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Introduction — Lines on a Map: Defining the March, Sources and Method 
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“A Raid at Dawn”: A Border Vignette

On New Year’s Day 1136, Hywel ap Maredudd of Brycheiniog led a Welsh force into Gower and defeated the Anglo-Norman settlers there. Brut y Tywysogyon puts the colonists’ dead at 516 — a round and suspicious number, but the engagement itself is well attested. The Brut locates the fight only in Gower; the specific site is a matter of modern inference rather than contemporary record.

The timing was not coincidental. Henry I had died on 1 December 1135, and the succession was contested between Stephen of Blois and Empress Matilda. Lords on both sides of the border understood that royal attention would be turned inward for some time. Within weeks of the Gower fight, Gruffudd ap Rhys of Deheubarth was in arms; his wife Gwenllian ferch Gruffydd led a raid on Cydweli while he travelled north seeking support from Gwynedd, and was killed in the attempt along with one of her sons. Richard fitz Gilbert de Clare, lord of Ceredigion, was ambushed and killed in the wood of Coed Grwyne on 15 April 1136 while riding from Abergavenny. By October, Owain and Cadwaladr ap Gruffudd of Gwynedd had joined the campaign and crushed a settler army at Crug Mawr, outside Cardigan.

Two further points matter. Henry I’s reign had imposed something close to a common peace across the southern March for three decades, with Welsh lords holding recognised status under royal oversight; 1136 ended that equilibrium. And the Welsh recovery held through 1137 and beyond: the reclamation of Ceredigion was consolidated, and Norman control in the west did not return at its earlier strength for the remainder of Stephen’s reign.

None of this looks like a “raid” in the narrow sense. It is a coordinated Welsh reclamation running through 1136, triggered by a single event — the death of a king — and exposing how thin the Norman settlement in the south-west actually was. The chroniclers’ account is sparse on sensory detail and heavy on outcomes: territory lost, settlers killed, lords buried, castles abandoned. That pattern — institutions recorded as permanent in the charter record proving fragile in one campaigning season — is the opening problem of the book.

What We Mean by ‘The March’

The term “March” (Latin marchia, Welsh Y Mers) is used in the sources in at least three overlapping ways, and this book keeps them separate on purpose.

The narrowest use is geographical. It refers to the belt of lordships along the Welsh-English border, running from Chester in the north through Shrewsbury, Montgomery and Wigmore to Hereford, Monmouth and Chepstow — and then, as Norman settlement pushed westward, the further lordships of Pembroke, Gower, Glamorgan, Brycheiniog and Ceredigion. By the later thirteenth century royal clerks listed these as the dominia marchiae, “lordships of the March,” and treated them as a distinct category of jurisdiction.

The second use is legal. A Marcher lordship was a territory in which the lord held powers that in England were reserved to the crown: to pronounce in pleas of the crown, to wage war, to treat with Welsh rulers on his own authority, to confiscate land by his own judgment. This is the sense behind the repeated royal complaint that the Marchers held of the king as of his crown, but not as of his realm. The legal March is not identical to the geographical one. Some lordships inside the border belt had thinner liberties — Oswestry was contested ground through the thirteenth century. A few lordships on the edge of England claimed Marcher-style privileges well into the fourteenth. These liberties were not concessions wrung from a reluctant crown. They were original grants: William I and his successors gave men on the frontier the latitude to make lordship where royal administration could not reach, and the privileges persisted as long as the Marcher reality on the ground persisted.

The third use is political and, later, antiquarian. “March” functions in chronicles and in subsequent historiography as a short-hand for a style of rule: private war, negotiated settlement with Welsh neighbours, military households, intermarriage across linguistic lines, a tolerance for local custom that English common law refused. This is closer to the sense Gerald of Wales and Walter Map reach for when they write about border lordship.

The Welsh sources use their own vocabulary. Native writers speak of y Mers or y Goror, and the distinction surfaces more sharply in Edwardian royal records, which pair Marchia Wallie with Pura Wallia — the latter denoting the lands held directly by Welsh princes outside Marcher control, principally Gwynedd, northern Powys and the short-lived principality reconstituted by Llywelyn ap Gruffudd in the mid-thirteenth century. The paired terminology is crown usage, and it treats Welsh sovereignty as a condition of definition rather than a starting point. In Welsh chronicle and poetry, lost territories of the south-east and south-west are often named by their pre-Norman forms — Gwent, Morgannwg, Dyfed — rather than by the Marcher lordship designations that overlay them.

Each of the three senses generates different evidence and different silences, and the book tries to be explicit about which one is in play at any moment. Geographical claims are tied to named lordships and supported where possible by charter and estate records. Legal claims are tied to specific liberties attested in quo warranto returns, eyre rolls, inquisitions post mortem and the rare surviving Marcher court records. Political-cultural claims are flagged and not treated as institutional description.

Geography and the Politics of Edge

The March is not a line but a zone, and its shape is dictated by the landscape. The Welsh-English border runs along the eastern edge of an upland massif — the Cambrian Mountains at its core, the Black Mountains and Brecon Beacons to the south, the Berwyn range and Clwydian hills to the north. Lowland corridors cut through it: the Dee valley at Chester, the Severn at Shrewsbury, the Wye and Usk valleys in the south-east, the Tywi valley reaching inland from Carmarthen. Norman castles cluster in exactly these corridors, often on sites the Welsh had already identified as strategic — Cardigan, Carmarthen, Abergavenny, Montgomery.

That pattern is not incidental. Lowland ground carried arable, lowland routes carried trade and troops, and lowland soil held the infrastructure of intensive lordship — watermills, boroughs, demesne ploughing, parish churches with rectorial tithes. Upland ground, by contrast, supported transhumant pastoralism, scattered settlement, and the political units that Welsh lords could mobilise but the Normans could not easily settle: the cantref (roughly a hundred) subdivided into commotes (cymydau). The result is a checkerboard, not a frontier — Norman lordship anchored in valleys, Welsh lordship holding the uplands, and a ragged, moving boundary between them that rarely sat still for a generation.

Older boundary infrastructure runs through the same ground. Offa’s Dyke, built in the late eighth century, and the shorter Wat’s Dyke to its east shape the line the Normans inherited, though the earthworks are not continuous and their political meaning by 1066 was already faded. Rivers functioned ambivalently: the Wye, Usk and Tywi were crossable barriers and routes of penetration at the same time, and castle-building concentrated at the fords and confluences where both functions intersected.

Calling this an “edge” is a political claim as much as a geographical one. From a London perspective, the March is the limit of the realm. From Aberffraw or Dinefwr it is the contact surface with English power, and the same ground has very different meanings depending on who is measuring. Welsh sources describe lowland Gwynedd, Dyfed and Morgannwg as lost territory, or as territory held in deposit against a future recovery. English royal sources describe the uplands as terra Walliae, a separate category of ground to which English law does not reach unless and until the crown reaches it.

Both views are taken seriously here. The politics of the edge are the politics of two overlapping geographies, each with its own centre and periphery.

Sources and Silences: Charters, Chronicles, Courts and Soil

The evidence base for the March is uneven in a specific way. Written sources favour the Norman side; archaeology partly compensates; chronicles in Welsh and Latin each have distinct axes.

Charters are the densest Marcher record. Foundation charters for boroughs (Cardiff, Pembroke, Brecon, Hay) and for monastic houses (Tintern, Margam, Strata Florida, Llanthony Prima) survive in substantial numbers, and cartularies compiled in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries preserve earlier grants. These tell a story about land, rents and the terms of settlement, but they are almost entirely a Marcher-lord record. Welsh lords issued charters too — Rhys ap Gruffudd’s grants to Strata Florida and Talley are well attested — but the corpus is much smaller and skewed toward ecclesiastical recipients who preserved them.

Chronicles divide along linguistic lines. The Brut y Tywysogyon, in its three main recensions (Peniarth 20, Red Book of Hergest, Cotton Cleopatra B.v), is a Welsh-language translation and continuation of a lost Latin chronicle associated with Strata Florida; it is the core narrative source for native Welsh politics. Orderic Vitalis, William of Malmesbury and the Gesta Stephani cover the early Norman advance from the other side. Gerald of Wales — Norman-Welsh by descent, archdeacon of Brecon, frustrated ecclesiastical politician — occupies an unusual middle position in the Itinerarium Kambriae and Descriptio Kambriae, and has to be read as an advocate as well as a witness. Annales Cambriae, compiled at St Davids, provides a thinner but earlier parallel record.

Welsh law is a source in its own right. The redactions of Cyfraith Hywel — the Laws of Hywel Dda, surviving in three main textual families (Iorwerth, Cyfnerth and Blegywryd) compiled from the thirteenth century onward but preserving earlier material — document social structure, compensation (sarhaed and galanas), land custom and marriage. They give an internal Welsh account of institutions that charter evidence sees only from outside. Domesday Book covers the border shires of Cheshire, Shropshire, Herefordshire and Gloucestershire for 1086, and its Welsh entries, though sparse, are a fixed datum against which later charter claims can be tested.

Court records begin to appear in bulk from the early thirteenth century: royal eyre rolls touching Marcher pleas, Shropshire and Herefordshire common-law records, and — rarely — surviving Marcher seigneurial rolls, of which the Pembroke and Chepstow series are the best preserved. Fiscal records from the crown side (pipe rolls, close rolls, patent rolls) document scutage payments, wardships and custodies that ran through Marcher lordships when they fell into royal hands.

The silences are specific. Welsh peasant voice is almost entirely absent; so is the testimony of smaller Welsh lords who did not patronise religious houses; so is most of the thirteenth-century Marcher seigneurial court record, which was held privately and largely lost. Archaeology closes part of the gap — castle excavation (Hen Domen, Dryslwyn, Deganwy), borough excavation (Rhuddlan, Monmouth, Trelech), and pollen and sediment evidence from upland peat cores — but it produces different kinds of answers, not a replacement narrative.

Method: Cross-checking Law, Text and Archaeology

The method here is triangulation. No single source type carries enough weight to stand alone for the March, and each has characteristic distortions.

Charter evidence tends to overstate the orderly transfer of land. A grant records the transaction the parties wanted recorded; it does not record the resistance the grant met on the ground, the earlier claims it overwrote, or the parallel claims it did not extinguish. Reading charters against the chronicles — which register revolts, confiscations and reversals — is often the only way to see whether a grant was actually realised.

Chronicle evidence has its own tilt. The Brut compresses decades into brief annals and privileges Gwynedd and Deheubarth over the smaller Welsh polities; the Anglo-Norman chroniclers write for a patron and frequently generalise about “the Welsh” in ways that flatten real political divisions. Gerald of Wales’s ethnographic writing is a rich source, but he has interests — a claim on St Davids, a view of Welsh reform, a grievance with Canterbury — and his generalisations need to be checked against documentary evidence.

Court records, where they survive, carry the opposite bias: they record conflict, not cooperation, and they preserve the procedural version of events. A Marcher suit noted on a royal eyre roll is there because it escalated; the cases resolved inside the lordship leave almost no trace. Fiscal records are more reliable on quantitative questions — what was paid, when, by whom — but silent on everything the exchequer did not need to collect.

Archaeology is the independent check. Excavation fixes when a site was built, when it was occupied, what was eaten and traded, and what material culture circulated. Pollen cores and sediment sequences show land-use change at a resolution written sources cannot reach. These do not answer political questions directly, but they constrain the claims chronicle and charter evidence can make about settlement, economic integration and continuity.

Two specific techniques anchor the archaeological case. Dendrochronology — tree-ring dating of surviving timber, applied effectively at Chepstow and at a number of Welsh castle sites — fixes building phases to within a year. Numismatics works in the other direction: English coin finds on Welsh lordship sites, and the activity of the Rhuddlan mint, document the reach of fiscal integration. Paleography and diplomatic criticism of charters detect forgery and later insertion, which matters because several important Marcher foundations circulate in cartulary copies rather than originals. Isotopic analysis of skeletal material from recent Marcher burial excavations adds a further constraint, opening questions about population origin and mobility that documentary sources cannot reach.

The three source types work in parallel. Agreement between them strengthens a claim; disagreement is flagged and the chapter proceeds with the uncertainty named rather than resolving it prematurely.

Two Families Across the Divide: de Braose and Deheubarth

Two family histories are threaded through the chapters. The choice is driven by what the surviving records can support.

The de Braose family holds a Marcher lordship from the late eleventh century through the fourteenth, and the surviving material lets their trajectory be tracked with unusual density. William de Braose the elder received Bramber in Sussex from William I and acquired Radnor and Builth by the 1090s. His descendants held Abergavenny, Brecon, Gower and, briefly, Limerick. The family is documented through charters to Brecon Priory and St John’s Abergavenny, through the assize of arms, through the 1210 conflict with King John that destroyed William de Braose the younger, through Matilda de Braose’s death in royal custody, through William de Braose of Bramber’s execution by Llywelyn ap Iorwerth in 1230 after his affair with Llywelyn’s wife Joan, and through the thirteenth-century partition of the lordship among his daughters. No single Marcher family is better documented across the full arc: the early grants under William I, the peak holdings in Brecon, Abergavenny and Gower, the 1210 collapse under John, and the thirteenth-century continuation of the lordship through the daughters who inherited it.

The House of Deheubarth — the lineage descended from Rhys ap Tewdwr (d. 1093) through his son Gruffudd ap Rhys and grandson Rhys ap Gruffudd, “the Lord Rhys” (d. 1197) — provides the Welsh counterweight. Their seat at Dinefwr gives the dynasty its conventional English designation, but the polity is Deheubarth: the south-western Welsh kingdom containing Ceredigion, Ystrad Tywi and Dyfed. The Lord Rhys’s relationship with Henry II after the 1171–72 settlement, his patronage of the Cistercian house at Strata Florida, the 1176 gathering at Cardigan often cited as an early eisteddfod, and the fragmentation of the dynasty after his death into competing descendants are all well documented. The Deheubarth record sits on the Welsh side of the linguistic divide but includes charters, chronicle entries in the Brut, and royal English correspondence, allowing the same techniques of cross-checking to work.

Their geographic ranges overlapped. De Braose holdings at Brecon and Abergavenny sat directly east of the Deheubarth heartland, and the two houses were in frequent contact — through royal courts, marriage alliances, border raiding and arbitration through church intermediaries. William de Braose the younger’s defeat of Gwenwynwyn of Powys at Painscastle in 1198 is the best-known engagement involving a de Braose lord against a broad Welsh coalition, though Deheubarth participation there is not firmly attested. Tracking them in parallel has the secondary advantage of pulling from different archives: the de Braose record survives in Anglo-Norman and English collections (the Curia Regis rolls, inquisitions post mortem, the Calendar of Charter Rolls), while the Deheubarth record runs through the Brut, the Strata Florida cartulary and early modern Welsh genealogical compilations.

The two families are not presented as equivalents. De Braose power is institutional, built on charter, castle and royal office; Deheubarth power is dynastic, built on kinship, pencenedl authority and the rules of Welsh law. What they share is a century and a half of direct and indirect contact across the same ground, and their records read usefully in parallel.

How to Read This Book

The book moves chronologically overall — Norman advance, consolidation, royal intervention, aftermath — but individual chapters are thematic. Chapters 1 and 2 cover the period from 1066 to roughly 1150 and focus on the initial creation of lordship and landscape. Chapters 3 through 8 are cross-cutting treatments of law, kinship, military culture, church, economy and identity across the long twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Chapters 9, 11 and 12 return to a more chronological frame to cover revolt, royal centralisation and long-term legacy. Chapter 10 sits deliberately across the middle because women’s agency in the March does not align with political turning points.

The Epilogue is historiographical rather than narrative. It takes the evidence through to incorporation under the Statute of Rhuddlan (1284) and beyond, and asks what the March has been made to mean in later political and scholarly writing.

Readers looking for institutional detail will find most of it in chapters 3, 5, 7 and 11. Readers interested in daily life and cultural contact will find most of that in chapters 2, 4, 8 and 10. Readers following the de Braose and Deheubarth threads will meet them in the Introduction, chapter 1, chapter 4 (in extended treatment), chapter 9 and the appendices. The chronology, gazetteer and primary-source guide at the back are meant to be used continuously rather than consulted once.

Each chapter cites primary sources by standard edition and acknowledges secondary interpretive choices where they are contested. Welsh place-names follow modern standard orthography, with English forms given at first occurrence. Personal names follow the form most familiar in the relevant tradition — Llywelyn ap Iorwerth, not Llewellyn the Great; William de Braose, not Briouze — with cross-references in the index. Welsh-language terms are italicised at first use and glossed; the glossary at the back collects them. Dates follow the conventional new-style calendar; regnal years are given only where a source cites them directly.
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Chapter 1 — The Norman Advance and the Birth of the March (1066–1100) 
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The First Incursions and the Creation of Lordship

The Norman advance into Wales began almost immediately after Hastings. In 1067, William fitz Osbern was made Earl of Hereford and given a wide commission to extend lordship westward from the Severn valley. Within a few years, Roger de Montgomery received Shrewsbury and Hugh d’Avranches received Chester. The three earldoms are usually described as palatine — that is, their holders exercised the kind of delegated jurisdiction that in other parts of England was kept in royal hands. Contemporary writers remark on the scale of their authority, and the surviving Domesday entries for the border shires show an administrative geography shaped to the earl’s person rather than to a sheriff’s bureau.

The Welsh polities of 1066 were not weak. Gruffudd ap Llywelyn had united most of Wales under his rule in the 1050s, and although he was killed in 1063 — by his own men, in conditions that reflected Welsh rather than Norman pressure — his death fragmented the overlordship rather than destroyed the kingdoms. The Norman advance after 1066 therefore met a Wales that was politically divided among rival lineages but not militarily weakened. The pace of initial Norman progress owed more to Welsh internal division than to any inherent Welsh vulnerability.

The three earls operated along three broad axes. fitz Osbern worked the southern corridor from Hereford toward Gwent, building a castle at Chepstow on the Wye — known in Norman-French sources as Striguil, the name that attached to the lordship growing around the castle. Chepstow’s earliest phases are conventionally assigned to fitz Osbern, but recent dendrochronological and architectural work dates the surviving stone great tower to construction campaigns of the 1080s or later; the attribution of the tower to fitz Osbern himself, widespread in older accounts, is not now secure. Roger de Montgomery pushed west and south-west from Shrewsbury, establishing castles at Montgomery itself, at Quatford and further along the Severn. Hugh d’Avranches and his kinsman and principal agent Robert of Rhuddlan drove north-west from Chester toward Rhuddlan, Deganwy and the edges of Gwynedd. By 1086, when the Domesday commissioners completed their survey, the coastal plain of Flintshire and parts of the Perfeddwlad (the Welsh lowlands between the rivers Clwyd and Conwy) had been absorbed at least nominally into the English fiscal system, with a mint already operating at Rhuddlan.

fitz Osbern was killed at Cassel in Flanders in 1071, and his son Roger de Breteuil lost the earldom of Hereford after participating in the Revolt of the Earls in 1075 — the abortive rising against William I by Roger de Breteuil himself, Ralph de Gael of East Anglia and Waltheof of Northumbria. The title was not recreated on the same scale. The consequence for the southern March was that Hereford as a palatinate ended early, but the lordships fitz Osbern had established — Chepstow, Monmouth, Ewyas, Clifford — continued under other tenants and provided the framework for continuing advance. In 1081 William I led an expedition to St Davids, a journey the chroniclers sometimes describe as a pilgrimage and sometimes as a military demonstration. The practical outcome is documented in Domesday: Rhys ap Tewdwr of Deheubarth paid an annual tribute of £40 to the king, acknowledging royal overlordship while remaining in control of his kingdom. The arrangement was a recognisable form of frontier diplomacy. It left the Welsh ruler in place and the Norman earls free to pursue their own interests elsewhere.

The arrangement collapsed in 1093. Bernard de Neufmarché, a Norman lord whose pre-Welsh tenurial status is not clearly documented but who held grants in the Wye valley by the later 1080s, pressed westward into Brycheiniog. Rhys ap Tewdwr came south to resist him and was killed near Brecon in the spring of 1093, in circumstances the sources describe only briefly. The Brut’s notice — that with his death “the kingdom of the Britons fell” — is dramatic but not inaccurate as a description of what followed. Within months, Roger de Montgomery’s son Arnulf had established a castle at Pembroke. Robert fitz Hamo, a tenant of William II, pushed into Glamorgan. Ceredigion was parcelled out among several Norman tenants. The work of thirty years of intermittent advance was compressed into two years of rapid colonisation.

The speed of the advance produced its own instability. The 1094 uprising, which the Brut describes as general across Wales, destroyed a string of the new castles and reduced Norman holdings in Ceredigion and Dyfed to isolated points — principally Pembroke, defended by Gerald of Windsor for Arnulf of Montgomery. By the end of the 1090s the Normans held the coastal lordships and the lowland valleys of the south-east, but much of the ground acquired in 1093 had been lost and had to be reclaimed piecemeal in the early twelfth century. The pattern — rapid expansion under a specific conjunction of Norman ambition and Welsh political vacuum, followed by partial retraction under concerted Welsh response — is established in the first generation and will repeat.

Lordship, in this first generation, combined a royal grant of territory, rents and services heritable by the grantee’s descendants; a military foothold, typically a castle and garrison able to enforce that grant; a set of relationships with the existing population, whether as subjected tenants, tributary neighbours or displaced communities; and a body of custom, partly imported from the grantee’s home holdings in Normandy or England, partly accumulated on the ground. The charter evidence for this period is thin enough that the mix has to be reconstructed from later cases, but all the components are visible by the 1090s.

Planting Power: Castles and the New Landscape

Castle-building was the most visible instrument of Norman lordship in Wales, and the density of fortification in the border counties by 1100 had no parallel elsewhere in the Anglo-Norman world except in Ireland later. The predominant form was the motte-and-bailey: an earthen mound (motte) topped with a timber tower, adjacent to an enclosed yard (bailey) protected by ditch, rampart and palisade. Construction was relatively cheap in material terms and quick in labour terms. Well-organised lords could throw up a basic motte-and-bailey in a single season; sustained refinement — replacing timber with stone, digging deeper ditches, expanding the bailey — took longer.

Archaeological survey has recorded several hundred motte sites along the Welsh-English border, with especially dense concentrations in Shropshire, Herefordshire and the Wye and Usk valleys. Not all were built in the first generation, and many may have been seigneurial centres of tenants subordinate to a larger lordship rather than primary Marcher lord-castles, but the underlying pattern is clear: castle-building was not limited to a handful of great earls. It extended through the tenant ranks and was the common currency of lordship at every level.

The best-excavated site from this period is Hen Domen, outside Montgomery. The castle, established by Roger de Montgomery c.1070 as his principal holding west of Shrewsbury, was occupied continuously until the thirteenth century and was excavated in a long campaign led by Philip Barker between 1960 and the 1990s. The excavations recovered a complex picture: the timber phases included a series of bridge structures, a timber chapel, domestic ranges, workshops and a constant programme of repair. Animal-bone evidence showed a diet broadly comparable to that of rural Shropshire, with some evidence of higher-status meat consumption in the later phases. What the site did not show was sudden transformation. Norman lordship at Hen Domen looked a lot like lordship elsewhere in England, adjusted for a frontier location.

The typology of early castles has been refined considerably by recent archaeology. Motte-and-bailey was dominant but not universal. Ringwork castles — circular or oval earthen enclosures without a motte — appear at several sites, including Penmaen in Gower and a number of locations in Herefordshire. The choice between motte-and-bailey and ringwork seems to have depended partly on local topography and partly on builder preference, and the two types are not strictly chronological. Stone rebuilding, when it came, often obliterated earlier phases, which is why extensive excavation of the kind carried out at Hen Domen is so valuable: it preserves the first-generation evidence that most standing remains have lost.

Chepstow is the exception that clarifies the rule. The castle began as a stone-built foundation rather than a motte-and-bailey, and its early stone work — whether the surviving great tower belongs to fitz Osbern’s generation or to the later eleventh century — was unusually ambitious for its date. It served a practical function in defending the Wye crossing and the approach to Gwent, and a symbolic one beyond that. Gerald of Wales, a century later, still remarks on its scale. The cost in labour and imported material suggests a deliberate statement about the permanence of the new regime. Most early Norman lords in Wales could not afford anything remotely like it; their holdings developed from timber motte-and-bailey to stone enclosure only slowly.

Two further sites deserve specific mention. The early history of Cardigan castle is disputed: some accounts attribute the first Norman castle there to Roger de Montgomery’s family in the advance of 1093, others place the first substantial castle under Gilbert fitz Richard de Clare after he received Ceredigion from Henry I around 1110. Whichever foundation is correct, the site changed hands repeatedly through the early twelfth century before consolidating under the Clares. Pembroke, founded by Arnulf of Montgomery c.1093, survived the 1094 uprising through the defence mounted by Gerald of Windsor and became the anchor of Norman presence in south-west Wales. Both sites illustrate the pattern of the first generation: rapid foundation in the 1090s, immediate pressure from Welsh counter-action, and survival only where terrain and garrisoning permitted.

Castles did not stand alone. Planted boroughs, granting burgage tenure to settlers on specified terms, were established alongside many of them — Chepstow, Monmouth, Rhuddlan, and later Cardiff and Pembroke. Hereford and Shrewsbury, often grouped with these in older accounts, were substantial Anglo-Saxon settlements before the Conquest; the Normans incorporated and expanded them rather than founding them. A borough provided a market for goods and a source of cash rents, and drew population into a settlement unit the lord could tax and police. The surviving foundation charters from the earliest period are few: most Marcher borough charters post-date 1100 and were issued by heirs or successors of the original founders. But the Domesday evidence for Rhuddlan — with its mint, its burgesses and its market — shows that the connection between castle and planted borough was in operation by 1086, within a generation of the Norman arrival in north Wales.

Building and maintaining a castle imposed obligations on the surrounding population. Castle-guard — the requirement that tenants provide a specified number of days of garrison duty per year — appears in later charter evidence and was almost certainly already established in our period. Labour services for castle construction and repair were similarly standard. In Norman and English contexts these services were traditional; in Welsh lordship they had to be imposed on populations for whom they were unfamiliar, and the resistance they generated is part of the general context of twelfth-century Welsh revolt.

The broader landscape effect of the castles is measurable in the pollen and sediment record. Clearance of woodland, expansion of arable in valley bottoms and the spread of ridge-and-furrow cultivation are all attested in the later eleventh and early twelfth centuries along the Marcher lowlands. These changes are not solely a Norman product — some reflect trends already underway in Welsh agriculture — but the concentration of new settlement around castle sites accelerated them. The Marcher landscape as it stabilises in the twelfth century is essentially the product of this first-generation remaking, overlaid on a preceding Welsh cultural geography that survived more strongly in the uplands.

Bargains and Breakdowns: Negotiated Settlement with Welsh Lords

Norman lordship on the frontier was not purely coercive. The surviving evidence — sparse for our period, fuller for the twelfth century — shows a consistent pattern of negotiation with Welsh rulers who held ground the Normans could not conveniently displace. William I’s 1081 settlement with Rhys ap Tewdwr is the earliest well-documented case. The arrangement gave the king recognition of overlordship and a cash tribute, left Rhys in control of Deheubarth, and allowed the southern Marcher lords to proceed with their own expansion elsewhere without the complication of a formally hostile Welsh kingdom to their west. It is not a treaty in the diplomatic sense of later centuries. It is a personal arrangement between ruler and ruler, registered in the fiscal record when Domesday made it visible to later generations.

Similar arrangements can be inferred at other levels. Bleddyn ap Cynfyn of Powys (d. 1075) appears to have been on reasonable terms with Roger de Montgomery and the early Shropshire tenants — the record is thin, but there are no documented clashes of the kind that characterise his successors’ dealings. Gruffudd ap Cynan of Gwynedd fell out of this pattern: captured at a meeting with Hugh d’Avranches’s agents c.1081 and held in Chester for more than a decade, he represents what happens when negotiation breaks down and the Norman side opts for imprisonment over accommodation. Gruffudd’s eventual escape and return to Gwynedd in the early 1090s contributed to the broader Welsh military recovery of that decade.

Between the poles of tributary settlement and outright imprisonment ran a range of intermediate arrangements. Welsh lords who acknowledged Norman overlordship might be allowed to retain their commotes on condition of attendance at the Norman lord’s court, a service known as suit of court. They might provide military service for Norman campaigns against other Welsh rulers, a practice that became standard in the twelfth century but has eleventh-century precedent. They might marry Norman women or arrange for their daughters to marry Norman tenants, although the well-documented cases of cross-border marriage are more numerous in the twelfth century than the eleventh.

The most important breakdown of our period was the 1093 killing of Rhys ap Tewdwr. The chroniclers do not give a full account — the Brut’s entry is brief, and the Anglo-Norman chroniclers do not treat the event as particularly significant at the time — but the consequences can be read from the pattern that followed. With Rhys dead and Deheubarth without an adult ruler capable of holding it together, the Norman advance accelerated sharply. Arnulf of Montgomery received Pembroke. Robert fitz Hamo took Glamorgan. Norman tenants pressed into Ceredigion, Dyfed and the south-eastern uplands. Within months, the tributary framework that had kept southern Wales as a zone of accommodation rather than annexation was replaced by a zone of direct colonisation.

The 1094 Welsh response tested the durability of the new settlements and left a long shadow over the twelfth century. The uprising began in Gwynedd, where Gruffudd ap Cynan — recently escaped from Chester captivity — made common cause with Cadwgan ap Bleddyn of Powys. The Norman position in the north had been weakening since Robert of Rhuddlan’s death in 1093, killed in a coastal raid near the Great Orme under circumstances described in both the Historia Gruffudd ap Cynan and the Brut. With Robert dead and Hugh d’Avranches preoccupied elsewhere, Gwynedd was recoverable, and the rising spread south. The newly established castles in Ceredigion and Dyfed were captured or abandoned; Cardigan was destroyed; Norman tenants in the south-west withdrew to the coast or to Pembroke. William Rufus led two expeditions into Wales, in 1095 and again in 1097, both of which reached the country but neither of which recovered the lost ground in any sustained way. The chroniclers note the difficulty of campaigning in the Welsh uplands and the Welsh practice of withdrawing supplies and population from the path of the royal army. By the end of the 1090s, Norman holdings in south-west Wales were reduced to a handful of coastal strongpoints — Pembroke above all — and most of the ground taken in 1093 had been lost. Recovery came in stages through the twelfth century; some was permanent, some was not.

The 1094 uprising also demonstrated that the Norman advance could be reversed when Welsh leadership was coordinated and when the Norman political situation was distracted. Those conditions recur at 1136, through the 1160s and 1170s, in 1215 and in 1282, and the pattern is visible from the first cycle. The crown’s response to 1094 was gradual: Henry I’s settlements with Welsh rulers after 1102, the Flemish colonisation programme in Pembrokeshire, the regrant of forfeited lordships under tighter terms. Those measures belong to the next chapter. For present purposes, 1094 marks the moment at which the rapid expansion of 1093 gave way to a slower and more cautious pattern of consolidation.

This pattern — negotiated settlement holds while the Welsh counterparty is strong and dies when he does — is a recurring feature of Marcher political life. It is not unique to the Welsh frontier; similar dynamics operated at other medieval borders. But its frequency is unusual. The Normans did not as a rule try to eliminate Welsh ruling lineages; they worked through them when they could and around them when they could not. The 1094 uprising demonstrated the limits of colonisation without Welsh cooperation. The twelfth-century consolidation, treated in later chapters, is largely a story of more durable accommodations with Welsh rulers who had learned to survive the first generation of contact.

Ecclesiastical figures mediated across the frontier where they could. Sulien, bishop of St Davids (d. 1091) and abbot of Llanbadarn Fawr, and his sons Rhigyfarch and Ieuan, occupied a position — Welsh scholars in Welsh foundations with connections to the Norman church — that made them useful intermediaries even when the political climate was unfavourable. The settlement at St Davids in 1081, when William I visited the cathedral and met Rhys ap Tewdwr, almost certainly involved the Welsh clergy in a mediating role, although the evidence for that mediation is inferential rather than documented. The twelfth century will see ecclesiastical mediation become more formalised, particularly as Cistercian houses establish themselves in Welsh territory, but the practice has late-eleventh-century roots.

The negotiated arrangements of the late eleventh century were conducted on personal rather than institutional terms. They did not generate archives. The settlement of 1081 is known because it entered a royal fiscal record; most of the others would be invisible if it were not for scattered references in later chronicles and charters that presume earlier arrangements. The historiographical weight given to documented confrontations — battles, castle-burnings, chronicle obituary notices of slain lords — partly reflects this bias in the record.

Varieties of Marcher Rule

The three palatine earldoms — Chester, Shrewsbury and Hereford — were not typical of Marcher lordship as it developed. They were exceptional grants, made in the first years after the Conquest to men William I trusted with an unusually wide remit. The powers attached to them — to hold courts for pleas that in the rest of England were reserved to the king, to raise forces, to confiscate land by their own judgment — were formally royal powers delegated by the crown. In each case the delegation was accompanied by territorial scale: each earldom included a core English county (respectively Cheshire, Shropshire, Herefordshire) together with authority over adjacent Welsh ground held as it was taken.

The three earldoms had different trajectories. Chester retained its palatine status throughout the medieval period, eventually coming to the crown in 1237 on the death without heirs of John the Scot. Shrewsbury passed from Roger de Montgomery through his sons Hugh (killed in 1098 during a raid on Anglesey by Magnus Barefoot, king of Norway, whose fleet was ranging through the Irish Sea) and Robert de Bellême, the latter forfeiting his lands after rebellion against Henry I in 1102; the earldom was dissolved and its Welsh holdings fragmented. Hereford effectively ended with Roger de Breteuil’s forfeiture in 1075, and although the title was later revived on a much more limited basis, the wide fitz Osbern jurisdiction was broken up.

The fragmentation of the Shrewsbury and Hereford earldoms meant that by the early twelfth century much of the Marcher lordship they had covered was held by tenants of the crown directly, not by intermediate lords. Some of these tenants held palatine-style liberties in their own names — Brycheiniog under Bernard de Neufmarché, Glamorgan under Robert fitz Hamo, Pembroke under various successors of the Montgomery family — and the long-term institutional shape of the March came from the latitude these tenants took rather than from the original palatinate grants.

This produced variety. Some Marcher lordships were compact single holdings, others were scattered groups of properties held under a single lord but administered separately. Some had a clearly defined caput (principal castle and administrative centre); others had two or three, with different courts and different sets of custom in each. Some lordships consisted of a lowland Englishry — an area settled by Anglo-Norman colonists, governed by Anglo-Norman custom, with a borough and demesne farms — and an upland Welshry, retaining Welsh inhabitants, Welsh law in specified areas, and arrangements for tribute rather than direct cultivation. The division between Englishry and Welshry became sharper and more institutionalised over the twelfth century, but its rudiments are already present in the late eleventh.

A concrete comparison shows the variety. Glamorgan, held by Robert fitz Hamo from c.1093, was a compact lordship anchored on Cardiff castle at the mouth of the Taff, with lowland demesne farms along the coastal plain and a substantial Welsh population retained under modified native custom in the upland cantrefi to the north. The lordship was administered as a single unit; fitz Hamo exercised wide liberties with relatively little royal supervision. Brycheiniog, held by Bernard de Neufmarché after 1093, was a more dispersed lordship centred on the castle at Brecon, with constituent commotes held by sub-tenants on varying terms and a higher proportion of upland Welshry than Glamorgan. Its internal organisation was less centralised, and much of its twelfth-century political history concerns disputes among the sub-tenants and between them and the senior lord. Pembroke, after Arnulf of Montgomery’s fall in 1102, came to be held by the Clares and developed a third pattern — a coastal lordship with a strong borough base, substantial Flemish colonisation encouraged by Henry I in the 1100s and 1110s, and a Welshry pushed into the uplands to the north. The same general framework of Marcher lordship accommodated all three, but the lived institutions on the ground differed in each. These three cases will recur in later chapters as illustrative sites for different Marcher problems: Glamorgan for the question of a Welsh population under Norman lordship, Brycheiniog for the operation of sub-tenancy, and Pembroke for the colonisation of a Welshry by incomers from outside the Anglo-Norman world.

The ordinary operation of Marcher rule combined several elements. A lord held his demesne directly, using his own household servants and knights to work and defend it. He held dependent land through tenants who owed him rents and services, typically including castle-guard, court-suit and military service. He exercised judicial authority over both the tenants and the wider population of his lordship, at a court that usually met at the caput. He maintained a military household capable of enforcing his decisions and of campaigning on his behalf. And he had, at least in theory, the authority to wage war against Welsh neighbours without needing royal permission — the prerogative that later came to define Marcher exceptionalism in the crown’s eyes.

Welsh custom penetrated the Marcher lordships unevenly. In lordships where a substantial Welsh population remained under the lord’s authority — Brycheiniog, upper Gwent, Glamorgan’s uplands, the Welshry of Pembrokeshire — local courts continued to adjudicate matters of land tenure, marriage and inheritance under modified Welsh law. In lordships with minimal surviving Welsh population, English custom prevailed. In most cases the same lord held both kinds of territory and presided over both kinds of court, sometimes on different days of the week. The practical consequence was a legal system that looked plural from inside each lordship and incoherent when compared across the March as a whole. The categorical distinction between “the March” and “England” that thirteenth-century royal clerks would assume was not yet fully formed. In practice, Marcher lordship was a spectrum that shaded by degrees into ordinary Anglo-Norman lordship at its eastern end and into Welsh polity at its western one.

The 1102 forfeiture of Robert de Bellême, though technically just outside our period, was a major structural moment. Bellême had inherited the Montgomery lands from his brother Hugh and had added further acquisitions. His rebellion against Henry I and defeat removed in a single stroke one of the largest Marcher holdings and returned its components to the crown for redistribution. The new tenants who received Bellême’s lordships in Shropshire, Pembroke and Ceredigion entered into their holdings on terms directly negotiated with Henry I, and the liberties they acquired were more tightly specified than Bellême’s had been. Some of the twelfth-century Marcher legal record reflects exactly this moment of regrant and redefinition.

The exact distribution of powers varied from lordship to lordship. Some lords held tighter palatine authority; some were closer to ordinary English tenants-in-chief with additional border discretion. The surviving eleventh-century evidence is insufficient to draw precise institutional maps for most lordships. What it supports is the general point that Marcher rule was plural in form from the beginning, not a single institution with local variations.

Deeds and Dynasties: de Braose and the Formation of a Frontier Household

William de Braose I, the first of the family to appear in the record, received the rape of Bramber in Sussex from William I probably in the early 1070s. The original grant is not preserved, but the family’s presence at Bramber is confirmed by Domesday in 1086, where William holds a substantial cluster of manors and has established a castle on a commanding position above the River Adur. Bramber is not a Marcher holding. It is an English one, located on the south coast and oriented toward Normandy rather than toward Wales. The de Braose family’s Marcher identity is a second-generation development and was built from the Sussex base rather than from an independent Welsh grant.

The expansion into Wales began in the late eleventh or early twelfth century and is associated particularly with Philip de Braose, William I’s son. Philip received or consolidated the family’s holdings in Radnor and Builth, on the upper reaches of the Wye and its tributaries. The exact date of the original grant is uncertain. Some sources place it under William Rufus in the 1090s; others attribute it to Henry I in the early twelfth century. The surviving charter evidence is insufficient to settle the question, and both possibilities are consistent with the pattern of the family’s rise. What is clear is that by the 1130s Philip de Braose was holding Radnor and Builth as substantial Marcher lordships, with castles, tenants and established administrative structures. The family’s rise into Marcher tenancy thus straddles the end of our period, with the foundations laid under the first generation and the consolidation completed by Philip in the generation that followed.

The de Braose household in this first generation had the characteristic shape of a frontier lord’s establishment. At its core was the lord himself, his household knights (milites) who owed permanent service in return for wages, maintenance or lesser grants of land, and his domestic officers — steward, constable, chaplain, chamberlain. Around this core were the lord’s tenant-knights, who held land from him in return for military service on a defined scale, typically calculated in knight’s fees — the unit of land notionally sufficient to support one fully equipped knight on campaign. The number of fees owed by a Marcher tenant was, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, often lighter than for an English tenant of equivalent land-holding, reflecting both the compensating factor of castle-guard and the practical recognition that frontier tenants needed flexibility for their own local defence. Whether the pattern was already in place in the first generation is harder to show; the documentary evidence thickens only in the twelfth century.

Household service had specific features on the frontier. Rotation was more frequent than in core English lordships: tenants were expected to serve longer watches in the lord’s castles, to patrol in smaller groups and at shorter notice, and to assemble more rapidly when a Welsh raid threatened. The duty of castle-guard — service in garrison — absorbed a significant share of the tenant-knights’ time. It was paid or compensated by remission of other obligations. Archaeological evidence from household sites of this class, though mostly later than our period, shows the material culture one would expect: standard Anglo-Norman weapons, imported pottery, horse equipment, occasional luxury items from the wider trade network.

The composition of the de Braose retinue in the eleventh century can be only partly reconstructed. Later twelfth- and thirteenth-century witness lists and charters include a recurring group of tenant families — some with identifiable Sussex origins, others acquired in Wales — whose presence across multiple generations suggests a stable household. The pattern of dual Sussex-Welsh holdings, with families moving between the two halves of the lordship as service required, is characteristic of the first-generation Marcher lineages. The Sussex and Welsh holdings were administered as components of a single lordship, not as separate territorial enterprises.

The lord’s chaplain deserves separate mention. Early de Braose charters show a consistent pattern of religious patronage: foundation of or grants to Benedictine houses near the lord’s castles, establishment of parish churches in planted settlements, support for the local episcopal structure. St Nicholas Priory at Bramber, an alien cell of the Norman abbey of Saumur, is an early case, although its foundation is attributed to William I de Braose by tradition only and may belong to his son Philip. The Welsh holdings generated their own patronage patterns somewhat later: Abergavenny Priory, grants to Brecon Priory, and further Marcher foundations came with the acquisition of those lordships by later de Braose lords through marriage in the twelfth century. In the eleventh century the de Braose ecclesiastical network was primarily English and Norman. It became Marcher over the twelfth.

The family’s trajectory in our period — Sussex consolidation, initial Welsh acquisition, development of a frontier-capable household — is typical of the rising Marcher lineages of the late eleventh century. It is not yet the family of later notoriety. That will come with William II, William III, the 1210 conflict with John and Matilda’s death in captivity. The first two generations are a straightforward story of Norman tenant advancement under the patronage of the crown, with a Welsh limb that grew slowly and would become dominant only in the twelfth century.

Early Welsh Responses and the Persistence of Native Order

The Welsh political order of 1066 was not destroyed by the Norman advance. It was forced to adapt, and some of its kingdoms suffered severe damage, but the underlying structure of native rule — lineage-based, fragmented among rival branches, organised through cantref and commote — persisted through the eleventh century and beyond. The most visible sign of persistence is the continuity of the major ruling families: the descendants of Rhodri the Great held Gwynedd through the twelfth century and into the thirteenth; Powys, after Bleddyn ap Cynfyn’s death in 1075, fragmented among his sons but remained a Welsh-ruled polity; Deheubarth, battered by the killing of Rhys ap Tewdwr in 1093, reconstituted itself under his son Gruffudd and grandson Rhys ap Gruffudd during the twelfth century.

The military record of the period is mixed. The Battle of Mynydd Carn in 1081, a joint action by Rhys ap Tewdwr and Gruffudd ap Cynan against Trahaearn ap Caradog of Gwynedd and his allies, ended in decisive Welsh victory and established both men in their respective kingdoms. The battle is significant for two reasons: it shows that Welsh military capacity was entirely adequate to continental standards when organised, and it was won by a Welsh-Welsh alliance against a Welsh-Welsh rival, which is the normal political structure rather than the simplified Welsh-Norman binary the later sources sometimes imply. The Welsh military record against the Normans was more uneven — successes during the 1094 uprising, losses at various engagements in the 1070s and 1080s — but the capacity for effective resistance was never absent.
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