
HOW THE LANDSCAPE 
WAS SHAPED

Around 100 million years ago the sea 
submerged most of Wales and chalk deposits 
buried older rocks.  Then earth movements 
raised Wales from the sea and new rivers 
draining to the south-east began to erode the 
chalk.  The chalk disappeared and the river 
pattern was superimposed on the old rocks, 
mostly sandstone around Abergavenny.  
Today’s landscape is the work of these rivers, 
periodically rejuvenated by huge changes in 
sea level, and latterly much influenced by 
several ice ages.
Twenty thousand years ago the Abergavenny 
area was within an ice sheet covering most of 
Wales and much of northern Britain and up to 
1km thick.This was the most recent glaciation 
in 300,000 years of alternating cold and 
warmth that had sculpted the uplands we see 
today.
  

About 10,000 years ago the climate warmed 
quickly, the ice retreated north, and melt water 
from the valley glaciers of the Black Mountains 
brought huge amounts of sand and gravel 
down towards the Usk valley.

Be Safe
Follow the Highway Code. Keep alert for 
danger, take care at junctions and bends, 

avoid excessive speed (especially 
downhill). Consider not riding two 

abreast, and keep your bike roadworthy.
  

Be Courteous
to pedestrians (especially to the 

disabled), to horseriders, other cyclists 
and to those who give way to you.

  
Be Seen and Heard

Wear bright clothing, use lights after 
dark and when visibility is poor, fit and
use a bell - consider wearing a helmet.

Be Secure
Use a quality lock and make sure 

you have adequate insurance.
Respect the Countryside 

Its life and work.. and take your
            litter home.

Within 3,000 years the barren landscape was 
again entirely forested.  About 6,000 years 
ago increased rainfall and tree burning by 
Mesolithic hunters started to create the peaty 
moorlands, and by 1,000 years ago man had 
cleared much of the forest for farming.  

Another ice age may start in about 5,000 
years if global warming by man does not 
distort the natural cycle.

The moorlands were cultivated in the warm 
Bronze Age. Grazing and a moist climate 
have prevented tree growth since then.

Throughout 4,000 years the extent of 
bracken, scrub and woodland has reflected 
the state of agriculture and industry.  When 
demand is high, farming extends into moor-
land and woodland; in bad times it retreats to 
better land, allowing woodland to regenerate.  

Woodland has also survived because of its 
hardwood value, neglected in recent years 
but now again being harvested.  Some 
broadleaved woodland has been managed 
by man since before the Middle Ages and 
has a remarkable richness of wildlife 
compared with farmland.  

Since 1919 the Forestry Commission has 
planted conifers, particularly in the upper 
Grwyne Fawr valley, and is now trying to 
soften the appearance of these plantations 
with native broadleaves.

The field pattern of the lower slopes and 
valleys was probably similar to today by 
about 1500.  Much land was cleared by Iron 
Age and Romano-British farmers but most of 
the walls and hedgerows may be medieval.  
Until the 14th century most people probably 
lived in tiny villages close to small fields 

divided into strips or parcels, a result of 
handing on to sons in equal shares.  Some 
moved with their cattle from their winter 
home (hendre) to a higher summer home 
(hafod), grazing the higher fields (ffridd) and 
common land.   

The custom gradually ceased and hafotai 
often became permanent farmsteads.
This, together with the need to farm more 
land, led to Wales’s dispersed rural 
settlement pattern – most villages owe their 
size to quite recent building – as did the 
collapse of the manorial system underpres-
sure from the Black Death and the revolt of 
Owain Glyndwr.  
Squatting, illegal encroachment on common 
land, and formal common enclosures 
continued until the 19th century. 
Until the 1880s the fields were a mixture 
of crops and pasture; the need for self-
sufficiency and the demands of industrial 
South Wales supported more arable 
farming than today.  Imported produce then 
caused a slump that lasted until WW II, 
(except for the period during WW I.)  
After 1947 government support ended 
extreme poverty but it led to over-production 
of milk, over-grazing by sheep, loss of
wildlife, neglect of hedges and woods, 
and less jobs.  Policy now aims for a 
sustainable diverse countryside based on 
more careful farming and forestry, tourism 
and conservation.  
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A little bit about 
ABERGAVENNY CYCLE GROUP

We are a registered charity campaigning 
for cycling facilities in the Abergavenny area. 
We train children to cycle safely on the road, 

have provided cycle parking stands at 
schools and in the town centre, and lobby

for safe cycling routes to promote cycling as 
a healthy  alternative to the car. We rely on 
volunteer help. If you would like to join us or 
help with cycle training, please contact us. If 
you would like to find out about hiring a bike 

or an electric bike just call us. 
Cycling for Softies group
The Softies group organise gentle 

regular family rides of 10-20 miles, mainly
on canal towpaths & cycle tracks in the 

Abergavenny area. Contact Lynette by email 
at lynette.samara.green@googlemail.com 

or Richard Lewis for further details
Richard Lewis - 01873 854662 
Ivan Gaston - 01873 832477

Visit our member organisation page at 
www.monmouthshiregreenweb.co.uk

Tourist Information: 01873 853254
LOOK OUT FOR OUR GREEN LEAFLET 

"easy cycling around abergavenny"

We are grateful to the
 Abergavenny Local History Society 

for their help. Any mistakes are our own.
 www.abergavennyhistory.co.uk
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