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[NOTE ON SOURCES: This book covers Roman Wales from the Claudian invasion (43 CE) to the end of Roman rule (c. 410 CE), spanning approximately 367 years. Sources are good but uneven: Roman sources include Tacitus (Annals, Agricola), Dio Cassius, and other Roman historians who document the conquest and resistance; archaeological evidence is extensive (forts, roads, towns, villas, inscriptions); but native Welsh voices are almost entirely absent - we see Wales through Roman eyes. We have excellent documentation for military campaigns and the conquest period (43-84 CE), good evidence for Roman occupation (84-200 CE), moderate sources for the third-century crisis (200-350 CE), and very limited sources for the end of Roman rule (350-410 CE). The transition from Roman to post-Roman Wales is particularly poorly documented and requires heavy reliance on archaeology and inference. This book distinguishes between documented Roman military history, archaeological evidence of daily life, biased Roman perspectives on the Welsh, and reasonable inferences about the Welsh experience of Roman rule and the end of Roman Britain.]
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Chapter 1: Introduction - Rome Comes to Wales 
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Why Rome Invaded Britain and Wales

In 43 CE, Emperor Claudius ordered the invasion of Britain. The reasons were straightforward: prestige, resources, and unfinished business. Julius Caesar had raided Britain twice in 55 and 54 BCE but never stayed. For nearly a century afterward, Britain remained outside the empire while Roman influence crept in through trade. British tribes exported grain, metals, hides, and slaves to the continent. They imported Roman wine, pottery, and luxury goods. Some tribal leaders even fled to Rome when local politics went badly, asking for imperial intervention.

Claudius needed a military victory. He became emperor unexpectedly in 41 CE after his nephew Caligula's assassination, and he lacked military credentials. His position was precarious. The Praetorian Guard had found him hiding behind a curtain in the palace after Caligula's murder and proclaimed him emperor, but he had never commanded armies or won battles. The Senate didn't take him seriously. He needed to prove himself as a legitimate emperor, and conquest was the traditional way to do that.

Britain offered a target that was wealthy enough to matter but not so dangerous that failure seemed likely. The conquest would bring glory, expand the empire's tax base, and secure valuable resources like tin, lead, silver, and gold. Britain also had a recent history of political instability that gave Rome a pretext for intervention. Tribal leaders who had been exiled or defeated in local power struggles had fled to Rome asking for help, giving Claudius a justification that looked better than naked aggression.

The invasion force was substantial: four legions plus auxiliary units, totaling around 40,000 men. This was a major commitment of military resources, showing that Rome took the operation seriously. The commander was Aulus Plautius, an experienced general who had served in the Balkans. The invasion landed in Kent in the southeast, probably at Richborough, and quickly defeated the main British tribal confederation led by Caratacus and his brother Togodumnus of the Catuvellauni tribe.

Claudius himself came to Britain for the final assault on Camulodunum, the tribal capital that would become Roman Colchester. He stayed for only sixteen days, but it was enough to claim personal credit for the victory. He returned to Rome and celebrated a triumph, the first emperor to do so in a generation. The Senate granted him the honorific title "Britannicus," and he named his son after the conquest. Britain had served its political purpose.

The initial invasion targeted southern and eastern Britain, where the land was flat, fertile, and relatively easy to control. The Romans defeated the main tribal confederation quickly and established a province. They set up a provincial capital at Camulodunum, began building roads, and installed friendly tribal leaders as client kings in areas they didn't want to administer directly. The conquest seemed to be proceeding according to plan.

But Britain didn't end at the lowlands. To the west lay Wales, and to the north lay the Pennines and Scotland. These upland zones were poorer, more thinly populated, and much harder to conquer than the southeast. The Romans would spend the next forty years trying to subdue them, and Wales would prove to be one of the most difficult conquests in the entire history of the Roman Empire.

The question of why Rome bothered with Wales specifically is worth asking. The region was poor compared to the lowlands, had fewer people, and would clearly require enormous military investment to control. The answer is partly strategic and partly about Roman imperial ideology. Strategically, leaving Wales unconquered meant leaving a base for resistance that could threaten the more valuable lowland areas. British leaders who opposed Rome could flee to Wales, gather support, and launch raids into Roman territory. The Romans had learned from experience that leaving hostile populations on their borders created endless security problems.

Ideologically, Rome didn't do partial conquests well. The empire was supposed to expand until it reached natural boundaries like oceans, deserts, or major rivers. Britain was an island, which meant the natural boundary was the coast. Stopping at the Welsh border would have looked like failure or weakness. Roman governors were ambitious men who wanted military glory and triumphs. Conquering new territory was how they built their reputations. Wales was there, it was hostile, and therefore it had to be conquered.

The resources mattered too, though they probably weren't the primary motivation. Wales had gold mines in the west, copper in Anglesey, and lead and silver in various locations. These were valuable, and the Romans would exploit them once they established control. But the military cost of conquering and holding Wales probably exceeded the economic value of these resources for most of the Roman period.

The Challenge: Wales Was Different from Lowland Britain

Wales was not like the rest of Britain. The lowlands of southern and eastern England had large agricultural settlements, tribal capitals that resembled towns, and political structures the Romans could co-opt or replace. Wales had mountains, dispersed populations, and a fundamentally different economy.

The Cambrian Mountains run north to south through the center of Wales, with deep valleys cutting east to west. The terrain channeled movement into predictable routes and made large-scale military operations difficult. The population was smaller and more dispersed than in southern Britain. Modern estimates suggest Wales had perhaps 100,000 to 200,000 people in the Roman period, compared to perhaps two million in Britain as a whole. Wales had maybe five to ten percent of Britain's population on about twenty percent of its land area.

There were no large towns for the Romans to capture and use as administrative centers. In southern Britain, places like Camulodunum and Verulamium were substantial settlements with thousands of inhabitants, tribal treasuries, and political institutions. Capturing them meant capturing the political and economic heart of a tribe. Wales had hillforts, some of them quite large, but these were defensive positions rather than urban centers.

The economy was based on pastoralism and small-scale agriculture rather than the grain surpluses that fed Roman armies and cities. The Welsh raised cattle, sheep, and pigs, and grew some grain in the valleys, but they didn't produce the kind of agricultural surplus that made southern Britain valuable to Rome. This meant there was less wealth to tax and less food to requisition for the army.

The tribal structures were less centralized. In southern Britain, tribes like the Catuvellauni had powerful kings who controlled large territories. Defeating the king and capturing his capital could effectively end organized resistance. In Wales, power seems to have been more dispersed among multiple leaders, though the sources don't give us clear details.

Wales also had fewer of the Romanized elites who made conquest easier elsewhere. In southern Britain, some tribal aristocrats had spent time in Rome, spoke Latin, and were willing to collaborate with the new regime in exchange for keeping their status. They had been trading with the Roman world for generations and had adopted some Roman customs and luxury goods. In Wales, the tribal leaders had less contact with Roman culture and less reason to accommodate it.

Why Roman Military Methods Struggled in Wales

The Roman army was the most effective military force in the ancient world, but it was designed for a specific kind of warfare. The legion was a heavy infantry formation optimized for fighting other organized armies on relatively open ground. Legionaries wore armor, carried large shields, fought in tight formations, and used disciplined tactics that overwhelmed less organized opponents. This system had conquered most of the Mediterranean world and worked well in lowland Britain.

Wales offered none of the conditions that made Roman tactics effective. The terrain prevented large-scale formations. Valleys were too narrow for a legion to deploy in its standard battle line. Mountains broke up formations and made command and control difficult. Forests provided cover for ambushes. The Welsh didn't fight set-piece battles where Roman discipline and equipment gave them an advantage. They used guerrilla tactics: ambush, raid, retreat into the mountains, and avoid direct confrontation with Roman forces.

Roman armies required extensive logistics. A legion on campaign needed about fifteen tons of grain per day, plus fodder for pack animals and cavalry horses. In most of the empire, the Romans could requisition supplies from local populations, establish supply depots in captured towns, or ship supplies along rivers and coasts. Wales had a small, dispersed population that produced limited surplus. There were no towns to use as supply bases. The rivers ran the wrong direction, east to west, rather than connecting the Roman-controlled lowlands to the Welsh interior. Coastal shipping was possible but limited by the lack of good harbors and the exposure to storms.

The solution was infrastructure. The Romans had to build roads before they could campaign effectively, and roads in mountainous terrain required significant engineering. They had to establish forts as supply depots and bases for patrols. They had to maintain supply lines stretching back to the lowlands while operating in hostile territory. All of this took time, resources, and constant effort.

Weather was another factor Roman commanders couldn't control. Wales receives heavy rainfall, especially in the mountains. Rivers flooded regularly, making fords impassable. Winter campaigns at higher elevations were nearly impossible. Even in summer, soldiers had to march in rain, sleep in wet conditions, and deal with mud that made roads nearly impassable. Roman equipment and tactics assumed Mediterranean conditions. Wales was about as far from Mediterranean as you could get while staying in the empire.

The Romans adapted, but adaptation took time. They learned to build smaller forts at closer intervals. They developed patrol patterns that controlled territory without requiring large-scale battles. They used auxiliary units, especially cavalry, more extensively than in other theaters. But these adaptations meant that conquering Wales took forty years instead of the four or five that might have been sufficient in easier terrain.

Wales in Comparative Context: How Roman Conquests Worked

Understanding Wales requires understanding how Roman conquests normally worked and why Wales was exceptional. The Roman pattern of conquest had several standard phases. First came military defeat of organized resistance, usually in one or several major battles. Second came political reorganization, installing client kings or direct Roman administration. Third came economic integration through taxation, trade, and infrastructure development. Fourth came cultural Romanization as local elites adopted Roman customs, language, and identity. The final phase was demilitarization as the region became peaceful enough that troops could be withdrawn to new frontiers.

This pattern worked across most of the empire. Gaul was conquered by Julius Caesar in eight years of campaigning from 58 to 50 BCE. Within a generation, Gallic aristocrats were speaking Latin, building Roman-style villas, and serving in the Roman Senate. By the time of Claudius's invasion of Britain, Gaul was one of the most thoroughly Romanized provinces in the empire. Spain took longer, about 200 years from the first Roman involvement in 218 BCE to the final pacification under Augustus around 19 BCE, but it eventually became just as Roman as Gaul.

Britain followed this pattern in the lowlands. The initial conquest in 43 CE defeated organized resistance quickly. By the 60s CE, client kingdoms were being converted to direct Roman rule. By the end of the first century, towns were growing, villas were being built, and the local aristocracy was Romanizing. The lowlands were demilitarized, with troops concentrated on the frontiers in Wales, northern England, and Scotland.

Wales never completed this progression. The military defeat phase took forty years instead of a few. Political reorganization was minimal because there were no urban centers or centralized tribal structures to work with. Economic integration was limited to resource extraction, mainly mining. Cultural Romanization barely happened outside the towns of Caerwent and Carmarthen. Demilitarization never occurred. Wales remained a military occupation zone from the conquest in the 70s-80s CE until the end of Roman rule in the early fifth century.

Other regions resisted Romanization to varying degrees. The Alps were never fully pacified, and Alpine tribes retained much of their culture and autonomy. The desert frontiers in North Africa and the Middle East had light Roman presence outside major cities and military roads. But these were marginal areas that Rome didn't invest heavily in controlling. Wales was different because Rome did invest heavily, building extensive infrastructure and maintaining large garrisons, but still failed to transform the region the way it had transformed Gaul or lowland Britain.

The closest parallel might be the mountainous regions of the Balkans, where Roman control was also primarily military and where local cultures persisted despite centuries of Roman rule. But even there, Romanization progressed further than it did in Wales. Wales was exceptional within the Roman Empire for the combination of heavy military investment and minimal cultural transformation.

The Economics of Occupation: What Wales Cost Rome

The Roman occupation of Wales was expensive. Maintaining a legionary fortress at Caerleon required about 5,000 soldiers plus support staff. The auxiliary forts scattered across Wales held perhaps another 5,000 to 8,000 soldiers at the height of the occupation. These troops had to be paid, fed, equipped, and housed. They required weapons, armor, tools, and replacement equipment. They needed food supplies shipped in from outside Wales because local production was insufficient.

A legionary earned 225 denarii per year in the first century CE, rising to 300 denarii by the early second century. An auxiliary soldier earned less, perhaps 100 to 150 denarii per year. The total annual payroll for the garrison of Wales was probably around 2 to 3 million denarii at the height of the occupation. This doesn't include the cost of food, equipment, construction materials, or the administrative overhead of running a military zone.

What did Rome get in return? Wales produced gold, copper, lead, and silver. The gold mine at Dolaucothi in west Wales was the only significant gold mine in Roman Britain. Copper came from Anglesey and the Great Orme near Llandudno. Lead and silver were extracted together from mines in northeast Wales and other locations. These were valuable resources, but we don't know how much they produced or how much profit they generated.

Lead production can be estimated from the number of lead ingots found with Roman stamps. Britain as a whole was a major lead producer, but we can't separate Welsh production from production in other parts of Britain with certainty. The gold mine at Dolaucothi was significant enough that the Romans built an aqueduct system to supply water for hydraulic mining, which suggests substantial investment and expected returns. But even generous estimates of mineral production probably didn't cover the cost of the garrison.

The economic logic of Wales was strategic rather than profitable. Rome occupied Wales to prevent it from being a base for resistance that could threaten the more valuable lowlands. The minerals were a bonus, not the primary motivation. This was expensive frontier security, not economic exploitation.

Compare this to lowland Britain, which produced grain surpluses, supported a growing urban population, and generated tax revenue that probably exceeded the cost of administration. Or compare it to Egypt, which was so profitable that the emperor kept it under direct personal control and used its grain to feed the city of Rome. Wales was a cost center, not a profit center.

This economic reality shaped Roman policy. Rome invested in the infrastructure needed to control Wales but didn't invest in transforming it. There was no point building cities or encouraging villa construction in a region that didn't produce enough surplus to support them. The forts and roads were necessary for security. Everything else was optional, and Rome mostly chose not to do it.

Wales and the Irish Sea World

Wales's position on the Irish Sea shaped its history in ways that made it different from other Roman frontiers. Most Roman frontiers faced less organized peoples who could raid but not seriously threaten Roman territory. The Germanic tribes beyond the Rhine and Danube were formidable but fragmented. The Berber peoples of North Africa could be troublesome but lacked the organization to challenge Roman control of the coastal regions.

Ireland was different. It had a complex society with its own kingdoms, trade networks, and military capabilities. The Irish Sea was a highway connecting Ireland, western Britain, and the Atlantic coast of Gaul. Trade and cultural exchange across this maritime network predated the Romans and continued throughout the Roman period.

The Romans never attempted to conquer Ireland. The sources suggest they considered it but decided it wasn't worth the effort. Agricola supposedly thought Ireland could be conquered with a single legion, but this was probably overconfidence. Ireland was large, had a substantial population, and would have required the same kind of expensive military occupation that Wales did. The Romans had enough trouble holding Wales and northern Britain without adding another difficult conquest.

This meant Wales remained a frontier facing an unconquered territory that was close, accessible by sea, and potentially hostile. Irish raids on the Welsh coast increased during the third and fourth centuries as Roman military strength declined. Irish settlers established communities in western Wales, particularly in Pembrokeshire and the Llŷn Peninsula. Some of these settlements were peaceful, but others were probably the result of raiding and conquest.

The Irish Sea also provided an escape route for people fleeing Roman rule. Welsh rebels could potentially find refuge in Ireland, though we have no clear evidence of this happening. The maritime connections meant that Wales was never fully isolated or fully controlled by Rome. The sea was a frontier that Rome couldn't fortify or patrol effectively.

This maritime dimension made Wales strategically important beyond its economic value. Controlling Wales meant controlling the eastern shore of the Irish Sea and preventing hostile forces from using Welsh harbors as bases. The Roman fort at Caernarfon in northwest Wales was positioned to watch the coast and the approaches to Anglesey. The fort at Carmarthen in the southwest controlled the approaches to the Bristol Channel. These weren't just about controlling the Welsh interior. They were about controlling access to the sea.

The Irish Sea world would become more important after Roman rule ended. Irish settlement in Wales increased in the fifth and sixth centuries. Irish cultural and linguistic influence shaped post-Roman Wales in ways that are still visible today. But even during the Roman period, Wales's position on this maritime frontier made it different from inland frontiers and contributed to Rome's difficulty in controlling it.

Seeing Through Roman Eyes: The Source Problem

Everything we know about Roman Wales comes from Roman sources or archaeology. The Welsh themselves left no written records. This creates a fundamental problem: we see the conquest and occupation entirely from the perspective of the conquerors.

The main literary source is Tacitus, a Roman historian writing in the late first and early second centuries CE. His Annals cover the conquest period, including the campaigns against Caratacus and the Silures. His Agricola is a biography of his father-in-law, the governor who completed the conquest of Wales. Tacitus is valuable because he wrote relatively close to the events and had access to eyewitness accounts, including Agricola's own memories. But he was writing for a Roman audience with Roman assumptions. He portrayed the Welsh as barbarians who needed civilizing, and he shaped his narratives to glorify Roman commanders and justify imperial expansion.

Tacitus had his own agenda. He was writing during the reign of Trajan, when imperial expansion was popular again after a period of consolidation. He wanted to celebrate Roman military achievements and criticize emperors he thought were weak or tyrannical. His portrayal of Caratacus is sympathetic because it makes the Roman victory more impressive. His description of the Silures emphasizes their ferocity because it explains why they took so long to defeat.

Cassius Dio, writing in the early third century CE, provides some additional details about the invasion and early campaigns, but he was writing even further from the events and relied on earlier sources that are now lost. Other Roman writers mention Britain and Wales only in passing. Suetonius discusses Claudius's invasion in his biography of that emperor. Strabo, writing before the conquest, describes Britain based on reports from traders and travelers.

Inscriptions provide hard evidence but limited context. Tombstones of soldiers, building inscriptions from forts, and dedications to gods tell us who was stationed where and when, but they don't explain motivations, strategies, or how the Welsh experienced Roman rule. An inscription recording that a legion built a fort in a particular year is useful, but it doesn't tell us whether the local population resisted, collaborated, or fled.

Archaeology has transformed our understanding of Roman Wales, especially in the last fifty years. Excavations of forts, roads, towns, and rural settlements provide physical evidence of Roman presence and activity. We can see what the Romans built, what goods they imported, how their military installations were laid out, and how these changed over time. Archaeology also reveals aspects of life that literary sources ignore: diet, health, trade patterns, religious practices, and the material culture of ordinary people.

Excavations at Caerleon have revealed the layout of the legionary fortress, the amphitheater where soldiers trained and watched entertainment, the barracks where they lived, and the baths where they relaxed. Finds include pottery, tools, weapons, coins, and organic remains like animal bones and plant seeds that tell us what people ate. Similar excavations at auxiliary forts throughout Wales have mapped the Roman military infrastructure in detail.

But archaeology has limits. It's better at answering "what" and "when" than "why" and "how." We can see that a fort was abandoned in the late fourth century, but we can't always tell whether it was a planned withdrawal, a response to military pressure, or simply a gradual decline in maintenance. Dating is often imprecise. Pottery styles and coin hoards can date a site to within a decade or two, but that's not precise enough to link archaeological evidence to specific historical events.

The Welsh perspective is almost entirely absent. We don't know what the Silures called themselves or how they understood their own society. We don't know what they thought of the Romans or how they remembered the conquest. Later Welsh literature, particularly the medieval Mabinogion, preserves some traditions about the Roman period, but these were written down centuries after Roman rule ended and mix history with legend in ways that are difficult to untangle.

The Mabinogion includes a story about Macsen Wledig, who is clearly Magnus Maximus, the usurper emperor of 383-388 CE. But the story has him marrying a Welsh princess and founding Welsh royal dynasties, which is legend rather than history. It tells us how medieval Welsh people remembered the Roman period, but not what actually happened in the fourth century.

This means that any history of Roman Wales is necessarily incomplete and biased. We can describe Roman military campaigns in detail because Roman sources cared about them. We can map the network of forts and roads because archaeology reveals them. But we can only infer what the Welsh experienced, thought, and did in response to Roman rule. When the sources are silent, we have to say so rather than speculate.

The end of Roman rule is particularly problematic. Roman sources largely stop mentioning Britain in detail after the late fourth century. We know the empire was in crisis, that troops were withdrawn, and that imperial authority collapsed, but the exact sequence of events in Wales is unclear. Archaeology shows that forts were abandoned and towns declined, but the timeline is fuzzy and varies by location.

Throughout this book, the source problems will be acknowledged explicitly. When we have good evidence, it will be presented. When we're relying on inference or archaeological interpretation, that will be stated. When we simply don't know, that will be admitted.

Timeline: 43-410 CE, Conquest to Abandonment

The Roman period in Wales lasted approximately 367 years, though Roman control was never uniform across the region or consistent over time.

43-48 CE: The invasion of Britain and initial expansion. The Romans conquered southern and eastern Britain quickly but reached the Welsh borders by the late 40s. Governor Ostorius Scapula began campaigns against the Deceangli in the northeast and encountered fierce resistance.

48-51 CE: Caratacus's resistance. The British prince fled to Wales and led the Silures and Ordovices against Rome. His capture in 51 CE removed a unifying leader but didn't end the resistance.

51-74 CE: The Silurian War. The Silures continued fighting for more than two decades after Caratacus's capture. Governor Ostorius Scapula died in office, apparently worn out by the constant warfare. Governor Frontinus finally defeated the Silures in the mid-70s and founded the legionary fortress at Caerleon around 74-75 CE.

78-84 CE: Agricola's campaigns. Governor Agricola conquered the Ordovices in north Wales and attacked Anglesey, destroying the druidic center there. By the mid-80s, the Romans had established military control over all of Wales.

84-200 CE: Consolidation and occupation. Wales remained heavily garrisoned but relatively peaceful. The Romans built permanent fortresses at Caerleon and Chester, maintained auxiliary forts throughout the interior, and constructed roads to connect them. Towns developed at Caerwent and Carmarthen. Mining operations extracted gold at Dolaucothi, copper in Anglesey, and lead and silver in various locations. The garrison probably numbered around 10,000 soldiers.

200-280 CE: The third-century crisis. The Roman Empire faced civil wars, economic problems, and external invasions. Wales saw reduced garrison levels and less investment in infrastructure. Some forts were abandoned or reduced in size. Irish raids on the western coast began to increase.

280-350 CE: Partial recovery. The empire stabilized under Diocletian and Constantine. Wales was less important strategically than the northern frontier with Scotland. Garrison levels remained lower than in the second century. Coastal defenses were strengthened against Irish raids.

350-383 CE: Decline and withdrawal. The empire faced renewed pressure from Germanic invasions on the continent. Magnus Maximus, a commander in Britain, was proclaimed emperor by his troops in 383 and took a significant force to Gaul, where he ruled until his defeat and death in 388. The troops he took never returned.

383-410 CE: The end of Roman rule. More troops were withdrawn for continental campaigns. Imperial administration broke down. In 410, the emperor Honorius allegedly sent a rescript to British cities telling them to see to their own defense, though the authenticity and meaning of this document are debated. Coins stop appearing in archaeological contexts after about 402, suggesting that the monetary economy collapsed around that time.

The timeline shows that Roman Wales was never static. The first forty years were dominated by conquest and resistance. The next century saw military occupation and limited Romanization. The third century brought decline and reduced Roman presence. The fourth century saw further withdrawal and the eventual collapse of Roman authority. Wales was Roman for nearly four centuries, but the nature of that Roman presence changed dramatically over time. 
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Chapter 2: Pre-Roman Wales - The Iron Age Tribes 
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Who Lived in Wales Before Rome?

The people living in Wales when the Romans arrived in the mid-first century CE had been there for centuries. They spoke Celtic languages related to those spoken across much of Britain, Ireland, and Gaul. They worked iron, farmed the land, raised livestock, and built impressive hillforts on defensible high ground. They traded with the Roman world before the conquest and had some knowledge of Roman power and culture. But they left no written records, so almost everything we know about them comes from archaeology and from Roman writers who described them as enemies.

The term "Celts" requires caution. Modern popular usage treats "Celtic" as a distinct ethnic or cultural identity, but the ancient reality was more complicated. The people of Iron Age Wales spoke languages that linguists classify as Celtic, and they shared some cultural practices with other Celtic-speaking peoples in Britain and on the continent. But we don't know if they thought of themselves as a unified people or if "Celtic" meant anything to them as an identity. The Romans didn't call them Celts. They called them Britons, and they distinguished between different tribes within Britain.

The population of pre-Roman Wales is impossible to estimate with precision. The region was thinly populated compared to southern and eastern Britain. Most estimates suggest somewhere between 100,000 and 200,000 people, but this is educated guesswork based on the number and size of known settlements and comparisons with better-documented regions. The population was concentrated in the valleys and coastal areas where farming was easier. The mountains were less densely settled.

These people were farmers and herders first, warriors when necessary. The economy was based on mixed agriculture: growing grain in the valleys, raising cattle and sheep on the uplands, and supplementing both with hunting, fishing, and gathering. Iron tools had been in use for several centuries by the time of the Roman conquest, making agriculture more efficient than in the Bronze Age. Iron plowshares could break heavier soils. Iron axes cleared forests more effectively. Iron sickles harvested grain more quickly.

Society was organized into tribes, though the exact nature of tribal organization is unclear. The Romans identified four main tribes in Wales: the Silures in the southeast, the Ordovices in the north and center, the Deceangli in the northeast, and the Demetae in the southwest. These names come from Roman sources. We don't know what these groups called themselves or whether they recognized the boundaries the Romans drew. Tribal territories probably overlapped and shifted over time. Leadership structures are equally unclear, though Roman sources mention kings and chiefs, suggesting some form of hierarchical organization.

Warfare was part of life but probably not constant. Tribes raided each other for cattle, slaves, and prestige. Young men proved themselves as warriors. Leaders maintained their positions partly through military success. But this wasn't total war. It was more like the raiding culture of early medieval Ireland or the Scottish Highlands, where violence was endemic but usually small-scale. The hillforts that dot the Welsh landscape suggest that defense was a concern, but most people most of the time were farming, not fighting.

Religion is even harder to reconstruct than social organization. The druids were important, serving as priests, judges, teachers, and keepers of oral tradition. They conducted religious ceremonies, settled disputes, and educated the children of the elite. Roman sources describe them as powerful and influential, but these sources are hostile because druids opposed Roman rule. Archaeological evidence for religious practices is limited to a few possible temple sites and ritual deposits of metalwork in lakes and rivers. We know the names of some gods from later Roman-period inscriptions, but we don't know what pre-Roman religious practices actually looked like.

The material culture of Iron Age Wales was sophisticated but not urban. People lived in roundhouses, circular structures with stone or timber walls and thatched roofs. These could be quite large, up to fifteen meters in diameter, and housed extended families. Settlements ranged from single farmsteads to villages of multiple roundhouses. Pottery was handmade and functional rather than decorative. Metalwork included iron tools and weapons, bronze ornaments, and some gold jewelry for the elite. Textiles were woven from wool and possibly linen, though organic materials rarely survive in the archaeological record.

This was not a primitive society. Iron Age Britons were skilled farmers, metalworkers, and builders. They had complex social structures, religious beliefs, and cultural practices. They traded over long distances and had contact with the wider world. But they were not literate, they did not build in stone except for defensive walls, and they did not have urban centers. This made them fundamentally different from the Romans and helps explain why Romanization made so little progress in Wales.

Wales in the Iron Age British World

Wales was part of a broader Iron Age British culture, but it had distinctive characteristics that set it apart from other regions. Understanding these differences helps explain why Wales resisted Rome so effectively and why it remained less Romanized than other parts of Britain.

Southeast England in the century before the Roman conquest had developed in a different direction. The tribes there, particularly the Catuvellauni and Trinovantes, had large settlements that approached urban scale. Camulodunum covered several square miles and had thousands of inhabitants. These oppida, as archaeologists call them, were centers of trade, craft production, and political power. They minted coins, imported Roman goods extensively, and had complex political structures. Some of their leaders had been to Rome and maintained diplomatic relations with the empire.

Wales had nothing comparable. The largest hillforts were substantial, but they weren't urban centers. They didn't mint coins. They didn't have the same level of trade with the Roman world. Their political structures were less centralized. This wasn't because the Welsh were less sophisticated. It was because the geography and economy didn't support urbanization. The dispersed population, pastoral economy, and mountainous terrain favored smaller, more scattered settlements.

Southwest England, particularly Cornwall and Devon, was more similar to Wales. The landscape was hilly, the population dispersed, and hillforts were the main form of settlement. The economy was based on mixed farming and pastoralism, with some mining. These regions also resisted Rome longer than the southeast and remained less Romanized after conquest. The parallel suggests that geography and economy shaped political development and responses to Roman conquest more than ethnic or cultural differences.

Northern Britain, particularly Scotland, was even more resistant to Roman control than Wales. The Romans never fully conquered Scotland despite multiple attempts. The terrain was similar to Wales but more extensive, the population even more dispersed, and the tribes even more fragmented. The Romans eventually built Hadrian's Wall to mark the frontier and gave up on conquering the far north. Wales might have received similar treatment if it hadn't been surrounded by Roman-controlled territory on three sides.

Ireland provides an interesting comparison. The Romans never attempted to conquer it, though they knew it existed and had some trade contacts. Irish society in the Iron Age was similar to Welsh society in many ways: tribal organization, pastoral economy, warrior culture, and druidic religion. The Irish Sea connected Ireland and Wales culturally and economically. Irish settlement in western Wales increased during and after the Roman period, showing that the maritime connections were stronger than the land connections to Roman Britain.

The Belgic tribes of northern Gaul and southeast Britain were the most Romanized before conquest. They had been in contact with Rome for generations, traded extensively, adopted some Roman customs, and had political structures that Rome could work with. Their conquest was relatively quick and their Romanization relatively thorough. Wales was at the opposite end of the spectrum: minimal pre-conquest contact, resistant to Roman culture, and difficult to conquer and control.

These comparisons show that Wales wasn't unique in resisting Rome, but it was distinctive within Britain. It shared characteristics with other upland, pastoral regions that Rome found difficult to control. It lacked the urban development and political centralization that made conquest easier in the lowlands. And it maintained stronger connections to the unconquered Irish Sea world than to the Romanizing southeast.

The Tribes: Silures, Ordovices, Deceangli, Demetae

The Romans divided Wales into four tribal territories, though the reality was probably more complex than this neat division suggests.

The Silures occupied southeast Wales, roughly the area of modern Monmouthshire, Glamorgan, and parts of Breconshire. Their territory included the valleys of the Usk and Wye rivers and extended into the hills to the north and west. This was strategically important land, bordering the Roman-controlled lowlands of southern Britain and controlling access routes into the Welsh interior. The Silures became Rome's most stubborn enemies in Wales, fighting for nearly thirty years before their final defeat.

Roman sources describe the Silures as fierce warriors skilled in guerrilla tactics. Tacitus says they had dark complexions and curly hair, which made him speculate that they might have originated in Spain, though this was just guesswork. What mattered to the Romans was that the Silures were effective fighters who refused to surrender. They ambushed Roman patrols, destroyed isolated units, and melted back into the hills before the Romans could retaliate. They killed a Roman governor, or at least he died while campaigning against them. They were still fighting decades after the initial conquest of southern Britain.

The Silurian territory had good agricultural land in the valleys and defensible positions in the hills. Several major hillforts are located in Silurian territory, including Llanmelin near Caerwent and the massive fort at Sudbrook on the Severn estuary. These suggest a relatively organized society with the resources to build and maintain substantial defensive works. After their defeat, the Romans built the legionary fortress at Caerleon in the heart of Silurian territory and founded the town of Caerwent as the tribal capital. The Silures survived as a political unit under Roman rule, governed by their own council but supervised by Roman officials.

The Ordovices controlled north and central Wales, including Snowdonia and the mountains of central Wales. This was the most difficult terrain in Britain, with high mountains, deep valleys, and limited agricultural land. The Ordovices were probably less numerous than the Silures but equally hostile to Rome. They fought alongside Caratacus in the 50s CE and continued resisting after his capture. Governor Agricola campaigned against them in the late 70s CE, and Tacitus claims he nearly exterminated the tribe, though this was probably exaggeration.

The Ordovician territory included Anglesey, or at least the Ordovices had close connections to the island. Anglesey was important both economically and religiously. It was more fertile than the mainland mountains and produced grain surpluses. It was also a center of druidic activity, which gave it religious and ideological significance. The Romans attacked Anglesey twice, recognizing that controlling it was essential to controlling north Wales.

Hillforts in Ordovician territory include Tre'r Ceiri on the Llŷn Peninsula, one of the best-preserved Iron Age settlements in Britain, and several sites in Snowdonia. The mountainous terrain made the Ordovices difficult to defeat but also limited their economic and military power. They couldn't field large armies or sustain long campaigns. Their strength was defensive, using the terrain to make Roman conquest as difficult and expensive as possible.

The Deceangli occupied northeast Wales, roughly the area around the Dee estuary and the northern coastal plain. This was more accessible territory than that of the Ordovices or Silures, and the Romans seem to have subdued the Deceangli more easily. Roman sources mention them less frequently than the other tribes, which might mean they submitted without much fighting or that their resistance wasn't considered noteworthy enough to record.

The Deceangli territory included important mineral resources, particularly lead and silver deposits in the hills of northeast Wales. The Romans exploited these mines extensively after the conquest. The tribe's name might be related to the word for "good" or "noble," but this is speculation. We know very little about Deceanglian society or culture beyond the basic fact that they existed and occupied this territory.

The Demetae controlled southwest Wales, roughly modern Pembrokeshire, Carmarthenshire, and Cardiganshire. Like the Deceangli, they appear infrequently in Roman sources. They may have submitted to Rome without significant resistance, or their resistance simply wasn't recorded. The Romans built a fort at Carmarthen in Demetae territory and later developed it into a town, suggesting some level of cooperation or at least acquiescence.

The Demetae territory had good agricultural land in the river valleys and along the coast. It also had access to the sea, which meant trade connections to Ireland and the Atlantic coast. Irish settlement in Demetae territory increased in the late Roman and post-Roman periods, eventually giving the region its medieval name of Dyfed, derived from Demetae. This suggests that the area was always part of the Irish Sea cultural zone as much as it was part of Wales.

These tribal divisions were Roman administrative categories as much as they were genuine ethnic or political units. The Romans needed to organize conquered territory, and dividing it into tribal zones with identifiable leaders was their standard method. Whether the Silures, Ordovices, Deceangli, and Demetae thought of themselves as unified tribes or as collections of smaller groups is unknown. The boundaries between them were probably fuzzy and contested. Leadership within each tribe was probably more complex than the Roman sources suggest, with multiple chiefs or kings competing for power rather than a single ruler.

After the conquest, these tribal territories became administrative units called civitates. Each civitas had a capital town where a tribal council met to handle local government under Roman supervision. Caerwent was the capital of the Silures, Carmarthen of the Demetae. The Ordovices and Deceangli don't seem to have had proper towns, which suggests they remained under more direct military control. The tribal identities persisted through the Roman period and into the post-Roman era, showing that they meant something to the people who lived in these territories, even if we can't fully understand what.

Iron Age Hillforts and Settlements

The most visible remains of pre-Roman Wales are the hillforts, fortified settlements built on defensible high ground. More than 600 hillforts have been identified in Wales, ranging from small enclosures of less than an acre to massive fortifications covering dozens of acres. They were built over many centuries, from the Bronze Age through the Iron Age, and some were still occupied when the Romans arrived.

Hillforts varied enormously in size, layout, and function. The smallest were probably fortified farmsteads, single family compounds surrounded by a bank and ditch for protection against raiders. Medium-sized hillforts might have housed a few dozen people and served as refuges for surrounding communities during times of danger. The largest were substantial settlements that might have been permanently occupied by hundreds of people.

The defenses typically consisted of one or more banks and ditches following the contours of the hilltop. The banks were built of earth and stone, sometimes faced with timber or drystone walls. The ditches were dug in front of the banks to make them harder to
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