Landscape report: The Medieval town of Lampeter

	Situated in the commote of Mabwynion, on the confluence where the Afon Dulas meets the river Tiefi. On what was once an undrained marshland[footnoteRef:1] now lies the small rural town of Lampeter. Its occupation is difficult to trace exactly but there are numerous Celtic structures that surround the settlement. The town appears to have gone under a lot of change over the course of the medieval period, this essay will tackle the archaeological potential of medieval Lampeter by analysing the key structures of the medieval town. This essay will cover the multiple medieval fortifications surrounding the town, the road network that it sat upon, and the ecclesiastical structures and bridge that give the town its name.  [1:  W. J. Lewis, A History of Lampeter (Cyngor Sir Ceredigion County Council, 1997) p. 1.] 


[image: Lampeter | Coflein]	To begin a study of the landscape of Lampeter, a brief historical context of the town must be understood. Lampeter is an anglicised version of the Welsh name “Llambedr Pont Steffan,” This roughly translates to ‘Church of Peter, Stephens Bridge,’ These were two important structures of the medieval town. The church of St Peter does not appear to have been built until the late 13th century, in 1188, Giraldus Cambrensis refers to Lampeter as “Pons Stephani,” ‘the bridge of Stephen.’[footnoteRef:2] For a long time it was believed that this bridge was constructed by King Stephen who built the castle now in the grounds of the University, but it is now widely believed to have been a different Stephen, the current bridge is much later.[footnoteRef:3] The medieval town of Lampeter appears to have been a small rural settlement, with almost no trade and little wealth of note.[footnoteRef:4] During the early years of the 14th century however, the town grew considerably, the number of burgages increasing between 1300 and 1317 from 13 to 26, and the towns fair increasing from 28s to 60s. The town passed from English to Welsh hands frequently, although the people appear to have stayed very proudly Welsh and anti-Norman. The brave deeds of “Gwyr Llanbet” (The men of Lampeter) are recoded in 12th century chronicles fighting the Norman invaders.[footnoteRef:5] [2:  K. Murphy, Archaeology of Medieval Towns of Southwest Wales: Lampeter, Dyfed Archaeological Trust (2021) p. 2.]  [3:  Lewis, A History of Lampeter, p. 65. ]  [4:  Lewis, A History of Lampeter, p.3.]  [5:  Samuel Rush Meyrick, The History and Antiquities of the County of Cardigan (London: T. Bensley, 1808) p. 199.] 
Figure 1. Colour oblique aerial photograph of Lampeter Borough, viewed from the south-east, Toby Driver (2009)


	The town of Lampeter is situated in-between several important medieval settlements Including Aberystwyth, Cardigan, Tregaron, Llanddewi-Brefi and more. It is perhaps for this reason that 3 castles were constructed around the town. During the 12th century the castles of Stephen and Bygod were constructed. Stephen’s castle (fig 2.) is built with in the centre of [image: Image]the town, overlooking North Road. It has since been incorporated into the design of the much later University complex. Stephen’s castle is a large motte, 8 meters high and roughly 30 meters in diameter.[footnoteRef:6] Visible until the 19th century were the remains of a quadrangular court, the ramparts of which can still be made out in parts (fig 3.). There was also a cellar entered by stone steps known as ‘the Kings cellar,’ traditionally, an underground passage connected this cellar with the riverbank.[footnoteRef:7] All traces of both these structures have vanished. Traces of the construction can be found [image: Image]in the names of areas in the town. Dôl y Brenin, or in English, The Kings Meadow, now a housing estate, is traditionally the area in which Stephens Army camped while constructing the castle. Castell Bugad, or Bygod (fig 4.), can be found between Llanfair Road and the river Tiefi on the outskirts of the town. The structure consists of a large motte with a large depression to the north and earthworks enclosing it. Meyrick argues that the structure was likely built by Hugh Bygod, Earl of Norfolk at the time of King Stephen.[footnoteRef:8] There is also the [image: Image]other large earthwork mound of Castell Olwen, the date of which could easily be pre roman. Archaeological investigations of these sites have found little more than just rubble. Perhaps the reason for such fortifications was the volatility of the people toward English occupation. In 1282, it was ordered for the woods around Lampeter to be felled and the passes widened to protect travellers, likely also English armies. Men from Builth rather than locals were tasked with completing this work.[footnoteRef:9] Just as well, passage through Lampeter to Cardigan would later be used by Edward I to quell the rebellion caused by Geoffrey Clement in 1294.[footnoteRef:10] [6:  Coflein, Stephen's Castle, Lampeter; Lampeter Motte, https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/303859/archives?term=lampeter [accessed: 11th February 2024].]  [7:  Lewis, A History of Lampeter, p. 3.]  [8:  Meyrick, The History and Antiquities of the County of Cardigan, p. 201.]  [9:  Lewis, A History of Lampeter, p. 3.]  [10:  Gerald Morgan, Ceredigion: A Wealth of History (Llandysul: Gomer Press, 2005) p. 86.] 
Figure 2. Castell Stephen, now incorporated by St David’s College, Caradoc Ewing (2024).
Figure 3. ramparts of Stephens quadrangular court can still be made out of the landscape, Caradoc Ewing (2024).
Figure 4. Castell Bugad, Caradoc Ewing (2024)


[image: Image]	“Llanbedr” meaning church of Peter, likely refers to the church of St. Peter that was erected in the 13th century. Previous mentions of the towns name, make no reference to a church, however three other ecclesiastical structures have been theorised. St Thomas’s Chapel is thought to have been on the piece of land south of St. Thomas St. in an area called “Mynwent Twmas” or ‘Thomas’s cemetery.’[footnoteRef:11] Despite also being mentioned in 14th century texts, archaeological excavations however exposed nothing but post medieval cobbles.[footnoteRef:12] A structure devoted to St. Mary is also yet to be found. The chronicle of the princes records that Meredydd, Archdeacon of Cardigan died in the church of St. Mary, Tal Pont Stephan in 1277. Where exactly this is situated is unknown. Traditionally it was some way west of Lampeter near Ffynon-fair and was desecrated in the mid 19th century.[footnoteRef:13] Perhaps the most interesting and elusive of all these structures however is that of the supposed priory. According to tradition, this possibly lay in the space now occupied by Shiloh chapel on Temple terrace. Meyrick, writing in 1808, records it as reportedly being in the place of Mr. Jenkins Shop.[footnoteRef:14] If true, it may have been where Archbishop Baldwin stayed on his 1188 tour with Giraldis Cambrensis.[footnoteRef:15] According to Reverend Eliezer Williams, Vicar, and head master of the grammar school in the mid 19th century, the remains of a monastic house could be found in the dwelling then known as “The Priory.”[footnoteRef:16] From the authors own searches, it is possible that this is now the site of the old post office built in 1901.[footnoteRef:17] Such a site is not recorded on any list of monastic properties despite compelling local tradition, Lewis argues it may have been a dependency of Strata Florida.[footnoteRef:18] St Peters church herself appears to have been constructed during the 13th century, the earliest reference to her being in 1291.[footnoteRef:19] The modern structure is 19th century (fig 5.), however above this modern structure, possible earthworks indicate [image: Image]where the previous church may have lain (fig 6.). The 12th century font from the original church is still held in the 1880s church of St Marys in Maestir (fig 6.). Meyrick, writing in the early 19th century, gives a description of the then still standing medieval church. [11:  Meyrick, The History and Antiquities of the County of Cardigan, p. 199.]  [12:  Murphy, Archaeology of Medieval Welsh Towns: Lampeter, p. 4.]  [13:  Lewis, A History of Lampeter, p. 25. ]  [14:  Meyrick, The History and Antiquities of the County of Cardigan, p. 199.]  [15:  Lewis, A History of Lampeter, p. 3.]  [16:  Lewis, A History of Lampeter, p. 25.]  [17:  A Pint of History, Details of pub: Three Horse Shoes, https://pint-of-history.wales/explore.php?func=showpub&id=929 [accessed: 11th February]]  [18:  Lewis, A History of Lampeter, p. 25.]  [19:  Ibid.] 
Figure 5. the modern structure of St. Peters church in Lampeter, Caradoc Ewing (2024)
Figure 6. Earthworks surrounding St. Peters, Caradoc Ewing (2024).


[image: St Mary's Church, Maestir, Lampeter | Coflein]“The church is pleasantly situated on a rising ground, a little to the north of the town, and its church - yard is plentifully sup- plied with the venerable yew, once the glory of the British soldiery. The edifice consists of a nave, south aisle, and chancel, the two former of which are divided from each other by a number of pointed arches, similar to those in the old church of Trevilan; and the latter is separated from them by an ornamented screen. It had once a porch before the door, but that has been taken down.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Meyrick, The History and Antiquities of the County of Cardigan, p. 200.] 


	Through a detailed study of but a few of the surviving structures of medieval Lampeter, it is possible to build up an informative image of the town in its beginnings. It also becomes abundantly clear the intriguing mystery of many undiscovered structures recorded in texts and in local tradition. The landscape of Lampeter can inform us both in its physicality with earth works and surviving structures, but also in the traditional names of streets and dwellings. For such a small town, Llanbedr Pont Steffan is rich in its history and tradition.Figure 7, 12th c. font in St. Marys, Ian N. Wright (2005).
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