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Newsletter: NOVEMBER 
2005  
 
MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR 
Once again we have had a busy time, 
taking local organizations to visit our dig 
at Cil Owen and lecturing on our ongoing 
work.  The dig at Cil Owen has now been 
closed for this season and consideration 
will need to be given for future 
excavations. 
 
If Members have any ideas of sites in 
their areas that the Society could take on 
in the coming year, the Committee would 
be pleased to hear from you. 
 
I would like to take the opportunity of 
thanking you all for attending the Annual 
General Meeting and there is a full report 
of the event later in the Newsletter. 
 
The Training Course ‘Archaeology of 
North East Wales, started on 8 October 
2005 with  8 Society Members attending. 
 
CIL OWEN: VISIT BY MEMBERS OF 
CEFN HISTORICAL SOCIETY – 28 
JULY 2005 
A group of twenty two Members of Cefn 
Historical Society were taken around the 
‘dig’ at Cil Owen by Beverly and Clive 
Webber.  Beverley, our Archivist, 
explained to the Group what the 
Archaeology Society had achieved in the 
house, barn and surrounding area.  
Members asked a variety of questions 

and showed a great deal of interest in the 
work that had been undertaken.   
 
Beverly told the Group that she would 
give them even more exciting information 
at the follow up Lecture which would be 
held on 29 September 2005 at the 
Historical Society’s venue at Marli Chapel 
Vestry.   
 
 

 
 
“SITE VISIT TO ROMAN 
AMPHITHEATRE, CHESTER” – 13 
AUGUST 2005 
Following our Lecture earlier in the year 
by Dan Garner, Archaeologist at the site, 
a group of 14 Society Members and 
visitors visited the site in Chester on a 
very wet grey day. 
 

 
http://www.stasaph.co.uk/archaeology 
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Dan explained how the excavations had 
progressed and the finds that had been 
made.   The Group was privileged to be 
allowed to enter the site and see at close 
hand the excavations.  
 
He confirmed that the amphitheatre had 
consisted of two stone theatres and the 
original wooden theatre was the seating 
structure. 
In his lecture and contained in the August 
2005 Newsletter, Dan explained the 
progress of the work being undertaken in 
Areas A and B.  (See Newsletter for 
further detail)   
 
The excavators had now opened up a 
third area ‘Area C’ running from the North 
to the South entrance way to examine a 
section of the arena floor.  It was hoped 
to sample the area sands in order to 
recover evidence for what sort of things 
were happening in the amphitheatre.  It 
was also hoped to investigate a section of 
the axial drain – running from the north to 
the south entranceway. 
 
A section of this drain had been 
excavated to the south of the 
amphitheatre in 2000 and had produced 
fruit pips, coriander seeds and opium 
poppy seeds.  It was hoped to also find 
more of the post holes first found by Hugh 
Thompson in the 1960s with a view to 

dating the timber structure in the centre of 
the arena. 
 
The Roman finds comprised mainly of 
pottery and ceramic building materials of 
the latter first and early second centuries.  
Most of the pottery was locally produced 
kitchen wares such as jars and bowls, 
many from the legionary kilns at Holt, 
12km south of Chester.  Also some fine 
tableware and samian from Gaul has 
been unearthed.  As was typical for this 
period of time there was evidence of 
mixing bowls or mortaria being used.  
Amphorae, large storage vessels, were 
being brought from Gaul and Spain 
carrying goods such as wine, olive oil and 
fish sauce.  A large number of roofing 
tiles have been found but these could be 
debris from buildings nearby, disposed of 
on the amphitheatre site after it had gone 
out of use or possibly used in the 
constructions of the amphitheatre. 
 
Other artefacts have been recovered 
including beads, brooches, gaming 
counters, glass bottles and fragments of 
window.  These are being used to give 
the team an understanding of what life 
was like in Roman Chester.  Some finds 
can be seen at the Visitor Centre. 
 
This year fragments have been found 
from two lamps, these were round 
covered containers with a nozzle at one 
end and a handle from the other.  More 
work will be needed to understand the 
use of oil and candles. 
 
There was an exciting deposit found 
between the walls of the two 
amphitheatres during the current 
excavation.   Pig, sheep and cattle 
remains are quite usual but amongst 
these have been found mandibles from 
both goat and red deer.   Bird bones have 
included chicken and some wild birds like 
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woodcock.  Fish bones were present and 
amongst them there were some from 
salmon.  Both salmon and woodcock 
might well have been taken from the 
River Dee.  Mussel fragments were also 
present and widespread suggesting that 
mussels were eaten regularly.  Remains 
from voles, shrews and amphibians were 
also recovered.  These will add to the 
picture that is being built up regarding the 
environment around the amphitheatre.  
The preservation of much of this material 
was excellent and because hundreds of 
litres of material has been wet sieved the 
Team had maximized the recovery of 
even the smallest bones. 
 
Finally a human tooth had been 
recovered from a sample of these 
deposits and there was speculation that 
this might have come from a gladiator 
who was found in the arena.  Work was 
ongoing and hope that the species list 
would grow and more clues relating to 
diet and the local environment would be 
extracted.  
(Information with courtesy from Chester 
Amphitheatre Newsletter No 6 – July 
2005) 
 
“STONES AND BONES”: THE 
ARCHAEOLOGY OF CHESTER 
CATHEDRAL – 7 SEPTEMBER 2005 
(POSTPONED) – REPLACED BY A 
LECTURE – CONSERVING 
TRADITIONAL AGRICULTURAL 
BUILDINGS ON THE CLWYD RANGE. 
Following a change in the scheduled 
programme, the Society was delighted to 
welcome Lilla Pennant who gave a 
fascinating talk on the work she had 
undertaken as part of a survey carried out 
for the AONB Management Service on 
agricultural buildings in the Clwydian 
Range. 
 

Lilla had undertaken to survey a number 
of farmsteads in an area ranging from 
Mold to Prestatyn.  The farmsteads were 
in use, derelict or had not been converted 
into modern dwellings.  She had helped 
to restore 5 barns both here in Wales and 
America.  Her brief was to look at 
agricultural building pre 1871.  She gave 
some statistics: two thirds of pre 1871 
buildings had been demolished or altered 
which had obscured their historical 
features and characteristics.  Only 14 
buildings had been converted/altered in a 
way that had preserved their historical 
features.  She had used Eurwyn Williams 
book ‘Traditional Farm Building in North 
Wales’ as her guide. 
 
Lilla’s referred to a quote from  Peter 
Smith, Houses of the Welsh Countryside 
and she referred to the old method of 
erecting barns (both in Wales and around 
the world and referred to Vietnam) where 
friends and families were drafted in to 
build the barns and they would then 
reciprocate as and when required. 
 
A number of slides were presented, 
showing agricultural buildings in various 
states of repair including the oldest farm 
building in Cwm, unusual because it was 
an all brick building – the building was in 
a quite unstable situation.  She showed 
some successful conversions including 
an old dairy which had been preserved 
with all its old openings and the owner 
had retained the old rendering and 
pointing. 
 
Within one old farm building there were 
old exposed roof timbers.  A debate took 
place as to whether the beams were in 
fact ship’s timbers.  An alternative theory 
was that when the shipwrights in 
Rhuddlan were not building boats they 
used their skills to create the beams for 
building purposes and in fact the Queen 
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at the time (Elizabeth 1) employed men to 
mark out trees which became crown 
property.  One Member stated that in his 
grandmother’s home, the timbers had 
notches in them and this was a sign that 
they had been ship’s timbers in a 
previous life.  Lilla was keen that we 
should preserve these before they were 
destroyed in order to understand them. 
 
A number of slides were shown: 
 

�  a farm building in Llanasa where 
wooden mangers and feed boxes 
were still in situ.  The workmanship 
was excellent  

�  a number of maps which showed 
Gop Farm in 1871.  She had 
established the uses of 
surrounding buildings by asking 
people living in and around the 
area.  An aerial shot of the farm 
showed the remains of earlier 
buildings 

�  a farm building in Bodfari that had 
been abandoned in the 1940’s 
where the owners, who had 
emigrated to Canada, had left an 
inscription in the wall dated 1949 

 
�  buildings in Talacre, near Gronant 

which had belonged to the Mostyn 
family.  This picture showed how 
difficult and important it was to 
ensure that conservation of a 
building should merge with the 
original building; small things like 
retaining the same rendering and 
pointing could make all the 
difference. 

 
Lilla went on to discuss: 
 
(a) Challenges to the Conservation 
of Early Farm Buildings  
 

�  demolition in the 1960’s – 
dimensions unsuited to modern 
farming 

�  expensive to maintain roofs 
�  pro tem repairs – loss of slate 

roofs 
�  use of cement instead of lime 

mortar 
�  demand for housing in rural areas 

close to A55 
�  conservation 
�  repointing and use of standardised 

modern materials 
 
(b) Ideas for Future Conservation of 
Farm Buildings  
 

�  archaeological investigations 
�  education of owners and planners 
�  subsidies/incentives/support for 

farmers to repair/conserve 
buildings 

�  new uses: 
o horse farming/trekking 
o simple summer lodges 
o other ideas for preserving 

these  buildings. 
 
In order for the above to take place a 
number of investigative issues would 
need to be considered: 
 

�  site 
�  materials 
�  layout and dating 
�  wall construction 
�  mortar analysis 
�  lay out of entrance/access and 

field lay out 
�  lichen dating. 

 
As part of the survey, investigation of 
stone walls, was made including their 
constructions and lichen growth.  
Samples of wall were shown: 
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(a) a field wall at Marian Cwm – a 
coarsely built wall 

(b) entrance wall to Gop Farm, 
which was a prestigious house 
in the 1600’s – well constructed 
wall with level courses and flat 
surfaces 

(c) Cwm – entrance way to Plas 
Onn Farm – constructed with 
large blocks filled with smaller 
stones 

(d) A circular church wall at 
Gwaenysgor – ‘cock and hen’ 
top stones – more regular 
construction and even surface. 

 
Questions were invited with a number of 
issues raised: 
 

(a) Whether ‘robbed’, old tomb 
stones and fossils were found 
in any of the stone walls.  
Response - nothing of this 
nature had been found during 
the survey. 

(b) In a barn in Tremeirchion 
charred timber was found 
which had been dated to 1550 
which raised lots of questions 
but no definitive answers. 

(c) Could walls be dated by the 
use of the lime rendering?  The 
response was inconclusive 
although mortar analysis was 
being developed.  Members 
stated that Romans had used 
cement with the Parthenon in 
Rome being a fantastic 
example 

(d) Whether slate and bricks floors 
had been found in the buildings 
and the significance of use by 
humans and their stock.  Both 
had been found.  It was noted 
that slate floors had been used 
in dairies in the past 

(e) Whether slate had replaced 
thatched roofs – response was 
affirmative. 

(f) Whether quarries could be 
used as a ‘dating’ source.  The 
response was inconclusive but 
merited further consideration. 

 
Denys Owen, on behalf of the Society 
thanked Lilla for the presentation which 
everyone had found extremely interesting 
and enjoyable. 
 
EXCAVATIONS AT ST ASAPH 
CATHEDRAL  
Excavations have continued during the 
summer with work starting on the 
Translators’ Chapel Floor.  The most 
exciting discovery was the entrance to the 
crypt. It was beneath the altar on the 
north wall of the chapel. A camera was 
lowered into the crypt and two tombs 
could be seen. The brief for the 
archaeologists did not allow for any 
further excavations.  
 
Eventually it is planned to display all the 
artefacts in the new Visitor Centre for the 
Cathedral. However that will not be built 
for some time, so in the meantime 
hopefully an alternative safe arrangement 
may be made for the general public to 
view them. 
 
SITE INVESTIGATION, CIL OWEN – 
SATURDAY 17 SEPTEMBER 2005 
Several members of the Archaeology 
Society have continued visiting Cil Owen 
during the summer undertaking more 
digging.  Several small finds had been 
made. 
 
On 17 September, Beverly Webber, our 
Archivist showed a group of members 
from Flintshire Historical Society 
Members around Cil Owen and provided 
them with an update of progress. 
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The day dawned fine and bright for our 
official final dig for the season at Cil 
Owen. The small but enthusiastic band of 
"diggers" set to work with a will. The aim 
was to concentrate our efforts inside the 
house.  
 
Pam and Joyce were given the task of 
uncovering the quarry tiles in the 
"kitchen". An area of 2 x 2 metres was 
cleaned up and several broken tiles were 
lifted to reveal fragments of burnt 
material. Evidence of a fire in the building 
seems to be confirmed by a small amount 
of charred timber protruding from the wall, 
just below first floor level, above the main 
fireplace. 
 
Alongside the "kitchen" area, Clive and 
the two ladies were also endeavouring to 
discover the meaning of the limestone 
plinth, uncovered on a previous dig. Was 
it the foundation of a wall, or perhaps part 
of an earlier building? When the soil was 
removed it appeared that there were two 
substantial steps - going nowhere! They 
measured over 1 meter long and 15cm 
deep. A brick "wall" going to a depth of 40 
cm abutted the stone "steps". With great 
excitement Clive uncovered a horseshoe 
approximately 8cm down, that had been 
placed exactly in the centre of the "steps". 
There were also a number of quite 
substantial nails found in the same area. 
The horseshoe was very likely to have 
been deposited in the building as a good 
luck charm at some time. The other finds 
in the kitchen area were pieces of china 
and pottery and very thin fragments of 
glass that didn't seem to be modern.  
Masses of painted plaster with an ochre 
colour that immediately came off when 
handled, also came to light. 
 
It was decided to explore inside the main 
inglenook fireplace. Ceredig and Jean 

volunteered for this task. An area 1m 
square was meticulously dug and sieved. 
A couple of animal bones (yet to be 
identified) were found. A base of uneven 
stone work 30cm deep was reached. A 
couple of animal bones were retrieved - 
these have yet to be identified.  
 
For safety's sake at the end of the day, 
the various holes were filled with bricks. It 
will be easy to remove them when any 
digging resumes and will afford protection 
for the sheep. As usual more questions 
were raised than were answered. 
 
In the meantime, Beverly was giving the 
Flintshire Historical Society (FHS) a 
guided tour of the site with a short talk on 
its history. The guest group of young 
cattle in the adjoining field was intrigued 
too - looking sagely over the fence, but 
keeping their counsel. One of the FHS’s 
members had visited Cil Owen in 1961 to 
look at the cruck beams in the barn. At 
that time, the beams were still in situ and 
she had taken photographs. Interestingly 
though, she had no recollection of the 
house whatsoever. The Secretary of the 
Society, Hazel Formby, has an old book 
with a photograph of Cil Owen taken in 
1921. Unfortunately the book has been 
temporarily mislaid, but she will let us 
have a copy when it eventually comes to 
light. 
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The group, limited to 20 for practicality of 
access, was very appreciative and 
seemed to enjoy the visit. 
 
Our own group of diggers had a 
stimulating and fulfilling day. No really 
startling finds, but interesting ones and 
good company too. What more can one 
ask? 
 
TALK TO CEFN HISTORICAL SOCIETY 
BY BEVERLY WEBBER, ARCHIVIST – 
29 SEPTEMBER 2005 
The Committee is delighted to report that 
our Archivist Beverly Webber gave a 
fascinating talk to our friends at Cefn 
Historical Society on 29 September 2005.  
Bev was able assisted by husband Clive 
on the projector. 
 
This had followed a visit to the site by a 
number of Cefn’s Members earlier in July.  
(See first article). 
 
A TALE OF TWO SHIPS  BY BEVERLY 
AND CLIVE WEBBER 
 
Whilst on a short holiday in Stockholm 
during July, we decided to visit the Vasa 
Museum. We had heard that the ship 
Vasa sank in 1628 and been raised from 
her resting-place on the seabed at the 
end of the 1950’s early 1960’s. Our first 
sight of the ship inside the Museum was 
quite overwhelming. It is a complete 
vessel and towers above the visitors with 
rigging intact and marvellously intricate 
carvings.  
 
Having seen the Mary Rose some 18 
years or so ago and been struck by the 
incompleteness and rather poor 
condition, it was interesting to make 
comparisons with the two ships. 
 
The Mary Rose, Henry VIII’s flagship and 
pride and joy, was finished in 1545. She 

set sail from Portsmouth on her maiden 
voyage to fight the French. To the horror 
of the King and all the spectators on the 
shore, the Mary Rose in full view of land 
capsized and sank in the harbour.  
 
In 1982 the ship was raised from 
Portsmouth harbour along with thousands 
of 16th Century artefacts which are now 
on display. They give a fascinating insight 
into life at sea during mid 16th Century. 
 
The Vasa, in 1628, was similarly the pride 
of King Gustavus Adolphus II of Sweden. 
As a warship she was the most expensive 
and richly ornamented vessel built at the 
time. As she set sail on her maiden 
voyage from Stockholm harbour in front 
of a large crowd of well wishers, a 
tragedy unfolded. The Vasa capsized and 
sank within the harbour in full view of all 
those on land.  
 
Since The Vasa’s salvage and raising 
from the seabed, amazingly well 
preserved artefacts from the time have 
been recovered. Naturally cannon and 
various kinds of ammunition were 
recovered. Possibly more interestingly, 
seamen’s chests were still packed with 
provisions, clothes and small personal 
possessions. Barrels of meat lay in the 
hold and two butter casks still contained 
333-year old butter. Amongst other 
notable finds was a small box with a 
sailor’s insignia containing sewing 
materials and a comb and wax. Leather 
shoes and gloves, wooden platters and 
spoons from the ordinary seamen and 
pewter and pottery from the Officers on 
board were also found. A wonderfully 
preserved complete gaming board 
belonging to an officer, and a box 
containing a lock of hair have also been 
found. Thousands of other everyday 
objects give one a complete picture of life 
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on board an early seventeenth century 
vessel. 
 
Various scientific tests have been carried 
out on the external carved decorations to 
determine the appearance of the ship. 
Traces of marvellous coloured painting 
and gilding that remain have been 
analysed. Separate panels have been 
repainted and gilded using original 
pigments and displayed in the museum. A 
computer-enhanced graphic shows a 
stunning portrayal of the Vasa in all her 
glory. 
 
If anyone has the chance to visit 
Stockholm, the Vasa Museum is a must. 
Incidentally, Stockholm has no less than 
108 museums! We did venture to another 
two, the Medieval Museum and Skansan 
(an open air museum displaying buildings 
that have been “rescued” from all over 
Sweden).  
 
SAAS ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING – 
WEDNESDAY 5 OCTOBER 2005 
20 Members attended the Annual 
General Meeting that was held at the 
Cricket Pavilion, St Asaph. 
 
The Chair opened the proceedings by 
welcoming Members to the Committee.  
He gave a brief resume of the activities of 
the Society over the last year, details of 
which had been included in the 
Committee Members’ reports. 
 
He went on to outline future projects for 
the Society and concluded by thanking 
Committee colleagues and Members for 
their support.   
 
The Treasurer, Secretary and Archivist 
gave their reports that were formally 
accepted by Members present.  All of the 
reports would be made available on the 
SAAS Website.  

One proposal that was accepted by the 
Membership was that the Visitor Fee for 
attending Lectures, Talks and Digs would 
increase from £1.00 to £1.50 with 
immediate effect.  The additional income 
would help the Society to fund the 
provision of more well known and 
established speakers.     
 
The Meeting concluded with the Chair 
thanking the Membership for their 
continued support and requesting ideas 
for future programmes, visits and digs to 
be submitted to the Committee for 
consideration.  
 
ARCHAEOLOGY OF NORTH EAST 
WALES – COURSE – 8 OCTOBER 2005 
The first of a three day course being 
undertaken by Society Members 
commenced on 8 October 2005.  The 
Course is being presented by Fiona Gale, 
Denbighshire County Council’s 
Archaeologist and a well known face to 
Members of the Society. 
 
The first day was to be a field work day 
but unfortunately due to the inclement 
weather it was decided to stay indoors 
and begin the theory.   
 
The course commenced with an 
introduction to the background of geology 
and climate period by period with Fiona 
explaining the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and 
Neolithic time frames and periods.  The 
day was full of interesting information of 
the area in which we live with Fiona 
touching on the Bronze and Iron ages 
and including references to our local cave 
sites at Pontnewydd and Cefn. 
 
The next session is to be held on 5 
November and Fiona is hoping to take us 
around a number of sites including 
Brenig, Rhosesmor, the Gop and Ffynnon 
Beuno. 
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A number of handouts were distributed 
and if any Member is interested please 
contact Committee Members who would 
be happy to share the information. 
 
More information in the next Newsletter.   
 
SAAS WEBSITE 
Don’t forget to visit the SAAS Website 
which contains lots of information.  The 
Website can be accessed on the 
following address: 
http://www.stasaph.co.uk/archaeology 
 
Suggestions and ideas for the Website 
are welcome from all our Members so 
don’t be shy, send us your thoughts. 
 
2005/2006 PROGRAMME 
The Society’s Programme for the coming 
year had now been finalised and is 
circulated with the Newsletter.  If you 
require further copies please do not 
hesitate to contact  any of the Committee 
Members. 
 
FUTURE EVENTS 
The Society have a number of interesting 
speakers for the following few monthly 
meetings and news of these are included 
in your Programme.  We look forward to 
seeing you. 
 
The next event will be a talk by Richard 
Suggett of the Royal Commission for 
Ancient and Historic Monuments on 
‘Discovering the Oldest Houses in Wales’ 
on Wednesday 2 November 2005 at St 
Asaph Cricket Club commencing 
promptly at 7.30pm.  All are welcome so 
tell your friends and family and bring them 
along and get a good seat. 
 
VISIT ALERT!!!   The Committee would 
also like to bring to your attention a visit 
on   Thursday 1 December 2005 to see 
the Mold Gold Cape and Burton Hoard 

and to attend a lecture on Stonehenge.  
The Cape is being exhibited at Wrexham 
Museum  with the talk being given in the 
same building.   The lecture is being held 
in the Education Room at the Museum at 
7.00pm.  Meet at the Bowling Green Car 
Park at St Asaph at 6.00pm promptly for 
directions or car share. 
 
Numbers are limited to 10.  Please note 
that places will be allocated on a ‘first 
come first served’ basis.   
 
If you are interested in coming please 
contact the Society’s Secretary for further 
information.   
 
MEMBERSHIP 
Our membership now stands at 45. 
Anyone wishing to become a Member or 
just interested to make contact and attend 
an event, please contact one of the 
Society’s officers listed below.   
 
In future the Newsletter will only be sent 
to paid up Members so please if you 
haven’t paid your subs do so as soon as 
you can. 
 
Don’t forget your 2005/2006 
subscriptions are now due.  Please 
forward cheques to the Treasurer as 
soon as possible. 
 
 


