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Examine the place-names of one area in Wales. What does their study bring to an understanding of the topography, history and language of the area?
Radnorshire is a historic county in east-central Wales, on the English border, lying within the present county of Powys. This essay will offer a brief study of some selected place names from the area from fifty-five that were researched. It will look at names with topographical, ecclesiastical, habitative and Old English elements, with a view to discerning something of the history of the county. 
The Welsh name for Radnorshire, Sir Faesyfed, translates to ‘the county of the open-field of Hyfaidd’, where Sir is a loan word from old English scīr (‘care/official charge/county’) which became ‘shire’ in modern English, and the Welsh maesyfed which is a little more complex:
	Maesyfed appears to be a name of considerable antiquity referring to the vale of 	Radnor (vro hyueid, c. 1258 [c.1400], ‘territory (or lowland) of Hyfaidd’, but nothing 	certain is known of him. The modern form with -yfed reflects association with yfed 	‘to drink’. Radnor was probably taken directly from the medieval lordship 	(Radenovere 1231, Radenore, de Valle de Radenoure 1293)…The county of 	Radnorshire, Sir Faesyfed, was established 1536 – 42.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Hywel Wyn Owen and Richard Morgan, Dictionary Of The Place-Names Of Wales, (Llandysul, Gomer Press, 2007), pp. 348 – 349.] 

It seems therefore, that the Welsh form relates to a personal name of a landowner lost to antiquity. Owen and Morgan do not make much of the -yfed form, but an interesting entry in ‘A Topographical Dictionary of Wales’ published in 1849 by S. Lewis suggests that the word translates as ‘the imbibing or absorbent meadow’ evidently due to the ebb and flow of the river Somergill which sinks into the ground near the town.[footnoteRef:2] It also offers further clarification on the identity of Hyfaidd: ‘the district was so called from having belonged to Hyvaidd, son of Caradoc Vraichvras, at one time prince of the country.’[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Samuel Lewis, Radnor – Radnorshire (no date) https://www.british-history.ac.uk/topographical-dict/wales/pp331-345 [accessed 03 January 2022]
]  [3:  Ibid.] 

	Before the Roman occupation in the 1st century CE, the area was populated by the Ordovices, and burial mounds and Iron Age hillforts attest to their presence. Roman occupation persisted for three centuries until their withdrawal, after which the area became a place of refuge to the Britons (the ancestors of the Welsh), when Britain was subjected to Anglo-Saxon invasion, beginning early in the 4th century CE. The border between Radnorshire and England is lined by Offa’s Dyke, an impressive earth wall built by Offa, King of Mercia, sometime in the 780’s. It is not surprising therefore to find that there is a mix of Welsh and English linguistic influences to the east of the county. By the 16th century, the area was almost entirely English speaking, and Henry VIII formally created Radnorshire, within the principality of Wales, in 1536 through the Act of Union.
	Beginning with the landscape, Radnorshire is described as having:
	 …smooth, rolling, open moors, dissected by steep sided valleys with hedgerow-	enclosed pastures by small rivers and streams, and ancient woodlands. Unfenced 	moorland roads reinforce the sense of openness and being away from the confines 	and pressures of other, more urbanised landscapes.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Natural Resources Wales, National Landscape Character Radnorshire Hills (2014) https://www.cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru [accessed 16 December 2021].] 

The topography is well expressed in the place names relating to the area as the following exploration will reveal. Beginning with some simple examples, appearing twice on the map section is the name Drum Ddu, which means ‘black ridge’, where Drum is ‘ridge’ and Ddu  is ‘black’. The simplicity of the name makes it easy to translate straight from Welsh, however the dating for these names at this location has been difficult to establish. Owen and Morgan’s description of the name relates to an area in Caernarfonshire dated to 1841, but there is no entry for Radnorshire. The first element in the name is the generic element which will usually describe the feature, in this case a rocky ridge, followed by a qualifying element, in this case the black colour of the rock. Combined they offer a description of the ridge peaks in the areas close to Llanwrthwl, and Llangammarch Wells. 
	Another simple place name is Fron which simply means ‘hill’ and the name was established in 1851 and is: ‘Located on the western slopes of a small hill above the river Ieithon’.[footnoteRef:5] The word also means ‘breast’ in Welsh and may link to a much earlier perception of the landscape as a feminine sovereignty goddess. There are several other simplistic names in the map section including Nant-Glas, literally ‘blue stream’ from 1833, and Glascwm meaning ‘green valley’. Glascwm appears twice on the map, as a settlement and as the name of a hill and has a more interesting etymology, as it is first recorded as Glascun c. 1090 and underwent a series of linguistic changes: Glasgwm c. 1180, Glascum in 1188, and in 1292 became Landou Glascom in Eluael: [5:  Hywel Wyn Owen and Richard Morgan, Dictionary Of The Place-Names Of Wales, (Llandysul, Gomer Press, 2007), p. 158.] 

	glas occurs several times in the area, as a derivative dim. In the r.n. Glasgwmig 	(Glascwm-ig 1833) and a stream name and farm name Glasnant (Glasnant c. 1817). 	The 1292 form refers to the parish church dedicated to Dewi in the cantref of Elfael, 	which prompted some to interpret the first el. as clas ‘monastic community’ (klas … 	a small Lordship c. 1700) belonging to St. David’s.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Owen and Morgan, Dictionary, p. 168.] 

From this description, it seems possible that the name has an ecclesiastical origin, however, it is possible that the name derives from pre-Christian influences which described the topography, and that the ecclesiastical significance was a later addition. The valleys of Radnorshire are indeed deep and prominent features which makes them a likely candidate for pre-Christian etymology, particularly as there is a hill of the same name which may pre-date the settlement. One final note of interest in this name is that the word order is irregular in that it does not follow the usual generic/qualifier pattern, rather, it is an inversion compound which places the qualifying element first, in this case the colour glas.
	Yardro, meaning ‘rough ground near an enclosure’ is of interest because it appears to originate from Old English. This is not surprising given that the locations proximity to the English border. The name may be comprised of two OE elements geard (meaning ‘enclosure’) and rūh (meaning ‘rough’). Owen and Morgan explain the chronology as follows:
	Kay Lloyd or the Yardro 1715, Yardro Farm 1771, Yardro 1891. The forms are very 	late indeed for an OE origin but the name appears to be identical to le Yardroue 1325 	Cheshire. The otherwise unattested W Kay Lloyd has cae + llwyd ‘grey (or brown) 	enclosure’ probably developed independently of the E name but did not survive.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Owen and Morgan, Dictionary, p. 499.] 

There are several OE origin names close to the border in Radnorshire, including Evenjobb, (Welsh: Einsiob) which means ‘Emma’s remote enclosed valley. First recorded as: ‘Emynghop 1304, Evyngeopp 1544, Einsiop 16 cent.’[footnoteRef:8] Owen and Morgan state that the Welsh version is not well attested and ‘probably derives from colloquial contraction.’[footnoteRef:9] Kinnerton is also from OE and translates as ‘Cynheards settlement’ where Cynheard is a personal name. First recorded as ‘Kynardton 1304, Kynarton 1343, Keynarthe alias Keynarton 1549, Kinart 1670, Kinert c. 1700’.[footnoteRef:10] Despite the later recorded dating, these names may be evidential of the introduction of an Anglo-Saxon population by King Offa after he expelled the Britons living in the area concurrent with constructing his infamous border wall in the late 7th century.  [8:  Owen and Morgan, p. 143.]  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  Owen and Morgan, p. 207.] 

	Rhos-y-meirch is a name which does not appear in Owen and Morgan’s dictionary, and is therefore difficult to date, but a basic Welsh to English dictionary translation gives ‘Moor of the horses.’[footnoteRef:11] It may be possible to conjecture that the name may have pre-Christian origins not just because of the importance placed on horses in Celtic culture as symbols of sovereignty and warriorship, but also because of a traceable linguistic link: ‘marca is the Celtic word for horse.’[footnoteRef:12] However, it is just as likely that the moor was named thus simply because there were horses living on it. [11:  Heini Gruffudd, The Welsh Learners Dictionary, (Talybont, Y Lolfa Cyf, 2009), p. 106.]  [12:  J.N.G and W.F. Ritchie, ‘The Army, Weapons And Fighting’, in The Celtic World, ed. by Miranda Green (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 37 – 58 (p. 44).] 

	The area has an extensive range of names relating to churches and local and international saints, indicative of the significance of religion in the history of the county. Some of the names also relate to topographical features. The most common place names are those that begin with the generic element Llan meaning ‘church’. As most villages tended to be built around the sites of churches, it is therefore obvious that a Llan name will indicate settlements established in the post-Celtic period, from around the 3rd or 4th century CE onwards. Naming settlements after the church in the Medieval period is understandable given that church and religion were a phenomenon which governed the lives and beliefs of the people in a way which may be difficult to comprehend today. The element Llan originally meant ‘enclosure’ without ecclesiastical connotations, such as can be seen in perllan (pear orchard/enclosure), ydlan (rick yard). It also appears in much earlier Brittonic evidence, such as the fort at Hadrian’s Wall known as Vindolanda, meaning ‘white enclosure’. During the Middle Ages it became the practice to build churches around cemeteries so that the dead could lie in holy ground, rather than in separate burial sites as had been the custom previously. As a result of this, Llan came to mean ‘an enclosure around a cemetery’ and then eventually ‘church’.
	Beginning with the largest settlement in the area, Llandrindod Wells means ‘church of the Trinity at the wells’ and is, in its current form, obviously composed of both Welsh and English elements: Llan (church), trindod (trinity) and the English ‘wells’. The name was originally Llanddwy meaning ‘church of God’, from 1283, but the change in dedication to the Trinity occurred in the 1500’s in keeping with other churches in the region, with the following forms and chronology: ‘Llandynddod 1535, Llan Yr dryndot 1543, Llandrindod 1549, Llandrindod Wells 1794.’[footnoteRef:13] Due to its proximity to mineral springs, the modern spa town was established and developed in the 18th and 19th centuries and was initially known as ‘The Wells.’ [13:  Owen and Morgan, Dictionary, p. 232.] 

	Another composite of Welsh and English is found in Abbeycwmhir. This name means ‘Abbey at the long valley’ and as such comprises an ecclesiastical English element with a topographical Welsh qualifier. The earliest reference to the location is recorded as Kwmhir dated to 1198 and subsequently Cumhyr  c. 1200. In its current form, the name is modern, most likely coined in the 18th century coinciding with Sir William Fowler erecting St. Mary’s Church near his home Abbeycwmhir Hall and the ruins of the original abbey described here by the Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust:
	The origin of Abbeycwmhir focuses on the Cistercian abbey which was perhaps 	founded in 1143, but properly established in 1176. Its importance was enhanced 	when Llywelyn ap Gruffudd was buried here in 1282. It was partially destroyed by 	Owain Glyndŵr in 1402 and probably never recovered from this, as it was worth only 	a very small amount when dissolved by Henry VIII in 1535. Unlike some other 	Cistercian foundations (e.g. Valle Crucis) there is no evidence at all for a pre-existing 	settlement which was cleared away to make space for the monastery.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Clwyd Powys Archaeological Trust, Historic Settlement Survey – Radnorshire (2009) https://www.cpat.org.uk/ycom/radnor/abbeycwmhir.pdf [accessed 05 January 2022].] 

From this information this place name derives from an ecclesiastical origin as the name was established to reflect the Abbey and a description of its general location, and the lack of evidence for a pre-existing settlement likely rules out any connection to earlier etymology.
	There is a wealth of place names in Radnorshire with Llan as the generic element and it is beyond the scope of this essay to examine them all, so for the sake of streamlining, Llan names which connect to local and international saints will form the main area of study. 
	Llansantffraid, Llansantffraed – in – Elwel, and Llansanffraid Cwmdauddwr are all place names which reference the Irish saint, Bridget of Kildare, as Ffraid  is the Welsh form of Bride (Bridget). Llansanffraid literally means ‘Church of saint Ffraid’ and the name has undergone several linguistic changes over the centuries: 
Lansefred c.1100, Lan San Fraid 1140 – 1150, Lanseffrei, -ey 1148 – c. 1155, 	Llansanffreit 1215/22 (1231 – 2), Sancta Brigida 1254, Brydecherch 1310 – 1311, St. 	Mary de Sancto Brigida 1476, ll. San.ffred c.1566.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Owen and Morgan, Dictionary, p. 276.] 

One can reasonably assume that the name changes refer to the church rather than the settlement and based on the chronology and overall dedication to Saint Ffraid, it is also safe to assume that the settlement was an early medieval foundation. 
	Llansanffraid Cwmdauddwr means the The ‘church of saint Ffraid in the commote of Dauddwr. A ‘commote’ was a secular division of land in medieval Wales from the Welsh cwmwd meaning ‘abode together’.[footnoteRef:16] The dauddwr part refers to the two rivers Elan and Wye. The area is first recorded as:  [16:  Definitions, Commote https://www.definitions.net/definition/commote [accessed 09 January 2022]] 

Launsanfret by Raeyrdyr in 1368, Llansanfrid in Comytoyther  1536 – 9…The 	commote is Comot Deudor 12cent, Cwmtoythur 1406, k. dayddwr c.1566…Two of the 	forms refer to the adjoining town of Rhaedr.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Owen and Morgan, Dictionary, P. 277.] 

The name is suggestive of a church and settlement due to the meaning of the ‘commote’ portion, where people lived together between the two rivers, and because the oldest forms reference an adjoining town.
	Llansanffraed – in – Elwell (W. Elfae)l translates as ‘church of saint Ffraid in Elfael. Elfael refers to the name of the cantref Elfael, which itself was originally divided into two commotes, Uwch Mynydd and Is Mynydd, meaning ‘above the mountain’ and ‘below the mountain’ respectively. Elfael was likely to have been a personal name of the owner of the cantref. The names of the church are recorded as follows: ‘Lansanfret in Elevain c. 1200, Lansanffered 1276, Bridechurch 1291, St. Briget in Elwael Uchmynydd 1434’.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Owen and Morgan, p. 278.] 

These place names infer that a cult of saint Ffraid was flourishing in Radnorshire in the early medieval period, however, it is likely that these sites, and the devotion to saint Ffraid are much older given that Irish and other Celtic missionaries had been involved in Christian conversion in Wales up until the 6th century.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Encyclopedia.com, The Catholic Church In Wales https://www.encyclopedia.com [accessed 09 January 2022]
] 

	Llandewi Ystradenni and Llandewi’r Cwm are both sites with churches dedicated to St. David, the former translating to the ‘church of Dewi in the vale of Nynnid’.[footnoteRef:20] It appears that ‘Nynnid’ was a feminine personal name, and interestingly, modern road signs do not include Ystradenni, and yet, as we can see in the following chronology, it seems to have been the original name of the site with Llandewi not appearing until later: ‘…ystrad nynhid, ystrat nynhit 12 cent. (early 14 cent.), Thlandewi  1297, Llandewyw Stradu(n)nye 1544, ll.dewi ystrad yni c.1566, Llanddeywy Stradyny 1582’.[footnoteRef:21] The latter, Llandewi’r Cwm, translates as simply ‘church of Dewi in the valley’, and was first recorded as Sancti David de Cum in Buelt between 1176 and 1198. It then became ‘Landewycum 1254, ll. ðewi y kwm c. 1566’.[footnoteRef:22] As its qualifier suggests, the site is indeed located in a deep and narrow valley known as Cwm Duhonwy, so the place name has a topographical element as well as an ecclesiastical one. Both sites seem to have been established around the same time in the 12th century, much like the cult of St. Ffraid, indicating perhaps that saint veneration was extremely popular during this period. [20:  Owen and Morgan, p. 226.]  [21:  Ibid.]  [22:  Owen and Morgan, p. 225.] 

	International saints also have their place in Radnorshire, notably St. Peter and St. Michael. St. Peter is remembered in the simple Llanbedr, which of course, means ‘church of Peter’. Owen and Morgan give ‘lannpetyr 1160 – 85, Lanpetr’ 1291’ with the earliest name again falling into the 12th century period as with the local saints. The place name is popular all over Wales, again highlighting the importance of saint worship in the medieval period.
St Michael appears in his angelic form in the place names Llanfihangel Rhydithon and Llanfihangel – Nant – Melan. The former translates as ‘church of Mihangel near a ford on (the river) Ieithon’ and Owen and Morgan offer the following in terms of chronological development: ‘Langmiclen 1291, Thlan Mihangel Redyethan 1304, Llanvyangell ridythan c. 1545, ll. V’el Rydeithion c. 1566’.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Owen and Morgan, p. 249.] 

The latter translates simply as the ‘church of Mihangel in Nant Melan’ where the river name is Melan, possibly relating to the Welsh mêl meaning ‘honey, sweet’.[footnoteRef:24] The original name is recorded as the Latin ‘Sancti Michaelis de Nantmelan 1176 – 98, St. Michael of Nant Melan 1231, St. Michael, Llan Melan 1398, Mychelchurche c.1545, ll. V’el nan melan c. 1566.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Owen and Morgan, p. 248.]  [25:  Ibid.] 

Finally, some Radnorshire place names simply describe the habitats of the population of the county. For example, there are simple place names such as Tyn y Graig which simply means ‘house on the rock’ and the more complex Pentre-Llwyn-Llwd meaning ‘village near the grey grove’. The entry for Pentre-Llwyn-Llwd in Owen and Morgan indicates that this village was not established (or at least recorded) until the 18th century, and further reading shows a similar pattern with many place names relating to habitats in Radnorshire.
To conclude, it appears that the place names of the county of Radnorshire fall into four main categories: topographical, ecclesiastical, habitative, and those which derive from Anglo-Saxon Old English. This essay has shown that most place names are connected to the sites of churches and churches dedicated to saints, as Llan names far outnumber any other types in the area. These names are all traced back to around the 12th century, to the early medieval period where Christianity was the driving force in the lives of all people. As one looks closer to the English border, it is apparent that OE influences the place names and represents the movement of Anglo-Saxon people into the region. Topographical place names highlight the prominent features of the landscape; hills, moors, valleys, and rivers, and may connect to more ancient Brythonic roots. Habitative place names appear to have been established much later, averaging around the 18th century. The place names of Radnorshire have highlighted that the area was dominated by Christian religious influences above all others.
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