevern.  Can we 

see significant change associated with Anglo-Norman arrival in the size and 
number of horses in the castle?   

- How do cattle change in size and frequency over the history of Nevern.  Can we 
see significant change associated with Anglo-Norman arrival in the size and 
number of cattle in the castle?   

- Does the forest growing in the vicinity of Nevern, as represented by the species 
of trees and their relative proportions, as derived from charcoal fragments, 
change from the Iron Age and does it match that of 13th century castles such as 
Dryslwyn? 

 
Construction 
- Stone – was stone imported from either England (Somerset) such as Dundry 

stone to the castle? 
- Stone – was local stone used, if so from where was a decent quality freestone 

obtained? 



- Are there connections between the freestone used at Nevern and that used at 
St Dogmaels, St Davids, Cardigan, Cilgerran, Carew, Pembroke or 
Haverfordwest.  If a good source of freestone was found for use at St Dogmaels 
it could have been used for both Cardigan and Nevern.  The availability of such 
stone have precipitated the Lord Rhys Building in stone since he sees it being 
done at St Dogmaels at Nevern 

- Mortar; what is the quality of the mortar in the various phases of construction at 
Nevern. 

- Does the mortar show the same poor quality seen at Dryslwyn prior to 1250’s 
and can we identify a clear ‘poor quality mortar’ phase in Welsh Castles? 

- To what extent is clay bonded walling used across the site?  Is it used only for 
domestic buildings or defensive structures as well. 

- Is there evidence of external whitewash on the internal or external surfaces of 
the clay bonded building? 

- To what extent if good freestone used for quoins at corners, window frames and 
door jambs?  Is it’s use related to the phasing of the site or the Anglo-Norman / 
Welsh cultural occupation of the site? 

- Are there any discernible patterns in the use of slate and other stone use in the 
construction of walling, is it related to the phasing of the site, Anglo-Norman or 
Welsh occupation or the bonding material? 

- What roofing materials were used and why?  Can nails give us a clear indication 
of the type of timberwork being constructed?  When do nails start to appear 
and be used for woodworking replacing tree nails/dowels? 

- How was the castle destroyed?  How well does the archaeological evidence 
correlate with the recorded destruction of 1195? 

 
Material Culture 
- Characterise the material culture present in every phase of the site.  Is there any 

discernible difference in the material culture present between the periods of 
Anglo-Norman and Welsh cultural ownership of the site? 

- What activities were practised in a Welsh / Anglo-Norman castle of the 12th 
century? 

-  Is this castle a centre for warfare, administration, industry, occupation or 
agricultural practice (a farmyard) in these phases? 

- Do the weapons of warfare change over time?  In particular what evolution of 
form is discernible in the arrowheads?  How does it compare with Jessop’s 
putative typology?  

- What fine ceramics are present in the 12th century?  What do such ceramics tell 
us about 12th century trade?  Is the Bordeaux-Bristol trade route – which is so 
evident in the 13th century in existence in the 12th century?  

- Is there evidence of material culture of earlier periods such as ceramics from the 
5/6th century phase from either the Mediterranean or France? 

- Is it possible to create an effective  typology for the development of Dyfed 
Gravel tempered ware through the 12th century? 

- To what extent is there evidence of native local Welsh or Anglo-Norman 
ceramic production in the 11/12th century? 

- Can we see any evidence for Irish or Viking influence in any of the finds? 
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