
TRELECH: THE GEOPHYSICAL SURVEY OF A POSSIBLE MEDIEVAL
HOSPICE SITE (SO 499 054) (Figs. 5-6)

A programme of geophysical surveying is being conducted in Trelech, a decayed
medieval urban site, by Staff and students of University of Wales College Newport
(UWCl . Today a small agricultural village south of Monmouth, Trelech was once onc of
the largest towns in \Vales. For the past twelve years, research excavations have been
undertaken in an effort to improve our understanding of the development of the medieval
town. These excavations are currently funded by SCARAB, a Research Cenlfe at u\vCN,
and geophysical surveys are playing an important part in infonning excavation Slr.ltcgies.

THE HISTORICALI ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND

The mound and eroded ditch of a mone and bailey castle survive in Trclech,
approximately 100 m south of the large Sl Nicholas's Church. These two prominent
surviving medieval structures seem to have provided the central physical focus of a town
which documentary evidence suggests was once one of the largest in Wales. ' Particularly
striking is reference to 378 burgages in the town in 1288.2 This remarkable total makes
Trelech the second, and possibly even the largest, town in Wales at that time.

Archaeological investigation has demonstrated two parallel N.-S. medieval roads on
either side of the present village high street which is presumed to have begun as a medieval
feature. The suggestion is that there was a three-street grid (Fig. 5 - A, B) with the central
and western streets flanking the church/castle precinct. Excavations in this central area as
well as south of the present village along the banks of the Olway brook (Fig. 5 - C) have
produced evidence of intensive iron smelting in the town. Tap slags, furnace linings and in
situ furnace bases frequently dominate assemblages in Trelech. Significantly, dating
evidence suggests that this iron industry began in the mid-13th century and that it, as well
as the town itself, was in decline early in the 14th century. These are important findings
since the apparent period of intensive industrial activity closely coincides with the period
when the town was held by the de Clare family. Trelech seems to have been a relatively
short·lived urban centre, at its peak late in the 13th century, and it seems increasingly
likely that it owed its existence as such to de Clare scigneurial influence.' This model of
development is consistent with recent research which demonstrates a tendency for the de
Clares to develop towns for particular purposes.·

The most recently investigated ironworking site in Trcleeh was located in a small field
south of the modem village which lies between the doctor's surgery/old smithy and the
Virtuous Well, a well-documented 'healing well' which is now a scheduled ancient
monument (Fig. 5 - 0). A geophysical survey in this field had indicated several anomalies
including an apparent rectilinear enclosure approximately 30 m in length. When excavated
in 1999, this enclosure proved to be a medieval ironworking site which had been re·
occupied for bloom smithing in the 17th century. The site helps to confirm an 'Olway
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industry'~ and adds to recent evidence that the town may have extended for some distance
to the south of modern Trelech.

Surveying in Trelcch continues and a potentially important site is thought to be the
large field immediately to the west of St Nicholas's church. Fieldmarks here suggest
evidence of structure and on that basis the field has been scheduled as an ancient
monument. Permission was received from CADW/We!sh Historic Monuments to
undertake geophysical surveys in this area in March of 1999 and the survey was completed
by staff and students ofUWCN in May of '999.

TilE GEOPHYSICAL SURVEYS (FlO. 6)
A Geoscan RMI5 resistivity meter was used with an array of 0.5 m. Readings were

taken with a sampling and traverse interval of I m, making 400 readings per 20 x 20 m
grid. The data were processed using Geoscan Geoplot 3 software.

The ground cover was grass, in places quite lush. Parts of the survey area were very
wet. Features indicated include:
A - This low-resistance linear feature almost runs parallel with the present field
boundary. This feature would continue the present road into Trclech. It is likely that this
anomaly is the original medieval road.
B - This very regular (25 X 25 m) square is defined by high resistance areas around it.
There is a suggestion of an inner rectangular shape, but not very well defined or strong.
The absence of high resistance within this square suggests a lack of rubble and building
collapse, suggesting the feature may have always been open. Such a large regular open
square is an unusual feature and a cloister would be a possible interpretation.
C - Alongside the road (A) is a clearly defined building defined by walls. This appears as
a building consisting of a block (45 x '5 m) with a central wall along the long axis.
Superficially there is an annexe (15 x 10 m) in the middle of the west side. However, this
'annexe' appears on a slightly different line which suggests more than one building phase.
D and E - Along the southern end of building C are two low-resistance linear features at
right angles to the road (A). There appear to be paths or tracks leading into the large open
square.
F - This area of high resistance (25 X 7 m) could be a building defined by rubble or a
paved floor.
G - A large building (at least 25 x 12.5 m) is defined by a wall and bordered by the main
road (A) and by a probable smaller by-way (J).
H - Another less well-defined building (15 x '0 m).
J - A possible road at right angles to main road (A).
K - There are a number of walls in this area, not all on the same line.
L - Well-defined walls of a possible building (lOX 7.5 m), with an additional wall to the
north. The orientation of this feature is quite unlike the other buildings.
M - Low-resistance area which was also very wet. When seen on the ground this area
appeared as circular. An interpretation as a fish pond would be possible.
N - Two (or possibly three) rows of low-resistance features, probably pits of some
description. This area is a terrace, 0.25 m higher than the rest of the site, which extends for
roughly 20 m from the northern corner. This triangular area is bordered to the East by the
main northern road into Trelech and to the North and West by a steep drop down to a
brook and another road. These pits are too regular for natural tree holes or rubbish/cess
pits. They are too widely spaced and distinct for graves.6 The space on the terrace is too
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limited (and perhaps exposed) for a building, though it is worth noting that their alignment
is the same as the buildings elsewhere. If post-pits, they could relate to the supposed
medieval defences but the arrangement is nOt clear. Another suggestion is some sort of
formal orchard associated with the cloister.

DISCUSSION

The geophysical survey results point strongly to an extensive range of large and
regular snucturcs on a scale not previously seen in Trelech. There are several possible
explanations for these findings. It is, for example, possible that farm buildings might
account for the regular features seen but this seems unlikely, particularly given the
arrangement of older surviving farms in the area. A Roman explanation also seems
unlikely given the scarcity of artcfactual evidence for Roman activity. The only Roman
material recovered from Trelech is a single small unstratified samian sherd found in rubble
associated with construction ofa silage clamp on Court Farm in 1996. The find site is some
distance from the Church Field where surface finds have all been medieval or post
medieval.

Given the known pattern of development in Trelech, a medieval date seems most
likely for these features. The pattern presented, particularly the large square structure in
the centre of the plot, is highly suggestive ofa monastic site. Cloisters would present in this
way. While it is possible, it is highly unlikely that a monastery would have been lost from
the historical record. Foundations such as hospices, however, might be less well
documented and could account for the features seen. 7 Entry off the main road from
Monmouth, through a range of regular buildings into a cloistered area in line with St
Nicholas's church would be in keeping with such a foundation. This interpretation could
also explain areas such as the very marshy ground north of the central structure. The
geophysical print-out suggcsts a regularity not obvious to the eye and this might indicate a
made feature such as a fish pond which would also be consistent with a hospice site. These
results are clearly interesting and important and as a consequence application is being
made for scheduled site consent to enable a limited excavation programme to investigate
these fcatures morc fully.
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