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​Introduction
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Much can be said for a nation as proud and ancient as Wales. It is a nation that reaches far back into the shadows of history, from where it struggled to retain its freedom and proud culture. Of Celtic and Brittonic origins, the Welsh people were always fighting fiercely to protect their land's boundaries and preserve their heritage, language, and customs. It is from that fight that a proud sovereign nation emerged, now a respected part of the United Kingdom. Through centuries and ups and downs, this nation left behind a fantastic historic record giving us a lot to explore and write about. In the pages of this book, we will retrace the steps of the Welsh, from the dark ages of Stone and Bronze, through the tumultuous times of the Romans and Anglo-Saxons, on through the fierce Middle Ages, and ultimately the flight into the near-modern times. Perhaps rightly called the “last of the Britons,” the modern Welsh people are proud of their ancient Celtic origins, which they preserved even in the face of conquests and attacks from invaders. We will explore this ancient heritage and closely examine the sources of the modern-day Welsh people, their unique language, and their connections with other modern Celtic nations. 
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Chapter I
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Today, we can retrace the evidence of human habitation in Wales through archeology, which has yielded considerable evidence in the excavations of caves and shelters. Some of these caves are the Cae-Gwyn cave near the town of St. Asaph, the Cat’s Hole in West Dyfed, Coygan in southern Dyfed, and Paviland in Gower.  Archeological evidence suggests the early inhabitants ate oxen, reindeer, and other similar wild animals, primarily depending on the region of their habitation. The tools of the time were made from stone, roughly chiseled and chipped, crude in their construction. 

Nevertheless, the more we get nearer in time, the more considerable evidence of the earliest people in Wales we can spot. One of the most famous archeological sites showing evidence of human occupation in early Neolithic times is the so-called “Goat’s Hole” site, situated in Paviland in Gower.  Proudly called one of the oldest human dwelling places and tombs in Wales, this cave site yielded many stone tools. More importantly, a buried headless skeleton of a young man was discovered at the site that was ritually buried long before our present day. Today, the cave is situated on the coast, but at the time of the burial, it would have been located approximately 110 km (70 miles) inland, overlooking a plain. The skeleton shows us a good insight into the customs of early man: it was stained entirely with red ochre and buried with grave goods such as Periwinkle shells. Upon its discovery in 1823, the excavator, William Buckland, wrote:

“I found the skeleton enveloped by a coating of a kind of ruddle ... which stained the earth, and in some parts extended itself to the distance of about half an inch [12 mm] around the surface of the bones ... Close to that part of the thigh bone where the pocket is usually worn surrounded also by ruddle [were] about two handfuls of the Nerita littoralis [periwinkle shells]. At another part of the skeleton, viz in contact with the ribs [were] forty or fifty fragments of ivory rods [also] some small fragments of rings made of the same ivory and found with the rods ... Both rods and rings, as well as the Nerite shells, were stained superficially with red, and lay in the same red substance that enveloped the bones.”

From this unique account and astonishing discovery, we can take a good look into the regional customs of Wales’ earliest inhabitants. The funerary tradition of dying the deceased with red ochre has been recorded elsewhere in Europe, and it can be safely assumed that the custom traveled as far west as Wales. Let us remind ourselves that the English Channel was at the time a fertile, spacious plain known now as Doggerland. It would not be impossible for hunter-gatherer nomads to journey westwards in their pursuit of wild game and have reached the bountiful land now in Wales. Perhaps the skeleton from Paviland was one such nomad. This find is considered the oldest dated ceremonial burial in Western Europe. 

Of course, as time went on, the hunter-gatherer lifestyle slowly gave way to a sedentary lifestyle, i.e., a communal life of villages, towns, and walled communities. People slowly began unraveling the mysteries of agriculture and animal husbandry as new technologies, but also of warfare and tribal affiliations. As the ages passed, so did new migrants and new nomads arrived in Wales, all leaving their marks on the region. Between 6,500 BC and 6,200 BC, that fertile plain of Doggerland, connecting the British Isles with mainland Europe, was finally submerged beneath the frigid seas due to rising sea levels. This eventually separated the British Isles from the rest of Europe, just as it is today. It was around this time that a new wave of migrants arrived. The Mesolithic (or Middle Stone Age) folk had already spread over Europe; however, in Wales, their culture remained in its primitive stages, again having no chance to fulfill its most significant potential. A greater inclination towards sedentary life characterized the Mesolithic age. Evidence shows that these people fished on the shores and hunted game on the edges of the great forests that dotted the region. Their weapons, made from stone, bone, and flint, were simple but not crude. Again, the population of Wales was relatively minuscule, never exceeding a few thousand at most. 

The Neolithic Age, however, brought new and increasing changes to the societies across Europe. The significant change that the Neolithic brought was begun in the Middle East, roughly around 9,000 BC. The Fertile Crescent was always the ground from which new changes sprung. Advanced cultivation methods appeared, as did the domestication of animals, better known as animal husbandry. These recent “trends” and technologies from the Middle East gradually spread westwards into Europe through trade and migrations. However, they would take a little longer to reach the British Isles, Wales. The most significant route for spreading this technology was through the Mediterranean basin, across the Western seas, and along the coasts of Atlantic Europe. The Neolithic age thus reached the area of Wales perhaps around 4,000 to 3,000 BC. This marks the beginning of the Neolithic Age in Wales. Archeological excavations yielded improved stone axes and tools, adopting the practice of herding animals and some of the first land cultivation in Wales. Also appearing around this time are the enigmatic Megalithic burial practices that would become iconic across Europe and in the British Isles. Great chambered tombs were constructed, especially of the cromlech and dolmen type, and most certainly reserved for the most powerful and respected members of these ancient societies. As this age progressed, the increased social structure appeared, and fragments of an early and widespread “Paleo European” culture appeared. 

Some of the most notable chambered tombs dated to this time are the famed Bryn Celli Ddu and Barclodiad y Gawres on Anglesey, the Llech-y-Filliast in the Vale of Glamorgan, or the Pentre Ifan site in Pembrokeshire. These magnificent megalithic sites are sure evidence of a functioning, close-knit society with a set of beliefs and traditions. Some of these structures defy the laws of logic and likely took a long time to complete. For example, the burial chamber of Llech-y-Filliast, known commonly as Tinkinswood, is topped off by a single great capstone that weighs about 40 tons. Erecting such a monument, and raising that stone, was undoubtedly a communal task and involved dozens, if not hundreds, of individuals. That is an excellent example of a functioning society and some ancient teamwork. Once completed, however, these burial chambers were used across generations, perhaps for hundreds of years. At Tinkinswood, the bones of around fifty persons were unearthed and buried across generations. The accompanying pottery shards were similar in style to those made in southern England at the time. 

Did You Know?
The oldest living bird in 2008 was actually from Wales! It was a Manx Shearwater, living on Bardsey Island in Wales. It was ringed (tagged) in 1957 and likely born in 1952; it has been believed to have traveled more than 5 million miles. It is interesting to know that more than half of the world’s population of Manx Shearwaters lives in Wales, on the islands of Bardsey, Skokholm, and Skomer. With nearly 200,000 nesting pairs on these islands collectively, Wales boasts the highest concentration of these birds worldwide.
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Some Neolithic communities across the British Isles erected specific oblong houses and similar dwellings with unique ridge roofs carried on rows of upright posts. Such examples have been excavated at Newton Nottage near Porthcawl and Clegyr Boia near St. David’s, amongst others
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