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SUMMARY. The free-standing cross known as Maen Achwyfan, in Flintshire, north-east Wales, is a rare
survival from the early medieval period which is still complete and almost certainly in situ. It stands at
a somewhat puzzling location, isolated in an unremarkable field near a minor road junction, and
apparently well away from any church or contemporary settlement which might help to explain its
situation. A limited geophysical and topographic survey of the environs of the monument, using
exclusively non-destructive methods, took place in October 2003. This fieldwork, albeit preliminary in
nature, has shown that the cross may be situated on the line of a now-vanished trackway, and possibly at
the centre of a curvilinear enclosure. Its proximity to a prominent cluster of prehistoric barrows is also
potentially significant. This study was conducted against the background of a wider re-examination of the
Viking presence in north-east Wales.

INTRODUCTION

Maen Achwyfan1 is a free-standing red sandstone carved cross of the Viking period (Fig. 1). It is 3.4
metres high and almost certainly still in situ at its original position. It is located at SJ 1288 7876, in
Whitford Parish, Flintshire. The name means ‘Stone of [the field of] Cwyfan’.2 It is a slender monolith,
with a rectangular cross-section; its main faces are orientated towards east and west and its narrow sides
lie north to south. It has a circular disc head atop a tapered shaft, and is mounted within a substantial
stone socket. The complex decoration on the stone is mostly well-preserved, although its western face,
which bears the brunt of the prevailing wind and rain, shows signs of more severe weathering. The cross
is in Guardianship under the care of Cadw.

An unusually early description of Maen Achwyfan survives, written by Edward Lhuyd,3 an early
keeper of the Ashmolean Museum, whose inventory of Welsh antiquities was included in the
‘large additions and improvements’ to the new English version ofWilliam Camden’s Britannia, published
by Edmund Gibson in 1695.4 Lhuyd’s description and sketch of what he called ‘this remarkable
monument or carv’d pillar’, whilst much more tentative in art-historical terms than more recent
versions, is instantly recognisable, and his attribution of it to the ‘Danes’ was an impressive deduction.
Lhuyd went on to describe its immediate vicinity, and briefly alluded to an excavation of up to six feet in
depth beside the cross, which failed to find anything by way of bones or other items to explain its
presence.

The art and iconography of Maen Achwyfan have been thoroughly studied and commented upon by
successive generations of scholars of early medieval sculpture in Wales, from J. O. Westwood5 via V. E.
Nash-Williams6 to Nancy Edwards.7 The cross-head, the spandrels of which are unpierced, has a
continuous circle enclosing the arms on both main faces and an external rim bearing two panels of
plaitwork. The shaft has a series of decorative forms including ring-knots, concentric circles, irregular
looping knotwork, interlinked rings, T-frets, and a key pattern which forms an enclosed saltire cross. On
the better-preserved east facing face of the shaft (Fig. 1) is a seemingly naked figure, with bent knees,
who holds a spear in his right hand and what is probably an axe in his left. He stands on a snake-like form
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which rises up under his left arm. On the narrow south-facing side is another figure with a short tunic
holding a sword across his body, set above a four (arguably eight-) legged animal which is set sideways
with its legs against the vertical frame; further animals appear below. The sides of the shaft are roughly
bevelled and this has damaged some of the decoration.
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Fig. 1. Maen Achwyfan, east face. Photograph © David Griffiths.



In a recent study of Viking-influenced sculpture in Wales,8 Nancy Edwards argued convincingly for a
late tenth- to early-eleventh century date for Maen Achwyfan, and showed beyond doubt that it is
identical in respect of its plaitwork, T-frets, saltire motif and representation of a standing figure with
outstretched arms, to a cross fragment originally from Meliden,9 7 kilometres west of Maen Achwyfan.
Close to Meliden, overlooking the floodplain of the river Clwyd, lies Dyserth, a probable early
ecclesiastical site, the name of which is a Welsh derivation of Latin desertum (‘hermitage’).10 Dyserth is
mentioned in Domesday Book, and was originally dedicated to St Cwyfan but somewhat later rededicated
to St Ffraid (Bridget). Two further cross fragments of closely-related type and date have been discovered
here. These were dated by Nash-Williams to the twelfth to thirteenth centuries, largely on the grounds of
his perception of unimpressive workmanship,11 but has been revised by Edwards to a tenth- to eleventh-
century date, thus making the Dyserth crosses, the Meliden fragment, and Maen Achwyfan, a
contemporaneous group. This local spread of stones from north-east Wales bears comparison in artistic
terms with other Welsh standing crosses at Penmon, Anglesey, and Carew and Nevern, Pembrokeshire,
although it has strong affinities in geographic terms and indeed raw material with the pronounced local
cluster of red sandstone sculpture just across the English border in Cheshire and the Wirral. This group
includes circle-headed crosses from St John’s, Chester, Neston, Woodchurch, West Kirby, and Hilbre
Island,12 of which Woodchurch is most similar to MaenAchwyfan in not having protruding ‘ears’ beyond
the circle. These occur in areas of unambiguous Viking influence and settlement within the City of
Chester and in the Viking enclave of Wirral. Some red sandstone is found in the Vale of Clwyd but not
in the immediate district around Maen Achwyfan; it is, however, a much more dominant characteristic of
the geology of west Cheshire and was probably quarried close to St John’s, Chester, where a sculpture
workshop may have existed. There is therefore a significant possibility that the red sandstone used in the
Flintshire examples may have been imported from Cheshire.

Maen Achwyfan carries a combination of abstract and figurative representations, carved in a curious
mixture of formality and irregularity. The decoration on the cross is characteristic of Viking-period
ornament in Northumbria and around the northern part of the Irish Sea region. It is in the sculpture of
the Isle of Man, Cumbria, north Lancashire, Cheshire, and westYorkshire. It is in these areas that we find
the combination of motifs and layout which best characterises Maen Achwyfan, ring-knots; linked
circles; multi-stranded plain plait; cruciform key patterns; free-style animals which run up the shaft, and
naked warriors. Circle-headed crosses are a well-known phenomenon in the Viking-influenced coastal
areas around the Irish Sea,13 being most common in west Cumbria and Wirral. Scenes from the Norse
Sigurd cycle or the legend of Gunnar in the snake pit, such as may be represented here,14 are featured on
other examples in north-west England and the Isle of Man, although Christian interpretations of these
figures are feasible. Perhaps the most celebrated in situ example of a sandstone circle-headed cross
bearing a mixture of Norse and Christian imagery is that at Gosforth, Cumbria. The presence of these
scenes alongside explicit Christian symbolism is arguably a sign of deliberate attempts on the part of
landowning artistic patrons of recent Norse descent to promote cultural and religious convergence
amongst the local populations under their sway, at the historical point of rapidly-increasing Viking
territorial influence—a process recognised in modern anthropological terms as ‘acculturation’.15

THE CROSS IN ITS LANDSCAPE CONTEXT

MaenAchwyfan stands at 185 metres OD in a district generally characterised by hilly and partly-wooded
topography, which is an outlier to the main line of the Clwydian Hills to the west and south. The geology
of the area has been mapped as Carboniferous limestone bordering on Millstone Grit deposits further to

MAEN ACHWYFAN AND THE CONTEXT OF VIKING SETTLEMENT 145



the east.16 The site of the cross (Fig. 2) is bordered by a minor junction of single-track lanes, and the
monument stands upon relatively flat ground which opens out to the north-west into a broad valley
bottom. Immediately to its north and east, forming a partial bowl around the site of the cross, is a
prominent ridge of higher ground, from the top of which looking eastwards the Dee Estuary and the
Wirral peninsula are clearly visible.

It is fortunate that Maen Achwyfan is almost certainly precisely in situ and retaining its original
position and aspect. It is very solidly socketed in a stone block, which Lhuyd described as its ‘pedestal’,
being in his words ‘two feet and four inches broad, and eleven inches thick’. Lhuyd’s account shows
without doubt that the cross was in its present position in 1695, and there is no known reference to it ever
having been moved. Indeed, the present landowner reported to the author a local folk tradition of ill-luck
and fateful consequences befalling those who might try to move the cross, also quoting a failed and
otherwise undocumented attempt to relocate it sometime in the early twentieth century, the cross having
become an obstacle to ploughing.17

Surprisingly, however, very little attention has been paid to its immediate landscape context, with most
commentators on its early medieval significance preferring to concentrate exclusively on the artistic
aspects of the stone. An unsubstantiated theory that the cross once stood on an old line of the Whitford
parish boundary seems not to be borne out by historic maps, the earliest known of which (an estate map
dating to 1743) locates the Whitford-Llanasa parish boundary some 1.2 kilometres to the west.18

Partly surrounding the cross, in a loose arc around it to the west and north, stands a group of six
barrows. All are Scheduled Ancient Monuments. Four remain as upstanding earthworks, whereas two
have been reduced to a slight trace of their former profile. Although this is a pronounced cluster, the
Flintshire landscape is relatively rich in prehistoric barrows and there are other examples withinWhitford
and neighbouring parishes. This cluster of barrows, which remain prominent today, must have been
obvious to those who erected the stone. The barrows endow this location with a visible sense of
monumentality. They mark a noticeable line of sight around the rising ground to the east, and seem to
surround and overlook the bowl of fields, at the centre of which stands Maen Achwyfan.

A connection between the cross and one of the barrows was made by Lhuyd in 1695:

Within a furlong or less of this Monument [the Maen Achyvfan] there is an artificial mount or
barrow (whereof there are also about twenty more in the neighbourhood, called Y Gorsedhau)19

where there have been formerly a great many carcasses and skulls discover’d, some of which were
cut; and one or two particularly had round holes in them as if pierc’d with an arrow, upon which
account the pillar has been suspected for a Monument of some signal victory, and the rather upon
digging 5 or 6 foot under it no bones were discover’d, not anything else that might give occasion to
suspect it sepulchral.

The Whitford barrows were listed in the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of
Wales’s Flintshire county inventory, which dates from 1912.20 A more recent inventory of the barrows
was published by Ellis Davies, who recorded them in his 1949 account of prehistoric and Roman remains
in the county,21 since which they have been relatively little studied or further investigated. In the
unambiguous manner of archaeological classification characteristic of his time, Davies designated all six
of the barrows in the vicinity of Maen Achwyfan, along with almost all the others in the county, as
‘tumuli’ which in his terminology meant Bronze Age in date. For this group, however, apart from field
observation, he did not undertake any more detailed investigation, and dated them merely by shape and
general association with other more closely-dated examples elsewhere in the county. Their designation
by Davies as Bronze Age, although as yet unproven by excavation, remains the most likely hypothesis. It
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must be conceded, however, that the Bronze Age was not the only period in western or northern
Britain when earthen barrows are known to have been raised, and (admittedly far less numerous)
examples are known from the Iron Age, Roman and Viking periods. Even if, as seems likely, Davies was
correct in his attribution of date, this does not, of course, rule out the possibility of secondary reuse in
later periods.
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Davies mentioned Maen Achwyfan obliquely in a short and non-committal reference to Lhuyd’s
account, but he drew no link between the siting of the cross and the presence of the tumuli. Conversely,
Davies’s contemporary, V. E. Nash-Williams, whilst commenting in detail on the cross, did not concern
himself at all with the nearby barrows. Despite the existence of Lhuyd’s description, these would have
seemed irrelevant given their chronological attribution to some two millennia before the cross. Hence, a
curious disjunction has arisen in published accounts of the archaeology of this landscape, with
prehistorians and medievalists keeping very much to their own traditional concerns. Consequently, there
remains an unfulfilled opportunity to work towards more long-term perspective which might have seen
this landscape as important in terms of culture or belief over a much longer timescale, thereby possibly
linking the visible traces of monumentality of the later prehistoric and early medieval periods.

Maen Achwyfan, whilst well studied and understood as a piece of early medieval art, has for many
years received remarkably little attention and investigation as a field monument. An attempt to research
the cross within its landscape context by the use of field survey provided an opportunity not only to
extract more information about the immediate surroundings of the cross, but also to reconnect the
enquiry into its situation with the context of the nearby barrows. Investigations of the environs of in situ
stone sculptured monuments are an increasingly valuable area of study within early medieval
archaeology.22 It is rare for such work not to begin to unlock some of their surrounding but now-invisible
archaeological features. Excavation can offer the chance to characterise these in detail and date, but is
also of course destructive to in situ deposits. In order to begin to pursue an enquiry into the environs of
Maen Achwyfan, a limited survey campaign was envisaged and proposed, but in this instance using
exclusively non-destructive survey methods. This could perhaps be seen as leading towards selective
excavation in future, but needed primarily to be capable of producing a coherent advance in
understanding in its own terms. Two principal questions were posed within the survey design: firstly,
what could non-intrusive geophysical investigation reveal about the immediate and contiguous context of
the cross; secondly, could further selective survey of the nearby group of barrows point to any possible
connection in the immediate landscape between their presence and the siting of the cross?

MAEN ACHWYFAN ENVIRONS SURVEY23

The cross is located within a large and generally flat grass field which is usually stocked with grazing
animals. It is protected from casual animal or human contact by a square 5 by 5 metre by 1 metre-high
fence of steel railings, which defines the extent of guardianship and bears Cadw’s information plaque
(this fence replaced an earlier set of iron railings constructed in 1921;24 these were preceded by a
temporary wooden fence dating to circa 1920, prior to which the cross was unfenced). A narrow stand of
deciduous woodland, recorded on all maps and photographs up to the 1940s, formerly occupied the
northern portion of the field between the cross and the current entry gate (the cross previously stood on
the southern edge of this). The field has been ploughed numerous times in the past, although not recently,
and not with modern deep-ploughing. A narrow trench for a gas distribution pipe was machine-excavated
along the eastern perimeter of the field in 1997, for which there was a low-level archaeological watching
brief.25 No coherent structures, and no trace of any burial, were seen or reported within the field,
although a routine vertical soil profile was recorded at the point where the trench edge passed nearest to
Maen Achwyfan, some 25 metres south-east of the cross. This showed that a layer of stony loam with
traces of firm off-white mortar was sandwiched between the topsoil and natural sandy clay subsoil. What
this mortar may represent in terms of structure or date is unclear. An undated hearth and pebble surface
were uncovered some 100 metres to the east at SJ 1301 7875, further along the pipeline easement on the
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opposite side of the road. The fact that a small proportion of the field has been machine-excavated in the
recent past, and that nothing of immediate archaeological interest was recognised, is noteworthy.
However, so limited was the scope of the archaeological component of this work that it is hard to draw
any firm conclusions of either a positive or negative nature from it.

An area of 1.3 hectares of the field surrounding the cross was investigated by magnetic susceptibility
topsoil mapping and detailed magnetometer survey. Survey control was established on the National Grid
using a total station, which following 1995 AML guidelines was done to a level of ± 10 centimetre
accuracy. Two test areas of 10 × 10 metres in the vicinity of the stone were also investigated using an
RM15 twin probe resistance meter at 0.5 metre separation.26

Magnetic susceptibility measurements were taken with a Bartington MD2 coil meter at every 10m.
This technique is a relatively quick means of mapping variations in magnetic patterns in topsoil which
can be produced by past land use, vegetation and human settlement activity. In this case, the pattern
produced was primarily reflective of the presence in the northern part of the field of the narrow stand of
woodland, in an effect where increased soil acidity due to cumulative leaf-fall can locally decrease the
iron content of the soil, reducing the chances of seeing any archaeologically-informative magnetic
contrast. These results in themselves, whilst casting some light on recent and current factors affecting the
soil conditions for survey, did not contribute significantly to an understanding of the archaeological
context for the cross, so are not illustrated here. Resistivity survey proved relatively unresponsive, a fact
which is largely explained by the combination of wet weather and high soil moisture at the time of the
survey, which reduced the chances of measuring any contrast in electrical resistance patterns in the
subsoil. This technique might show better results here if used after a long period of dry weather.

Magnetometer survey, the most intensive geophysical technique employed here (and also the most
commonly used method in Britain currently), provided more promising results. In contrast with the
generally shallow penetration of the magnetic susceptibility coil, this technique records patterns of
magnetic anomalies in topsoil and subsoil up to 1.5 metres in depth. Ditches, pits and hollows of
archaeological origin tend to accumulate magnetically-enhanced deposits and silts. In areas of higher
background magnetism, such as may be caused naturally by igneous geology or by heavy metallic
contamination from other sources, this technique is usually ineffective. However, in areas of less assertive
background magnetism, such as in soils over sedimentary geology, archaeologically-enhanced
distributions of subsoil magnetism can be mapped when they stand out in some measurable contrast to
their background.

The Carboniferous limestone geology at this location is a type of non-igneous substrate which would
usually permit magnetometry. The survey was carried out with two Geoscan FM36 fluxgate gradiometers
taking four readings per metre at 1m intervals in ten 30 × 30 metre grids. The results were processed
using Geoplot™ and are shown here as a greyscale of magnetic readings at ± 2 nT (nanotesla) over a
relative zero (Fig. 3). The immediate area around the cross itself is unsurveyable using magnetic methods
due to the presence of the steel fence, hence is represented as a white null zone with the square shape of
the fence at its centre (Fig. 3, 1). The area of the field closest to the boundary with the nearest house,
some 50 metres north-west of the cross, was also badly affected by disturbance and metallic
contamination.

The resulting plot shows that with the exception of metallic contamination areas around the periphery,
magnetic contrast was generally slight. Individual points of higher magnetic readings probably represent
ferrous contamination or the sites of burning episodes, which may be of recent origin. However, two
patterns emerged within these results which merit archaeological comment. The clearest and most
convincing of these is a slightly curved parallel pair of linear anomalies, 8 to 10 metres apart, which
appear to approach the site of the cross directly from a distance of circa 70 metres in the south-west
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Fig. 3. Maen Achwyfan, magnetometer plot. Basemap © Crown copyright. Ordnance Survey/EDINA
database rights 2007. An Ordnance Survey/ EDINA supplied service.
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direction (Fig. 3, 2). These are measurable to within circa 15 metres of the cross, but any immediate
connection between these is thereafter obscured by the magnetic shadow of the guardianship fence. Such
paired linear anomalies usually represent the side ditches of a former trackway, which does not show on
eighteenth- or nineteenth-century maps of the area.27 It is noteworthy that the cross faces directly towards
the approach of this feature. The linear anomalies seem to turn slightly southwards as they approach the
cross. They do not appear to progress beyond the cross in a north-eastward direction, although there is
some ferrous contamination in this area of the survey and they could simply have been obscured.

Another, weaker, pattern of magnetic anomalies may also be of archaeological origin (Fig. 3, 3). A faint
series of conjoined marks arranged in a loose semi-circular arc appears to surround the south-west aspect
of Maen Achwyfan, at a radius of circa 55 metres. As a pattern, this does appear to be lying across the
‘grain’ of more recent ploughing and is at variance with the layout of field boundaries which formerly
subdivided this field and are visible on estate maps dating to 1743 and 1806. Hence it is unlikely to merely
be a happenstance conjunction of unrelated agricultural anomalies of recent origin. Ploughing in a north-
south direction has apparently caused some diffusion and distortion. This may of course be natural, but it
is intriguing that the circular shape of this apparent feature is mirrored in the curvilinearity of the north-
eastern boundary of the field. Tithe and Ordnance Survey maps of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries show that since 1849 the road surrounding the field has been progressively widened, meaning
that the outer line of the field boundary has been gradually drawn towards the cross, and straightened in
profile. Projected back to its previous position, the field boundary does indeed seem to define a semi-
circular counterpart to the possible curvilinear feature mapped in the geophysics (Fig. 3, 4). This could
mean that the cross formerly stood precisely at the centre of a circular area, or possible enclosure, marked
by a cut feature such as a shallow ditch, which still retains a weak archaeological signal.

Were these two sets of indications to be confirmed by future investigation, they would suggest that the
cross, far from being isolated in an open landscape, was situated in juxtaposition to a road or trackway,
and may possibly be located at the centre of a curvilinear enclosure. However the order of precedence in
these relationships is undemonstrable without secure dating evidence for these features, neither of which
appear on the earliest detailed estate map of the area which dates to 1743, or any subsequent map.

THE BARROWS

All six barrows in the immediate vicinity of Maen Achwyfan (Fig. 2) were examined during the survey,
and their extent and condition noted, together with the feasibility of conducting geophysical survey. They
are all scheduled28 and are listed below using Ellis Davies’s scheme and terminology, with their individual
entry number in the Historic Environment Record held by the Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust:

1. Pen yr Allt Tumulus I (PRN 102338), SJ 1271 7888. Remnant of a mound in the fork of two lanes,
25m by 15m (approx.). It is disturbed and truncated by the erection of a cottage and road construction.
Trees, surface domestic clutter, chicken hutches and metal fences make geophysical survey all but
impossible.

2. Pen yr Allt Tumulus II (PRN 102339), SJ 1256 7897. Circular mound in open ploughed field,
diameter 40m (approx.), height at least 2.5m, partly spread by ploughing (this mound was fully
surveyed using topographic and magnetometer techniques).

3. Pen yr Allt Tumulus III (PRN 102340), SJ 1254 7882. Low circular mound much reduced by
ploughing, diameter 24m, height 0.5m (max.). A worked flint object was found here after ploughing
in 1926.29

MAEN ACHWYFAN AND THE CONTEXT OF VIKING SETTLEMENT 151



4. Bryn Digrif Tumulus I (PRN 102336) SJ 1268 7923. A high mound of irregular elliptical shape,
diameter 45m, height 3.7m, covered with gorse and trees and there is a metal animal feeder on one
flank, which would make survey very difficult. There is clear evidence of stone kerbing and
construction. Situated on top of the ridge, the mound summit gives a spectacular view eastwards
across the Dee Estuary and westwards to the Clwyd Hills.

5. Bryn Digrif Tumulus II (PRN102337), SJ 1260 7919. A flat-topped barrow, circular in shape,
diameter 40m, in poor surface condition with animal erosion and metal animal feeders on top, but
apparently undamaged internally.

6. Coed y Bryn Tumulus (PRN 101929), SJ 130791. A low mound in a plantation at the highest point
of the wood, diameter 20m, height 1.2 m (approx.), dense vegetation makes access difficult.

The barrows present a varied picture of survival and ground cover. Barrow no. 1, now cut by the fork of
two lanes, is almost certainly the ‘artificial mount or barrow’ mentioned by Lhuyd, as it is not only the
nearest to the cross but is almost exactly one furlong (201 metres) from it. Lhuyd’s description of ‘a great
many carcasses and skull’s discover’d, some of which were cut and one or two had round holes as if
pierced by an arrow’ indicates that the barrow had already been opened by his time, but still perhaps
within living memory. This does not seem to represent a standard picture of individual, or small numbers
of, cremations or burials found in other Bronze Age barrows in the region, but suggests a cemetery
(which Lhuyd, on the grounds of the apparent injuries, attributed to a battle). Although still visible as an
earthwork feature, this barrow is now severely damaged and reduced in height and profile.

Similarly reduced in height and profile are barrows nos 3 and 6, the latter being almost invisible under
vegetation cover in woodland. Barrows 4 and 5 are much better preserved and remain as significant
upstanding monuments, 4 in particular seems relatively undamaged, although thick gorse scrub prevented
it from being readily surveyed. Barrow no. 2 (Pen yr Allt II) presented by far the most straightforward
option for topographic and geophysical survey. It has probably been reduced somewhat by ploughing, and
its north-eastern edge has merged with a plough headland alongside the field boundary, but its smooth
upstanding bowl-shaped profile is still clearly visible in the landscape; at the time of the survey it was
under a winter grass crop. Four 30 × 30 metre grids of magnetometry were carried out over this barrow.
As with the survey around Maen Achwyfan itself, the magnetic contrast against the background was
relatively weak, meaning that any features mapped appear less than definite (Fig. 4). The outline of the
mound can be faintly glimpsed, although there is little evidence of any external ditch. If this existed, it
must now be filled with soil of such similar magnetic properties to its surroundings that it simply
does not show itself against its background using this method. Two elements in the results may very
tentatively be associated with possible archaeological features. A linear anomaly (Fig. 4, 1) seems to run
in a north-south direction across its north-eastern flank. On the north-western flank of the barrow is a
small discrete anomaly of slightly higher magnetic character than its surroundings (Fig. 4, 2), and
which appears to be somewhat sub-rectangular in shape measuring circa 2 × 1 metre. Although very far
from proven, it is nevertheless worth recording the suggestion that these two features may represent
secondary activity and also that the sub-rectangular anomaly is approximately the size and shape of a
grave-cut. A very sharp point of contrast occurs almost at the centre of the mound, but when the data
was viewed in a stack-trace plot mode, it appeared merely to be an isolated piece of ferrous
contamination.
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THE CONTEXT OF VIKING SETTLEMENT IN NORTH-EAST WALES

MaenAchwyfan has a striking presence in its landscape. Together with contemporary crosses at Dyserth,
and the fragment from Meliden, its combination of figurative and decorative motifs topped by a circle-
headed cross, associates it firmly with contemporary examples of stone sculpture in the Irish Sea
coastlands of northern England and the Isle of Man. These other areas are known, via a variety of
historical, archaeological and toponymic evidence, to have experienced Viking settlement in the early
tenth century, through the secondary immigration of Hiberno-Norse groups. Therefore the surrounding
area in Dyserth, Whitford and Llanasa parishes could perhaps be expected to yield further indications of
a Viking presence. However, the picture of Viking influence in rural north Flintshire is sparse, and
archaeologically, no contemporary settlement sites have yet been identified.
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superimposed. Basemap © Crown copyright. Ordnance Survey/EDINA database rights 2007. An

Ordnance Survey/ EDINA supplied service.



The major place-names of northern Flintshire show a mixture of Welsh and English influences. Several
places which now have unambiguously Welsh-sounding names appear as English names in the Cheshire
Domesday: e.g. Gwespyr (Wesberie or ‘Westbury’), and Prestatyn (‘Prestetone’).30 The name of the parish
in which MaenAchwyfan stands,Whitford, is English (‘white ford’), by contrast to which most of the local
minor names are Welsh. The exception to the latter are two nearby names, Axton (ON askr ‘ash tree’ + OE
tūn) at SJ 1079, and Kelston (ON kelda ‘spring’, or Kelle [personal name] + stan ‘stone’), at SJ 1082.31 A
third minor local name, Linacre (ON or OE lin ‘flax’ + aecer ‘acre’), at SJ 1382, which the place-name
scholar Melville Richards attributed as Norse,32 is in fact equally likely to be of English derivation.

A probable Viking cist burial was found in 1932 on a layer of shingle on the fringes of the coastal dunes
at Talacre, next to the extreme north-east coastal corner of Wales at the Point of Air (or Ayr). The cist was
opened by workmen digging a cesspit for a new house, and was witnessed in situ by a visiting charabanc
party from the local Field Club.33 It was constructed with irregular stone slabs in a rectilinear formation,
and a complete skeleton lay on its back accompanied by a spearhead and iron knife.34 It is not known
whether this was an isolated example, or part of a cemetery. The contemporary report mentioned that
‘various other diggings’ in the vicinity of the grave had been inspected ‘with generally negative results’.
F. G. Smith, its reporter, suggested that the burial may have been occasioned during a brief landfall by
seaborne Vikings following a sudden death at sea (although how this scenario could easily be reconciled
with the provision of a massive worked stone cist is unclear). If this was indeed aViking burial, its position
in sandy ground very near the coast is far from untypical for Viking graves in the Irish Sea region. More
recent research elsewhere35 has helped to cast doubt on the idea that isolated coastal graves are merely the
results of temporary landfalls, seeing them as more closely linked to the establishment of land-holding and
settlement, even if in some cases the settlements themselves are yet to be discovered.

The rededication of the church at Dyserth to St Ffraid (Bridget) is a possible pointer to links with the
Hiberno-Norse world. Bridget, whose cult was also celebrated in Cumbria, the Isle of Man, Chester and
at West Kirby, Wirral, forms part of a string of dedications to Irish saints within the Viking settlements
on the British side of the Irish Sea. The earlier dedication at Dyserth to St Cwyfan, a relatively obscure
Welsh saint who may have been based on St Cóemgen (Kevin, of Glendalough),36 does not rule out such
links either. The Cwyfan name remains an intriguing potential link between Dyserth and Maen
Achwyfan. It is indeed possible, therefore, despite the lack of any real evidence for an archaic parish
boundary at this location, to speculate that the land marked by MaenAchwyfan may in the early medieval
period have been linked to the church of Dyserth.

The Flintshire coast lies across the tidal sands of the Dee Estuary from the Wirral peninsula, where
traces of Viking influence are much more evident (Fig. 5). There may have been some Viking influence
in the Dee and Mersey lowlands in the ninth century, but as with most of north-west England, it is hard
to distinguish this from the more pronounced presence dating to the tenth century and subsequently.
Settlement in Wirral appears to begin in earnest in circa 903–5 with the arrival of Hiberno-Norse
refugees, who had recently been expelled from Ireland by a concerted Irish campaign. A story, preserved
in Irish annalistic source and corroborated by contemporary Welsh annals, of a group of Hiberno-Norse
Vikings led by Ingimund, is a unique historical survival from the period.37 They briefly attempted to
make a landfall on Anglesey, before being repelled and driven eastwards to take land in western Cheshire
(very probably part of the Wirral peninsula), which they were given by the consent of Æthelflede of
Mercia. Scandinavian place-names in –byr are densely clustered in the northern half of Wirral38, and a
Þing-vollr name (Thingwall) confirms a political dimension to the Viking settlements, the geographical
extent of which survived into later centuries in the form of the (now long obsolete) minor hundred of
Caldy.39 These toponymic indicators are also common to what appears to have been a very similar
enclave across the Mersey in south-west Lancashire, which also had its own Thingwall. The north Wirral
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Fig. 5. North-east Wales and the Chester/Wirral area.
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beach market settlement of Meols has produced one of the largest groups of tenth- and eleventh-century
Viking metalwork and coinage on the western seaboard of Britain.40 The contemporary stone sculpture
of the area, which includes two hogbacked grave markers,41 is substantially associated with churches, the
largest single group being from St Bridget’s Church, West Kirby. This betokens the interest of the
descendants of Hiberno-Norse Vikings in forming an established and integrated part of the local
landowning classes, yet without altogether rejecting the inherited power and symbolic importance of their
Scandinavian roots. A comparable picture of the Viking presence retaining some recognisably
Scandinavian traits, and yet at the same time becoming embedded in existing social and religious
structures, is evident in Chester and its immediate hinterland. Minor place-names, artefacts and
sculptured monuments of identical types to those found in Wirral suggest that there was a compliant, but
still distinctive, Scandinavian-descended minority amongst the citizenry.42

Maen Achwyfan lies in an area which has throughout its history been a cultural and political border
zone.43 At the western edge of Flintshire lies theVale of Clwyd, a fertile lowland area which was disputed
between English and Welsh prior to the military campaigns of Edward I in the late thirteenth century.
Rhuddlan, which controls the lowest and most strategic crossing of the Clwyd, is almost certainly the
location of Cledemutha, the Anglo-Saxon burh established in 921 by Edward the Elder.44 A frontier post
linked to Chester, the main English centre in the region, it was retaken by Gwynedd for a substantial part
of the early and middle eleventh century. By the time of the Domesday Book in 1086, Rhuddlan was a
small but evidently thriving border borough with a castle, eighteen burgesses, iron mines, fisheries, mills,
and a mint of its own.45 Excavations have revealed some limited aspects of the pre-Norman town, notably
a sunken-featured dwelling excavated at Ysgol y Castell Site A in 1969–73 which produced a small
number of metal and bone finds including a bone trial or motif piece with a small unfinished zoomorphic
design of probable Scandinavian influence.46

Between 921 and 1066, the territory between Rhuddlan and the English border47 was claimed by the
Anglo-Saxon kingdom. This was a frontier zone beyond even the previous Mercian frontier along the Dee
and Mersey. Where its hillier western and northern portions are concerned, especially in times of Welsh
resurgence, Anglo-Saxon authority almost certainly existed in name only. The name of the cantref is
Tegeingl48 (an echo of the Latin Deceangli by which the local inhabitants were known to the Romans),
which was anglicised in Domesday as Englefield. Prior to the Norman Conquest, northern and western
Flintshire (including Whitford Parish) formed the unhidated portion of the Cheshire hundred of Atiscros
(only the south-eastern portion, closest to the Dee and within the probable line of the border earthwork
known as Wat’s Dyke, was hidated). The area beyond Wat’s Dyke must have been viewed by the English
as politically and fiscally unreliable, with few securely loyal inhabitants to be found beyond the coastal
lowlands fringing the Dee Estuary. Similarly, to the Welsh of Gwynedd, this area would also have seemed
an unstable and vulnerable periphery beyond their own sphere of influence. Inhabited by adherents to
both sides, it hovered uneasily in terms of political allegiance between the two.

The pattern of landholdings prior to the Conquest may be significant in drawing Tegeingl/Flintshire
and the Norse-held areas of Cheshire together. Two pre-Conquest tenants with Norse names, Leofnoth
and Arni, are recorded in the Cheshire Domesday49 as holding a ring of strategic estates around the Dee
Estuary. Arni held land in mid Wirral near the supposed boundary of the Viking territorial enclave which
was associated by Dodgson with the extent of the Hundred of Caldy,50 and in the immediate vicinity of
Chester, together with Bagillt, the northernmost place in hidated Atiscros. Leofnoth held a distinctive
cluster of estates in north-west Wirral, and was the major landholder of the Viking settlement enclave.
Leofnoth also held three estates, Leadbrook, Golftyn and Broughton, on the Welsh bank of the Dee in the
hidated portion of Atiscros. This means that, on the eve of the Conquest, large areas of both banks of the
estuary were under the control of two Norse-named individuals with strong Wirral associations.51
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It would be unwise to read too much into the presence on the Welsh bank of the Dee of landholdings
of two such historically little-known individuals, still more to speculate that either of them might perhaps
have been the inheritor of the local tradition of Scandinavian distinctiveness in Wirral apparently
established nearly two centuries previously by Ingimund. Nevertheless, these historical indications serve
to strengthen the potential geopolitical links between north-east Wales and Wirral, and suggest that
Scandinavian infiltration and settlement in Tegeingl/Flintshire could have been a small-scale and
secondary local movement across the Dee, possibly from the mid-tenth century onwards, as opposed to
a separate development coming from Ireland, the Isle of Man, or elsewhere. The border territory of north-
east Flintshire, neither fully Welsh nor truly English in political allegiance at this time, may well have
afforded the Scandinavian colonists of Wirral a relatively open and divided political situation, with little
overt central authority, in which to expand its landholdings by piecemeal infiltration amongst the existing
population. We can therefore glimpse an area largely confined to the lowlands between Rhuddlan and the
Dee Estuary, with its ecclesiastical focus at Dyserth, which seems to have acquired a local network of
Norse influence on the pattern visible more strongly elsewhere in the Irish Sea coastlands.

Whatever the precise nature of its origins, the Flintshire enclave must subsequently have followed a
similar pattern of acculturation and assimilation to its Cheshire neighbour, but in this case engaging with
a predominantly Welsh local context in population and language, albeit with a strong English admixture.
Viking influence in Wales,52 although largely a coastal phenomenon, followed little overall ‘national’
pattern, but was very localised, with the south-west and north coasts along the sea-routes to Chester and
Bristol forming the main emphases. In north Wales, the only area apart from Tegeingl/Flintshire in which
Viking influence was apparently strong enough to imply the presence of permanent settlement cluster is
south-eastern Anglesey. Until 1989–90, the scale of archaeological evidence here for this period was
uncannily similar to the current picture in Tegeingl/Flintshire. The area had produced one coastal grave
of possible Viking type at Benllech, and a silver armlet hoard from a quarry above Red Wharf Bay, to
join the otherwise apparently isolated Viking influences visible on the collection of sculptured
monuments at at Penmon. This somewhat unpromising situation has been transformed since the (initially
unexpected) discovery of a significant contemporary settlement site at Glyn, Llanbedrgoch. Traces of
buildings and other activities at the site show it was in use in the sixth and seventh centuries, but was
substantially refortified and re-occupied in the ninth and tenth centuries, a phase which shows strong
Irish Sea Viking influence in its buildings and material culture.53 At least five buildings were excavated
in the 1990s within a 1.2 hectare walled and ditched enclosure with a spring near its centre. With these
excavations having produced an unprecedented range of artefactual material for a site of this period in
Wales, the Llanbedrgoch settlement has been interpreted as a possible market or production site forming
a link between Gwynedd and the Viking networks around the Irish Sea.

Metal-detecting activity with a concerted and constructive archaeological response provided the spur
to discovery at Llanbedrgoch, and further Viking material has since come to light by this means from a
number of locations in Anglesey. The Llanbedrgoch settlement is unambiguous in its connections with
contemporary Irish Sea trading networks, and is very similar in its range of imported material to Meols,
together with other market sites in the region. Nevertheless, there is no known Norse historical or
toponymic context for the site. To go one step further, therefore, and to elide the difference between
imports/influences and the assumption of a separate Viking identity for the settlement is not to appreciate
the limitations of material culture alone in allowing us to draw this type of inference.54 Anglesey, which
is located astride a strategic sea-route, shows signs of mercantile Viking influence but without necessarily
implying an independent political dimension to this, as there is no historical or coherent place-name
evidence to suggest any territorial breach in the kingdom of Gwynedd. It is more likely therefore that the
Llanbedrgoch settlement combined Welsh and Irish Sea Norse influences and connections, whilst

MAEN ACHWYFAN AND THE CONTEXT OF VIKING SETTLEMENT 157



remaining under the overall authority of Gwynedd. Whereas Gwynedd at this time had a relatively
coherent linkage between its geographic core in Snowdonia and Anglesey, and its political overlordship
(which itself gained considerable Hiberno-Norse dynastic connections in the eleventh century), a
significant contrast may therefore be drawn with the uneasy geopolitical status of Tegeingl/ Flintshire.

CONCLUSION

Major public and visible statements of culture, belief and ideology are placed at locations which are best
equipped to project their explicit message, and to convey the power and authority which they implicitly
represent. Stone sculpture played a role in demonstrating religious and political authority. This took place
not only at ecclesiastical sites, but also at other existing points of ancestral, commemorative, economic
or political significance in the landscape. Maen Achwyfan, along with numerous other examples of
Viking-period stone sculpture in north-west England and the Isle of Man, is a testimony to the conscious
need and ability of those capable of artistic patronage to adapt their tradition of demonstrating and
commemorating their power in visible markers and symbols in the landscape, whilst also establishing
secure allegiances and stable landholdings amongst a mixed and multifarious local population with
divergent religious and artistic traditions.

The location of Maen Achwyfan has been little considered in previous publications. The short and
limited non-destructive field survey reported upon here, which was undertaken to investigate its
landscape context, has not provided definite answers but has raised new questions. The immediate
environs of the cross produced a relatively weak, but still useful, set of geophysical data. Magnetometer
survey showed the presence of a probable double-ditched trackway approaching the cross, and towards
which the cross seems to be aligned. It is worth noting in this regard that Sarn (Welsh ‘causeway,
pavement’), the name of the nearest minor hamlet to the west, is a name associated elsewhere in Wales
with the presence of ancient tracks and in some cases Roman roads. At least twelve examples of this can
be documented,55 although in the case here, the name could of course equally well refer to the existing
lane along the north side of the field.

Surrounding the cross at a radius of circa 55 metres is a weaker signal which suggests the presence of
a possible circular enclosure, as yet untested by excavation, but the shape of which seems to be picked
up in the (otherwise odd) curvilinear shape of the north-east corner of the field. Estate and tithe maps of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries show that the shape of the field was even more rounded prior to
road improvements over the past 150 years (Fig. 3). This prompts the question as to whether the site of
the cross may already have had Christian associations before the cross was erected. Circular or sub-
circular enclosures, which often carry the place-name llan- are commonly associated with early
Christianity in Wales. Traditionally seen as dating to the sixth to seventh centuries, a recent study has
revised their general date to the eighth and ninth centuries.56 No such llan- name survives here, and
neither of the very limited instances of non-archaeological excavation which are known to have taken
place in the vicinity of the cross, once apparently in the seventeenth century, and once during gas-pipe
laying in 1997, have come across any evidence for inhumations (although the latter did record traces of
mortar, which may be indicative of a now-vanished building somewhere in the vicinity).

The juxtaposition of the cross to a pronounced cluster of barrows, one of which is recorded as having
contained numerous inhumations when opened up sometime before the late seventeenth century, is
intriguing. Geophysical and topographical survey of the barrows proved to be of limited feasibility due
largely to their state of preservation and vegetation cover. A survey of the most accessible example of the
group showed limited evidence for secondary activity, including a possible rectilinear intrusion on its
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flank. Even if, as seems most likely, the barrows date originally to the Bronze Age, they must have been
a visible presence in the landscape when the cross was erected. Barrows were important in the Irish Sea
Viking Age: the Viking settlers of Dublin, Cumbria and the Isle of Man constructed earthen burial
mounds, arguably to establish a visible ‘ancestral’ presence on their new landholdings. This may be an
echo of the prominent barrows found at Norwegian chiefdom centres,57 many of which continued to act
as the focus for monument and church-building following the introduction of Christianity. Secondary use
of prehistoric barrows is a well-known phenomenon in early medieval Europe, for burial, and of course
for assemblies and gatherings such as the ‘moots’ and ‘things’ of Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Scandinavian
England. It is possible, therefore, that the apparent renewal of the monumental ‘signature’ in this location,
represented by the erection of the cross, could point to the reuse of the nearest barrow (no. 1, above) as
a local assembly-mound. The undated burials from it reported by Edward Lhuyd in 1695 need not have
been a primary deposit of the Bronze Age, but as the material from this deposit has not survived, it would
be unprofitable to speculate further on their date or origin. It is certain, however, that in Scandinavia and
in Britain, there are numerous examples of early Christian sites which are pointedly located in proximity
to mounds, burials and other existing remnants of the pagan past.

A significant outstanding question, unanswered here, is whether MaenAchwyfan is associated with an
(as yet undiscovered) settlement or church. The geophysical survey has cast little or no light on this point.
The area covered by this survey was, of course, extremely limited. Further work in the environs of the
cross, including the use of yet more advanced techniques of survey and geophysical prospection, is surely
a worthwhile prospect, especially if it were combined with selective excavation to confirm or eliminate
the presence of features mapped by these means. Flintshire has been somewhat neglected in studies of
Viking settlement in western Britain. It has neither the density of place-names nor archaeological
evidence characteristic of other areas such as the Isle of Man, Cumbria or even neighbouring Wirral. A
tiny smattering of place-names, a possible coastal burial, and a small and disparate collection of stone
sculptured monuments seem to make a weak case for a significant concentration of Viking influence and
settlement. However, it may also be remarked that until 1989–90, an almost identical picture applied to
the case of eastern Anglesey, our knowledge of which has since been transformed by a series of major
archaeological discoveries which were brought about by a concerted campaign of field research. Our
understanding of the extent and density of Scandinavian influence in north-east Wales has yet to show
such spectacular progress, but much potential remains in its landscape for future investigation.
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