
 
 

 

eas 
Engineering Archaeological Services Ltd. 

St Dyfnog’s Well, Llanrhaeadr 
Community Excavation and Watching 

Brief. Interim Report 
 

I.P. Brooks 

EAS Client report 2020/002 



 
 

St Dyfnog’s Well, Llanrhaeadr 

Community Excavation and Watching Brief. Interim 
Report 

 

Survey Commissioned 

by 

Cymdeithas Cadwraeth Llanrhaeadr YC Preservation 
Society 

 

Report and Watching Brief  

by 

I.P. Brooks 

Engineering Archaeological Services Ltd. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
registered in England 

No 2869678 

St Dyfnog’s Well, Llanrhaeadr 
Community Excavation and Watching 

Brief Interim Report 
 

I.P. Brooks 

EAS Client report 2020/002 



 
 

 

 

CONTENTS 

 Introduction: 1 

  NGR 1 
  Status 1 
  Location and Topography 1 

   Historical Background 1 
  Aims of Fieldwork 4
 SUMMARY  5 

 Methodology: 5 

 Results 6
  Trench 1 6 
  Trench 2 7 
  Trench 3 7 
  Watching Brief 8 
  Lithic Report 10 
  Post-medieval Finds 11 

 Conclusions 11 

 Acknowledgements 12 

 References 13 

 Appendix 1: Finds summary 62 

     

List of Illustrations 

Figure 1: Location 
Figure 2: Location of the Well and Associated Features 
Figure 3: Topographic Survey 
Figure 4: Location of the Trenches 
Figure 5: Tr 1 after the removal of Context 1 
Figure 6: Tr 1 after the removal of Contexts 8 and 9 
Figure 7: Tr 1 after the removal of Contexts 22, 23 and 24 
Figure 8: Tr 1 Section and Elevations 
Figure 9: Tr 2 Section 
Figure 10: Tr 3 Plans 
Figure 11: Tr 3 Sections 
Figure 12: Possible reconstruction of the grave slab 



 
 

Figure 13: Western face of the Upper Bridge 
Figure 14: Features associated with the Upper Bridge 
Figure 15: Elevation of the Almshouses Structure 
Figure 16: Plan of the Almshouses Structure 
Figure 17: Elevation of the Church Bridge 
 

List of Plates 

 Plate 1: The pool, looking east 
Plate 2: The tufa “waterfall” 
Plate 3: The overflow culvert 
Plate 4: The bridge east of the pool 
Plate 5: Revetting wall on western side of the upper platform 
Plate 6: Leat to Llanrhaeadr Hall 
Plate 7: The “Church Bridge”, looking west 
Plate 8: The “Middle Bridge” looking west 
Plate 9: The “Almshouses Structure” 
Plate 10: Tr 1 after the removal of Context 1, looking south 
Plate 11: Tr 1 after the removal of Context 8 and 9 
Plate 12: Tr 1 after the removal of Contexts 8 and 9, looking north 
Plate 13: Tr 1, Elevation of wall (Context 6) 
Plate 14: Stone block in Context 21 with worn dimple 
Plate 15: Detail of the worn dimple in the stone block from Context 21. 
Plate 16: Area below Context 6, showing Contexts 22, 23 and 24 
Plate 17: Hardened surface (Context 22) 
Plate 18: Lower hardened surface (Context 30) 
Plate 19: Relationship between the wall (Context 6) and the Upper Bridge 
Plate 20: Sherd of post-medieval pottery embedded in the wall (Context 6) 
Plate 21: Tr 2 looking east 
Plate 22: Tr 2, eastern section 
Plate 23: Mound (Context 13) in Tr 3 
Plate 24: Tr 3, Section though Context 13 
Plate 25: Tr 3, Glass bottle in Context 17 
Plate 26: Tr 3, Context 28 
Plate 27: Tr 3 upper level of excavation 
Plate 28: Tr 3 fully excavated 
Plate 29: Tr3 section through the quarry (Context 14) 
Plate 30: Tr 3, Red staining on the face of the quarry (Context 14) 
Plate 31: Tr3, line of chert nodules in the base of the quarry face (Context 14) 
Plate 32: Hammerstone/maul from Context 26 
Plate 33: Hammerstone/maul from Context 26 
Plate 34: Transverse arrowhead from Context 26 
Plate 35: Awl from Context 26 
Plate 36: Fragment of grave slab from the stream 
Plate 37: Occlusion map of the grave slab from the stream 
Plate 38: The pool partially bailed out 
Plate 39: The steps into the pool 



 
 

Plate 40: Possible blocked inlet at the western end of the Pool 
Plate 41: Stone slabs in the spring area. 
Plate 42: Western face of the Upper Bridge 
Plate 43: Eastern face of the Upper Bridge 
Plate 44: The Upper Bridge after the removal of the soil capping 
Plate 45: Photogrammetric plan of the top of the Upper Bridge after the removal of 
               the soil capping 
Plate 46: Northern bridge abutment of the Upper Bridge 
Plate 47: Eastern side of the bridge abutment for the Upper Bridge 
Plate 48: Structure of the northern bridge abutment for the Upper Bridge 
Plate 49: Deposits behind the south abutment of the Upper Bridge 
Plate 50: Deposits over the culvert 
Plate 51: Composite photograph of the western side of the Middle Bridge 
Plate 52: Composite photograph of the eastern side of the Middle Bridge 
Plate 53: The Almshouses Structure, looking west. 
Plate 54: The Almshouses Structure, looking east 
Plate 55: The Church Bridge, looking west 
Plate 56: The Church Bridge looking east 
Plate 57: The Church Bridge abutment 
 
 



1 
 

Introduction 

NGR: Centred on SJ 07981 63347 

Status: Listed Building 22684, Grade II. 

 NPRN: 32295 

 PRN: CPAT 100603  

Location and Topography: (Figures 1 - 3) 

St Dyfnog’s well lies at the head of a small valley which runs west-east, just south of St. 
Dyfnog’s Church in the village of Llanrhaeadr-yng-Nghinmeirch, Denbighshire. Located 
approximately 187 m west of the church, there is a rectangular pool, approximately 2.9 x  
5.65 m in size and up to 1.25 m deep, which is fed by two springs (Plate 1). One of these 
issues at a high level, to the north west of the pool, and reaches the pool down a tufa 
“waterfall” (Plate 2). The other bubbles out, at ground level, immediately west of the pool. 
Associated with the pool is a stone-built overflow culvert, to the south, (Plate 3) and a stone-
built bridge immediately to the east (Plate 4). Above the western end of the pool is a 
relatively flat platform, approximately 13.35 x 10.20 m in size, the back (western) face of 
which is partly revetted with stone blocks (Plate 5). To the south-east of the pool is a leat, cut 
into the hillside, forming a channel 3.4 m wide and up to 1.4 m deep (Plate 6) which is 
assumed to be part of the water supply for the buildings associated with Llanrhaeadr Hall. 

Further downstream there are two further bridges (Plates 7 and 8) and a structure which 
crosses the stream (Plate 9). These structures formed part of the watching brief. 

Historic Background 

The desk-top study on the site is still underway with local volunteers collating the evidence 
from the local record offices and other sources, thus this background can only be regarded as 
provisional.  

The site is traditionally linked to St Dyfnog, a Celtic saint of the late seventh or early eighth 
centuries AD and has been assumed to be a site of medieval pilgrimage. Whilst there are 
references to St Dyfnog which can be traced to the twelfth or thirteenth centuries, the earliest 
reference to the well itself comes from a cywydd composed by Dafydd ap Llywelyn ap 
Madod around 1500 (Hulse 2019).  

It would appear that the site was never owned by the church, but was part of the Llanrhaeadr 
Estate, and was linked to the pleasure grounds by a woodland walk along the valley. It may 
be critical in understanding the development of the site that Dafydd Salusbury of Llanrhaeadr 
was chair of the local antiquarian society in Denbighshire in the late 16th century (Gruffudd 
1955, 129). 

Edward Lhuyd, in about 1698 in his “Parochalia” suggest St Dyfnog’s Well was: 

– “a bath much frequented; the water cures scabs, itch, etc. Some say ‘twould cure ye small 
pox” 
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There are a number of descriptions of the site from the late eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries including those of Pennant (1784) and Fenton (1808). Pennant visited the site in 
1781, and his subsequent publication in 1784 gives little detail except: 

The fountain is inclosed in an angular wall, decorated with small human figures; and before is 
the well for the use of the pious bathers (Pennant 1784, 51) 

Another early description is by the anonymous author of “A collection of Welsh Tours, or a 
display of beauties of Wales, selected principally from celebrated histories and popular tours, 
with occasional remarks” published in 1797 which includes the description: 

“At the foot of this rising is Fynnon St Dyfnog, a fine spring, formerly much resorted to 
by votaries. The fountain is inclosed in an angular wall, decorated with small human 
figures, and before it is a well for the use of pious bathers.” 

This was followed by the “The Cambrian Director, or cursory sketches of the Welsh 
Territories with a chart comprehending at one view the advisable routes – best inn – distances 
– and objects most worthy of attention.” by Cliff of Worcester in 1800 which included the 
passage: 

….Paffing through the church-yard, and from thence through the paffage of an alms’-
houfe, we reached a plantation of trees with a broad gravel-walk, almoft concealed 
from day’s garifh light, by thick foliage: this brought us to the fountain, enclofed in an 
angular wall, which forms a bath of confiderable fize; and fo 

-----“far retir’d 
“Among the windings of a woody vale, 

“By folitude and deep furrounding fhades, 
“But more by bafhful modefty, conceal’d,” 

that the “lovely Lavinia” might plunge into the flood, fecure from intrufion of Palemon. 
Many wonderful qualities are attributed to this fountain; but it is particularly 
celebrated for the cure of the rheumatifm: the water has no peculiar tafte. We returned 
by a fubterraneous path under the road which led to the pleafure-grounds, adjoining 
the feat of Major Wylyn. 

Fenton’s visit in 1809 (Fisher 1917) added a few extra details: 

At the West End of the Cemetery there is a neat building, an Alms House, erected by the relict 
of the Man whose Wig, taking buckle in Parian Stone, so much displeases Mr Pennant, bearing 
this inscription on its West Front – “Jane, the Widow of Maurice Jones Esq of Llanrhaiadr, 
and Daur. Of Sir Walter Bagot of Blithfield in Staffordshire Esq by Jane his Wife, Daur. Of 
Charles Salisbury of Bachymbid Esq, Erected and Endowed this Almhouse in the year of our 
Lord 1729.” 

You pass through the middle of the building. Each Pensioner has her set of Apartments and a 
Garden. Passing to the left, you descend into a deep and narrow Dingle shaded by very lofty 
trees of Ash and Wych Elm, &c., through which a small stream ripples o’er a pebbly and rocky 
bottom; which stream is fed by the Spring of St Dyfnog at the upper end of the Dingle arched 
over, from which the Water used to fall through a Pipe in the Wall into a Bath, whose bottom 
was paved with Marble, with a building round it and roofed, but now exhibiting one shape-less 
ruin, the Bath being choaked up and all the building fallen in – a most shameful neglect, as this 
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Dingle, connected by a Tunnel going under the Road with Llanrhaiadr, constitutes the prettiest 
part of their Grounds, which, if you except this sequestered Spot, is all one low dead flat. 
Several Walks wind on the side of the Hill above the little rill. The Water seems remarkably soft 
to the taste, and possesses an uncommon degree of coldness; and has been noted for its 
Salutary effects 

Suggesting the bath was a ruin, or at least maintained as a picturesque feature at that time.  

The well is mentioned in Samuel Lewis’ 1845 “A topographical Dictionary of Wales” 
describing it as:  

Near the church are the remains of an ancient bath, called Fynnon St. Dyvnog, which 
was formerly supposed to operate miraculous cures, and was much resorted to by 
patients, whose votive offerings were partly employed in decorating the east window of 
the church. The water, rising in great force from under the limestone rock, was long 
thought to be a remarkably copious spring; but it has since been ascertained to be a 
stream, which rises in the hilly part of the parish, in the township of Prion : the two 
branches of the stream, after flowing for nearly half a mile, sink into the rock, and 
pursue a subterraneous course for two miles, emerging at this spot. 

Parry’s article on the holy wells of Wales in 1846 suggest that there was a tradition of there 
having been a chapel associated with the well, however the evidence of this is not stated. 

The Cambrians were a little more careful in their interpretation of the site, on their visit in 
1887, doubting whether there was ever any superstructure to the bath (Anon 1887, 350).  

Owen’s article in the Ruthin School Magazine of April 1889 (84-85) contains details which 
do not occur in other publications 

Formerly this Well was greatly frequented. Elaborate preparations were made for the 
convenience of the bathers. Walls, and a large cistern, and carefully built passages for 
the water, indicate it’s former glory. An aged woman informed the writer that her 
mother told her, that at one time there was close to the bath, a building, used by the 
patients, and that when cured, they left behind them their crutches, walking sticks &c., 
as a memorial, and the walls of this building were decorated with an ample number of 
such proofs of the virtue in the water.  

The pathway from the Church to the Well is even now in a fair state of preservation. It 
crosses the stream no less than three times by means of wellbuilt bridges, a proof of the 
importance of the Well in former days. 

The Well, briefly described, as follows:- The water lodges in a small cavern at the end 
of the dingle, the mouth of which is protected by a wall, and underneath this wall there 
was formerly a passage for the water to escape. At about sixteen yards from the mouth 
of the Well, the stream tumbles over a rocky ledge, and forms a natural cascade, and 
this possibly, gives the name Llan Rhayader or the Llan of the Waterfall to Church and 
Parish. Here the stream enters a level spot, and in this piece of ground is a large 
cistern, still in fair condition. The cistern measures 9ft. by 18ft., and is about 5ft. deep. 
It is entered by three or four steps. On one side of the wall stood a building, the debris 
of which still exists. The surplus water was diverted from the bath, and entered a 
carefully built culvert, which is many yards in length 
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Although how accurate the account of other buildings on the site is unknown. 

Probably the most reliable description is that of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and 
Historical Monuments of Wales and Monmouthshire published in 1914: 

This is a spring which rises within a cave enclosed with masonry about 200 yards west 
of the church. Part of the water of the spring is carried underground to a rectangular 
stone bath 24 feet by 16 feet, about 18 feet below the cave. Within the well chamber is a 
smaller stone rectangle, of comparatively recent construction. The overflow from the 
bath joins the main overflow from the well above, and runs in a fine stream past the 
south side of the churchyard. Edward Lhuyd about 1698, says of Ffynnon Dyfnog – “a 
bath much frequented; the water cures scabs, itch, etc. Some say ‘twould cure ye small 
pox”. He gives the name of Ffynnon Fair (St Mary’s Well) to the spring above the bath. 
– Visited, 20th April 1911. 

The site is also mentioned in a number of press articles in the late 19th and early 20th century 
(e.g. Denbighshire Free Press 14th September 1889, Carnarvon and Denbigh Herald and 
North and South Wales Independent 16th February 1906 and Denbighshire Free Press. 26th 
November 1910) however, the description seems to be largely based on previously published 
accounts. With the Denbighshire Free Press on 14th September 1889 collating the data from 
Parry (1846) and Pennants “Tours in Wales” (1784) to suggest: 

At this place was formerly a chapel dedicated to St Dyfnog, in the lower part of which 
were images of the twelve apostles 

It was not, however until 1999 that the well was listed by Cadw as a Grade II Listed building 
(Listed Building reference 22684). 

Aims of the Project 

1. To assess the survival and character of the archaeological record associated with St 
Dyfnog’s Well 

2. To re-evaluate the significance of the deposits in light of modern archaeological 
thinking. 

3. To record any archaeological deposits, features or objects discovered during the 
conservation works 

4. To provide an opportunity for the local community to learn archaeological techniques 
and to carry out a community excavation. 
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SUMMARY 

Three small trenches were dug in September 2019, one at the eastern end of the pool, near to 
the bridge (Tr 1); one across the earthen leat (Tr 2) and the third on the platform, 
approximately 4 m above the western end of the pool (Tr 3). Tr 1, revealed a rough wall 
which would have been part of the outer enclosure recorded in the antiquarian descriptions. 
This wall has a worn area on part of its top surface suggesting the location of the access 
point to the pool and was clearly cut by the construction of the bridge over the outfall, 
demonstrating more than one phase of post-medieval modification of the site. All of the finds 
from this trench were of post-medieval date, leaving some doubt as to the medieval use of the 
site. Indeed, no medieval material was found in any of the trenches. Tr 2, revealed no 
unexpected archaeology. 

Tr 3, proved to be somewhat surprising. The western end of the trench had a cut platform, 
partly filled with fragments of hand-made brick and post-medieval ceramics and glass, 
thought to be one of the buildings associated with the well. At the eastern end of this trench, 
however, was a cut into the underlying limestone interpreted as a quarry. Unlike any of the 
other contexts on the site this feature contained no post-medieval material, but did contain 
479 knapped fragments of chert and three rounded cobbles with impact damage on their 
ends. There is a line of small chert nodules at the base of the quarry and the quarry face has 
areas of red staining suggesting the possibility of fire setting. It would therefore seem likely 
that this is a prehistoric quarry for the extraction of the Carboniferous chert. If so, this is 
thought to be the only known example of a prehistoric chert quarry in Wales. 

The watching brief revealed further constructional details of the Upper Bridge and the 
culvert, along with recording the Church Bridge and Middle Bridge. The structure below the 
Almshouses was also recorded prior to its reconstruction. In the stream below the Church a 
fragment of a late medieval grave-slab, probably dating from the 14th or 15th century, was 
found. 

Methodology 

The Cymdeithas Cadwraeth Llanrhaeadr YC Preservation Society are in the process of 
conserving the remains associated with St Dyfnog’s Well, allowing for the stabilisation of the 
stonework including the bridge which cross the stream from the spring itself. This work was 
funded by the National Heritage Lottery Fund and the Robert Kiln Charitable Trust, thus as 
much as possible of the recording of the historic remains were carried out by local volunteers. 
Practically this involved the surveying of the site, prior to any works taking place, a 
community excavation and the basic processing of the finds. All archaeological work 
undertaken by the volunteers was under the instruction of the author. In all 35 local 
volunteers took part in the excavation and washing the finds. It was not possible to directly 
involve the community in the archaeological watching brief for safety reasons. This part of 
the project was carried out by the author. 

Before the community excavation the site was surveyed using a Leica TS06 total station in 
order to give a base-line survey of the site (Figure 3). This was also carried out as a 
community event. 
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Three small trenches were dug in September 2019 (Figure 4), one at the eastern end of the 
pool, near to the bridge (Tr 1); one across the earthen leat (Tr 2) and the third on the platform, 
approximately 5 m above the western end of the pool (Tr 3). Tr 1 was 2.85 x 2.65 m in size; 
Tr 2, 3.6 x 2 m and Tr 3, 7 x 2 m 

All of the excavation was carried out, by hand, with the local volunteers involved at all stages 
of the excavation. Features and deposits of archaeological interest were recorded with a 
written description, drawn record and photographed. The photographs were taken with a 
Nikon D5300 Digital SLR Camera at a resolution of 24.2 MP with the photographs being 
taken in RAW (NEF) format. These photographs were converted into JPEG format for use as 
illustration in this report and TIFF for archiving. A series of photographs were also taken 
with a Panasonic Lumix DMC-TZ70, at a resolution of 12 MP which were further processed 
with Agisoft Metashape Standard v. 1.6.2 to produce 3D models of the trenches at various 
stages of the excavation. 

Results 

Trench 1 

Tr 1 was located at the eastern end of the pool (Figure 4) and was designed to investigate 
whether there were steps down to the pool. Prior to the excavation there were a few stones 
protruding from the ground suggesting the possibility of a structure, probably steps, at this 
end of the pool. Thus, the trench was positioned over these protruding stones, but its size was 
limited by the need to allow access to the footbridge at this end of the pool.  

After the removal of the topsoil (Context 1) (Figure 5, Plate 10) the protruding stone resolved 
themselves into a consistent feature (Context 6) with a clayey deposit above (Context 8) and 
a tumble of material below (Context 9). The northern side of the trench had a loose deposits 
of stone blocks (Context 5) which were clearly very modern in date as they contained the 
remains of a plastic Tesco shopping bag. 

Further excavation, with the removal of Contexts 8 and 9, defined a wall (Context 6) (Figures 
6 and 8, Plates 11 - 13) running across the trench, possibly part of an outer enclosure around 
the pool. Above the wall was a compact, probably trampled, layer (Contexts 18 and 20) cut 
by a linear feature (Context 19). This ran roughly at right angles to the outer enclosure wall 
(Context 6) and is assumed to mark the position of a robbed-out wall, possibly marking one 
side of the access route to the pool. The top of Context 6 had been disturbed at one point with 
clear later blocking covering an area where the top of Context 6 had marked wear and 
smoothing. Within this area of blocking (Context 21) was a shaped stone slab with a worn 
dimple in its upper surface (Plates 14 and 15). The “dimple” had been worn into the surface 
by the repeated circular motion of a rod, most likely of metal. It is the sort of wear that occurs 
where the pivot bar for a gate rubs on a stone. Unfortunately, this stone is not in situ, having 
been re-used to fill a gap in the wall (Context 6), but presumably it has not been moved very 
far and may suggest a gated enclosure, around the pool at some time in the past. Below 
Context 21 the top surface of Context 6 is heavily worn suggesting the position of steps down 
into the pool enclosure. 

Below Context 6 is an area of rough stone hard standing (Context 22) in front of the worn 
section of Context 6 (Figure 6, Plates 16 and 17). Presumably this was a harden surface 
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leading from the assumed steps to the pool itself. To the north of Context 22, was an arc of 
stone blocks (Context 23) containing an area of orange/brown clayey silt (Context 24) with 
relatively few stones. The arc of stones (Context 23) defines an area 0.92 x 0.61 m in the 
north eastern corner of the outer enclosure around the pool. The interpretation of this feature 
is difficult, but one possibility is that it was a platform for a decorative feature in the corner 
of the enclosure around the pool such as a statue or decorative pot.  

Below Context 22 was a layer of silting (Context 29) which sealed a further layer of stone 
surfacing (Context 30) (Figures 7 and 8, Plate 18). It is noticeable that the stone blocks used 
for this lower surface were larger and seem to form a path, approximately 0.9 m wide 
between the assumed steps and the edge of the pool. The silting between the two layers of 
stone surfaces would suggest a period of abandonment, or at least periodic maintenance of 
the pool enclosure. 

To the south of Contexts 22 and 30 there was a loose deposit against the face of the wall 
(Context 27) which when removed revealed the relationship between Context 6 and the 
Upper Bridge (Plate 19). There was a straight joint between the bridge and Context 6 and the 
bridge face was not only on a slightly different alignment, but was set back from the face of 
Context 6. This suggests that the bridge is of a later date than the enclosure wall and 
presumably replaces an earlier structure over the outfall from the pool. The removal also 
revealed a single sherd of post-medieval pottery embedded in the joints of Context 6 (Plate 
20) suggesting a possible date for Context 6. 

Trench 2 

Tr 2 was positioned across the leat leading to Llanrhaeadr Hall (Figure 4). It was across an 
area where the leat was not as well define as it runs to the east, where it becomes a rock cut 
channel, 3.4 m wide and up to 1.4 m deep. Once the topsoil (Context 2) was removed 
excavation of this feature proved to be more difficult than predicted. The leat is, at least, 
partly, cut through the fill covering the stone-built overflow channel which is a stiff 
orange/brown clay and is filled with a very similar deposits (Contexts 10 – 12) (Figure 9, 
Plates 21 and 22). The western side of the leat has a deposit (Context 12) which appear to cut 
across the ends of the sequence of infill with Contexts 10 and 11, however, this deposit is the 
result of root action from the trees above this side of the leat.  

Finds from the layers within this feature are all of post-medieval date with a rare sherd of 
post-medieval pottery, a single stem fragment from a clay pipe and a single horse/cattle tooth 
being found. There was also barely rotted wooden fragment within Context 12. The one 
exception was a single chert flake which is presumably residual. 

Trench 3 

Tr 3 was designed to investigate the relatively flat platform to the west of the pool. It is 
approximately 4 m above the level of the pool and consists of a rough semi-circular area, 
13.35 x 10.20 m in size with the, now blocked cave, with the upper spring in its northern 
edge. This is the only relatively flat area within the immediate area of the pool and thus if 
there were other buildings, or structures, associated with the spring this was the most likely 
position of these features. The trench was 7.2 x 2.0 m in size, running from the steep, western 
face of the platform to the footpath along its eastern edge, above the pool. 
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On clearing the vegetation from the proposed location of Tr 3 it became evident that there 
was a mound in the middle of the trench (Context 13, Figure 11, Plate 23), approximately  
1.7 m in diameter and up to 0.25 m high, this mound consisted of clods of clay and the 
occasional limestone block which had been packed together. The function of this feature is 
unclear, however, it maybe the result of a phase of clearing on the platform in the relatively 
recent past. Context 13 contained post-medieval pottery, brick and tile fragments and glass, 
suggesting a relatively modern date for this context. 

The removal of the topsoil (Context 3) revealed two other features (Contexts 14 and 16) 
within the trench. At the western end of the trench, a wide. flat bottomed, feature (Context 
16, Figures 10 and 11) had been dug which was at least 2.2 m wide and 0.25 m deep. Context 
16 was filled with two layers. In the upper 0.1 m, was a soily layer (Context 17), which had 
similar characteristic to the overlying topsoil (Context 3). Context 17 had had little 
disturbance as was demonstrated by the complete, glass, gin, case bottle (Plate 25) that was 
recovered from this context. Below Context 17 was a spread of sub-angular and angular stone 
fragments, together with a number of hand-made brick fragments (Context 28, Figures 10 and 
11, Plates 26 and 27). These were randomly arranged and possibly represent the debris from a 
building sitting within Context 16. Unfortunately, no consistent wall along the eastern edge 
of Context 16 was located, possibly suggesting that any building was deliberately demolished 
and that Context 28 may be the evidence of that demolition. 

Context 14, at the eastern end of Tr 3 (Figures 10 and 11, Plates 27 – 29), proved to be of a 
completely different character and date. Context 14 was roughly triangular in cross section 
with a gently sloping base on its eastern side and a steep western side. It was 1.26 m wide and 
up to 0.58 m deep with the steepest face being 0.65 m high. The shallow base followed the 
natural bedding plane of the underlying limestone whilst the steep face had been cut through 
the rock. Areas on the steep face were notable for the pink staining (Plate 30) possibly 
suggesting these areas had been heated. At the bottom of the steep face a line of chert 
nodules, or voids where nodules had been extracted, (Plate 31) were evident. Context 14 was 
filled by tumble of angular limestone blocks and chert knapping debris (384 artefacts) 
(Context 26, Figure 11, Plate 29) which had little in the way of soil matrix with several voids 
between the blocks. This context was remarkable in that it was the only excavated context on 
the site not to contain any post-medieval material. Indeed, the only finds from this context 
were the knapping debris, three waterworn cobbles with impact damage on at least one 
surface (Plates 32 and 33) and four chert tools. These included a crude transverse arrowhead 
(Plate 34) and an awl (Plate 35). Context 14, therefore would appear to be a prehistoric 
quarry for the extraction of chert. Unfortunately, no charcoal was recovered for a definitive 
date, but a Neolithic or Early Bronze age date is likely. 

Watching Brief 

The watching brief has taken place since 12/10 2019 and will continue to record any 
archaeologically significant structure, layer or features as the project continues. To date the 
watching brief has covered the restoration of the Upper Bridge and culvert, the demolition of 
the Almshouses Structure, the cleaning of the Church Bridge and Middle Bridge and the 
cutting of the track to gain access to the pool for machinery. 

No new archaeological features were recorded during the cutting of the access track; 
however, this route ran along the stream bed in the area below the Church. From within the 
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stream bed a sizable fragment of a grave slab was recovered. This was part of 14th or 15th 
century grave slab (H. Williams pers. comm.) with a ragged cross dividing the stone into 
quadrants. On the left side is a crude hourglass and on the right the pommel of either a sword 
or dagger (Figure 12, Plates 36 and 37). This slab, was possibly taken from the church as part 
of the restoration that took place in 1880 (Anon 1880). 

During the preparatory phase for the restoration of the Upper Bridge, an attempt was made to 
drain the Pool, to stop the water flowing under the bridge. Although this attempt proved to be 
unsuccessful it gave a brief opportunity to look at the pool with very low water levels (Plates 
38 – 40). The pool was constructed of large, squared stone blocks, with mortar coursing with 
a maximum depth of 1.24 m. Whilst it was not possible to see the floor of the pool, probing 
would suggest a smooth finished surface still remains. In the north eastern corner of the pool 
are a set of four stone steps (Plate 39), with the lower two steps being wider than the upper 
steps. Centrally placed in the western end there appears to be a blocked inlet into the pool 
(Plate 40). It was cut into the top of the second course of stone blocks. If so, this would 
suggest a chute of water entering the pool and a degree of water management that is no 
longer evident.  

The area of the lower spring is highly disturbed by the insertion of a reservoir tank for a water 
supply to the fields around Llanrhaeadr Hall, however, the minimal movement of stones 
whilst preparing for a sandbag dam to divert the water away from the pool suggests there 
were limestone slabs lining the floor in at least part of the area of the spring (Plate 41). 

The Upper Bridge had to be largely replaced because of its perilous state. Although the 
western face of the bridge (Figure 13, Plate 43) appeared to be well made and relatively 
stable, the eastern face (Plate 43) had clearly collapsed. The extent to which the bridge 
structure had moved became evident when the soil capping the structure was removed (Plates 
44 and 45) with large cracks between the stones of the arch, as the eastern side of the bridge 
was rotating away from the western face. This was largely because the eastern side of the 
northern abutment had been undermined by the water and was in the process of collapsing 
(Plate 46). This abutment appears to have been inserted into an earlier opening which was 
slightly wider (Figure 14, Plates 47 and 48). Running parallel with the wall recorded in Tr 1 
of the excavation (Context 6), at a distance of 2.36 m, a line of stone blocks formed part of a 
wall at least two courses high. It is assumed that that this wall and Context 6 were either side 
of an approach causeway for an earlier, slightly wider, bridge with Context 6 also acting as 
part of an enclosure wall around the pool. Behind the northern abutment for the bridge was 
1.2 m of disturbed, soily fill over the natural red sandstone suggesting the level of build-up in 
this part of the valley. Behind the southern abutment was a slightly more complex sequence 
of deposits (Plate 49) with up to 0.4 m of highly root disturbed clayey topsoil over a band of 
yellowish-brown clayey silt. This, in turn, sealed a reddish-brown clay with the occasional 
limestone block up to 250 mm in size and a scatter of angular limestone fragments up to  
100 mm in size. This clay layer is thought to have been deliberately packed behind the 
stonework of the abutment giving a level of waterproofing. The abutment on this side of the 
stream proved to be only one stone thick (330 mm) presumably because the depth and weight 
of the deposits behind gave the required stability. 

On the southern side of the Upper Bridge it became necessary to remove some of the deposits 
over the overflow culvert for the pool to allow safe working on the structure of the culvert 
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from below. The culvert was covered by 0.85 m of yellowish-brown clay with tips of reddish-
brown sandy clay, presumably derived from digging the trench for the culvert (Plate 50). It 
was noticeable that there were flecks of charcoal in the fill immediately above the stonework 
of the culvert itself. 

Apart from consolidation, little modification took place to the Middle Bridge (Plates 51 and 
52). The span of the arch varied slightly on this bridge with a span of 1.50 m on the upstream 
(western) side and 1.56 m on the downstream. 

The structure crossing the stream below the Almshouses was originally thought to be the 
remains of a footbridge, however when the vegetation was removed from the structure this 
proved not to be the case. The arch crossing the stream (Figures 15 and 16, Plates 53 and 54) 
was only 0.46 m wide with a flattened segmental arch with a span of 1.65 m and a clearance 
depth of 0.76 m. Above the arch, the southern side of the stream had been strengthened with a 
dry stone wall of stone blocks (Pate 54), presumably to divert the steam through the arch. 
This revetting stretched for a distance of 3.4 m and it continued below the arch for at least a 
similar distance. Immediately east of the arch, a brick-built tank had been sunk into the 
stream bed. This was 1.40 x 1.10 m in size with an inner metal liner 0.8 x 0.75 m in size. The 
depth of this metal liner is unknown, as it was full of stone and other debris washed down the 
stream, however the brick structure was at least 1 m high. At the base of the arch, a metal rail 
had been laid in the stream to form a slight weir at the foot of the arch and above the tank. 
Also on the eastern side of the arch, there appears to be a 0.7 m wide slot cut into the northern 
bank. Although not fully investigated there are hints that there are a series of steps, probably 
leading to the Almshouses. It is assumed that the Almshouses Structure acted as a water 
supply with access via a path from the houses and down the possible steps. The arch, 
therefore is probably a decorative feature rather than a practical way across the stream. 

The bridge which gives access to the site from the churchyard was cleared of vegetation 
before it was consolidated (Figure 17, Plates 55 and 56). The bridge has a semi-circular arch 
standing 1.50 m above the stream bed and with a span of 1.38 m. On the northern side it sits 
against a large stone-built abutment 1.16 x 1.31 m in size standing to a height of 1.75 m. This 
abutment rests, in turn, on the boundary wall for the churchyard. None of these features are 
integrated into each other with straight joints between the bridge and the abutment and 
between the abutment and the churchyard wall suggesting that the construction of these 
elements was not contemporary. 

Lithic Report 

The full analysis of the lithic finds from the site is yet to be undertaken, however, a total of 
484 chert artefacts were recovered from the site including five possible tools. The tools 
include a crude transverse arrowhead of Late Neolithic or Early Bronze Age type (Green 
1984, 33) and at least two awls and scrapers. The majority of the chert artefacts (402) were 
from the fill of the possible quarry (Context 26). In addition, there were five flint and six 
quartz flakes found. Seven cobbles with batter on at least one end were found, three of which 
were in Context 26, which were probably used as hammerstones or mauls. They occur in two 
size ranges (Plates 32 and 33) with the larger artefacts probably used as a mining tool, whilst 
the smaller artefacts were used as hammerstones to test the quality of the chert being 
extracted.  A summary of the finds can be found in Appendix 1.  
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Post-medieval Finds 

The analysis of the post-medieval finds is yet to be commissioned. However, post medieval 
pottery was found in all bar two of the excavated contexts and the initial impression is that all 
of the pottery is of eighteen and nineteenth century date. Indeed, 80 of the 216 sherds 
recovered are of Buckley Ware type. No obvious finds, of any class, of a medieval date were 
found on the site. 

Other finds include 121 fragments of brick and tile, 110 fragments of glass and 6 fragments 
of clay pipe. 

The distribution of finds by class is shown in Appendix 1. 

Conclusions 

The excavation and watching brief at St Dyfnog’s Well have had some surprising results. 
Both the excavation and the watching brief suggest at least two phases of construction within 
the complex with both the Upper and Church Bridges having more than one phases of bridge 
construction. The earliest phase of construction around the Pool, appears to suggest an outer 
enclosure, approximately 1.8 m from the edge of the pool with a set of steps through the 
eastern end leading to a hardened surface around the pool. Also incorporated into this phase 
of construction was a possible causeway leading to a bridge over the stream. This bridge was 
probably slightly wider than that which stood in a similar position at the start of the project. 
The fate of this earlier bridge is unknown; however, it is not difficult to imagine a similar fate 
to its replacement with the eastern side collapsing because of the undermining of the stream. 
The silting over the lower level of stone surface within the enclosure (Context 30) may 
suggest there was a delay between the collapse of the original bridge and the construction of 
its replacement, however this is somewhat speculative. The replacement bridge was slightly 
narrower and survived until it finally collapsed during the course of the consolidation works. 
A similar pattern may have happened to the Church Bridge with the current bridge replacing 
an earlier, possibly wider, structure shown by the abutment on its northern side. The straight 
joint between the abutment and the Churchyard wall may also suggest access to the valley 
was not always available from this corner of the churchyard. 

The platform above the western end of the pool originally had a stone revetting wall along its 
western, steep face. How much of this revetting survives has not been investigated, but, in the 
small area investigated, the wall appears to have been made of large, squared limestone 
blocks. Sitting along the western edge of the platform there was possibly a building which 
was, at least, partly built of brick. The size of this possible building is unknown, but it was 
probably about 2.2 m wide. This could be one of the buildings hinted at by some of the 
antiquarian references, such as Owen (1889, 84). 

The most surprising aspect of the work at St Dyfnog’s Well, however was the discovery of a 
chert quarry of probable prehistoric date. As yet undated the presence of a transverse 
arrowhead in the top of the fill (Context 26) may suggest a Late Neolithic or Early Bronze 
Age date for the activity. It is likely that there was a band of chert exposed on the surface and 
that the quarrying followed that band into the hillside, until the amount of effort, set against 
the returns became too much. It is possible that at least part of the removal of the overburden 
was made easier by the use of fire setting as is shown by the red discolouration of the rock 
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face in places. The band of chert being exploited appears to be a series of relatively small 
nodules; thus, it could only be used for flake tool and was not suitable for the larger core 
tools such as axes. Whilst flint is usually the preferred raw material for tool production the 
lack of reliable raw material sources in North Wales may have forced the exploitation of this 
band of chert. There are no primary sources of flint within Wales, with the nearest primary 
sources being the chalk of Northern Ireland, the Lincolnshire/Yorkshire Wolds and Southern 
Britain. There are some flint pebbles, however, within the Irish Sea Till (Mackintosh 1879) 
which were exploited throughout the post-glacial period and it is likely this was the source 
for the few flint flakes recovered. The use of chert within North Wales is well documented 
from numerous archaeological excavations, although until now only a broad band of possible 
sources could be suggested.  

Whilst specific extraction sites have been identified for flint and other raw materials used for 
the production of tools (such as the “axe factory” on Penmaenmawr) direct evidence for small 
scale, chert extraction has been rare. Indeed, the only documented examples are from 
southern Scotland such as the Mesolithic quarries at Burnetland Hill (Ballin and Ward 2013). 
Given that the discovery at St Dyfnog’s Well was unexpected there should be further small 
quarries along the western side of the Vale of Clwyd and associated with the Carboniferous 
limestones with chert deposits outcropping from the Vale of Clwyd (Berridge 1994, 95) to the 
Great Orme (Grundy Ridewood 2013), including a concentration of chert on the Great Orme 
and around the Gronant area, near Prestatyn. It just that they are yet to be identified. 

The find spot of the grave slab, in the stream immediately below the church, would suggest 
that it was originally part of the church furniture. It was probably removed from the church as 
part of one of the phases of nineteenth century “restoration”, possibly that which took place 
in 1880 (Anon 1880). Although now broken and somewhat worn it originally had a ragged 
cross dividing the slab into quadrants. To the left of cross was an hour glass and to the right a 
sword or dagger. There is some similarity to the ragged cross on grave slabs from 
Llanfihangel-Yng-Ngwynfa and Rhuddlan (H. Williams pers. comm.) which are dated to the 
fourteen or fifteen century. The commissioning of such an elaborate grave slab and the 
possible depiction of a sword hint that the person buried below the slab was of some social 
status, but unfortunately who it was is unknown 
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Plate 1: The pool, looking east 

 

Plate 2: The tufa “waterfall” 
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Plate 3: The overflow culvert 

 

Plate 4: The bridge east of the pool 
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Plate 5: Revetting wall on western side of the upper platform 

 

Plate 6: Leat to Llanrhaeadr Hall 
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Plate 7: The “Church Bridge”, looking west 

 

Plate 8: The “Middle Bridge” looking west 
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Plate 9: The “Almshouses Structure” 

 

Plate 10: Tr 1 after the removal of Context 1, looking south 
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Plate 11: Tr 1 after the removal of Context 8 and 9 

 

Plate 12: Tr 1 after the removal of Contexts 8 and 9, looking north 
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Plate 13: Tr 1, Elevation of wall (Context 6) 

 

Plate 14: Stone block in Context 21 with worn dimple 
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Plate 15: Detail of the worn dimple in the stone block from Context 21. 

 

Plate 16: Area below Context 6, showing Contexts 22, 23 and 24 
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Plate 17: Hardened surface (Context 22) 

 

Plate 18: Lower hardened surface (Context 30) 
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Plate 19: Relationship between the wall (Context 6) and the Upper Bridge 

 

Plate 20: Sherd of post-medieval pottery embedded in the wall (Context 6) 
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Plate 21: Tr 2 looking east 

 

Plate 22: Tr 2, eastern section 
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Plate 23: Mound (Context 13) in Tr 3 

 

Plate 24: Tr 3, Section though Context 13 
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Plate 25: Tr 3, Glass bottle in Context 17 

 

Plate 26: Tr 3, Context 28 
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Plate 27: Tr 3 upper level of excavation 
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Plate 28: Tr 3 fully excavated 
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Plate 29: Tr3 section through the quarry (Context 14) 

 

Plate 30: Tr 3, Red staining on the face of the quarry (Context 14) 
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Plate 31: Tr 3, line of chert nodules in the base of the quarry face (Context 14) 

 

Plate 32: Hammerstone/maul from Context 26 
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Plate 33: Hammerstone/maul from Context 26 

 

Plate 34: Transverse arrowhead from Context 26 
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Plate 35: Awl from Context 26 

 

Plate 36: Fragment of grave slab from the stream 
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Plate 37: Occlusion map of the grave slab from the stream 

 

Plate 38: The pool partially bailed out 
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Plate 39: The steps into the pool 

 

Plate 40: Possible blocked inlet at the western end of the Pool 
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Plate 41: Stone slabs in the spring area. 

 

Plate 42: Western face of the Upper Bridge 
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Plate 43: Eastern face of the Upper Bridge 

 

Plate 44: The Upper Bridge after the removal of the soil capping 
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Plate 45: Photogrammetric plan of the top of the Upper Bridge after the removal of the soil capping 
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Plate 46: Northern bridge abutment of the Upper Bridge 

 

Plate 47: Eastern side of the bridge abutment for the Upper Bridge 
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Plate 48: Structure of the northern bridge abutment for the Upper Bridge 

 

Plate 49: Deposits behind the south abutment of the Upper Bridge 
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Plate 50: Deposits over the culvert 

 

Plate 51: Composite photograph of the western side of the Middle Bridge 
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Plate 52: Composite photograph of the eastern side of the Middle Bridge 

 

Plate 53: The Almshouses Structure, looking west. 
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Plate 54: The Almshouses Structure, looking east 

 

Plate 55: The Church Bridge, looking west 
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Plate 56: The Church Bridge looking east 

 

Plate 57: The Church Bridge abutment 



 

Appendix 1: Finds Summary 

 

Total
Context Trench Chert Flint Quartz Limestone Tool Hammer stone Maul Buckley Ware Other Pot Brick/Tile Glass Metal Clay Pipe Animal Bone Shell Sand stone Coal Slate Other

1 1 4 5 52 17 9 1 5 93
5 1 2 2 4
6 1 1 2 3
8 1 2 1 4 9 7 7 12 1 43
9 1 3 1 1 1 6
22 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 8
23 1 1 1
27 1 1 2 5 2 2 3 1 3 3 2 24
29 1 3 2 1 1 3 1 3 14
2 2 4 10 1 3 5 23
4 2 1 5 1 7
11 2 10 1 11 15 2 4 2 1 3 49
3 3 11 7 18 7 37 9 2 91
12 3 1 1
13 3 3 1 2 6 16 1 7 36
15 3 24 6 17 6 21 2 6 82
17 3 8 1 8 1 15 22 1 7 1 5 69
26 3 388 4 4 209 4 2 1 8 66 1 41 728
28 3 29 1 1 1 24 1 48 1 3 3 10 8 130

479 5 6 232 5 6 1 80 136 121 110 15 6 14 13 84 8 22 69 1412

Prehistoric Post Medieval Other

Total


