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This book is dedicated to all the people of Wales.


Without their unwavering commitment


to oddness and peculiarity,


this book would never have been written.
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Preface


There is a story which may not be true. It might only be an urban myth, which would be a great shame because it deserves to be a true slice of life. It tells of a man – in some versions it is the actor Anthony Hopkins – who takes a cab in New York.


‘Where are you from?’ asks the driver.


‘Wales.’


‘And Wales is what exactly? A big fish, Diana’s husband or them singing bastards?’


A tough choice, I think. But what this book intends to show is that the Welsh are not all singing bastards.


Some are a whole lot worse.




c. 230,000 BC Pontnewydd Cave, Denbighshire


On Tour


Neanderthal remains have been found in Pontnewydd Cave in Denbighshire, near St Asaph. They were dated in 1981 and were confirmed as being about 230,000 years old – the oldest remains ever uncovered in Wales. A total of nineteen teeth were found, coming from five different individuals, both children and adults. One piece of jawbone holding a milk tooth and a permanent molar are believed to have come from an 11-year-old boy. There were also some stone tools and animal bones in the cave.


The teeth could, of course, be all that is left of an ancient burial site, scoured in the intervening millennia by retreating ice sheets. They had been there an awfully long time. Alternatively, it was the site of an early dental clinic.


Neanderthals are a particular branch of the evolutionary tree – and one of nature’s less attractive experiments. We shared a common ancestor with them but did not evolve from them. They had sloping foreheads, large brow ridges, big square jaws, short limbs, and they were pug-ugly. They were hunters who needed to get close to their prey in order to catch them, since they do not appear to have developed the use of weapons. They must have attacked in packs, showing a level of co-operation and planning. Other remains found elsewhere show signs that their hunting style left some of them with broken limbs. They did, however, use simple stone tools to butcher their meat.




[image: images]A stone hand axe found in Rhosili was made by a Neanderthal craftsman about 100,000 years ago.


[image: images]The earliest inhabitants of Cardiff left behind the Pen-y-Lan hand axe, dating from 75,000 BC.


[image: images]The hardest and most time-consuming part of making an axe head was boring a hole all the way through the stone or flint for a handle, using only wood, stone and sand.


[image: images]In 2006 a professor from Oxford University suggested that bachelor twins from Strata Florida were the last carriers of the Neanderthal bloodline. Every year children from Tregaron School were taken up to meet them as part of their study of evolution. Sadly the twins left no photographs.





All this evidence points inevitably to one conclusion. Teeth scattered everywhere? Broken limbs? Close-proximity fighting? A distinctive evolutionary branch? The Neanderthal party that left their teeth in Pontnewydd were nothing more complicated than a rugby team on tour who were looking for the local sport injuries clinic.


c. 27,000 BC Paviland, Gower


The Red Lady of Paviland


Let’s get one thing straight before we start. The Red Lady of Paviland was no lady. She was a man.


Bones, believed to be those of elephants, had been found in December 1822. The discovery brought William Buckland, Professor of Geology at Oxford University, to the site in Goat’s Hole in January 1823 and he unearthed the remains of an incomplete skeleton, stained red. The bones were from the right side of the body. The other bones that must have been there were probably disturbed by the action of the sea over the centuries. The area around the body, along with the bones themselves, was stained red. So were the items buried with the body – mammoth ivory bracelet fragments and perforated periwinkle shells. There were also small limestone blocks that may have been placed at the head and feet. Perhaps the skull of a mammoth found nearby may have also been part of the burial ritual. Sadly the skull has since been lost.


[image: images]


When Buckland published his findings later in the year he had decided that the ochre-stained skeleton was a ‘painted lady’ who entertained the Roman soldiers garrisoned in the camp on the hill above the cave. Alternatively, she could have been a witch.


The problem was Buckland was entirely wrong: the burial was male, and the mammoth products were original and Palaeolithic and not manufactured in some way at a later date as decorations. The camp was Iron Age, not Roman.


We now believe that the Red Lady was a ceremonial Palaeolithic burial dating from about 27,000 BC. The Red Lady was a healthy young adult male, aged between 25 and 30, about 5ft 6in tall and weighing about 11 stones. The head of the Red Lady has never been found, though it may have been removed as part of a burial ritual. There are other examples of this in similar graves from the period.


The find, though, was enormously significant. The Red Lady was the first human fossil found anywhere in the world – and is still the oldest ceremonial burial uncovered in Western Europe.




[image: images]William Buckland found it very hard to date his prehistoric find in Paviland with any accuracy. He refused to believe that anything could pre-date the notional date of Noah and the Great Flood.





c. 12,000 BC Llandudno


Mr Kendrick’s Mandible


Thomas Kendrick had been employed in the local copper mines in Llandudno as a stonemason, but by 1880 he had retired and was working as a lapidary, making cheap jewellery from seaside pebbles. Even in the nineteenth century the idea of taking home meaningless souvenirs from the seaside was well established, and Mr Kendrick was eager to do whatever he could to relieve tourists of their unwanted cash.


He was working in his garden at his house Ardwy Orme on the Great Orme, clearing a small natural cave in order to extend his workshop. The cave was about 50ft deep and 16ft wide. Whilst the view from his garden of the promenade below him was impressive, it would soon pale into insignificance in comparison with what he discovered in the cave. Because he uncovered a significant treasure of prehistoric art, including a decorated horse jaw with three remaining incisor teeth, the oldest piece of portable art from Wales ever discovered.


The cave was probably a burial site. There were flint artefacts, animal teeth which had been pierced to use as jewellery, eight types of mollusc and human bones from three adults and a teenager. They had been nomadic hunters, probably from mainland Europe. The objects buried with them appear to have been coloured with ochre, just like those from Paviland. The find dated from about 12,000 BC. The jaw was decorated with zigzag lines and disappeared for a long time, until it was delivered to the British Museum in 1959.


Further discoveries were made in the twentieth century when the cave was excavated again, but the fear has always been that other objects were lost in earlier times. In this way the contents of the cave always give a tantalising – and frustrating – hint of the treasures that once might have been there.




[image: images]The outline of a reindeer carved into the wall of Cathole Cave in Gower is the oldest piece of rock art found so far in Britain, possibly in North Western Europe at 14,000 years old. It was etched with a flint by an artist using their right hand.


[image: images]Bacon Cave in Gower was named because of the ten red-coloured bands that initially were identified as examples of Palaeolithic art. It was not, however, the artist’s homage to a packet of streaky. It was merely red oxide mineral seeping through the rock.


[image: images]At Penywyrlod near Talgarth in Powys the perforated leg bone of a sheep was found, dating from about 3650 BC. Holes appear to have been deliberately cut to make a whistle. Of course, the holes could have been made by gnawing animals, but it is nice to think that Welsh musical heritage has such a long history.


[image: images]A woman’s body was excavated at Llandegai in Anglesey dating from before 2000 BC which had been buried in a bag of animal skin.


[image: images]In 1833, workmen dug a hole beside the Chester to Mold Road (nowadays known as the A541). They found part of a skeleton and the largest single gold item ever found in Britain – the Mold Cape, dating from about 1900 BC. It was a single sheet of beaten gold, decorated with amber beads and made to cover the shoulders and upper body.


[image: images]The Presaddfed Burial Chamber at Bodedern in Anglesey is said to have been used as a home by a family in the eighteenth century.


[image: images]At Brenig in Denbighshire, a Bronze Age child aged around 6 months was found cremated and buried in an urn.


[image: images]One single charred pea, found in excavations in Church Street, Carmarthen, is the only evidence of a legume anywhere in South West Wales.


[image: images]A mattock made from an antler from a red deer was found in 1992, lying on the clay in front of the Uskmouth power station. It had been used for digging, possibly in the search for cockles. It was found close to human footprints, preserved in the silt which is exposed at low tide. Three trails of prints dating from 4000 BC were recorded. Two were those of adult males, shoe sizes 8 and 9. The third trail belonged to a child. Footprints have also been found at Magor Pill and Goldcliff.





c. 2600 BC Hindwell, Radnorshire


Wood You Believe It?


There is a faint but remarkable outline on the land in Radnorshire. At Hindwell there is the shadow of an enormous wooden enclosure, built between 2700 and 2500 BC. It is so old that not even the Romans would have known it was ever there. It had long gone by the time they arrived. Only modern aerial photography revealed its presence in 1992. And yet no one really knows what it was for.


The enclosure was oval shaped and formed by timber posts to create some kind of enormous stockade. The scale is staggering. There were 1,400 posts, each nearly 2ft in diameter and probably 20ft tall. The circumference is just about 2.5km and it enclosed a space of 34 hectares, the area of 55 football pitches, apparently. If the gaps between the carefully spaced posts had been filled with timber, as they probably were, then they would have used an additional 12,000 tons of wood.




[image: images]Whatever Stonehenge might be – a burial site, a temple for sun worship, a healing centre, a huge calendar – the bluestones towards the centre of the monument appear to have come from the Presceli Hills in Pembrokeshire. How and why they were transported to Wiltshire remains unclear. There is evidence of cattle being driven from Wales to Wiltshire. Perhaps cattle were used to haul the bluestones for Stonehenge from Presceli.


[image: images]


[image: images]Rhondda has its own ‘Stonehenge’ – Mynydd y Gelli, an arrangement of scattered stones in a rough circle. It is next to a landfill site.





It would have taken a long time to build and used up a vast amount of the local resources. Estimates suggest that 23 hectares of woodland would have had to be felled. The easiest way would have been to build a fire around the base of the trees and burn them through. But they would still have had to remove side branches and trim them, all with stone axes. The Hindwell enclosure would have taken over three years to build. There were pits to dig for the posts, which would have to be dragged into position (perhaps by cattle) and then carefully planted. It would have taken huge dedication to construct something on this scale, which would dwarf anything any of the people would ever have seen before. It had a narrow entrance 2m wide, which might suggest that it was built to facilitate entry in ceremonial procession. But its purpose remains a mystery.


The whole area is crawling with prehistoric remains. It always had a strategic importance, lying between the hills of Central Wales and the English Midlands, something which the Romans acknowledged by building a fortress there themselves. But they would not have seen Hindwell. Even if it survived intact for 200 years – which is unlikely – it had disappeared over 2,000 years before they turned up.


c. 2500 BC Barclodiad y Gawres, Anglesey


‘Fire Burn and Cauldron Bubble’


There is a Neolithic burial chamber on the southern coast of Anglesey, in a beautiful setting on Mynydd Cnwc, overlooking Porth Trecastell. Called Barclodiad y Gawres, it is an example of a cruciform passage grave and is noted for its decorated stones. It is very similar to graves across the sea in Ireland and the decorative patterns are like those found in Llandudno.


The site was built at about the same time as the Pyramids, though to a more modest design. It was excavated in 1952 and rebuilt to resemble its original layout, protected now by a large concrete dome. The excavations revealed two cremated young males in one of the side rooms. In the central part of the tomb there were the remains of a fire, on to which had been poured a stew as some kind of offering or magical potion. The recipe appears to have come straight from the witches’ cookbook as used in Macbeth. The ingredients? Wrasse, eel, frog, toad, grass snake, mouse, shrew and hare. It was then covered with limpet shells and pebbles. If it wasn’t an offering, then perhaps it was a warming winter casserole that went horribly wrong. Perhaps it needed a touch more garlic.


[image: images]


The more prosaic explanation is that this infernal stew is in fact the remains of an otter’s toilet – he’d moved in for a while – but let’s not let historical accuracy snatch away all our dreams.


The name of the burial chamber translates as ‘Apronful of the Giantess’ and to be honest, whatever this pile of inedible refuse might once have been, you certainly wouldn’t want it in your apron.




[image: images]The first pieces of jewellery found in Wales were perforated sea shells and strings of stone beads.


[image: images]Possessions were few, and valuable. Perhaps this is why the Welsh didn’t often bury their dead with objects from everyday life.


[image: images]In 2012, remains of a wooden structure were found outside Monmouth, which may have been a Neolithic longhouse or hall.





1700 BC Llandudno


Earth, Water, Fire and Air


Mining in Wales is not a modern phenomenon at all. It has a very long history. In the nineteenth century, when Welsh copper strengthened the hulls of British warships and produced the currency that lubricated the slave trade, miners discovered that they were not the first men beneath the ground. Miners on the Great Orme frequently uncovered old tunnels containing bone tools. Some of the tunnels they found were so small that they could only have been worked by children – minors as miners. Their tools came from cattle. Ribs and legs provided picks and shoulder blades were used as shovels. In fact at least 33,000 digging bones have been found there.


Modern scientific techniques have shown that the mines had been worked for thousands of years. By about 1700 BC the copper ore mines on the Great Orme on the North Wales coast together formed the largest mine in Europe. It began as an open-cast operation which removed about 28,000 tons of rock in pursuit of the copper ore. Soon they followed the seams underground, digging tunnels with bone tools. Fires would be burnt against the rock surface to weaken it and in doing so created horrible working conditions.


The ore had to be separated from the rock. Much was sorted by hand and then washed to remove limestone. The temperatures required to smelt the recovered copper ore were achieved by using hand bellows and charcoal which put great strain on local woodland resources. It was a sophisticated operation which required judgement and skill. They used tin sourced from Cornwall to make bronze, further proof that these were not insular communities; trade was a vital part of life at this time.


[image: images]


[image: images]


Mining had also been going on in Mynydd Parys on Anglesey for some time. Research suggests that miners reached a depth of 30m by 1900 BC. There were other sites too, across Wales.


It is strange but true that DNA testing of some current residents in Abergele suggests strong links with the early inhabitants of Spain, where mining was already well established by 1900 BC. Perhaps the miners who settled at the foot of the Great Orme in prehistoric times had relocated from Spain as immigrant workers.




[image: images]Communities at this time were not completely isolated. There was extensive trading. Stone axes made in Wales have been found in Dorset and the Isle of Man. Items made from Cornish rocks have been found in Wales.


[image: images]At Porth Neigwl on the Llyn Peninsula there was fertile land that extended into the Irish Sea – though it was subsequently lost to the tides.


[image: images]The remains of the many different kinds of animal have been discovered in Wales. They include bears, reindeer, elk, ibexes, bison, mammoth, hyenas and lynx.


[image: images]A mace head carefully carved from flint and intricately decorated was found at Maesnor in Denbighshire. It is thought that it was used for ceremonial purposes.





Gold was less important to the Welsh than copper. It is a soft metal and in a practical subsistence society, that limits the uses to which it can be put. So while the rest of Europe was getting excited about gold jewellery, in Wales they were still more concerned with chopping and shaping.


c. 100 BC Tywyn Trean, Anglesey


The Llyn Cerrig Bach Hoard


Of course, they are much more sophisticated in the north than those of us in the south. Just look at what they threw into their peaty water – swords, bracelets … all we can ever manage to throw into our rivers are supermarket trolleys.


It has become known as the Llyn Cerrig Bach Hoard and was made up of 181 bronze and iron objects. It is one of the greatest treasures from the Iron Age and was found by accident in 1942, during the construction of RAF Valley airfield.


The soil was sandy and the American Flying Fortress bombers to be stationed there were heavy, so they extracted peat from the bogs to stabilise the sand. As the peat was removed, metal objects and bones emerged. A 3m-long chain was uncovered early on and it was used for a time to drag out lorries that were stuck in the mud. In fact it wasn’t an old farm chain, as the contractors first believed. It was an ancient gang chain over 2,000 years old, intended to link together a group of slaves with neck collars. There were chariot fittings, swords, cauldrons, tools and bracelets. They were probably offerings to the water gods, a practice that the Celts were very keen on.


The discovery was, of course, bad timing. Wartime priorities were far more important than archaeological precision. It is believed that some items were never identified and still lie beneath the tarmac of the runway.


There was a small cliff from which the offerings were thrown into the lake for the gods.It was known as Craig y Carnnau (the Rock of the Hooves). Now it is known less romantically as TACAN Hill (Tactical Air Navigation) and is now inaccessible.


Scoff as we might about the strange disposal of treasures, people today can’t resist hurling small change into fountains and wells. We are no different in our deep-seated need to propitiate the water spirits than our Celtic ancestors.




[image: images]A piece of a lead anchor found off the Llyn Peninsula has been identified as coming from a second century sea-going vessel from the Mediterranean. Even before the first official contact, Roman traders and merchants had been visiting Britain, searching for opportunities …





AD 1 Wales


The Lost Secrets of Atlantis?


The traditional image of the Druids – long flowing hair, white robes, serious wisdom, a sense of mania – is all part of a nineteenth-century invention. The reality is a lot less clear. Certainly the Druids were seen as a significant threat by the Romans, not perhaps for what they were but rather for what they represented. Essentially they were the priestly brotherhood of the Celts.


The Druids didn’t have any formal family of gods whom they worshipped. They seemed to have offered their devotion to natural things, like oak trees and mistletoe. Their sacred places were usually in woods or groves. In Celtic society, they were the only ones allowed to carry out rituals and ceremonies. They had been chosen for this role at birth and had been initiated into its mysteries. These stories and beliefs were the things that brought the disparate tribes of Wales together; they may have inhibited the Welsh from fighting each other, but certainly gave them the inclination to confront the Romans. Druidism has been described as the earliest native spirituality of Britain, though no one can be quite sure what it was, except that the Romans didn’t like it. The Druids were responsible for preserving the tribal myths, for they could never be written down in a culture which possessed no writing. It was the Druids and the Bards who passed on traditions to the next generation.


However, there are no archaeological finds anywhere that could be described as Druidic. It has been an entirely oral tradition which has been passed down and as a result has seeped into the national consciousness and brought myths to itself like a magnet for weird things. You can, if you wish, persuade yourself that the Druids are the inheritors of the spiritual beliefs of Atlantis. And they might well be – it is just that no one can be sure what those spiritual beliefs were.


[image: images]


Druidism has absorbed lots of strange and disparate beliefs though the centuries but, when they are squeezed out, no one can be at all sure what has been left behind.


AD 40 Wales


At Home in the Iron Age


Julius Caesar described Britain as a land of small farms, and Wales in the Iron Age was no different. Subsistence farming had been fairly successful for thousands of years, allowing for a gradual increase in the population. It was a period of enormous change. People started to live in larger communities and showed more interest in their appearance and personal adornment. Strangely, it was the need to pay Roman taxes that changed a way of life forever. They had to be more productive as a matter of urgency so that they could pay their taxes, either in kind or in cash. A simple and balanced way of life was lost forever.


Mixed agriculture was practised, mainly cereal production and the keeping of livestock. Most people had pigs and sheep and goats, but cattle were by far the most important. They provided heavy farm labour as well as manure, hide, milk and food. Chickens were introduced shortly before the Romans arrived. People grew wheat, especially spelt. Barley was grown everywhere. Grain was stored in granaries which were raised above ground or in pits underground.


[image: images]




[image: images]None of the tribes that inhabited Wales in the Iron Age produced their own coins. The ones that have been found came from other parts of Britain and Europe.


[image: images]What is possibly the oldest human portrait from Wales can be seen on a fragment from a brass shield (dated c. 50 BC) found on the slopes of Cader Idris, overlooking Tal-y-llyn lake in 1963.





Iron Age people made bread and porridge from the cereals and beer from the barley. They would remove the surface foam (or yeast) from the fermenting beer and add it to their bread mix. Limited evidence has been found of oats and rye or of vegetables. They seem to have supplemented their diet with nuts and berries, honey, leaves, flowers and roots. They ate wild animals that they hunted with dogs, fish and birds.


Families lived in conical huts, which provided excellent warmth and shelter. The smoke from the central open fire found its way through the thatch. It provided light and was maintained twenty-four hours a day. In the roof space they hung meat and fish to smoke, their only means of food preservation. In West Wales they also hung up their coracles so that the smoke and tar deposits from the fire would help to waterproof them. Beds were raised above the ground and covered with animal skins.


The Roman invasion had a significant impact upon this uncomplicated way of life. There was an army of occupation to support, after all.


AD 43 Kent


Here Come the Romans


The Romans landed in Kent in AD 43 and fought their way to the River Severn in AD 48. To the north, campaigns a year earlier led by Ostorius Scapula defeated the Cornovii, who lived in Cheshire and Shropshire. As the Romans moved deeper into Wales, the greatest resistance came from the Silures in the south, which is why the largest number of forts was built there.


Slowly the Welsh tribes became integrated into the Roman way of life – or at least as much as they needed to, here at the edge of the Empire. But the advantages were there for all to see: prosperity, order and progress.


[image: images]


But it wasn’t all plain sailing. The Ordovices rebelled against Roman occupation between AD 70 and AD 80, foolishly destroying a cavalry squadron of about 120 mounted troops. In response the governor, Agricola, went up into the hills to get them. He is said to have exterminated the tribe – a threat levelled against the Silures but never carried out. If he succeeded isn’t clear – and of course, parts of central Wales are a little inaccessible – but certainly the Ordovices never appear again in the written record after AD 78. A lost tribe perhaps.


The Silures didn’t go quietly either. They conducted a resistance based upon guerrilla war tactics, picking off small parties of Romans whenever they could. They took Roman soldiers as hostages and distributed them amongst the other tribes to increase resistance. In fact it is believed that they destroyed an entire legion in AD 52. Scapula himself said that they were such a danger that they should be either entirely destroyed or relocated. He had already squashed the Deceangli and was ready to have a go at Anglesey, but was called away to deal with the Brigantes in the north, who were causing trouble. The Silures were eventually subdued by Sextus Julius Frontinus in AD 78. No one knows how. The historian Tacitus described them as influenced neither by cruelty nor by clemency – perhaps they reached an agreement, or perhaps they were defeated.




[image: images]Verica, the chieftain of the Atrebatic tribe, asked for assistance from the Romans in confronting the Catuvellauni. This was the excuse the Romans used to invade Britain in AD 43.


[image: images]There were six significant tribes in Wales at the beginning of the Roman invasion – the Silures who lived in the south, the Demetae in the south-west, the Cornovii and the Dobunni in the east, the Ordovices in central Wales and the Deceangli in the north.


[image: images]The Romans regarded Wales with a mixture of fascination and indifference. It was distant enough (at the edge of civilization) to be exotic, but few individuals ever made any impact on the history of the Empire.


[image: images]The Silure tribe are described as having a dark complexion and curly hair. The Romans believed that they were immigrants from Spain.


[image: images]The name Cornovii may mean that the tribe worshipped a horned god. At Abbots Bromley, a village in Staffordshire which is in the Cornovii territory, there is an annual horn dance which is a pagan ritual.


[image: images]The Romans were quick to exploit the mineral wealth of Wales, which was one of their reasons for invasion. They were soon mining Welsh lead and silver to such an extent that Spanish producers complained that they were being undercut and priced out of the market.





AD 51 Caer Caradog


Roaming


Caratacus or Caractacus, known to the Welsh as Caradog, was the son of Cunobelinus, a chieftain of the Catuvellauni tribe in south-east Britain (a rather difficult bunch, it has to be said). They certainly didn’t take too kindly to the appearance of the Roman army.


After their defeat at the Battle of the Medway when his brother Togodumnus was killed, Caratacus and his tribe fled to South Wales, where he became a rallying point for resistance against the Roman occupation. As such, he was someone the Romans were anxious to destroy and a reason why they decided to invade Wales.


He went first to the Silures and later retreated into mid-Wales, where the Catuvellauni fought alongside the Ordovices. They were defeated, however, in ad 51 at the Battle of Caer Caradog by the 14th and 20th Legions. Caratacus fled to the north of Britain.


He tried to take refuge amongst the Brigantes, who didn’t really need to be part of his feud. Their queen, Cartimandua, betrayed him to the Romans. He had evaded capture for over seven years.


He was taken to Rome for ritual and triumphant execution in the same way as the great Gaulish leader Vercingetorix, who was garrotted. Caratacus was paraded through Rome with his family, and his notoriety brought out crowds to see him. The historian Tacitus described him as the man ‘who for so many years had spurned our power’ (Tacitus, The Annals). He even dared to address Emperor Claudius as an equal, though to be frank by now he had little to lose. He suggested that in other circumstances he could have come to Rome as an ally and cleverly argued that to spare him would bring Claudius credit and renown. If he were to be executed the emperor would quickly be forgotten, a lost footnote in history.


[image: images]


Claudius was so impressed by his bravery and oratory that he granted him his life and the promise that he could live in respected and honoured retirement – but in Rome, not in Wales. Subduing the Welsh tribes was a significant drain on resources and Caratacus would not have been an asset.


AD 53 Caerwent


Haec Est Nostra Mundi


The Romans did not rule through the military. The army was naturally responsible for the initial conquest and the suppression of the natives, but Roman rule was sustained by an efficient administration. Power was delegated through the government of the province to regional capitals. These capitals brought Roman rule across the surrounding area and took responsibility for the roads, which were of huge importance.


The roads created a network of trade routes. Towns grew up where the roads met or where bridges crossed a river. It was trade that in reality defined the Empire, and the Roman roads that held it all together.


The towns that they built must have been such a shock to the people of Wales. When the Romans conquered the rest of the world they took control of existing towns – but not in Wales. They took over tribal areas. As a result the towns in Wales, however small they were, had a huge symbolic impact in a country where nothing like this had ever existed before. The towns provided a social focus – for gathering together, for social events, rituals, a sense of community. The Welsh saw other things too. Roman soldiers could retire after twenty-five years’ service in the army. They were given land and a house for their families. This promoted the growth of towns and also provided a pool of reservists. But more importantly, it promoted an image of the benefits of Empire.




[image: images]The important settlement of Caerwent was known as Venta Silurium. The modern translation of Venta is ‘market’.


[image: images]There was an inn at Caerwent that provided baths, food, a bed and probably fresh horses for messengers on official business.
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