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Summary 
 

A desk based assessment was carried out on land currently used by 
Underhill's Garage, Hay-on-Wye. This concluded that there is high potential 
for the survival on the site of archaeological remains dating from the 18th 
century onwards. Earlier remains, especially of the medieval period, may 
survive, but they are likely to be fragmentary and disturbed. A programme of 
field evaluation was recommended to investigate the buried archaeology, and 
to inform a strategy to mitigate against its loss. 
 

 
1 Introduction 
 
The development potential of the site currently used by Underhill's Garage, Hay-on-Wye is 
being assessed. The site is located on the west side of Broad Street at NGR SO 2295 4260. 
Hay-on-Wye lies within the Brecon Beacons National Park, and the National Park Local Plan 
has identified the garage forecourt area as having archaeological potential. The Brecon 
Planning Office’s Archaeological Advisor has recommended that an archaeological desk top 
study of the area identified on the Local Plan be submitted with the planning application. 
This is to enable the archaeological implications of the application to be assessed. 
Gainsborough Homes has commissioned Marches Archaeology to carry out the assessment. 
As no brief was provided this work is based on Marches Archaeology’s project proposal, 
which forms a written scheme of investigation. 
 
 
2 Aims and objectives 
 
The Institute of Field Archaeologists defines a desk based assessment as: 
 

"an assessment of the known or potential archaeological resource within a 
specified area or site on land or under water, consisting of a collation of 
existing written and graphic information in order to identify the likely 
character, extent, quality and worth of the known or potential archaeological 
resource in a local, regional, national or international context as appropriate." 
 



The aim of this study is to inform the planning process of the likelihood of the survival of 
archaeological deposits within the study area. It will also aid in the formulation of a strategy 
to mitigate damage to any potential deposits. 
 
 
3 Methodology 
 
The desk-based study involved the consultation of primary and secondary sources. The Sites 
and Monuments Record for Powys was consulted, and the National Library of Wales was 
visited to access the relevant maps and secondary sources difficult to obtain elsewhere.  The 
study included the following sources: 

 
Ordnance Survey maps; the Tithe map; Previous published and unpublished 
archaeological reports and archive work; Written non-archaeological sources. 

 
No estate maps, or other antiquarian maps, cover the town of Hay-on-Wye, although the 
Tredegar Estate mapped land near Gypsy’s Castle (Tredegar collection 686, NLW). Aerial 
photographs were not consulted as, on this urban site, they would reveal nothing not already 
shown on the modern maps.  
 
The PRNs (Primary Record Numbers) shown in the text refer to the unique identifying 
number of the relevant site in the Sites and Monuments Record. SAM numbers refer to sites 
on Cadw’s list of Scheduled Ancient Monuments. 
 
 
4 Description of the site and geological background 
 
The town of Hay-on-Wye lies on the south bank of the River Wye (fig. 1), at the junction of 
three counties, Breconshire, Radnorshire and Herefordshire. The triangular shape of the old 
town is define by the river on the western side and Dulas Brook to the east (Soulsby 1983, 
142). 
 
The underlying geology is mudstones and siltstones of the Old Red Sandstone formation 
(Cox and Insole 1998). 
 
The area proposed for development consists of the whole of Underhill's Garage, on the west 
side of Broad Street (fig. 2), and the land between it and the railway. This is a total area of 
c3800 sq.m. The National Park Local Plan has highlighted only the garage forecourt as an 
area of archaeological interest, and the client has indicated that the study area should be 
restricted to this area of archaeological interest. The study area covers c580 sq.m. and 
comprises the forecourt of the garage, defined on the south-east side by Broad Street and on 
the other sides by buildings (plate 1). On the street frontage to the south-west of the study 
area is a modern brick building, currently used as Underhill’s show room (plate 2). To the 
north-east is a stone building, previously part of a corn mill. The structures on the 
north-western side of the study area are temporary buildings relating to the garage. The 
tarmac forecourt has petrol pumps located in the centre, with 2 fuel tanks below ground 
totalling an area of c134 sq.m.  
 



The total area of the proposed development, in addition to the forecourt, includes the 
temporary garage buildings, and the ground between and behind them. The ground behind the 
garage slopes down to the railway line, and is overgrown with scrub. 
 
 
5 Archaeological and  historical background 
 
Hay-on-Wye and its hinterland (fig. 1) 
 
Prehistoric activity is not well represented in the Hay area. There have been occasional 
isolated finds such as the struck flint flake from Wyecliff (PRN 4279, SO 22 42), which may 
be from either the Neolithic or Bronze Age. A Neolithic polished stone axe of the Great 
Langdale group, originating from the Lake District, was found during an excavation at the 
Roman fort near Clyro (PRN 6289, SO 2282 4347). The Bronze Age is represented by a 
socketed bronze spearhead, found before 1933 in the River Wye near Hay (PRN 5831, SO 22 
42), and a shield pattern bronze palstave axe was also found in the Hay area before 1881 
(RCAHMW 1986, BR 30, p297). A recent fieldwalking programme on the area north of the 
river discovered three previously unknown flint scatters, containing diagnostic artefacts 
dating to the Mesolithic, Neolithic and Bronze Age (PRN 70792-95). From current evidence 
occupation in the Neolithic and Bronze Age seems to have been restricted to the north side of 
the river, though this may merely reflect the distribution of modern ploughed land where field 
walking is most productive. Bronze Age burials have been found on the hills to the south of 
Hay (RCAHMW 1986, BB 29, RC 310-1, p130, 133). 
 
It is likely that a three ditched oval enclosure seen on aerial photographs near Gypsy Castle 
Lane represents the remains of an Iron Age hillfort (PRN 5833, SO 2187 4200). An 
archaeological watching brief was carried out during building work on a site 150m 
south-west of this cropmark, but only an undated ditch was found (Wainwright 2002).  
 
There was considerable Roman activity in the area, although known sites are restricted to the 
north side of the river, where the Roman road from Kentchester to Brecon followed the route 
of the valley (Fair 1994, 7). Most notable is the Roman fort next to Boatside Farm, Clyro 
(PRN 430, SAM Rd124 (POW), SO 2282 4347). This is still visible as an earthwork 
measuring 396m by 262m, with an entrance in the north-west. It was partially excavated in 
1964 (PRN 39958)  revealing two phases of defences; the finds recovered were 
predominately pre-Flavian.  
 
Just to the south-west of the fort are the traces of a marching camp (PRN 436, SO 225 430), 
visible as a slight earthwork ditch defining a corner of the camp. An archaeological 
evaluation in the area in 1999 revealed only a ditch of uncertain date (PRN 43131). A 
Romano-British bronze lion was found by a metal detectorist not far from the fort (PRN 
19397, SO 229 432). The only evidence of Roman activity from south of the river is a 
reference by Leland (Smith 1906, 111) that Roman coins had been found at Hay. 
  
The earliest reference to a settlement at Hay discovered by GL Fair (Fair 1994, 7) dates to 
944 AD, and refers to a survey of Wales by King Hywell Dda. In this source the local 
hundred of Tewdos contained two commotes ‘Gelli’ and ‘Glyn Bwlch’. The first became 
English Hay or Hay Urban, and the latter became Welsh Hay or Hay Rural. Y Gelli is still the 
Welsh name for Hay-on-Wye, and it means ‘enclosure’ or ‘place surrounded by higher 
ground’, probably referring to the low ground next to the river. In pre-Norman times this land 



was overgrown and uninhabited, the Welsh settlements being restricted to the hills. When the 
Normans invaded the area they cleared and settled the low ground, but kept its original name, 
translating it into Norman French as ‘La Haie’ (Fair 1994, 7). The town, castle and church, 
therefore, appear to be totally Norman foundations (Remfry 1995, 1). 
 
Hay had two castles - the large ringwork on the edge of the town (PRN 440), and a motte 
(PRN 439) near St Mary’s church to the south-west. The date and sequence of castle building 
is disputed.  The ringwork at Hay seems to be part of a line of defence including the similar 
ringworks at Clyro and Cusop. This possibly suggests an early date for these castles of 
between 1067 and 1075, when the land round all three was held by the Fitz Osberns (Remfry 
1995, 22). However, several authors assume that the motte was the first castle, and that this is 
the castle referred to as ‘castello de haia’ in 1121 (Fair 1994, 8, Silvester and Dorling 1993, 
30, Soulsby 1983, 142). 
 
The present parish church of St Mary (PRN 16794) was dedicated between 1115 and 1121 
(Remfry 1995, 5), but most of what now exists is 19th century (Silvester and Dorling 1993, 
30), as it was rebuilt after collapsing in around 1700 (Haslam 1979, 323). It is likely, 
however, that Hay was the site of an earlier ecclesiastical establishment. 
 
The town (PRN 29082, 15956)  was in existence by the early 13th century. Both the town 
and castle were burnt in 1216 by King John and in 1231 by Llywelyn ap Iowerth. Walls to 
protect the town were constructed after 1232, probably not before 1236 (Cox and Insole 
1998). A new stone castle was built, possibly at the same time as the walls (Soulsby 1983, 
142), but it may have been constructed as early as 1200 (Haslam 1979, 323, Fair 1994, 8). 
The stone castle was built on the earlier ringwork, just south of the town walls (Cox and 
Insole 1998), and it consisted of a square keep and curtain wall (Silvester and Dorling 1993, 
30). The castle was damaged and rebuilt several times including 1264, 1265 and 1402. 
Repairs were made in 1454, but it was in a ruinous state in 1460, when it was over-run by 
Welsh rebels (Cox and Insole 1998).  
 
Little of the stone castle or the town walls now remain, but the line of the walls can be traced 
in the street pattern. The town is described as having three gates, and a postern; Watergate (or 
Newport Gate), Westgate (or Carlesgate) and Eastgate (or Black Lion Gate). The sites of the 
gates are known, but the postern has never been located (Fair 1994, 16, Smith 1906, 
110-111). The walls were largely intact in 1804, though the gates had been removed (Soulsby 
1983, 143). The walls still stood to a height of c5m in places in 1840 (Cox and Insole 1998), 
but only a short section along the northern perimeter is shown surviving on the 1889 first 
edition OS map (fig. 4). Sections of the western wall survived until the railway was built in 
1864 (Soulsby 1983, 143). A short section of wall still stands next to Newport Street. It is a 
grade II listed building, but it was constructed in the 19th century from the rubble of the 
original destroyed wall (PRN 50340, Silvester and Dorling 1993, 30). Although the 
upstanding remains have gone it is likely that their foundation survive below ground. A 
section of what is probably the town wall foundations has been found in a garden on Bear 
Street (Fair 1994, 16). 
 
The medieval town was laid out around two main streets. One street, running between 
Westgate and Watergate, later developed into Belmont Street, Broad Street and Newport 
Street; the other, leading to the Eastgate, became Castle Street and Bear Street (Fair 1994, 
16). Burgage plots were laid out behind the properties along these streets, and large market 
place was located north of the castle, covering the area where the Bullring, the Town Hall 



and High Town now stand (Soulsby 1983, 143). The market was the main source of the 
town’s wealth for most of its history. In addition to the main market a cattle market was held 
in Broad Street (Fair 1994, 71). Close to the market place was the guild chapel of St John, 
probably established in 1254, which was ruinous by the later 18th century, but restored in 
1930 (Silvester and Dorling 1993, 30).  
 
In addition to the town and castle there was monastic interest in the hinterland of Hay. 
Documentary evidence identifies land on the north side of the Wye as a grange belonging to 
Cwmhir Abbey. The exact location of the grange is uncertain, but it was probably at either 
Tir y Mynach (SO 225 434) or Court Farm (SO 213 433) (PRN 17959).  
 
The town declined in the late medieval period. Sketches by the Duke of Beaufort in 1684 
apparently show the northern part of the town largely as open space, although it must have 
been all built-up in the 13th century (Soulsby 1983, 144, Fair 1994, 17). John Leland visited 
the town sometime between 1536 and 1539, and recorded the town as still having a market, 
but the town within the walls is described as being ‘wonderfully decaied’ (Smith 1906, 111). 
Tradition laid the blame for this ruin on Owain Glyndwr (Smith 1906, 111), but the 
documentary evidence suggests that the town was not seriously damaged during Glyndwr’s 
rebellion (Fair 1994, 9).  
 
There are numerous listed buildings in Hay, but most are 17th century or later, although the 
Three Tuns and the Bear Inns have 16th century foundations, and the Old Black Lion Inn is 
reputed to have 13th century origins (Silvester and Dorling 1993, 30). In c1660 a mansion 
house was built within the castle ruins (Haslam 1979, 324), and the south walls of the castle 
were demolished to improve the views. The gatehouse, a tower, and an adjoining section of 
the wall are all that now survive of the stone castle (Fair 1994, 8). The mansion and the 
surviving tower of the castle were damaged by fires in 1939 and 1978 (Remfry 1995, 18). 
 
From at least the 14th century there was a ferry across the River Wye, which probably 
crossed from the bottom of Wyeford Street (Fair 1994, 15). However, the street name 
suggests that there was also a ford, and Leland crossed the river by a ford in the mid 16th 
century (Smith 1906, 110). The turnpike road from Brecon to Hereford, through Hay, was 
opened in 1757, but there was no bridge until 1763. This was partially rebuilt after flood 
damage and eventually replaced in 1864 by a higher level bridge, which cleared the new 
railway line. This bridge was replaced by the present bridge in 1958 (Fair 1994, 81). 
 
A horse-drawn tramway was constructed from the Abergavenny and Brecon canal to 
Eardisley to carry coal from the South Wales coal fields. The section through Hay was 
opened in 1816 and ran until 1864, when it was replaced by the steam railway (Fair 1994, 
82). Sections of the tramway still survive as earthworks to the west of the town (PRN 19430, 
72404). The Hereford, Brecon and Hay Branch of the Midland Railway Line was completed 
in 1864, and closed in 1963 (Fair 1994, 84). The line runs in a cutting along the western side 
of the town, between the town and the river. The cutting removed the remains of the town 
wall on this side. 
 
 
 
Excavations within the town 
 



Three small excavations have been carried out in Hay in recent years. These give an 
indication of the types of deposits that might be encountered in the study area.  
 
An area on the west side of Belmont Road was developed for building and archaeological 
work in advance of the development revealed structural remains of two phases of medieval 
activity. The earliest features were a stone-lined cess pit and a stone built oven. The latter had 
been used for corn drying, but probably had other uses. Pre-15th century pottery was found in 
both features. No medieval domestic buildings were found, but this was probably due to the 
levelling of the site in the 16th and 17th centuries. The remains of a stone building of 
possible 17th century date was also found. This was associated with a pit containing leather 
offcuts. In the 19th century a large warehouse was built along the street front. Three trenches 
further back from the road revealed evidence for cultivation in the 13th or 14th centuries 
(Jones 1992, Jones 1993, Lennox 1992a and b). 
 
Behind Nos. 11 and 12 Castle Street an archaeological evaluation revealed the corner of a 
18th to 19th century building, and the remains of the contemporary lane. The present alley 
wall was studied and believed to contain re-faced and re-used elements of the town walls. 
The buried remains lay at about 0.8m below the present yard surface (100.97 to 100.84m 
OD) (Cox and Insole 1998).  
 
Limited excavations were carried out on the street frontage of Heol y Dwr by the 
Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust. This located a medieval precursor to the 19th century 
mill leat that runs along the street. Behind this were the foundations of  a small building, 
probably dating to the medieval period. Soils containing 13th and 14th century pottery 
demonstrated the cultivation of areas within the town centre at this period. The archaeology 
was covered by up to 0.6m of overburden, and the stratigraphy was generally c0.6m deep 
(Silvester 1991, Silvester and Jones 1990-2). 
 
 
6 The history of the study area 
 
The general history of the area suggests that the survival of prehistoric or Roman remains 
within the study area is unlikely, and the site was almost certainly uninhabited in the Saxon  
period. The study area is on the frontage of one of the original streets of the Norman town. 
The Watergate (PRN 50340) stood across Newport Street, c100m north-east of the site. The 
town walls  ran north-west from the gate to the banks of the river, then followed the river 
bank to the south-west, behind the proposed development area. It is probable that all traces of 
the town wall on the river bank have been removed by the railway cutting, but there is a 
slight possibility that fragments of the foundations remain.  
 
Houses would have been built along the frontage of Broad Street and burgage plots would 
have extended back behind them. Excavation has often shown that the typical burgage plot 
consisted of several zones.  On or near the frontage was usually a commercial and/or 
domestic dwelling, with ancillary areas behind, such as a craft area (often in the middle) and 
a cultivation area to the rear of the plot (e.g. Schofield and Vince, 1994, 96).  It is likely that 
the whole study area would have been covered in the medieval period by burgage plots. The 
dwelling and some craft activity would be expected within the study area, with craft activity, 
waste disposal and cultivation extending across the rest of the proposed development area. 
The earliest phases of these burgage plots probably dated to around 1200. However, it is 
possible that settlement started soon after the invasion of the area by the Fitz Osberns in 



1070, and occupation of some parts of the town must have occurred during the early 12th 
century when Norman control was consolidated (Remfry 1995, 1).  
 
The earliest known map of the area is the 1847 tithe map (fig. 3). The accompanying 
schedule gives no information on the town, but the map does show various large buildings 
laid out across the study area. The layout of these buildings is very similar to those shown on 
the 1889 first edition 25” OS map (fig. 4), and it is likely, with slight alterations, that the 
same buildings are being represented.  The range of long buildings aligned north-west to 
south-east across the southern end of the study area are marked on the 25” map as a tannery 
(figure 6 (a)). A series of water tanks are shown in the middle of the complex (figure 6 (b)). 
The leat that fed them came in from the east, along the south side of Heol y Dwr, carrying 
water from Dulas Brook (figure 6 (c)). The CPAT excavation suggests that a version of this 
leat dates back to the medieval period (Silvester 1991, Silvester and Jones 1990-2).  
 
The building still standing adjacent to the northern end of the study area appears to be part of 
a corn mill marked on the OS map (figure 6 (d)). A wing of the corn mill extends to the 
south-west behind the study area. The mill was presumably fed by a branch of the leat. 
Another building and its yard (figure 6 (e)) is shown covering most of the northern end of the 
study area. It is unclear from the map whether this is part of the cornmill complex or a 
separate establishment.  
 
There is documentary evidence of a fulling mill on this site. In the late 18th century Thomas 
Howells established a woollen mill on Castle Street. The cloth produced there was fulled 
(shrunk and finished) on a separate site on Broad Street, which GL Fair has identified as 
being located on the site of Underhill's Garage (Fair 1994, 74). This identification seems very 
likely as the tithe map shows no other suitable industrial buildings along Broad Street, but it 
is not clear which building was used.  
 
Howells ran his woollen business until his death in 1828, when the business changed hands, 
and it is later recorded as being used as a blanket factory (Fair 1994, 74). It is not known 
what happened to the building after that. Fulling requires large quantities of water, but as 
both the tannery site and the corn mill were supplied by the leat either would have been 
suitable. It seems more likely that a fulling mill would be converted into a tannery than into a 
cornmill, but the third building in the middle might also be a candidate for the fulling mill. 
The tannery building changed most in form between the two maps of 1847 and 1889, 
probably due to its a change in use. This points to the tannery being the site of fulling mill. 
 
The building on the street frontage immediately south-west of the study area (plate 2), which 
currently houses the garage showroom, has been built over part of the tannery, and is clearly 
of a recent date, and of no historical value. 
 
 
7 Archaeological potential 
 
Although the fuel tanks below the garage forecourt will have destroyed a significant part of 
the archaeology, figure 6 shows that a substantial part of the tannery/fulling mill building 
within the study area may survive. With the exception of the fuel tanks, the forecourt 
structures are likely to have shallow foundations, causing only minimal disturbance to the 
buried deposits. It is predicted that most of the surviving buried remains will relate to the 
18th and 19th century structures. The fulling mill has considerable local interest as an 



important element in the economy of the late 18th century and early 19th century town. It is 
also of some regional importance as part of the history of fulling in Wales. 
 
The location of the study area on the frontage of one of the original medieval streets means 
that its potential for medieval archaeology is significant. It is possible that the 18th and 19th 
building foundations have destroyed most of the earlier archaeology on the site, but this 
cannot be assumed. The later buildings may have been built over the rubble and foundations 
of the medieval houses, in which case some, at least, of these foundations may survive. There 
are also gaps between the buildings shown on the 1889 map, which allows for the survival of 
earlier deposits. The excavation carried out on Belmont Road (Jones 1992, Jones 1993, 
Lennox 1992a and b) found medieval features even though a 19th century warehouse had 
been built on the site. Medieval features were also identified on a street frontage site on Heol 
y Dwr (Silvester 1991, Silvester and Jones 1990-2). 
 
 
8 Conclusions 
 
There is high potential for the survival of significant archaeological remains dating from the 
18th century onwards. Earlier remains, especially of the medieval period, may survive, but 
they are likely to be fragmentary and disturbed. Without archaeological field investigation an 
authoritative statement on the extent, nature and date of surviving archaeological deposits 
cannot be made. Investigation should comprise a small number of narrow evaluation trenches 
excavated across the study area. These should be positioned to evaluate the 18th and 19th 
century remains, but some trenches should also be located between the known sites of later 
buildings to search for earlier deposits. Three trenches measuring 10m by 1.5m should be 
adequate, if carefully positioned, allowing the investigation of c8% of the study area. It 
should be noted that the site is currently an operating business, and any evaluation work 
would cause considerable disruption. It may prove impossible to carry out the level of work 
suggested while the garage is still functioning. These issues should be addressed by 
consultation between the client and the Planning Archaeologist. Any programme of field 
evaluation would lead to a report which would describe and interpret the archaeological 
resource and assist in the formulation of a strategy to mitigate against its loss. 
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