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1 INTRODUCTION  
 

1.1 In February 2014, the Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust undertook a programme of survey, 

conservation and outreach activities at Tomen y Rhodwydd (Castell yr Adwy) near Llandegla, 

Denbighshire (SAM De 018; PRN 100932). These works were undertaken in collaboration 

with Coleg Cambria Llysfasi and Denbighshire County Council with the aid of volunteers 

from the wider local community.  

 

1.2 The project was grant-aided by Cadw under the aegis of the North East Wales Community 

Archaeology project. This is a small pot of funding for the completion of volunteer and 

education-oriented, archaeology-based tasks in the former Clwyd region, ranging from 

conservation to fieldwork and educational events. The selection of projects for the programme 

is determined by a Cadw-led panel of regional historic environment professionals from Cadw 

(Will Davies, Fiona Grant), CPAT, Wrexham Museums Service (Steve Grenter) and 

Denbighshire County Council (Fiona Gale, also attending on behalf of the AONB).   

 

1.3 

 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

 

1.4   This was one of three projects initially agreed for the 2013-4 programme and it had originally 

been intended only to spend a few days on site securing landowner permissions and 

developing the project for a clearance, access and interpretation programme in 2014-5. The 

decision was made to focus on the castle when two other collaborative projects of a similar 

nature at Watôs Dyke Erddig (with the National Trust) and Llys Edwin, Northop (with 

Glyndwr University and the Clwydian Range Archaeology Group) were abandoned as Glastir 

funding covered the planned clearance at Erddig and excessive undergrowth prevented any 

work at the latter, though this will possibly be revisited in 2014-5.  

 

1.5 Tomen y Rhodwydd is a motte and bailey castle located at the head of the Nant y Garth Pass, 

south-west of the village of Llandegla, Denbighshire at SJ 176 516, in an area of outcrops of 

carboniferous limestone (Figs. 2 and 3). It was part of the township of Buddugreôr within the 

parish of Llanarmon yn Iâl, the castle consists of an earthen mound (the motte) standing at one 

end of an oval enclosure (the bailey) protected by a strong bank and ditch. The site has not 

been excavated; nevertheless it seems likely that the motte carried a palisade round its edge 

and was surmounted by a strong wooden tower. The morphology of the earthworks suggests 

that the whole structure is essentially of one period; the motte has not been superimposed on 

an earlier earthwork as far as can be established from surface evidence. The site is unusual in 

having a substantial counterscarp bank round the outside of the motte ditch and extending a 

short distance outside the bailey also. This bank, however, is not neatly finished, but rather 
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resembles a series of spoil dumps. Also uncommon is the relatively low elevation of the broad 

motte summit above the embanked bailey in comparison to the massive scale of the defences. 

 

1.6 Cadw recognises the site as: óone of national importance that retains significant archaeological 

potential, with a strong probability of the presence of both structural evidence and intact 

associated depositsô. It is arguably the best known of native Welsh timber castles, aerial views 

of its distinctive earthworks appearing in several major textbooks on castles and Welsh history 

and archaeology in recent decades (Fig 1). The monument is under threat from erosion from 

stock and badgers ï there is a large badger sett on the western side of the motte ï and from its 

vegetation cover. 

 

 

 
 

Fig 1 Tomen y Rhodwydd from the air. Photo CPAT 84-c-0278 

 

 

1.7 The castle was probably built by Owain ap Gruffydd ap Cynan (Owain Gwynedd) who, after 

becoming king (later prince) of Gwynedd in 1137, continued the expansionist policies of his 

house at the expense of Ranulf of Chester and Madog ap Maredudd of Powys. He annexed 

Mold and Ystrad Alun in 1146 and Tegeingl in 1149. In order to secure these acquisitions he 

subsequently annexed the cwmwd (commote) of Iâl (Yale) in Powys, and constructed Tomen y 

Rhodwydd in order to control access into Dyffryn Clwyd and the passage of the upper valley 

towards Mold. This occupation was short-lived, however. In 1157 Iorwerth Goch ap 

Maredudd, Madog ap Mareduddôs brother, took the castle and burnt it, restoring the authority 

of Powys over Iâl (Pratt 1979). 

 

1.8 It is not known whether Tomen y Rhodwydd was rebuilt after its destruction in 1157. A 

reference in the Pipe Rolls for 1212-13 records óiron mallets for breaking the rocks in the ditch 

of the castle of Yaleô; however, this may be a reference to the royal llys, Tomen Y Faerdre, in 

Llanarmon 3 miles to the north (ibid). The antiquary John Leland, writing in the mid-16th 

century, noted that the castle (then referred to as Castell Cefn Du) was in use as a sheepfold. 
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Fig. 2.The location of Tomen y Rhodwydd within north-east Wales 

  

 
Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and database right 2013 

 

Fig. 3. The location of Tomen y Rhodwydd. 
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2 SURVEY 
 
2.1 Whilst arguably the best known of Welsh timber castles owing to the widespread publication 

of aerial photographs of the earthworks, and its prominent location overlooking the present 

A525, prior to the current project Tomen y Rhodwydd had not been subject to an 

archaeological survey, other than by the Ordnance Survey in 1963. The objectives of this 

project were therefore to provide an accurate topographical plan which outlined the extent of 

the site and noted its present condition, the scale of erosion, vegetation coverage and other 

issues. In addition, a longitudinal profile across the monument was mapped (see Fig. 6) 

together with the location of what has been considered to be a previous archaeological 

excavation test pit (of which there is no known record within the regional Historic 

Environment Record). 
 
2.2 Over a period of three days volunteers and students from Coleg Cambria (Llysfasi) were 

instructed in the use of total station digital surveying using a Leica TC500 in conjunction with 

Penmap survey software. The data was later processed using proprietary software, with the 

resulting illustrations being produced by Nigel Jones using Mapinfo and Adobe Illustrator. 

Initially students and volunteers were encouraged to form working groups to undertake hand-

drawn plans highlighting topographical contours and other relevant detail. This enabled the 

participants to identify the type of issues addressed through site heritage management as well 

as identifying archaeological information previously unrecorded.   
 

 

  
 

Fig. 4. Digital surveying with students from Coleg Cambria (Llysfasi) 

  Photo CPAT 3779.0095 
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Fig. 5. Volunteers surveying the recently uncovered outer defences. 

Photo CPAT 3791-0165 

 

 

 

 


