
   

 
Introduction 
This was the eighth season of work at Nevern Castle; a three week excavation (June 15th – July 
4th) directed by Dr Chris Caple (Durham University) with deputy director Pete Crane 
(Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Archaeologist); supervisors Chris Chinnock, Clare Stevens, 
site assistant Jamie Davies and finds assistant Wendy S. Woodiwis 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 reveal more of the buildings beside the southern entrance to the 
castle uncovered in 2011-13 (Trench S); complete excavation of Tower G (Trench GZ); resolve the 
construction sequence in the Inner Castle (Trenches PY, PZ); uncover the size and location of 
buildings of the southern range (Trenches SBA-SBF); complete investigating the original early 12th 
century entrance to the castle between the motte and the inner northern bank (Trench H) and 
to further investigate the ditch separating the town and castle of the early 12th century castle seen 
in 2013 (Trench BF), see Figure 1. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Location of the Excavation Trenches 2008-2014 
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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 in 1108.  FitzMartin created Nevern as the caput for 
his barony of Cemais, the motte on this site is almost certainly part of the castle that 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 demonstrates the need for substantial castle 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.  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 1150’s.  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 had or exercised control at Nevern is uncertain.  Subsequently 
Rhys recaptured Cardigan and Cilgerran castles and associated lands in 1165 and again it is quite 
probable that Nevern came under his control.  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 passed back to William FitzMartin (Robert’s son) who had 
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 several 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.  
 
The previous seasons of excavation (2008, 2009, 2010 [Easter], 2010 [Summer], 2011, 2012 and 
2013) revealed Nevern as a castle built of earth and timber in the early 12th century, which 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 later used for agriculture, which ploughed away of 
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. 
 
Excavations 2014 
Early Earth and Timber Castle 
Trench BF 
An area 2.5 x 19m was excavated across the ditch which trench BH of 2013 had shown divided the 
Bailey.  The eastern end overlapped the corner of Trench A, excavated in 2009.  The earliest 
activity in the area was an extensive shallow pit (BF22), which was quickly filled with occupation 
material (BF10) including fragments of Dyfed Gravel Tempered ware pottery, and is thus almost 
certainly from the early occupation of Robert FitzMartin and his forces.  Subsequently the castle 
was redeveloped with massive bank and ditch defences, including this large V shaped ditch (BF6) 
(over 4m wide and 2m deep) which divided the current ‘Bailey’ area between the castle and an 
adjacent township and cut through the edge of the earlier pit (BF22).  There were subsequent 
building activities in this town and castle as revealed by the beam slot BF31 and many stakeholes 



(100-132) created at this time.  The ditch slowly silted up (BF29).  In the later 12th century another 
pit BF13 cut through earlier structures – its fill contained a fragment of tooled gritstone of the 
type used in the construction of the stone buildings erected in this period.  Eventually the castle 
was slighted (1195) which resulted in slates, probably debris from demolished buildings and 
defences, being thrown into the ditch (BF28).  Subsequently soil slowly built up in the ditch BF7, 
however after a scrub clearing and burning event (BF8) the site was used for intensive 
agriculture; active ploughing led to a much quicker silting process in the ditch (BF3, BF4).  The 
presence of substantial pits on the site prior to the construction of the ditch indicates that the 
phasing scheme of 2013, see the 2013 Interim, must be revised.  It appears likely that the initial 
(Phase 3) construction in the castle was a small ringwork bank (now buried beneath the outer 
northern bank) and ditch.  This defence could have been quickly erected and using the natural 
steep slopes on the south and east side created a substantial defended area to protect the initial 
invasion force.  In this initial conquest phase, Robert FitzMartin may have had / needed a large 
number of troops, especially cavalry to capture and hold Cemais.  Evidence of this, Phase 3, 
occupation comes from material found buried beneath the outer northern bank (D39) and the 
pit BF22.  Other post holes, beam slots and pit features uncovered in Areas A in 2009 may also 
relate to this phase.  Subsequently having secured Cemais, and possibly prompted by Welsh 
attacks in 1109 and 1116, Robert FitzMartin created the much larger and more defensive earth 
and timber castle.  This, Phase 4, castle comprised large banks and ditches on the north and west 
sides, a huge motte at the apex of the castle, bank and ditch defences on the south side above 
the slope and a large defensive ditch dividing the castle from a township area which lay to its 
east.  It is this castle, which occupied the same area as his earlier ringwork, whose remnants we 
see today.  
  

 
Figure 2: Revised Earth and Timber Phases (3 & 4) of Nevern Castle- Castell Nanhyfer 

(adapted from the RCAHMW Plan of Nevern Castle)  
 
Trench H 
Excavation of the 8 x 8m trench, opened in 2013 to try and find the northern entrance to the 
early earth and timber castle, was continued in 2014.  The trench was extended to the south, and 
this revealed that a defensive ditch appears to run between the motte and the bailey.  This 
season’s excavation concentrated efforts in two areas approximately 3m x 4m across the narrow 
point between the motte and the north bank, to ensure that any early 12th century structures 
would be encountered and identified.  Our three weeks of excavation showed that there was no 



entrance to the castle in this area at any point in the castle’s history.  A V shaped ditch (H42, 
H43) was cut, probably in Phase 4a, when the castle’s major defences were created.  This divided 
the earlier castle into a smaller highly defended castle area and a town.  The ditch formed a 
continuous steep slope with the motte, it would have been impossible to climb the motte from 
the base of the ditch 11m below.  This ditch, whose partial cross section is shown in Figure 4,  slowly 
silted up with anoxic grey silt (H39, H32)  – indicating stagnant waterlogged conditions – which 
have helped preserve the point of a wooden stake (Figure 3) – a unique fragment of the early 
Anglo Norman castle, which fell into the ditch and was recovered from these deposits.  

 
 

Figure 3: Pointed Wooden Stake: split timber with one adzed smooth side and pointed 
end with axed facets. 

 
Subsequently more occupation material H41, and clay (H30, H31) probably from building work 
on the motte washed into the ditch.  This could derive from the mid 12th century lowering of the 
motte and building a round tower on it.  Further occupation material (H26, H29) washed into 
the ditch including large fragments of late 12th century, high fired and glazed Bristol made 
pottery with applied decorations.  A large deposit of slate (H20, H25) and other material, almost 
certainly debris from the destruction of the castle in 1195, was then deposited into the ditch.  
Subsequently a large deposit of clay (H36) was dumped into the ditch on top of the silting and 
slighting deposits.  Whilst this may be further materials from the destruction of the castle, this 
level of work seems unlikely for destruction activity, and it may derive from an attempt to 
refortify the castle after it had been slighted; extending the north bank across to the motte to 
create a large defended castle area.  The north bank may have been heightened and widened 
at this time (H22).   

 
Figure 4: South facing, W-E Section through the ditch fills of Trench H. 

 
Subsequent to this there was a long period of slow decline – silting in the ditch, much of it clay 
washed in from the recently enhanced banks, but also incorporating a lot of debris falling down 
from the motte, some occupation material and some building material probably from the 



collapsed round tower being looted for stone in the 13th- 17th century period (H11, H27).  
Subsequently probably in the 18th century the land was improved for agricultural use.  First, fire 
was used to clear the site (H23, BF8) and then a French drain (H8, H9, H10, H12) was cut down 
into these deposits, slicing through the late clay bank refortification, which had affectively 
dammed the natural drainage of the site.  This drain probably greatly improved the drainage of 
the site which was subsequently ploughed and crops grown.  This led to increased erosion of the 
banks and ground of the bailey; silting with clay rich soil is evident in the upper levels of the ditch 
fill (H40, H3) during this period 
 
Mid to Late 12th Century – the castle rebuilt in clay mortared slate  
Trench S 
A trench 7m x 3m was opened north east of the 2013 Trench S excavation.  This revealed a similar 
sequence to that seen in trench S2013; an early 12th century defence of a bank (S160, S176) at the 
top of the southern slope of the hill with a ditch (S186) behind and presumably a further internal 
bank (not present in this year’s excavation area).  The steep ditch was cut through the natural    
clay but given a flat bottom as the slate rubble natural beneath the clay is hard to dig through.  
The top of the bank was investigated and no evidence for a wooden palisade was found only 
traces of a gully (S168) and two worn flat slates (S170).  It is presumed that there would have 
been a wooden palisade on the internal bank beyond the ditch.  This ditch (S186) is the same one 
and has the same form and filling sequence as ditch S141, and BB42 which runs around the 
southern edge of the castle half of the site. This ditch was not present on the town half of the site 
(see Figure 2).  Subsequently, probably in the mid 12th century, a substantial curtain wall (S159), 
circa 1.8m wide was constructed on top of the outer bank and the ditch was filled in (S182, S183).  
The fact that the ditch did not contain any slow silting at its base suggests either little time 
elapsed between the construction of the ditch and the new curtain wall construction or, more 
likely, the ditch was cleaned out probably when the castle was reoccupied, and then deliberately 
filled in when it was decided to abandon the earth and wooden defences and construct a more 
substantial stone wall. Subsequently there was an period of occupation where a substantial 
amount of pottery and bone was deposited (S178) before the curtain wall was destroyed (S177) 
and then post holes cut into the debris of this wall (S171, S172, S167), suggesting the hasty erection 
of a wooden palisade on the line of the original curtain wall.  This was later replaced by a large 
trapezoidal tower, which was largely unearthed in 2013.  Wall S154 from this tower was present in 
the 2014 trench.  This tower was located at the very edge of the site, protected the gate and 
prevented access from the southern side.  After further occupation material had been deposited 
(S165, S166, S169), capped with a thin surfacing (S163), a new building, whose wall S152 was just 
clipped by this year’s excavation, was erected.   Following a final thin layer of occupation (S162) 
the castle was slighted leaving rubble strewn over the whole of the trench area (S153, S158).  
Apart from a single pit (S157) which contained 19th century porcelain fragments and was 
probably created , like those seen in 2012 (S31, S32, S33, S35, S37, S38, S41) by people trying to 
recover pieces of good building stone from the site, the site was left to agriculture.       
 
Trenches SBA-SBF 
A series of smaller trenches (SBA – SBF), see Figure 5, typically 3m x 2m, were opened up to 
uncover the top of the walls of a building (South Range Building 3) first detected in 2009, west of 
South Range Building 1.  These trenches located the position of this building, which is 18m long 
and 8m wide.  The shattered ends of walls in trenches SBB and SBE indicated that much of the 
southern wall and south-eastern corner of the building, had collapsed down the southern slope of 
the hill.  Though we uncovered extensive traces of the substantial 1m wide, clay bonded slate 
walls of the west and east sides of this building, and the south-west corner, we have not yet 
located its northern wall, which is believed to run under the Pembrokeshire bank.  Since we now 
know that the castle has always been entered from the south, given the size and location of this 
building, it appears likely that this building (South Range Building 3) is the great hall of the 
castle.  The adjoining building South Range Building 1, which butts onto the back, is probably a 
later addition, possibly a great chamber or solar, though this could be the role of the separate 



building South Range Building 2 to the east.  If the stone phase of the castle was built by The 
Lord Rhys in the mid to late 12th century, these buildings could be considered his ‘llys’.  However, 
since there may be little physical difference between an Anglo-Norman great hall and associated 
buildings and a llys, such terms may represent more of a cultural association than a discernible 
building type.  Excavation stopped at the tops of the walls of this building as there was evidence 
of pits, postholes and other features, especially in Trench SBC.  We will need to excavate large 
trenches in future years if we are to make sense of these features which relate to the wooden 
constructions in and around this building.  

 
Figure 5: The South Range of Buildings and Gateway complex. 

 
Late 12th Century - castle destruction 
Trench GZ 
The remaining irregularly shaped bank of rubble which obscured the southern external wall of 
Tower G was removed.  This gave us a complete view of the external walls of Tower G, which was 
constructed as late addition to the Inner Castle.  The tower is square, with two external rounded 
corners; rounded since they were constructed of clay mortared slate which is strong in rounded 
form but weak as a right angle.  Newnham Castle in Kent, also of 12th century date, has rounded 
corners (coursed flint nodules in a sandy lime mortar) for similar reasons.  Frequently halls made 
with clay or earth mortared stone walls, such as those at the llys of Rhosyr and in castles such as 
Llantrithyd, have rounded corners again for stability of structure. 
 
Trench PZ 
This L shaped trench (5.5m x 3m) uncovered a thin spread of occupation material from the early 
12th century (PZ16) though there were no traces of early 12th century buildings.  It is currently  
presumed that the rocky outcrop was not easy to defend with wooden and earthen defences of 
the early 12th century, and so not part of the early castle.  However, when in the mid 12th century 
the castle started to be constructed in stone, this rock outcrop could be made into a stronghold.  
Initially a curtain wall P3 was constructed around the site, with a large building, probably a hall 
constructed at the same time, against the north-eastern end of the Inner Castle.  Only wall P31, its 
foundation PZ12, the earth floor PZ88 and the slate slabbed entrance way PZ7 remain from this 
hall.  The eastern half of this hall was removed, when the area was redeveloped and the large 
square tower with rounded corners, Tower G, was constructed against the west curtain wall of the 
Inner Castle.  Prior to its construction slate rubble (PZ14) was strewn over the area.  The eastern 
wall (P31) of the initial hall remained, as it acted as a retaining wall for this loose rubble, Tower G 
was then built directly onto this rubble.   



 
Trench PY 
A trench 3m x 2m was opened up in the centre of the eastern side of the Inner Castle, exactly 
where the wall P31 would have been had it remained.  No trace of the wall was found, it had 
been removed, almost certainly demolished to provide space and materials for the construction 
of Tower G.  In this area a substantial pit; 1.4m in diameter and 0.8 deep was cut into the 
bedrock.  A square (30cms x 25cms) sectioned wooden post was inserted and this pit filled with 
slate fragments to keep the post secure.  This presumably supported a crane or scaffolding 
associated with the construction of Tower G.  This post was subsequently cut off at ground level 
and eventually rotted creating the void we discovered during excavation.  Elsewhere the bedrock 
(PY10) had been flattened and was covered by a thin yellow soil (PY4) which acted as the 
surface of the courtyard surrounding the Tower G.  A small post-hole (PY6 & PY7) attest the 
presence of some small wooden structures constructed in the courtyard during the subsequent 
brief occupation phase.  Tower G had not been built for long before it was slighted, set on fire 
and knocked down (very limited evidence of occupation and much of the rubble (PZ14) on which 
the tower was built was still exposed).  Both PY and PZ trenches showed extensive signs of 
burning (PY4, PZ10, PZ6) before the whole areas was buried in the slate rubble (PY3, PZ4) of the 
castle’s destruction.      
 
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 
advances in our understanding of the development of this castle, especially the early earth and 
timber phases.  It is now clear that our initial reconstructions with a northern entrance are wrong 
and will need to be redrawn.   Our understanding of the very earliest (Phase 3) castle on this site 
is very limited, only ephemeral remains of small scale defences and occupation exist, largely 
obscured by the much larger scale earthworks of the later (Phase 4) castle and associate town. 
As we excavate more areas, the pattern especially in the ditches (trenches DD, H, BH, BF) is 
being repeated; early occupation, buried or cut through by later large earthwork defences which 
then have a long period of slow silting with very little or no occupation material – which suggests 
little or no occupation of the castle at this time – pointing to a period of abandonment – 
presumably after 1136.  Subsequently there is occupation activity which culminates in the large 
slates and shaped gritstone pieces pushed into the ditch – presumably the slighting of the castle in 
1195. 
It remains unclear who started constructing the castle in clay mortared slate – but there is clearly 
a succession of stone buildings and occupation deposits, especially around the entrance (Trench S) 
which indicates that stone construction must have started in the mid 12th century.  Even if started 
by Robert FitzMartin before his death in 1159, it is likely that any work between 1159 and 1171 
would be the work of the Lord Rhys.  Undoubtedly there was a lot of building in stone in the 
following 1170s-1190s period when William FitzMartin was lord.  It is possible that the original 
curtain wall (S159) was built by Robert FitzMartin, but work stopped with his death, The Lord 
Rhys could have captured the castle by siege circa 1165 demolishing the curtain wall.  Subsequent 
building work was by The Lord Rhys and William FitzMartin, both of whom had the time and 
resources to do so.      
 

Dr Chris Caple – July 2014 
 

 


