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Caernarfon Town Walls
Neil Guy

The East Gate, Caernarfon, by G. J. Farrington, (1747-1821) dated 1791. View from the south. (©Victoria &
Albert Museum. Pen, ink and wash drawing, Museum number: P.36-1922). A thumbnail of this drawing is
illustrated in the current (2015) Cadw guidebook, p. 42.
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Fig. 1. John Speed’s map of Caernarfon (’The Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine’) shows the medieval layout
in c. 1610. The East Gate complex is marked ‘Y’. One single arch is shown over the original town ditch that leads
to the Barbican gate. The ditch now forms part of Greengate St. and Bank Quay.

East Gate - Caernarfon Town Walls - Porth Mawr
History
The earliest known view of Caernarfon castle and
town walls is that published by John Speed c. 1610
(figs. 1, 2). The enlarged view (fig. 2) delineates the
East Gate (Y) as a square-towered gate, with
drawbridge, followed by a single-span walled
bridge, leading to a square-towered forework or
barbican at the end of the bridge span. The East
Gate is the medieval ‘Exchequer Gate or ‘Great
Gate’ which consisted of large rooms at ground
and first-floor level? which housed the Exchequer
for North Wales. Most of the original superstructure has been destroyed by modern alterations,
but the bases of the towers survive, together with
some elements of their upper work, the latter
visible from Greengate St. and Bank Quay (figs. 3,
11-12). The present arched bridge is of 16th or
17th century construction. Speed draws the Barbican Gate as square and of a similar size to the
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main gate (fig. 2), but later 18th century drawings
correct this distortion (Boydell, fig. 4), Buck (Sayer)
(fig. 5). The plan shows close similarities to the
Upper Gate, Conwy (Guy, 2018 224-229). The East
Gate commenced build c. 1284 and was probably
complete by or before 1294 (Taylor, 1953, 45).
A bird’s-eye view reconstruction illustrating the
gate, by Ivan Lapper, was published in the
revised 1993 edition of the Taylor guidebook (p.
13) and has appeared in subsequent revisions
(fig. 6). It was shown as it may have looked in
1294 after being attacked by Llywelyn in September. An account of 1310-11? mentions the
provision of a louvre, by which the exchequer
chamber could be lighted from above (Taylor
1953, 45). A towered louvre can be seen in the
so-called Buck print (1742?) (fig. 5), but Taylor
subsequently dropped any mention of this in
later editions and the source cannot now be
verified. Fig. 4 is a detail from the respected
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Fig. 2. Detailed view of the area around the East Gate. The arch that divides the East Gate from the Barbican
spans the ditch followed by a further arch over the river Cadnant (since culverted).The river flows north from
the mill pond/bridge (D) through three original leets/overflow sluices. The bridge beyond the Barbican, now
hidden by culverting and later building works, spanned the River Cadnant with five arches, which once spread
wide to estuarial level at this point. P is the ‘Oatmeal Market’ place.

engraver and publisher/ printmaker John Boydell
(1720-1804), dated to 1750 (Prospect of Caernarvon, taken on the East side), and fig. 5 is a similar
view by Samuel (1696-1779) and Nathaniel Buck,
1742?, (The North East View of Caernarvon Castle).
The East Gate in both views rewards detailed
study, as their depictions of the gatehouse differ
considerably. On the face of it, the condition of the
fabric shown on the Buck (1742? but published by
Robert Sayer in 1776) looks as if it has been
rehabilitated with a new square central tower with
a pagoda pyramidal roof over the gate passage;
and a repaired barbican in good condition.
Whereas the fabric shown by Boydell (1750)
appears earlier, contra Gwyn 2017, 8. Here, the
central tower is missing and the battlements,
especially on the barbican tower, appear damaged
(for an explanation see caption fig. 5).

Fig. 3. East Gate from the south, looking along

Regarding the 14th century works, one source Greengate St, the former town ditch, toward Bank
suggests that the stone bridge was built in 1301-2 Quay. Stonework within the bridge indicates the
(Johns 1962), others suggest that work was pro- original bridge width of approx. 3m.
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Fig. 4. ‘Another Prospect of Caernarvon, taken on the East side’, (detail). John Boydell Delin. et Sculpt. 1750.
From John Boydell’s ‘Collection of One Hundred Views In England and Wales’, published in 1755 and prior to
the refurbishment works seen in fig. 5. From the National Museum of Wales.
Fig. 5. ’The North East View of Caernarvon Castle’. S & N. Buck, ‘1742’. Not published in any volumes until
1776 by Robert Sayer (1725–1794). See Preface to his edition of ‘Bucks Antiquities and Towns’, 3 vols, London
1774, vol. I, pl. V. This detail from the National Museum of Wales. Whilst the engraving credits Samuel Buck
as the originator, it was undoubtedly partially redrawn or altered by Sayer to take into account the
refurbishment work on the gatehouse and a new slim-capped belvedere built over the gate-passage in the
1760s. The top half of the towers may have been open-backed, and may have been heightened in the 1760s
to create an extra storey. See the back of the gatehouse in Buck’s view from the north-west.
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Fig. 6. The Ivan Lapper reconstruction drawing of the East Gate, Caernarfon, from the current Cadw guidebook
(detail). The wooden bridge was replaced in stone in the early 14th century. It is now felt that the stone
barbican tower may not been built or at least not completed until c. 1311. There are also some uncertainties
about the square capped tower (light well?) between the two apsidal towers, which may not have been built
until the 1760s, and there remains a question mark whether the D-shaped towers were full enclosed at the
back until the 18th or 19th century. Compare the design with Porth Uchaf, Conwy town wall. The masons
appear to be working from a template.

gressing in 1306, when four bridge-layers (cubitores pontis) were at work (Colvin 1963 Vol. I,
384). By then and much later, the final link on the
town wall side was a wooden drawbridge.
Accounts dated 1304-5 record the construction of
two new drawbridges, which may have been for
the East Gate: ‘to Henry of Elreton [Ellerton] for
two new bridges made of wood in the said castle
at task, £8 6s 8d. And to the said Matthew of
Silkeston for a device made by him for raising up
the joists and other great timbers, 20s’. (Lewis
1922, 269). The wooden drawbridge is recorded
as being under repair in 1520 (Colvin 1975 Vol. III,
171), so it cannot have been replaced by the
present stone bridge any earlier than the sixteenth century. In 1310, the barbican is
mentioned:‘quedam Barbecana lapidea extra
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portam ibidem pro munitione eiusdem’ (outside
the stone gate of the same place for the protection
by a barbican) (Colvin 1963 Vol. 2 385n). The
barbican may have had its own drawbridge facing
the five-arch bridge over the Cadnant. By 1309 the
barbican was definitely in place, but apparently
the barbican had gone by 1777, no longer showing
on the Vaynol estate survey (CRO Vaynol 4056).
From 1767 - to the present
In 1767, the upper part of the gatehouse was
altered and adapted for use as the Town Hall and
figs. 9-11 highlight various views of the gate
between 1778 - Sandby 1778 (fig. 10), 1791 (frontispiece, Farrington) and Rowlandson, 1794 (fig.
9). Alterations made in 1833, and commemorated
by a tablet in the main archway, were swept away
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Figs. 7 & 8 are reproduced courtesy of EAS (Engineering Archaeological Services) and are taken from pages 39, 40 from their
© Archaeological Assessment Report.

Fig. 7. Caernarfon, the East Gate: The ground-floor plan. East at the top. The tramlines (pavement curbs) along
the High St indicate the approximate width of the original gate passage (3m, 10ft). The chamber to the south
(right) may have been used with the main office of the Exchequer (Now No. 3 Hole-in-the-Wall St). The walls on
either side of the gate-passage appear to have been scraped back by about 1 metre on each side, and windows,
doors inserted. There were fireplaces (blocked) on both N & S walls.

Fig. 8. View of the East Gate - from the east. North to the right. The original abutment of the arch is visible
under the bridge over Greengate St. To the south (left), the original curtain wall with its lower twin-windows..
To the north, corbels remain in place for an external box latrine. The large windows of No 3, Hole in the Wall
St, are shown on the left. It remains uncertain if this chamber was annexed to the South Tower from the early
14th century and used as part of the Exchequer offices.
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Fig. 9: Thomas Rowlandson, 1756–1827, ‘Carnarvon Castle, North Wales 1797’ (1794), watercolour with pen and
grey ink over graphite on medium, smooth, blued white wove paper. Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon
Collection, Accession Number B1977.14.320 (enlarged and cropped).

in 1873 to make way for a new Guildhall and
offices. It has to be said that all these changes and
additions have all been less than remarkable in
their design or quality and offered the gatehouse
no aesthetic favours. These, in turn, were demolished in 1963 and the remains of the gate towers,
freed for the first time for many years of structures
built above and against them, are now seen in
their proper relationship to the town walls fronting Bank Quay and Greengate St. (cf. figs. 11, 12).
The East Gate was the principal landward entrance
to the town and one would expect it to have a
prestigious appearance (cf. Ludlow, Broad Gate).
One usually expects to find twin-towered ‘D’shaped gatehouses in these Edwardian locations
at the end of the thirteenth century, although not
exclusively so (e.g. Flint Outer Ward). At Caernarfon, the seaward side of the town wall, directly on
axis with the same High St was given a prestigious

Water Gate (or Golden Gate), although shorter in
length than the East Gate. It is a twin-towered
‘D’-shaped gateway, originally open-backed at
first-floor level (see fig. 15, Speed and Boydell),
with a small projecting walled barbican. Both Buck
and Boydell show two projecting round towers
flanking the East Gate in 1742(1776)/1750,
which is at variance with the square-plan
gatetower shown on Speed’s plan of 1610.
This, and other points are made clear in the Brooks
and Gwynn report, 2017. This is a valuable and
well-researched document that legitimately questions the status quo, taking the reasonable view
that Speed might have been correct. It is also
mentioned that Speed does not show any of the
towers along the town wall extending any
higher than the curtain walls themselves. They
note that: ‘It is therefore possible that the
towers were raised and the East Gate towers
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Fig. 10. East Gate (or Exchequer Gate), from the north. Paul Sandby, c. 1770s (pencil and watercolour). The
view is from Greengate St (following the line of the original ditch looking at the remaining arch between the
main town gate and the outer ‘barbican’ arch, now the site of a lean-to dwelling against the pier. It is not too
clear how the road from the bridge descended by the time the barbican ‘pedestrian’ arch is crossed, but
Sandby may have turned the arch 45 degrees toward the viewer, for aesthetic affect (Private sale 2019).

added, during the Civil War, when the town and
castle were besieged three times. Civil war siege
tactics have been characterised as ‘very much
behind the times’ (Duffy 2013, 159), and building or raising the height of towers to a medieval
plan should perhaps occasion no surprise’.

the fully-rounded apex/angle tower (Tower 7)
to the north. The open-backed towers appear to
be no higher than the curtain wall. On Speed’s
introductory page that covers Wales, he includes
12 thumbnail ovals of each town within the folio
and they appear in the margins. ‘Carnarvan’ is the
second from the top. In this view, whilst quickly
and roughly sketched, the town wall towers are
shown as higher than the curtain, and the East
Gate does appear to have twin-towered apsidal
fronts to the field; all this is backed up by the Buck
and Boydell engravings.

John Speed
In his Theatrum Imperii Magnae Britannia (Theatre of the Empire of Great Britain) 1616, the
county map of Caernarvonshire is dated 1610,
and it includes town maps of Bangor and Caernarfon (Fig. 13). Speed is generally well known
for his accuracy although he used a number of
cartographers of variable quality to do the site
work (Nicholson 8-18). He accurately records
the castle with its polygonal towers, and the
open-backed town wall towers - all nine, plus

Whilst most tend to rely on Speed, there are
occasionally some anomalies. If we take a few
examples of thirteenth century castles in Wales,
the cartographer perhaps misunderstands or
misreads the building: Harlech castle: The princi-
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Fig. 11. East Gate from the south-east, 1950. NMR Catalogue No: C568056 File Reference: AA51/1431. (©
Copyright Reserved). All the upper levels were removed in 1963, including the extraordinary link block over
the bridge. Notice the aptly named ‘relieving arch’ in the angle between the south tower, above which are
two windows and a roll moulding. Could these have been paired latrines in the lower chamber now part of
No.3 Hole in the Wall St, which once may have been part of the Exchequer complex (Inset)?
Fig. 12 Below: Exterior view from the north, 1950. NMR Catalogue No: C568054. File Ref: AA51/1429 (©
Copyright Reserved). Reproduced with thanks.
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Fig. 13. John Speed - Introductory page to the Wales portfolio of county maps, 1616. Thumbnail of ‘Carnarvan’
showing the curtain towers above wall height, and possibly the East Gate with D-shaped apsidal twin towers.

pal (and only) gatehouse is drawn as a minitowered four-cornered courtyard within a larger
castle; Pembroke castle: all curtain towers are
shown as square, but in fact are fully circular;
Denbigh castle: curtain towers shown as
rounded, and not polygonal as many are. Montgomery: the twin-towered gatehouses are not
shown. Beaumaris castle: north-east gatehouse
is not shown; the southwest gatehouse is shown
as a gateway. So whilst Speed is usually reliable,
sometimes, a form of shorthand is used. We
should not always take Speed literally and
caution is therefore required. On the other hand,
the two significant castle gatehouses at Caernarfon have flat fronts (King’s Gate and Queen’s
Gate), and as the castle architecturally is iconic
with highly-charged symbolism, something special
and different might be expected. Whilst there are
a few town-wall towers that have been refurbished and possibly heightened, most were openTHE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP

backed as noted, and maintain their original fabric
to the correct height. Most are now roofed and
converted to other domestic functions.
The Civil War
The proposition made in the Brooks and Gwyn
report (p. 29) is that in Phase 2 radical changes
took place between 1610 and 1742, which relate
to the new construction of the ‘D’ shaped
towers flanking the gate-passage, based on
documentary evidence. One possibility suggested is that the gatehouse was part of the
Civil War (1642-1651) defences that came under
heavy bombardment of the town and the
towers had to be rebuilt. Recent archaeology
has found Civil War canon balls buried in the
fabric of the gate-tower (Wales on Line 18
February 2020). All this is highly plausible, and
it suggests that following the Civil War, original
13th-century rounded/apsidal towers were
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Fig. 14. East Gate from the bridge outside the walls - from the east. The axis is precisely on High St, and hence
it is angled slightly askew to the line of the curtain. The flat roof is late-nineteenth century. Numerous
stonework interventions and patching are obvious.

made good, patched up and refaced in similar
coursed stonework. Such work at this time
would only have been for civic pride or aesthetic reasons rather than serious defence and
there would have been no necessity to rebuild
the gatehouse tower walls to the same thickness as the existing curtain walls. The curtain
walls are approximately 2m (6ft 6’) thick - military
gauge rather than domestic and the current
bastion walls are exactly the same width. The
internal rooms have standard features (e.g.
straight-sided arrow-loop embrasures) that were
common in the 13th century, but of no necessity

to replicate in the 17th century as they would no
longer have a useful function. Fishtail arrow
loops found in some areas (Report, plate 34; fig.
13, lower north tower - right) were in use in the
Edwardian era (with many at Harlech, outer
bailey). Internal changes make it difficult to
unpick the original configuration, and it is true
that repeated changes obscure early mouldings
that could offer a greater certainty with diagnostic analysis. External accretions (figs 9-12), now
removed, complicate the picture. On balance,
this writer is happy to see the lower parts of the
bastion towers as late thirteenth century.

Fig. 15. The back of the Caernarfon Water Gate (or Golden Gate); although shorter in length. It is a twin-towered
‘D’-shaped gateway, originally open-backed at first-floor level.
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