Interpreting a Sense of Place
Introduction
'Landscape means an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors'

European Landscape Convention, Council of Europe (2000)
Whenever we think of landscape we often think of what it is we see, what is in our memory banks or what is in front of us. That is to assume of course, that there is only one landscape, but as we all know, that is not the reality. It is true that there is only a single landscape but, because it has continually undergone change for around 10,000 years or so, it bears the traces of past use and reuse, and therefore all landscape is historic.
Both England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales are renowned for their scenic beauty, their culture and history. All these come together in many and varied landscapes which are highly valued not only by the people of the two countries, but also by the many visitors who come from all over the world. Practically everything we see in our present landscape is the result of centuries of human activities, of farming, quarrying, mining, travelling and trade, of economic and spiritual need. The places where we live and work, go to school and worship are literally rooted in the past: they all have stories to tell, if we know how to read them.
History is the study of change and continuity, and one of the most important documents we have to us is our present landscape: for much of our history it is the only document we have.

Today's landscape offers us windows into the past by allowing us to glimpse into how people lived and used the lad through time. It is a combination of place and space-places where things happened and the spaces in between through which people moved.
The many features that make up the historic landscape are the result of activities of the people who used and shaped the land to serve their needs in the past; they reflect the beliefs, attitudes, traditions and values of these people.

When we look at this history and how it is entwined in the fabric of the present landscape, the past becomes a dynamic place: like the present, it is always changing as we discover more and understand it better.

Not only has the landscape changed over time, but so too has our perception and appreciation of it. For many centuries parts of Wales and Ireland were seen as wasteland when compared with the productive lowlands. However as communication improved and opinions changed these mountainous areas and rugged coastlines became attractive to painters, poets, geologists and tourists. Similarly the industrial landscape of South Wales has been transformed since the late 1970s with the removal of waste tips and the closure of coal mines and other heavy industries. It is now often difficult to imagine what was once there and what attracted people in their thousands to settle in these areas.
An abandoned farmhouse on the Preseli Hills
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This mountaine is so high and farre mounted into the ayre, that when the countrey about is faire and cleere, the toppe thereof will be hidden in a cloude, which of the inhabitants is taken a sure signe of rain to follow shortly; whereof grewe this proverbe, "When Percelly weareth a hat, all Penbrokeshire shall weete of that."

Astonishing weather forecasting from 'A History of Pembrokeshire' by George Owen, 1603.

The historic landscapes of our areas are probably diverse and fascinating. Boundaries may be bordered by sea,  mountains and moorland, by urban spread or cultivated fields and managed woodlands. We are never far away from traces of our ancestors. Sometimes defences of brick and concrete from the last two centuries share coastal headlands with prehistoric forts of earth and stone. Across unenclosed moorlands ancient field boundaries bear witness to once productive farmlands in what are now marginal environments.

No landscape can be isolated from the environment around it, and the lives of people in adjacent regions were always, as they probably are today, interdependent. Nevertheless each distinct region has its own stories to tell.

What we see above is an abandoned farmstead in north Pembrokeshire with the Preseli mountains rising in the background. This is probably a scene which we might come across anywhere and yet within it lies a broad spectrum of our past. 

Today, the Preseli uplands lie at the very limits of farming and settlement, and they are economically marginal and under-populated. We know that this was not always the case. People have lived, worked and farmed in these hills and mountains for at least the last 9000 years, modifying the landscape and leaving behind remains of their activities.The uplands seem remote compared to the more populated lowlands, and this gives the impression that they are a detached wilderness, separate from the broader landscape. In fact, there were always physical and economic links and the nature of those links and how they changed through time is of interest to us.

Looking at the photograph we can note how time has affected not only the buildings but the surrounding landscape. As population in the lowlands began to expand our ancestors moved further up the hill sides often scrapping a living from a harsh environment. The house was probably a single storied habitat and then came the 'good times' in the mid nineteenth century when expanding urban centres and improved communication meant that marginal farms, such as the one above, could take advantage of increased demand  for food and higher prices.

The house was often the first to see this economic benefit and the owners might have invested in a second floor and literally raised the roof! This was followed by outbuildings and an improved lifestyle. Apart from growing industrialization affecting this farm it was also influenced by the fact that a railway began to be built in the area from 1870 onwards, affecting the economy, education, religion, commerce, culture and buildings.

The 'good' times did not last for very long and this was always a harsh environment within which to live and work. By 1962 the railway had closed and better eductaion often gave children the opportunity to leave the area for alternative forms of employment. Modern agriculture is quite unforgiving and with an ageing farming population farms are often amalgamated with buildings left empty, as we see above. But what a tale it would  tell, if it could only speak. However the building may be mute but it can still talk to us, as can each and every one of us who know something about such features in the landscape.
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