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Dedication

With love to Sue, Alison, Helen and Phil

– we’ve straddled some borders between us







Quote

Gwen has put out her blackberry wine; it sets the men to singing reckless words from ‘Men of Harlech’, despite his mutters and angry looks.

One of them jumps up from his place shouting:

‘I drink to Wales!’

Gabriel roars:

‘And I to England!’ and stands facing the other across the table. Megan and Margiad clap their hands; Mary looks serious.

‘There’ll be trouble in a minute, the men are hot as coals,’ she whispers.

Gwen purses up her lips.

‘I give the Border,’ she says, very quiet.

Margiad Evans: Country Dance (1932)
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PROLOGUE

Thursday 8 September 1966

Daytime television was a distant dream in black-and-white Britain, but on a grey midweek morning in 1966 there was something special: a ninety-minute live outside broadcast of the Queen opening the new Severn Bridge. Viewers watched her arrive at Aust, on the English bank of the river, shake a lot of hands and give a little speech, before climbing into her official car and being driven across the bridge to do it all again, to a rather smaller crowd, at the Newhouse roundabout, on the Welsh side. The second ceremony, according to a spokesman for the royal household, was ‘almost as important’ as the first.

In an instant, the bridge became visual shorthand for the border, for the coming together of two old neighbours, an outstretched handshake high above the silver tides. Thirty years later, a second bridge was added, longer and even more graceful than the first, and together their elegant functionalism became the icon not just of a line on the map, but of a tangled ancient relationship too. No TV producer could resist their gimcrack symbolism, the soaring shots and swollen soundtracks.

You can’t blame them, for finding the essence of this furtive border is a notoriously fraught occupation. Crossing the divide, there’s almost always some disjunction to be found or felt, but peer too closely, or light it too brightly, and it might just evaporate. The March, the middle land, is a will-o’-the-wisp. Hillforts and castle mounds growl from the green; church bells toll in lonely sunset skies; lanes twist and creak through the woods to take you where you least expected. Even the names on the map refuse to choose a side, written in a mash of two languages that have coupled in a hayrick and spawned a beautiful bastard third.

To Mary Webb, this is ‘the country that lies between the dimpled lands of England and the gaunt purple steeps of Wales – half in faery and half out of it’, and in its very mutability lie so many of its truths. When travelling from England into Wales, it is invariably so that the greens swell deeper, the contours sharper and the crags sulkier, but in ways that are somehow both imperceptible and sudden. No less a stereotype, crossing into Wales often seems to provoke a downpour, as if the two countries are governed from different heavens. And perhaps they are: for all the egalitarian pose of the Severn Bridge, you need not go far either side of it to be reminded that these are neighbours of radically, almost comically, mismatched weight and wealth.

The border has been just as capricious temporally too. In its 2,000-year history, the lines have been drawn and redrawn, have surged and shrunk in and out of focus, like rocks in a fogbound estuary – the Severn probably, this southern end, or perhaps the Dee, its northern. A straight line between them is little over 100 miles long, but the England–Wales border takes a leisurely 160 miles to make the same journey. Like a wayward contour, it wriggles across moors and mountain, skips along rivers and burrows deep through forests and vales. More prosaically, it also runs down the middle of urban streets, divides industrial estates and golf courses, and splits suburbs and stations from their own town centres.

Today, after more than twenty years of political devolution, the border seems suddenly sharper than ever. In 2014, David Cameron came as Prime Minister to address the Welsh Conservative Party Conference, and in an attempt to score points about the handling of the health service by the Labour administration in Cardiff, declared that ‘Offa’s Dyke is now the line between life and death’. Six years later, during the coronavirus outbreak, his gaudy soundbite echoed in ironic reverse, when the Welsh government’s far more cautious approach bore early dividends. In a poll during the first wave of the pandemic, seven out of ten Welsh voters said that they preferred to take their orders from Cardiff over London, and that Wales ‘felt safer’ than England. Numbers for outright independence soared too.

Even if enthusiasm for that remains a minority sport, growing devolution will surely mean greater legislative divergence. Until now, all this had seemed small-scale, benign, amusing. If it made the news, it was likely to be as the ‘and finally …’ bit at the end. At the Deva Stadium for instance, home of Chester FC, you enter in England to watch the match in Wales. The border runs along the back of the main stand, and when the smoking ban was introduced by the Welsh Senedd three months before Westminster followed suit, Tannoy announcements had to remind the crowd that it was the new Welsh law they should obey. Visiting supporters bellow at the Chester fans, to the tune of ‘Go West’, ‘You’re Welsh, and you know you are!’ It is not a compliment.

The first modern legal incarnation of the border, the dry Welsh Sunday, is now only a nostalgic hangover. Legend has it that the Lion Hotel in Llanymynech, split between Shropshire and Montgomeryshire, had to close one bar on Sundays, while the other did a roaring trade, but as so often hereabouts, legend is lying, for the whole place was shut on the Sabbath. True enough though that many a first building after the ‘Welcome to England’ sign was a pub, and that they made Sunday whoopee for decades, as charabancs, bicycles and ramshackle Austins sped their way there and, hours later, wobbled their way home. True too that in the Llanymynech Lion, as a regular once put it to me, ‘I sup my pint in Wales, and piss it out in England.’

Go back further, much further, and the line is live. Defining it, then defending it, took a hugely disproportionate chunk of Roman military might during their occupation of Britain. The frontier is home to Britain’s first Norman stone castle (Chepstow, 1067), its last medieval castle (Raglan, 1435), and dozens of fortresses in time and place between, from tell-tale bumps in far-off fields to melodramatic ruins that have gathered whole towns around their stone skirts. Though far out on its western edge, this is Europe’s most heavily castellated strip.

In the shadows between the Romans and the Normans is the most stubborn and intriguing of all border evidence: Offa’s Dyke, the eighth-century earthwork separating Mercia, the kingdom of middle England, from Wales. Coming across it, especially unexpectedly, is like meeting God herself. How can something be so old, yet so distinct; so weathered but still such a precise demarcation of two tribes? Often coterminous with the modern border, the dyke was not, we are told, built with any significant military purpose in mind. It was just a reminder, a line in the sand, an early leylandii hedge (itself a plant of the border, first hybridised at Leighton Hall, near Welshpool). Offa’s Dyke wasn’t razor wire or an electric fence, but it certainly wasn’t a gate on the latch either.

What it most reminds me of is a country house ha-ha, a ditch that acts as a highly effective dividing line, but that remains unseen on the ground until you are practically in it. That fits too the cultural truth of the England–Wales border, invisible to many, deep as a Pacific trench to those who cannot keep out of it. On both sides of the line, numbers of the latter are growing, but especially – inevitably – to the west. Offa’s Dyke looms far larger on the emotional horizon of the Welsh than it does the English, for although it acts as a reminder that this land border is sufficiently ancient to be almost inviolate, it has also, as Emyr Humphreys wrote in his cultural history The Taliesin Tradition, served to promulgate a siege mentality in Wales. Impregnable fortress to some on that side, neatly delineated al fresco playpen to many on the other: either way, it is perhaps less than helpful.

Even the dyke’s own physicality is a quiet reminder that this is no meeting of equals. Its Mercian builders placed the raised bank on their side, affording lofty vantage into enemy territory, and on the far side dug a deep ditch, making it harder for Welsh border raiders to return their booty home. Like a stone dropped into a well, this is the echo down the centuries. Today, Wales’s population is around one-twentieth of England’s, yet it is home to half of their combined poorest districts. An economy based so heavily on blasting coal, slate and minerals from the ground has left it bruised, blistered and in chronically poor health. Meanwhile, the wealth of the plush parts of England has grown giddily, and the gap widens daily. Every recession, every crisis stretches the balance sheet only further, and yet … and yet, beyond the numbers, by any token that cannot be counted or quantified, Wales holds fistfuls of trump cards, and knows it.

We know it too, those of us from the English side of the line who have been so readily seduced by our next-door neighbour. We fell for the rugged beauty and dark-eyed charm, the hint of something wilder and earthier beneath the starch of Sunday best. Many cross in the other direction too, of course. Aside from the necessities of economy or opportunity, nowhere in Wales can offer the freedom of the great English cities, their intoxicating blasts of anonymity irresistible to anyone throttled by too-tight apron strings.

Criss-crossing the border too are centuries of rumour and legend, hearsay and hubris, dark shadows and shafts of heathen light; also countless paths, hundreds of streams, nine railways and 202 public roads. None come trumpeted so loudly as the Severn bridges, which carry the motorist on to what, nearly sixty years later, is still the only motorway in Wales. Most crossings are quiet B-roads and mud-puddled lanes, where only a change in the tarmac lets you know that you have gone over to the other side.

The main road between Shrewsbury and Welshpool is firmly mid-rank, busy and slow through dusty villages and often clogged with caravans, but it is the border crossing that I make far more than any other, and love with a fierce, weird pride. In all its mongrel clutter, it’s me. Thirty years on the English side, and twenty-five on the Welsh, as I cross the line in either direction I feel it pluck inside me like a piano string, its plaintive vibrato persisting long after the signs have receded. Heading east, I’m poised for the first view over the wide plains of my Midland upbringing, and thinking of beer and spices and warm red brick. Heading west, I sink into the stony embrace of the hills and let my thoughts decouple, and drift home.

My favourite border crossing has to be done on foot. It is the sweetest of clichés, where the nub of both nations appears to have burst free, and poured down like lava to crystallise on opposite banks of the River Wye. Park up – and pay – in England, the trim Gloucestershire village of Redbrook to be precise, under the imperial gaze of Victorian villas called Applegate, Mandalay and Bona Vista, and then follow the path down to the river’s edge and over the water to wild Wales.

It’s not for everyone: the walkway is pinned to the side of a rusty viaduct, out of use for so long that if a new-born baby had been on the final train to cross it, she’d now be drawing her pension. Chunks of missing metalwork catch the eye and hasten the step over to the far side, to Penallt, Monmouthshire and the Boat Inn, its chimney puffing out a cartoon croeso. Above the slate roof, woods heave with foreboding, though a terraced beer garden has been hacked from the depths and landscaped, all mosses and ferns, picket fences and tinkling waterfalls. Birds chitter, dogs smile. In five minutes flat, courtesy of a rickety via ferrata and apparent time tunnel, you have passed from the world of Mary Poppins into that of Bilbo Baggins.

Here the gap is paper thin, like the line between the worlds at Halloween. At other times, in other places, it is wide, outlandish, a whole principality of betwixt and between. So too the people drawn into it: the fey, the gay, the Hay-terati (Arthur Miller, on being invited to the festival: Hay-on-Wye? Is that some kind of a sandwich? Yes. Yes, it is). Here in the fold of the map lie Housman, Machen and Kilvert; Father Ignatius and Brother Cadfael; Jan Morris and April Ashley; Eric Gill and Raymond Williams; Dymock poets, daughters of Glyndwˆr; the battlefield ghosts of Edward Thomas and Wilfred Owen. In the March, it is almost always dawn or dusk.

* * *

On that far morning in September 1966, as the royal Bentley purred across the new bridge, a flotilla of boats in the estuary below sounded their horns in celebration. Among them was the Severn Princess, the car ferry that plied the channel under skipper Enoch Williams. The television commentators praised his generosity in saluting the very thing that was putting him out of business, but his joy was genuine, and not just for the cameras, nor even the Queen. He’d received a fat lump sum pay-off, but more to the point, he’d run a daily service across the fearsome estuary since the General Strike forty years earlier, and was more than ready to bow out.

Drivers were even happier. The ferry, which could squeeze only seventeen cars onto its tiny deck, cost nine shillings and sixpence per crossing, and often necessitated hours of waiting, either for the tide, the second largest in the world, or because it was busy. With a toll of two-and-six, the bridge was irresistible, and by the third day of its new life there was a 5-mile queue of traffic at the toll booths coming from England, and an 8-mile queue from Wales. The future had arrived. Four months earlier, Enoch Williams had ferried Bob Dylan and his entourage across the water, between gigs in Bristol and Cardiff. The iconic photo of a gaunt Dylan waiting on the slipway at Aust, with a near-complete bridge looming out of the mist behind him, said it plain: the times, they were a-changin’.

Though not fast enough. The filthy truth of that came only six weeks after the flags and fanfare of the bridge’s opening, when a slithering mountain of coal slurry buried a primary school, and over a hundred of its pupils, at Aberfan. Wales slipped quickly back into its habitual place in the British family photo, eyes downcast, in Bible-black mourning. The 1960s were beginning to swing, but not down here, not now, for the clock had stopped, at 9.13 on a shrouded autumn morning.

On a tidal wave of bewildered grief, Tom Jones’s ‘Green, Green Grass of Home’, an American country hit recast by his baritone boom into an anthem of lost Welsh horizons, surged up the charts, hitting the top and staying there for the rest of the year. It was there on the midwinter night I was born, and has haunted me ever since. For those of us living on a frontier, any frontier, it is our siren song, a warning not to fall for the old lie that on the other side of the line the grass will surely be green, greener.

Less than 30 miles from the gleaming optimism of the Severn Bridge, the old order ripped open a wound that seeps still now. The bridge was no meeting of equals. When the Palace described its Welsh opening ceremony as ‘almost as important’ as the main one, the word ‘almost’ was stretched to breaking point; to an impossible width that no bridge will ever quite span.
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The Severn flood plaques at the Water Gate, Worcester
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Ravens at the top of Corndon Hill, looking down the Vale of Kerry
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1.

JIGSAW

/// method.revealing.bond

There’s no sign. Well, there’s a battered brown one pointing towards the stone circle, and underneath that, another warning that this is a Home Watch area, but nothing to mark that on this sharp corner you skid from one country into another. It goes unsaid and unsigned, as it often does around here. Best to check the bins at people’s front gates, and see which council logo is blazed across them. Powys or Shropshire? Wales or England? Neither – or both? All options are open.

In these pitted hills, the border wriggles like a toddler, forever escaping your grasp and scampering off where least expected. Even the roads and rivers conspire to confuse. Here the lane goes west into England, and east into Wales. A couple of miles south, the A489 dances across the border and back again, four times in eight miles. The main road to Shrewsbury, a few fields away, hugs the line even more closely, criss-crossing and straddling it in an increasingly intimate pas de deux. Two nearby sections of the frontier run along the Camlad, the only cross-border river, among dozens, to rise in England and disgorge in Wales. Everything here prefers to go against the flow.

In Britain’s jigsaw puzzle of histories and identities, this is the tab that locks together its key pieces. Draw a square on the map, with the Welsh town of Montgomery top left, and its English sibling Bishop’s Castle bottom right. The 50 square miles between them is split pretty equally between two interlocking tabs, a peninsula of each country, distinct and intact, hooked deep into the other. The tongue of England nudged into Wales is a soft patchwork of farms and fields, wide horizons washed by rainbows; curled around it to the east, the presque-île of Wales a hard plug of ancient rock folded in on itself, impossibly green and shrouded in secrets. For so long, we’ve been used to the pieces slotting together with a satisfying snap, yet suddenly they seem as loose as old teeth, rubbing up against each other and causing friction, wear, pain. Perhaps it was always so, but we chose not to notice.

Commanding this border crossing is Corndon Hill, the very last crag of the Welsh, and on its summit I watch two ravens act out the last twenty centuries. One sweeps in from the east, one from the west; they collide in a caterwaul of jet-black feathers, plunging, screeching, beaks wide and eyes beady. Then, out of nowhere, a sudden ceasefire; they soar and swoop on the thermals, the very picture of cloak-and-dagger togetherness. For a happy half-hour, the pattern repeats itself, fight then flight, over and over, in what looks to be a very well-choreographed show.

So mesmeric is the dance that I fail to notice the cloudburst inching towards us from the Welsh mountains. A curtain of grey is sweeping imperiously down the Vale of Kerry, and will hit within minutes. The only possible shelters on this bald summit are the rocky cairns dotted far and wide; I take a gamble on one a few hundred yards away, and luckily, it’s a good call. Facing away from the oncoming rain, there’s a large monolith with a slight overhang, into which the dog and I can tuck ourselves, eat snacks and watch the world gauze over and blank out. Everything vanishes, all borders dissolve, and in our stone womb, we are cosy and dry.

Soon, the rain thins to drizzle and then mist. With a magician’s timing, that too is parted and there, facing me with a fierce new clarity across the valley, across the border, are the Stiperstones, that sky-clad ridge of serrated granite outcrops. According to D. H. Lawrence, always on the sniff for it, this is ‘where the spirit of aboriginal England still lingers’. Other shapes swim through the haze. To the north, a hill far less lofty, but one I cannot keep my eyes from all the same. I never can. Bromlow Callow is a cartoon of a peak, a round green hump capped by a toupee of trees. Gazing regally over its surroundings, it is special, and knows it. From my viewpoint on Corndon, the Callow is the full-stop to a long ridge that snakes along the plain between us. The ridge is Stapeley Hill, a very shapely hill, spattered with megalithic remains and braided between two nations.

In this rough-arsed Eden, many have also seen the snake, and eaten of its apple. Eighteenth-century antiquarian William Stukeley declared that Stapeley Hill was the shape of a dragon, a sentiment echoed and elaborated upon by the author of Salopia Antiqua (1841), the Reverend Charles Henry Hartshorne. Looking at the three stone circles along its 2-mile ridge, he identified the Whetstones below me on the flank of Corndon as the serpent’s head, the Hoarstones down on the marsh at the other end as its tail, and the main one between – Mitchell’s Fold, the middle fold – as the body. To the excitable priest, that the stones were of religious intent ‘will not admit of a doubt’; more, that the ‘curvature of the avenue of approach to the great temple is precisely similar’ to that of the famous avenue at Avebury.

Hartshorne noted that ‘owing to the soft and boggy nature of the soil’ the Whetstones were leaning, and ponders their name. Consisting of basalt, useless as a whetting stone, he conjectures that it is instead a corruption of the Brythonic (Welsh) term gwaed-faen, blood-stone, and was thus a likely place of sacrifice. Shortly after his ideas were published, the circle itself was sacrificed when the common land around the base of Corndon Hill was enclosed, the stones broken up and used for boundary walling. They’re still there today; as I began my ascent of the hill ignorant of any of this, I was drawn to them, green with age and lined up under a ragged hawthorn. On the hill’s summit half an hour later, I could see the sad debris of the smashed stone circle far below, but for all that, the power of the place is undimmed.

Mitchell’s Fold, the belly of the beast, is testament to that. Although it has also suffered depletion over the centuries, it still astounds. The fifteen surviving stones sit in a perfect circle, but it is the setting that truly transcends. On a high saddle of moorland, with a girdle of buxom hills held firmly at bay, the sensation of being on a mighty threshold is thrilling: hovering between earth and sky, then and now, this world and the next. In such contexts, that this is also the cusp of two countries feels prosaic, almost mundane. Yet that too is so much more than the mere stroke of a cartographer’s pen. Here, in the interlocking jigsaw tabs, on the hinge between England and Wales, the line is etched not just across the topsoil, but through the bedrock far beneath, the skies above and all the senses within.

The border is shaped as much by immutable geology as it is by human geography. When the contours start tightening, where the rocks get harder and older, when the soils thin out, there England will end and Wales begin. And here, though the map looks muddied, this truth is as clear as anywhere. From the east, from an English perspective, Corndon Hill is just one of many, the last of a series of shapely great whalebacks that pleat the south Shropshire plains: Stiperstones, Clee, the Long Mynd, Wenlock Edge, the Wrekin. From the west, through Welsh eyes, it has a far more singular and strategic position, guarding an uncharacteristically soft underbelly of the country, the gentle scoop of the Vale of Kerry. Bone-hard Corndon, quarried over millennia for stone axes and veins of lead, is Wales’s heavily fortified front door.

On sentry duty, flanking it either side, are the secondary peaks of Lan Fawr and Roundton. Like Corndon they are volcanic outcrops, pocked with mines, cairns, pits and holes that seep the sweet icy air of aeons ago. Roundton is perfection: from its stone skullcap, views seem infinite across both place and time, and it takes no leap to be back in its Iron Age hillfort, one of hundreds studded along the fringe of England and Wales. This was a major tribal faultline long before the arrival of the Romans.

In pursuit of the border, its stories and shadows, this is the place to start, where the two countries are interlocked, and we need to reach for the arcane to understand the actuality. Here, legends sit closer to the surface, myth helps us see. Stone circles and hillforts, dragons, dykes and devils, recumbent landscape figures and lingering cults: all vie for attention and help to refocus our sense of self, and view of the world beyond. Britain’s last ‘sin-eater’ is buried here, as is one of our greatest metaphysical poets; this is a home too for modern neo-pagans, from fluffy hippies to a neo-fascist sect that has been based here for generations. For all the solidity of this area’s geology, its mines, quarries and igneous outcrops, it is a place of opaque nationality, antique religion and blurry watersheds. Me too, on all counts.

* * *

If there is one moment, over all others, that sparked into life the England–Wales border, it is the battle in 51 CE, somewhere in the Marches, when the Romans finally defeated the British chieftain Caratacus. The occupying forces had landed on the Kent coast in the spring of 43 CE, and rapidly harried their way across England. As ever, the flat and fertile south and east of the island had succumbed relatively easily, while the stubborn north and west held out. After defeat in various battles in the south, Caratacus had fled west, far west, into the perennial rebel hills of Wales. The Romans continued to consolidate their gains. By 47 CE they were constructing the Fosse Way, a 200-mile line that shoots straight from Devon to Lincoln, built at breakneck speed as both military highway and unambiguous delineation of the territory thus far conquered.

From there, they could skirmish into enemy territory, sometimes being held temporarily back but more often successful in advancing ever further, into the Midlands, the north and south-west of England. In exile in Wales, Caratacus – known there as Caradog – had established himself as compatriot of the tribal leaders, and with them had hatched plans to lure the Roman legions as far as possible onto their turf. After so many Roman victories in the easy lowlands, the best hope for the combined Welsh tribes was to use their intimate knowledge of the terrain, its harsh mountains and unexpected bogs, to their best advantage. Upon the outcome of this stand would hang the future of Britain; as Caratacus put it to his troops on the eve of battle, it would ‘win back their freedom or enslave them forever’. Roman historian Tacitus sets the scene in his Annals: ‘Inferior in military strength, but deriving an advantage from the deceptiveness of the country, he [Caratacus] at once shifted the war by a stratagem into the territory of the Ordovices [north and central Wales], where … he resolved on a final struggle. He selected a position for the engagement in which advance and retreat alike would be difficult for our men and comparatively easy for his own, and then on some lofty hills, wherever their sides could be approached by a gentle slope, he piled up stones to serve as a rampart. A river too of varying depth was in his front, and his armed bands were drawn up before his defences.’

He describes the view faced by the Roman commander, Ostorius: ‘The river too in his face, the rampart they had added to it, the frowning hilltops, the stern resistance and masses of fighting men everywhere apparent, daunted him. But his soldiers insisted on battle, exclaiming that valour could overcome all things.’

So it proved, for once the Romans had broken through the ramparts, their victory was swift. Caratacus’s wife and children were taken prisoner, though he escaped and sought refuge in Brigantia, the province of the north of England. Afraid of possible reprisals, the queen of the Brigantes turned him in and he was sent as a prisoner to Rome.

This one event pivoted our history and forged our identities, yet we have no real idea where it happened. That there are two rival Shropshire hillforts called Caer Caradog, and a third in Herefordshire, is only the beginning of the problem. Tacitus’s text has been combed exhaustively for evidence, but his Annals were written more than fifty years after the event, and are inevitably spiked by winners’ bravado and the exaggerations that grow with each retelling.

Even if every word is true, it’s still an intractable treasure hunt. Theories are plentiful, but clues sparse. We have sharp slopes, ‘frowning hilltops’ and ramparts, the British troops towering over the Romans above a river wide and deep enough to have been a defensive asset. The lack of a substantial river should discount both Shropshire Caer Caradogs, and many other favourite candidates, including the British Camp in the Malvern Hills. Though the Herefordshire Caradoc has the river, for it sits above a loop of the Wye, its gentle promontory is easily surmountable, and it is many miles south of the Ordovici territory in which Tacitus explicitly locates the battle.

The enthusiastic Victorian reverend, Charles Hartshorne, who we left salivating at the recumbent serpent of Stapeley Hill, has much to say on the question in his Salopia Antiqua. He rubbishes the theory of William Camden, the Elizabethan father of British antiquarianism, that the Caer Caradog near Clun is the true site, acidly reminding his readers that Camden never himself visited and had lifted his information wholesale from Welsh scholar Humphrey Llwyd. This was necessary, Hartshorne slyly reminds us, because Camden was afraid of going anywhere near Wales, having been hounded out of Denbighshire as a suspected spy.

Other suggestions for the battle site have included Coxall Knoll, a hillfort split between Shropshire and Hereford; Caer Ddunod, far north in the Clocaenog Forest; Dolforwyn, near Newtown, where Prince Llywelyn was to build his castle; Blodwel Rocks, the great plug of limestone that towers over the border village of Llanymynech; and the triple peak of the Breidden Hills near Welshpool. That feels likelier. Sat slap on the national border, the Breiddens burst out of the plains and are visible for scores of miles in all directions. Most pertinent to Tacitus’s account is that they sit immediately above the River Severn, as does the Reverend Hartshorne’s preferred battlefield candidate 20 miles further upstream, deeper into Wales: Cefn Carnedd, near Caerswˆs.

Exploring these sites is a superlative way to see the borderland from unexpected angles. Having done them all, through heat, hail and farm dogs, I am firmly with Hartshorne. The Breiddens are the romantic option, but their very prominence makes them highly unlikely, for there is nowhere to hide. Cefn Carnedd is the one: a mighty hillfort, a giant of a location slumbering almost unnoticed in the bracken and gorse. Poke it awake, though, and out spill the secrets. Far below, the young Severn slides by in a lazy S-bend, poised like a snake and flanked by massive Montgomeryshire oaks and ashes. From the valley, you sweat up the steep slope to the fort, and are in its outer ditches before you’ve even seen them. Sit, breathe, inhale the green breeze, and Tacitus’s description, almost 2,000 years old, comes roaring to life.

From the fort’s lip, look far up the valley of the Severn, Britain’s longest river, towards Newtown and Welshpool, towards England. There came the Roman legions, lulled by the familiarity of the river and its vale, yet lured deep into enemy territory by those who knew how to exploit its every contour. Cefn Carnedd was less than a day’s march from their riverside camp at Montgomery, but suddenly, almost imperceptibly, the gentle hills had swollen into mountains. Caratacus and the tribal leaders of Wales knew that this was their best, their only, hope.

Stand there now, and the battle still echoes. The sensation of being on a tight and very specific cusp is as sharp as ever. Turn towards the east, and the decibel level is noticeably higher, as traffic and trains thrum incessantly up the valley. Compare the contrails, hear the planes: even the skies are more congested and noisier over there. Look west, towards the purple ramparts of Cadair Idris, and all is hunkered and hushed. It is a countryside in which to melt away.

Prior to Caratacus’s last stand, there was a patchwork of tribal divisions across the island, their boundaries perpetually shifting. This battle scored one far deeper than the others; there was now a clear line running from the Dee estuary to the Severn, and obvious distinctions between the lands either side of it. The line was destined only to harden. In cutting off the land to the west, denying the tribes there any useful supply and defensive links with the South West and North, the Roman commanders succeeded in penning in the hill people, inadvertently creating Wales, and by default ‘not-Wales’, or England. The frontier was fractious from the get-go. Maintaining it demanded disproportionate military might, so that two of the three main legionary bases of early Roman Britain were located on it, in the north at Deva (Chester) and the south at Isca (Caerleon). So too the legionary fortresses; of the first seven, three were at Viroconium (Wroxeter), Glevum (Gloucester) and Burrium (Usk).

Templates were cast, and echoes still sound. The Roman imperial tactic of divide and conquer became the prototype for the emerging English state, while for the Welsh it established a pattern of perpetual retrenchment. Even the figure of Caratacus himself has been appropriated to fit accordingly. To exponents of English exceptionalism, Caratacus was a founding hero, already a Christian missionary and putative martyr when he was taken prisoner to Rome. Though that transpired to be a huge overdose of wishful thinking (and more specifically a misreading of the word ‘chieftain’ for ‘Christian’), the notion has proved enduringly stubborn, and to many, particularly Victorians and Edwardians, utterly irresistible. The conceit of Caratacus in chains, up against it but then winning over the Roman emperor and Senate with only wisdom and quiet humility, has lacquered England’s most cherished self-image for centuries.

For the Welsh, the same scene is replayed for its punchline, when Caradog, their version of Caratacus, is spared his life and gets to see the wealth and splendour of the imperial capital. A historian after Tacitus records his reaction: ‘Why do you, with all these great possessions, still covet our poor huts?’ It is a maxim tattooed across many a Welsh heart, and has cemented Caradog in the affections of his (briefly) adopted land. True to form in the nation that can spin a yarn out of the ether, he appears in the Old Welsh genealogies of the tenth century, the Mabinogi and other medieval mythologies, and stars in Iolo Morgannwg’s lavish eighteenth-century imaginarium. As for any perpetually embattled nationality, there’s no narrative more narcotic than that of heroic failure.

To a culture hooked more on expansion and power, the takeaway from Roman rule is very different. In the English mindscape, or at least in the fading version that schooled me in the 1970s, the Romans have always exercised an inordinately powerful pull. Their arrival at more or less the same time as Christ helped that: BCE was prehistory, the before times, a far-off world of animal skins and mud huts. The Romans brought speed, sophistication, cities and imperial swagger, and when they went, Britannia collapsed once more into savagery. Not until 1066 and the arrival of the Normans was the clock restarted. The inference is clear: a well-run empire – ours for example, now that you mention it – is a thing of beauty, a streamlined engine running slick and purposeful. Brutality may be necessary, but only the barest modicum, and all for the greater good of course. The refrain was drummed in at every turn and from every angle.
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* * *

Back on the jigsaw tab between Montgomery and Bishop’s Castle, I’m walking Offa’s Dyke, recalling my dad’s idea of this border and what lay beyond. His take had been forged at Solihull School in the decade after the Second World War, and remained unchanged ever since. Some history teacher had taught him that the Welsh always hid in the moors and mountains of their godforsaken landscape, buried themselves deep in the mud and indiscriminately ambushed anyone who passed. The schoolmaster must have acted out the attack, because Dad always did too, squatting down and peering out from an imaginary bog, only the exaggerated blinking of his eyes giving him away. His re-enactment came caked in the chalk dust of a minor Midlands public school at the turn of the 1950s, a curdled muscle-memory of happier, simpler times. It always made him roar with laughter.

To my dad, that was the Welsh way, and not only in warfare. He suspected ambush at every turn, and smelt it in the air whenever he visited. Shortly after I first moved to Wales, he came to stay, and in a rush of goodwill on the journey there was enticed off the main road by a farmer’s sign promising the sweetest mountain lamb for sale. I cannot recall what exactly he came away with, or whether it lived up to its billing, but twenty years on I can remember that it cost £44, because I heard him say so on at least a dozen occasions, in tones of outraged incredulity that soon coagulated into one of his most cherished anecdotes. He padded it out with a description of the filthy farmyard and rusting tractors, and acted out a shifty-looking farmer, who bore an uncanny resemblance to his ancient Celt lurking in the bog. Dad’s giddy altruism was never repeated; from then, he took to stocking up from Lidl before they set out. After many more years than it deserved, that story was eventually deposed in his repertoire by the observation, made unfailingly every time he visited, that the roads in Wales were so much better than those in England. Occasionally, the dark shadow behind that thought would surface too: that this could only possibly be so because the English were subsidising every last inch of silky Welsh tarmac.

A 150-mile-long watchtower, Offa’s Dyke is an ancient embodiment of the same superiority. Yet even within the context of its age, this barely stands up. To the English, these were the Dark Ages, between-the-empires, the centuries of barbarity that barely get a paragraph in the school history books; to the Welsh, it was an Age of Saints, of missionaries and monasteries, coastal trade and pan-Celticism.

The Romans drew the line in the soil; Offa baked it into place. Construction of the dyke sealed the border, not just on the ground but in the collective psyche on both sides. Yet as I walk the stretch that forms the western edge of the jigsaw tab near Montgomery, one of the clearest and straightest extant sections of the entire dyke, it seems to dissolve beneath my feet. The linear earthwork is plain enough, its bank crowned by gargantuan oaks, the ditch puddled with nettles. Officially, the picture is dark and defensive, but it takes only the slightest refocus of the eye and a million greens begin to billow softly, bluebells and purple orchids plump up the edges, and this strip across the fields might be nothing more menacing than a farm boundary, or perhaps the relic of a much-loved branch line closed in the sixties.

From the windswept summit of Corndon Hill, the disjunction is even more acute. Ordnance Survey in hand, I look down the wide bowl of the Vale of Kerry and try to match up the features. On paper, Offa’s Dyke looks to be by far the most significant landmark for miles around. Like a knife wound slashed through the gentle patchwork of fields, it is scored deeply, three times over, on the map: the spiky hachures of the earthwork itself, overlaid with the symbolic barbed wire of the modern political border, and then the lurid dots and dashes of the Offa’s Dyke National Trail footpath that runs along it. Using binoculars, I squint hard to see the reality, and can barely make anything out, for the line of the dyke is faint, sporadic, uncertain. On the OS, it marches across the landscape like a booted centurion; on the ground, it sighs and shifts like a ghost.

At the foot of this section of the dyke is the Blue Bell hotel. That’s a ghost now too. I’d passed by dozens of times over the decades, and had occasionally stopped to see if it was open. It never was, and though desperate to see inside, part of me was quietly relieved. The place intrigued but perturbed me, with its Rotary Club sign on the pebbledash porch, its ersatz mullioned windows, antique petrol pumps, and above all, literally above all, a frayed Union Jack hanging limp in the borderland drizzle. You’d only just passed the ‘Welcome to England’ sign, and in less than a mile would be heading back into Wales again. To my younger, spikier self, the flagrant Britishness – even the petrol pumps were painted red, white and blue – seemed deliberately provocative, and if not quite that, then at least reeking of long-dead uncles, their cheap whisky, stale tobacco and sour opinions.

I only finally made it through the door at lunchtime on Christmas Day a couple of years ago. My sister and her partner had recently moved nearby, and made the Blue Bell their local of choice. They understood its erratic opening hours, forgave its lack of draught beer, and loved the unpredictable gaggle of regulars drawn into a parlour unchanged since the sixties. Perched behind the bar, queen of her wipe-down sanctum of Formica and leatherette, was landlady Helen Jones. She stood us all – farmers, locals, incomers, first-timers alike – a Christmas drink, and the conversation flowed just as freely too.

Helen’s father had bought the Blue Bell in 1926, transforming a rustic pub at a dusty crossroads into a swanky roadhouse to catch the motorists heading from the Midlands to the Welsh mountains and coast. It oozed aspiration. At almost any hour, you could get a bed for the night, a fishing permit, a pot of tea, a pint of Watney’s, a port and lemon, a plate of ham and eggs or a gallon of four star. The function rooms bustled with wedding breakfasts and funeral teas, agricultural auctions and election hustings. Helen was born there in the mid-1930s, and remained there all her long life.

By a matter of metres, the Blue Bell is in Shropshire, in the old civil parish of Brompton, the very last bulge at the far end of the English tab poked deep into Welsh turf. Though technically not an exclave, all four roads that radiate out from the pub head into Wales. The old Sundays were the heyday of the Blue Bell of course, when all the surrounding countryside was dry, but here the pumps flowed merrily, the bars were full, the air thick with smoke and merriment.

Though defunct now for nearly thirty years, the Sunday Closing (Wales) Act of 1881 still casts a long shadow. It was the first piece of parliamentary legislation to treat Wales as a distinct and discrete entity, setting a precedent that has progressed directly to devolution. It also secured in the British imagination a very particular perception of Wales. Historian John Davies wrote that ‘above all, [it] connected Welshness with negativity’: the bromide sluice of pulpit prohibition of course, but also hints of sanctimony and the slitheriness of those dedicated to circumventing the rules, who revelled in the power of their nod and a wink.

From 1961, local votes were held across Wales every seven years to decide if the policy should continue; ‘rallying the prim and self-denying for their last stand in defence of the traditional gaunt Welsh Sabbath’, wrote Gwyn Thomas. In the first referendum, only five of the thirteen traditional counties opted to go ‘wet’, but they included Glamorgan and Monmouthshire, between them accounting for almost two-thirds of the Welsh population. Seven years later, three more counties – Montgomeryshire included, surrounding the Blue Bell on all sides – opted for Sunday drinking, leaving only five of the most westerly counties ‘dry’. These were also the most Cymraeg, and the teetotal Sunday became enmeshed in a cultural and linguistic identity that it perhaps neither merited nor much needed. It cemented a popular image of Wales – Welsh-speaking Wales especially – as the land of Thou Shalt Not, and unquestionably punctured the appeal of change in the first devolution referendum in 1979. The fear of a priggish theocracy, Welsh governance as a perpetual chapel Sunday, was plenty enough to move many waverers from a maybe to a reluctant no.

There was no ignoring a border of booze though, especially in the years between the first referendum in 1961 and the last in 1996, the era in which Britain’s appetite for beer and fags was at its most insatiable. The contrast was all the more exaggerated for it: on the one side, dour Wales, purse-lipped in disapproval even as it sipped hypocritically on a warm stout; on the other, Olde England, bursting with beef and ale and roaring red-faced in backroom snugs. Pubs just on the English side of the border, the Blue Bell included, fully played up to the cliché, and it paid them
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