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UNDERSTANDING PLACE: THE HISTORY AND CHARACTER OF NEWBOROUGH

1. INTRODUCTION
Newborough is a large Anglesey village, and a former medieval borough. This report summarises the evidence 
collected through a project which collated the history and archaeology of Newborough, and recorded the character 

the history and character of a settlement, and this clearer understanding of the past helps manage the future of 
the settlement. The work was largely carried out by volunteers, supervised by archaeologists from Gwynedd 
Archaeological Trust.  The recording took place between July 2017 and February 2018.

2. PHYSICAL SETTING

village centre and the Malltraeth Estuary is 2km to the north-west. The coast is bounded by a broad swathe of 
dunes, which forms Newborough Warren. The southern part of these dunes is still an active dune system, now a 

 The plantation formed Newborough Forest, and the dunes here have been stabilised by the trees, though 
dune plants do still survive under the trees in places. The long beach is very popular with visitors, tourists and 
locals alike, and Newborough Forest is now extensively used for recreation; including walking, cycling and horse 
riding. 

gives the village a southern aspect and good views of the mountains of Snowdonia across the Menai Strait. The 
underlying bedrock is schist, a metamorphic rock, with glacial deposits overlying it and large areas of windblown 

pasture and used largely for sheep, but was previously extensively used for arable cultivation. 

3. HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT
General History

th century the main unit for administration in the Kingdom of Gwynedd was the commote (cwmwd
Anglesey was divided into six commotes. Each had a royal court (llys
where the Prince of Gwynedd stayed as he travelled around his kingdom. Rhosyr was the royal centre for the 
commote of Menai, with a llys and a township, the maerdref

llys, to the west of Newborough village, was excavated 

maerdref has not been located with certainty. 

Royal courts usually had a 
royal chapel and it is assumed 
that St Peter’s church 
originated as the royal chapel, 
explaining its position next to 
the llys. The present church 

when the borough was 
established, but an 11th/12th 
century font indicates an 
earlier building once stood 
here associated with the court. 

th th

th

so its population was moved across the island and a new borough was established for them on the royal lands of 

burgess the same amount of property as they held in Llanfaes and it was carefully planned around a crossroads. 
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Plate 1. Site of Llys Rhosyr presented for the public
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Each property had a house 
on the street front and a 
long narrow piece of land 
behind. These plots, known 

many of the properties in 

The town was almost entirely 
Welsh, and welcomed Welsh 
poets including Dafydd ap 
Gwilym, who praised the 
town, its wine and its people 

market was held on Tuesdays, 
and there were also several fairs each year. These served the tenantry of Menai, though the market became famous 

th century it was a thriving 
th December 

th century both the town of Newborough and the 

th century 
th century 

complementary. In the late 18th century Thomas Pennant describes Newborough as “a place greatly fallen away 
th century Richard Fenton thought it 

th century, at least, marram grass (môrhesg

th century led to the loss of rights to collect marram grass, hindering the 

and marram grass was woven in Newborough until Newborough Warren, the source of the marram grass, was 

The Borough and the Town
The borough of Newborough included not just the town but extensive lands around it as far as Abermenai Point, 

the early 18th

line of the boundary is unclear. Some of the boundary was followed by the parish boundary and some is marked 
by boundary stones.

allocated to the burgesses of the borough. These are seen as narrow strips of land and usually still have a house on 

as far as Tyn’rallt on the northern side but no further than Tan Rofft on the southern side. There are burgage plots 

property boundaries resemble groups of two or three plots that have been merged, and the town probably extended 
down to Tyn y Goeden. Pendref Street has traces of burgage plots as far as Tyddyn Abercyn on the northern side, 
and Pendref must have been the limit of the town on the southern side. Malltraeth Street clearly had burgage plots 

street. Rowlands describes Y Plas or Plas Ucha as a house in the town and a marker on the boundary. The house 

Plate 2. St Peter’s Church
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of the medieval town. 

4. ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESOURCE
Despite the medieval origin of the village being well known there has been little archaeological work done, with 

where archaeological work has been done it suggests that considerable deposits and important features may 
survive. 

provides us with information about the underlying archaeological deposits.  One notable feature is the wide-

this single storm it shows how devastating that storm was, with the loss of horticultural land right in the heart of 

medieval ground surface, and it has traces of occupation including shells and bone from rubbish deposits and one 
sherd of medieval pottery has been recovered. 

In recent years the remains of two buildings, almost certainly of medieval date, have been excavated in plots that 
th century. Fragmentary remains of a stone building were found near the 

the buried archaeology, and it is important that the few remaining gaps on the street frontages are archaeologically 
investigated before development. It is also likely that the back gardens and yards hide buried archaeological 
features and deposits relating to medieval and later activities. 

but discoveries include the remains of a wall, probably related to a house shown in this area on an 18th century 

Age, but whichever date, they suggest a prehistoric settlement existed here prior to the establishment of the 
medieval borough.

5. CHARACTER STUDY
Newborough is a large village measuring 1km north-west to south-east and 800m south-west to north-east. The 

Plate 3. Excavated postholes of 
a 8-post granary found in 2017 
excavations in advance of a 
new school



th century houses 

generally towards the centre of the village with the outskirts dominated by modern developments.  

Though the village formerly contained various shops and businesses these are now much less in evidence, and the 
large majority of the buildings are domestic houses. These are typically two-storey, stone-built with slate roofs, 
and a high percentage of chimneys. Recent upgrading of the houses has resulted in a high number of new windows 
and doors, and pebble-dash surfaces. Other building types include a non-conformist chapel, the Prichard-Jones 

to the former llys. 

properties have long narrow gardens or yards, originating from burgage plots. The original layout of the borough 

Pendref Street was also an important 

sharply to the north at the eastern end of 

parish church and beyond to the beach 
carpark, but the medieval street probably 
did not extend beyond the town limits, 

back lane for the medieval town, and 

part of the medieval plan. This degree of 
preservation of the town layout makes 
Newborough an important survival. 

The crossroads was the heart of the 
medieval town and would have had 

th century. A town hall had 
stood near the crossroads, but by the 18th century it was in ruins, and its position is not certainly known. Near the 
market cross was also a “carreg orchest” or “feat stone”, a large stone that strong men attempted to lift to their 

th century; in 
th or 17th centuries usually survive. In Newborough 

maps and historical evidence, as well as building styles, suggest that almost all the houses were built or largely 
th century. This can probably be explained 

th 
century onwards. Any new buildings would have been for 
agricultural labourers rather than merchants, and of lower 

th century most of the housing 
stock was probably very old or poorly built, necessitating 
considerable rebuilding but only at a modest scale. Date 

an indication of this rebuilding, and there are records 
of rebuilding, usually after complete demolition of the 

that in some cases the masonry, especially of the ground 

buildings and, less likely, some of the original roof timbers 
may have been retained.
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Plate 4. Chapel Street from the south 
(photograph by David Elis-Williams)

Plate 5. Date stone above the door of Cae Crwn 
(photograph by David Elis-Williams)



The only certain 18th

indicate 18th

was occupied by a joiner who made 

another old house can still be seen 

a row but the adjacent house has 
been demolished and the remaining 
building altered. This building was 
used by women making marram 
grass items. Women who did not 
have their own sheds clubbed 
together to rent this building; 
marram grass weaving was wet and 

dirty, because the grass had to be soaked before it could be woven, so it was not a job to do in the home (Norman 

The most impressive house that no longer exists was known as Y Plas or Plas Uchaf, and it stood to the north-west 
th

th century. The site of Y Plas 
can be recognised as a low earthwork 
platform in the southern corner of the 

th century houses are 
modest dwellings of one or two storeys, 
built in rows. Short terraces of identical 
houses do exist, but typically each house 

th century, and 
the retention of individual ownership of 
the houses within each plot. The simple, 
single-fronted properties of Tyn yr Ardd, 

8

Plate 6. Pengamfa (photographed by Marianne Jones)

Plate 7. The site of Y Plas

Plate 8. Tyn 
yr Ardd, 
Chapel Street 
(photograph 
by David Elis-
Williams)

Plate 9. College Bach and Ysgubor Ddu 
(photographed by Owenna Orme)



th th century houses in the village. 

in the early 20th

th century houses. Rhouse was the house of the bailiff of 

th century houses were almost all built 
on sites of earlier houses that would have been 
used back to the medieval period. In the mid and 

th

built, but often outside the medieval town on 

Though the latter was within the medieval 
town it was built on a plot vacant except for the 

of these substantial houses was small and the 

20th century.

th century. Semi-detached 

Street is the most notable. This was a shop in 
th century and until recently was 

th century the crossroads was 
still the focus of the village. An inn known 
as Sign or Sign Fawr, dating back to at least 

Plate 10. Carrog House, Chapel Street 
(photograph by David Elis-Williams)

Plate 11. T  Nant (photographed by Megan Howe)

Plate 12. Sign Cottage (photographed by Megan Howe)

Plate 13. Rhouse (photographed by David Elis Williams)



it had been rebuilt and buildings 
added on the south-eastern side so it 

Other inns and taverns show that the 
village still provided a centre for the 
surrounding countryside. There was 
also a smithy in part of what is now 
the Newborough Stores, conveniently 
located for passing trade, as well as 
shops.

In its later history Newborough was a rural settlement, 
surrounded by farms. Some of the farms are now on the 
outskirts of the village, though originally separated from 

in exactly its current plan. The building is composed of a 

th century in 

date but the barn may be older and have developed from 
a long house with a dwelling at one end and barn at the 

an important location as it is mentioned as a marker on 

attached to the house, though now only the house 

end of the town on the eastern side. Its barns have also 
th century houses still survives. Pen y 

least the 18th century but the present buildings are late 
th

10

Plate 14. Tal y Braich (photographed by Chris Jones)

Plate 15. Nos. 1 and 2 Lôn Twnti 
(photographed by Anne Harris)

Plate 16. Former post of ce now Caf  Wiwer 
Goch/Red Squirrel Café (photographed by David 
Owen)

Plate 17. The White Lion

Plate 18. Erw Goch (photographed by Jan Hale)



Anglesey in the 18th th

displayed on the current building, but the 
th century 

probably held in an existing house, and 

and the present chapel was built in 1881. 
A Sunday school and chapel house were 

present form of the Sunday school rooms 

of the Wesleyan Methodist chapel, built in 

at the end of Rhenc Newydd, previously 
Soar Terrace. There was also another church 
in addition to the parish church. This is 

community centre, but it was formerly the 

th century 
and present village is the Prichard Jones 
Institute, built in a Neo-Tudor architectural 

of Newborough by Sir John Prichard Jones, 
who was born in Newborough and became 

managing director of the Dickens and Jones department store in Regent 
Street, London. The Institute provided a library, reading rooms and 
function rooms for the use of the local people and was to be supported 
by an endowment. There were also six cottages built to accommodate 
elderly Newborough residents. The cottages were provided rent free and 

now a children’s playground, was bought to provide gardens for the 
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Plate 19. Pen y Bonc

Plate 20. Capel Ebeneser (photographed by Chris Jones)

Plate 21. Plaque commemorating 
the building of Seion Chapel 
built into the wall of Cermar 
(photographed by David Owen)

Plate 22. The Prichard Jones Institute



Newborough was constructed in the grounds of the Prichard Jones Institute. 

In the late 20th and early 21st centuries the village expanded, mainly to the north and to the east. This has more 

the village are extensive developments 

gardens.  There is also a development 

southern side of the village. In addition 
there are detached modern houses on the 
outskirts of the village.

Most of these developments were built 

town but some on Malltraeth Street 

Felin, though a modern house, is built 

6. SIGNIFICANCE AND POTENTIAL
Newborough is a particularly good example of a medieval borough where much of the original layout survives 
and can easily be recognised on the ground. It has expanded outwards late in its history leaving much of the centre 
largely unchanged in layout even through much rebuilding has occurred. 

Many opportunities to obtain archaeological information in advance of development have been missed. Recently 
work has been done revealing remains of medieval houses, but earlier developments were carried out with little or 
no investigation. The opportunity to fully recover the archaeology of remaining vacant plots must not be missed 
if these are to be developed in future.

Archaeologically the back gardens, former burgage plots, are of high potential, almost certainly preserving 

and that there is no automatic assumption that all layers overlying the sand are recent. 

The former location of Y Plas must also be considered to be of very high potential. This is currently in the corner 

th century, suggests a very high likelihood of survival of early 
post medieval and medieval remains. 
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Plate 23. Tre Rhosyr (photographed by Anne Harris)

Plate 24. Newborough Primary School



th century vernacular 
architecture, but the only probable surviving 18th

th century and this possibility should not 
be discounted without interior inspections.
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