Whitesands Bay/Porth Mawr on the West Pembrokeshire Coast


The area of Whitesands Bay is situated on the West Pembrokeshire coastline of Wales on St David’s Peninsula about two miles from the city of St Davids. This small city is named after the Patron Saint of Wales who resided in the area in the 4th Century CE, and it is in the bay that pilgrims from Ireland are said to have disembarked on their journey to St David’s Cathedral. The Welsh name for the bay is Porth Mawr and this translates to ‘great gateway’ in reference to the arrivals from Ireland (Driver 2007).
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            Whitesands Bay / Porth Mawr                                                        (Ordnance Survey 2001)


Topography

The coastline, which has been shaped by ancient continental collisions, the powerful waves of the Atlantic, and the south-westerly winds blowing in from the Irish Sea, consists of sandy foreshores and rugged cliffs, with caves, rocky reefs and sandflats, and this diverse environment provides excellent habitats for seals, porpoises and a variety of seabirds. The area of St David’s Peninsula is designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest, and also a Marine Protected Area by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee which provides conservation advice for the defined area by surveying and monitoring the ecological condition of the site and its features (JNCC 2017). 
Dating from the earliest geologic age, the Pre-Cambrian era, St David’s peninsula was formed approximately 600 million years ago from layers of volcanic rock, which are now covered in Cambrian rock. The land is widely covered in sand which is blown in forming dunes along the length of the bay, and as the land rises inland grassland and heath gives way to pasture land with fields and scattered farms.  Landscape patterns of historical features such as old hedge banks and settlements show a long history of human habitation of around 6000 years and the ancient defensive banks, field enclosures and prehistoric settlements are evidence of a long period of use through to the present time. (NRW n.d)
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Whitesands Bay                                                                                (RCAHMW 2015)

Archaeological evidence

Archaeological finds in such a small area being quite diverse and including of the remains of a Neolithic burial chamber, an Iron Age fort and an Early Medieval chapel.  It is also thought that concealed underneath the dunes known as ‘The Burrows’ is the possible site of a Roman port and St David’s early Christian community that was later moved inland to its present location on the River Alun (Driver 2007).
[bookmark: _GoBack]St Patrick’s Chapel and cemetery was discovered in the sand dunes in the bay and was first excavated in 1924, and subsequently in 1970, 2013/14, and 2015/16 by Dyfed Archaeological Trust and the University of Sheffield. Human remains and cist graves were excavated and radiocarbon-dated to suggest that the cemetery was in use from around the 6th Century CE, with a funerary cairn beneath suggesting use of the site as far back as the Bronze Age. Other finds including a blue glass bead, a Hiberno-Norse ring-pin, and amber beads reveal links with other continents (DAT 2018).
The chapel site is located next to the beach but would have been slightly more inland before coastal erosion shaped the bay to its present form. Evidence of this is shown in the submerged forest that can be seen after storms and very low tide revealing ancient stumps of oak, hazel, birch and fir trees that demonstrate how the land has been submerged by the rising sea levels over time. Animal remains including parts of brown bear, auroch, and red deer, as well as flints, have also been discovered with samples being dated as Mesolithic (Coflein n.d.).

      

  [image: ]                                    St Patrick’s Chapel Site                                                                   (RCAHMW 2015) 


Clawdd y Milwyr promontory fort, St David's Head
Stone ramparts, a field system, and remains of structures are situated on the promontory that is St David’s Head. These features originate from around 2000 BCE and were excavated by the Rev Baring Gould in 1898, with the discovery of 6 roundhouses, and finds of Romano-British dated spindle whorls, blue glass beads and pottery (Baring Gould 1899). The Neolithic site of Coetan Artur Burial Chamber is sited slightly further inland on the promontory, with traces of a round barrow.  
Subsequent modern surveying techniques such as remote sensing and aerial photography have highlighted further settlement areas on the promontory to provide a clearer picture of the extent of the settlement and fort (Page et al 2008).




[image: ]
 St David’s Head                                          (RCAHMW 2002)

A multi-period landing bay has been in use at Whitesands for some considerable time, with a track running in to the bay from the east. On the south side of this track near the cliff edge is evidence of quarrying which has been detected using LiDAR, and this suggests transportation of the product by sea (Coflein n.d.).
Slightly inland are the foundations of the building that housed a First World War submarine listening station, demonstrating that this area has been in use in a coastal defence role over many periods of time. Submerged wrecks also demonstrate that despite the sheltered bay being a suitable landing point for marine vessels, it also has rocks in the shallower parts and powerful winds and waves that can make entry into the bay difficult at times (Coflein n.d.).
Whitesands Bay has never been a busy harbour, but it has been in use for thousands of years as a landing point and an area of settlement and defence, with religious structures and domestic homes creating communities. The present day use of the bay is mainly for leisure, with visitors holidaying and sightseeing, and enjoying the marine environment on fishing trips and surfing, but the ancient people of thousands of years ago are still alive in the tangible remains of their lives that draws many people to Whitesands and St David’s Head.
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Images 
St David's Head Camp-  Aerial photograph taken by Toby Driver, 2002 for RCHMW.
 St Patrick’s Chapel - Dyfed Archaeological Trust excavating site of St. Patrick's chapel at Whitesands Bay. Oblique aerial photograph taken during the Royal Commission’s programme of archaeological aerial reconnaissance by Toby Driver on 13th May 2015.
Whitesands Bay / Porth Mawr - Base map reproduced from the OS map with the permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of The Controller of HerMajesty'sStationeryOffice,©CrownCopyright2001. 
Whitesands Bay or Porth Mawr, near St. Davids - Oblique aerial photograph taken during the Royal Commission’s programme of archaeological aerial reconnaissance by Toby Driver on 13th May 2015.
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