
If you were to walk downhill to the car park below the castle on Hwylfar Nant you 
would find the water gate of Harlech castle. 

A water gate provides a castle with direct access to the sea so that goods can be brought 
in directly by boat.

Location: 
Harlech Castle car park, Harlech,  
Gwynedd LL46 2UD

Grid reference: 
SH 58100 31200

Directions: 
From the castle car park walk around to the side  
of the castle so you can see out to sea 

 Time: 15 mins       Region: Wales Landscape: coastal

Viewpoint

Time and tide wait  
for no-one

But why is Harlech’s water gate stranded on dry land and nearly 
a mile from the sea? 



From our vantage point beside the castle it is clear we are on the edge of a cliff. Face the sea and 
note how the ground drops away quickly in front of you to flat ground below, which extends out to 
the sand dunes and the beach.

If you look to your right (north) and a little behind you towards the hills, you should be able to trace 
the line of the cliffs through the landscape for several miles. If you had stood here 700 years ago 
the sea would have lapped against this cliff edge and the land beyond would not have existed.

So what has happened?

From around the 1300s particles of rock and sand carried by the waves began to build up along 
the edge of the cliffs. The wind mostly blows into Harlech from the south-west and so the waves 
gradually washed the particles northwards up the coast.

At Harlech the coastline used to simply bend inland where the River Dwyryd met the sea. However, 
as the particles were washed up the coast they began to collect on the bend. Over time so much 
material collected here it created a finger of land, which projected out into the estuary.

The stronger currents in the middle of the river prevented the finger from completely crossing the 
estuary, and winds from the north-west smoothed the end of the finger into a curve. This feature 
is called a spit.
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The body of water between the spit and 
the old coastline was protected from the 
wind and waves and so it formed a calm 
lagoon. Over time sand and mud from the 
river collected up here creating a new area 
of marshy land. This is the land that now 
separates Harlech castle and its cliffs from 
the sea.

So when the castle was built, back in 1283, 
the water gate at the base of the cliffs 
provided perfect access to the sea. It is 
only over time, and because of the growth 
of the spit, that sand and marshes have 
accumulated here, meaning the coastline 
today is nearly a mile away.


