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Abstract 

The prehistoric promontory forts of Pembrokeshire are amongst the most abundant and 

diverse type of archaeological monument in Wales, however, extremely little is known 

about their formation, their functions and their role in prehistoric society. As coastal sites 

along the remote Pembrokeshire coast they have failed to attract the same attention that 

their inland hillfort counterparts have received over the last two centuries. There are also 

issues relating to previous research and the methodologies employed. The threat of 

coastal erosion now also threatens many of these sites, with valuable archaeology being 

lost on an annual basis that could otherwise help to unravel their stories and piece 

together a narrative that they deserve. 

This dissertation evaluates the existing archaeological knowledge of promontory forts and 

assesses how it has been shaped by the methodologies used to survey and investigate 

them. This work also showcases two new surveys of Caerfai Camp and Porth y Rhaw 

promontory undertaken to address knowledge and methodological gaps identified by the 

review. Undertaking new surveys has shown the considerable merit in using a 

combination of non-invasive archaeological techniques to improve the knowledge and 

understanding of promontory forts.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

1.1 The coastal promontory forts of Pembrokeshire – a need for further 

research 

The coastal promontory forts of Pembrokeshire represent some of the finest and most 

abundant upstanding archaeological remains of the late prehistoric period anywhere in 

Britain. 58 promontory forts can found along the expansive Pembrokeshire coastline 

between Dinas Head and Bosherston Pools at a density unmatched anywhere else across 

the British Isles (Barker and Driver 2011, 66). Whilst the density is impressive the variation 

in architecture and landscape setting provokes innumerable questions scarcely explored 

by archaeologists until recent years. Very little is known about them, how they functioned 

and how they ultimately fitted into the society and landscape of the later prehistoric 

period in Pembrokeshire and beyond.  

The lack of research is largely due to the neglect of the archaeological community, 

compounded by their peripheral locations at the very edge of the British Isles. Their 

isolated locations have meant that many have escaped damage from agricultural 

practices, especially their intensification during the 20th century, and as a result have 

benefitted from protection as Scheduled Monuments. The formation of Pembrokeshire 

Coast National Park in 1952 also provided the vast majority of the county’s promontory 

forts with additional protection. Whilst the preservation of archaeological earthworks is 

usually viewed as a positive outcome, placing a site under guardianship notoriously 

results in it being ‘frozen in time’ with the prospects of further research often made more 

difficult due to the strictures of legislation. These protections, along with limited research 

funding, have stalled the research of promontory forts. However, with the ‘new’ threat of 

coastal erosion, many now find themselves on the front line and crumbling into the sea 

which has redirected efforts to investigate and record them before it’s too late.   

Where limited archaeological work has been conducted it has been largely constrained to 

site-specific approaches comprising small-scale excavations in response to coastal 

erosion. Whilst this work has shed some light on chronologies and functions at a handful 

of sites, approaches have often lacked imagination and ambition and have largely failed 

to address the wider landscape issues. Questions should also be asked of the priorities of 

these projects and methodologies employed in researching the archaeology.  

Whilst the issues mentioned here provide somewhat of a conundrum, in the context of 

this dissertation it provides a unique opportunity to synthesise the current knowledge on 

promontory forts and to review previous research and methodologies. It also presents an 

opportunity to employ landscape surveying techniques to redress methodological and 

knowledge gaps and expand the understanding of a unique and important class of 

archaeological site. 
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Figure 1 Distribution map showing the location of promontory forts in Pembrokeshire. Point data 

obtained from the Hillfort Atlas (Lock and Ralston 2017). 
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1.2 Aims and research questions 

The aim of this dissertation will be to review previous archaeological research on 

promontory forts in Pembrokeshire in order to build a baseline understanding of the 

monuments and to identify and address methodological and knowledge gaps. This will be 

achieved by addressing the following research questions: 

1. How have interpretations and perceptions of Pembrokeshire’s promontory forts 

changed and evolved since the earliest records?  

2. Are there issues with previous archaeological methodologies used to survey and 

investigate the sites? How have these shaped current interpretations? 

3. Can applied landscape archaeological techniques be used to address knowledge 

gaps for these sites, [taking two case study sites as examples]? 

1.3 Note on the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact upon research 

The outbreak of COVID-19 during early 2020 had a huge impact upon the direction of this 

dissertation which resulted in the need for new research questions and a requirement to 

be adaptable and imaginative with fieldwork. Initially, this project was to heavily rely on 

archival material such as historical maps and documentary sources. With the closure of 

archives at the start of April, this type of research became unviable. Heavy movement 

restrictions were also placed on people living in Wales which also jeopardised original 

fieldwork plans.  

To overcome these issues new research questions were established based on what could 

be achieved under such restricted circumstances. Regarding fieldwork, previously 

collected survey data was utilised for this research. Much of this data was collected prior 

to the pandemic by the author as part of his role on the coastal heritage CHERISH project. 

However, it should be clearly stated that all data, interpretations and illustrations 

presented in this work are products of independent work by the author specifically for 

the purpose of completing this dissertation. Travel restrictions also influenced the choice 

of sites where two contrasting case-study sites within close proximity were selected. 

Limited independent fieldwork to check survey plans was successfully completed once 

restrictions had eased in July and August.  
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Chapter 2:  Methodology 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter summarises the methodologies used in addressing the three research 

questions. To answer them sufficiently the dissertation has been split into the following 

two overriding sections:  

2.2 Summary and critical review of previous research 

The first section of the dissertation provides a synthesis and critique of previous 

archaeological research relating to Pembrokeshire’s promontory forts. The review 

critically evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of the methodological approaches 

employed for the researching of promontory forts between the 19th century and the 

present.  

As one of the overriding objectives of this dissertation is to trace the changes in the 

interpretations and perceptions of promontory forts it was decided to structure the 

review chronologically from the earliest known sources to the most recent research. A 

chronological structure also served to aid the discussion surrounding the methodologies 

employed by researchers, how these changed throughout time and some possible 

influences behind such changes. By summarising and critiquing previous work, knowledge 

gaps were also identified. This guided the surveys and research undertaken at the two 

case study sites described in the second part of this dissertation. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, compiling the literature for this review was undertaken 

almost entirely digitally. Fortunately, most texts were available online or through 

accessible libraries local to the author, however, some key texts were inaccessible during 

this period and where this has affected research it has been noted.  

2.3 Using applied landscape techniques to address knowledge gaps at 

two promontory forts in Pembrokeshire  

The second part presents two new surveys of the promontory forts of Caerfai Camp and 

Porth y Rhaw designed to address knowledge gaps identified by the literature review. The 

objective of the two pilot studies was to demonstrate the value of employing applied 

landscape techniques in addressing knowledge gaps and to provide new perspectives on 

the sites. The new research at Caerfai and Porth y Rhaw involved the following:  

• Summary of historical mapping, documentary evidence and previous 

archaeological research 

• Level 3 Analytical earthwork survey 

• Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV) surveys 

• Qualitative field visits 
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2.3.1 Summary of historical mapping, documentary evidence and previous 

archaeological research 

Compiling existing knowledge of an archaeological site is an important stage of any 

research project and can often provide another layer of understanding of a monument 

and landscape. It also greatly assists in tracing how the interpretation of a site has 

changed over time, a key question asked by this dissertation.  

Whilst Pembrokeshire’s promontory forts are renowned for being understudied (Barker 

and Driver 2011), they have been relatively well-documented by many antiquarians 

(Barnwell 1875, Fenton 1811, Laws 1908). Thankfully, the majority of key historical 

sources were available and accessed digitally through the Bodleian and Aberystwyth 

University Libraries, with many texts also made freely available by the HathiTrust digital 

library (https://www.hathitrust.org/). Much of the recent archaeological research was 

available through National Library of Wales’ online journal portal 

(https://journals.library.wales/). 

Digitally accessible historic mapping was also assessed for both sites. Mapping was 

accessed via Edina Digimap (https://digimap.edina.ac.uk/), National Library of Scotland 

(https://maps.nls.uk/) and Old Maps Online (www.oldmapsonline.org) and analysed 

where possible using a GIS. 

Unfortunately, due to COVID-19, physical archival research at local and national archives 

was not possible. 

2.3.2 Analytical earthwork survey 

Analytical earthwork survey remains one of the most effective ways of recording and 

deciphering an archaeological site or landscape and can often add a new level of 

archaeological understanding (Bowden 2006, Historic England 2017). It is also an 

extremely versatile technique that can be carried out using either analogue or digital 

methods.   

For the purposes of this research, analytical earthwork surveys were carried out at both 

case study sites to explore the effectiveness of the technique in providing further 

knowledge for two understudied promontory forts. These surveys provided both sites 

with their first accurate and detailed record of their visible remains, allowing for insight 

into their phasing, function and implications of this technique in the interpretation of 

promontory forts. 

Surveys were conducted in accordance with Historic England’s guidance Understanding 

the Archaeology of Landscapes (2017) using a GNSS (Global Navigation Satellite Systems) 

temporary base station with two radio-linked rover units. Due to poor RTK (Real-Time 

Kinematic) coverage in Pembrokeshire the base station was setup for PPK (Post-Processed 

Kinematic) data collection for post-processed corrections (Historic England 2015). The 

equipment used is described below: 

 

https://www.hathitrust.org/
https://journals.library.wales/
https://digimap.edina.ac.uk/
https://maps.nls.uk/
http://www.oldmapsonline.org/
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Equipment Setup Transmitter and Receiver Controller 

Base Station Leica GS10 Leica CS15 

Rover 1 Leica GS10 Leica CS15 

Rover 2 Leica GS16 Leica CS20 

 

Both monuments were recorded to a scale of 1:500 to record the earthworks to a high-

level of detail. This allowed for subtle relationships between features to be clearly 

identified and conveyed (Bowden 2006). Data collection involved the recording of tops, 

bottoms and breaks of slope relating to archaeological earthworks along with other 

features such as field boundaries (fences and banks), water courses, modern footpaths, 

extant stonework and visible erosion. As this work was conducted at sites that inherently 

enclose headlands of precipitous cliffs several details could not be accessed on foot. 

However, where data was required, information was taken from other sources, most 

notably from UAV survey (orthophoto and DEM) data collected during this research. 

 

Figure 2 GNSS base station and rover in action at Porth y Rhaw. 

As the survey was conducted using the PPK method all survey data required post-

processing in order to correct field data to the British National Grid/OS1936 network. This 

process was conducted in Leica Infinity post-processing software using OS Rinex 

correction data downloaded from: https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/gps/os-net-rinex-

data/. Once corrected, the data was tidied in AutoCAD and printed at a scale of 1:500 in 

preparation for field checking. Printed versions of the tidied data were taken into the field 

and field-checked with hachures drawn by pencil to indicate the steepness of slopes and 

the significance of features. Subsequent site visits with printed plans also provided the 

https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/gps/os-net-rinex-data/
https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/gps/os-net-rinex-data/
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opportunity to reassess the relationships between features and to interpret and phase 

accordingly. 

The final stage involved the bringing together of all fieldwork data for the final drawings 

and interpretation. Hand-drawings were digitised using Adobe Illustrator where 

standardised conventions such as digital hachures were applied. Other illustrations such 

as colour-coded phased plans were also created to convey the interpreted phasing of 

earthwork features.  

2.3.3 UAV Survey – Aerial photography and photogrammetric data capture 

Recording archaeology using UAVs (Unmanned Aerial Vehicles) is a technique that is 

rapidly becoming a core part of the archaeological surveyor’s toolbox. Commonly 

misconceived as a replacement for traditional aerial reconnaissance, UAVs are most 

effective at recording known cropmark or earthwork sites but can, to an extent, also be 

used for site prospection (Driver et al. 2018).  

For the purposes of this work a UAV was used to provide objective high-resolution 3D 

data and aerial imagery of both monuments to complement the analytical earthwork 

surveys. The production of 3D data through photogrammetry facilitated the production of 

numerous helpful 3D models and visualisations that were later used in aiding the 

interpretation of visible archaeological remains. The ability to explore and capture 

imagery of inaccessible areas also proved extremely helpful and provided a different 

perspective for both sites. 

 

Figure 3 Preparing the UAV for take-off at Caerfai Camp. 

Prior to take-off a network of ten GCPs (Ground Control Points) were established within 

the both survey areas. This allowed for datasets to be accurately scaled and 

georeferenced within the OS British National Grid/OSGB1936 (Hunt et al. Forthcoming). 
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All GCPs were surveyed in using the same GNSS equipment used for the earthwork 

surveys. 

Aerial photography was carried out using a DJI Phantom 4 Advanced UAV with flightpaths 

pre-programmed using the DJI Groundstation iPad application. Imagery was captured to a 

high resolution of at least 3cm per pixel with 90% forward and 60% sideways overlap. 

Overlapping oblique imagery of the cliffs captured manually with 90% horizontal overlap. 

Detailed imagery of points-of-interest (such as eroding sections) were photographed 

separately.  

Imagery was processed using Agisoft Metashape photogrammetric software to align 

photographs and produce 3D pointclouds. Based on these pointclouds high resolution 

DEMs (Digital Elevation Models) and orthophotos were produced.  

Using the DEM data different visualisations were created using the Relief Visualization 

Toolbox (RVT) (Kokalj and Hesse 2017, Kokalj and Somrak 2019). The following 

visualisations were created:  

• 16 band multi directional hillshade  

• Slope  

• Simple local relief model  

• Sky view factor  

• Local Dominance 

As outlined in Kokalj and Hesse (2017), the analysis of several types of visualisations 

serves to assist in reaching the best possible interpretation of earthworks. This is because 

each visualisation is generated based on different values of the data, for example, Simple 

Local Relief Models are visualisations based on the relative height values between pixels. 

DEMs were also analysed using Applied Imagery’s Quick Terrain Viewer which allowed for 

the raw 3D data to be artificially illuminated from any direction. This aided in the detailed 

inspection of features identified on the initial visualisations. Through this analysis several 

subtle earthwork features that were not visible during the earthwork surveys were able 

to be accurately identified, mapped and interpreted accordingly.  

2.3.4 Qualitative field visits 

Several subsequent field visits were made to both sites to explore more qualitative 

perspectives such as the wider landscape setting of sites, their visibility from different 

locations, access to the sea and possible areas of safe harbourage. One of these visits 

involved walking part of the Pembrokeshire coastal path between Solva and St Non’s 

Chapel. Walking between and beyond both study sites provided the opportunity to 

explore the wider landscape and observe both sites from a multitude of perspectives, 

adding a further depth of understanding that extends beyond the metrical data capture. 

Valuable notes and photography were captured during this visit and have supplemented 

the earthwork and UAV surveys greatly.   
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Separate site visits were also conducted in the company of other archaeologists and 

geographers who offered extremely interesting and insightful ideas. The comments of 

colleagues have been invaluable in this research and have cited throughout this work as 

personal communications.  

 

Figure 4 1:25,000 Map showing the route walked for qualitative fieldwork. Basemapping: 

Ordnance Survey 1:50,000 ©Ordnance Survey 
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Chapter 3:  Summary and critical review of previous 

research 

3.1 Introduction 

This critical review chapter serves to address research questions one and two by tracing 

the chronological development in the understanding of promontory forts while critically 

reviewing the methodologies employed by previous researchers. Reviewing previous 

work also serves to address research question three by highlighting knowledge and 

methodological gaps where further archaeological work could work to address.    

3.2 Building the archaeological record during the 19th and 20th centuries 

In archaeological terms the 19th and 20th centuries represent a period of discovery and 

recording of archaeological sites across the British Isles. During this period a selection of 

promontory forts received attention.    

3.2.1 Curious antiquarians: Early accounts and surveys 

The earliest known descriptions of promontory forts in Pembrokeshire are provided by 

19th century traveller Richard Fenton in his 1811 book A Historical Tour Through 

Pembrokeshire. Whilst he does not provide a systematic survey of sites, he does provide 

good topographical accounts for principal sites such as Clawdd y Milwyr, Porth y Rhaw 

and Flimston Bay Camp. Fenton also interprets many of the forts he encounters as having 

been built by Danish or Scandinavian ‘pirates’ during the 8th and 9th centuries AD to 

control landing places and establish bases for inland raiding. 

 

Figure 5 An early scaled plan of Clawdd y Milwyr promontory fort produced by Barnwell in 1866 

(after Barnwell 1875, 80) 
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The first archaeological surveys of promontory forts were carried out in 1875 by the 

eminent antiquarian Rev. E. L. Barnwell, a founding member of the Cambrian 

Archaeological Association. Whilst not a systematic in his approach, this work provided 

descriptions and plans for a selection of sites such as Porth y Rhaw, Old Castle Head and 

Clawdd y Milwyr. Although his plans are over-simplified, they provide good early records 

of sites which can in some cases provide helpful insights in how sites appeared before 

modern erosion. Although Barnwell offers little interpretation, he suggests that they were 

likely to be “…the oppida, or fortified towns, of the inhabitants of the district” (Barnwell 

1875, 76), dismissing earlier suggestions made by Fenton.  

A second and more systematic survey of coastal earthworks was conducted by 

Pembrokeshire based historian Edward Laws in 1880 as part of his wider study on 

earthworks in Pembrokeshire. Laws’ work offers broad written accounts for a small 

selection of the promontory forts including those at Linney Head, Tower Point, Great 

Castle Head and Giltar Point. Laws interprets them as coastal beacons or lookout posts 

used to monitor coastal movements during the prehistoric period and/or during the early 

medieval period. To support this claim Laws recounts the use of coastal beacons during 

an attack on Tenby by the parliamentarian fleet in 1643 where beacons were used to call 

for aid from the surrounding areas (Laws 1880, 243). 

3.2.2 Early Ordnance Survey mapping 

The role of the Ordnance Survey in the recording of promontory fort sites during this 

period should also be mentioned. The 1880s marked the start of the Ordnance Survey’s 

large-scale mapping programme to produce the 1st Edition maps. These were produced at  

 

Figure 6 Ordnance Survey National Archaeological Record (NAR) card of Flimston Bay Promontory 

Fort revised in 1965. Courtesy of RCAHMW Archive. 
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a scale of 25-inch and 6-inch to the mile and covered much of the British Isles. Thankfully, 

as a result of lobbying by archaeologists of the time, these maps included surveys of many 

archaeological sites. Whilst not perfect, these surveys represent the first time many of 

Pembrokeshire’s Promontory forts were recorded to any great detail (Crawford 1970, 39). 

In many cases they remain the only detailed record of their visible archaeology. The 

Ordnance Survey continued to have an important role in archaeological recording 

through into the 20th century where many sites were revisited, and surveys revised.  

3.2.3 The first recorded promontory fort excavation in Pembrokeshire: The 

end of an era at Clawdd y Milwyr 

The very end of the 19th century saw the first recorded excavation on a Pembrokeshire 

promontory fort at Clawdd y Milwyr (‘the soldier’s bank’ or ‘the fence of soldiers’ (Fenton 

1811, 117)), St David’s Head. Excavations commenced in 1898 and were led by the Devon 

born Anglican priest Reverend S. Baring-Gould who had previously been involved with 

antiquarian work on the prehistoric settlements of Dartmoor. His work at Clawdd y 

Milwyr produced detailed plans of the upstanding remains of the stone-built fort and 

surrounding landscape and explored, through excavation, the six visible stone-built 

roundhouses situated within the defences.  

 

Figure 7 Aerial photograph of Clawdd y Milwyr taken in 2011. Visible are the impressive stone 

ramparts and roundhouses. AP_2011_4352 ©RCAHMW 

Excavation of the huts produced evidence of possible hearths, decorated spindle whorls, 

five fragments of pottery and a broken glass bead, all of which were interpreted to have 

originated during the Iron Age. Research also extended into the wider landscape which 
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looked to record examples of roundhouses and field boundaries likely related to the 

promontory fort. Based largely on the artefacts, Baring-Gould interpreted Clawdd y 

Milwyr as an Iron Age and/or Romano British coastal settlement with an associated 

pastoral economy. He also observed that although the defences enclosing the headland 

are substantial, they would have been ill-suited in the defence against a siege due to its 

relatively vulnerable and precipitous location.  

This work was in many ways an example of an early landscape project which employed 

survey and excavation to further the understanding of a promontory fort. Although very 

much of its day, this work signalled the beginning of the end for the common early 

medieval raider camp theories and a move towards interpretations of Iron Age 

settlement. 

3.2.4 Creating data and knowledge: Early 20th century research  

The early 20th century saw the formal commencement of Iron Age research and the 

completion of the first systematic regional surveys of promontory forts. The completion 

of comprehensive empirical surveys sparked new thinking on the role of defended sites in 

Iron Age society, most notably presented by Hawke’s in his influential 1931 paper Hill-

forts which described a sequence of invasion and assimilation by ‘immigrant cultures’. 

The location of promontory forts along coast lent well to these theories, influencing their 

interpretation as invader settlements until seminal research during the 1970s.   

The first regional survey of the promontory forts in Pembrokeshire was conducted 

between 1896-1907 by the previously mentioned Edward Laws. Published in 1908, the 

survey recorded the locations of archaeological earthworks on contemporary Ordnance  

 

Figure 8 1925 RCAHMW survey of Clawdd y Milwyr (after Royal Commission on Ancient and 

Historical Monuments in Wales 1925, 323) 
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Survey mapping and provided brief notes on possible interpretations. Interestingly, the 

majority of promontory forts are in fact recorded as being ‘cliff castles’, a term used to 

describe similar sites in Devon and Cornwall (Herring 1994). 

1908 also saw the establishment of The Royal Commission on the Ancient on Historical 

Monuments of Wales (RCAHMW) who were commissioned with the task of creating 

inventories of archaeological remains across Wales. The first inventory for Pembrokeshire 

was published in 1925 which comprised basic topographical descriptions, insightful 

interpretations and new scaled drawn plans for many sites. Also of note is a second 

inventory compiled by D. W. Crossley in 1963 of Pembrokeshire’s hillforts and 

earthworks. Whilst not overly detailed, this work represents an early effort to 

characterise sites by their location and provides a helpful list of documentary sources 

within which various sites are mentioned.  

The 20th century also witnessed the birth of aerial archaeology, signalling a new era for 

landscape archaeology (Wilson 2000). Cambridge University pioneered the technique for 

recording the landscape and archaeology of the British Isles after the end of the Second 

World War, with some of the earliest views of the Pembrokeshire coast with settlements 

such as Gateholm Island taken in 1949 (Driver 2007, 32). Dedicated archaeological aerial 

photography in the county was spearheaded by archaeologist Terry James of the Dyfed 

Archaeological Trust who first started taking specialist photography of archaeological sites 

during the 1970s (ibid., 7). Scores of new cropmark and earthwork sites were discovered 

(including several promontory forts) which drastically changed the understanding of 

Pembrokeshire’s prehistoric landscape, particularly during the critical drought summers 

of 1975, 1976 and 1984. The new discoveries prompted a new era of prehistoric 

settlement research in Pembrokeshire which began to reassess how the prehistoric 

landscape of Pembrokeshire would have appeared, providing some context for the 

isolated promontory forts. 

3.3 Joining the dots: Prehistoric settlement research in Pembrokeshire 

1970 - 1990 

With the flow of new data came something of a ‘golden age’ of prehistoric settlement 

research with a sharp focus towards British hillforts (Hogg 1972, 1975, Cunliffe, Barry 

1974, Forde-Johnston 1976, Harding 1976). Yet some studies (e.g. Hogg 1972, 75) were 

still grounded in ‘invasion’ theories of post-war years, aligning coastal settlements in 

Pembrokeshire and west Wales with successive ‘waves’ of settlement from north-west 

Europe rather than recognising indigenous patterns of settlement development from the 

later Bronze Age onwards. As this research progressed, promontory forts became 

considered as part of national patterns of prehistoric settlement, albeit in a peripheral 

light. Whilst noticeably neglected by many of these studies they did start to receive 

attention and recognition as distinctive, yet enigmatic, sites. Cunliffe (2004) for example 

interprets their distribution along the coasts of Cornwall, southwest Wales and southeast 

Ireland as an indicator for a shared and seaward-facing Iron Age culture. 
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In Pembrokeshire, this work was hugely influential in prompting regional studies of 

settlement. At the same time the formation of Cadw in 1984 also ushered in a new 

management-lead agenda in Wales funding regional projects to investigated plough and 

coastal erosion at later prehistoric sites. Research conducted by Dyfed Archaeological 

Trust in the 1980s worked towards this agenda to elucidate a number of problems 

associated with the origin and development of Iron Age and Romano-British enclosures 

through new surveys and excavations (Williams et al. 1998). Using the newly available 

aerial photographic data sites were characterised by size, distribution, topography and 

agrarian productivity. Based on patterns between these properties the region was 

broadly divided into three groups: Upland North and East Area; Inland South West Area 

and Coastal South West Area (Williams 1988). To provide chronological depth to this 

study a series of identified enclosures within the ‘Inland Southwest Area’ (known as the 

‘Llawhaden Enclosures’) were excavated, dating the enclosures to span the early Bronze 

Age to the Romano-British period.  

 

Figure 9 Distribution maps of later prehistoric defended enclosures in Dyfed. Left: 'smaller 

defended enclosures' Right: 'larger defended enclosures' (after Williams 1988, 31-32) 

This period also saw excavations at two promontory forts on the Dale peninsula: Tower 

Point in 1970 (Wainwright 1971) and Dale Promontory For in 1987 (Benson and Williams 

1987). The 1970 excavation at Tower Point was undertaken to investigate the ramparts 

and a hut platform in response to severe coastal erosion. Whilst this work was of its time 

(eg. the cutting of an octagonal trench over the hut) and failed to provide firm dating 

evidence it did provide the first detailed record of a promontory fort’s defences in 

Pembrokeshire. It also brought to light that these were places that were carefully 

constructed and remoulded over time and not merely ‘thrown up’ as had been described 

a century before (Fenton 1811, Barnwell 1875). The discovery of the hut, along with the 

work at Clawdd y Milwyr (Baring Gould 1899) also reaffirmed promontory forts as being 

places of prolonged settlement. However, the problem of accurate and reliable dating 

evidence at a promontory fort still eluded archaeologists for over a decade. 
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Figure 10 Drawn section of the inner rampart at Tower Point. Visible are three phases of rampart 

construction. (after Wainwright 1971, 86) 

1987 saw the extensive excavation research excavation at Dale promontory fort which 

provided the first reliable dating evidence for a Pembrokeshire promontory fort.  

Radiocarbon dates taken from an occupation deposit sealing earlier defences provided a 

date range of 1045-790 cal. BC which, along with the discovery of beaker pottery pointed 

towards the site being occupied as early as the late Bronze Age (Rees 1992, Murphy, K. 

2016). Whilst both excavations contributed hugely to furthering the understanding of site 

chronologies both studies failed to address wider issues such as their locations along the 

coast, the reasons behind their choice of sites and how they explicitly fit into wider 

patterns of later prehistoric settlement in Pembrokeshire. 

3.4 A change in priority: Responding to coastal erosion 1990s – present 

The 1990s saw research priorities begin to shift towards the coastlines of the British Isles 

in light of coastal erosion and the significant threat it brought to coastal archaeology. As 

coastal sites, promontory forts began to receive significantly more attention through 

coastal surveys and targeted excavation which contributed greatly to furthering their 

understanding. This work also allowed for their role within prehistoric landscape to be re-

evaluated. 

3.4.1 Coastal surveys and rescue excavations  

Wales was the first of the devolved countries to undertake a full national survey of its 

coastal heritage with the core aim of identifying sites most at-risk from coastal erosion 

(Murphy, K. and Allen 1997, Davidson 2002), with management-led funding provided by 

Cadw. These studies found that in Pembrokeshire the most abundant and threatened 

archaeological sites were those of the promontory forts. The recognition gained from this 

work meant that promontory forts, for the first-time, began to rise the top of the 

research agenda, culminating with the excavation of the heavily eroded sites of Porth y 

Rhaw and Great Castle Head during the 1990s (Crane 1994).  
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Excavations at Porth y Rhaw between 1995-98 (Crane and Murphy 2010) and a later 

excavation in 2019 (Murphy and Wilson 2020) represent the most comprehensive 

archaeological studies of a promontory fort anywhere in Wales. The excavations provided 

extensive evidence for long periods of settlement with the remains of eight roundhouses 

uncovered within the interior. Radiocarbon dates from several of the roundhouses 

suggest occupation between the early Iron Age and the Romano-British period, however, 

a lack of evidence for the late Iron Age suggests a possible hiatus in occupation (Crane 

and Murphy 2010, 90). A partial excavation of the inner rampart and ditch also provided 

radiocarbon dates for the early Iron Age (765-410 cal. BC and 780-410 cal. BC) (Murphy, K. 

2016, 285), suggesting an early and possibly contemporaneous construction for both the 

defences and the internal settlement.  

 

Figure 11 Porth y Rhaw Excavation during the 90s. View looking south along Trench 4 with the 

stonework of Roundhouse VIII in the foreground. (after Crane and Murphy 2010, 62) 

Great Castle Head was excavated in 1999 in response to severe land slippage caused by 

coastal erosion (Crane 1999). Research here involved the resurveying of the site, the 

excavation of the inner rampart and the further excavation of parts of the undisturbed 

interior. Three phases of construction were identified for the inner rampart. The earliest 

phase was dated to 770-410 cal. BC through radiocarbon dating (Crane 1999, 101) which 

correlates well with the early Iron Age dates obtained from the inner rampart of Porth y 

Rhaw. The excavation of the interior was arguably less fruitful, mostly producing evidence 

of negative features possibly relating to settlement along with a significant amount of 

medieval pottery. However, charcoal from an interior posthole provided a date of 910-

540 cal. BC which may indicate some form of occupation during the Bronze Age-Iron Age 

transition (Murphy, K. 2016, 283).  
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Both excavations were significant for two reasons. Firstly, this work served to illuminate 

the diversity of internal features and the density of settlement features at promontory 

fort sites, complimenting earlier excavation work at Clawdd y Milwyr, Tower Point and 

Dale promontory fort. Partial excavation of the inner defensive earthworks at both sites 

also provided interesting similarities and differences in phasing and architecture under-

pinned by early Iron Age radiocarbon dates. Secondly, the obtention of a strong sample of 

dating (specifically radiocarbon dating) allowed for some context on how the sites tied 

into wider patterns of prehistoric settlement in Pembrokeshire and the British Isles. For 

the first time the conception of these sites could be confidently associated with the Welsh 

and wider British early hillfort tradition c.800-550 BC (Lynch 2000).  

Although undoubtedly important in their findings, questions should be asked of the 

methodologies employed. As rescue excavations, investigations were focused along areas 

believed to be at most-risk from erosion, however, limited research into the erosional 

pressures (especially at Porth y Rhaw) undermines this work. Whilst it was clear that 

erosion had occurred at the locations investigated, a wider assessment of erosional 

pressures may have better guided the distribution of resources across the sites. A lack of 

consideration of erosion as an active agent that undoubtedly influenced the lives of past 

occupants also restricts this work. Secondly, both examples also fail to address the 

significance of the sites’ locations at the interface between land and sea. Gaining an 

understanding of a site’s position within the local landscape is important in furthering 

interpretations beyond them having simply been defended coastal settlements. The 

employment of landscape methods would have undoubtedly enhanced this work.   

3.4.2 Reassessing the role of the promontory fort: New perspectives 

Coming into the 21st century further surveys of defended enclosures and settlement 

continued to characterise sites based on properties such as size and shape (Murphy et al. 

2007, Murphy et al. 2011, Murphy and Murphy 2010, Murphy and Manwaring 2004) 

however, once again the significance of coastal promontory forts and their role within the 

later prehistoric landscape was overlooked. However, amongst this work there was 

progress towards more modern approaches. In 2008 attention turned to remote sensing 

and LiDAR as a means of providing baseline data for monitoring and archaeological 

investigation (Page et al. 2008). This seminal work paved the way for the employment of 

more innovative and imaginative landscape investigations of the forts, arguably 

progressing their understanding far beyond that of previous work. 

A result of this work was the defining research conducted by Barker and Driver (2011) 

which aimed to provide new perspectives on the forts. Analytical earthwork survey was at 

the core of this research where three sites on the Castlemartin Peninsula in south 

Pembrokeshire were surveyed: Linney Head Camp, Flimston Bay Camp, and Greenala 

Point Fort. The surveying and reinvestigation of a diverse cross-section of promontory 

forts allowed for inferences on possible functions to be made through comparing and 

contrasting differences in architecture and landscape setting. This work also signalled a 

divergence from the previous interpretations of all promontory forts having been 
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enclosed prehistoric settlements. It was clear from comparisons that many sites were not 

necessarily suited for settlement and, in some cases, may have been built for other 

purposes such as to enclose unique natural coastal features. The recording and critiquing 

of the defensive earthworks also revealed huge differences between the choices that 

builders took when constructing these sites, namely their locations and the style and 

complexity of defences.  

 

Figure 12 RCAHMW Analytical earthwork survey of Greenala Point Fort. (after Barker and Driver 

2011, 77) ©RCAHMW 

Whilst this work was largely limited to site-based approaches at a handful of sites, the 

methods employed, and the conclusions reached provided unique and plausible insights 

into how the sites may have functioned and the reasons behind why they were 

constructed. It could be argued that this type of research fills a void between excavation 

work and the wider regional later prehistoric settlement studies by providing another 

depth of data and interpretation. In filling this void it was possible to finally define 

promontory forts as a distinct category of site, worthy of special attention by the 

archaeological community.  

3.5 Summary 

This review has provided some interesting insights into the evolution of promontory fort 

research, how the methodologies used in their research have developed over time and 

the implications this has had on their interpretation.  



Understanding Promontory Forts 

 
 

  

1037120 2020   Page 20 

Although it is clear that promontory forts continue to suffer from a severe lack of critical 

and imaginative research, previous work has been valuable in supporting more recent 

studies. As sites largely defined by their defensive earthworks there was a tendency in the 

past to characterise them as military structures constructed during times of heightened 

conflict. Their locations along the coast further lent to this interpretation where they 

were seen as evidence fo early medieval Scandinavian raiders or Bronze Age ‘immigrants’ 

arriving from the continent.  

Arguably it was Baring-Gould’s excavation at Clawdd y Milwyr in 1898 that started to 

steer interpretations away from invaders and immigrants and towards functional and 

economical native settlement. However, a continued lack of research moving into the 20th 

century resulted in Pembrokeshire’s promontory forts simply becoming an extension to 

the system of inland prehistoric defensive settlements and hillforts developed in Britain 

and Pembrokeshire during the 1970s, 80s and 90s. The excavation of several promontory 

fort sites during this period further strengthened this interpretation where the retrieval of 

robust dating evidence further brought them in-line with inland systems. Whilst it is clear 

from the evidence that these were places that were occupied throughout much of the 

Iron Age, the methods employed throughout the 20th century failed to recognise the 

more nuanced influences for their construction and their role in later prehistoric society.  

A move towards research focussed purely on promontory forts over the course of the last 

two decades added a new depth to previous interpretations. The employment of 

landscape survey techniques for this work signalled a move away from the reliance upon 

distribution maps and excavation. The use of analytical earthwork survey in recording 

archaeological remains was nothing new, however, it served as the ideal method used in 

their reinterpretation. An appreciation of the differences in architecture and landscape 

settings between promontory forts served to provide further data helpful in comparing 

and contrasting sites throughout Pembrokeshire. Previous interpretations have also been 

brought into question, questioning the suitability of many of these sites for year-round 

occupation in the past. The idea of the natural environment and the influence it had on 

their siting also became important, with many sites, for example, seemingly constructed 

to enclose unique and impressive landform features. 

Whilst recent work has begun to address the issues surrounding the interpretation of 

promontory forts, there are still large knowledge gaps in their understanding. Below are 

knowledge gaps identified by review that will be addressed in the following section: 

• Understanding of the sites’ natural environment and the possible influences it 

may have had on their siting 

• Understanding of the structural development of a site’s earthworks  

• The extent to which erosion influenced the location and structure of the forts and 

how it has affected them since their abandonment 
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Chapter 4:  New non-invasive archaeological surveys on a 

pair of promontory forts: Results and 

discussion 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of the survey and investigation of the two sites of 

Caerfai Camp and Porth y Rhaw in response to methodological and knowledge gaps 

identified by the critical review. Both sites were identified as case-study sites due to their 

lack of existing detailed archaeological surveys. The pair, whilst within close proximity, 

also represent two very different sites which showcase differences in architecture and 

landscape setting, providing an opportunity to explore and discuss the reasons behind 

such differences.  

 

Figure 13 Locations of both Caerfai Camp and Porth y Rhaw. Basemapping: Ordnance Survey 

1:50,000. ©Ordnance Survey 

4.2 Caerfai Camp (NGR: SM 7628 2398; NPRN: 305396) 

The promontory fort site of Caerfai Camp (Possible translation: blamed walled city) 

occupies a very large and visually dominant natural coastal promontory approximately 

1.3km to the southeast of the city of St David’s. With its precipitous cliffs the promontory 

protrudes around 500m into St Bride’s Bay where it exists as significant landmark for 

anyone visiting this part of the coast. The archaeological site itself occupies a lower 0.5ha 

sub-rectangular headland at the tip of the natural promontory, enclosed by a 

combination of formidable ramparts and 20m high cliffs.  
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Figure 14 Aerial photograph taken by UAV Looking northeast towards Caerfai Camp.. 

4.2.1 Landscape setting and geology  

Caerfai forms a significant component of the late prehistoric coastal landscape of the St 

David’s peninsula which boasts twelve promontory forts, the most common type of late 

prehistoric site in this part of Pembrokeshire. The closest promontory fort to Caerfai is 

Porth y Rhaw 2.3km to the east and within visible range. Along the west facing coastline 

of the St David’s peninsular are also the sites of Castell Henif and the famous stone 

encampment of Clawdd y Milwyr (see page 12).  

In terms of the fort’s local landscape there are some key features to note that may have 

influenced the decision to enclose this promontory. Firstly, the sea is readily accessible 

from the fort; either side of the promontory are two small beaches which are easily 

accessible on foot. Both could have provided areas of safe harbourage for people arriving 

to the site by boat in the past. Although, due to prevailing south-westerly winds, the 

eastern beach at Caer Bwdy Bay may have been more favourable. Visible at low tide 

directly to the east of the fort is also a strong candidate for a natural harbour that would 

have offered sheltered and safe harbourage and possibly direct access into the fort 

interior (Figure 15). A stable water supply is available from a small river fed by several 

nearby springs that flows out to sea at Caer Bwdy. There is also a smaller freshwater 

spring and stream around 150m northeast of the fort.     
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Figure 15 View looking south across a possible natural tidal harbour at low tide. The harbour is 

formed of a reef that connects the main headland to the closest southern islet. Credit: Patrick 

Robson 

The prominence of its landscape setting is also unlikely to have been a coincidence. The 

promontory is very visible when viewed from the cliffs to the east and west of the site 

and was likely to have been just as impressive from the sea. Approaching the site from 

the landward side would have however been a slightly underwhelming experience as, 

even with its impressive defences, it is largely hidden by a slight ridge approximately 60m 

north of the defences. Perhaps having more of a sea-facing presence was always the 

original intentions of the fort’s builders; at the same time physical entry to the wider 

territory of the promontory fort may well have been made obvious to visitors/outsiders in 

prehistory long before the defences of the promontory fort actually became visible.  

4.2.1.1 Geology 

The natural promontory is formed of both sedimentary mud and sandstones across the 

northern area and a southern igneous intrusion (Davies 2019, 2). The difference in rock 

type has noticeably influenced the extent to which the promontory has been shaped by 

erosion. The most severe erosion is visible at the large gully immediately to the south of 

the defences where a relatively narrow isthmus has formed at the interface between the 

two rock types (Murphy, K. and Allen 1997). The exact extent of erosion that has occurred 

since the site’s initial construction is impossible to recover, however, it is more than likely 

that at the time of occupation the isthmus would have been considerably wider. The 

nature of the stacked sedimentary rocks that form the northern side of the gully also 

suggests land has possibly been lost immediately to the south and west of the defences 
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(Robson pers comms.) Historical accounts have allowed for some approximate 

quantification of erosion over the last few centuries with around 5m possibly lost since 

1866 (see below). The main cause of erosion is likely to be a combination of prevailing 

south-westerly wind and wave action exploiting the geological fault (Robson pers 

comms.). There has also been anecdotal evidence of man-made tunnelling beneath the 

isthmus but no evidence of this has been found. 

4.2.2 Historical records 

Caerfai is relatively well documented in historical accounts. As with many sites in 

Pembrokeshire, the first known accounts are provided by Richard Fenton who mentions 

the lines of earthen defences as having been “…seemingly thrown up to repel the piratical 

Danes who infested this coast” (1811, 134). He also mentions that the fort had ready 

access to the sea from the interior at low tide by a climbable rocky slope down onto a 

rocky reef, presumably the reef that connects the promontory and off-shore rocks at low-

tide. This is likely a reference to the possible natural harbour mentioned above (see page 

22). 

A more detailed account is offered by Jones and Freeman in their 1856 book The History 

and Antiquities of St David’s where they provide a detailed description of the earthworks. 

This is also the first time that the name ‘Caerfai’ is documented and attributed to the 

promontory. Complete with measurements, they describe the earthworks to a degree 

that closely resembles the current state of the site today. Comparison of measurements 

does however highlight some areas of change, most notably the width of the isthmus. In 

1856 the width is noted as being ”…about 120 feet wide” (1856, 30) which amounts to 

approximately 37.5 metres. Today the isthmus measures around 32 metres wide which, if 

the description is accurate, means that a relatively modest 5.5 meters has been lost since 

the mid-19th century. However, later descriptions by the Ordnance Survey note the 

isthmus as being wider (see page 25) so these measurements are treated here with 

caution. Jones and Freeman also draw comparisons from Porth y Rhaw where they say 

the defences were built to “…merely mask a precipice”, similar to the defences of Caerfai 

where the strongest defences appear currently to only ‘defend’ the steep drop into the 

deep eroding gully. 

Ten years after Jones and Freeman’s visit would see the first (albeit crude) archaeological 

survey conducted at Caerfai by E. L. Barnwell (published in 1875) which provided the first 

drawn plan of the site. Although over-simplified, key to note in the sketch is the extent to 

which three of the four ramparts fully enclose the headland. However, it should be noted 

that other accounts do not mention the two outer-most banks extending to the eastern 

cliffs. Current earthwork evidence also contradicts Barnwell’s survey where only the slight 

remains of the two inner banks to the east of the entrance can be seen today. The 

isthmus is also depicted as being wider than its current width which appears to roughly 

match the measurements offered by Jones and Freeman in 1856.  
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Figure 16 An early scaled plan of ‘Caer Fai’ promontory fort produced by Barnwell in 1866. (after 

Barnwell 1875, 80)   

Moving into the early 20th century Caerfai is documented in two surveys by Edward Laws 

of the Cambrian Archaeological Association and the RCAHMW in 1908 and 1925 

respectively. Laws’ survey involved marking the locations of known archaeological sites 

on first edition 6-inch Ordnance Survey maps and providing small descriptors for each. 

For Caerfai, Laws provides a very brief description which interestingly records the site as 

‘Carnochorn’ (Cairn of the corn) (1908, 44), a name not documented in any other sources. 

The later Royal Commission surveyors seem to opt for the again different and rather 

interesting name of ‘Penpleidiau Camp’ which roughly translates to head or promontory 

of the crowds or parties (1925, 324). This name was taken from two small islets 

immediately to the south of the promontory which is still officially named Penpleidiau on 

Ordnance Survey mapping. Crossley’s survey in 1963 records the site as ‘Pen Pleiddiau’ (a 

possible misinterpretation) but more interesting is his reference to three huts within the 

main enclosure (1963, 175). This appears to be the only time interior features are 

mentioned in the documentary evidence which were observed on the referenced aerial 

photographs RAF/UK/1472/4007-8. However, a profusion of ‘huts’ identified by Ordnance 

Survey investigators using 1960s and 70s RAF verticals are known to have been 

misinterpreted natural vegetation and ‘fairy rings’ (Driver pers comms.) Unfortunately, 

due to COVID-19 access to aerial photographic archives was not possible to clarify these 

observations.  

4.2.2.1 Ordnance Survey archaeological survey and NAR cards 

Caerfai, like many archaeological sites across Britain, was subject to numerous routine 

visits by the Ordnance Survey throughout the 19th and 20th century where the site was 
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surveyed and described for their county series mapping. The NAR card descriptions that 

supplemented the surveys provide some helpful insights, most notably on potential 

phasing of the site where three possible phases have been described: 

“The defences appear to be of at least two and possibly three phases of 

construction. The first was a bank, ditch and counterscarp some 100.0m long 

cutting off an isthmus about 40.0m wide leading to a rectangular promontory of 

about half a hectare in area, the second the construction of two further banks and 

ditches to the west of the entrance approach, and the possible third phase a 

strengthening of the first phase by recutting the ditch and raising the banks. This 

would appear to be unfinished as the work has only been completed west of the 

entrance.” (1973 OS NAR Card Antiquity No: SM 72 SE 9)  

This description largely supports the phasing described in the summary of the recent 

earthwork survey in the following section.  

 

Figure 17 Ordnance Survey National Archaeological Record (NAR) card of the defences at Caerfai 

Camp Promontory Fort revised in 1966. Courtesy of RCAHMW Archive. 

4.2.3 Earthwork survey 

Aside from the 1889 Ordnance Survey earthwork survey carried out for the original 25 

inches to the mile county series mapping, no other detailed survey of the site was 

available prior to this new survey. It was therefore imperative that a detailed survey of 

the visible remains was conducted to provide a modern and highly detailed record of 

what remains today. Going through this process also allowed for a more critical 
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interrogation of the remains, helping to shape new interpretations for the promontory 

fort.  

The below descriptions and discussions are a result of analytical earthwork and UAV 

surveys conducted during January 2019 by the author and colleague Louise Barker 

(RCAHMW). Several ground-truthing and general field visits were conducted throughout 

2019 and 2020.  

4.2.3.1 Phase 1  

The earliest phase is represented by the southern-most pair of parallel ramparts that 

enclose the headland. These visible earthworks appear to represent the original extents 

of both banks, only broken by two well-aligned gaps [11] that would have previously 

served as an entranceway on the far eastern side.  

The western portion of the inner-most rampart [1] is formed of a 67m long curved bank 

which straddles the northern side of the vast eroding western gully. It is also the taller of 

the two inner banks and in places stands around 1m higher than the second rampart [3]. 

Both the western and eastern terminals appear genuine, with the former seemingly 

terminating immediately before the cliff edge, indicating limited coastal erosion at this 

location. To the east of the entrance is a much smaller and more subtle bank [2] which 

completes the inner rampart circuit. This small segment measures around 11m in length 

with a maximum height of approximately 0.9m and terminates before a steep drop in the 

coastal slopes to the east. Immediately to the south is a slight counter scarp which may 

relate to a possible inner ditch of sorts. Based on previous mapping it is highly likely that 

the bank would have continued down the steep slope to join the cliff edge. Later soil 

slippage running down the slope is the likely cause of erosion of the bank.  

The second inner rampart [3] runs parallel to bank [1], both separated by a ditch that 

would have provided material for the inner bank (now largely silted up). With a total 

length of around 115m (including bank [4] to the east of the entranceway) this is by far 

the longest of the four lines of defences which visibly stretch from the west cliff-face 

across to the eastern cliffs. Like the inner rampart [1&2] all terminals appear to be 

genuine, respecting the current clifftop lines. Again, completing the rampart circuit to the 

east of the entrance is a very shallow earthwork [4], most of which is only visible on UAV 

derived DEM visualisations where it visibly continues down the steep coastal slope to 

meet the cliff edge. By doing so it completes the rampart circuit and fully encloses the 

promontory. Like bank [2] this part of the rampart has likely suffered from soil slippage 

down the coastal slopes.  

Perhaps most interesting about both ramparts is the fact that they respect the northern 

edge of the deep eroding gully. This is unlikely to be a coincidence. Whilst there has been 

significant erosion that has narrowed the isthmus over time, it is likely that there was 

already a certain amount visible at the time of construction. This poses questions 

surrounding the reasons as to why the effort was taken to fortify the external side of 

precipitous cliffs which already served to defend the interior. 
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Figure 18 Labelled hachured plan of visible earthworks at Caerfai Camp. Originally drawn at 1:500 
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Figure 19 Multi-hillshade visualisation of Caerfai Camp. The visualisation was generated from the 

DEM produced through UAV photogrammetric survey. 
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Figure 20 View looking southeast across phase 1 bivallate defencive earthworks. 

 

Figure 21 Close up image of illuminated earthworks on DEM showing continuation of penultimate 

inner bank (right) as an almost imperceptible earthwork running down to the cliff edge. This subtle 

earthwork evidence is only visible on the DEM and very difficult to see. 
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4.2.3.2 Phase 2 

Immediately to the north of the two inner banks is a third rampart [5] which is possibly 

later in origin. The total length of this bank is around 88m with a roughly consistent width 

of around 10m, almost double that of the inner two ramparts. This much larger and 

broader bank was likely built to further improve the existing bivallate defences. This is 

demonstrated by the way it respects the curved east/west alignment of [1&2] for much of 

its course.  

At its eastern end however there are some differences in the bank’s composition and 

alignment. Here there is a notable dogleg [12] where the rampart changes direction 

slightly in a northerly direction. It is unclear as to why this is the case, but it is likely that 

this was done to embellish the eastern entrance way into the promontory fort. It has also 

been suggested that this doglegged ‘out-turn’ could well be a later modification made to 

an earlier rampart, similar to what is described in Phase 3 (Barker and Driver pers 

comms.). Along the top of the bank are also indications of possible alterations to an 

earlier underlying rampart, notably a possible heightening at the centre of the rampart. It 

is clear that the earthworks here suggest a series of small modifications made during its 

use. What is also interesting is that while this bank was seemingly constructed to improve 

the pre-existing ramparts, anyone approaching the fort directly from the north would 

now find the two inner ramparts and interior totally blocked from view. 

Associated with this large rampart [5] are the clear remains of an external ditch [6] which 

runs from the western cliff-face and wraps around the rampart’s eastern terminal. Here 

the ditch [6] is noticeably truncated by a later hollow cut [8]. The ditch is around 1m deep 

along most of its length but is noticeably deeper in the east than it is in the west.  

4.2.3.3 Phase 3 

The addition of further features appears to have significantly modified parts of pre-

existing ramparts to further embellish what was at the time still likely to have been the 

entranceway into the fort interior. The most notable enhancement is the modifications 

made to the eastern terminal of rampart [3] which saw it significantly heightened to 

around 2.2m and realigned to respect the doglegged terminal [12] of the large outer 

rampart [5] (labelled as feature [7]). Immediately to the north is evidence of the of a 

relatively deep hollow cut [8] which truncates earlier ditch [6]. This feature was more 

than likely created in order to provide material for the improvement and to exaggerate 

the enhanced terminal [8]. It is plausible to suggest that these enhancements were made 

at a similar time to phase 2 constructions due to similarities in alignment between the 

doglegged terminals. 

4.2.3.4 The ‘fourth bank’ 

The final principal feature to describe is the northern-most bank [9] and ditch [10]. 

Unfortunately, these features have no visible stratigraphical relationship with the 

previously described ramparts but due to its location it is possible that this could 

represent a later phase of construction. What is interesting about the ‘fourth bank’ is that 

its alignment does not appear to respect the southern ramparts. The bank itself is very 
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straight (around 60m long) and has the feeling on the ground as being something very 

different from the other defences. 

The most interesting observation regarding this feature is in fact its outer ditch [10] 

which, at its western end, appears to turn northwards towards the modern footpath and 

field boundary. It is unclear what this could indicate but the prospect of this earthwork 

relating to something that has been latterly ploughed level in the field to the north has 

been suggested (Barker pers comms.). However, this interpretation was offered prior to 

geophysical survey which found no indication of such a feature (page 32).  

4.2.3.5 Other visible features 

Aside from two broad and shallow 

east/west aligned linear channels, no 

features were observed within the fort 

itself. These channels likely represent either 

later ploughing of the interior (possible 

medieval or later) or reflect the nature of 

the underlying geology.  

There are no indications of any remaining 

earthworks to the east of outer ramparts [5 

& 9], further strengthening the case that 

they were either unfinished defences or 

that the area was intentionally left devoid 

of defensive structures. 

Also worth mentioning, is the clear 

modification of the ramparts and ditches 

visible at their western side where a well-

trodden path now exists. This was in fact 

the original route of the Pembrokeshire 

Coastal Path (visible on all historic 

Ordnance Survey mapping) before being re-

routed to prevent further erosion to the monument in the late 20th century.  

4.2.4 Geophysical survey – CHERISH Project 

In an effort to expand on the earthwork survey and to characterise buried archaeological 

remains a magnetometry survey was conducted within the interior and exterior of the 

fort during March 2019 (Davies 2019). This work by SUMO Survey Ltd. was commissioned 

by the CHERISH Project in light of the accelerating coastal erosion of the isthmus and in 

preparation for a rescue excavation originally planned for October 2020 (now postponed 

until 2021 due to COVID-19). The changeable geology at this location, most notably the 

southern igneous intrusions that forms part of the promontory, meant that results were 

mixed. However, possible archaeological remains were still successfully identified. 

Figure 22 Phased plan of defensive earthworks 

at Caerfai Camp. 
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Very little of archaeological potential was identified within the interior of the fort, largely 

attributed to the strong background interreference caused by the igneous geology. 

However, and perhaps interestingly, the best responses came on the eroding isthmus 

(number 4 on Figure 24). Their nature is unclear but their rectilinear appearance suggests 

a possible archaeological explanation (ibid. 2019, 3) and could possibly be related to 

made surfaces relating to settlement activity. Further, when compared to UAV 

photography taken of the eroding western section (see page 35) it was possible to 

identify a layer of stone that could relate to the anomalies identified through geophysics. 

The locations of the anomalies are also immediately inside the entrance to the fort which 

may have some significance. 

 

Figure 23 Greyscale plot of magnetometry survey of the interior and exterior of Caerfai Camp. 

(after Davies 2019, 6) 

Surveys conducted outside of the fort in the field immediately to the north were arguably 

more fruitful. Amongst the background noise three principal features of possible 

archaeological origins were identified and are visible on Figure 24. In the north of the field 

two sub-circular negative (ditch cut) anomalies were identified (number 1), possibly 

relating to two enclosures. To the south a pair of smaller sub-circular anomalies 

measuring approximately 12m in diameter were recorded, tentatively interpreted as 

relating to former ring ditches or gullies (number 2). To the south of these features the 

possible remains of two parallel ditches, possibly a trackway, was identified (number 3). 

Further unresolved anomalies were also highlighted across the eastern half of the field, 

possibly of archaeological or geological origins. 
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Figure 24 Interpretative plot of magnetometry survey of the interior and exterior of Caerfai Camp. 

(after Davies 2019, 8) 

 

Figure 25 Close up of Interpretative plot showing anomalies along the eroding western edge and 

inside the eastern entranceway possibly indicative of structural or occupation features. (after 

Davies 2019, 8) 
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4.2.5 UAV recording of eroding isthmus section 

Whilst erosion is almost always detrimental to an archaeological site it can occasionally 

present a unique opportunity to peer beneath the surface and gain an understanding of a 

site’s stratigraphy. At Caerfai, this opportunity was offered at the eroding west-facing 

section of the isthmus where a concentration of possible features was identified through 

geophysical survey.  

 

Figure 26 UAV image of the western eroding isthmus section. 

Generally, the stratigraphy in the visible section is very mixed, comprised mostly of poorly 

sorted diamicton. There are however discernible contexts and units across the section. 

Immediately beneath the topsoil and across the entire section is a thin layer of what can 

be described as rubbly material which appears to cap the underlying stratigraphy. This 

layer is at its clearest at the southern side of the exposed section where it appears to cap 

what could be the sectioned remains of an infilled ditch 3.1m wide and 0.80m deep. If 

genuine, although tentative, this could represent a possible earlier ditch running across 

the southern end of the isthmus to enclose the rectangular interior. Considering the 

feature’s location, it is unlikely that the possible ditch was lost purely through natural 

processes. This coupled with a fill largely comprised of large stony material would suggest 

deliberate backfilling, perhaps in advance of the construction of the extant defences to 

the north. Consideration of the erosion is also needed. Whilst the existence of an isthmus 

at the time of the site’s first occupation is likely, its extent is an unknown quantity. 
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Figure 27 UAV image showing the possible cut of a ditch in the western eroding section. 

 

Figure 28 Conjectured alignment of the possible ditch visible in the western eroding section. 

Towards the centre and the northern parts of the section the picture is less clear. What is 

very noticeably however is the presence of numerous large stones scattered across the 

section. Interpretation of these are speculative, however it is possible that these either 

relate to storm deposits or rubble tumble originating from the defences to the north.  

Whilst the interpretation of eroding sections at archaeological sites is often difficult 

(especially when conducted purely from UAV photography) this analysis offers some 

possible targets for future investigation. Detailed recording of the section via rope access 

is scheduled for 2021 by the CHERISH Project.  
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4.3 Porth y Rhaw (NGR: SM 7869 2420; NPRN: 94210) 

Porth y Rhaw (translation: port of the shovel or oar) is one of the most impressive yet 

heavily eroded promontory forts in Pembrokeshire. The fort occupies a relatively 

inconspicuous position on an extremely craggy and eroded stretch of coastline 

approximately 1.1km to the west of Solva. Hidden amongst countless other small 

promontories, crags and coves the site takes advantage of a steep sided natural 

promontory which has been sculped to produce a series of landward-facing ramparts and 

ditches.  

 

Figure 29 Aerial photograph looking northeast towards Porth y Rhaw. CH2019_013_002. © 

CHERISH PROJECT 2019 

As discussed in the literature review (page 14), Porth y Rhaw is also one of two sites (the 

other being Great Castle Head (Crane 1999)) that has benefitted from modern 

excavations between 1995-98 (Crane and Murphy 2010) and during 2019 (Murphy and 

Wilson 2020). The extensive exploration of the interior and inner gateway has provided 

information on what life would have been like within the fort and a robust dated 

chronology to underpin the findings and also enabled the site to be tied in with wider 

prehistoric settlement patterns in Pembrokeshire. With the discovery of eight 

roundhouses that span the period between the early Iron Age to the Romano-British 

period and evidence of metalworking and personal adornment items, it is clear that this 

was an important site during prehistory. The research detailed in this section expands on 

this work through the detailed recording of the previously unexplored defensive 

earthworks as well as providing an account of the surrounding landscape to elucidate 

possible reasons as to why the site in located where it is. 



Understanding Promontory Forts 

 
 

  

1037120 2020   Page 38 

4.3.1 Landscape setting and geology 

As with Caerfai, Porth y Rhaw is part of the wider prehistoric coastal landscape of the St 

David’s peninsular. Whilst the site is close to nearby sites Caerfai (2.3km to the west) and 

Gribbin fort (1.6km to the east) there is distinct uniqueness about its location and the way 

in which the natural topography has been utilised.  

The fort is relatively well hidden by the surrounding natural topography where it is 

nestled between several other promontories and headlands. From nearly all landward 

directions the fort is well hidden by various headlands and ridges. From the northwest 

approach the fort only becomes visible after clearing an imposing ridge which overlooks 

the site, whereas from the southeast it eventually falls into view after navigating the 

penultimate promontory before the fort. Approaching the fort via the river to the 

northwest offers an even more restricted view of the monument. Unsurprisingly, the fort 

is most visible when approached from the fields to the northeast which gently slope down 

to meet the northern crest of the east/west aligned valley.  

 

Figure 30 View looking south towards Porth y Rhaw from the narrow valley to the northwest. 

When viewed from the sea and further along the coastal path the fort is almost disguised 

amongst the cragginess of the coastline, far less prominent that the nearby Caerfai camp. 

Whilst in the past it would have been clear to seafarers that the fort was occupied (due to 

the presence of buildings, fires, etc.) it would have paled in comparison to the 

prominence of the protruding fort at Caerfai a short distance to the west.   

Within this rather hidden position the fort takes advantage of several natural features, 

most notably the unique rock promontory upon which it is built. The relatively small 
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protruding ‘coastal hill’ is flanked on its western side by the small estuary of Porth y Rhaw 

(where the fort gets is name) which still provides easy access to the sea. However, unlike 

Caerfai which offers shelter from prominent south-westerly winds, Porth y Rhaw (both 

fort and harbour) are exceptionally exposed to winds from this direction. On its northern 

side is also a small valley with a well-sourced stream which drains into the estuary, a 

readily available source of fresh water.  

4.3.1.1 Geology and erosion 

The cliffs at this location are formed of sedimentary mud and sandstones with several 

northeast/southwest aligned faults running through the fort. Clearly this is a stretch of 

coastline that has suffered severe erosion due to the structure of the geology and its 

over-exposure to prevailing south-westerly winds and storms (Murphy, K. and Allen 

1997). Strong wind and wave action have exploited the exposed bedding of the 

sedimentary geology resulting in the significant amount of erosion visible at the site today 

(Robson pers comms.).  

 

Figure 31 View looking northeast towards the eroding western section. Visible in the centre is the 

sectioned remains of an external rock-cut ditch to the inner-most rampart. 

Whilst severe erosion is clear, the full extent of loss since the conception of the fort is 

uncertain. Most obvious are the two large, eroded inlets which at first glance appear to 

have ‘hollowed out’ the interior of the fort leaving just a thin eastern promontory. 

Excavations of this promontory have revealed that significant erosion has occurred since 

prehistoric times with three of the eight roundhouses discovered significantly truncated 

by coastal erosion on the promontory’s western side (Crane and Murphy 2010). More 

recent excavations found the inner entranceway to be aligned on an almost east/west 
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axis which would today direct visitors straight towards a precipitous cliff-edge. This 

orientation, together with evidence of a metalled surface that leads off the cliff-edge 

from the entrance, also suggests loss of some of the interior (Murphy and Wilson 2020). 

Further erosion is also still visible at the western ends of the ramparts where an eroded 

rock-cut ditch is visible in section (Figure 31). 

Whilst erosion has clearly been destructive to the archaeology it is still difficult to argue 

that the large inlets were almost entirely carved out by nature subsequent to the 

abandonment of the fort. Closer inspection of the inner defensive earthworks suggests 

that the defences largely respect the current line of erosion along the northern side of the 

chasm, possibly indicating that the extent of erosion visible today was not too dissimilar 

during the site’s occupation. 

4.3.2 Historical records 

Compared with many other promontory fort sites in the region, Porth y Rhaw is 

reasonably well documented in the historical records. Fenton again provides the earliest 

known account of the site in 1811, however, in contrast to his usual passing comments of 

archaeological earthworks, he offers a detailed description of some of the site’s key 

features. Once again he attributes what is visible to that of Danish pirates, but concedes 

that this is a very different promontory fort that, in his words “…told its story better than 

any I had ever seen” (1811, 135). He mentions three lines of earthen ramparts within 

which he claims he found charcoal “…and other strong evidence of there having been 

much fire there” while digging within the interior (1811, 136). He also notes the presence 

of several hollows between the first and second ramparts assumed to be the possible hut 

scoops still visible on the northern slopes of the promontory. 

 

Figure 32 An early scaled plan of Porth y Rhaw promontory fort produced by Barnwell in 1866. 

(after Barnwell 1875, 80) 
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Later in the 19th century further accounts were provided by Jones and Freeman (1856) 

and Barnwell (1875) who provide further details relating to the earthworks, with many of 

the features described still visible today. As at Caerfai, Barnwell produced the first known 

plan of the site in 1866 (Figure 32) which, although again hugely inaccurate, provides a 

rough idea of how the earthworks appeared during the mid-19th century.  

Clear, are the four lines of banks still visible today along with an eastern entrance through 

the inner rampart and a second entrance and cross-bank connecting the third and second 

ramparts to the west. Both Jones and Freeman and Barnwell agree that the approach into 

the interior would have previously run along the eastern edge of the cliffs and through 

the visible inner entrance.  

Further attention to Porth y Rhaw is given by Laws in 1908 and the RCHAMW in 1925 

although the descriptions offered by both are entirely derived from the work of the 

earlier antiquarians mentioned above.  

4.3.2.1 Ordnance Survey archaeological survey and NAR cards 

Surprisingly, the NAR cards provide little information for Porth y Rhaw. The only note for 

the site relates to the discovery of a possible tranchet axe fragment which is noted as 

being a ‘marginal’ find (1966 OS NAR Card Antiquity No: SM 72 SE 1). Unfortunately, no 

details were offered for the earthworks.  

4.3.3 Earthwork survey 

Whilst a considerable amount of work has been undertaken at Porth y Rhaw to explore 

the fort’s interior, little consideration has been given to the impressive defences that 

enclose the site. Historical and indeed modern topographical accounts and minor 

exploratory excavations have failed to critically assess the earthworks in a meaningful 

way, something which has somewhat hampered interpretations for the structural 

development of the fort. The results from this survey have shown the value of analytical 

earthwork survey by highlighting the nuances of the earthworks previously overlooked. 

The analytical earthwork survey described here was conducted during February 2019 by 

the author and colleague Louise Barker (RCAHMW) using GNSS, a second ground-truthing 

visit was conducted later in the year.  

4.3.3.1 Phase 1 

The earliest defences comprise a bivallate arrangement of ramparts and ditches which 

enclose the principal eastern promontory and the vast eroded central chasm. The inner-

most rampart [1] and its external ditch [2] appear to respect the curved northern edge of 

the eroded chasm. In the east is a formal entrance [3] which provided access onto the 

eastern promontory which. Through excavation, the entrance is now known to have been 

remodelled at least twice during the fort’s long occupation (Murphy and Wilson 2020, 4). 

The total length of the rampart (including the entrance) measured approximately 110m. 

Excavation of the western end of rampart [1] and ditch [2] has shown that the defences 

may have been revetted along the inner side of the bank at this end, possibly with timber 
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supported by large packing stones (‘revetment cuts’ shown as features 20 & 21 on Figure 

33). The discovery of a hearth within the bank (possibly used during the bank’s 

construction) meant that organic samples could be radiocarbon dated to provide dates 

for the bank’s construction. Two samples were successfully dated: 773-408 cal. BC and 

759-400 cal. BC. These dates put the construction of this bank firmly in the early Iron Age 

period (Crane and Murphy 2010, 60) which also fits with the earliest defences at Great 

Castle Head (Crane 1999). This evidence also provides a terminus post quem for the 

construction sequence for the rest of the visible defences.  

 

Figure 33 Section of inner-most rampart and ditch. The trench was excavated immediately inland 

of the visible eroded western section. Charcoal was extracted from context 4 which provided two 

early Iron Age date ranges. (after Crane and Murphy 2010, 59)  

The second line of defences comprise a second rampart [4&6] and ditch [5] which runs 

parallel to defences [1&2]. What remains of these defences is very similar in nature to 

rampart [1] and ditch [2] in terms of their shape and length (approximately 118m) and 

have suffered similar erosion at their western and eastern sides. They do however differ 

in terms of how they have been affected by the addition of later ramparts. Whereas the 

western portion of the defences [4&5] appear largely unaltered, the smaller eastern 

rampart [6] has been noticeably obscured by later rampart construction. Previously, the 

small bank [6] had been described as a counterscarp to rampart [1] (Crane and Murphy 

2010, 57), however, upon closer inspection this was found not to be the case. The small 

bank is in fact likely to be the remains of the crest of a much more impressive rampart, a 

continuation of what can still be observed in the west [4]. Closer inspection of the 

earthworks, especially just above the outer entrance [10] showed a neat continuation of 

the rampart circuit that appears the run beneath that of the later phase 2 features.  

Towards the centre of the fort’s defences there appears to be a gap [15] in bank [6] which 

is approximately 2m wide. It is possible this could be the remains of a previous central 

entrance into the fort. A small cross-bank just inside the western side of the possible 

entrance could suggest that visitors, after passing through the entrance, were then forced 
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towards the inner entrance [3] to access the interior. Whilst this interpretation is 

plausible, it is also possible that this gap could merely be a dip in the crest of the original 

rampart and not substantial enough to have served as an entranceway.  

 

Figure 34 Labelled hachured plan of visible earthworks at Porth y Rhaw. Originally drawn at 1:500 

The way this phase of earthworks appears to respect the northern edge of the central 

eroded chasm and the survival and condition of the earthworks indicate that erosion 

visible today is possibly not too dissimilar to what would have been observed prior to the 

fort’s occupation. Whilst it is clear from excavation that some erosion has occurred along 

the western edge of the eastern promontory, it is plausible to suggest the builders of the 

earliest defences fully intended to construct them to enclose the chasm from the outset. 

This is also perhaps demonstrated by the positioning of the entranceway which sits at the 

middle of the isthmus leading onto the eastern promontory. If the interior was drastically 

larger than it is today, then one might expect the entrance to be positioned further to the 

west at a slightly more central location.  
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Figure 35 Multi-hillshade visualisation of Porth y Rhaw. The visualisation was generated from the 

DEM produced through UAV photogrammetric survey. 
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4.3.3.2 Phase 2 

Phase 2 saw the addition of a further parallel defensive circuit [7&8] (around 140m in 

length) that respected the alignment of phase 1 features. These improvements once 

again took advantage of the steep landward facing slope of the promontory. However, in 

doing so, much of the earlier phase 2 rampart (now represented by small bank [6]) was 

seemingly buried, perhaps due to the lack of remaining natural hillside that could be 

utilised. Interestingly, the eastern phase 1 rampart [4] appears to be undisturbed by later 

improvement, perhaps due to more hillside being available to ‘sculpt’ at this location. The 

slight rampart [8] appears to take full advantage of both the natural slope and the pre-

existing ditch immediately behind it [5].  

The eastern [7] and western [8] rampart sections are separated by a gap [10], likely an 

entrance way. Access to the heavily defended eastern promontory was likely prevented in 

the past by an imposing cross-bank [9] which would have guided visitor towards the lower 

Figure 36 Phased plan of defensive earthworks at Porth y Rhaw. 
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and less defenced western promontory spur. A possible theory is that it could have 

provided a way to access the possible hut scoops on the western slope of the 

promontory, however, without clear dating evidence for both the defences and the 

scoops this is not certain.    

4.3.3.3 Phase 3 

The third phase of improvement involved the remodelling of north-eastern section of the 

ramparts, perhaps to strengthen the eastern entranceway into the fort. The earthwork 

appears as a large ‘redoubt’ like extension [11] added to the earlier rampart [7] with what 

appears to be the possible rectilinear remains of a structure set into its top [12]. Also 

visible are the remains of a small north-facing scarp along the back of this feature which 

are the remains of the crest of a buried part of rampart [7].  

Most interesting is the 3 x 5m rectilinear feature formed of low banks [12] that possibly 

relates to a structural feature of some description. It occupies a strong position high 

above the likely eastern entranceway into the fort and overlooks much the small northern 

valley whilst benefiting from complete shelter from prevailing south-westerly winds. It 

has been suggested that this could well have been a tower or the remains of a bridge over 

the entranceway and onto a section of defences that has since been eroded (Crane and 

Murphy 2010, 92). 

 

Figure 37 View looking south west across the heavily eroded eastern side of the promontory. It is 

possible that this was previous the main entrance into the interior. 

Also of note, and possibly related to the construction of the ‘redoubt’ rampart [11], are 

the inconspicuous remains of a possible outer ditch [13] immediately to the east. Only a 
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small part remains where it is heavily truncated by the coast path and the modern path 

leading into the fort. However, its alignment suggests that this could be all that remains 

of an outer ditch that previously ran around the base of rampart [11] before being 

infilled. It is also possible that the cutting of the ditch could have also provided some of 

the material required for such improvements. However, a natural explanation for this 

feature cannot be ruled out (Robson pers comms.).  

4.3.3.4  Phase 4 

The final visible phase of earthworks comes with the enclosure of the western 

promontory to create an annex. The rampart [14] comprises a substantial but less formal 

earthwork extending from the entrance between the outer ramparts [10] to the low 

western cliffs. Within the enclosed annex are at least five possible hut scoops which may 

have been constructed at a similar time. Whilst this would have been an ideal place for 

settlement due to being sheltered and overlooking the western bay a certain 

interpretation for these scoops cannot be offered without excavation.  

4.4 Discussion 

These surveys have revealed a story of ingenuity and desire of the builders of Caerfai and 

Porth y Rhaw to enclose, occupy and modify two very impressive, yet different, coastal 

promontories. They have also elucidated some possible influences as to why both 

locations were chosen and sparked discussions surrounding the similarities and 

differences in the defences and site locations as well as other examples within the county. 

Crucially, each survey approach has provided different and sometimes mutually exclusive 

levels of detail about the sites and their features, with no one survey approach capturing 

all relevant detail. The below discussion is divided between the possible influences in site 

location and the structural development of the defences. 

4.4.1 Site Location 

4.4.1.1 Visibility 

Whilst the visibility of archaeological sites and its influence on perception is a matter of 

great debate (Wheatley and Gillings 2000, Higuchi 1983, Llobera 2007) it is valuable to 

discuss observations made in the field relating to the visibility of both sites and how this 

may have influenced where the sites were sited.  

As has been seen, both sites were constructed upon two very different landforms, directly 

impacting upon how visible they were from the land, sea and indeed each other. The 

visual dominance of the protruding headland which Caerfai takes full advantage of would 

have undoubtedly impressed upon past seafarers, however, from the land it is a different 

story. Whilst the fort can be viewed when approaching along the eastern or western cliffs 

it is almost entirely hidden to anyone approaching overland from the north where it is 

obscured by a ridge. Porth y Rhaw also finds itself hidden within something of a ‘coastal 

bowl’, hidden from sight until the very last ridge is cleared or the last turn in the coastal 
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path is made. When viewed from the sea, Porth y Rhaw also fails to match the 

prominence of Caerfai due to how hidden the site is amongst the craggy cliffs.  

Whilst proof of how visibility would have influenced the perception of the forts is 

impossible to obtain through the archaeological record, it is plausible to suggest that their 

positioning was influenced by where it could or could not be viewed both from the sea 

and the land. Further work on the implications of visibility would be extremely helpful in 

furthering this discussion. 

4.4.1.2 Access to the sea 

In terms of their locations it is perhaps obvious to say that the sea was a critical factor in 

the choice of location for both sites. In practical terms, both were positioned to take full 

advantage of access to beaches nearby, as well as all the local resources (shellfish, 

seaweed, nesting birds, fish) that the cliffs, beaches and inshore waters offered. However, 

whilst the sea could be accessed easily from both sites, safe harbourage was not 

necessarily guaranteed.  

At Caerfai it is likely that the provision of safe landing places to the east of the protruding 

headland may have partly influenced the decision to build here. Caer Bwdy Bay to the 

east of Caerfai would have offered reliable and sheltered landing for seafarers all year 

round, and at low tides the possibility of a natural harbour at the foot of the promontory 

fort’s eastern cliffs cannot be discounted. This contrasts with what can be observed at 

Porth y Rhaw where the single small harbour is not only treacherous by nature of the 

numerous small rocky stacks that protrude from the bay but because of how exposed it is 

to prevailing south-westerly winds and storms. It goes without question that knowledge 

of tides and weather conditions would have been critical if both forts were to be used as 

landing places (Cunliffe 2001, 36-37). 

Whilst both forts have variable degrees of sea-access, it is worth noting that easy-access 

was in no way a prerequisite to promontory fort siting and construction. Numerous 

examples of forts around the coast of Pembrokeshire appear to have been constructed at 

locations where access to the sea would today prove challenging. Sites such as Linney 

Head (NPRN 94226) and Flimston Bay Promontory Fort (NPRN 94227) are positioned atop 

high cliffs but both have records of previous routeways down to the sea, now lost through 

erosion (Barker and Driver 2011). It is plausible to suggest that what may now appear to 

be a frightening walk to the modern person may not have concerned someone from the 

Iron Age. However, it is hard to deny that the simple access offered at Caerfai and Porth y 

Rhaw would not have been beneficial and attractive to past builders and occupants. 

4.4.2 Defences 

The combined survey approach has also shed new light on the sequences of enclosure 

and defence. The defensive earthworks that are still visible at both sites are amongst the 

finest in Pembrokeshire, demonstrating multiple phases of construction than enhance 

and embellish the natural headlands. Whilst both sets of earthworks are impressive, they 

are extremely different in how they appear and what they achieve. 

https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/94226/details/linney-head-camp-castlemartin
https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/94227/details/flimston-bay-camp-castlemartinflimston-bay-promontory-fort
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4.4.2.1 Early enclosure 

Firstly, the possibility of earlier enclosure no longer visible on the surface cannot be 

discounted. At Caerfai are the possible remains of an early ditch constructed across the 

isthmus visible in the eroding section. This is interesting because it would indicate that 

the initial intention was to enclose the promontory in the most economical and efficient 

way. Examples of this form of enclosure can be seen at Dinas Fach (NPRN 305329) near 

Solva, Ynys Lochtyn (NPRN 408279) in south Ceredigion and Linney Head (NPRN 94226). 

All utilise a single bank and ditch across the narrowest point of their isthmuses.  

In terms of the visible earthworks an early phase of enclosure emerges. Interestingly at 

both sites, the earliest of the visible defences are bivallate in nature, both with their 

entrances at their eastern side and both purposefully enclosing precipitous natural 

chasms. Whilst erosion has undeniably occurred after their abandonment, the alignment 

and condition of the defences suggests knowledge of where erosion was occurring and 

how to build ramparts without them eroding into the sea. The enclosure of impressive 

and dangerous natural features has been also been noted at Flimston Bay Promontory 

Fort (NPRN 94227) where a large blowhole named ‘The Cauldron’ was clearly enclosed by 

the fort’s builders (Barker and Driver 2011, 72). Knowledge of coastal erosion must have 

also been important to the communities living and working in the coastal zone. Possible 

evidence of defence modification in response to coastal erosion is visible at Linney Head 

(NPRN 94226) where modern surveys shows a late modification possibly constructed in 

response to past coastal erosion (Barker and Driver 2011, 71). 

Based on the similarities between both sets of defences and their enclosure of dangerous 

precipices it is plausible to suggest that both were primarily located to enclose impressive 

natural features. It is also possible that they were constructed during a similar time. 

Based on the dating evidence from Porth y Rhaw this would suggest an early Iron Age 

phase of construction. Future planned excavations at Caerfai will clarify issues of dating.  

4.4.2.2 Later embellishment    

It is clear based on the earthworks that both sites were further embellished through the 

modification of existing features. Improvements also included the construction of 

additional ramparts to the north of the earlier bivallate defences. However, while this was 

a process undertaken at both sites the priorities of the builders seem to have been very 

different. 

At Caerfai, later additions and modifications appear to indicate a move away from the 

need for the complete enclosure of the headland. Augmentation and further bank 

construction are only visible to the west of the entrance, with special attention given to 

eastern terminals. These improvements, coupled with the denuded nature of the parts of 

the earlier defences to the east of the entranceway, suggests that the full enclosure and 

defence of the interior was no longer a priority of the occupants. While the possibility 

that that the defences were never completed cannot be discounted, it is more likely that 

these asymmetric or embellished defences and gateway elements were attempts to 

https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/305329/details/dinas-fach-solva-dinasoedd
https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/408279/details/ynys-lochtyn-defended-enclosure
https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/94226/details/linney-head-camp-castlemartin
https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/94227/details/flimston-bay-camp-castlemartinflimston-bay-promontory-fort
https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/94226/details/linney-head-camp-castlemartin
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‘monumentalise’ and heighten the visual impact of the defences rather than to improve 

their defensive capability. 

The modifications at Porth y Rhaw are equally, if not more, impressive than those 

observed at Caerfai. Whilst at Caerfai subsequent embellishment appears to have been 

focussed at the entranceway, at Porth y Rhaw improvements were comprehensive and 

site wide, resulting in much of hillside being utilised for defence. Interestingly the 

construction of further ramparts resulted in a significant portion of earlier ramparts being 

buried as more of the hillside was brought into the defensive circuit. However, whilst 

earlier ramparts were seemingly deliberately buried, the defensive capability of the fort 

would not have been compromised.  

Excavation of the entranceway is 2019 also indicated at least two phases on construction, 

with the later resulting in the narrowing of the entrance (Murphy and Wilson 2020, 4). In 

contrast to Caerfai, the priority of Porth y Rhaw’s occupants seems lean to more towards 

a need to securely enclose both the settlement on the eastern promontory and the 

natural chasm. The creation of a possible annex enclosing a hut scoop settlement also 

points towards a need for security. However, whilst the defences would have been 

defensively sound, motives of monumentality also cannot be ruled out. The 

monumentality in hillfort defences is something that has been increasingly recognised 

and documented across the UK over the past two decades (Hamilton and Manley 2001, 

Driver 2013).
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Chapter 5:  Conclusion  

The dissertation has demonstrated the value of evaluating past and current knowledge of 

coastal promontory forts in Pembrokeshire and the merit in employing landscape survey 

approaches in furthering their understanding.  

Through compiling and reviewing previous research it has been possible to trace and 

reconstruct how the study of promontory forts in Pembrokeshire has progressed 

throughout time and how the methodologies used have helped shaped their 

interpretation. Starting with the earliest 19th century accounts, there was clearly a limited 

consensus between the antiquarians on what they thought they represented. However, 

despite subsequent surveys throughout the rest of the 19th and early 20th centuries, a 

firm understanding of them remained elusive. This arguably remained the case until the 

1970s where there were significant advancements in the archaeological survey and 

investigation of prehistoric defended sites across Britain.  

A new focus towards hillforts and defended settlements during the 70s saw promontory 

forts considered as part of wider settlement patterns. Excavations at a handful of sites 

during the late 20th century produced straight-forward domestic assemblages and Iron 

Age dating sequences which ultimately ensured their alignment with inland patterns of 

national and regional prehistoric settlement proposed at the time. Whilst this work was 

important in advancing their understanding as settlement sites, their inclusion as part of 

wider patterns arguably impacted negatively upon how they were understood. In much of 

the important literature of the late 20th century they served as just another dot on a 

distribution map, often confined to one or two vague paragraphs of descriptive text. Little 

was done to explore and elucidate issues surrounding their distinctive architectural and 

topographic characteristics as well as their unique landscape settings.  

Arguably it was the impending threat of coastal erosion that finally saw priorities shift and 

a sharp focus turn towards promontory forts as a unique and important class of site. The 

1990s saw the first Cadw funded projects tasked with identifying threated coastal 

heritage sites and carrying out important excavations to rescue threated archaeological 

remains. Whilst this attention was critical in progressing the study of promontory forts, 

the need to recover threated archaeological remains restricted research to the interiors 

of the forts. However, whilst this work was limited in its methodology, it set the 

foundation for further studies involving the use of landscape survey techniques during 

the early 21st century. In order to monitor erosion on a more region scale, remote sensing 

techniques were deployed during this period, marking the beginning of more modern and 

imaginative approaches and ideas. The use of landscape survey techniques in the 

surveying of architectural and topographical features resulted in a new appreciation of 

promontory forts. For the first time, previous interpretations of the forts functioning 

purely as coastal settlements sites was brought into question. They were now beginning 

to be viewed differently; many were found to enclose unique coastal landforms; others 
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found to have provided effortless access to the sea. What became clear was that they 

were in no way all served the same purpose. 

The surveys of Caerfai and Porth y Rhaw outlined in the second part of this dissertation 

aimed to adopt and progress this approach through employing a combination of 

traditional and modern survey techniques. These surveys also served to address several 

of the methodological and knowledge gaps identified through the review of previous 

research.  

It is clear by undertaking these surveys that there is considerable merit in the detailed 

surveying of promontory forts, regardless of the level of previous archaeological research 

undertaken. The detailed recording of defensive earthworks allowed for a critical 

assessment of their potential phasing and how possible changes in priorities of the 

builders are reflected through structural changes. It was also possible through both 

earthwork survey and exploring the wider landscape to assess other factors that may 

have influenced the siting of both sites.  

The close study of Caerfai and Porth y Rhaw has revealed interesting processes of 

enclosure that likely originated during the early Iron Age. With both appearing to have 

originally enclosed steep and dangerous eroded inlets it may be possible that the 

enclosure of such features may have been a priority from the outset and may show a 

close relationship between the occupants of both sites. However, differences observed in 

the development of the defensive earthworks and the landscape settings of both sites 

suggests some differences in priorities. The visibility of the sites from both land and sea 

also provides food for thought.  

Tracing the history and research of Pembrokeshire’s diverse assemblage of coastal 

promontory forts has provided an interesting view on how people have viewed them 

through the ages and the reasons why people’s perceptions changed. From early 

medieval Scandinavian pirates to early Iron Age natives, their story has definitely come a 

long way and undoubtedly still has a long way to go. It is hoped that this work provides a 

steppingstone for future research in the ultimate goal of unlocking the secrets of these 

unique and mystifying coastal sites.    
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