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NOTE ON SOURCES:

This book covers early medieval Wales from the end of Roman rule (c. 410 CE) to the death of Llywelyn ap Gruffudd (1282 CE), spanning approximately 872 years. Sources are highly uneven: the early period (410-800 CE) has very limited contemporary sources - primarily hagiographies written centuries after events, Gildas's sermon (c. 540), inscribed stones, and archaeology. The later period (800-1282 CE) has much better sources including Welsh chronicles (Brut y Tywysogion), Anglo-Norman chronicles, Welsh poetry (especially praise poetry for princes), genealogies, legal texts (Laws of Hywel Dda), charters, and English administrative records. This book is honest about the "Dark Ages" (410-800) - we focus on what archaeology and limited sources reveal while acknowledging vast gaps in knowledge. The later "Age of Princes" (800-1282) receives more detailed treatment due to better documentation. We distinguish between hagiographical legends, archaeological evidence, documented political and military history, and reasonable inferences. This book prioritizes evidence over speculation.
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Chapter 1: Introduction - Nine Centuries of Welsh History 
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From Roman collapse to English conquest: the long arc

Wales in 410 CE didn't exist. The concept, the name, the borders, the identity—none of it was there when Roman administration collapsed in Britain. The territory that would become Wales was simply the western part of Roman Britannia, a collection of tribal territories with Latin-speaking elites, Roman towns, and four centuries of imperial infrastructure. By 1282 CE, when Llywelyn ap Gruffudd died in a skirmish near Builth, Wales had become a nation with a distinct language, culture, legal system, and political identity. It had also just lost its independence forever.

The 872 years between these two dates transformed a collection of post-Roman territories into a nation that survived wave after wave of external threats: Irish raiders and settlers, Anglo-Saxon expansion, Viking attacks, Norman invasion, and finally English conquest. Most of Roman Britain became England. The northern territories became Scotland. But the western mountains and valleys became Wales, and they stayed Welsh despite centuries of pressure.

This wasn't inevitable. Other British kingdoms fell. The Britons of what's now northern England were absorbed by Northumbria. The kingdom of Rheged disappeared. The Britons of the southwest became a shrinking territory that eventually vanished into England. Cornwall survived as a distinct region but lost its independence early. Only Wales endured as a separate entity, and understanding how and why requires looking at nearly nine centuries of history.

The arc of this period moves through several distinct phases. The post-Roman collapse saw urban life decline, hillforts reoccupy, and new kingdoms emerge from the wreckage of Roman administration. Christianity survived and eventually flourished, creating a network of monasteries and churches that became centers of Welsh culture. The Anglo-Saxon kingdoms expanded westward, pushing the Britons into the mountains and establishing the border that would roughly define Wales. Vikings raided but never conquered. The Normans invaded and took significant territory but couldn't finish the job. Welsh princes fought back, and in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, rulers like Llywelyn the Great came close to creating a unified Welsh state that might have survived.

It didn't survive. Edward I of England had the resources, determination, and military capability that earlier English kings lacked. The conquest of 1282-1283 ended Welsh independence, though it didn't end Welsh identity. But that's where this book stops, at the moment when the political entity of independent Wales ceased to exist.

Why this period is divided: the "Dark Ages" vs. the "Age of Princes"

This book splits 872 years into two very unequal parts, and the division isn't arbitrary. The period from 410 to roughly 800 CE is genuinely dark in the sense that we can see very little of what happened. The period from 800 to 1282 CE is increasingly well-lit by historical sources. This isn't just a matter of having fewer sources for the earlier period—it's that the sources we have are fundamentally different in nature and reliability.

For the Dark Ages, we have almost no contemporary written sources. Gildas, writing around 540 CE, gives us one near-contemporary voice, but he was writing a sermon, not a history, and he was more interested in condemning his contemporaries than in providing useful historical detail. The lives of Welsh saints sound promising until you realize they were written centuries after the saints supposedly lived, mixing genuine tradition with legend, propaganda, and outright invention. Inscribed stones give us names and occasionally dates, but they're scattered and limited. Archaeology provides the most reliable evidence, showing us how people lived, where they settled, what they built, and how their material culture changed. But archaeology can't tell us about political events, individual rulers, or the kind of narrative history that most readers expect.

The Age of Princes is different. From the ninth century onward, Welsh chronicles begin to provide year-by-year accounts of events. The Brut y Tywysogion (Chronicle of the Princes) and related texts give us names, dates, battles, deaths, and political developments. English sources start mentioning Welsh rulers and events. Welsh praise poetry, composed for living princes, provides contemporary evidence of who ruled where and what they accomplished. Legal texts like the Laws of Hywel Dda reveal how Welsh society functioned. Charters and administrative records, especially from the thirteenth century, document land ownership, political relationships, and the structure of Welsh kingdoms. We can write actual political and military history for this period because we have the sources to do it.

The division around 800 CE isn't a hard line. Sources improve gradually, not suddenly. But by the ninth century, we're in a different evidential world than the sixth century. This book reflects that reality. The Dark Ages section is shorter, more cautious, more focused on archaeology and what we can reasonably infer. The Age of Princes section is longer, more detailed, more confident in its narrative because the evidence supports that confidence.

The Source Problem: Darkness and Light

The unevenness of sources creates real problems for anyone trying to write a coherent history of this period. The temptation is to treat all sources as equally reliable, to fill gaps with speculation, or to present legends as history. This book resists those temptations.

For the post-Roman period, we have Gildas's De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae (On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain), written around 540 CE. Gildas was a British monk, probably writing in western Britain, possibly in Wales. His work is invaluable as a near-contemporary source, but it's not a history. He was writing a sermon condemning British rulers for their sins and blaming British defeats on moral failure. He names some rulers, mentions some events, and provides a general sense of the British situation in the early sixth century. But he's vague about geography, uninterested in precise chronology, and focused on moral rather than historical points. He's also our only substantial written source for this period from anywhere near the time.

Inscribed stones, mostly from the fifth to seventh centuries, provide hard evidence. They're physical objects that can be dated paleographically and sometimes archaeologically. They give us names, occasionally titles, sometimes relationships between people. The Voteporix stone from Dyfed, for example, commemorates a ruler whom Gildas also mentions, providing a rare connection between archaeological and written evidence. But there are only so many inscribed stones, and most tell us very little beyond the fact that someone existed and could afford a memorial.

Archaeological evidence becomes crucial. Excavations at sites like Dinas Powys, Degannwy, and Longbury Bank show us what elite residences looked like in the post-Roman period. We can see that hillforts were reoccupied after Roman towns declined. We can track imported pottery from the Mediterranean, showing that trade connections survived Roman collapse. We can see how settlement patterns changed, how Christianity spread through church foundations, and how material culture evolved. But archaeology can't tell us who won which battle, who ruled which kingdom, or what political structures looked like in detail.

The lives of Welsh saints, written mostly in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, claim to describe events from the fifth, sixth, and seventh centuries. Some genuine historical memory probably survived in oral tradition and was incorporated into these texts. But the lives were written for specific purposes—to promote particular churches, to establish land claims, to create prestigious pedigrees for religious foundations. They include miracles, anachronisms, and material that's clearly legendary. Separating the historical kernel from later accretion is difficult and sometimes impossible. These texts are valuable for understanding how later medieval Wales remembered and imagined its past, but they're unreliable as evidence for what actually happened in the Dark Ages.

For the Age of Princes, the source situation improves dramatically. The Welsh chronicles, particularly Brut y Tywysogion, provide annalistic accounts from the mid-eighth century onward, with increasing detail and reliability from the tenth century. These chronicles were compiled from earlier records and continued into the thirteenth century. They're not perfect—they have biases, gaps, and occasional errors—but they're contemporary or near-contemporary accounts of political and military events.

English sources like the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the chronicles of John of Worcester and William of Malmesbury, and later the works of Gerald of Wales and other Anglo-Norman writers provide external perspectives on Welsh events. These sources have their own biases, but they're often independent of Welsh sources and provide confirmation or alternative viewpoints.

Welsh poetry, especially the praise poetry composed by court poets for Welsh princes, offers contemporary evidence. Poets like Meilyr Brydydd, Cynddelw Brydydd Mawr, and others composed for rulers like Gruffudd ap Cynan, Owain Gwynedd, and the Lord Rhys. This poetry is formulaic and propagandistic, but it was composed for living patrons and reflects contemporary political realities.

Legal texts, genealogies, charters, and administrative records fill out the picture. The Laws of Hywel Dda, even in their later manuscript forms, preserve information about Welsh legal customs and social structure. Genealogies trace the descent of ruling dynasties. Charters, especially from the thirteenth century, document land transactions and political relationships. English administrative records, particularly from Edward I's reign, provide detailed information about Welsh political structures at the moment of conquest.

The contrast is stark. For Rhodri Mawr, who died in 878, we have a few chronicle entries, some genealogical information, and references in Irish and English sources. For Llywelyn ap Gruffudd, who died in 1282, we have extensive chronicle accounts, numerous English administrative documents, poetry, letters, and detailed records of his conflicts with Edward I. Both were important Welsh rulers, but we can write a detailed biography of Llywelyn and only a brief sketch of Rhodri.

The emergence of Wales as a distinct nation

Wales as a concept emerged gradually from the wreckage of Roman Britain. The process took centuries and was never inevitable. Understanding how it happened requires looking at language, political structures, culture, and external pressure.

The people who became the Welsh were Britons, the Romano-British inhabitants of western Britain who spoke Brittonic, a Celtic language related to Cornish and Breton. When Roman administration collapsed, these Britons didn't suddenly become Welsh. They continued to think of themselves as Britons, the rightful inhabitants of Britain, pushed westward by Anglo-Saxon invaders whom they regarded as foreign barbarians. The term "Welsh" comes from the Anglo-Saxon word "wealh," meaning foreigner or slave—it was what the English called the Britons, not what the Britons called themselves. The Welsh called themselves Cymry, meaning fellow countrymen, and their land Cymru.

The shift in terminology reflects a shift in reality. As long as the Britons controlled most of Britain, they could claim to be the true Britons and the Anglo-Saxons the invaders. But as Anglo-Saxon kingdoms expanded and British territories shrank, the Britons of Wales became increasingly isolated from other British populations. By the seventh and eighth centuries, the term Cymry was replacing "Britons" in Welsh usage, reflecting a recognition that the people of Wales were now a distinct group rather than simply Britons who happened to live in the west. The English term "Welsh" became standard in English sources, and eventually the Welsh themselves adopted "Wales" as the English name for their country, even while continuing to call it Cymru in Welsh.

The linguistic shift from Brittonic to what we recognize as Welsh happened gradually between roughly 550 and 800 CE. The language evolved, diverging from the Brittonic spoken in other British kingdoms. By the time we have substantial Welsh texts in the ninth century and later, the language is distinctly Welsh rather than generically Brittonic. This linguistic evolution created a shared medium of communication and culture that helped define Welsh identity.

Political fragmentation characterized post-Roman Wales. Instead of a single Welsh kingdom, multiple kingdoms emerged: Gwynedd in the northwest, Powys in the northeast and central borders, Dyfed in the southwest, Ceredigion in the west, Brycheiniog in the southeast, Gwent in the southeast, and others. These kingdoms competed with each other, formed alliances, fought wars, and occasionally unified under powerful rulers. The political map was constantly shifting. But these kingdoms were all Welsh, sharing language, culture, legal traditions, and a sense of common identity against external enemies.

Christianity provided cultural unity. The network of monasteries and churches that spread across Wales in the sixth and seventh centuries created connections between regions. Saints like David, Illtud, Teilo, and others were venerated across Wales. Monasteries preserved learning, maintained Latin literacy, and served as centers of culture. The "Celtic" character of Welsh Christianity—its monastic focus, its connections with Ireland and Brittany, its distinctive practices—differentiated it from Anglo-Saxon Christianity and reinforced Welsh distinctiveness.

External pressure accelerated Welsh identity formation. As Anglo-Saxon kingdoms expanded westward, the Britons of Wales were increasingly cut off from other British populations. The Battle of Chester around 616 separated the Welsh from the Britons of the northwest. The expansion of Mercia pushed the border westward. Offa's Dyke, built in the 780s, created a physical boundary that roughly defined where Wales began. Being pushed into a defined territory, under constant pressure from powerful neighbors, encouraged the development of a shared Welsh identity.

The survival of Welsh law was crucial. The legal traditions codified under Hywel Dda in the tenth century were distinctly Welsh, different from English law in fundamental ways. English law, particularly after the Norman Conquest, was increasingly feudal, based on land tenure and hierarchical relationships between lords and vassals. Welsh law was based on kinship and status. In Welsh law, land was owned by kin groups rather than individuals, and inheritance was partible—divided among all sons rather than going to the eldest. Women had significant legal rights, including the ability to divorce and retain property. Compensation for crimes was based on a person's status and paid to their kin group rather than to a lord or the state. The galanas, the payment for killing someone, varied based on the victim's social rank and was paid to their family. These weren't just technical legal differences—they reflected fundamentally different ways of organizing society. Having a distinct legal system reinforced the sense that Wales was different from England, that Welsh society operated on different principles.

Cultural production strengthened Welsh identity. The poetry composed in Welsh courts, the genealogies tracing rulers back to legendary ancestors, the chronicles recording Welsh history, the stories that would eventually be collected in the Mabinogion—all of this created a shared cultural heritage. Welsh rulers patronized poets who praised them in Welsh, reinforcing the language's prestige. The bardic tradition became a marker of Welsh identity.

Wales survived when other British kingdoms fell for several interconnected reasons. Geography mattered enormously. The mountainous terrain of Snowdonia and central Wales made conquest difficult and provided refuges where Welsh forces could retreat and regroup. The English could raid into Wales, but holding territory permanently required resources and determination that most English kings couldn't sustain. The mountains also limited the economic value of conquest—much of Wales was poor land, not worth the cost of taking and holding it.

Political fragmentation, usually seen as a weakness, may have helped Welsh survival. There was no single Welsh kingdom to conquer, no capital to capture that would end Welsh resistance. An English king might defeat one Welsh kingdom, but others would continue fighting. The lack of political unity meant there was no single point of failure. When the Normans conquered England in 1066, they took the kingdom by defeating one king at one battle. Wales couldn't be conquered that way.

Welsh military adaptation played a role. Welsh forces learned to avoid pitched battles against better-equipped English armies and instead relied on guerrilla tactics, ambushes, and raids. They used their knowledge of local terrain to their advantage. When English armies invaded, Welsh forces would retreat into the mountains, wait for the English to exhaust their supplies, and then counterattack. This strategy frustrated English kings for centuries.

The divided attention of English rulers helped Wales survive. English kings had to deal with Scotland, internal rebellions, conflicts with their own nobles, and wars in France. They couldn't focus exclusively on conquering Wales. When they did invade Wales, they often had to withdraw to deal with more pressing problems elsewhere. Wales survived partly because it was never the top priority for English kings until Edward I made it one in the 1270s and 1280s.

By the eleventh century, Wales existed as a recognizable entity. It had defined borders (though contested), a shared language, a common legal system, a unified church structure, and a sense of national identity. Welsh rulers might fight each other, but they recognized each other as Welsh and saw the English as foreign. When Gruffydd ap Llywelyn briefly united all of Wales in the mid-eleventh century, he was uniting something that already existed conceptually even if it had never been politically unified before.

Timeline: 410-1282 CE

410 CE: Traditional date for the end of Roman rule in Britain. Roman administration collapses, and Britain fragments into multiple kingdoms.

c. 540: Gildas writes De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae, the only near-contemporary written source for post-Roman Britain.

c. 550-650: The "Age of Saints"—traditional period for the founding of major Welsh monasteries and churches, though most evidence comes from much later sources.

c. 616: Battle of Chester. Northumbrian victory separates the Welsh from the Britons of the northwest.

c. 780s: Offa's Dyke constructed, creating a physical border between Mercia and Wales.

844-878: Rhodri Mawr rules Gwynedd and extends his power over much of Wales. Dies fighting Vikings.

c. 920-950: Hywel Dda rules most of Wales and codifies Welsh law.

1039-1063: Gruffydd ap Llywelyn rules all of Wales, the only Welsh ruler to achieve complete unification. Killed in 1063.

1066: Norman conquest of England. Norman pressure on Wales begins almost immediately.

1081: Death of Gruffydd ap Cynan (temporarily) and Rhys ap Tewdwr marks the height of initial Norman success in Wales.

1094-1100: Welsh recovery. Gruffydd ap Cynan returns to Gwynedd, and Welsh rulers push back against Norman advances.

1137-1170: Owain Gwynedd rules Gwynedd, resisting English pressure and expanding Welsh power.

1155, 1157, 1165: Henry II's invasions of Wales all fail to achieve decisive results.

1155-1197: The Lord Rhys (Rhys ap Gruffydd) rules Deheubarth, becoming the dominant figure in southern Wales.

1194-1240: Llywelyn ap Iorwerth (Llywelyn the Great) rules Gwynedd and extends his authority over most of Wales, coming closest to creating a unified Welsh state.

1218: Treaty of Worcester. Henry III recognizes Llywelyn's position.

1240: Death of Llywelyn the Great. Wales fragments again.

1246-1282: Llywelyn ap Gruffudd (Llywelyn the Last) rebuilds Welsh power and is recognized as Prince of Wales by Henry III in 1267.

1277: First War with Edward I. Llywelyn forced to submit.

1282: Second War with Edward I. Llywelyn killed near Builth in December. Welsh independence ends.

This timeline reveals a recurring pattern across nine centuries. Wales experienced cycles of fragmentation and unity. Strong rulers like Rhodri Mawr, Hywel Dda, Gruffydd ap Llywelyn, and the two Llywelyns temporarily unified much or all of Wales, but their deaths typically led to renewed fragmentation as their territories were divided among heirs or seized by rivals. This cycle of unity and division characterized Welsh political history until the final conquest.

External pressure intensified over time. The Anglo-Saxons pushed the Welsh westward in the sixth and seventh centuries, establishing the basic borders of Wales. Vikings raided in the ninth and tenth centuries but never attempted permanent conquest. The Normans invaded in the late eleventh century and took significant territory, but Welsh resistance prevented complete conquest. Edward I's campaigns in 1277 and 1282-1283 finally achieved what earlier invaders couldn't, but only because Edward brought unprecedented resources and determination to the task.

The timeline also shows that Welsh independence wasn't a steady decline. There were periods of Welsh strength and expansion, particularly in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Llywelyn the Great in the early thirteenth century was more powerful than any Welsh ruler before him. His grandson Llywelyn ap Gruffudd achieved English recognition as Prince of Wales in 1267. Welsh independence ended not because Wales was inevitably doomed but because Edward I made its conquest a priority and had the means to accomplish it.

What we can know and what remains lost

The honest answer is that vast amounts of early Welsh history are simply lost. We don't know who ruled most Welsh kingdoms for most of the Dark Ages. We don't know the details of how kingdoms formed, how power was transferred, or what political structures looked like. We don't know how ordinary people lived in most periods. We don't know the details of most battles, the reasons for most wars, or the outcomes of most political conflicts.

For the period 410-800, we can know some things with reasonable confidence. We know that Roman urban life collapsed and hillforts were reoccupied. We know that Christianity survived and spread. We know that Irish raiders and settlers came to Wales, particularly the southwest. We know that kingdoms emerged, though we're often uncertain about their boundaries, their ruling dynasties, or their internal structures. We know that the Anglo-Saxons expanded westward and that the Britons were pushed into Wales. We know that trade with the Mediterranean continued on a reduced scale. We know that Latin literacy survived in monasteries and churches.

We can make reasonable inferences about other things. The inscribed stones suggest that Latin remained prestigious and that some elites maintained Roman cultural connections. The survival of Christianity suggests continuity of institutions from the Roman period. The reoccupation of hillforts suggests a return to pre-Roman patterns of settlement and defense. The emergence of kingdoms probably built on pre-Roman tribal territories and Roman administrative divisions. But these are inferences, not certainties.

What we can't know is most of the political and military history of this period. We don't know who most rulers were, when they ruled, what they accomplished, or how they died. We don't know what ordinary life was like for most people.

For the period 800-1282, we can know much more. We can trace the succession of rulers in major kingdoms. We can follow political and military events year by year. We can understand the structure of Welsh kingdoms, how they were governed, how law functioned, and how society was organized. We can see how Welsh rulers interacted with English kings, how they fought wars, made alliances, and negotiated treaties. We can understand the process of Norman invasion and Welsh resistance in considerable detail. We can follow the careers of individual rulers like Llywelyn the Great and understand their achievements and failures.

But even for this better-documented period, we lose most of ordinary life. We know about kings and princes, battles and treaties, but we know much less about how farmers lived, what merchants did, how women experienced their lives, or what childhood was like. The sources focus on elites and political events. Social and economic history is harder to reconstruct.

We also lose most of Welsh culture. Poetry survives, but how much was lost? We have some stories, but how many disappeared? We have legal texts, but how much of actual legal practice is missing? We have chronicles, but how much did they leave out or distort? Every source is selective, and we can't know what's missing.

This book works with what we have. It presents the evidence honestly, acknowledges the gaps, and distinguishes between what we know, what we can reasonably infer, and what remains speculation. A nation emerged from the wreckage of Roman Britain, survived centuries of external pressure, developed a distinct culture and identity, and came close to creating a unified state before finally falling to English conquest.
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Chapter 2: The Post-Roman Collapse - What Happened After Rome? (410-550 CE) 
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The end of Roman rule: what we know (very little)

The year 410 CE marks the traditional end of Roman Britain, but what actually happened is frustratingly unclear. The Roman Empire didn't formally abandon Britain with a declaration or a final withdrawal of troops. Instead, Roman authority simply dissolved. The emperor Honorius, facing barbarian invasions in Italy and Gaul, allegedly sent a letter to the cities of Britain telling them to look to their own defense. Whether this letter was actually sent, and whether it meant what later historians thought it meant, remains debated. What's clear is that by 410, Britain was no longer part of the Roman administrative system, Roman coinage stopped arriving, and the apparatus of Roman government ceased to function.

For Wales specifically, we know even less. Wales was never the most Romanized part of Britain. The contrast with the southeast was stark. While Kent, Sussex, and the Thames valley had numerous towns, villas, and a thoroughly Romanized landscape, Wales remained more lightly touched by Roman culture. The legionary fortresses at Caerleon (Isca) and Chester (Deva) were major Roman military installations, garrisoned by full legions and surrounded by civilian settlements. Caerleon housed the Second Legion Augusta from the 70s CE until the late fourth century, and the fortress was a substantial military and administrative center with barracks, baths, an amphitheater, and all the infrastructure of Roman military life.

The road network connected these fortresses and extended throughout Wales. Roman roads ran from Caerleon north to Chester, west to Carmarthen, and into the interior to connect auxiliary forts. These roads were engineering achievements, built to Roman military standards with proper foundations and drainage. They facilitated the movement of troops and supplies and connected Wales to the broader Roman system. When Roman authority collapsed, the roads remained—they were too well-built to disappear quickly—but the system they served was gone.

Roman towns in Wales were few. Caerwent (Venta Silurum) in the southeast was the only true Roman town, serving as the civitas capital for the Silures tribe. It had the standard features of a Roman town: a forum and basilica for administration and commerce, a temple, public baths, shops, and townhouses. The town was walled, covering about 44 acres. Carmarthen (Moridunum) in the southwest was another significant settlement, though smaller and less developed than Caerwent. Beyond these, Wales had auxiliary forts and their associated civilian settlements (vici), but nothing that could be called a town in the Roman sense.

Villas, the country estates of wealthy Romano-British landowners, were concentrated in the southeast, particularly in Glamorgan and Gwent. These weren't the grand villas of southern Gaul or Italy, but they were substantial stone buildings with Roman amenities like hypocaust heating, mosaic floors, and bath suites. They represented the adoption of Roman lifestyle by native elites who had prospered under Roman rule. The villa at Llantwit Major in Glamorgan and the villa at Ely near Cardiff are examples. But villas were rare in Wales compared to southern and eastern Britain, and they were almost entirely absent from the north and west.

The native population had adopted some Roman ways. Christianity had spread, particularly in the fourth century. Latin literacy existed among elites and clergy. Roman material culture—pottery, metalwork, jewelry, clothing styles—was used by those who could afford it. Roman law governed legal relationships, at least in theory. Roman coinage was the medium of exchange. But beneath this Roman overlay, much of Welsh society remained traditionally Celtic. The Welsh language (or its Brittonic ancestor) was spoken by the vast majority. Traditional social structures based on kinship and tribal identity persisted. Pre-Roman religious practices probably survived alongside Christianity, especially in rural areas.

What we don't know is how the end of Roman rule actually played out in Wales. We don't know if there was violence, chaos, or a relatively peaceful transition. We don't know who took power when Roman officials departed or stopped being appointed. We don't know how quickly Roman institutions collapsed or what replaced them. The written sources are silent. No contemporary Welsh source describes what happened. No Roman source bothers to record the details of Britain's separation from the empire. We're left with archaeology and reasonable inference.

The collapse of Roman administration had immediate practical consequences. The money economy largely disappeared. Roman coinage stopped circulating by the early fifth century, and there's no evidence of any replacement currency. The last Roman coins found in Britain date to the early fifth century, and after that, nothing. This wasn't just an inconvenience—it meant that the entire economic system that had supported Roman Britain couldn't function. Roman soldiers were paid in coin. Taxes were collected in coin. Long-distance trade was conducted using coin. Without currency, none of this could continue.

The implications were profound. The Roman army, which had defended Britain's borders and maintained internal order, depended on regular pay. When the pay stopped, the army dissolved. Soldiers either returned to their home regions, became bandits, or attached themselves to local strongmen who could feed them. The tax system, which had funded Roman administration, collapsed. Without taxes, there was no way to pay officials, maintain roads and public buildings, or support the apparatus of government. The administrative system that had governed Britain through appointed officials, written records, and a hierarchy of authority ceased to exist.

Long-distance trade, which had brought wine, olive oil, fine pottery, and other goods from the Mediterranean to Britain, depended on the money economy and the security that Roman power provided. When both disappeared, trade shrank dramatically. The bulk trade in everyday goods that had characterized Roman Britain—pottery from Gaul, wine from Spain, olive oil from North Africa—stopped. What trade survived was limited to small quantities of luxury goods for elite consumption.

Towns, which had been centers of Roman administration and commerce, lost their purpose. Without Roman officials to govern from them, without a money economy to support trade, and without the security that Roman military power had provided, towns had no reason to continue as urban centers. The archaeological evidence shows that urban life declined rapidly in the early fifth century, though the details vary by site and region.

What replaced Roman authority is unclear. The most reasonable assumption is that power devolved to local strongmen—military leaders, wealthy landowners, or tribal chiefs who could command armed followers. These men probably claimed some connection to Roman authority initially, presenting themselves as defenders of Roman civilization against barbarian raiders. The title "tyrannus" (tyrant), which Gildas uses for British rulers, may have originally been a Roman administrative title that these strongmen claimed. But without the Roman system to legitimize and support them, they were essentially warlords ruling through personal military power and whatever traditional authority they could claim.

The British population didn't disappear or suddenly become un-Roman. People who had lived under Roman rule for centuries didn't forget everything they'd learned. Christianity survived. Latin literacy survived in some contexts. Some Roman material culture continued to be used or imitated. Roman roads continued to be used, though they weren't maintained. But the system that had organized and unified Roman Britain was gone, and what emerged in its place was fragmented, localized, and much poorer.

Archaeological Evidence: Towns Decline, Hillforts Return

Archaeology provides the most reliable evidence for what happened in post-Roman Wales, and the picture it reveals is one of dramatic change. The material culture of Roman Britain—the pottery, the buildings, the settlement patterns, the economic systems—largely disappeared in the fifth century, replaced by something much simpler and more localized.

Roman towns in Wales were never large or numerous. Caerwent (Venta Silurum) in the southeast was the only true Roman town in Wales, serving as the civitas capital for the Silures tribe. Carmarthen (Moridunum) in the southwest was another significant settlement. Both show clear evidence of decline in the early fifth century. At Caerwent, the forum and basilica, which had been the center of Roman civic life, fell out of use. Buildings weren't maintained. Streets weren't repaired. The infrastructure of urban life decayed. By the mid-fifth century, Caerwent was no longer functioning as a town in any meaningful sense, though some occupation continued in a much-reduced form.

The same pattern appears at other Roman sites. The legionary fortress at Caerleon, which had housed the Second Legion Augusta, was abandoned as a military installation. The bath house, the amphitheater, and the barracks fell into ruin. Some occupation continued, but not as an organized military base. The villa economy, which had supported wealthy Romano-British landowners in the countryside, collapsed. Villas were abandoned or their occupants moved to simpler dwellings. The elaborate mosaic floors, hypocaust heating systems, and other markers of Roman luxury were no longer maintained.

What replaced Roman towns and villas were hillforts. These fortified hilltop enclosures had been common in pre-Roman Iron Age Wales, and they returned in the post-Roman period. The reoccupation of hillforts is one of the clearest archaeological markers of the transition from Roman to post-Roman Wales. Sites like Dinas Powys in Glamorgan, Degannwy in Gwynedd, and Dinas Emrys in Snowdonia show evidence of fifth and sixth-century occupation.

Dinas Powys, excavated in the 1950s, provides the best evidence for what these post-Roman hillforts looked like. The site sits on a small promontory with steep sides, naturally defensible and enhanced with ramparts. The excavations revealed evidence of metalworking, including the production of jewelry and weapons. Imported pottery from the Mediterranean—amphorae that had contained wine or oil, and fine tableware—showed that the occupants had access to long-distance trade goods. Animal bones indicated that the inhabitants ate well, with a diet heavy in beef and pork. This was clearly an elite residence, the stronghold of a local ruler or powerful lord.

The return to hillforts represents a fundamental shift in settlement patterns and social organization. Roman Britain had been organized around towns, villas, and an integrated economic system. Post-Roman Wales was organized around fortified strongholds controlled by local rulers. The hillforts served as residences for these rulers and their households, as centers of craft production (especially metalworking for weapons and jewelry), and as refuges in times of danger. They were much smaller than Roman towns and supported much smaller populations, but they were the new centers of power.

The material culture found at these sites is distinctly post-Roman. Roman mass-produced pottery disappeared, replaced by locally made handmade pottery that was cruder and more variable in quality. Roman building techniques—stone foundations, tile roofs, mortar—were largely abandoned in favor of simpler timber buildings. The elaborate material culture of Roman Britain gave way to something much simpler, though not necessarily primitive. The metalwork from sites like Dinas Powys shows considerable skill, and the presence of imported Mediterranean pottery indicates that some long-distance trade connections survived.

The imported pottery deserves special attention because it provides crucial dating evidence and shows that post-Roman Wales wasn't completely isolated. The pottery types found at Welsh sites—particularly amphorae from the eastern Mediterranean and fine red tableware from North Africa and the eastern Mediterranean—can be dated to the fifth and sixth centuries. These vessels had contained wine, oil, and other luxury goods, and their presence at Welsh hillforts shows that Welsh elites were still connected to Mediterranean trade networks, albeit on a much smaller scale than during the Roman period.

This trade was probably indirect, passing through western Gaul or southwestern Britain before reaching Wales. The quantities were small—we're talking about occasional shipments of luxury goods for elite consumption, not the bulk trade in grain, wine, and manufactured goods that had characterized Roman Britain. But the fact that this trade existed at all is significant. It shows that post-Roman Wales wasn't completely cut off from the wider world and that Welsh rulers had the resources to acquire exotic imports.

Settlement patterns changed dramatically. The dispersed pattern of Roman villas and small towns gave way to a more nucleated pattern of hillforts and small farming settlements. Most of the population lived in small agricultural communities, probably similar to pre-Roman settlement patterns. These communities were largely self-sufficient, producing their own food and basic goods. The complex economic specialization of Roman Britain—with urban craftsmen, long-distance traders, and a money economy—disappeared.

The archaeological evidence also reveals continuity in some areas. Christianity survived, as evidenced by the continued use of some Roman-period churches and the construction of new ones. Latin literacy survived in ecclesiastical contexts. Some Roman sites continued to be occupied, though in very different ways than during the Roman period. The population didn't disappear or get replaced—these were the same people who had lived in Roman Britain, now adapting to a very different world.

The overall picture is one of dramatic simplification and localization. The complex, integrated, urban civilization of Roman Britain was replaced by a simpler, more rural, more fragmented society organized around local strongholds and local rulers. Material culture became simpler and more variable. Long-distance trade shrank dramatically. The money economy disappeared. But this wasn't a complete collapse into chaos. Society reorganized itself on different principles, and life continued, even if it was poorer and more localized than it had been under Rome.

Irish raids and settlement (the Déisi in southwest Wales)

The collapse of Roman authority left Britain vulnerable to external attack, and Irish raiders were quick to take advantage. Ireland had never been part of the Roman Empire, and Irish tribes had raided Roman Britain periodically even during the Roman period. With Roman military power gone, these raids intensified. More significantly, some Irish groups didn't just raid—they settled, establishing kingdoms in western Britain.

The evidence for Irish raids comes from multiple sources. Gildas, writing around 540, mentions Irish attacks on Britain, though he's vague about details and chronology. Patrick, the Romano-British missionary who was captured by Irish raiders and enslaved in Ireland before escaping and later returning as a missionary, provides personal testimony to the reality of Irish raiding in the early fifth century. Archaeological evidence of destruction at some coastal sites may indicate Irish attacks, though this is difficult to prove definitively.

More significant than raiding was Irish settlement. The clearest evidence comes from southwest Wales, particularly Dyfed (roughly modern Pembrokeshire and Carmarthenshire). Irish settlers, traditionally identified as the Déisi tribe from southeast Ireland, established themselves in this region in the fifth century. The evidence for this settlement is strong and comes from multiple sources.

The process of Irish settlement in southwest Wales probably unfolded over several generations rather than as a single event. The traditional story, preserved in later Irish and Welsh sources, claims that the Déisi were expelled from their homeland in Ireland and invited to settle in Wales by a British ruler who needed military assistance against raiders. This story may preserve genuine historical memory, or it may be a later rationalization of what was actually a more violent process of conquest and settlement.

The most likely scenario involves multiple phases. Initial Irish raids in the late fourth and early fifth centuries may have been followed by the establishment of temporary bases on the Welsh coast. These bases would have served as staging points for further raids into Britain and Ireland. Over time, some Irish warriors and their families settled permanently, initially perhaps as small groups occupying coastal strongholds. As Roman authority collapsed and British resistance weakened, these Irish settlements expanded inland.

The Irish settlers probably numbered in the hundreds or low thousands rather than tens of thousands. This was enough to establish political control and cultural influence, especially if the settlers were warriors who could dominate a larger British population. The Irish may have intermarried with the local British population from the beginning, creating a mixed Irish-British elite that ruled over a predominantly British population.

Why southwest Wales specifically? Geography provides part of the answer. Pembrokeshire is the closest part of Wales to Ireland, separated by only about 50 miles of sea. The crossing from southeast Ireland to southwest Wales was relatively easy, and the prevailing winds and currents favored it. The region also had good agricultural land, particularly in the fertile lowlands of Pembrokeshire, and access to the sea for fishing and trade.

The weakness of British authority in the region may have been another factor. Southwest Wales was far from the main centers of Roman power in Britain and may have been less well defended than other regions. If local British rulers were struggling to maintain order after Roman collapse, they may have been unable to resist Irish settlement or may even have invited Irish warriors as mercenaries, only to find that the mercenaries became rulers.

Inscribed stones provide the most direct evidence for Irish settlement. A significant number of memorial stones in southwest Wales from the fifth and sixth centuries bear inscriptions in both Latin and Ogham, the Irish script. Ogham consists of lines and notches carved along the edge of a stone, representing letters of the alphabet. Its presence in Wales indicates Irish cultural influence and probably Irish settlement. The names on these stones are often Irish, and the use of Ogham alongside Latin suggests a population that was both Irish and Christian, maintaining Irish cultural traditions while adopting the Latin literacy of Roman Britain.

The Voteporix stone, found near Carmarthen, is a good example. It commemorates Voteporix, whom Gildas mentions as a ruler in Dyfed around 540. The stone bears both a Latin inscription and an Ogham inscription with an Irish version of the name. This suggests that Voteporix, though ruling a kingdom in Wales and using Latin, had Irish connections or ancestry.

Later Welsh genealogies claim that the royal dynasty of Dyfed descended from Irish settlers. These genealogies, compiled centuries later, aren't entirely reliable, but they preserve a tradition of Irish origins for Dyfed's ruling family. The genealogies trace the dynasty back to Eochaid Allmuir, an Irish leader who supposedly came to Wales in the late fourth or early fifth century. Whether the specific details are accurate is questionable, but the general tradition of Irish settlement is supported by other evidence.

Place names in southwest Wales show Irish influence. Some names are clearly Irish in origin, though many have been Welshified over time. The linguistic evidence suggests sustained Irish presence and cultural influence in the region.

The relationship between Irish settlers and the British population was probably complex and varied over time. Initially, there may have been conflict and hostility. Irish warriors conquering territory and establishing themselves as rulers wouldn't have been welcomed by the British population. But over time, intermarriage, cultural exchange, and shared Christianity would have created a more integrated society. By the sixth century, when Gildas was writing, the rulers of Dyfed were Christian, used Latin, and ruled over a predominantly British population, but they retained some Irish cultural markers and remembered their Irish origins.

Irish settlement wasn't limited to Dyfed. There's evidence of Irish presence in other parts of Wales, particularly in Gwynedd in the northwest. The Llŷn Peninsula shows evidence of Irish settlement, and some Irish groups may have established themselves in Anglesey. The extent of Irish settlement in these areas is less clear than in Dyfed, but the presence of Ogham stones and Irish place names suggests at least some Irish presence.

The Irish settlements in Wales eventually became Welshified. By the seventh century, the Irish language had disappeared from Wales, replaced by Welsh. The Irish settlers had been absorbed into Welsh society, contributing to the genetic and cultural mix that became the Welsh people. But in the fifth and sixth centuries, Irish settlement was
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