Clifton Antiquarian Club in Pembrokeshire, 17th-19th June 2016
For most, if not all, our weekend in Pembrokeshire was a welcome return to our university and “pre
CAC” ﬁeld trips of the early 2000’s and an opportunity to revisit some fabulous Neolithic sites and
reminisce of the old days.
We convened at the youth hostel at St. David’s lying in the shadow of Carn Llidi, for one lucky
family, a self contained cottage and football pitch on the doorstep. We enjoyed a late al fresco
supper of delicious soup, bread and cheese accompanied with a drop of wine and well deserved
relaxation after a long and congested journey from Bristol.
Dawn brought with it some splendid weather as we set off on the short drive to St. David’s and our
ﬁrst stop; the Bishop’s Palace. Constructed in the 11th century and refined by Bishop Gower in the
14th century, this is an ideal place for exploring medieval architecture and daily life. Whilst the
smaller CAC members were issued with a treasure hunt to embark upon, the grown ups ambled
around the halls and staircases, and relaxed in the Welsh sunshine (yes Celia, we spotted you
having a little snooze on the lawn outside the Great Hall).

The architecture is magniﬁcent and the many gargoyles and carvings
are fascinating. This must have been a splendid place to stay, and
exceptionally convenient for St. David’s Cathedral, our next stop. Richard
Fenton, in his “Historical Tour Through Pembrokeshire” (1902) comments
that Gower’s “….palace at St. David’s was a design worthy of a crowned
instead of a mitred head”

Hannah exercising her usual, unconventional archaeology techniques

We had a guide for our cathedral tour who introduced us to the building exterior pointing out the
later Victorian additions.

It is a magniﬁcent building although upon closer inspection the construction seems a little, well,
shoddy. The ﬂoor slopes along the Nave, the arches are far from symmetrical and the walls slope
outwards; this was clearly the work of the same person that did our old loft conversion!
Nevertheless, we were conﬁdent that we were not in danger of the roof collapsing upon us and we
continued our tour with our friendly guide delivering fact after fact in an engaging and mildly
soporiﬁc manner. At the shrine we discussed relics, and the likelihood that a few ﬁnger bones of St.

David’s lay inside the boxes - minimal! We encountered many an unresolved mystery; why were
the windows behind the alter bricked up?, what was the purpose of the little window just below
them?, why was Edmund Tudor buried right in front of the alter? Fenton wasn’t impressed; “The high
altar is approached by a graduation of ascent producing an awful effect.”
All in all, it was rather refreshing to see such imperfection. And speaking of graduation of ascents,
the cyclists amongst us were particularly pleased to ﬁnd an efﬁgy of their hero, Giraldus
Cambrensis residing in the cathedral.
Upon the hour the tour was up and it was time to head to the Farmer’s Arms for lunch and a ﬁne
pint of local ale, George Swann clutching a rather splendid paper weight from the Cathedral shop
and expressing a rather unnerving desire to become Welsh. It was with some relish that we ate
heartily and set off in search of the more familiar Welsh prehistoric landscape.
A short walk from the hostel took us up Carn Llidi and to a chambered tomb of the same name.
Two chambers are to be found about two thirds of the way to the top.

Two chambers at Carn Llidi
From Carn Llidi

we set of for St. David’s Head in search of Clawdd y Maiwyr; an Iron Age

promontory fort and some more prehistory. Along the way, Sarah and Hannah were lured down to
a deserted beach where they remained for the rest of the afternoon. The rest of us headed along
the footpath.

This was a wonderful spot, a significant cairn wall, horses grazing amongst the

house circles. Fenton supposed these were the tents of ferocious sea kings, they certainly
commanded fantastic views from the headland over to Ramsey Island.

Two CAC members AWOL on the beach!

You can picture a ferocious sea king residing here
In his 1804 book, The Scenery, Antiquities and Biography of South Wales, Benjamin Heath Malkin
tells us that the eight rocks that make up St David’s Head was known as the Octopitarum of
ancient geographers. We like that!

View from an Octopitarum
Turning back, the route took us to Coetan Arthur, an earthfast chambered cairn camouflaged within
the rocky landscape.

Back at the hostel, via an emergency trip to the supermarket for wine and beer supplies, we
enjoyed some tremendous lasagna and garlic bread to ﬁnish off an excellent day.
On Sunday morning we awoke to glorious Welsh sunshine, unfortunately hidden behind low cloud,
fog and drizzle. Thankfully the sites today involved less walking and more car which was fortuitous
as the rain began to set in.
Our first stop was the sleepy and sheltered port of Abercastle from where we set off by foot to visit the
imposing Carreg Sampson burial chamber. As we approached the monument, down came the rain
and the Welsh mist an air of mystery to the site.

Carreg Sampson
Although described by Francis Lynch as a passage grave as a result of traces of an entrance being
found during the excavation of the monument in 1968, it looked to us to have much more in common
with the portal dolmens that are found locally.
From there we drove up the coast to Newport to Carreg Coetan, a portal dolmen situated in a rather
Inappropriate hedged urban setting which prevented us from putting the monument into any sort of
landscape setting. Nevertheless, we agreed that it was a mighty fine specimen of its type!

Carreg Coetan
Saving the best until last, as far as dolmens go anyway, we made our way through the narrow lanes
leading up to Pentre Ifan, our convoy of five cars and one rather large camper van upsetting several
people coming the other way!
We attempted to have a picnic here which became a very British event as the rain closed in. Thankfully
the capstone provided a welcome shelter from the elements.

Pentre Ifan in the rain

Craig Rhos-y-felin

From Pentre Ifan it was a
short trip along some more
narrow lanes to the
proposed source of the
Stonehenge bluestones at
Craig Rhos-y-felin. The
outcrop of the rock forms
natural pillars which would
have allowed the prehistoric
quarry-workers to detach
each standing stone with a
minimum of effort. Some
quarried
stones
that
seemed just about the right
size were laying on the
ground close to where they
had been detached, it

certainly seemed feasible that this was the source.
We speculated on how the stones might then have been moved to Stonehenge; overland, rafts up the
Severn? And why? As is usually the case with archaeology, more questions than answers!
By now the elements were closing in with a vengeance as we made our way along a convoluted
network of lanes to Gors Fawr stone circle. Despite the complications, and thanks to immaculate
planning and instructions provided by Ellie we all ended up together at our destination.
A big thanks to Ellie for organising the trip and to everybody for lending a hand on the way.

