
   

 
Introduction 
This was the sixth season of excavation at Nevern Castle; a three week excavation 
(June 17th – July 6th) directed by Dr Chris Caple (Durham University) with deputy 
director Pete Crane (Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Archaeologist); supervisors, Ed 
Burton (Durham University) and Chris Chinnock, site assistant Clare Stevens and finds 
assistant Diana McCormack working with students from Durham, Cardiff and Lampeter 
Universities as well as local volunteers.  The excavation was supported by the estate of 
the late Ray Caple, Cardiff University and the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park 
Authority.  The objectives for this season’s excavation were to reveal more of the 
southern entrance to the castle uncovered in 2011, continue excavations at the top of 
the motte outside the Round Tower (Tower F), to uncover the nature of the defences on 
the eastern side of the Bailey ahead of the construction of a bridge between the Inner 
Castle and the Bailey, to excavate a gap through the Pembrokeshire bank to allow 
access to the southern part of the site and excavate the holes for the posts of a fence 
designed to improve visitor safety on the Inner Castle and around the rock cut ditch. 
 
History  
The existing historical record indicates that the castle was the 11th century site of the 
local Welsh lord Cuhelyn prior to its capture by Robert FitzMartin in the Anglo-Norman 
conquest of Pembrokeshire circa 1108/9.  FitzMartin created Nevern as the caput for 
his barony of Cemais, the motte on this site is almost certainly the castle that he 
established.  He also founded a borough of 18 burgage plots on this site and 
established the abbey of St Dogmaels.  Subsequently the Welsh recaptured Ceredigion 
in 1136, following the battle of Crug Mawr; this may have given control of much of 
northern Pembrokeshire including Nevern to the Welsh, and after 1156 this meant the 
Lord Rhys.  In 1171, after reaching agreement with Henry II, the Lord Rhys was given 
the rank of Justiciar, 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 had passed back to William FitzMartin (Robert’s 
son) since William married Angharad, the daughter of the Lord Rhys.  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 various of his sons (Hywel Sais, Grufydd and Maelgwn), with the Lord 
Rhys being held prisoner in the castle during 1194, before his death in 1197.  It is 
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recorded that in 1195 Hywel Sais slighted Nevern Castle to prevent it falling into Anglo-
Norman hands and in 1204 Anglo-Norman forces recaptured 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.  
 
The previous seasons of excavation (2008, 2009, 2010 [Easter], 2010 [Summer] and 
2011) revealed Nevern as a castle built of earth and timber in the early 12th century, 
which was rebuilt in clay mortared slate during the 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 used for agriculture, a process which ploughed 
away much of the archaeological evidence in the centre of the site.  The surviving 
remains of Nevern Castle preserve evidence of life in 12th century Wales and of that 
rare transition stage of the late 12th and early 13th century when castles were being 
redeveloped from earth and timber to stone. 
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Trench F – The 2011 excavations had revealed a midden deposit from the late 12th 
century occupation on top of the motte outside the round tower wall.  In order to 
recover further evidence from this midden, an 8m x 3m trench, the southern quadrant of 
the top of the motte outside the round tower wall, was excavated.  Beneath the debris of 
previous excavations and conservation (F24) the slate rubble of the collapsed round 
tower (F36) was recovered protecting a thin layer of midden material (F38).  This year 
only a few sherds of pottery were recovered from the midden deposit.  Beneath this the 
brown clay of the top of the motte (F46) was revealed.  Two small postholes (F42, F44) 
were excavated in this surface, though their posts would have been insufficient to 
support substantial structures such as the flight of steps up to the first floor entrance of 
the tower.  At the extreme west end of the trench, a wall (F39) of clay mortared slate 
was found running up the side of the motte.  This wall, which was only around 0.75m 
wide, was the curtain wall for the Bailey and although it had lost the final 0.5 metre of 
its length, it had clearly butted up to, and was thus secondary to, the Round Tower F.  
Only a small section, less than 2m in length of this wall was fully uncovered – though 
traces of a further 2m could be detected running down the side of the motte.  This 
appears to be the only surviving trace of this curtain wall, which probably originally 
topped the west bank and outer north bank of the castle.  In 2010 (2010 Summer 
Interim) a large deposit of slate (D37) was discovered at the base of the north bank; this 
was almost certainly the remains of the curtain wall pushed off the top of the bank when 
the castle was slighted in 1195.  The presence of a field boundary running along the top 
of the bank, recorded in the earliest OS maps, may suggest that some fragments of 
curtain wall survived into the 19th century, though there is no longer any trace 
remaining.  It may be presumed that the curtain wall would have run along the northern 
bank from the rock cut ditch beside the Inner Castle up the motte to the Round Tower F 
and then down the other side of the motte along the top of the west bank to the 
Rectangular Tower S.  A small wall, exposed by burrowing animals, which runs out from 
the exterior of the west bank may be all that remains of flanking external towers to the 
curtain wall.    
 
Inner Castle – The erection of a post and rail fence to make the site safer for public 
visitation, required the archaeological excavation and recording of a series of small post 
holes (0.3 x 0.3 x 0.7m) along the western edge of the Inner Castle, areas P and G. 
These were successfully excavated, but revealed archaeological features which required 
excavation of two larger areas in order to explain the archaeology encountered.  The 
first of these was a trench 4m x 1 m excavated along the inside (north face) of the 
southern wall G2 of the Square Tower G.  This revealed a similar sequence of deposits 
as that observed in the northern half of the tower interior, excavated in 2011.  Beneath 
the slate rubble of the Tower G destruction was a deposit of burnt slate rubble (G25) 
and below that a substantial deposit of charcoal (G26), the burnt remains of the 
wooden floor which ran across the tower at roughly the present floor level.  This 
wooden floor, the ground floor of Tower G, had been supported on three offsets (G52, 
G29 and G30) projecting from the south (G2) east (G5) and north (G3) walls of Tower 



G.  Several substantial pieces of carbonised wood were retrieved from this charcoal 
layer.  Sherds of pottery and fragments of five Nine Men’s Morris Boards, recovered 
from the burnt stone and charcoal layers, provided evidence of the activities taking 
place in this tower just before it was burnt and slighted, presumably in 1195.  The 
damaged westerly end of the northern wall of Tower G, (G3) was sectioned to record 
its construction and provide a safer modern access into the tower, the original entrance 
to Square Tower G would have been up at first floor level. 
In the area north of Tower G, between G and Trench P, the modern post hole 
excavations had indicated that rather than merely the collapsed slate rubble of Tower 
G, there was a slate floor.  A trench 2.25m x 0.75m was cut against what was expected 
to be the inside face of the curtain wall of the Inner Castle (P3) which had formed the 
western edge of Trench P.  This wall did not continue as expected but formed a corner 
with wall (P31), the southern wall to Area P, suggesting that rather than being a large 
courtyard as initially suggested, Area P could be a large ‘hall’ building, 7.2m wide and 
more than 5.5m long, occupying the whole of the northern side of the Inner Castle.  The 
area between Tower G and this possible hall building, had a slate floor (G54) 
constructed on clean yellow soil (G55).  The slate floor continued west past the end of 
building P towards the rock cut ditch.  It appears likely that this represents the point at 
which the bridge crossed the rock cut ditch to the bailey.  Carefully excavating towards 
the rock cut ditch traces of a step (G60) overlaid by a wall of 3 large squared off 
glacial boulders (G59) were uncovered.  This appears to be a blocking built into a 
doorway or portcullis slot which guarded the access across the bridge.  The blocking 
may well be part of an attempt to prevent access to or from the Inner Castle.  Squared 
up glacial boulders are also seen in wall S13, see Trench S, both these pieces of 
construction may have occurred late in the life of the castle, possibly after it had been 
slighted and together with wooden gates inserted into the southern entrance (S14) is 
evidence for a reoccupation of the castle between 1195 and 1204, though the lithic 
projectiles found thrown down from the south side of Tower G, suggest this 
reoccupation, unrecorded by history, ended in conflict.   
 
Trench AM - The erection of a post and rail fence along the eastern edge of the 
modern entrance in the northern corner of the Bailey necessitated the archaeological 
excavation and recording of a series of small post holes for posts in this area.  It also 
required that the current end of the inner northern bank be cut back to continue to 
permit vehicular access, which afforded the opportunity to record the section through 
this feature.  The post holes recorded the expected sequence of brown soil (AM16) 
resulting from medieval and post medieval agriculture on the site, above intermittent 
layers of slate (AM17) and charcoal (AM21), from the destruction of slate roofed 
buildings in the Bailey, probably the 1195 slighting of the castle.  Beneath these were 
layers of the weathered yellow soil (AM18) and unweathered orange clay soil (AM19) 
which form natural on this part of the site.  The section revealed a more complex 
sequence with evidence of a charcoal destruction layer (AM24), probably from the 
early 12th century castle since it is overlain by a wall of clay mortared slate (AM22), 



which has a clay bank to its rear (south).  Subsequently the wall collapsed and the bank 
eroded to give the present rounded bank form.  The clay mortared wall may be a 
fragment of curtain wall, possibly replacing an earlier wooden palisade and bank 
(AM34), though it is possible that it is all that remains of a more substantial construction, 
possibly a small tower, constructed here to provide a defensive end to the bank and 
protect the bridge access to the Inner Castle, which appears to have crossed the rock cut 
ditch at this point, see Trench G. 
 
Trench CM - A trench 3m x 2m was excavated in the north east corner of the Bailey, 
where the foundation for a proposed bridge to connect the Inner Castle to the Bailey 
was due to be located.  Later, the trench was extended to 3m x 4m in order to make 
sense of the ephemeral archaeological traces recovered and to find solid ground on 
which the bridge foundation could be safely be sited.  Excavation revealed that on the 
north east side of the trench there was the edge of a large ditch (CM11), cut down into 
the bedrock (CM10) which when excavated was over 2m deep.  This ditch was 
probably cut in the early 12th century and marks the original line of defence of Robert 
FitzMartin’s castle.  It preceded the present late 12th century rock cut ditch.   
 

 
 
Only limited evidence was available from much of this trench since ploughing had cut 
down into the subsoil and removed almost all the archaeology, just a few centimetres 
remained; the very bottoms of the stakeholes and post holes and discoloured subsoil, 
were left.  These remains indicate that south of the ditch and cut into the subsoil / 



bedrock (CM5, CM6) were a couple of post holes (CM18, CM52) and numerous stake 
holes. These were grouped in the south half of the trench.  On the west side of the trench 
there was evidence of iron pan, discolouration of the subsoil (CM65), probably caused 
by stacked turves or mounds of earth.  This appears to be all that is left of a bank which 
originally ran inside the ditch.  However, these traces clearly indicate the presence of a 
bank and external ditch along the eastern edge of the Bailey with a wooden palisade 
and some form of stake construction on the south-eastern side, perhaps traces of a 
postern gate, tower or building.  The evidence from the fill of the ditch (CM13, CM14, 
CM15) indicates that domestic debris; ashes from the hearth and a few scraps of pottery 
etc were being discarded into the ditch in the early 12th century.  Above this there was a 
thick brown silt layer (CM12), evidence of a slow soil accumulation, possibly associated 
with a period of abandonment of the castle between 1135 and 1171.  Subsequently 
when the castle was reoccupied by William FitzMartin in 1171 a revetting wall (CT3) 
was built in the base of the earlier ditch and the present larger rock cut ditch dug 
beyond it.  The ground behind the revetting wall was quickly filled with stone and soil 
(CM9).  This revetting wall and the defences of the Inner Castle now protected this part 
of the site.   Evidence from Trench C in 2011, showed that clay floored wooden 
buildings were subsequently erected in this part of the castle in the late 12th century. 
 
Trench CMZ - To gain a clearer picture of the early 12th century defences suggested 
by Trench CM, a second trench CMZ (6m x 4m) was opened up 3m west of Trench CM.  
Again on the north-east side of the trench the edge of a large ditch was revealed 
(CMZ6).  This was not fully excavated, but clearing the rest of the trench revealed a 
series of post holes (CMZ4, CMZ14) on the very edge of the ditch.  This corresponds 
with the erection of a timber palisade on the edge of the ditch with a large earth bank 
behind, that covered horizontal beams which helped support that front palisade.  With 
the ditch straight in front of this timber fronted bank, anyone trying to gain access to the 
castle would have been presented with a near vertical face of over 4m in height.  Such 
a significant defence suggests that the area of the Inner Castle was not incorporated into 
Robert FitzMartin’s initial castle of circa 1109.  This explains the almost complete 
absence of early 12th century archaeological evidence recovered from the Inner Castle 
in previous season’s excavations.   

 
Trench BN - As part of our efforts to make the site fully accessible to all visitors a small 
section of Pembrokeshire bank was removed to provide easy access to the southern 
corner of the site.  Pembrokeshire banks are the traditional field and farm boundaries of 
Pembrokeshire; banks of stone and soil faced with vertical slate usually on one side to 
stop animals eroding the bank, they are often topped with a hedge.  They are normally 
considered to be of 18th and 19th century construction, though the precise origins of this 
type of boundary have yet to be ascertained.  When this bank was excavated it was 
shown to have the following history. 
The east and southern sides of the late 12th century hall, South Range Building 1, had 
been excavated in 2009 and 2010.  In 2012, in trench BN the north wall of this 



structure was revealed.  It was composed of clay mortared slate, had been set on fire 
and then demolished (BN15) probably when the castle was slighted in 1195.  The slate 
demolition rubble was taken away, presumably for building houses in the local area, 
leaving only a stump of the north wall (BN11) of the hall remaining.  There must have 
been an entrance at the east end of the north wall of the hall, since a large piece of 
gritstone, characteristically used only on corners and entrances, was found seated in the 
yellow clay bank (BN14) which underlay this wall.  Subsequently during the farming of 
the area in the medieval period a large number of glacial boulders were uncovered 
from ploughing.  These were not normally used for building in this period and were 
rolled into piles (BN12, BN13) around the stumps of walling at the edge of the field.  
Subsequently soil was added (BN7) and a bank formed.  Further stones (BN5) were 
heaped onto the bank and soil continued to build up (BN2).  Only at this later stage 
were vertical slates (BN4) pushed into the front of the east end of the bank to form a 
‘Pembrokeshire Bank’.  Though the area of the Bailey had been used for growing crops 
in the medieval and post medieval period, which resulted in ploughing away much of 
the archaeology in this area, see Trench CM and CMZ, the vertical slate faced bank 
suggests that the Bailey was also used for stock grazing in this later 18th/19th century 
period.  Allowing stock to graze arable field for periods after the crop was harvested so 
they naturally fertilized the ground was standard farming practice in this area (Comeau 
2009, 237).  The presence of the remnant of the 12th century hall wall appears to have 
determined the location of the later Pembrokeshire Bank.    
 
Trench S - Following the uncovering of the late 12th century southern entrance to the 
castle in 2011, a trench 7m x 3.5m was excavated north of the entrance to uncover the 
buildings whose presence was suggested by the entrance wall.  This trench was 
extended 4.5m x 2m south, forming an L shape, to expose the area which had been left 
unexcavated in 2011 between trenches S and SL.   
The only evidence clearly associated with early 12th century activity in the area was a 
large pit (S83), filled with slate debris (S79).  Subsequently a good quality road surface 
(S73) formed from small cobble hammered into the natural clay (seen in 2011 as S9, 
SL11 & SL12), which appears to avoid the earlier pit, was constructed.  This road may 
well be associated with the clay mortared stone walling of the entrance (S49, S24) 
(seen in 2011 as S11) and thus appears to belong to the start of the late 12th century 
construction phase of the castle, though it is possible that it is earlier.  There were 
wooden building(s) behind this wall, indicated by the presence of post holes (S80, S82, 
S85), one of which (S80) cuts through the early road surface. Post holes associated with 
this road surface excavated in 2011, may relate to this or an earlier phase of activity. 
 



 
 
A later road surface S45 (seen in 2011 as S10), was formed of large cobbles and had 
a gulley S51 on its north side funnelling away water out of the castle entrance.  The 
entrance / gateway had been rebuilt in the mid late 12th century (S5) with an impressive 
gritstone block facing and a pitched slate threshold (S6, S16).  Two inscribed slates 
were recovered this year to add to the collection recovered from the threshold in 2011.  
One did not have a secure context whilst the other, from the gulley S51, had been 
exposed to the weather making the scratched designs on its upper surface very faint.  
Both were probably originally part of the threshold (S6, S16).  North of the gulley were 
a series of timber constructions made of wooden posts and stakes, (S62-70, S74-76) 
possibly a pen for animals such as geese which could act to alert the defenders of the 
castle to people at the castle gate.  



 
 
After these buildings were burnt down a clay mortared slate walled (S23) building was 
partially built over them against the west side (inside) of the wall of the entrance (S49, 
S24). Water drained from the roof of this building into a narrow gulley (S55) which 
then emptied into the wider roadside gulley.  The building associated with wall (S23) 
ran north and will be investigated next year.  A building was also built against the 
eastern (outside) face of the entrance wall.  The clay mortared walls (S47, S13) of this 
building were made of glacial boulders, a poorer quality building than the slate used in 
all other late 12th century buildings.  This may suggest a different group of people were 
responsible for constructing this building late in the castle’s history, possibly during 
Welsh control of the castle 1191-1195?  The clay floor (S42) of this building, slumped (it 
was very unstable as it was perched just above the southern slope to the site) forming a 
trench which was filled with slate (S39).  There was evidence of occupation on this slate 
and clay floor with a large number of sherds of pottery being retrieved from this area 
which was subsequently burnt as it was covered in charcoal (S26).  The western building 
also had a deposit of charcoal (S25).  It is uncertain if these charcoal layers derive from 
the destruction of the castle in 1195, or the fiery end to a later phase of squatting 
activity (1195-1204?), for which evidence has previously been found. Above the 



burning and immediately below the topsoil, were a series of soil filled holes pock 
marking the rubble of the 12th century castle (S31, S32, S33, S35, S37, S38, S41).  
These had been dug after the castle had been demolished, seemingly to try and recover 
the squared blocks of gritstone, used for the corners and doorways of the late 12th 
century buildings which was a valuable building stone in almost any period.  One piece 
of gritstone, which originally formed part of the castle’s southern entrance / gateway 
and has a mason’s mark or apotropaic symbol scratched on it, was missed by these 
stone hunters, and we recovered it from the demolition rubble of the castle (S3, S28) 
above the gulley (S51).   
 
Summary: 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. This 
season’s excavations have provided an unexpected glimpse of the eastern defences of 
the early 13th century castle (Trenches CM and CMZ) which suggested that the Inner 
Castle area may not have been incorporated into the early castle.  We have found 
evidence of more Nine Men’s Morris boards, the game was played in the Square Tower 
G as well as the Great Hall B and the Round Tower F.  The bridge access to the Inner 
Castle may have been located in the area between P and G of the Inner Castle (Trench 
G) and there is slight evidence for a clay mortared stone construction at the north corner 
of the Bailey (Trench AM) which may have the defended this end of the inner northern 
bank area and the Bailey end of the bridge access.  The history of the Pembrokeshire 
bank on the site has been elucidated (Trench BN) providing evidence that the later 18th 
/19th century boundary evolved in its present position due to the presence of fragments 
of an earlier 12th century stone building.  The southern entrance has continued to 
demonstrate its complexity with evidence for internal wooden constructions, at least 
three phases of clay mortared stone/slate walls (buildings) associated with the late 12th 
century entrance into the castle and two substantial phases of road construction are also 
evident (Trench S).  We have found clear evidence that there was a curtain wall running 
along the tops of the banks and up the motte to the Round Tower in the late 12th century 
(Trench F).  It now appears likely that the wooden palisades of the early 12th century 
had been replaced by clay mortared slate walls and towers by the time the castle was 
slighted in 1195.  
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