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Abstract
This dissertation examines the hillfort landscapes of the Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands and considers how their significance persisted and was reinterpreted beyond the Iron Age. Rather than arguing for uninterrupted cultural or political continuity, it develops the concept of continuity of significance, understood primarily at the level of place. The study asks whether prominent locations, routes and monuments continued to structure settlement, movement, authority and memory as political and cultural contexts changed.
The Upper Severn contained a particularly dense concentration of defended settlement. Within historic Montgomeryshire, the dataset assembled for this study identifies fifty-one hillforts, forming part of a wider concentration extending into western Shropshire. The Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Old Oswestry are examined as comparative case studies. Their differing archaeological records demonstrate that major hillforts did not conform to a single functional model, but combined occupation, production, defence, monumentality and movement in different ways.
The dissertation then examines the inheritance of this landscape beyond later prehistory. Roman investment at Caersws reorganised movement and settlement through forts, roads and valley-floor occupation. In medieval Powys, inherited places and monuments acquired new political, religious and literary meanings. The Pillar of Eliseg, Maen Beuno, Caer Ogyrfan and traditions associated with the Hafren and Breiddin demonstrate different forms of reinterpretation.
The dissertation concludes that the strongest evidence for continuity lies not in the survival of a single institution, identity or belief, but in the repeated significance of place. The physical persistence of monuments and geographical features allowed successive communities to reinterpret a landscape already shaped by earlier generations.
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Introduction 

Iron Age hillforts are among the most significant archaeological monuments in Britain and Ireland, but they do not form a homogeneous class. Their scale, architecture and apparent functions vary considerably, from sites where defence was clearly important to monuments with broader roles. The term hillfort can therefore be misleading if taken to imply a single function.[footnoteRef:4072] [4072:  John Collis, ‘Hill-forts, Enclosures and Boundaries’, in The Iron Age in Britain and Ireland: Recent Trends, ed. by T. C. Champion and J. R. Collis (Sheffield: J. R. Collis Publications, 1996), pp. 87–94 (p. 87).] 


For much of the twentieth century, hillforts were interpreted primarily as fortifications associated with warfare and political instability. Although such models explained substantial defensive earthworks, they accounted less well for the diversity and longevity of hillforts. Later approaches placed greater emphasis on settlement, economy, social organisation, monumentality and landscape, extending interpretation beyond defence.[footnoteRef:14307] 

This broader approach is particularly relevant to the Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands. Historic Montgomeryshire forms the geographical core, although the archaeological landscape extends into western Shropshire and the wider Marches. The region contains a dense concentration of hillforts and defended enclosures, many occupying prominent positions above river valleys and routes of movement. Their distribution, occupation, visibility and monumentality therefore provide a basis for examining social interaction and regional significance beyond defence alone.[footnoteRef:2492]  [14307:  ² John Collis, ‘Hill-forts, Enclosures and Boundaries’, in The Iron Age in Britain and Ireland: Recent Trends, ed. by T. C. Champion and J. R. Collis (Sheffield: J. R. Collis Publications, 1996), pp. 87–94; Toby Driver, ‘New Perspectives on the Architecture and Function of Welsh Hillforts and Defended Settlements’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), sections 1–3, https://doi.org/10.11141/ia.48.9.]  [2492:  W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), https\://doi.org/10.11141/ia.48.7 [accessed 13 September 2026], sections 1–2; Toby Driver, ‘New Perspectives on the Architecture and Function of Welsh Hillforts and Defended Settlements’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), https\://doi.org/10.11141/ia.48.4 [accessed 13 September 2026], sections 6 and 8.  
] 


Landscape provides the main framework for examining these relationships. Ingold's conception of landscape as shaped through dwelling and the accumulated activities of successive generations is particularly useful.  From this perspective, abandonment does not necessarily mean disappearance: monuments can outlast their original functions and remain available for later communities to encounter and reinterpret.[footnoteRef:29780]

This distinction underpins the concept of continuity of significance developed throughout this dissertation. It does not imply that Iron Age culture survived unchanged into Roman or medieval Wales, or that later communities understood the original meanings of prehistoric monuments. Rather, continuity is considered primarily at the level of place: prominent locations, routes and monuments could continue to structure movement, authority and memory even as their functions and meanings changed. Continuity of significance therefore concerns the inheritance and reinterpretation of landscape through periods of political and cultural transformation. 

The central question of this dissertation is therefore: to what extent can the long-term significance of the Upper Severn hillfort landscape be understood through the continued inheritance and reinterpretation of place? Political institutions, cultural identities and settlement patterns could change without requiring either complete demographic replacement or the disappearance of an inherited landscape. The study examines whether enduring geographical features and monuments continued to structure settlement, authority and memory across successive periods, rather than seeking an uninterrupted line of cultural continuity from the Iron Age to medieval Wales. 

This approach also places the study within the interdisciplinary framework of Celtic Studies. Archaeology provides the principal evidence for the construction, occupation and spatial relationships of the hillforts, while their later significance requires Roman historical writing, genealogy and inscriptions, place-name evidence, hagiography and medieval Welsh literature. These sources cannot be treated as equivalent or projected backwards onto Iron Age society; instead, they provide evidence for different periods and forms of engagement with the inherited landscape.  [29780:  Tim Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, *World Archaeology*, 25.2 (1993), 152–74 (pp. 152–55), [https://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.1993.9980235](https://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.1993.9980235).  ] 

The methodology used in this dissertation combines a regional study of hillfort distribution with comparative analysis of the Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Old Oswestry. The Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland provides the basis for examining the number, scale and distribution of sites within historic Montgomeryshire, while excavation reports, earthwork surveys and historic environment records provide evidence for their construction, occupation and relationship with the surrounding landscape. The three case studies allow differences in settlement activity, architectural development and regional connections to be assessed within a shared geographical setting. Later archaeological, historical and literary evidence is then examined to consider how places and monuments acquired significance under Roman and medieval communities. Each source is assessed according to its date, purpose and evidential limitations: medieval traditions are treated as evidence for later engagement with place, while visibility and proximity between hillforts are not taken as proof of contemporary occupation or political unity. This approach allows continuity of significance to be examined through specific relationships between landscape and human activity, while distinguishing physical survival, renewed investment and later reinterpretation.
The literature used in this study brings together scholarship on hillfort function, regional archaeology and later relationships with inherited landscapes. Cunliffe’s emphasis on settlement, production and communal activity provides a framework for considering hillforts beyond defence, while Britnell and Silvester establish the density and diversity of defended settlement across the Welsh Borderlands. The excavation report by Musson, Britnell and Smith provides detailed evidence for the Breiddin, while O’Neil’s excavations and Guilbert’s reassessment inform the examination of Ffridd Faldwyn. Hughes’s publication of Varley’s excavations, Smith’s earthwork survey and Malim’s analysis of design and setting provide complementary perspectives on Old Oswestry. These studies differ in their methods and the extent of their evidence, making comparison necessary without assuming that all three sites fulfilled the same roles. Ingold provides the principal conceptual framework for examining the persistence of landscape beyond individual periods of occupation. For the later evidence, studies of Caersws, Charles-Edwards and Stephenson’s accounts of Wales and Powys, Edwards’s work on the Pillar of Eliseg, Gibson and Stöber’s archaeological and hagiographical studies, and Morgan and Bromwich’s treatment of place-names and Welsh traditions support the examination of changing relationships with place. The dissertation brings these bodies of scholarship together to assess how the hillfort landscape remained significant within successive historical contexts.

Broad archaeological periods are used here as interpretative conventions rather than rigid chronological divisions: Late Bronze Age c.1200–800 BC, Early Iron Age c.800–600 BC, Middle Iron Age c.600–100 BC and Late Iron Age c.100 BC–AD 43. Cunliffe similarly stresses that conventional Iron Age divisions are necessarily approximate and particularly difficult to apply consistently in northern and western Britain.[footnoteRef:12074] The Roman period (AD 43–410) and Early Medieval period (c.AD 400–1100) provide the principal later framework, while literary and place-name evidence extends beyond it where relevant.[footnoteRef:30369]  These divisions are treated as broad categories rather than rigid cultural boundaries, with more precise dates used where the evidence allows. 

The dissertation develops this argument in three stages. Chapter One establishes the interpretative framework, considering hillfort function, visibility, monumentality, landscape memory and the concept of continuity of significance. Chapter Two turns to the physical and archaeological organisation of the Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands, beginning with geography, movement, distribution and settlement density before examining the Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Old Oswestry as comparative case studies. Chapter Three extends the analysis beyond the Iron Age through Caersws and Cefn Carnedd, the political and genealogical landscape of Powys, Christian reinterpretation and medieval literary tradition. The conclusion evaluates how far this evidence supports continuity of significance alongside political, cultural and demographic change.

1. Hillforts as Social and Communal Centres 

The move away from primarily defensive interpretations has placed greater emphasis on hillforts within wider settlement systems. Drawing on sites such as Danebury, Cunliffe argues that many acted as focal points for dispersed populations, concentrating storage, craft production, exchange and assembly without necessarily replacing surrounding lowland settlement.[footnoteRef:24845] 

This model recognises the multifunctional character of hillforts. Defence remained important, but substantial enclosures could also concentrate economic and social activity. In the Welsh Borderlands, Cunliffe identifies sustained architectural development at Croft Ambrey, Midsummer Hill, Credenhill Camp and Ffridd Faldwyn, where increasingly elaborate gateways and defensive circuits demonstrate repeated investment over several centuries.[footnoteRef:15767]  Such remodelling suggests that hillfort architecture could express communal organisation and monumentality alongside defence. [12074:  Barry Cunliffe, Iron Age Communities in Britain: An Account of England, Scotland and Wales from the Seventh Century BC until the Roman Conquest, 3rd edn (London: Routledge, 1991), pp. 24–27.]  [30369:  . T. M. Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, 350–1064 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 31–35.]  [24845:  Barry Cunliffe, Iron Age Communities in Britain, pp. 353–56, 398.  
]  [15767:  Barry Cunliffe, Iron Age Communities in Britain, pp. 327, 337–39.  
] 


The Welsh Borderlands provide a strong context for testing these ideas. Between the Severn valley and Welsh uplands lies one of Britain's densest concentrations of hillforts and defended enclosures, many showing repeated occupation or redevelopment. Their density and variation in scale place major hillforts within broader patterns of settlement rather than as isolated fortified sites.[footnoteRef:1723]  [1723:  W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), sections 1–2, esp. ‘Where is everybody? Relationships between hillforts and enclosures in the upper Severn valley’, https\://doi.org/10.11141/ia.48.7.  
] 

A further strength of this approach is that it allows variation between hillforts to be treated as meaningful rather than as a problem to be explained away. Differences in scale, internal occupation, architectural complexity and access to wider communication routes suggest that major sites may have fulfilled overlapping but not identical roles within the same regional landscape. This important in the Upper Severn, where large hillforts existed alongside numerous smaller defended enclosures. The evidence therefore supports a flexible model in which defence, settlement, production, exchange and communal activity could be emphasised differently at individual sites and at different times. Such variation also cautions against treating hillforts as a uniform monument class, reinforcing the need to interpret them within their specific archaeological and landscape contexts.

Cunliffe's model should not, however, be applied uncritically to the Upper Severn. Archaeological evidence varies considerably between individual hillforts, and the functions identified at Danebury cannot simply be assumed for the Welsh Borderlands. Some sites preserve substantial evidence for domestic occupation and production, while others are characterised more strongly by architectural investment and monumentality. The model is therefore best used as a framework against which the Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Old Oswestry can be compared, revealing different but potentially overlapping roles within the wider settlement landscape.

1.1 Visibility, Monumentality and Landscape Memory 

The siting of hillforts across the Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands suggests that visibility formed an important part of their monumentality. Major sites frequently occupy prominent hilltops, ridges and valley margins overlooking surrounding landscapes and routes of movement. These positions combined defensibility with visual prominence, making the monuments conspicuous within the wider landscape.[footnoteRef:21420] Similar patterns occur across the central Marches, where Matthews identifies strong visual relationships between major monuments and links visibility with movement and communication.[footnoteRef:1735]  Intervisibility alone, however, cannot demonstrate political organisation or direct communication between sites.  [21420:  . Toby Driver, The Hillforts of Iron Age Wales (Woonton: Logaston Press, 2023), pp. [VERIFY DRIVER PAGES].]  [1735:  David J. Matthews, ‘Caer Ogyrfan – Hillfort of the Northern Border’, in Old Oswestry Hillfort and its Landscape: Ancient Past, Uncertain Future, ed. by Tim Malim and George Nash (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2020), pp. 23–62 (pp. 25, 34–35).] 

This relationship is particularly clear at the three principal case studies. The Breiddin occupies a prominent ridge above the Hafren–Vyrnwy confluence, Ffridd Faldwyn overlooks approaches to the Upper Severn and Rhyd Whiman, while Old Oswestry occupies the transition between the Shropshire lowlands and western uplands.[footnoteRef:7257] Their prominent siting at points of movement, reinforced by repeated architectural investment, made them conspicuous features within the regional landscape.[footnoteRef:11708] 
The significance of hillfort monumentality could outlast occupation. Ramparts, ditches and terraced earthworks remained visible after their original functions changed, leaving substantial traces of earlier activity within landscapes inhabited by later communities.[footnoteRef:21589] Ingold's conception of landscape as accumulating through successive human activity provides a useful framework for this persistence.[footnoteRef:14925] The survival of these earthworks kept such places within the lived landscape and available for later reinterpretation.  [7257:  Gary Lock and Ian Ralston, Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland (2024), ‘Y Breiddin’, Main Atlas Number 1276; ‘Ffridd Faldwyn’, Main Atlas Number 1438; ‘Old Oswestry’, EN0075, https://hillforts.arch.ox.ac.uk/ [accessed 25 September 2026]; Tim Malim, ‘The Design and Setting of Old Oswestry Hillfort’, in Old Oswestry Hillfort and its Landscape: Ancient Past, Uncertain Future, ed. by Tim Malim and George Nash (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2020), pp. 65–95 (pp. 86–87).]  [11708:  M. Simon Maddison, ‘Using Atlas Data: The Distribution of Hillforts in Britain and Ireland’, in Hillforts: Britain, Ireland and the Nearer Continent, ed. by Gary Lock and Ian Ralston (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2019), pp. 137–54 (p. 149); Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust, ‘Defended Landscapes’, Bro Trefaldwyn Historic Landscape Characterisation, https://heneb.org.uk/archive/cpat/projects/longer/histland/montgom/mtdefend.htm [accessed 21 September 2026]; Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry Hillfort’, pp. 86–87.]  [21589:  Ian Ralston, ‘The Hillforts of Britain and Ireland – the Background to the Atlas Project: An Overview of the Number of Hill- and Promontory-Fort Sites’, in Hillforts: Britain, Ireland and the Nearer Continent, ed. by Gary Lock and Ian Ralston (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2019), pp. 9–27 (p. 12).]  [14925:  Tim Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, World Archaeology, 25.2 (1993), 152–74 (pp. 152–55).] 


Taken together, visibility and monumentality provide an important part of the framework for examining the Upper Severn hillfort landscape. Hillforts are understood not simply as defensive structures, but as prominent places situated within wider patterns of settlement and movement. Their physical survival also meant that their presence could extend beyond occupation, leaving enduring features within landscapes encountered by later communities. Chapter Two applies this interpretative framework to the Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands, beginning with the geography, movement and distribution of defended settlement before turning to the Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Old Oswestry.

Chapter 2: The Upper Severn and Central Welsh Borderlands: Landscape, Distribution and Major Centres

Chapter One established the interpretative framework for understanding hillforts as multifunctional and persistent features within lived landscapes. This chapter applies that framework to the Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands. It first examines the physical geography of the region and the relationship between river valleys, uplands and routes of movement, before considering the density, scale and distribution of defended settlement. The Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Old Oswestry are then examined as comparative case studies to assess how major hillforts developed within this wider regional landscape and whether their differing archaeological records point to distinct but overlapping roles.
Attention is given to the relationship between individual monuments and the wider landscapes in which they were constructed and used. Rather than treating the hillforts as isolated expressions of defence or status, the chapter considers how topography, movement, visibility and neighbouring settlement shaped their development. This comparative approach also allows differences between the three principal sites to be treated as significant in themselves. Variations in scale, occupation evidence, architectural reconstruction and connections with surrounding routes may reflect changing priorities between communities and through time. The aim is therefore not to impose a single regional model, but to establish how major hillforts could occupy different positions within the same densely defended landscape while remaining connected through the geographical structures of the Upper Severn and Welsh Borderlands.

2.1 Geography, Movement and the Upper Severn Landscape

The Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands provide the geographical framework for examining hillfort distribution and regional organisation. Although historic Montgomeryshire forms the core of the study, defended sites extend into western Shropshire and the wider Borderlands, making later administrative boundaries a poor guide to prehistoric settlement.[footnoteRef:751] The region is better understood through its physical geography, particularly the relationship between uplands, river valleys and lower ground shaping movement and settlement.[footnoteRef:4381]   [751:  W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), sections 1–2, https://doi.org/10.11141/ia.48.7.]  [4381:  David Jenkins (ed.), The Historical Atlas of Montgomeryshire (Welshpool: The Powysland Club, 1999), p. 8.] 


Historic Montgomeryshire occupies much of the central Upper Severn basin and is characterised by a central upland massif flanked by lower ground, particularly along the major river valleys. Around one quarter lies below 600 ft (c.183 m), while more than half stands between 1,000 and 2,000 ft (c.305–610 m); only the highest areas around Pumlumon and the Berwyns exceed 2,000 ft.[footnoteRef:1016]   [1016:  David Jenkins (ed.), The Historical Atlas of Montgomeryshire (Welshpool: The Powysland Club, 1999), p. 8. 
] 


Three broad topographic zones can be identified: lowlands, dissected hill country and western upland moorlands. The principal lowlands follow the Severn and Meifod valleys, while the Dyfi forms a second area of lower ground. Between them lie steep ridges and tributary valleys. Together, these features created natural corridors through higher ground, linking the western uplands with the Severn basin and the lower country farther east.[footnoteRef:16193]  

These geographical characteristics shaped later prehistoric settlement. River valleys, tributary systems and adjacent high ground created positions overlooking movement while retaining access to lower-lying land, and hillforts frequently occupied spurs, ridge ends and valley margins.[footnoteRef:26356] Their distribution should therefore be understood in relation to landscape structure as well as defensibility.[footnoteRef:8491]   [16193:  Jenkins, Historical Atlas of Montgomeryshire, p. 8.]  [26356:  1. W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), sections 1–2, https://doi.org/10.11141/ia.48.7; Gary Lock and Ian Ralston, Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland (2024), https://hillforts.arch.ox.ac.uk/ [accessed 25 September 2026].]  [8491:  Ian Brown, ‘Hillforts of England, Wales and the Isle of Man: Diversity Captured’, in Hillforts: Britain, Ireland and the Nearer Continent, ed. by Gary Lock and Ian Ralston (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2019), pp. 28–53 (pp. 30–32).] 


The Upper Severn illustrates this relationship clearly. Hillforts occur along the main river corridor, within tributary valleys and across upland approaches, forming a pattern that extends beyond historic Montgomeryshire.[footnoteRef:6910] Geography did not determine this density, but it provided the framework within which later prehistoric communities repeatedly selected locations.[footnoteRef:28556] 

The continuing importance of geographical features can also be examined through place-name evidence. Montgomeryshire preserves names associated with rivers, valleys, ridges, settlements and fortified places, providing evidence for how later communities identified and organised the landscape they inhabited. 

The Hafren provides an important example. Morgan records the river-name as Latin Sabrina from the second century AD, with later Welsh forms including Habren from c.800 and Hafren from the twelfth century onwards.[footnoteRef:9561] The English Severn likewise derives from Old English Sæfern, itself from the earlier British river-name.[footnoteRef:2306] The sequence demonstrates the continued recognition of the river through changing linguistic forms and across substantial political and cultural change. Together, these geographical and linguistic patterns provide the context for examining the density, scale and distribution of defended settlement across the Upper Severn. 

2.2 Distribution, Density and Regional Organisation

Hillforts are unevenly distributed across Britain, and the Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands form one of the most substantial regional concentrations.[footnoteRef:13027] Britnell and Silvester identify the Upper Severn as a major concentration of defended settlement within their ‘central area’, extending across eastern Montgomeryshire and western Shropshire and demonstrating that the archaeological landscape crosses later administrative boundaries.[footnoteRef:23988] Such density does not demonstrate political or social unity, but it raises questions about relationships between neighbouring monuments and repeated later prehistoric investment in particular landscapes.

Within historic Montgomeryshire, the Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland identify fifty-one hillfort sites: thirty-nine under 3 ha, nine between 3 and 15 ha, and three over 15 ha.[footnoteRef:571] The predominance of smaller sites alongside a few large enclosures demonstrates considerable variation in scale within a regional concentration that continues eastwards into western Shropshire and the Marches.[footnoteRef:20712]  [6910:  Britnell and Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures’, sections 1–2.]  [28556:  M. Simon Maddison, ‘Using Atlas Data: The Distribution of Hillforts in Britain and Ireland’, in Hillforts: Britain, Ireland and the Nearer Continent, ed. by Gary Lock and Ian Ralston (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2019), pp. 137–54 (pp. 147–49).]  [9561:  1. Richard Morgan, A Study of Montgomeryshire Place-Names (Llanrwst: Gwasg Carreg Gwalch, 2001), p. [HAFREN PAGE].]  [2306:  Richard Morgan, A Study of Montgomeryshire Place-Names (Llanrwst: Gwasg Carreg Gwalch, 2001), p. [HAFREN PAGE].]  [13027:  Ian Ralston, ‘The Hillforts of Britain and Ireland – the Background to the Atlas Project: An Overview of the Number of Hill- and Promontory-Fort Sites’, in Hillforts: Britain, Ireland and the Nearer Continent, ed. by Gary Lock and Ian Ralston (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2019), pp. 9–27 (pp. 11–12).]  [23988:  W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), sections 1–2, https://doi.org/10.11141/ia.48.7.]  [571:  Gary Lock and Ian Ralston, Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland (2024), online database, relevant Montgomeryshire entries, https://hillforts.arch.ox.ac.uk/ [accessed 25 September 2026].]  [20712:  W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), section 2, especially ‘Where is everybody? Relationships between hillforts and enclosures in the Upper Severn Valley’; Lock and Ralston, Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland.] 


This variation provides a basis for considering relationships between sites of different scales. Major hillforts such as the Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Old Oswestry existed within landscapes containing numerous smaller defended sites. Their differing scale and archaeological character may therefore reflect different roles within the wider settlement landscape, although the limited dating of many smaller enclosures prevents reconstruction of a formal hierarchy.

Large Defended settlements also extended westwards into upland tributary valleys. West of Llanidloes, Dinas occupies a prominent position above the Clywedog, overlooking a corridor linking the western uplands with the Hafren.  Its location demonstrates that the defended landscape extended into tributary routes as well as along the principal Severn corridor.[footnoteRef:20788]

Before the construction of Llyn Clywedog, Dinas overlooked the river within a much narrower valley than is apparent today. Its scale also distinguishes it from several smaller defended enclosures in western Montgomeryshire.[footnoteRef:25708] Dinas therefore provides an important western example of substantial defended settlement within the tributary landscape. Morgan records *dinas* as a Welsh term for a town or fortified place, attested in medieval Montgomeryshire by 1363.[footnoteRef:26540] 

This becomes particularly significant where later hillforts occupy places with evidence for earlier activity. At the Breiddin, excavation revealed worked flints and intermittent activity from the Mesolithic to Middle Bronze Age, while Ffridd Faldwyn produced Neolithic flintwork and pottery predating its defences.[footnoteRef:1886] These finds do not demonstrate continuous occupation but show that some later hillfort locations had already attracted human activity during earlier prehistory.  [20788:  Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, ‘Dinas Camp’, Coflein, NPRN 304942; Cadw, ‘Dinas Camp’, Scheduled Monument MG020; Heneb, ‘The Clywedog Valley’, Historic Landscape Characterisation, and ‘Craig-y-dduallt, Trefeglwys Community, Powys (HLCA 1191)’.]  [25708:  Gary Lock and Ian Ralston, Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland (2024), ‘Dinas, Trefeglwys’, Main Atlas Number 1442, https://hillforts.arch.ox.ac.uk/?query=Atlas_of_Hillforts_4166_0%2CMain_Atlas_Number%2C1442 [accessed 25 September 2026]; Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, ‘Dinas Hillfort, Trefeglwys’, Coflein, NPRN 304942, https://coflein.gov.uk/en/sites/304942 [accessed 21 September 2026]; Cadw, ‘Dinas Camp’, Scheduled Monument MG020; Heneb, ‘Craig-y-dduallt, Trefeglwys Community, Powys (HLCA 1191)’ and ‘The Making of the Clywedog Valley Landscape’.]  [26540:  Richard Morgan, A Study of Montgomeryshire Place-Names (Llanrwst: Gwasg Carreg Gwalch, 2001), p. 137.]  [1886:  C. R. Musson, with W. J. Britnell and A. G. Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort: A Later Prehistoric Settlement in the Welsh Marches, CBA Research Report 76 (London: Council for British Archaeology, 1991), pp. 19–22, 113–15; B. H. St J. O'Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn Camp, Montgomery, 1937–39’, Archaeologia Cambrensis, 97, pt 1 (1942), 1–57 (p. 52).] 


Further evidence comes from the Guilsfield Hoard, discovered near Crowther's Camp, around 3 km south-east of Gaer Fawr. The assemblage of more than 120 fragmentary bronze objects has been interpreted as a metalworker's scrap deposit.[footnoteRef:28201] Although no direct relationship with the later hillforts can be demonstrated, it provides evidence for the circulation, deposition and possible working or recycling of bronze within this landscape before the development of its dense defended settlement pattern. [28201:  Toby Driver, The Hillforts of Iron Age Wales (Logaston Press, 2023), p. 83; D. Gareth Davies, ‘The Guilsfield Hoard: A Reconsideration’, The Antiquaries Journal, 47.1 (1967), 95–108; Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, ‘Guilsfield Hoard’, Coflein, NPRN 407377; Musson, Britnell and Smith, Breiddin Hillfort, p. 178.] 

Taken together, the regional distribution and the evidence for earlier activity show that the later defended landscape developed within a setting already used and recognised over a much longer period. This provides the regional context for the three major hillforts examined in the following case studies.

2.3 The Breiddin

The Breiddin occupies an important position within the Montgomeryshire hillfort landscape and the wider Welsh Borderlands. Enclosing around 28 hectares and extending for approximately 1,150 metres along a prominent volcanic ridge above the confluence of the Hafren and Vyrnwy, it is one of the largest hillforts in the region.[footnoteRef:21683] Its scale distinguishes it from most defended sites within historic Montgomeryshire and places it among a relatively small number of major enclosures within the wider Borderlands.[footnoteRef:31191] 

 The Breiddin also has an unusually long chronological sequence. Excavation indicates substantial occupation from the Late Bronze Age, followed by major remodelling during the Iron Age and renewed occupation in the Roman period. Radiocarbon evidence places the construction of the first timber-reinforced rampart at around 800 BC, while fortification was renewed in or around the third century BC. Roman occupation is represented principally by material of the later second to fourth centuries AD.[footnoteRef:19690] The monument therefore did not develop within a single phase, but was repeatedly occupied, modified and rebuilt across an extended, though discontinuous, sequence. 

The character of this occupation is particularly important. Excavation revealed roundhouses, four-post structures, storage facilities and evidence for activities including metalworking, weaving and woodworking.[footnoteRef:25293] These remains demonstrate that the enclosure accommodated domestic, agricultural and craft activity alongside its defensive architecture. Repeated rebuilding of the ramparts further indicates continuing investment in the site, although the scale and character of occupation changed through time.[footnoteRef:11869]  [21683:  Gary Lock and Ian Ralston, Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland (2024), ‘Y Breiddin’, Main Atlas Number 1276, https://hillforts.arch.ox.ac.uk/ [accessed 21 September 2026]; C. R. Musson, with W. J. Britnell and A. G. Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort: A Later Prehistoric Settlement in the Welsh Marches, CBA Research Report 76 (London: Council for British Archaeology, 1991), pp. 2–7.]  [31191:  M. Simon Maddison, ‘Using Atlas Data: The Distribution of Hillforts in Britain and Ireland’, in Hillforts: Britain, Ireland and the Nearer Continent, ed. by Gary Lock and Ian Ralston (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2019), pp. 137–54 (p. 149).]  [19690:  . C. R. Musson, with W. J. Britnell and A. G. Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort: A Later Prehistoric Settlement in the Welsh Marches, CBA Research Report 76 (London: Council for British Archaeology, 1991), pp. 176–77, 181–86, 192–93; Gary Lock and Ian Ralston, Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland (2024), ‘Y Breiddin’, Main Atlas Number 1276, https://hillforts.arch.ox.ac.uk/ [accessed 25 September 2026].]  [25293:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, Breiddin Hillfort, p. 164.]  [11869:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 178, 181–86.] 


The Breiddin must also be understood within the wider concentration of defended settlement across the Upper Severn and its tributaries.[footnoteRef:12656] Within this regional pattern, its size, prominent position and unusually long archaeological sequence distinguish it from many of the smaller surrounding enclosures.[footnoteRef:8461] These differences do not in themselves demonstrate a formal hierarchy or establish that the Breiddin exercised authority over neighbouring communities, but they provide a strong basis for considering whether it acted as an important regional focus within the wider settlement landscape.

The Breiddin therefore provides an appropriate first case study for testing the interpretation of major hillforts as multifunctional centres. Its long occupation sequence, substantial scale and evidence for domestic, agricultural and craft activity allow questions of regional organisation, economy, conflict and the persistence of place to be examined in considerably greater detail than is possible at many smaller sites. 

  
2.3.1 The Breiddin and Regional Organisation 

The Breiddin's importance becomes clearer when considered alongside the dense concentration of defended sites across the Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands. Musson places the site within a distinctive regional pattern extending across western Shropshire and northern Powys, where a relatively small number of major hillforts existed alongside numerous smaller defended settlements.[footnoteRef:23348] [12656:  W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), sections 1–2, especially ‘Where is everybody? Relationships between hillforts and enclosures in the Upper Severn Valley’, https://doi.org/10.11141/ia.48.7.]  [8461:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 2–3; Gary Lock and Ian Ralston, Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland (2024), ‘Y Breiddin’, Main Atlas Number 1276, https://hillforts.arch.ox.ac.uk/ [accessed 25 September 2026].]  [23348:  1. Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 1–3.] 


This distribution places the Breiddin within a wider settlement landscape rather than in isolation. Its scale, long occupation sequence and position above the Hafren–Vyrnwy confluence distinguish it from many surrounding defended sites. The presence of monuments of substantially different sizes within the same region raises the possibility that they occupied different positions within broader patterns of settlement and interaction. This does not demonstrate a formal hierarchy, however, and the archaeological evidence does not allow the relationships between individual sites to be reconstructed with certainty. 

Within this wider pattern, the Breiddin can nevertheless be interpreted as an important regional focus. Cunliffe argues that some major hillforts could provide focal points for dispersed communities, bringing together activities such as exchange, production and assembly.[footnoteRef:19818] The Breiddin's substantial scale, lengthy occupation and evidence for domestic, agricultural and craft activity are consistent with aspects of this model.[footnoteRef:20766] This does not require the site to have exercised direct political control over neighbouring settlements, but it suggests a role extending beyond that of an isolated defended community. [19818:  Cunliffe, Iron Age Communities in Britain, pp. 354, 356, 398, 404.]  [20766:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 184–90.] 


Such an interpretation must remain cautious. Musson warns against imposing later political models upon Iron Age society, while the archaeological evidence does not permit the reconstruction of a centrally administered territory or rigid settlement hierarchy.[footnoteRef:2764] The significance of the regional distribution therefore lies less in demonstrating political organisation than in showing that the Breiddin existed within a densely occupied landscape containing defended sites of markedly different scales.[footnoteRef:29082] This provides an important basis for comparison with Ffridd Faldwyn and Old Oswestry. 
2.3.2 Economy, Production and Daily Life at the Breiddin

Excavation at the Breiddin demonstrates substantial and long-lived occupation rather than use solely as a temporary refuge. Musson identified fourteen roundhouses or possible roundhouse sites, although these were not all contemporary, and only R1 and R2 may have remained occupied during the later phases.[footnoteRef:10342] The evidence therefore does not support the interpretation of a densely populated hill-town occupied uniformly throughout its history. Instead, occupation appears to have varied through time, with different parts of the enclosure being used and reused during successive phases.  [2764:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 1–3, 190–92.]  [29082:  W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), section 2, ‘Where is everybody? Relationships between hillforts and enclosures in the Upper Severn Valley’, https://doi.org/10.11141/ia.48.7.]  [10342:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 184, 190.] 


The archaeological evidence also connects occupation of the enclosure with activity in the surrounding landscape. An ancient field system recorded on the New Pieces ridge and the col immediately outside the hillfort defences was investigated by O'Neil as evidence for prehistoric cultivation.[footnoteRef:921]  Although their precise relationship with individual phases of occupation at the hillfort requires caution, they indicate that the Breiddin should be considered alongside agricultural activity beyond its ramparts rather than as an isolated defended enclosure. 

Evidence for storage and processing provides a clearer indication of agricultural activity within the hillfort itself. Excavation revealed up to ten four-post structures behind the rampart, with no more than eight thought likely to have been in use at the same time. The absence of hearths and occupation deposits led the excavators to interpret these structures as probable raised granaries or storehouses.[footnoteRef:25373] Large quantities of carbonised wheat, apparently prepared for storage, together with forty-nine quern stones recovered from Bronze Age, Iron Age and Romano-British contexts, further demonstrate the importance of grain storage and processing during the site's long occupation.[footnoteRef:2507]  [921:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 5–6.]  [25373:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 180–84.]  [2507:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 149–50, 181.] 


Craft activity formed another component of occupation at the Breiddin. Bronze Age deposits produced weapons, tools and personal ornaments alongside evidence for metalworking, while smaller quantities of ironworking debris from later phases suggest the repair or manufacture of iron objects.[footnoteRef:10048] Evidence for spinning, weaving, woodworking and leatherworking further demonstrates that a range of productive activities took place within the enclosure.[footnoteRef:31488] These finds indicate that occupation involved more than domestic residence alone and included the production, maintenance and processing of a variety of materials. 

Taken together, the evidence presents the Breiddin as a long-lived settlement in which domestic occupation, agricultural production, storage and craft activity occurred alongside substantial defensive architecture. The intensity of these activities varied through time, and the site should not be understood as a uniformly occupied hill-town.[footnoteRef:22300] Nevertheless, the range of evidence is consistent with Cunliffe's broader interpretation of some major hillforts as multifunctional centres within wider settlement landscapes.[footnoteRef:19239]  [10048:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 149, 178, 186–87.]  [31488:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 186–87.]  [22300:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 180–90.]  [19239:  Cunliffe, Iron Age Communities in Britain, pp. 353–56, 398.] 


2.3.3 Conflict and Monumentality

The destruction of the earliest timber-laced rampart adds another dimension to the Breiddin's history. Musson and his colleagues found evidence that the defences had been repaired during their use, indicating that the enclosure continued to be maintained after their construction. The timber framework was subsequently destroyed by an intense fire that penetrated the postholes, reddened packing stones and damaged substantial parts of the rampart core. Although accidental burning cannot be excluded, the excavators concluded that the destruction “at least hints at an attack upon the hillfort”, or its deliberate destruction following capture.[footnoteRef:29224]  The damaged rampart was not immediately rebuilt, with the next major phase of fortification occurring several centuries later in the third century BC.[footnoteRef:12298]  [29224:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, p. 177.]  [12298:  Ibid., p. 177.] 


2.4 Ffridd Faldwyn 

Ffridd Faldwyn presents a different pattern from the Breiddin within the same regional landscape. Situated west of Montgomery, it occupies a prominent position overlooking part of the Upper Severn basin within the dense concentration of defended sites across the central Welsh Borderlands.[footnoteRef:23080] Excavation provides evidence for occupation, but the site's archaeological character is especially defined by repeated remodelling and enlargement of its defences.[footnoteRef:16982]

O'Neil identified successive episodes of rebuilding and enlargement, while Guilbert's reassessment recognised earlier phases of construction than originally proposed.[footnoteRef:20494]  Compared with the Breiddin, where occupation, agriculture, storage and craft activity are especially well represented, Ffridd Faldwyn is characterised more strongly by architectural reconstruction.[footnoteRef:5514] The contrast demonstrates that major hillforts within the same regional landscape could express long-term investment in different ways.  
  
2.4.1 Landscape, Movement and the Upper Severn Corridor

Movement through the Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands was shaped by river valleys, crossing points and ridgeways. The Kerry Ridgeway provides an important local example, running along high ground south of the Vale of Montgomery and identified by Heneb as a route of prehistoric importance, later known as Yr Hên Ffordd, ‘the old road’.[footnoteRef:4317]  Bronze Age barrows and cairns along the ridge, together with prehistoric flint finds including Neolithic material, further demonstrate the long-standing significance of this high-ground corridor.[footnoteRef:9305]  [23080:  B. H. St J. O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn Camp, Montgomery, 1937–39’, Archaeologia Cambrensis, 97, pt 1 (1942), 1–57 (pp. 1, 5–8); Britnell and Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, section 2.]  [16982:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn Camp’, pp. 9–20, 32–39.]  [20494:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 9–20, 32–39; G. C. Guilbert, ‘Ffridd Faldwyn’, Archaeological Journal, 138 (1981), 20–22 (p. 22).]  [5514:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 18–21, 32–39; Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 177, 181–90.]  [4317:  Heneb, ‘Transport and Communication’, Bro Trefaldwyn Historic Landscape Characterisation; Heneb, ‘Pantglas, Churchstoke and Kerry, Powys and Bishop’s Castle, Shropshire’, HLCA 1077; Shropshire Historic Environment Record, ‘Kerry Ridgeway’, PRN 01963.]  [9305:  A. M. Gibson, ‘Earlier Prehistoric Funerary and Ritual Sites in the Upper Severn Valley’, Montgomeryshire Collections, 90 (2002), 1–40 (p. 25).] 


The Kerry Ridgeway continued to structure movement in later periods. The Upper Short Ditch crosses the route and contains a sealed deposit dated to the sixth or seventh century AD, while Bishop's Moat provides evidence for its medieval importance; it later functioned as a post-medieval drove road towards English markets.[footnoteRef:9244] Its history therefore demonstrates repeated use of the same broad geographical corridor under changing political and social circumstances.   [9244:  Cadw, ‘Upper Short Ditch’, Scheduled Monument MG201; Heneb, ‘Transport and Communication’, Bro Trefaldwyn Historic Landscape Characterisation.] 


This context is directly relevant to Ffridd Faldwyn. O'Neil places the hillfort among defended sites around Corndon Hill, Calcot and neighbouring ridges whose approaches converge towards the Upper Severn near Rhyd Whiman.[footnoteRef:15496]  The Kerry Ridgeway consequently reinforces the importance of considering Ffridd Faldwyn within a landscape structured by both valley and ridge-based movement.

Ffridd Faldwyn occupies a prominent position above the Upper Severn near Rhyd Whiman, overlooking approaches through the Severn, Camlad and Caebitra valleys.[footnoteRef:18059] Its location places the hillfort at the intersection of several important geographical approaches through the surrounding landscape. Later place-name evidence confirms the importance of the crossing. Morgan records Ridwimna and Ridwemma in 1281, with rhyd meaning ‘ford’, and identifies the place with the ford of Montgomery recorded in medieval sources.[footnoteRef:17039] The medieval evidence therefore confirms that this part of the Hafren functioned as a recognised crossing. 

Later investment within the same communicatory landscape provides a useful comparison. The Roman remains of Forden Gaer lay farther downstream, while medieval Montgomery developed within the same Upper Severn system of valleys, crossings and approaches.[footnoteRef:5039] Together with the Kerry Ridgeway, these sites show how the topography of the central Borderlands repeatedly structured movement and attracted investment under changing political systems. Ffridd Faldwyn should therefore be understood within a landscape structured by river valleys, crossing points and ridgeways, where both lowland and high-ground routes repeatedly shaped movement through the Upper Severn.[footnoteRef:2266] 

2.4.2 Architecture, Defence and Monumentality

The defences at Ffridd Faldwyn developed through several distinct phases rather than as a single episode of enclosure. The earliest recognised Iron Age phase consisted of a double palisaded enclosure without a substantial bank or ditch. Heneb records this phase as an inturned enclosure, while both Guilbert and Britnell and Silvester identify the double line of spaced posts as evidence for an early palisaded phase of the hillfort.[footnoteRef:10005] 

Later construction substantially enlarged and transformed the enclosure. Excavation revealed successive timber-reinforced ramparts, followed by substantial stone-revetted double ramparts extending the hillfort to the north-west. Heneb records this enlargement as adding approximately 3.6 hectares and incorporating a complex south-western entrance with associated outworks.[footnoteRef:27634] The surviving earthworks therefore represent the cumulative result of repeated architectural investment. 

The entrances provide particularly strong evidence for repeated architectural change. Excavation of the southern entrance revealed a dense palimpsest of postholes associated with successive palisades, ramparts and gateway structures. O'Neil divided this evidence into three periods, while later reconstructions proposed a more complex sequence, with Stanford, Guilbert and Cunliffe suggesting as many as ten successive gateways. The precise sequence remains debated, but repeated rebuilding of the entrance is clear.[footnoteRef:16532] 

Repeated rebuilding of the entrance and successive enlargement of the ramparts show that access and enclosure architecture were repeatedly reorganised.[footnoteRef:31992] These changes required substantial investment in timber, stone and earthwork construction, demonstrating sustained commitment to the monument over time.  [15496:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 1–3.]  [18059:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 1–3; Lock and Ralston, Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland, ‘Ffridd Faldwyn’.]  [17039:  Richard Morgan, A Study of Montgomeryshire Place-Names (Llanrwst: Gwasg Carreg Gwalch, 2001), p. xx]  [5039:  Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, ‘Forden Gaer Roman Fort’, Coflein, NPRN 94012; Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, ‘Montgomery’, Coflein, NPRN 33187; Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, ‘Montgomery Castle, Montgomery’, Coflein, NPRN 92482 [accessed 29 September 2026].]  [2266:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 1–3; Heneb, ‘Transport and Communication’, Bro Trefaldwyn Historic Landscape Characterisation.]  [10005:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 10–11; G. C. Guilbert, ‘Ffridd Faldwyn’, Archaeological Journal, 138 (1981), 20–22; Heneb, ‘Ffridd Faldwyn Hillfort, phase 2 (Iron Age)’, Historic Environment Record, PRN 50103; W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), section 2.]  [27634:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 10–18; Guilbert, ‘Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 20–22; Heneb, ‘Ffridd Faldwyn Hillfort, phase 4 (Iron Age)’, Historic Environment Record, PRN 50105.]  [16532:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 32–39; Guilbert, ‘Ffridd Faldwyn’, p. 22; Barry Cunliffe, Iron Age Communities in Britain, 4th edn (London: Routledge, 2019), p. 337; Michael Avery, Hillfort Defences of Southern Britain, BAR British Series 231 (Oxford: Tempus Reparatum, 1993), II, pp. 158–60.]  [31992:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 10–20, 32–39; Guilbert, ‘Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 20–22.] 


Defence clearly formed part of this architectural development. Substantial ramparts, ditches and controlled entrances created genuine physical barriers, while burning at Ffridd Faldwyn has been interpreted by Britnell and Silvester, alongside destruction at the Breiddin and the Wrekin, as possible evidence for hostilities within the Welsh Borderlands. They nevertheless question whether such monuments were constructed solely for defence or whether display also contributed to their significance.[footnoteRef:31633]

Defence and monumentality were therefore not mutually exclusive. Repeated enlargement of the ramparts and reconstruction of the entrances could strengthen the hillfort while also altering its appearance and controlling access. The sequence consequently reflects sustained architectural investment whose significance extended beyond simple fortification. 

Comparison with the Breiddin remains useful. Both sites experienced repeated architectural change and preserve evidence of burning associated with their defences, but their wider archaeological records differ. At the Breiddin, occupation, agriculture, storage and craft production are especially well represented, whereas Ffridd Faldwyn is characterised more strongly by repeated reconstruction of the enclosure and its entrances.[footnoteRef:24938] Ffridd Faldwyn therefore represents a different expression of sustained investment within the same regional landscape. 

  
2.4.3 Occupation and Settlement at Ffridd Faldwyn 

Compared with the Breiddin, occupation at Ffridd Faldwyn is less extensively documented. O'Neil nevertheless identified clear evidence within the enclosure, including an occupation layer behind Rampart III, possible hut remains and a series of structures likely associated with this phase.  The scarcity of datable finds, however, makes their chronology difficult to reconstruct.[footnoteRef:3622]  [31633:  Guilbert, ‘Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 20–22; W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), section 2.]  [24938:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 177–84; O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 10–20, 32–39; Guilbert, ‘Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 20–22.]  [3622:  ¹ O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 18–19.] 


Elsewhere in the interior, excavation revealed numerous post-holes, pits and areas of dark occupation soil. Some post-holes occurred in groups of four, which O'Neil compared with structures at Little Woodbury and tentatively associated with the drying or storage of corn or hay.[footnoteRef:24290] These features therefore provide further evidence for occupation and possible storage within the enclosure.  [24290:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 18–19.] 


O'Neil interpreted substantial dark occupation deposits and numerous post-holes behind the inner rampart as evidence for prolonged activity, although occupation was not uniform across the enclosure. Further excavation at Site 2 produced additional post-holes, occupation deposits and traces of burning, with O’Neil suggesting that part of the area had probably been used for habitation. Together, these remains reinforce the evidence for sustained occupation within parts of the hillfort, although their detailed chronology remains uncertain.[footnoteRef:22610] 

The excavation therefore confirms that Ffridd Faldwyn was an occupied settlement, although its domestic and economic evidence is less detailed than that from the Breiddin. O'Neil regarded the structural evidence as substantial despite the relative scarcity of artefactual material. The contrast between the two sites lies in the surviving archaeological record: the Breiddin provides richer evidence for occupation, agriculture, storage and craft activity, while Ffridd Faldwyn combines definite habitation and possible storage with a more prominent sequence of rampart and entrance reconstruction.[footnoteRef:24273] Together, they demonstrate different expressions of settlement and long-term investment within the same regional landscape.

2.4.4 Ffridd Faldwyn within the Upper Severn Landscape

Ffridd Faldwyn formed part of the dense defended landscape of the Upper Severn. Britnell and Silvester identify a regional pattern dominated by smaller defended enclosures, with major hillforts such as Ffridd Faldwyn forming a much more restricted group.  This variation in scale provides an important context for assessing its place within the wider settlement landscape.[footnoteRef:29510] 

Smaller defended sites occur throughout the surrounding valleys and ridges. Around Llandyssil, Cuckoo Hall occupies a low ridge as a small multivallate enclosure, while Cefn Llan provides another nearby defended site.[footnoteRef:13062]  Together, they demonstrate that defended settlement extended across the landscape between Montgomery and the neighbouring uplands. [22610:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 18–20, 39–40.]  [24273:  O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 18–21, 32–39; Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 177–84.]  [29510:  W. J. Britnell and R. J. Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, Internet Archaeology, 48 (2018), section 2.
]  [13062:  Heneb, ‘Cuckoo Hall Hillfort’, Historic Environment Record, PRN 1822; Heneb, ‘Cefn Llan Hillfort’, Historic Environment Record, PRN 187.] 


The wider Kerry landscape shows a similar pattern. At Great Cloddiau, a substantial hillfort and a smaller double-ditched enclosure lie within a few hundred metres of one another, a pairing Britnell and Silvester regard as potentially significant.[footnoteRef:15424] The example demonstrates that large and smaller defended sites could occupy closely related parts of the same regional landscape.  [15424:  Britnell and Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, section 2.] 


Comparable enclosed settlement evidence occurs around Berriew, where a ridge-top homestead south-west of the village has been identified as later prehistoric or Romano-British in origin. At Dol-lâs, a double-ditched enclosure revealed by geophysical survey contained possible internal divisions and drainage ditches probably associated with roundhouses and other structures.[footnoteRef:11746] These sites further illustrate the density and variety of enclosed settlement surrounding Ffridd Faldwyn. [11746:  Heneb, ‘Berriew’, Historic Environment Record, PRN 16108, incorporating Berriew enclosure PRN 7056; Britnell and Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, section 2, fig. 5.] 


The regional distribution suggests that larger hillforts and smaller enclosed settlements formed different elements of the same settlement landscape. Britnell and Silvester note that excavation at sites including the Breiddin and Collfryn demonstrates their simultaneous occupation during parts of the Iron Age.[footnoteRef:28893] Ffridd Faldwyn should therefore be understood within a varied regional pattern rather than as an isolated centre. Its archaeological record differs from the Breiddin, where domestic, agricultural and craft activity is more extensively represented, while Ffridd Faldwyn is distinguished particularly by repeated reconstruction of its ramparts and entrances.[footnoteRef:28622]  [28893:  Britnell and Silvester, ‘Hillforts and Defended Enclosures of the Welsh Borderland’, section 2, box 1; Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 187–90.]  [28622:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 177–84; O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 18–21, 32–40.] 


Taken together, the evidence places Ffridd Faldwyn within a later prehistoric landscape of settlements differing markedly in scale and form. Its prominent position among smaller defended sites, together with its occupation evidence and repeated architectural redevelopment, demonstrates sustained investment within a densely settled Upper Severn landscape. Compared with the Breiddin, the surviving evidence emphasises a different balance between occupation and monumentality, reinforcing the diversity of major hillfort development across the region 

2.5 Old Oswestry

If the Breiddin is characterised by long occupation and Ffridd Faldwyn by repeated architectural rebuilding, Old Oswestry combines elements of both. Situated east of the modern Welsh border, it occupies a transitional position between the Welsh uplands and the Midland Plain. Malim identifies several ancient routeways converging in the vicinity, linking the Severn and Dee valleys with the Cheshire Plain. Old Oswestry therefore formed part of a wider landscape of movement between the Welsh Borderlands and the lower country farther east.[footnoteRef:26887]

Activity on the hill predates the surviving ramparts. A Neolithic polished stone axe and Bronze Age axe mould provide evidence for earlier prehistoric activity, while pre-rampart roundhouses demonstrate settlement before the main Iron Age enclosure developed. One of these roundhouses also produced an Early Iron Age bronze-working crucible.[footnoteRef:31046] English Heritage places the earliest identifiable settlement at approximately 1000 BC.[footnoteRef:15759] 

Varley interpreted gullies encountered during excavation as evidence for a possible Bronze Age palisaded enclosure preceding the hillfort. Malim's later reassessment notes that some of these features may instead represent fences or elements associated with the roundhouses and regards a formal palisaded enclosure as unproven.[footnoteRef:19380] The evidence nevertheless confirms occupation of the hill before the major Iron Age earthworks.

Pre-rampart occupation was followed by successive phases of enclosure, enlargement and rebuilding during the Iron Age. Smith's English Heritage survey identifies an initial univallate enclosure around the summit, followed by a second rampart, the development of an annexe or hornwork complex around the western entrance, and ultimately an outer rampart following the lower contours of the hill. Old Oswestry therefore developed cumulatively, as an already occupied hilltop was repeatedly enclosed and remodelled into the substantial monument visible today.[footnoteRef:30083] 

2.5.1 Architectural Development in Comparative Perspective

Old Oswestry developed through several major episodes of enlargement and remodelling. Smith's survey identifies an initial univallate summit enclosure, followed by a second rampart, an annexe or hornwork complex around the western entrance, and finally an outer rampart following the lower contours of the hill and substantially enlarging the monument.[footnoteRef:28986]  [26887:  Tim Malim, ‘The Design and Setting of Old Oswestry Hillfort’, in Old Oswestry Hillfort and its Landscape: Ancient Past, Uncertain Future, ed. by Tim Malim and George Nash (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2020), pp. 65–95 (pp. 68–70).]  [31046:  Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry’, p. 73.]  [15759:  English Heritage, ‘History of Old Oswestry Hillfort’ <English Heritage website> [accessed 25 September 2026]]  [19380:  Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry’, pp. 73–74; Hughes, ‘Old Oswestry Hillfort’, pp. 81, 83.]  [30083:  Nicky Smith, Old Oswestry, Selattyn and Gobowen, Shropshire: Analysis of Earthwork, Research Department Report Series 82/2010 (English Heritage, 2010), pp. 16–21.]  [28986:  Nicky Smith, Old Oswestry, Selattyn and Gobowen, Shropshire: Analysis of Earthwork, Research Department Report Series 82/2010 (English Heritage, 2010), pp. 16–21.] 


The precise chronology of these phases remains uncertain because of the limited extent of Varley's excavations and later modification of the earthworks. Smith nevertheless identifies a clear cumulative sequence in which successive circuits reworked and enlarged the earlier enclosure.[footnoteRef:26039] [26039:  Smith, Old Oswestry, pp. 16–21; Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry’, pp. 73–74.] 


The western entrance became particularly elaborate within this sequence. Malim notes that the outer rampart was constructed on a substantial scale here, while the Western Complex included banks, hollows and associated earthworks along the approach. Although some lower cellular features were not clearly visible from the west, the entrance was nevertheless architecturally distinctive within the monument.[footnoteRef:11124]  

Successive additions transformed an earlier summit enclosure into the complex multivallate monument visible today. This repeated enlargement demonstrates substantial and continuing investment in the site, altering its scale, appearance and relationship with the surrounding landscape. Defence remained important, but the architectural sequence also reflects monumentality and repeated reorganisation of the enclosure.[footnoteRef:29517]  [11124:  Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry’, pp. 78–80, 89–90.]  [29517:  Nicky Smith, Old Oswestry, Selattyn and Gobowen, Shropshire: Analysis of Earthwork, Research Department Report Series 82/2010 (English Heritage, 2010), pp. 16–20, 64; Tim Malim, ‘The Design and Setting of Old Oswestry Hillfort’, in Old Oswestry Hillfort and its Landscape: Ancient Past, Uncertain Future, ed. by Tim Malim and George Nash (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2020), pp. 65–95 (pp. 72–74).] 


Old Oswestry's architecture cannot be understood solely in terms of military necessity. At least five ramparts have been identified, while the earthworks reach particularly substantial proportions around the western entrance. Malim describes the outer rampart at this point as constructed on a massive scale and characterises elements of the Western Complex as monumental in proportion. Although some of the lower cellular features were not widely visible from the surrounding landscape, the scale, complexity and repeated remodelling of the earthworks demonstrate a strongly monumental architectural expression.[footnoteRef:23329]

Defence remained an important component of Old Oswestry's architecture. Its banks and ditches created substantial physical barriers, while the developed entrance passages channelled movement into the enclosure.² Defence and monumentality were therefore complementary: successive construction could strengthen the hillfort while simultaneously increasing its scale and architectural complexity.[footnoteRef:19591] 

Old Oswestry therefore contributes to the wider pattern identified at the Breiddin and Ffridd Faldwyn. All three underwent repeated rebuilding and enlargement, although the form of that investment differed between them. Old Oswestry is particularly distinctive for the cumulative scale of its ramparts and the complexity of its entrances.[footnoteRef:5043] Together, the three sites demonstrate substantial but varied architectural investment among major hillforts of the Borderlands.

2.5.2 Occupation, Domestic Life and Exchange

The monumental character of Old Oswestry should not obscure the evidence for occupation within the enclosure. Excavation identified roundhouses across several phases, including pre-rampart examples in Trenches A and G, stone-kerbed roundhouses associated with the first major ramparts, and at least two further examples from later phases. Their recurrence demonstrates that domestic occupation accompanied the architectural development of the hillfort. As Malim notes, Varley's trenches were directed principally towards the ramparts, making the repeated discovery of roundhouses within the limited excavated areas particularly significant.[footnoteRef:7558] 

Craft activity accompanied this occupation. A ceramic crucible associated with a hearth in one of the pre-rampart roundhouses provides evidence for bronze working at Old Oswestry. Although Varley assigned it to his earliest period, later typological and archaeometallurgical analysis places it within the Early Iron Age, with later analysis assigning it to the early La Tène period, around the fifth to third centuries BC, possibly earlier.[footnoteRef:810] The find demonstrates that productive activity formed part of occupation within the hillfort. 

The material assemblage also demonstrates connections beyond the immediate Oswestry landscape. Early Iron Age occupation produced fragments from four carinated Wessex fine-ware bowls, unusual this far north and dated to around the seventh century BC. Later phases produced Very Coarse Pottery associated with the transport of salt from Cheshire production centres.[footnoteRef:7788]Together, these finds demonstrate the movement of goods and materials across considerably wider regional networks.

Matthews develops this evidence further, interpreting Old Oswestry as a possible ‘satellite market centre’ and later as an ‘overland trading emporium’ linking the Welsh uplands, Cheshire and the Midlands. His argument draws upon the hillfort's location, monumental architecture, Cheshire salt containers and Wessex pottery. Although the formal political and territorial framework he proposes remains debated, his interpretation highlights the possibility that Old Oswestry operated as a focus for exchange extending beyond its immediate settlement community.[footnoteRef:28175]

The incomplete excavation record, including the loss of provenance for many finds before Varley's work was published, limits detailed reconstruction of exchange at Old Oswestry.  Nevertheless, the Wessex ceramics, Cheshire salt containers and evidence for bronze working demonstrate participation in wider regional networks alongside recurring domestic occupation.[footnoteRef:19292] Old Oswestry therefore combines habitation and productive activity with substantial monumental enlargement and material connections extending beyond the immediate landscape, supporting its interpretation as a wider regional focus within the Welsh Borderlands.

2.5.3 Old Oswestry and the Regional Organisation of the Welsh Borderlands

Old Oswestry is best understood within the wider hillfort landscape of north-east Wales, the Marches and the Upper Severn. Lloyd Jones and Gale compare it with excavated sites including the Breiddin, Llanymynech, Moel y Gaer Rhosesmor, Moel Hiraddug and hillforts of the Cheshire Ridge, identifying both considerable variation and recurring patterns of pre-rampart activity, enclosure, occupation and rebuilding. Their comparison places Old Oswestry firmly within a broader Borderlands landscape.[footnoteRef:2092] 

Movement provides one of the clearest connections between Old Oswestry and the Upper Severn. Situated between the Midland Plain and the Welsh uplands, the hillfort lay close to routes running south through Llanymynech towards the Severn and west through Trefonen towards the Tanat. Llanymynech lies approximately 9.7 km south of Old Oswestry and around 8 km north of the Breiddin, forming an important geographical link between the northern Marches and the Upper Severn.[footnoteRef:28533]  

Intervisibility provides a further regional dimension. Matthews's analysis of 117 hillforts across the northern and central Marches identified substantial patterns of visual connectivity,with substantially higher levels of intervisibility within the northern and central groups than between them; the Breiddin was particularly prominent, with 23 recorded intervisible links. Matthews interprets these patterns as potentially facilitating coordination and interdependence between later prehistoric communities, contributing to increasingly complex, even ‘proto-state’, forms of social organisation within the Marches, which he compares with the territorial oppida of south-eastern Britain. His model therefore demonstrates how visibility, movement and settlement distribution can be considered together when interpreting the regional organisation of the Borderlands.[footnoteRef:13352]  

Evidence for metalworking provides a more material indication of interaction across the Borderlands. Lloyd Jones and Gale compare the Old Oswestry crucible with metalworking evidence from Llwyn Bryn Dinas, Beeston Castle, Dinorben, the Breiddin and Llanymynech. Northover's analysis of the Old Oswestry crucible identified a high zinc content, which he associated with Llanymynech as a possible ore source, while comparable evidence at Llwyn Bryn Dinas provides a further regional parallel. Together, this evidence indicates that materials and metallurgical practices circulated across the wider Borderlands landscape.[footnoteRef:20034] 

The three case studies nevertheless developed in markedly different ways. The Breiddin provides particularly extensive evidence for occupation, storage and craft activity, alongside evidence for agriculture and food processing; Ffridd Faldwyn combines habitation with an especially complex sequence of architectural reconstruction; and Old Oswestry combines recurring occupation, monumental enlargement, metalworking and wider material connections.[footnoteRef:15131] These differences argue against imposing a single functional model upon the major hillforts of the region.  [23329:  Smith, Old Oswestry, pp. 39, 61–64; Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry’, pp. 72, 78, 83, 89–90.]  [19591:  Smith, Old Oswestry, pp. 29–32, 39, 61.]  [5043:  Smith, Old Oswestry, pp. 16–20, 64; Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, p. 180; O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 10–20, 32–39.]  [7558:  Smith, Old Oswestry, pp. 16–20; Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry’, pp. 72–74.]  [810:  Smith, Old Oswestry, p. 16; Erin Lloyd Jones and Fiona Gale, ‘Everybody Needs Good Neighbours: Old Oswestry Hillfort in Context’, in Old Oswestry Hillfort and its Landscape: Ancient Past, Uncertain Future, ed. by Tim Malim and George Nash (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2020), pp. 8–22 (p. 19).]  [7788:  Smith, Old Oswestry, pp. 17, 19; Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry’, p. 73.]  [28175:  David J. Matthews, ‘Caer Ogyrfan – Hillfort of the Northern Border’, in Old Oswestry Hillfort and its Landscape: Ancient Past, Uncertain Future, ed. by Tim Malim and George Nash (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2020), pp. 23–62 (pp. 50–51).]  [19292:  Erin Lloyd Jones and Fiona Gale, ‘Everybody Needs Good Neighbours: Old Oswestry Hillfort in Context’, in Old Oswestry Hillfort and its Landscape: Ancient Past, Uncertain Future, ed. by Tim Malim and George Nash (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2020), pp. 8–22 (pp. 18–19).]  [2092:  Lloyd Jones and Gale, ‘Everybody Needs Good Neighbours’, pp. 10–19.]  [28533:  Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry’, p. 70; Lloyd Jones and Gale, ‘Everybody Needs Good Neighbours’, p. 10.]  [13352:  Matthews, ‘Caer Ogyrfan’, pp. 23–26, 48–49.]  [20034:  Lloyd Jones and Gale, ‘Everybody Needs Good Neighbours’, pp. 18–19; Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry’, p. 87 n. 18.]  [15131:  Musson, Britnell and Smith, The Breiddin Hillfort, pp. 180–86; O’Neil, ‘Excavations at Ffridd Faldwyn’, pp. 18–21, 32–39; Malim, ‘Design and Setting of Old Oswestry’, pp. 72–74, 87.] 


Taken together, the case studies demonstrate that the later prehistoric landscape extended beyond the modern boundaries of Montgomeryshire. The Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Old Oswestry formed part of a wider landscape structured by river valleys, ridgeways, crossing points and prominent defended sites. Patterns of movement, intervisibility and material circulation further place these monuments within a connected regional setting. The result is a dense but varied Borderlands landscape in which communities occupied, moved through and invested in interconnected places without requiring political uniformity.

3. Caersws and Cefn Carnedd: A Contested Landscape

The Roman conquest provides the first opportunity to examine the Upper Severn landscape alongside historical sources and to consider how its established strategic importance shaped later investment. The foundation of the Roman fort and settlement at Caersws represents not a simple break with the prehistoric landscape, but its reorganisation under a new system of authority. Through Caersws, nearby Cefn Carnedd and Tacitus' account of the campaign against Caratacus, this section examines how Roman power was established within a region already characterised by dense defended settlement, prominent monuments and important routes of movement.[footnoteRef:26910]  [26910:  Tacitus, Annals, XII.33–35, trans. by John Jackson, Loeb Classical Library, 312 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1937), reproduced in LacusCurtius https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Tacitus/Annals/12A*.html [accessed 29 September 2026].] 

The Roman fort at Caersws occupied an important position within the Upper Severn valley, close to the confluence of the Severn and Carno and to routes extending through central Wales. Davies Pryce regarded the location as especially well placed to command movement through Mid-Wales, while the Roman road network connected Caersws with military and settlement centres to the east, west and north. Caersws consequently became an important nodal point within Roman communications through the Upper Severn.[footnoteRef:10982] 

Roman occupation at Caersws developed through several phases. An earlier fort, conventionally identified as Caersws I, was established at Llwyn-y-Brain before being replaced in the later first century AD by Caersws II, closer to the confluence of the Carno and Severn. Excavation and earlier investigation of the later fort revealed successive modification, from an earthen rampart to more substantial sandstone-faced defences and stone internal buildings.[footnoteRef:32237] The sequence demonstrates sustained Roman investment in the location over several generations.

The fort also became the focus of settlement beyond its defences. Archaeological investigation identified a substantial vicus containing dense timber buildings, possible workshops and a shop, together with a road connecting the settlement and fort with the bath house.[footnoteRef:12609] Caersws therefore developed from a military installation into a wider focus of settlement and economic activity within the Upper Severn.

The relationship between Caersws I and Caersws II adds a further spatial dimension to this process. The earlier fort occupied a small hill east of the later settlement, on the natural route from Wroxeter towards the Upper Severn, while Caersws II developed closer to the Carno–Severn confluence within the road network centred upon the later fort and settlement.[footnoteRef:8574] The movement of the military focus between the two forts therefore represents more than simple rebuilding. Within the Roman period itself, the organisation of the locality was reconfigured around a position increasingly connected with roads, settlement and movement through the valley.

The organisation of the vicus reinforces this transformation. Archaeological work indicates that the extra-mural settlement extended across approximately seven hectares to the south and east of Caersws II and was focused upon roads issuing from the fort's gates. Side roads and the regular alignment of excavated features suggest a degree of internal planning, while an associated annexe contained evidence including a tile kiln and timber structures. Military occupation appears to have declined by the early third century, yet archaeological evidence indicates activity continuing into the fourth.[footnoteRef:2627] Caersws therefore remained a focus of occupation after the principal military role of the fort had diminished, demonstrating how the Roman investment in this strategic locality developed beyond the immediate requirements of conquest and garrison. 

This development is important because Roman authority reorganised movement through the valley in ways markedly different from the preceding hillfort landscape. Whereas prehistoric enclosures monumentalised ridges and elevated positions overlooking routes, Caersws was integrated into a road system centred on the valley floor. The geographical advantages of the Upper Severn therefore remained important but were expressed through a different military and settlement infrastructure.[footnoteRef:16777]

The later significance of Caersws is also reflected in local toponymy. Morgan interprets *Caersŵs* as *caer*, ‘fort’, combined with the personal name Swys, later Sws, and associates the name with the Roman auxiliary fort and subsequent medieval borough. Medieval forms include *Chaerswys* in the poetry of Lewys Glyn Cothi and *Kairesosse* in 1470.[footnoteRef:9168] The name therefore preserved the fortified identity of the place within the linguistic geography of medieval Wales. long after its Roman military function had ended.

Caersws becomes particularly significant when considered alongside nearby Cefn Carnedd. Less than two kilometres to the south-west, the hillfort occupies a prominent ridge overlooking the Upper Severn and the Severn, Carno, Cerist and Trannon valleys. Its substantial multivallate defences and several phases of construction demonstrate considerable investment in the site before the Roman conquest.[footnoteRef:13624] [10982:  T. Davies Pryce, ‘The Fort at Caersws and the Roman Occupation of Wales’, Montgomeryshire Collections, 42 (1931), 17–67 (pp. 17–19).]  [32237:  C. M. Daniels, G. D. B. Jones and W. G. Putnam, ‘Excavations at Caersws, 1968’, Montgomeryshire Collections, 61 (1970), 37–42 (p. 39); Davies Pryce, ‘Fort at Caersws’, pp. 20–21.]  [12609:  Daniels, Jones and Putnam, ‘Excavations at Caersws, 1968’, pp. 37–38.]  [8574:  Daniels, Jones and Putnam, ‘Excavations at Caersws, 1968’, p. 39; Davies Pryce, ‘Fort at Caersws’, pp. 17–19.]  [2627:  Heneb Historic Environment Record, ‘Caersws Fort II, vicus’, PRN 5869, https://archwilio.org.uk/her/chi3/report/page.php?watprn=CPAT5869 [accessed 25 September 2026]; Richard Hankinson, Caersws Water Main Repair, Powys: Archaeological Watching Brief, CPAT Report No. 1753 (Welshpool: Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust, 2020), p. 2.]  [16777:  Davies Pryce, ‘Fort at Caersws’, pp. 17–19.]  [9168:  Richard Morgan, A Study of Montgomeryshire Place-Names (Llanrwst: Gwasg Carreg Gwalch, 2001), p. 20.]  [13624:  Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland, ‘Cefn Carnedd’, Main Atlas Number 1448, University of Oxford, https://hillforts.arch.ox.ac.uk/?query=Atlas_of_Hillforts_4166_0%2CMain_Atlas_Number%2C1448 [accessed 25 September 2026]; Toby Driver, ‘Cefn Carnedd Hillfort, near Caersws’, Coflein, NPRN 94016, RCAHMW, 20 July 2007, https://coflein.gov.uk/en/sites/94016 [accessed 25 September 2026].] 


The contrast between the two sites is particularly revealing. Cefn Carnedd dominates the surrounding landscape from an elevated ridge, while Caersws occupies the valley floor within the same broader corridor. This represents a change in the organisation and material expression of authority rather than in the underlying geographical importance of the area. The prehistoric hillfort monumentalised elevated ground overlooking the valley system; Roman power instead organised movement through forts, roads and associated settlement. Both therefore exploited the same strategic geography through fundamentally different forms of infrastructure. 

Cefn Carnedd may also have remained active during the period of Roman conquest. Driver records burning around the principal western gateway and a possible sling projectile approximately 140 metres beyond the western defences. Although neither can be securely attributed to Roman military action, together they raise the possibility of conflict and place the hillfort within a potentially contested landscape during the conquest period.[footnoteRef:13909] 

Tacitus' account of Caratacus provides a possible historical context for this evidence. Cefn Carnedd has long been proposed as one possible location for his final resistance to Rome, while Tacitus describes Caratacus shifting the war into Ordovician territory and selecting elevated ground protected by a river and stone defences, where difficult terrain reduced Roman advantages. Cefn Carnedd's elevated position, steep approaches and substantial defences bear notable topographical similarities to this description. Taken alongside the burning around the western gateway and possible sling projectile, these similarities make it reasonable to consider the hillfort within the wider context of Roman campaigning in Ordovician territory, although they do not identify it securely as Caratacus's battlefield.[footnoteRef:13307] [13909:  ]  [13307:  Tacitus, Annals, XII.33–35, trans. by John Jackson, Tacitus, IV, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press; London: William Heinemann, 1937), reproduced in LacusCurtius https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Tacitus/Annals/12A*.html [accessed 26 September 2026]; Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, ‘Cefn Carnedd: Possible Battle Site, near Caersws’, Coflein, NPRN 403831 https://coflein.gov.uk/en/sites/403831 [accessed 26 September 2026].] 

Roman authorities entered a landscape already marked by substantial prehistoric investment around river valleys and communication routes. Hillforts including the Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Cefn Carnedd had occupied prominent positions overlooking these corridors; at Caersws, the strategic advantages of the Upper Severn were instead expressed through forts, roads and associated settlement.[footnoteRef:14232] Roman rule therefore reorganised an established strategic landscape through fundamentally different forms of infrastructure and authority. 

Across Roman Britain, civitates such as those centred on Viroconium and Venta Silurum demonstrate the wider incorporation of indigenous communities into Roman administrative structures. Caersws occupied a different position within this system, developing from a significant military presence into an important focus of settlement within the Upper Severn. Whatever its precise administrative status, its development demonstrates the incorporation of the region into a substantially different political and economic system while retaining the geographical importance of the valley itself[footnoteRef:11613]

Caersws therefore represents another phase in the long-term investment of the Upper Severn landscape. Roman authority reorganised movement and settlement through military and communications infrastructure, while the later survival of the name Caersŵs preserved the fortified identity of the place within medieval Wales.[footnoteRef:22729] The continuity visible here lies in successive communities investing in, organising and naming the same strategically important landscape under fundamentally different political systems. With the disappearance of Roman government in the early fifth century, new political formations inherited this already structured environment, providing the broader post-Roman context from which kingdoms such as Powys later developed.[footnoteRef:17498]
  
3.1 The Royal Houses of Powys: Landscape, Legitimacy and Memory  

The collapse of Roman administration during the early fifth century contributed to the fragmentation of former Roman political structures in western Britain, within which the polity later known as Powys developed. Powys was neither territorially static nor uniform: Stephenson emphasises its changing boundaries, while a poem praising Hywel ap Goronwy around 1101 distinguishes Powys from Iâl, Edeirnion, Cyfeiliog and the Severn Valley, territories later incorporated within the Powysian realm. Powys should therefore be understood as an evolving political territory rather than a fixed geographical entity.[footnoteRef:19743] 

Despite these changing boundaries, the Upper Severn became an important component of the Powysian landscape.[footnoteRef:27376] Its rulers inherited an environment already shaped by centuries of investment, in which Iron Age hillforts and Roman military and settlement centres marked the continuing importance of the Severn corridor. The emergence of Powys therefore represents another phase of political investment within a landscape whose significance long predated the kingdom. [14232:  Davies Pryce, ‘Fort at Caersws’, pp. 17–19.]  [11613:  T. M. Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, 350–1064 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 16–17; T. Davies Pryce, ‘The Fort at Caersws and the Roman Occupation of Wales’, Montgomeryshire Collections, 42 (1931), 17–67 (pp. 17–19); C. M. Daniels, G. D. B. Jones and W. G. Putnam, ‘Excavations at Caersws, 1968’, Montgomeryshire Collections, 61 (1970), 37–42 (pp. 37–38).]  [22729:  Morgan, A Study of Montgomeryshire Place-Names, p. 20.]  [17498:  Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, pp. 14–16, 40–41.]  [19743:  T. M. Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, 350–1064 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 14–17, 39–41; David Stephenson, Medieval Powys: Kingdom, Principality and Lordships, 1132–1293 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2016), pp. 1–2.]  [27376:  Stephenson, Medieval Powys, pp. 1–2.] 


Ingold's ‘dwelling perspective’ provides a useful framework for understanding the relationship between authority and inherited landscape. People inhabit environments already shaped by previous generations, while their own activities continue the process through which landscapes are formed and experienced.[footnoteRef:23967] Applied to the Upper Severn, Iron Age hillforts, Roman centres including Forden Gaer and Caersws, and the later political landscape of Powys represent successive forms of investment within the same broader environment. Continuity therefore lies not in the survival of institutions, but in the repeated reinterpretation of the Upper Severn as a landscape of authority. [23967:  Tim Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, World Archaeology, 25.2 (1993), 152–74 (pp. 152–54).] 


3.2.1 Constructing Legitimacy: Genealogy, Landscape and Memory    

If Powys emerged within an inherited landscape, its rulers also legitimised their authority through genealogy and ancestral memory. In early medieval Wales, royal pedigrees could function as claims to legitimate rule, connecting contemporary rulers with dynastic founders and ancestral rights to territory.[footnoteRef:26157]  [26157:  T. M. Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, 350–1064 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 360.] 


The Harleian Genealogies preserve traditions of several British royal dynasties, including a Powysian pedigree in which Eliseg appears within an extended sequence of royal ancestry.[footnoteRef:3087] Their significance here lies in the political function of genealogy: authority could be presented as inherited and rooted in the past, allowing contemporary rulers to articulate legitimacy through descent and ancestral memory.

Political and genealogical continuity should nevertheless be distinguished from demographic continuity. The Roman conquest and emergence of kingdoms such as Powys brought profound political and cultural change without necessarily implying wholesale population replacement. Archaeogenetic evidence from Britain supports this distinction: Martiniano et al. found that six of seven Roman-period individuals sampled at York showed their closest affinities with modern British Celtic populations, particularly Welsh populations, and were genetically similar to an earlier Iron Age individual, while Gretzinger et al. identified substantial continental northern European migration into early medieval England.[footnoteRef:11347] Although neither study provides direct evidence for demographic continuity within Powys itself, they demonstrate that political and cultural transformation need not correspond directly with population replacement.

Landscape provides another means of examining inheritance through change. Medieval Powys occupied a territory already shaped by earlier activity, containing ancient monuments, established routes and places whose histories extended beyond the kingdom itself. Genealogy articulated inheritance through ancestry; landscape provided a physical environment through which relationships with the past could also be expressed. The central question is therefore how later communities inhabited and invested meaning in the landscapes they inherited. 

The clearest physical expression of this relationship within Powys is the Pillar of Eliseg. Commissioned by Cyngen before his death in AD 854, it commemorated his great-grandfather Eliseg, credited with recovering Powysian territory from the Anglo-Saxons. The inscription extended the dynasty's ancestry further through figures including Guarthigirn and Magnus Maximus. Edwards therefore interprets the monument as a public statement of political legitimacy produced during a period of considerable external pressure.[footnoteRef:11577]

These genealogical claims were also embedded physically within the landscape. Standing prominently in the Nant Eglwyseg valley, the Pillar transformed ancestry into monumental display, making Powysian royal authority visible within a particular place. The Project Eliseg report further argues that the inscription was intended to be recited aloud and may have been proclaimed from the mound to an assembled audience, bringing genealogy, landscape and performance together at the monument.[footnoteRef:5734] 

The Pillar's erection upon an earlier prehistoric funerary mound adds a further dimension to its significance. Archaeological investigation demonstrates a much earlier history of burial and commemoration at the site, meaning that a monument proclaiming Powysian genealogy and political authority was established upon an already ancient feature of the landscape.[footnoteRef:13600] The Pillar therefore provides a tangible example of Ingold's conception of landscape as an enduring record of earlier activity, continually re-formed through subsequent acts of dwelling: the earlier monument was incorporated into a new setting that brought together prehistoric monumentality, royal genealogy and contemporary Powysian authority. Ancient places could thus acquire new significance as successive communities reworked the landscapes they inherited.[footnoteRef:30218]

The Pillar has wider implications for the prehistoric monuments examined throughout this dissertation. It demonstrates that Powysian political culture could incorporate an ancient monument into contemporary expressions of ancestry, kingship and legitimacy.[footnoteRef:19382] The Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Cefn Carnedd likewise remained part of an inherited landscape despite profound changes in political institutions and territorial structures. Continuity of significance therefore describes the capacity of inherited places and monuments to remain culturally productive as successive societies invested them with new meanings.

This capacity for reinterpretation extended beyond royal monumentality and genealogy. Christian traditions provide another means through which inherited places could acquire new cultural significance, particularly in the associations surrounding St Beuno and the prehistoric landscape of Berriew. 

3.2.2 the Inheritance of Landscape  

The traditions surrounding St Beuno provide a further example of how inherited landscapes in Powys could acquire new meanings during the early medieval and medieval periods. In contrast to the political monumentality of the Pillar of Eliseg, the Beuno tradition incorporates landscape into Christian hagiography and sacred memory. Traditionally associated with the seventh century, Beuno became one of the most important Welsh saints. His surviving Middle Welsh Buchedd is considerably later, preserved in the fourteenth-century Llyfr Ancr Llanddewibrefi and subsequent copies. It therefore provides evidence primarily for how Beuno, Powys and its landscape were understood within medieval Welsh culture, although Stöber argues that Beuno probably had a historical basis and notes that several figures in the Life can be independently identified.[footnoteRef:18336] Beuno's significance to the present study lies particularly in his association with Berriew and the Upper Severn. Maen Beuno is itself a prehistoric standing stone, probably forming part of the wider prehistoric monumental landscape, while the surrounding area contains a substantial concentration of Neolithic and Bronze Age ceremonial and funerary monuments.[footnoteRef:6133] [3087:  Harleian MS 3859: The Genealogies’, Celtic Literature Collective / Ancient Texts, https://ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/ctexts/genealogies.html [accessed 29 September 2026]; Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, pp. 359–60, 449–50.]  [11347:  Rui Martiniano and others, ‘Genomic Signals of Migration and Continuity in Britain before the Anglo-Saxons’, Nature Communications, 7 (2016), article 10326 (pp. 1, 4–6), https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms10326; Joscha Gretzinger and others, ‘The Anglo-Saxon Migration and the Formation of the Early English Gene Pool’, Nature, 610 (2022), 112–19 (p. 112), https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-022-05247-2.]  [11577:  Nancy Edwards, ‘Rethinking the Pillar of Eliseg’, The Antiquaries Journal, 89 (2009), 143–77 (pp. 162–63, 165–70).]  [5734:  Nancy Edwards, Gary Robinson and Howard Williams, with the assistance of Carol Ryan Young, Excavations at the Pillar of Eliseg, Llangollen, 2010–12: Project Eliseg Final Report Prepared for Cadw (February 2015), p. 50.]  [13600:  Edwards, Robinson and Williams, Project Eliseg Final Report, pp. 44–45.]  [30218:  Tim Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, World Archaeology, 25.2 (1993), 152–74 (pp. 152–53, 162); Edwards, Robinson and Williams, Project Eliseg Final Report, pp. 66–67.]  [19382:  Edwards, Robinson and Williams, Project Eliseg Final Report, pp. 66–67.]  [18336:  Karen Stöber, ‘Hagiography and National Consciousness: The Case of Sant Beuno of Wales’, Imago Temporis: Medium Aevum, 13 (2019), 41–54 (p. 47).]  [6133:  Alex Gibson, ‘Excavation and Survey at Dyffryn Lane Henge Complex, Powys, and a Reconsideration of the Dating of Henges’, Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, 76 (2010), 213–48 (p. 213).] 


The nearby Dyffryn Lane complex demonstrates the depth and complexity of this prehistoric monumental landscape. Excavation revealed an extended sequence beginning with the deposition of Impressed Ware pottery and the erection of a stone circle. The site was subsequently enclosed by a substantial single-entrance henge and later covered by a round mound, while the surrounding landscape contained further ring ditches and other funerary and ritual monuments. The sequence demonstrates repeated ceremonial and funerary investment in the same landscape over an extended period[footnoteRef:7897]

The significance of Dyffryn Lane lies not simply in the longevity of activity, but in the repeated transformation of the same monumental place. Successive phases did not simply accumulate alongside one another: earlier features were incorporated into later forms of monumental construction, repeatedly altering the character of the site.[footnoteRef:8463] The sequence therefore demonstrates successive phases of activity reworking an already monumentalised place. Long before the development of the hillfort landscape, this part of the Upper Severn already demonstrates a process in which places could be revisited, physically altered and given new monumental expression. [7897:  Alex Gibson, ‘Excavation and Survey at Dyffryn Lane Henge Complex, Powys, and a Reconsideration of the Dating of Henges’, Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, 76 (2010), 213–48 (pp. 213, 229, 232).]  [8463:  Gibson, ‘Excavation and Survey at Dyffryn Lane Henge Complex’, pp. 229, 232.] 


The wider Upper Severn landscape provides related evidence at Sarn-y-bryn-caled near Welshpool. Excavation revealed a ceremonial complex including a cursus monument, timber circle and penannular monuments.[footnoteRef:7266] Whereas Dyffryn Lane demonstrates repeated transformation of a particular monumental place, Sarn-y-bryn-caled demonstrates the construction of different monumental forms within a wider ceremonial landscape. Considered alongside Dyffryn Lane and the surviving standing stone at Maen Beuno, this evidence reveals that the Upper Severn around Welshpool and Berriew possessed a substantial monumental history several millennia before the construction of its Iron Age hillforts. The later defended landscape was therefore itself established within a region in which communities had long selected, monumentalised and revisited particular places.

Maen Beuno should therefore be understood within this wider monumental landscape rather than as an isolated standing stone that later acquired a saint's name. Its physical survival within a landscape containing much earlier prehistoric monuments made it available for later association with Beuno and incorporation into Christian sacred memory.[footnoteRef:27872] In Ingold's terms, the landscape remained an enduring record of earlier generations while continuing to acquire new meanings through subsequent acts of dwelling and remembrance.[footnoteRef:27087] [7266:  Gibson, ‘Excavation and Survey at Dyffryn Lane Henge Complex’, p. 243.]  [27872:  Gibson, ‘Excavation and Survey at Dyffryn Lane Henge Complex’, p. 213; Stöber, ‘Hagiography and National Consciousness’, p. 49.]  [27087:  Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, pp. 152–53.] 

The Life places Beuno directly within this Upper Severn environment. Following his father's death, he travels into Powys, where the king grants land for him and his followers to settle. Beuno subsequently walks beside the Severn, where he hears a Saxon-speaking huntsman calling to his dogs from the opposite bank and orders his followers to leave the place. Within the narrative, settlement, movement, political authority and linguistic difference are therefore articulated spatially, with the Severn functioning as a boundary across which cultural difference is encountered.[footnoteRef:23033] 

Beuno's genealogy adds a further dimension to the authority attributed to him within this landscape. The Life traces his ancestry through figures including Cadell Ddyrnllug, Gwrtheyrn and Beli before ending with Anna, whose mother was said to be a cousin of the Virgin Mary.[footnoteRef:15931] Stöber interprets this genealogy as emphasising both royal lineage and divine ancestry. Bromwich likewise notes that Beli Mawr appears as an ancestral figure from whom many leading Welsh dynasties claimed descent and that the Life of St Beuno gives a comparable descent for the royal line of Powys.[footnoteRef:5594] The genealogy therefore linked Beuno to both sacred ancestry and a deeper British dynastic past.

The significance of this genealogy lies in the cultural relationships it constructs. Beuno is presented as a figure connected simultaneously with Powysian kingship, British ancestral tradition and Christian sacred history. The Life therefore incorporates inherited genealogical traditions into a Christian conception of the past, paralleling the treatment of landscape itself: inherited places and traditions could be incorporated into new cultural frameworks and acquire new significance. 

The later association of Maen Beuno with the saint provides the clearest material expression of this process. Local tradition identified the prehistoric standing stone as a place from which Beuno preached, while the association eventually became embedded in the monument's name. Morgan records the church at Aberriw, attested as Eberrw in 1254, as dedicated to Beuno and identifies the saint in the name Maen Beuno, documented in nineteenth- and twentieth-century forms.[footnoteRef:14318] [23033:  Karen Stöber, ‘Hagiography and National Consciousness: The Case of Sant Beuno of Wales’, Imago Temporis: Medium Aevum, 13 (2019), 41–54 (p. 49).]  [15931:  Stöber, ‘Hagiography and National Consciousness’, p. 48.]  [5594:  Rachel Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein: The Triads of the Island of Britain, 4th edn (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2014), p. 288.]  [14318:  Karen Stöber, ‘Hagiography and National Consciousness: The Case of Sant Beuno of Wales’, Imago Temporis: Medium Aevum, 13 (2019), 41–54 (p. 49); Richard Morgan, A Study of Montgomeryshire Place-Names (Llanrwst: Gwasg Carreg Gwalch, 2001), pp. 2–3.] 


The surviving evidence does not establish when the association with Beuno first developed, but it demonstrates its eventual incorporation into local toponymy. A prehistoric monument had acquired an explicitly Christian identity within the later landscape: the standing stone had become Maen Beuno, ‘Beuno's Stone’. The name therefore preserves a later cultural interpretation through which the monument was understood within a Christian landscape.[footnoteRef:29698]

Maen Beuno demonstrates how the physical persistence of an ancient monument could enable later reinterpretation. Its significance within the later landscape derived from its association with Beuno and a Christian cultural framework, while the wider Berriew landscape already contained a much deeper history of repeated monumental investment. At Dyffryn Lane, deposition, stone circle, henge and round mound represented successive engagements with the same place, while the later association of Maen Beuno added a further, culturally distinct layer of meaning.[footnoteRef:2878] [29698:  Richard Morgan, A Study of Montgomeryshire Place-Names (Llanrwst: Gwasg Carreg Gwalch, 2001), pp. 2–3; Karen Stöber, ‘Hagiography and National Consciousness: The Case of Sant Beuno of Wales’, Imago Temporis: Medium Aevum, 13 (2019), 41–54 (p. 49).]  [2878:  Alex Gibson, ‘Excavation and Survey at Dyffryn Lane Henge Complex, Powys, and a Reconsideration of the Dating of Henges’, Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, 76 (2010), 213–48 (pp. 213, 229, 232); Stöber, ‘Hagiography and National Consciousness’, p. 49.] 


Beuno therefore provides a useful counterpart to the Pillar of Eliseg. The Pillar incorporated an ancient funerary monument into the political and genealogical language of Powysian kingship, while Maen Beuno incorporated a prehistoric standing stone into Christian sacred memory and local toponymy. In both cases, inherited monuments remained culturally productive by acquiring new meanings within later societies. Continuity of significance therefore operated through reinterpretation: the material landscape persisted while the cultural frameworks through which it was understood changed. 

3.3 Medieval Tradition and the Memory of the Hillfort Landscape  

The significance of prehistoric monuments within medieval Powys was not confined to their physical survival or incorporation into political and Christian landscapes. Earlier places could also enter traditions through which the past was remembered, organised and reinterpreted. The Welsh Triads provide important evidence for this process. Although their earliest surviving manuscript witnesses are medieval, Bromwich traces the Trioedd Ynys Prydein to a bardic tradition in which the triads functioned as mnemonic aids for the transmission of traditional narrative material.[footnoteRef:22074] Their significance here lies in showing how places and landscapes could become incorporated into evolving forms of cultural memory, providing recognisable points around which later narratives and associations developed [22074:  Rachel Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein: The Triads of the Island of Britain, 4th edn (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2014), pp. xvi–xix, lviii–lix.] 



Old Oswestry provides a particularly clear example. The prehistoric hillfort was later recorded under the Welsh name Caer Ogyrfan. Bromwich notes that Pennant recorded this as the old name of the ancient fort near Oswestry, deriving it from Ogyrfan, whom he described as a hero contemporary with Arthur; Bromwich further suggests that this figure may subsequently have become confused with Gogfran Gawr, the reputed father of Gwenhwyfar.[footnoteRef:4775] The association therefore demonstrates how a conspicuous ancient monument could be incorporated into a later legendary geography: the hillfort remained materially present while the cultural explanation attached to it change [4775:  Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein, p. 363.] 


This process reflects the wider character of the Welsh Triads. Bromwich emphasises their relationship with bardic instruction and their mnemonic role within a broader body of traditional narrative. Their contents could therefore be reorganised as Welsh literary culture developed, with the increasing prominence of Arthurian material in later versions demonstrating how inherited traditions acquired new emphases. Caer Ogyrfan can be understood within this process, as an ancient place incorporated into an evolving medieval legendary landscape.[footnoteRef:19598]

The relationship between landscape and memory within the Trioedd Ynys Prydein extends beyond individual monuments. Bromwich identifies Triad 55 as Teir Neges a gaat o Bowys, while traditions concerning Cadwallawn and his conflict with Edwin remained familiar within Welsh bardic culture.[footnoteRef:27333] Powys itself therefore functioned as a meaningful geographical and political frame through which rulers and conflicts were remembered, allowing landscape to structure the transmission of the past. 

The Hafren provides an even clearer local example. Triad 69, Tri Budyr Hafren, the ‘Three Defilements of the Severn’, associates one of its defilements with Cadwallawn's forces confronting Edwin and the English, after which the river is described as defiled from source to mouth.[footnoteRef:22773]Here the Hafren is more than the setting of conflict: the river itself becomes part of its memory, providing a familiar geographical feature through which the British past could be narrated and recalled [19598:  Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein, pp. lviii–lix.]  [27333:  Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein, pp. xcvi–xcvii, 156–58.]  [22773:  Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein, p. 192.] 


This is particularly relevant to the Upper Severn. Bromwich identifies Cefn Digoll with the Long Mountain in Montgomeryshire, opposite Welshpool, while her commentary on Triad 55 places Meigen in the district surrounding the Long Mountain and preserves traditions connecting Cadwallawn with the Severn and the Breiddin hills.[footnoteRef:27410] The same river system was also overlooked by major prehistoric sites including the Breiddin, Cefn Carnedd and Ffridd Faldwyn.[footnoteRef:14125] Medieval tradition therefore attached narratives of conflict, rulership and collective memory to a geographical framework that had already structured the monumental landscape for centuries. [27410:  Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein, pp. 157–58, 192–93.]  [14125:  Gary Lock and Ian Ralston, Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and Ireland (2024), ‘Y Breiddin’, Main Atlas Number 1276; ‘Cefn Carnedd’, Main Atlas Number 1448; ‘Ffridd Faldwyn’, Main Atlas Number 1438, https://hillforts.arch.ox.ac.uk/ [accessed 25 September 2026].] 


The landscape around the Breiddin and Hafren provides a more specific example. Morgan discusses the possible identification of Dygen with the wider Breiddin area through early Welsh traditions concerning Cadwallawn ap Cadfan and the battle of Meigen. A ninth- or tenth-century englyn places Cadwallon's camp upon the Hafren and refers to Dygen in relation to Meigen; Bromwich identifies Dygen Freiddyn as an old name for the Breiddin hills. Another early tradition places one of Cadwallon's encampments on the summit of Digoll mountain, identified with Cefn Digoll or the Long Mountain in Montgomeryshire. On this geographical basis, Morgan suggests that Dygen denoted the wider area around the mountain and east of the Hafren.[footnoteRef:24036] [24036:  Morgan, A Study of Montgomeryshire Place-Names, pp. 11, 78–79.] 

The precise geographical extent of Dygen remains interpretative, since the englyn does not explicitly identify the Breiddin hillfort itself. Nevertheless, the tradition places conflict associated with Cadwallon within the geographical framework of the Hafren and its surrounding high ground. This is particularly significant alongside the place-name evidence: Hafren has a documented linguistic history extending back to Roman Sabrina, while the Breiddin appears in numerous medieval forms from the twelfth century onwards.[footnoteRef:18234] These enduring geographical features therefore remained recognisable places around which new historical and literary associations could accumulate. 

A comparable conception of meaningful landscape appears in Triad 37, the ‘Fortunate Concealments’, which Bromwich connects directly with the tradition of Brân's buried head in the Second Branch of the Mabinogi. The triad locates the head of Bendigeidfran in the White Hill in London and states that, while it remained concealed there, no Saxon oppression would come to Britain; its later disclosure by Arthur consequently removed that protection. Although situated beyond the Upper Severn, the tradition similarly presents places as capable of acquiring protective and mnemonic significance, through which relationships between past and present could be expressed.[footnoteRef:996] [18234:  Morgan, A Study of Montgomeryshire Place-Names, pp. 11, 78–79.]  [996:  Rachel Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein: The Triads of the Island of Britain, 4th edn (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2014), pp. 94–95, 98.] 


Taken together, these traditions reveal a broader medieval Welsh tendency to organise the past spatially. Rivers preserved memories of conflict, territories framed the histories of rulers, and conspicuous monuments acquired legendary identities. Bromwich's interpretation of the oldest nucleus of the Trioedd Ynys Prydein reinforces this pattern, identifying a conception of Britain's past centred upon figures including Caswallawn, Maxen Wledig and Gwrtheyrn alongside heroes of the sixth and seventh centuries.[footnoteRef:14148] Her interpretation of Ynys Prydein as expressing an idealised cultural unity despite political division further demonstrates how rulers, conflicts and places could be organised within a remembered cultural geography extending beyond contemporary boundaries. 

The literary evidence therefore adds a further dimension to the forms of landscape inheritance identified throughout this chapter. The Pillar of Eliseg incorporated ancestry and ancient monumentality into Powysian kingship; Maen Beuno brought a prehistoric monument into Christian sacred memory; and Caer Ogyrfan, the Hafren and traditions surrounding the Breiddin placed enduring landscapes within legendary and historical geographies. Ancient earthworks, hills, rivers and inherited placenames remained culturally available as new narratives developed around them. Continuity of significance therefore lay in the capacity of familiar places to acquire new meanings within changing political, religious and literary worlds.  [14148:  Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein, pp. lvi–lvii.] 


3.4 Changing Forms of Landscape Inheritance
The evidence examined throughout this chapter demonstrates that landscape inheritance operated through markedly different mechanisms across successive periods. Roman authority reorganised the strategic geography of the Upper Severn through forts, roads and valley-floor settlement, particularly at Caersws, where sustained military and civilian investment exploited the geographical importance of the Severn–Carno corridor.[footnoteRef:32685] Medieval Powys invested the inherited landscape differently. At the Pillar of Eliseg, ancestry and political legitimacy were monumentalised upon an earlier funerary barrow, while the traditions surrounding Maen Beuno incorporated a surviving standing stone, situated within the much older monumental landscape of Berriew, into Christian sacred memory.[footnoteRef:1293]  The Trioedd Ynys Prydein and traditions associated with Caer Ogyrfan, the Hafren and the Breiddin reveal a further process in which enduring geographical features became incorporated into literary and legendary landscapes.[footnoteRef:13922] [32685:  T. Davies Pryce, ‘The Fort at Caersws and the Roman Occupation of Wales’, Montgomeryshire Collections, 42 (1931), 17–67 (pp. 17–21); C. M. Daniels, G. D. B. Jones and W. G. Putnam, ‘Excavations at Caersws, 1968’, Montgomeryshire Collections, 61 (1970), 37–42 (pp. 37–40).]  [1293:  Nancy Edwards, ‘Rethinking the Pillar of Eliseg’, The Antiquaries Journal, 89 (2009), 143–77 (pp. 149–51, 163, 167–70); Alex Gibson, ‘Excavation and Survey at Dyffryn Lane Henge Complex, Powys, and a Reconsideration of the Dating of Henges’, Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, 76 (2010), 213–48 (p. 213); Karen Stöber, ‘Hagiography and National Consciousness: The Case of Sant Beuno of Wales’, Imago Temporis: Medium Aevum, 13 (2019), 41–54 (p. 49).]  [13922:  Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein, pp. 156–58, 192–93, 363.] 

These examples represent different forms of continuity rather than repetitions of the same relationship with place. Strategic geography could encourage renewed settlement and investment, as at Caersws; surviving monuments could provide visible places around which new political or religious meanings developed, as at the Pillar of Eliseg and Maen Beuno; and rivers, monuments and place-names could become frameworks through which later communities organised territory and memory. Ingold's conception of landscape as an enduring record of the lives and works of past generations, continually formed through acts of dwelling, provides a framework through which these different processes can be understood together.[footnoteRef:22475] Within the Upper Severn, continuity of significance therefore emerged through the interaction between the physical persistence of landscape and the changing cultural practices through which successive communities inhabited, organised and interpreted it. [22475:  Tim Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, World Archaeology, 25.2 (1993), 152–74 (pp. 152, 162).] 


Chapter 4: Conclusion  

This dissertation has examined the hillfort landscapes of the Upper Severn and central Welsh Borderlands and the ways in which their significance persisted and was reinterpreted beyond the Iron Age. Hillforts formed part of wider landscapes of movement, settlement and social interaction rather than existing simply as isolated defensive monuments. The evidence supports continuity of significance at the level of place rather than continuity of function or meaning: successive communities inherited and reinterpreted an already monumentalised landscape as political institutions, cultural identities and forms of settlement changed.
The Upper Severn contained an unusually concentrated landscape of defended settlement. The dataset assembled for this study identifies fifty-one hillfort sites within historic Montgomeryshire alone, while the wider concentration extends eastwards into western Shropshire. This concentration includes both major hillforts and numerous smaller defended enclosures and crosses later administrative boundaries. Its distribution reflects regional geography, with river valleys, ridges, upland approaches and other natural corridors repeatedly providing the setting for defended settlement. Together, these monuments formed a landscape structured by movement, visibility and access.
The Breiddin, Ffridd Faldwyn and Old Oswestry demonstrate that this concentration did not represent a uniform pattern of settlement or monument use. The Breiddin provides particularly strong evidence for occupation, storage, craft production and associated agricultural activity; Ffridd Faldwyn is distinguished by sustained architectural investment and repeated reconstruction of its defences and entrances; and Old Oswestry combines evidence for occupation and monumentality with a location associated with important routeways and material connections extending beyond its immediate landscape. Together, the three sites reveal a differentiated regional landscape in which major hillforts combined domestic, economic, defensive and communal functions in different ways rather than conforming to a single model.
This regional interpretation also reshapes how monumentality should be understood. Hillfort ramparts represented substantial investments of labour, while their scale and topographical prominence meant that many remained conspicuous features of the landscape long after occupation had ceased. Abandonment therefore did not mean disappearance from the inhabited landscape. Landscape can instead be understood as retaining the material traces of earlier generations while continuing to be reshaped through subsequent activity. The survival of hillfort earthworks consequently provided the physical conditions through which later communities could encounter, interpret and potentially reinterpret earlier monumental places.
Roman occupation provides the first major test of this interpretation beyond prehistory. Caersws developed within the same broader communication landscape as nearby Cefn Carnedd, exploiting the converging river valleys of the Upper Severn from the valley floor rather than through the elevated monumental form of the hillfort. The mechanisms through which authority, movement and settlement were organised changed substantially, while investment remained concentrated within an already strategically important valley system. Roman occupation therefore represents not simple continuity, but the reorganisation of an inherited landscape according to new military and administrative requirements.
The emergence of medieval Powys similarly demonstrates the distinction between political continuity and continuity of significance. Powys was not a territorially fixed kingdom: both its extent and its internal political organisation changed considerably through the early and high medieval periods. Nevertheless, its rulers operated within an inherited landscape in which the Severn valley, adjoining territories and established centres continued to provide important geographical frameworks for movement and authority. Political structures changed, while the Upper Severn remained marked by centuries of settlement, movement and monumental investment.
The medieval evidence demonstrates several different ways in which inherited monuments could acquire new meanings. The Pillar of Eliseg materialised Powysian claims to genealogy and political legitimacy within an already ancient funerary setting, while Maen Beuno incorporated a surviving standing stone, situated within the much older prehistoric monumental landscape of Berriew, into Christian sacred tradition and local toponymy. Together, they demonstrate distinct forms of engagement with inherited monuments: one political and genealogical, the other sacred and hagiographical.
Literary tradition extends this process further by showing how the past was organised spatially within medieval Welsh culture. Traditions associated with Powys, the Hafren and Caer Ogyrfan placed territories, rivers and ancient monuments within narratives of conflict, rulership and legendary memory. Old Oswestry's later recording under the name Caer Ogyrfan demonstrates how a conspicuous prehistoric monument could be absorbed into a medieval legendary geography, while traditions surrounding the Hafren and the Breiddin show familiar geographical features continuing to structure memories of conflict within the Powysian landscape.
These different forms of evidence must nevertheless remain distinct. Archaeological relationships between hillforts cannot by themselves establish political unity, while medieval traditions provide evidence for later cultural memory rather than direct access to prehistoric belief. Political, cultural and demographic change likewise followed different trajectories. The argument for continuity of significance therefore rests not upon direct continuity between successive societies, but upon the repeated capacity of places, routes and monuments to remain significant within changing historical contexts.
The evidence also places limits upon how far continuity of significance can be demonstrated. A surviving monument establishes that material traces of earlier activity remained within the landscape, but survival alone does not show how those traces were understood. Likewise, the repeated use of a valley corridor may reflect its practical advantages without requiring conscious reference to earlier communities. The argument therefore depends upon distinguishing the persistence of geographical conditions from identifiable acts of reinterpretation. These processes could overlap, but they should not be treated as equivalent forms of continuity.
The regional dataset requires similar qualification. The fifty-one recorded hillforts demonstrate the extent and variation of defended settlement within historic Montgomeryshire, but they do not represent a single contemporary settlement system. Differences in dating, preservation and investigation prevent all recorded sites from being assigned to the same period. Their distribution provides a cumulative picture of later prehistoric investment rather than a securely reconstructed network operating at one moment. Density and proximity consequently identify questions about settlement relationships, while the evidence from individual sites remains necessary for establishing when and how those relationships may have developed.
The comparative case studies are also affected by differences in archaeological investigation. The Breiddin’s more detailed evidence for domestic and productive activity cannot by itself establish that such activities were less important at Ffridd Faldwyn or Old Oswestry. Excavation coverage, the survival of deposits and the recording and publication of finds all influence the available picture. The comparison therefore identifies differences in the surviving evidence more securely than differences in the original importance of activities. Its value lies in demonstrating several forms of occupation and architectural development while recognising that each site remains incompletely understood.
The later examples support the argument at different geographical scales. Caersws demonstrates renewed investment within the Upper Severn communication landscape, while the Pillar of Eliseg provides a wider Powysian comparison for the deliberate use of an earlier monumental setting. Neither example establishes the continued significance of every hillfort examined. The association between Old Oswestry and Caer Ogyrfan addresses an individual monument more directly, whereas traditions concerning the Hafren and the Breiddin concern a broader geographical setting. The strongest interpretation is therefore that landscape inheritance operated through several mechanisms, whose relevance must be assessed separately for each place.
Further research could test these distinctions through more precise dating of smaller defended enclosures, targeted investigation of later activity at hillforts and systematic comparison of documentary and place-name evidence. Analysis of visibility would also benefit from considering changes in vegetation and land use, since present-day views cannot simply be assumed for earlier periods. Such work could clarify whether neighbouring sites were occupied simultaneously and whether later engagement involved settlement, practical use or recorded cultural associations. The present study provides a framework for these questions by distinguishing the enduring physical presence of monuments from the changing and unevenly documented significance attached to them.
The principal contribution of this dissertation lies in bringing archaeological, historical and literary evidence together through landscape. Although these sources describe different societies and operate at different chronological scales, each reveals engagement with environments already shaped by earlier generations. The Upper Severn was therefore neither an unchanged survival from prehistory nor a succession of entirely disconnected historical landscapes, but a landscape continually inherited, reworked and reinterpreted.
The strongest evidence for continuity can consequently be identified at the level of place rather than through uninterrupted political, cultural or demographic histories. River corridors continued to structure movement; prominent locations repeatedly attracted settlement, monumentality and authority; and ancient monuments remained available for political, religious and literary reinterpretation. Their meanings could change radically, but the landscape monumentalised during later prehistory continued to shape the worlds that followed.
Continuity of significance therefore lay not in the survival of a single institution, identity or belief, but in the endurance of a landscape whose monumental character outlasted the societies that created it. The hillforts of the Upper Severn did not simply become archaeological remnants after abandonment. Their ramparts remained visible, their positions continued to dominate routes and valleys, and the places they occupied remained capable of attracting new meanings, memories and associations. Roman roads and forts, medieval kingdoms, sacred traditions and legendary geographies were all created within a landscape already profoundly marked by the monumental choices of prehistoric communities.
In this sense, something of the Iron Age did endure, not an unchanged culture preserved across millennia, but a persistent geography of place. The communities that constructed and occupied the hillforts passed away, while their political structures, identities and beliefs changed or were forgotten, yet the landscape they monumentalised remained. Later generations encountered the same hills, moved through the same valleys and lived within sight of the same earthworks, continually rewriting their meanings without erasing their presence. This persistence did not preserve prehistoric society intact, but it ensured that the physical choices of those communities continued to condition how later populations experienced, understood and invested meaning in the same landscape over time. The enduring legacy of the Upper Severn hillforts therefore lies precisely in this capacity to outlive their original contexts while continuing to shape the landscapes and cultural worlds that followed.
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