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1 Project background 

Cornwall Archaeological Unit (CAU), Cornwall Council were commissioned by Mr Tom 

Corbishley, to undertake archaeological recording in advance of the construction of a 

new Visitor Centre at St Nectan’s Glen, Tintagel, Cornwall (Fig 1). The development 

was subject to a Planning Condition (application number PA14/09299), which required 

that archaeological recording was undertaken during groundworks. 

An archaeological assessment of the area had previously been undertaken (Archaeology 

and Planning 2015) and a detailed written scheme of investigation for the recording 

was produced by Archaeology & Planning Solutions, acting on behalf of Peter Wonnacott 

Planning (31/7/15) (Appendix B). A method statement was then produced by the 

Cornwall Archaeological Unit (24/11/2015) which covered the archaeological recording 

during the site works (Appendix A). 

2 Aims and objectives 

 The general the aims of the monitoring were to: 

 Record the nature of the main stratigraphic units encountered in terms of their 

physical composition (stone, sand, gravel, organic materials, etc), their 

archaeological formation (primary deposits, secondary deposits, etc) and their 

overall relationship to each other; 

 Assess the presence and survival of archaeological remains relating to the main 

periods of occupation revealed; 

 Assess the presence and condition of any artefactual evidence (including pottery, 

brick, tile, stone, metal, bone, small finds, industrial residues, etc); 

 Assess the presence and condition of any ecofactual and environmental evidence 

(including bone, human bone, plant remains, pollen, charcoal, molluscs, soils, etc). 

Specific aims of the archaeological monitoring were to: 

 Record any evidence of settlement/funerary or any other past land use; 

 Recover artefactual evidence to date any evidence of past activity that may be 

identified; and 

Sample and analyse environmental remains to create a better understanding of 

past environments.  

3 Working methods 

The groundworks were carried out using a machine fitted with a flat bucket and carried 

out under archaeological supervision. Any archaeological features or layers exposed in 

the stripped area were to be carefully excavated by hand and archaeologically recorded 

by written description, plan, section and photographic record as appropriate. 

4 Location, setting and background 

St Nectan’s Glen or Knighton’s Kieve (Walcott 1859) is situated 0.92 kilometres south 

east of Trethevey, at SX 08174 88557 OD (centred) in a deep wooded valley adjacent 

to the river Trevillet (Figs 1, 2 and 3).  

The underlying geology comprises the Tredorn Slate Formation. Bedrock formed 

approximately 359 to 375 million years ago in the Devonian period. (BGS 2016). 

Nectan’s Glen is allegedly the site of a 5th century AD hermitage or chapel (MCO10243). 

However, earliest documented record of the site was made by the Reverend R.S 

Hawker Vicar of Morwenstow (Hawker 1869), who wrote ‘When I first visited the Kieve 

in 1830 the outline of an oratory, or the reliques of a cell, stood by the brook, on a 

knoll, just where the waters took their leap’.  

The Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Historic Environment Record states that ‘The records for 

this monument, allegedly a chapel or hermitage built by St Nectan, are confusing and 
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contradictory. Sergeant suggests that the present building, the ‘chapel’, is now a tea 

rooms, and that a structure known locally as St Nectan’s Oratory is a small building 

20m away in a field. It is 2m by 3m and survives mainly as foundations, with one 

corner up to 2m high. The OS, however, suggests that the 'chapel' is a cottage built on 

the foundations of the ancient structure which in 1879 were 6m by 4m ruins, with no 

signs of ancient components in the present building, which was erected in c1860’. 

The Historic Landscape Character (HLC) of the land on the northern edge of St Nectan’s 

Glen is Medieval Farmland or ‘Anciently Enclosed Land’ (Cornwall Council 1996). This is 

Cornwall’s agricultural heartland, which is associated with farming settlements 

documented before the 17th century AD, whose origins sometimes extend back into 

prehistory. To the north of the study area are two settlements of medieval origin 

Polpeer (MCO16401), which was first documented in AD 1337 and Genver (MCO11164), 

which was first recorded in 1086. This type of HLC often contains buried archaeological 

sites, although the glen itself has been characterised as a Steep Sided Valley.  

The project area also lies within an area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and Great 

Scientific Value and is in close proximity to a site of Special Scientific Interest (Cornwall 

Council 2016). 

 

5 Results 

The majority of the site had been cut into the valley side and levelled with modern infill 

deposits. Most of the project area was comprised of a trackway and parking area. The 

area to the east of the field wall (Area A) (Fig 4) had already been cleared of modern 

debris prior to arrival of the archaeologist on site. The removed material included the 

remnants of an old shed, along with modern rubbish.  

Before commencing any further works the field boundary wall was inspected and 

photographed using a 35mm digital SLR camera 14 Mp (Figs 5, 6 and 7). 

Area A 

Located on the east side of the field boundary wall, Area A covered an area of about 

200 m2, reaching a depth of about 1m before hitting the bedrock (105) and was 

comprised of ground that has been built up over a period of time, and to the north, the 

valley side, a steep south facing incline, facing toward the river which had been cut 

into. From top to bottom, the natural stratigraphical sequence was as follows (see 

Appendix C):  

Topsoil (101), a dark brown loose loam, common stone inclusions, 0.1m deep, overlay 

the subsoil (102), a mid reddish brown silty loam, very loose with sparse to common 

slate inclusions. These varied shapes and sizes. The bedrock, which was below (102), 

was a dark grey slate, was evident in the cut and varied in depth. 

The trackway cutting through this slope was made up of layer (103), a mid to dark grey 

decayed slate / mudstone with large stone inclusions and heavy clay. The large stone 

inclusions were probably taken from the bedrock which was exposed in on the north 

side of Area A (see above). The upper surface of the track was mixed with modern 

rubbish. The trackway to the ’glen’ had been levelled over various periods and it had 

been widened in recent times (Site Manager, pers comm.). 

Excavation of the ground immediately adjacent to the east side of the field wall 

revealed that it had been heavily disturbed. Layer (104) was a mid to dark grey clay 

plastic layer, which contained large quantities of modern plastics, glass, metal and 

organic waste. It also contained three large late slabs measuring up to 0.4m by 0.4m. 

This deposit was up to 0.6m and lay directly over the bedrock.  
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Area B 

Area B was located on the west side of the field wall. Within this area was a large pile of 

waste material, some of which was burnt, from the building that previously occupied 

the site, and a large oil tank sat on a concrete plinth. 

Removal of the waste material revealed ground beneath it was undisturbed, and was 

comprised of (102), the mid reddish brown silty loam subsoil. 

Field wall 

The wall which was divided Areas A and B from one another was aligned north-south. It 

was recorded for a length of approximately 14m and measured up to 1.53m high and 

was 1m wide. It was constructed from slate blocks with the addition of thinner slate 

slabs being used within the entrance way. Some modern bricks and pieces of quartz 

were also recorded within the wall, which suggests that repairs had been made to it.  

The northern end of the wall comprised two distinct styles of construction, the lower 

courses were ‘jack and jill’ or herring bone and the upper courses laid flat (see Figs 5 

and 6). Excavation of this section of wall revealed that the herring bone appeared to 

continue below the ground surface for at least three courses, to a depth of 0.6m, where 

they in turn sat on top of smaller stones. These had been laid flat and placed on top of 

the bedrock to a depth of no more than 0.15m. The three lower courses of the wall  

had been laid to create a level construction platform. The section of the wall running 

adjacent to the trackway appeared to be of modern construction and comprised of flat 

laid slates. 

The southern section of the field boundary wall was divided from the north by a narrow 

doorway / entrance defined by larger slates, which had been laid flat in courses.  

Investigation of the entrance revealed it to be about 0.81m wide and 0.9m high. The 

upper layers of stones forming the lintel above the doorway appeared to have been 

placed quite haphazardly. These stone could not have been structural as they rested up 

the entrance blocking (see below). The original form of the lintel is therefore unknown. 

The threshold was defined by a single slate slab, 0.55m wide,  and on either side of it 

were roughly shaped slate slabs set vertically . Each of the slabs  a stood to a height of 

up to 0.63m above the level of the threshold slab, and both were angled into the 

doorway (Fig 7). The entrance itself had been blocked by a metal filing cabinet filled 

with stones, which stood on top of four breeze blocks and larger pieces of stone had 

been placed on top of the cabinet. 

The section of the wall to the south of the entrance was less than 0.9m high and 1m 

wide, l and appeared to be staggered as it was not in line with the northern section. It 

was also found to be of dry stone construction. 

 

6 Conclusion 

The area covered by the archaeological watching brief had been  heavily disturbed, and 

modern rubbish, which included, pieces of plastic, metal, glass, along with buried 

organic material had been dumped across it. Investigation of the wall which subdivided 

the area revealed that it was of dry stone construction and that it had been built on top 

of the natural bedrock.  It does not appear to have been a load bearing wall, although 

may have supported a shed or lean-to type structure. The 1907 OS map shows that 

some kind of structure had been constructed on the western side of the wall. However, 

there was very little surviving evidence to indicate its presence. More recently, there 

had been a prefabricated building on the site but this had been burnt down. The fabric 

of the wall appeared to have been subject to rebuilding or repair. 

The wall was, however, built in quite a decorative style and is of post-medieval date. It 

is possible that it was perhaps constructed in a style which reflected the valleys growing 
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association with the hermitage / chapel after Hawker’s (1869) writings had stimulated 

interest about the hermitage in the mid nineteenth century. 

No remains associated with the site of the early medieval chapel / hermitage was 

located within the project area, although it is possible that a structure was situated in 

closer proximity to the waterfall as stated by Hawker. 

In summary, no archaeological features were uncovered during the fieldwork and no 

artefacts were recovered.  
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Figure 1: Location of site. 

Figure 2: Overall extent of site (shown in red). 
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Figure 3: Area of investigation covered by this report. 

Figure 4: Close up of the area shown in Figure 3. 
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Figure 5: View of field wall looking west, 1m scale. 

Figure 6: View of field wall after excavation, 
showing bedrock, 1m scale. 

Figure 7: Entrance with filing cabinet in situ 
after cleaning, 1m scale. 
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Figure 8: View of Area B post clearance. 
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Appendix 1: Method Statement for Archaeological 

Recording at the St Nectan’s Glen Visitor Centre 
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Appendix B: Written Scheme of Investigation for 

Archaeological Mitigation 
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Appendix C: List of contexts 

 

 

Context No Description 

(101) Topsoil, a dark brown loose loam, 0.1m deep containing 

common stone inclusions, of slate, irregular shapes and sizes.  

(102) Subsoil, a mid reddish brown silty loam, 0.2m deep (varying), 

containing sparse stone inclusions of slate pieces.  

(103) Surface of the trackway entering Area A, a mid to dark grey 

decayed slate / mudstone with large stone inclusions and 

heavy clay. 

(104) A mid to dark grey plastic clay 0.6m deep, containing modern 

plastics, glass, metal and organic waste. Also contained three 

large slate slabs, measuring up to 0.4m by 0.4m. 

(105) Bedrock, dark grey slate. 
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