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ABSTRACT
This report presents the findings of a desktop analysis conducted on the Iron Age Landscape of the Aeron Valley, specifically within a 3.5-kilometre radius of Llanllyr located near Talsarn, Lampeter, Ceredigion. Hillforts or enclosures are the primary evidence of the Iron Age period in this area. Before discussing the research results on the specific location, the report outlines the high number of Hillforts in southwest Wales. Four Hillforts encircle Llanllyr on the uplands, with one possible barrow linked to a Hillfort. Archaeological excavations have been limited in these locations, and their classifications as Iron Age are mainly due to their construction methods, shapes, and locations. In conclusion, there is still much to learn about this historical period, and our knowledge increases with each new archaeological discovery.
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1. INTRODUCTION
This report examines the Iron Age landscape surrounding Llanllyr, Talsarn, Lampeter, Ceredigion SA48 8QB, located in the Aeron Valley and community of Llanfihangel Ystrad (See Figures 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5 and 1.6). The Iron Age period covers approximately 800 BC to the start of the Roman conquest of Wales in AD 74 (Ritchie, 2018). This report will provide an overview of Llanllyr and the research results on the Iron Age history and landscape of the location before discussing the findings.
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The Ordnance Survey Map Reference (OS) for Llanllyr is SN5440055930, and the What3Words is seaside.history.valuables (Grid Reference Finder, 2024). The location is accessed via the B4337. Llanllyr is situated on a river terrace above the floodplain in the River Aeron Valley with steep slopes on both sides (See Figures 1.7 and 1.8), extending from Aberaeron to Llyn Eiddwen near the peak of Mynydd Bach (Discover Ceredigion, 2024).  
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Llanllyr is a working farm. Llanllyr House was built around 1830 to replace an earlier structure located on or near the site of the medieval Llanllyr Nunnery (Murphy, 2017). See Figures 1.9, 1.10 and 1.11.
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This rural area is known for sheep farming. The hills are composed of resistant Ordovician and Silurian formations, and the area has river systems formed by melting glaciers (Natural Resources Wales, 2014).
2. METHODS
A decision was made to study the Iron Age landscape surrounding Llanllyr within a 3.5-kilometre radius (See Figure 2.1). Secondary research was conducted using available resources, data was analysed, and the results were recorded.   
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3. RESULTS
The Landscape
In Wales during the Iron Age, cooler and wetter climates led to resource competition, tension, and conflict, emphasising defence and land ownership (Ritchie, 2018; Caseldine, 2018). Iron Age and Romano-British human activity impacted the landscape, as seen in the paleoenvironmental record. Woodland clearance, agriculture, crop, and animal husbandry were evident in pollen, plant, and animal remains (Caseldine, 2018). Pollen records show increasing clearance activity during the later prehistoric era, leading to a more open landscape by the end of the period (Caseldine, 2018). Pollen diagrams, specifically from Llanllyr (2024), are available for further analysis (UWTSD, 2024).  Tregaron Bog presents a comprehensive picture of human civilisation in West Wales during the Iron Age, showing increased agricultural activity before and during the Roman era. The surrounding area was mainly covered by scrubby woodland during the mid to late Iron Age (Caseldine, 2018).

Floodplains such as the Aeron Valley offer arable land for cereals, meadows for cattle and hay, and marsh for reeds, rushes, and willow - all used for thatching, wattle, and baskets (Brown, 2009, p. 189). Herding was likely the main focus in an open plateau landscape with woodland management and limited meadows in narrow valley bottoms (Murphy et al., 2012). Evidence shows cereal cultivation in Wales despite pastoral dominance. Cereal pollen found at Hillforts like Caer Cadwgan suggests local or regional cultivation (Caseldine, 2018).

The Demetae Tribe
Ptolemy's writings, Tacitus' descriptions, and other evidence show that Wales had at least five tribal areas (Cunliffe, 2005, ch. 9) (See Appendix A). The Demetae lived in the far southwest, which may have included the lower portion of Cardiganshire (Davies, 1963; Cunliffe, 2005, ch. 9). The Roman military presence in southwest Wales was limited, possibly due to the lack of resistance. A garrison in Carmarthen was likely sufficient for the peaceful occupation of local villages and hamlets, which differs from the hostile Silurian territory (Cunliffe, 2005, ch. 9; Jarrett and Mann, 1968, pp. 161-167). Iron Age Ceredigion had three population pockets in the north, central-east around Lampeter, and southwest around Cardigan (Driver, 2023, p. 55).

Hillforts
In West Wales, settlements were dispersed, and well-drained rolling plateau areas were preferred. The distribution of hillforts and the suitability of soils for farming are highly interconnected (Brown, 2009, p. 190). Chiefs and petty chiefs ruled Ceredigion's Iron Age farmers for 500 years before the Roman conquest. These leaders were based in hillforts and defended enclosures, which symbolised authority, provided refuge, and facilitated tribute collection and trade (RCAHMW, 2024). Extensive networks must have existed for controlling surpluses and acquiring items such as iron tools (Murphy et al., 2012). Hillforts in the Aeron Valley would have controlled trade by managing access along the river and lowland (Brown, 2009, p. 197).

Many Hillforts are still visible in the archaeological record of Wales from this period (See Figure 3.1) (Ritchie, 2018). Hillforts served as enclosed areas with restricted access rather than just for military purposes (Harding, 2012, pp. 1-5). Despite the absence of ditched field boundaries, the high density of sites meant that most of the landscape was utilised in some way during the Late Iron Age and Romano-British period (Murphy et al., 2012). 
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Hillforts in Wales were built during the 4th and 3rd centuries BC. The more significant defences were constructed in the later Iron Age, starting around the 4th century BC (Ritchie, 2018). Iron Age settlements in southwest Wales (See Figure 3.2) ranged from large Hillforts to small enclosures (Murphy and Mainwaring, 2004). Dating Welsh settlements poses a significant challenge, as it heavily relies on the presence of Roman pottery (Harding, 2023, ch. 7).
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Important Hillforts can be found along the Welsh coast, including Pen Dinas in Ceredigion (Ritchie, 2018). Settlements continued during the Roman occupation and beyond (Murphy et al., 2006). Iron Age settlements in southwest Wales became smaller and more numerous as the population grew. Defended settlements in south Ceredigion were similar in number to current large farms, indicating a comparable population size (Murphy, 2018).

There are 227 defended enclosures and related sites in Ceredigion, of which 49 are Scheduled Ancient Monuments. Ceredigion has more Hillforts than the other two counties in southwest Wales (Murphy and Murphy, 2010). Research shows that there are 4 Iron Age Hillforts in the search area for this report, which are recorded as Scheduled Monuments (Data Map Wales, 2024) (See Figures 3.3 and 3.4).
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Further research shows an additional Barrow, Bryn Mynach, located near Castell Perthi-Mawr (Murphy et al., 2006). The five locations are listed below and displayed in Figure 3.5. Further information is included in the Appendix.

1. Pen Clawdd-Mawr (See Appendix B).
2. Castell Cwmere (See Appendix C).
3. Pen-y-Gaer (See Appendix D).
4. Castell Perthi-Mawr (See Appendix E).
5. Bryn Mynach (See Appendix F).
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MATERIAL CULTURE

Unfortunately, limited archaeological excavations have been conducted, resulting in a scarcity of material culture from the Iron Age in Wales (Ritchie, 2018; Murphy et al., 2012). To further confound archaeological discoveries, the soils in Wales are primarily acidic, making it challenging to preserve prehistoric bone remains. (Davis, 2018). The Portable Antiquities Scheme shows no Iron Age objects registered in the search area (See Figure 3.6) (Portable Antiquities Scheme, 2024).
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However, within Ceredigion, finds have been recovered from rare excavations of Hillforts. Caer Cadwgan near Lampeter is one location of an archaeological excavation between 1984 and 1989 (Coflein, 2021). Various finds have been recovered from excavations of the largest hillfort in Ceredigion, Pen Dinas in Aberystwyth (Coflein, 2021). The Penbryn Spoons (See Figure 3.7) were found by a farmer at the second-largest hillfort, Castell Nadolig, in 1829 (Coflein, 2021) and are among the most elaborate examples of Iron Age artefacts. It has been suggested that religious specialists, possibly the Druids, used these spoons as tools for divination (Coflein, 2021)..
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4. DISCUSSION

During the Iron Age, Wales was home to small farming communities and Hillforts. These Hillforts, located close to each other, may have belonged to separate communities in the Aeron Valley, possibly the Demetae tribe. They provided little opposition to Rome, so were not impacted like other rebellious Welsh tribes. Floodplains like the Aeron Valley offered fertile land for crops, pastures for livestock, and wetlands for natural resources such as reeds and willow. This area is still primarily a farming community where the population speaks Welsh. It is, therefore, possible to compare those aspects of the current population and the population of the Iron Age.

The report shows around 227 sites in Ceredigion, indicating the county's diverse population of small communities. While most of these sites have not been excavated, archaeological surveys have provided sufficient data to date the Hillforts to the Iron Age. However, determining the exact construction and occupation dates would require physical excavation and material analysis. The lack of excavations has resulted in few artefacts, but the Penbryn spoons reflect their advanced culture. The four Hillforts found within the scope of this report were strategically placed on elevated positions in the uplands, overlooking the fertile valley below, abundant in resources for hunting and livestock management. The position of the hillforts would have controlled trade and access through the valley, beginning on the coast at Aberaeron and leading inland. During this time, woodland clearance increased, leading to a more open landscape in the valley. The local warrior aristocracy controlled the surplus agricultural produce, which was stored and redistributed in Hillforts, reinforcing their dominant position. 

New technology has revolutionised surveying of Iron Age sites, with airborne remote sensing, LiDAR, and drones being the most efficient methods. Protecting and investigating the historical environment is crucial for preserving the identity of local communities. 
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APPENDIX A: The Tribes of Western Britain.
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APPENDIX B: Pen Clawdd-Mawr

National Grid Reference: SN555553
Elevation: 127 metres.
What3Words: jokers.thick.feasting
Translation: Pen (head of, or top) Clawdd (bank, hedge, ditch) Mawr (Big) (Driver, 2023, p. 17)
[image: A close-up of a patch of grass

Description automatically generated]Pen Clawdd-Mawr is a damaged Iron Age earthwork Fort located on the tip of an inland promontory (See Figures 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5) (Murphy et al., 2006).
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APPENDIX C: Castell Cwmere

National Grid Reference: SN53305442
Elevation: 137 metres.
What3Words: minder.joke.truckload
Translation: Castell (castle) Cwmere (location Cwmere) (Driver, 2023, p. 17)
[image: ]Castell Cwmere is a well-preserved earthwork promontory fort that is naturally protected by steep slopes to the north and east that overlook Cwmere and a steep slope to the west that descends to a small stream (See Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4) (Murphy et al., 2006).



















             












APPENDIX D: Pen-y-Gaer

National Grid Reference: SN577583
Elevation: 203 metres.
What3Words: history.lakeside.flashing
Translation: Pen (head of, or top) Y (of) Gaer (fort) (Driver, 2023, p. 17; Google Translate, 2024).
Pen y Gaer is an oval-shaped hillfort located on a plateau at the end of a promontory (See Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4) (Murphy et al., 2006).
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APPENDIX E: Castell Perthi-Mawr

National Grid Reference: SN52805899
Elevation: 265 metres.
What3Words: held.pedicure.salad
Translation: Castell (castle) Perthi (hedges) Mawr (big) (Driver, 2023, p. 17; Google Translate, 2024)
Castell Perthi-Mawr is an earthwork Iron Age hillfort that is still in good condition. It has two banks around it (See Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4). It is situated on a commanding hilltop. The hill slopes steeply downwards in all directions, especially towards the east (Murphy et al., 2006).
[image: A collage of maps

Description automatically generated]



APPENDIX F: Bryn-Mynach (Castell Perthi-Mawr Barrow Cemetery)

National Grid Reference: SN5293059110
Elevation: 253 metres.
What3Words: stole.fish.defected
Translation: Bryn (Hill) Mynach (Monk) (Driver, 2023, p. 17; Google Translate, 2024).

An isolated square barrow situated on the rounded summit of a ridge to the northeast of Castell Perthi-Mawr (See Figure 1). It contains a central grave pit that is aligned east-west. This barrow was discovered during an aerial survey 2006 (Murphy et al., 2006).
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Figure 1.1: LLanllyr, Talsarn, Ceredigion Figure 1.2: Ceredigion Boundary outlined in blue
(Google Maps, 2024). (National Library Scotland, 2024).
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Figure 1.3: Location of Llanllyr (Google Earth, 2024).
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Figure 1.4: Llanllyr, Talsarn indicated by red pinpoint
(Google Maps, 2024).
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Figure 1.5: Llanfihangel Ystrad Community outlined in red
(Google Maps, 2024).
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Figure 1.6: Llanllyr Farm, Talsarn (Google Maps, 2024)
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Figure 1.7: OS Map showing the location of Llanllyr in the Aeron Valley (OS Maps, 2024).
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Fig.1.8: Image showing the topography of the Aeron Valley courtesy of M. Bates.
Into the Field PowerPoint presentation, 2024. The red star is Llanllyr (UWTSD, 2024).
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Figure 1.9: Digitised postcard image of Llanllyr Mansion (Coflein, 2021).
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Figure 1.10: Llanllyr Map 1888-1913. Figure 1.11: OS Map 1887
(National Library Scotland, 2024). (National Library of Wales, 2024).
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Figure 2.1: 3.5-kilometre radius from Llanllyr (Maps and Directions, 2023).
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Figure 3.1: The hillforts and defended farmsteads of Wales.
The map shows terrain over 200m (shaded) (Driver, 2023, p. 5).
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Figure 3.2: Map showing the distribution of all defended enclosures/hillforts
in southwest Wales (Murphy and Mainwaring, 2004).
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Figure 3.3: Iron Age Scheduled Monuments (Data Map Wales, 2024).
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Figure 3.4: LiDAR map showing Hillforts (Data Map Wales, 2024).
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Figure 3.6: Research results for Iron Age (Portable Antiquities Scheme, 2024).
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Figure 1: The tribes of Western Britain (Cunliffe, 2005, ch. 9).
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Figure 1: Ground photograph (Murphy et al., 2006). Figure 2: Aerial photograph (Murphy et al., 2006).
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Figure 3: OS Map showing Pen Clawdd-Mawr. Figure 4: LIDAR image showing Pen Clawdd-Mawr
(Murphy et al., 2006). (Data Map Wales, 2024).
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(National Library of Wales, 2024).
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Figure 2: OS survey map scale 1:500
(Murphy et al,, 2006).

Figure 1: Aerial photograph (Murphy et al., 2006).
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Figure 3: Castell Cwmere shown on Map 1888-1913 Figure 4: LIDAR image of Castell Cwmere
(National Library of Wales, 2024). (Data Map Wales, 2024).
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Figure 1: Ground photograph looking towards site Figure 2: Aerial photograph
(Murphy et al,, 2006). (Murphy et al,, 2006).
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Figure 3: 05 Map showing Pen-y-Gaer Figure 4: LIDAR image showing Pen-y-Gaer
(Murphy et al., 2006). (Data Map Wales 2024)
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Figure 1: Castell Perthi Mawr on Map 1888-1913 Figure 2: LIDAR image showing Perthi Mawr
(Murphy et al., 2006). (Data Map Wales, 2024).

Figure 3: Aerial Photo (Murphy et al,, 2006). Figure 4: OS Map indicating site (Murphy et al., 2006).
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Figure 1: Aerial photograph of Bryn Mynach (Murphy et ., 2006).
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Assessment Task: Landscape Characterisation — Use of Sources.

1500 words max. Plus 500 word equivalent for images, maps, plans, illustrations etc.





