


Landscape Characterisation: The Aeron Valley, an ancient landscape forged by time.

Abstract.
The Aeron valley in Ceredigion has been shaped over the millennia by geological processes and human activity that have created a diverse landscape emersed in rural heritage and modern practices. By examining the factors that created the valley this report will assist in the understanding of the processes which manipulated and influenced its development and will allow an assessment of its characteristics and future transformation.
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Introduction.
Situated in the very middle of the county of Ceredigion, the Aeron valley is an ancient  landscape of rustic farmland surrounded by rolling hills (Natural Resources Wales, 2014),  Figure 1. It is one of the primary river valleys in the county and meanders in a distinct L shape from its source near Llyn Eiddwen in the northeast, to the coast at Aberaeron in the northwest (Ceredigion County Council, 2014; Natural Resources Wales, 2014;). The L shape is highlighted in orange on Figure 2. This report will examine the geological processes involved in the creation of the valley and will discuss how human activity has manipulated the resources that are to be found there, which have ultimately created the modern landscape.
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Figure 1, Aerial photo of the Aeron Valley at Talsarn looking northeast (RCAHMW, 2024).
(This image is Crown copyright and are reproduced with the permission of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales (RCAHMW), under delegated authority from The Keeper of Public Records).
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Figure 2, Copy adapted from a1909 Ordnance Survey map, Sheet 21 Lampeter, 2miles to 1inch (Author’s collection).
Method.
Desk top research of primary sources, such as the British Geological Survey to examine the geological processes that created the landscape. Ceredigion County Council and Natural Resources Wales’s landscape characterisations that influence their respective policies regarding planning and industry within the valley, and which may provide an interpretation of the character of the modern landscape.
Discussion.
Geology.
The spatial arrangement of a landscape and the overall look of the land in a particular location or area is created by rocks, soils, vegetation, the overall shape and extent of the land and, its ultimate use by humans (Allen, 2017, p.44-45). Numerous interrelated elements therefore influence landscapes, but geology and geological processes are at their core (Allen, 2017, p. 44).
The Aeron Valley was created by the forces of glaciation and deglaciation throughout the last 2.6 million years, and the landscape attests to the history of the ice sheets (Clarke, 2018). This report will not discuss the processes of glaciation in detail since they were discussed in a previous report (Jenkins, 2024), however those processes were instrumental in creating the landforms of the area and for the deposition of many of the rocks, minerals and sediments found there today (Clarke, 2018; Davies et al., 2006; Glasser et al., 2018).
The sedimentary rocks of the Ordovician and Silurian ages, which formed between roughly   450 and 428 million years ago, represent the bedrock geology of the area (Davies et al., 2006), with Quaternary sediments being deposited primarily during the last ice age, between 20,000 and 10,000 years ago (Davies et al., 2006). During the post-glacial period peat accumulated in the upland regions and alluvial deposits in the river Aeron lowland valley (Davies et al., 2006).
The sedimentary sequence is made up of repetitive and varying accumulations of sandstones, siltstones and mudstones (Natural resources Wales, 2014). Sediments that have been deposited by both the Irish Sea Ice sheet and the Welsh Ice sheet occur within the valley which indicates that those two ice accumulations covered the whole area (Davies et al., 2006; Natural Resources Wales, 2014, p.5). The river modified the glacial deposits creating sequences of lake clays and silts, some of which have been recorded as being over 50 metres thick in the Ystrad Aeron area (Natural Resources Wales, 2014). 
The map at Figure 3 with accompanying legend shows the main rock and sedimentary deposits in the valley. The grid lines have been left on this map to provide a sense of scale and orientation. If those same grid lines are removed as in Figure 4, then a completely different visual experience of rock and sediment types and deposition is revealed, which highlights the messy juxtaposition of very ancient land formations. The valley floor a mix of gravel, sand, silt and clay alluvium clearly different to the higher sloping hills of glacial till, sandstones and mudstones.  
Human influences.
Although a landscape's general appearance is largely determined by its geology and geomorp-hological processes, human manipulation of the vegetation and drainage over time can have significant local consequences (Aston,1995, p.19). The British landscape has been significantly impacted by human activity for millennia (Allen, 2017, p. 50-51). Deforestation has been conducted since the Mesolithic in much of Britain (Allen, 2017). Mesolithic people deliberately burnt woodland to create artificial clearings which would stimulate regrowth of grassland to attract Red Deer, a food source (Bates, 2026), and recent evidence from archaeological excavations at Llanllyr near Talsarn have identified Mesolithic and Neolithic activity in the area (Brummage et al, 2023). 
Additionally, the valley is surrounded by Iron Age hillforts, as can be seen in Figure 5 below, and a piece of oak discovered buried in a pit at Llanllyr has been dated to the Iron Age (Bates, 2026) and provides evidence of human manipulation of the nearby woodland.
Further extended excavation in May 2026 at Llanllyr, at the location of the discovery of the piece of oak mentioned above, has revealed the remains of a beam slot with a stone laid surface of a possible Late Iron Age or Roman enclosure (Bates, 2026a).
Hillforts during the Iron Age are seen as statements of power and wealth and are usually situated in a prominent location overlooking the lower valley floors which were sites of farming, trade and other resources and where people moved through the landscape (Driver, 2016, pp. 67-69). It has been surmised that the construction of hillforts was also an attempt to demonstrate human power over earth and stone, and to show the capability and skill to change the land's basic shape and alter the landscape (Driver, 2016, p.67).
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Figure 5, aerial photograph of the Aeron valley with the blue markers indicating the sites of hillforts (Lock & Ralston, 2024). This work is licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0

Human influence over the Aeron valley continued into the Medieval period with the construction of several castles and settlements in the area, which would have relied on the valley resources for building materials and food (Natural Resources Wales, 2014). In the 1180s a Nunnery was founded at Llanllyr which was under the governance and administration of the much larger Cistercian monastery at Strata Florida (Murphy, 2017). Nothing remains of the Nunnery today and it is believed that it was demolished during the  dissolution in 1537 and the building material reused to construct a new house (Murphy, 2017). 
Landed gentry constructed several large mansions in the valley in the 19th century, such as Llanerchaeron near Ciliau Aeron which relied on large scale farming activities to function, but today with its large park garden it is a tourist attraction under the care of the National Trust (Natural Resources Wales, 2014). 
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Figure 3, a rock unit map showing bedrock and superficial deposits in the Aeron valley (British Geological Survey, 2016).
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Legend for Figure 3. (Adapted from Map Product: DiGMapGB-50 Rock Unit Basemap: (1:50 000) Rock Unit. (Geological Map Data BGS © UKRI 2026. © Crown Copyright and Database Right 2026. Ordnance Survey (AC0000851941).
[image: ]
Figure 4, the same rock unit map showing bedrock and superficial deposits in the Aeron valley with grids removed (British Geological Survey, 2016).
Human/Environmental influences. 
The local climate and flora are modified when woodland is entirely cleared from a region (Allen, 2017, p. 50-51). Following the clearance of any woodland and the introduction of farming many soils became weakened and diluted, a process that would continue with each future generation (Aston, 1995, p.19). This would also lead to the loss of the soil surface resulting in an increase of flooding and loss in productivity, and with the added impact of grazing by livestock a loss of biodiversity (Allen, 2017, p.50-51).
There is a long history of agriculture in the fertile Aeron Valley with the name of the river being a Welsh word for "berries" (Afonydd Cymru, 2024). As with many rivers in Britain, the Aeron river’s natural flows have been physically altered by agriculture in order to increase production in places that would otherwise be too wet to be useful, resulting in rivers and streams having been straightened for land drainage purposes for years (Afonydd Cymru, 2024; Allen,2017, pp.62-64). The main flow of the Aeron River has undergone changes with some of its tributaries having been reduced to simple, featureless agricultural ditches as seen in Figure 6 (Afonydd Cymru, 2024). These unnatural rivers speed up flows and lessen catchments' capacity to hold water and they worsen flooding downstream, affecting places like Aberaeron where properties have been devastated by flooding, but also less water is provided to maintain flows during dry spells (Afonydd Cymru, 2024).
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Figure 6, One of the river Aeron’s tributaries now just a featureless ditch (Afonydd Cymru, 2024).

There is a process of reprofiling unnaturally straightened rivers being undertaken to reconnect them with their floodplains and improve the quality of the river and its associated agricultural land (Afonydd Cymru, 2024).
In the Aeron valley, as seen in Figure 7 (with accompanying legend), where low lying areas are made up of layers of river alluvium, there is a high risk of flooding during heavy rainfall, which are made even more prevalent when river courses have been altered, and which can have a significant impact on the local community.
Modern influences.
In 1911 a standard gauge railway was constructed linking Lampeter, and therefore the main line between Carmarthen and Aberystwyth, with Aberaeron (Smith & Turner,1995, pp.662-688). The line ran passenger and goods services between Lampeter and Aberaeron, bridging the river Aeron at Llanerchaeron, with halts at Talsarn and at Ciliau Aeron (Smith & Turner, 1995, pp.662-688). Figure 8 is a map of the proposed line, and Figure 9 a photograph of a milk tarin approaching Talsarn.
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Figure 8, map of the Lampeter to Aberaeron railway (adapted from Smith & Turner, 1995, p.663).
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Figure 9, photo of a milk train approaching Talsarn on 30th August 1951 with driver Jack Evans ( adapted from Smith & Turner, 1995, p. 686).
The railway services saw a gradual decline in the 50s and 60s, and completely closed in 1973 (Smith & Turner, 1995). Traces of the railway line are still visible in the landscape today and are highlighted on modern OS maps.
Today the Aeron valley is composed of  semi-clustered settlements and scattered communities, separated by farmland and the physical topography of the landscape (Natural Resources Wales, 2014).  Buildings are a mix of simple stone cottages and modern residential style houses and bungalows, with some farms having large modern agricultural buildings (Natural Resources Wales, 2014). These settlements are traversed by the A482 and B4343 roads making the landscape appear busy (Ceredigion County Council, 2014). 
Farming and tourism are the main industries, with some of the nation's earliest organic farms being located in the Aeron Valley, where they produce organic milk, cheese, vegetables, as well as beef, pigs, and lamb. Llanllyr Source bottled water comes from natural springs that emerge from the sands that make up the Aeron valley floor with Ty Nant water being sourced from Mynydd Bach (Ceredigion County Council, 2024).
With the decline of sheep farming coniferous plantations now dominate the hills, appearing  like dark green patches in the landscape (Natural Resources Wales, 2014). Modern additions include communication masts and wind turbines (Natural Resources Wales, 2014). Powerlines criss-cross the landscape providing electricity to the valley communities, as seen in Figure 10, a modern Ordnance Survey map with an overprint of powerline locations (Ordnance Survey, 2007). The map also highlights the modern busy environment of this valley.
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Figure 7, map showing the Geological indicators of flooding for the Aeron valley (British Geological Survey, 2010). 
[image: ]Legend for Figure 7.
(Geological Map Data BGS © UKRI 2026. © Crown Copyright and Database Right 2026. Ordnance Survey (AC0000851941).
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Figure 10, OS map of the Aeron valley showing powerline overlay (Adapted from Ordnance Survey, 2007).
Conclusion.
The Aeron valley has a diverse and rich landscape, with a pastoral beauty deeply rooted in rural heritage and enterprise. Shaped over the millennia by natural processes and human intervention, it has witnessed extreme geological occurrences, natural regeneration and decline. From agricultural practices to the construction of transport networks and food processing, to the ever-increasing demand for renewable energy sources, the pressures imposed on this valley are never-ending, and they will continue to re-shape the landscape for years to come.
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