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Introduction 

St Patrick’s Chapel lies in a sand dune immediately above the high tide level at 

Whitesands Beach in the parish of St Davids, Pembrokeshire. There is only one known 

historic reference to the site, and this, in about 1600, was when the Chapel was 

described as ‘wholly decayed’. In 1924, excavations uncovered the foundations of a 

small, stone-built chapel, internally approximately 9m E-W and 3.3m N-S, and several 

well-preserved burials.  

Coastal erosion has been affecting the site since at least 1924, and there is anecdotal 

evidence of burials being exposed in the eroding face of the sand dune in the decades 

following the excavation. In 1970, concerns about erosion prompted a small-scale 

excavation, during which five skeletons were recovered, some of which were in long cist 

graves.  

 

The location of St Patrick’s Chapel. 

Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Authority acquired the site in the 1970s and initiated 

a programme of stabilisation, culminating in about 2004 with protecting the eroding face 

of the sand dunes with large boulders. These were washed away by the sea during the 

severe storms of the winter of 2013-14, immediately replaced, but only to be washed 

away again by more storms. Several long cist graves with well-preserved skeletons were 

revealed by the storms; these were recorded in February 2014. In May 2014, a two-

week excavation was undertaken, concentrating on the area most affected by coastal 

erosion. In 2015, the 2014 trench was widened by c.3m to the east, taking in the west 

wall of the chapel that had been excavated in 1924. It was planned to completely 

excavate this extension, but this was not achieved owing to the depth and the 

complexity of the archaeological deposits. 

The project has received support from Cadw (Welsh Government), the Pembrokeshire 

Coast National Park Authority, The University of Sheffield, and the Nineveh Charitable 

Trust. Staff from Dyfed Archaeological Trust, The University of Sheffield and the 

Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Authority supervised the large number of volunteers 

who participated on the excavation. 



Excavation results 

The excavation has demonstrated that the site was used for Christian burials from at 

least 7th century through to the 11th century AD. Bone preservation was particularly 

good, unusually so for western Britain, enabling a whole range of analyses to be 

undertaken, including radiocarbon dating and isotopic studies. In total approximately 50 

articulated skeletons have been excavated plus a large quantity of loose, unarticulated 

bone. All the elements of what is a deeply stratified site are not yet fully understood, but 

the following provides a working outline. 

 

Volunteers excavating the upper archaeological layers. 

At some time in the prehistoric period, perhaps in the 2nd millennium BC sand was blown 

inland and began to accumulate as a dune up to 1.5m thick. This dune then stabilised 

and a thick soil developed. Charcoal on the surface of this soil indicates human activity in 

the area (radiocarbon dates will be obtained from this charcoal). Wind-blown sand then 

began to accumulate over this soil up to a thickness of about 300mm. A structure 

composed of massive beach boulders was then constructed on this sand. Only the 

western end of this rectangular structure or building lay in the excavated area, and this 

has not yet been fully excavated. Its function and date are not currently known, but it is 

unlike any known prehistoric structure in the region, and one would expect to find 

pottery and other artefacts associated with it if it were of Roman date. It is therefore 

probably early medieval in date, predating the earliest burials of the 7th century. Wind-

blown sand continued to accumulate around this structure, it began to become 

dilapidated, and graves began to be dug into it. 

Many of the burials were in long cist graves. These graves are typical of the early 

medieval period in western Britain, Ireland and north-west France, and are simply 

graves lined and capped with stone/slate slabs. Sand continued to accumulate and more 

graves were dug on top of the earliest graves, and then more sand and more graves. 

Eventually the dilapidated walls of the rectangular structure was covered by sand, but its 

location survived as a raised area. Stone rubble and boulders were placed over this 

raised area, into which a number of child graves were dug. Great care had been taken in 

the construction of some of these, with three having quartz pebbles placed on their 

surface, rather than being capped with stone slabs. The use of the final phase of early 

medieval cemeteries exclusively for children is something that has been recognised in 



Ireland. A bronze pin made in Viking Age Dublin in the early/mid-11th century was found 

in the layer of rubble.  

 

A typical early medieval long cist grave from St Patrick’s Chapel. 

A stone-built chapel was constructed on the stone rubble. This is the chapel excavated in 

1924, but only the west wall was excavated in 2015. It was shown to be much more 

complex than previously thought, consisting of three phases. The first phase was just 

2.25m wide externally, giving an internal area about 1m wide, more of a cell than a 

useable chapel. It may be that this phase was contemporaneous with the use of the 

cemetery exclusively for children. The building was extended to the north, with a 

doorway created between the first and this the second phase wall. In the third phase this 

doorway was blocked. This chapel, which probably dates from the 11th to 13th centuries, 

is the one recorded as ‘wholly decayed’ in 1600. 

Post-excavation analysis 

Analysis is continuing at the time of writing. To date, four radiocarbon dates from 

skeletons have been received. These place the cemetery as being is use from the 7th 

century through to the 11th century AD. 

Osteological analysis of 27 skeletons has so far taken place. The greatest concentration 

of adult individuals arises in the female and unknown sex categories (the latter due to 

the absence of sex-determinable skeletal elements). The results do not mean the 

cemetery was dominated by female burials, not least because those individuals classed 

as ‘unknown sex’ may have all been male. There are a number of individuals whose aged 

could not be determined asides from identifying that they were at least eighteen years of 

age (i.e. adult). The age profile of the population so far is consistent with what we would 

expect for this period. There are few pathological cases observed amongst the skeletons 

analysed so far; the most prevalent condition is degenerative joint disease of the spine 

and ribs consistent with physical activity. 

Fourteen skeletons have been sampled for stable isotope analysis:  



 carbon, nitrogen and sulphur analysis of rib bone collagen was employed to 

identify the primary source of protein (i.e. marine vs. terrestrial) consumed 

during the last five to ten years of life.  

 strontium and oxygen analysis of tooth enamel was employed to identify whether 

or not the sampled individuals were local to the St Patrick’s region during 

childhood. 

Diet: Carbon and nitrogen values show that those sampled so far were consuming a 

largely terrestrial diet, consisting of animal protein. There are one or two individuals who 

have slightly enriched carbon values who also have high nitrogen values – they may 

have consumed some marine resources, but if they were, it was infrequent or they were 

only eating low trophic marine species (e.g. shellfish) and not large fish species (e.g. 

cod).  

Origins: The strontium values split into three groups all of which can be found across the 

various geologies of Wales. One group has strontium values that may be considered 

‘coastal’, whilst the second and third group have values consistent with more radiogenic 

or older geologies, but again not unusual for Wales or the Marches.  

The oxygen data shows a range of values representing individuals who might be 

considered as local to a westerly, high-rainfall climate (as we would expect for 

Pembrokeshire), to those who came from elsewhere in the British Isles. Some individuals 

having oxygen values that fall in the range for east Wales, the Marches and the 

Midlands. There are also a few that have values consistent with the eastern regions of 

Britain, perhaps even parts of Scotland. In sum, the strontium and oxygen data suggests 

some east-to-west movement, which is insightful to our understanding of localised 

mobility in early medieval Britain, and perhaps to our understanding of the role that St 

David’s played as religious centre. 

 

Participation, engagement and promotion 

Volunteers from the local community with some from further afield carried out the 

excavation under the supervision of staff from Dyfed Archaeological Trust and The 

University of Sheffield. In 2015, 28 volunteers participated on the excavation, some for 

the whole excavation, others giving just a day or two of their time. In total volunteers 

gave 1380 hours of their time to the excavation in 2015. This is in addition to the 35 

volunteers who gave 1200 hours of their time in 2014. 

In 2015, Dr. Katie Hemer of The University of Sheffield, Rhiannon Comeau (one of our 

many enthusiastic volunteers), and Trust staff provided hourly tours of the excavation. 

During the three-week excavation approximately 1500 people – visitors and members of 

the local community – were directly engaged. In addition tours were provided to the 

Hook Peninsula County Wexford Choir, St Davids Historical Society and members of 

Dyfed Archaeological Trust. A similar number of people, approximately 1500, enjoyed 

tours in 2014. 

Longer guided walks to St Davids Head were provided on the two weekends of the 

excavation (four in total). Twenty people took part in these.  



A bilingual ‘dig diary’ recording daily discoveries on the excavation was posted on Dyfed 

Archaeological Trust’s website enabling visitors to the site and others to keep themselves 

informed of developments. 

Funding from The University of Sheffield enabled additional outreach and promotion, 

including the production of a professionally-made film of the 2015 excavation in both 

English and Welsh. This film will be posted on Dyfed Archaeological Trust’s and The 

University of Sheffield’s website. An exhibition was produced and displayed in St Davids 

Cathedral over the summer of 2015, during which time the 78,000 visitors to the 

Cathedral had the opportunity to view it. It is impossible to assess how many Cathedral 

visitors actually viewed the exhibition, but it was a significant number as the car park 

attendant at Whitesands Bay reported that many visitors had come specifically to see St 

Patrick’s Chapel after seeing the exhibition. A bilingual leaflet was produced to 

accompany the exhibition, and copies were made available for distribution at Whitesands 

Bay car park. Volunteers who participated on the excavation were invited to a day of 

talks in St Davids in late September 2015 at which the film was shown, and staff 

members of both Dyfed Archaeological Trust and The University of Sheffield have given 

talks and lectures to local groups and societies, professionals and academics. It is likely 

that presentations will continue to be made for several years. 

 

 

 

 

 


