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Presidential Address

Iron Age and Romano-British Farmland
in the Herefordshire area

by RUTH E. RICHARDSON

Ladies and Gentleman, my Presidential Contribution, as is now usual, will begin with a
short Report on the past year followed by my Address.

It has been a very great honour for me to be President of the Woolhope Naturalists’
Field Club, especially as I am local, born and brought up in Hereford. That I have
enjoyed my year has been due to the Officers of the Club, especially Muriel and Jim
Tonkin, and to the members of the Committee who have been most supportive. Thank
you. I also wish to thank my family without whose help I could not even have considered
accepting the Presidency.

1991-92 has proved a successful year for the Club with six field meetings, an enjoy-
able out-of-county visit to York, in which those of us who could not take part were able to
share a little through the marvellous slides of the many places visited, and a most inter-
esting range of subjects admirably covered by excellent speakers in the Winter Meetings. I
am not going to give details of all these as they have been ably documented by the Secre-
tary in the minutes and many of the lectures will be published in the Transactions whose
publication is now almost up-to-date - a real achievement for which the Editor is to be
congratulated.

January 1992 marked the most momentous change in the Club’s recent history in
that our very success in drawing large numbers to meetings meant that for the first time
since 1874 we could no longer use the Woolhope Club Room. The new venue is most com-
fortable and we are grateful to Mr. Whitehouse and Mr. and Mrs. Tonkin for the great
efforts made to make it possible for us to use this room.

One thing the President learns very quickly is that the field meetings run so smoothly
due to the initial preparation and we are grateful to the Field Secretaries Mr. and Mrs.
Ward. I found the ‘reccies’ most enjoyable and I now appreciate the enormous difficulties
of finding somewhere prepared to serve tea to large numbers!

The aim of this research has been to attempt to trace the potential farmland of the
people who lived in the Herefordshire area, west of the river Severn, in the Iron Age.
Many sites have only been examined in isolation whereas to be properly understood they
need to be placed in the context of their landscape. Ideas about land usage, and popula-
tion size, have changed enormously since the area was thought to have been largely decid-
uous woodland in the Iron Age, but the most recent research has been devoted to sites
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outside the area under consideration, notably at Crickley Hill' (visited by the club last
summer), Danebury? and Beckford.’

In order to examine the way people lived in any period it is necessary to first find
their settlements. This would seem to be a simple matter in the Herefordshire area but
appearances are unfortunately deceptive! Many of the hillforts are very impressive monu-
ments. Fifty-three hillforts and enclosures have been researched and while it is possible
that others may be identified, it is also possible a few will eventually be discounted as Iron
Age. Herein lies the difficulty. Identification has been made by the remains now visible.*
Aerial photography has been little employed in the area prior to 1985 and even now the
wooded nature of many of the sites renders interpretation difficult. It is probable that all,
or nearly all, of these fifty-three sites were Iron Age hillforts but the Iron Age lasted from
about 600 B. C. to conventionally 43 A. D., the Roman invasion of Britain. The excava-
tions at Crickley Hill and Danebury have shown how the sequences of occupation and
usage changed on hillforts. Were the Herefordshire area hillforts all in use at the same
time? If not, which went out of use, and when? Geophysical surveying and selective partial
excavation could provide some answers.

Of the fifty-three examined (listed in the appendix) only nine - Brandon,’ Caynham,®
Credenhill,” Croft Ambrey,® Midsummer Hill,’ Poston,'® Sutton Walls,"! Titterstone Clee!?
and Twyn-y-Gaer'® have had even partial modern excavation. Indeed Poston’s, Sutton
Walls’ and Titterstone Clee’s pre-dated the introduction of many scientific techniques. In
addition, Aconbury'* and Dinedor!S were only surface examined, and Herefordshire
Beacon's and Capler'” were excavated in the manner prevalent before the First World
War. Not one of the sites has received total excavation but the most useful information
has come from the later excavations.

Despite the limitations certain deductions can be made. The term ‘hillfort” is used for
fortified sites having one or more ramparts of timber, earth or stone, with companion
ditches. They are defendable and frequently elevated above the surrounding countryside,
often on hilltops. While sixty-three per cent of the sites examined were constructed
between, or about, 400-800 feet above sea level, that is on the border between the Lowland
and Upland Zones, all but one was constructed in a position elevated above the sur-
rounding land. The exception was Risbury'* which was provided with very strong
defences. An elevated position could also have signified ownership of the surrounding
land." ’

Size of hillforts varies from under 0.25 acre (0.1 ha.) to more than 200 acres (80
ha.).* Herefordshire does not have the very largest type of hillfort - Titterstone Clee in
Shropshire was at least half as large again as Credenhill, which encloses 49 acres, twice the
area of the other large hillforts. Conversely, to the west in Wales small defended en-
closures of under three acres predominate.?! There are very few small enclosures known in
the Herefordshire area, more than half are medium sized and at least seventeen are large
(see appendix). Medium-sized hillforts are most likely to be multivallate and have one
original entrance, whereas large hillforts are more likely to be univallate and have two
original entrances.?? It is not possible to tell if any of the multivallate hillforts began as
univallate ones.? Why is it that two large hillforts like Aconbury, which is univallate, and
Burfa, with at least three ramparts and ditches, differ in their defences?






