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The Discomfort of Frontiers: 
Public Archaeology and the Politics of Offa’s Dyke

An interview with Keith Ray

Exploring the politics and public archaeology of Offa’s Dyke, this telephone interview by Howard Williams (HW) was conducted 
on 9 March 2020. The interview captures different perspectives on Offa’s Dyke developing from Keith Ray’s (KR) keynote 
presentation at the 4th University of Chester Archaeology Student Conference.

Introduction

As lead author of the 2016 book Offa’s Dyke: Landscape and Hegemony in Eighth-Century Britain (Ray and 
Bapty 2016) and as a co-founder of the Offa’s Dyke Collaboratory, Keith has been a key figure in the recent 
revival of archaeological and historical interest in the Mercian frontier with Wales. He was formerly 
County Archaeologist for Herefordshire (1998–2014), and in that role was involved in the operation of a 
conservation network formed to support the work of the Offa’s Dyke Archaeological Management Officer 
(1999–2005). This was a post funded by Cadw and English Heritage and occupied by Ian Bapty, based jointly 
at the Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust offices at Welshpool and the Offa’s Dyke Centre, Knighton.

The earlier part of Keith Ray’s conference presentation focused upon the contrasting perceptions of 
Offa’s Dyke in relation to Welsh identity through time. He then discussed the interim results of new field 
studies in the frontier lands and the idea that the dykes in the north were part of a wider Mercian strategy 
designed to dominate north-east Wales politically in the late eighth and early ninth centuries AD. The 
final part of his talk focused upon how Offa’s Dyke has been perceived nationally in terms of its historic 
importance, and how this has fed into debates over its conservation and the (to date) unrealised potential 
of World Heritage Site status.

The present text comprises a transcript of the interview, expanded by KR with the provision of references 
and figures.

Background

HW: Can you give us a synopsis of your background and how you got to study Offa’s Dyke?

KR: The early part of my professional background in archaeology1  included undergraduate and postgraduate 
study and research at the University of Cambridge (where between 1976 and 1986 I specialised in the 
archaeology of sub-Saharan Africa), and employment at the University of Nigeria at Nsukka, and then at 
(what was then) St David’s University College, Lampeter, Wales. I subsequently embarked on a career in 
‘curatorial archaeology’ in local government, initially with a post in Oxfordshire County Council. I was 
then employed as the first City Archaeological Officer for Plymouth in Devon, where I worked for six years, 
before being appointed as the first County Archaeologist for the new unitary authority, Herefordshire 
Council.

My academic and professional involvement with Offa’s Dyke goes back 46 years to when I did some 
courses in Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic (ASNC) during my first degree. The purpose and extent of 

1 Starting in the 1970s: in 2020 I have celebrated the end of my 50th year of active involvement in field archaeology.
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Offa’s Dyke was a matter of some discussion and debate even in the 1970s, so in that sense it has always 
been with me. It nonetheless became more focused again when I came to work in Herefordshire. At that 
time (in the late 1990s) I learned two things. First, it was recognised by the national agencies that Offa’s 
Dyke had existed in Herefordshire and I was therefore invited to join an advisory panel supporting the 
work of Ian Bapty at Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust. Second, despite this recogition, it was the view 
of some people that Offa’s Dyke had hardly existed in Herefordshire at all (apart from in the extreme 
north-west of the county). These contradictions provided the basis for my discussions with Ian about 
the history of the dykes and the conservation issues affecting them. We also discussed the conclusions 
of David Hill and Margaret Worthington which arose from the most recent phase of ‘Offa’s Dyke studies’, 
and we found that we were both of the opinion that their claims needed to be treated with a degree of 
scepticism given the equivocal nature of the evidence they produced (Hill and Worthington 2003). 

After much puzzling and searching, and not a small amount of excavation, Hill and Worthington (2003) 
had concluded that Cyril Fox had been wrong about aspects of fact and interpretation during and after 
his fieldwork in the late 1920s and early 1930s (Fox 1955). They had concluded that a near-total rejection 
of his methodology and interpretations was necessary. In their view, only an entirely new approach to 
the interpretation of the Dyke would satisfactorily solve the questions of its real extent and purpose. In 
sum, the thesis about Offa’s Dyke that Hill and Worthington were promoting in their publications from 
the late 1990s onwards (e.g. Worthington 1999; Hill 1990; Hill and Worthington 2003) was that it was a 
monument relevant only to political relations between the kingdoms of Mercia and Powys. Accordingly, 
in their view, any linear earthworks that were not part of what they termed the ‘continuous Dyke’ 
between Treuddyn (in southern Flintshire) in the north and Herrock Hill (Herefordshire) in the south 
had nothing to do with the ‘real’ Dyke. Most strikingly, they had come to discount the Wye Valley 
stretches of the monument as unrelated to ‘Offa’s Dyke’. They asserted that the eastern boundary of 
Powys was coterminous with this ‘continuous’ Dyke; but they saw no circularity in the idea both that 
the Dyke defined the extent of Powys while also being present only where Powys had existed (as if that 
were known independently of the Dyke’s physical presence) (Figure 1). 

The history of perceptions of the meaning and functions of Offa’s Dyke

HW: Your book was a reaction to the work of Hill and Worthington, but why did  you chose to write a 
monograph?

KR: The book started out as an article that Ian Bapty and I submitted for publication, in 2009 or thereabouts 
I think, for a relatively new, but nonetheless already well-respected, academic journal. We suggested in 
that article that Offa’s Dyke was a unique monument reflecting political conditions, and that it needed 
to be understood as existing within a political landscape. This landscape, we argued, had existed across 
only a short span of time from the late eighth through the early ninth century. As such, the building of 
the Dyke had been a project that both reflected and augmented the Mercian hegemony within Britain 
of the successive reigns of kings of Mercia: Offa (757–796) and Coenwulf (796–821). To a degree, we 
suggested, the Dyke and its frontier also gave expression to a rivalry with Charlemagne’s continental 
empire. We also took the opportunity in the article to challenge the ‘new orthodoxy’ promoted by Hill 
and Worthington (2003) about the Dyke’s extent and purpose.

The comments of one referee for the submitted article seemed to sway the journal editors who declined 
our manuscript. The referee had expressed the view that our intended contribution to debate did not merit 
publication since it promoted no new perspective on the Dyke that could be sustained from the evidence. 
The assertion was being made to us that ‘everyone knows’ (that is, it was believed by the reviewer in 
question that there existed a general academic consensus) that Offa’s Dyke was just one of many linear 
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earthworks and frontiers in early medieval Europe, and was not unique. This reviewer, and hence the 
editors, felt that we were asking the wrong questions by focusing solely on that one earthwork and were 
adopting an outdated, historicist and particularising, view of the past. Instead, they asserted, researchers 
ought to look at boundaries and boundedness across Anglo-Saxon England as a broader phenomenon to 
be explained. 

Our response was that such a view was curious, given that we could find no evidence of any such 
consensus from the published literature. We were arguing that the circumstances of the creation of the 
Dyke were indeed historically specific, and that the very length of Offa’s Dyke and its relatively late date 
compared with other earthwork dykes in Britain set it apart from superficially comparable entities.2 We 
felt that it was dogmatic (and therefore academically questionable) to insist that only a comparative 
and generalising perspective on ‘dyke-digging’ and major boundary formation was valid. 

We did not accept that we needed to re-write an article to reflect this bias. So, the rejection of the article 
led us to think that we should perhaps instead write a small book to better explain our perspective and 
substantiate it with reference to a detailed review of what was understood about the Dyke itself, and 
about contemporary Mercia and the expansive ambitions of its hegemonic rulers. However, the more I 
visited lengths of the Dyke, the more questions I had, particularly concerning the assertion that it had 
been adequately characterised as a monument. Our own ‘project’ of observation and interpretation grew 

2 It is something of an irony for me that this year I presented at a conference at the University of Cambridge about the range 
of boundaries that existed in early medieval Britain; and that the organisers felt that a contribution on research specifically on 
Offa’s Dyke was an important and discrete topic which should covered in such a conference.

Figure 1: Offa’s Dyke at Bronygarth looking north: impressive by scale and siting (Photograph: Keith Ray)
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from there.3 The fact that one could go into the field and make very basic new observations about the 
structure of the Dyke that had not been made in any of the existing literature (including the exhaustive 
work of Sir Cyril Fox) surprised me. That said, again and again I was struck by the skill Fox had brought 
to his observations and understanding of the Dyke as an earthwork. I felt that Hill and Worthington 
(and to be fair, Frank Noble before them) had been too dismissive both of Fox’s field efforts and his 
understanding of the importance of the Dyke in the wider political setting.4

HW: So, there was a mix of inertia and mythologies about the Dyke at the time you were writing?

KR: Not inertia as such. A major problem that needed to be confronted (rather than politely avoided) was 
that, given the length of time that the late 20th-century ‘Offa’s Dyke Project’ had run, it was assumed 
by casual (including most academic) observers that all the questions surrounding the Dyke had been 
satisfactorily answered by that work.5 Yet only interim reports had ever emerged on the field studies of 
the monument (and Wat’s Dyke) carried out during the ‘Offa’s Dyke Project’, and it is therefore difficult 
to substantiate the thesis of a ‘Powys only’ frontier represented by the Dyke north of Herrock Hill.6 
For example, as soon as the History and Guide book (Hill and Worthington 2003) was published, it was 
immediately apparent that the physical interventions (excavations, watching-briefs, casual observations) 
made during the life-span of their project numbered more than a hundred. However, it was also evident 
from the often only single-paragraph-long reports included in the book that none of those carried out by 
Hill and Worthington or their immediate associates involved a full examination of the earthwork at an 
appropriate scale (the excavations were small-scale, and many of the interventions involved peremptory 
examinations such as during the cutting of commercial pipe-trenches). Moreover, not a single radiocarbon 
date had been obtained or published. In other words, lots of ‘answers’ had been given by these researchers 
in both articles and books as to the form and purpose of the Dyke but none were supported by closely 
documented evidence. Meanwhile, the book itself was organised according to the premise that many of 
the dykes of the borderlands, including lengths traditionally regarded as part of the overall scheme such 
as those in Gloucestershire, were unrelated to the ‘real’ Offa’s Dyke (Figure 2).7

HW: The arguments that you’ve summarised here are set out at some length in your book. I’d like, 
however, to go back to some of the earliest myths that you made reference to in your talk at Chester. 
What about the pervasive popular perception that Offa’s Dyke was concerned with ‘shutting out (or in) 
the Welsh’, a view that has been promoted from the time of Gerald of Wales’ to the present? How does 
that perspective affect our understanding of the monument? In what ways has it been tenacious for the 
monument and the landscape?

KR: Those are huge questions, and I’m not at all sure that we have sufficient data to answer them 
satisfactorily. However, I can certainly outline for you some of the stories themselves. Among the 
earliest was one first recorded in the mid-twelfth century about a law said to have been established 
by Earl Harold (Godwin) in 1063. According to John of Salisbury, this stated that any Welshman found 

3 We initially made a number of joint visits but for a variety of reasons I became personally most responsible for carrying out 
the field research, writing the text for the book and organising the illustrations (see note in Ray and Bapty 2016: xvi).
4 See Noble 1983. That said, I do not subscribe to Fox’s idea that the construction of the Dyke was the outcome of political 
rapprochement between the Welsh and the Mercians that led to a ‘negotiated frontier’ (Fox 1955: 279–281): it was not an 
‘agreed boundary’, but rather one that was imposed by the Mercians, almost entirely to their strategic advantage. 
5 A view that persists in some quarters today: hence the point of discussing it at length here.
6 Herrock Hill is located in north-west Herefordshire. The ‘Offa’s Dyke Project’ was based in the University of Manchester 
Extra-Mural Department and was conducted as an exercise mostly involving mature students. It was conducted from the mid-
1970s into the opening years of the new millennium. For full discussion of our objections to the thesis and the evidence upon 
which it was said to be based, see Ray and Bapty 2016: 82–91.
7 This also, by the by, involved casually dismissing the statement by Bishop Asser, c. AD 895, namely that Offa built the Dyke 
that bears his name ‘from sea to sea’ either as hyperbole or as merely a conventional formula.  
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in possession of a weapon to the east of the Dyke would have his right hand cut off.8 If not entirely a 
fabrication, this appears likely to have been an exaggeration. The idea of the operation of such summary 
justice being applied generally is contradicted, I think, by the content of the Ordinance concerning the 
Dunsaete. This is an Anglo-Saxon document which, while we cannot be sure precisely what area it relates 
to or its exact date, legislates for Welsh and English communities on either side of a river that also 
served as a cultural boundary, most likely sometime in the tenth century (Molyneux 2011). There is an 
elaborate concern throughout this document to follow the codes of both English and Welsh law equally, 
to make sure that injustices are not perpetrated across the frontier. 

The Dunsaete document was, in effect, the record of a Welsh/Anglo-Saxon treaty probably first sponsored 
by King Athelstan. A misunderstanding (deliberate or otherwise) of its significance was possibly what 
engendered another enduring myth perpetuated by many writers (including some years ago, albeit 
somewhat jocularly, by Michael Wood), that the Dyke was built to stop the Welsh raiding lowland farms.9 
This ‘cattle-raiding’ idea reveals, I think, a fundamental misconception of how the cattle trade between 
the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and upland areas likely worked. Welsh stock (and cattle in particular) were 
for millennia raised in the highlands in the west and then moved to the borderlands for fattening and for 
sale eastwards again into lowland markets. It was the lowland markets that were therefore driving this 
aspect of the upland economy from at least the seventh century onwards. In the Ordinance concerning the 

8 John of Salisbury; Policraticus (c. AD 1159): see Nederman 1990: 114; see also Ray and Bapty 2016: 56. 
9 ‘One spring day around the year 787, Welshmen riding the castle-rustling trails into Anglo-Saxon England came back with 
astonishing stories. Thousands of Anglo-Saxon levies had moved into the border country… (where) they had been ordered to 
create a huge bank and ditch along the whole frontier…’ (Wood 1987: 77).

Figure 2: Offa’s Dyke at Passage Grove, Tidenham, Gloucestershire, looking south: structurally identical to lengths 
in (for example) Radnorshire and Shropshire, but better-preserved (Photograph: Keith Ray)
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Dunsaete, cattle theft is mentioned as a not unusual cause of dispute, but the document makes it clear 
that this occurred in both directions (Figure 3).

The fundamental perception that the Dyke was about drawing a boundary and cutting off access 
eastwards for the Welsh started with Gerald of Wales (1146–1223). Gerald, like many of his aristocratic 
contemporaries in Britain, had a mixed ancestry and a complex personal history featuring both Norman 
and Welsh forbears. However, for various political reasons of his own (for example, he was a cleric and 
scholar and pursued for many years the ambition of becoming Bishop of St Davids) he took up the Welsh 
cause and listed the evils perpetrated by the English on the Welsh. He began that list with Offa, of whom 
he said: ‘King Offa shut the Welsh off from the English by his long dyke on the frontier’.10

The consequence for the Dyke is that it was potentially seen primarily (and narrowly) as a cattle-raiding 
barrier; or at best a means of preventing raiding more generally. I think that this view may have arisen 
in part as a result of the experience of the frontier in the late tenth and early eleventh century period 
when, due to political unrest involving Scandinavian, English Dane, Irish Viking and Anglo-Saxon as 
well as Welsh people, there was a lot of laying waste to frontier communities. The consequences of this 
were still evident in 1086 at the time of the compilation of the Domesday survey, and such a perspective 
was then back projected to the situation that had existed nearly three centuries earlier. 

10 Giraldus Cambrensis, Description of Wales 1184 (Radice and Thorpe 1978: 266). Among other things, this shows the continuity 
and strength of the traditional ascription of the Dyke as Offa’s creation. Contrary to a common belief among writers about 
Anglo-Saxon England, it does not necessarily mean that everyone writing in the twelfth century was familiar with Asser’s 
statement about Offa and the Dyke in his (late ninth century) Life of King Alfred.

Figure 3: Offa’s Dyke and the politics of exclusion (cf Gerald of Wales): the view over the Dyke eastwards to the 
north-west Shropshire plain at Craignant, Selattyn, near Oswestry (Photograph: Keith Ray)
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The Dyke has, however, nonetheless been something 
of a paradox, especially if you are Welsh. Among some 
communities the building of the Dyke has always been 
seen as an expression of imperious English actions, but 
there is also an acknowledgement among historians that 
the sense of Welsh nationhood and of the ‘Welsh standing 
up to the English’, resisting what may have seemed at one 
time an unstoppable Anglo-Saxon colonisation westwards, 
could not have developed the way it did without the 
Dyke’s presence. To a degree, the building of the Dyke can 
be envisaged as an acceptance by the Mercians, and then 
the English more generally, that there were lands to the 
west of it that would never be settled by the English to the 
extent that they would become part of England.

HW: Moving up to George Borrow and his Mr Jones 
of 1862, is there still an idea similar to the one you 
referred to from the twelfth century and enshrined in 
the landscape of the people living along the line of the 
Dyke, namely that Welshmen could have their ears cut 
of if they were found east of the Dyke?

KR: Yes, you are referring to the quotation in my talk 
about a conversation recorded by George Borrow with a Welsh resident of the frontier near Llangollen. 
Borrow described the encounter in his book Wild Wales as follows: ‘This way,’ (said Mr Jones), pointing in 
the direction of the west, ‘leads back to Llangollen, the other to Offa’s Dyke and England.’ We turned to 
the west. He enquired whether I had ever heard of Offa’s Dyke. ‘Oh yes’, said I, ‘It was built by an old Saxon 
king called Offa, against the incursions of the Welsh.’ ‘There was a time,’ said my companion, ‘when it was 
customary for the English to cut off the ears of every Welshman who was found to the east of the dyke, and 
for the Welsh to hang every Englishman whom they found to the west of it. Let us be thankful that we are 
now more humane to each other’ (Borrow 1862: Chapter IX) (Figure 4).

It is interesting that Borrow wrote ‘incursions’ of the Welsh, because it was in this area of the Dee valley that 
Welsh resentment of the English incursion into their ancestral lands was probably felt most keenly. This is 
because there were special places to the east of Offa’s Dyke here that Welsh people had strong emotional 
and historical connections to. Bangor Is-y-Coed (Bangor-on-Dee) is prominent among such places, given 
the former existence there of one of the largest and most famous early monasteries in Britain. It is not by 
accident that the area in which the Bangor monastery was situated was taken back into Wales during the 
sixteenth century, since the roots of attachment to the place go back to the origins of Christianity in these 
islands. I suspect there was an awareness at the time of building the Dykes of how politically explosive for 
Mercia it was to have appropriated so much of the Dee lowlands. And this may be why Offa’s Dyke and 
Wat’s Dyke are built so close together and so monumentally in the landscape at and east of Ruabon, so that 
they could more effectively block eastwards access to Bangor from the Vale of Llangollen.

HW: Stripping it of the fictional punishments, is it not perpetuating an anachronism to suggest that 
‘England and Wales’ were already in existence at the time of building the Dyke? Surely, from a Welsh 
perspective, then, ‘Wales’ was still in existence on both sides of the frontier?

KR: I’m not sure that we can document such a feeling, unfortunately. In effect, this distinction must 
always have been something of a convention or shorthand, since there were always Welsh settlements 

Figure 4: George Borrow, 1843 (Photograph 
from Jenkins 1912)
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to the east of Offa’s Dyke, in Cheshire as 
elsewhere, and from a relatively early date 
English settlements to the west beyond 
the Dyke. The early situation is, however, 
difficult to understand precisely, because 
of changes to names. So, for example, 
ever since the 19th century, historians 
and place-name specialists have pointed 
out there has been Anglicisation of some 
Welsh place-names to the east of the Dyke 
and ‘Cymricisation’ of several English 
ones to the west of it (Figure 5). In this 
way it is a more complex history than 
people have imagined, even though in 
terms of religion they appeared either to 
have adhered to English or Welsh customs 
and ecclesiastical organisation. David 
Parsons has been researching these name-
changes in some depth in Shropshire and 
Montgomeryshire, and it seems that there 
are various ‘layers’ that attach to different 
naming and re-naming practices (Parsons 
2020). It is certainly difficult to unpick and 
date these changes accurately.

HW: So, Welsh border landscape presents a complex process of cross-fertilisation?

KR: Yes, although we need at the same time to acknowledge that there were both positive and negative 
aspects to these relationships across the many centuries concerned here. In the medieval period, 
especially, there were long-term institutional rivalries between, for example, the ‘English’ and the 
‘Welsh’ church, trying to perpetuate contrary allegiances. This affects lordship more generally, in 
the later medieval period. The diocese of Hereford and those of St Davids and Llandaff, for example, 
disputed the lands and churches of ‘Archenfield’ in south Herefordshire for generations, even after the 
formal adoption of diocesan boundaries. There was also a deliberate ambiguity among the Marcher 
lords regarding which aspects of their identities they wished to emphasise: their estates straddled this 
boundary and they inter-married between predominantly Welsh and predominantly Norman (and 
Anglo-Norman) kin. Therefore, their promotion of some tenants, and the evolution of different families 
and their alliances, created a kaleidoscope of identity and of constantly shifting loyalties. 

An interesting thing about the Borrow example is that, in his time, there was a ‘Victorianisation’ of 
personal identities. So, while you had an understanding that you were either English or Welsh, your 
identity as either English or Welsh was, for the official purposes of the state, deliberately subsumed 
into an imperial identity as ‘British’. Several processes connected to identity were therefore occurring 
in parallel and the real-life ambiguities of identity in some contexts, and especially that of the British 
Empire, became fixed ones, ideologically. This led in turn to a romanticization of past identities and a 
re-inscribing of old resentments which had in practice become much less important in terms of cultural 
identity. I’m trying to draw some subtle distinctions here, but what I would emphasise is the effects of 
the Union of Great Britain and Ireland were in some ways contradictory: a greater adherence to the idea 
of ‘Britishness’ while at the same time producing what were in some ways at least over-drawn, romantic 

Figure 5: Offa’s Dyke above the Walton Basin, Radnorshire: the 
first English settlements to the west of the earthwork in this 

area may pre-date its construction (Photograph: Keith Ray) 
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senses of ‘leek/daffodil versus rose’11 
Offa’s Dyke was, in this setting, one among 
many subjects across which contrasts 
between two distinct ‘countries’ and their 
traditions could be drawn. You can sense 
the ambiguities as this played out in terms 
of class and reconciliation (the bit about 
being much kinder to one another now) in 
Borrow’s to a degree apocryphal ‘Mr Jones’ 
– and that is why I think that it is a useful 
vignette to deploy. 

HW: That is very much pertinent to the 
present and to issues of colonisation. So where 
does this leave us when we get to Fox and his 
1928 quote that you provided in your talk?

KR: Cyril Fox, in 1928, was in the paradoxical 
position of being a senior representative 
of a Welsh national institution and yet (in 
the eyes of fervently nationalist Welshmen 
such as Iorwerth Peate)  someone with 
attitudes wholly typical of the patrician 
(and patronising) Englishman.12 Fox (1955: 
277) reflected  that ‘When in 1928 I asked a 
Montgomeryshire peasant through whose 
garden the Dyke happens to pass, whether 
the folk of his hamlet knew what it was or 
what it meant, his reply, though indirect, 
was not ambiguous: ‘You just put your head 
inside the back-door of Bob Jones’ cottage 
there; tell him he was born the wrong 

side of Offa’s Dyke and see what happens…’  It is revealing that Fox saw no offence in referring to a 
Montgomeryshire resident as a ‘peasant’, and he overtly labelled his annual summer fieldwork trips to 
survey Offa’s Dyke as being ‘on tour’, a term more commonly deployed to describe a British imperial 
District Officer’s tour of duty inspecting his administrative domain. And yet, Fox was aware of some of 
the inherent paradoxes at play, at least to a degree, since he observed how the wily unnamed ‘peasant’ 
subverted the narrative by setting up a rhetorical encounter between Fox (‘you just go…’) and a true-
born Welshman whose cottage happened to be located across the line of the Dyke. So, here as elsewhere 
there are paradoxes and ambiguities. In the talk, I presented a modern example of this, where a resident 
on the Welsh side of the Dyke who lives down a lane which they know is also part of the National Trail, 
can be seen (no doubt deliberately) flying the national flag of Wales from his residence (Figure 6).

11 These national symbols were first identified in Elizabethan and Jacobean times but in the nineteenth century they arguably 
came into starker and in some ways more cliched usage.  
12 See Charles Scott-Fox’s illuminating biography of his father (Scott-Fox 2002: 108–109; 143–144) in substantiation of this 
not insignificant point. Peate allegedly had little interest in prehistory (Fox’s primary research field) and quite probably was 
not too impressed that Sir Mortimer Wheeler (as first Director of the National Museum of Wales) and Sir Cyril Fox (as his 
successor), both Englishmen, had placed so much emphasis on the study of Offa’s Dyke, which was arguably from a Welsh 
nationalist standpoint (even in the 1920s) regarded as an English rather than a Welsh project.

Figure 6: Near Rownal, Montgomery, on the England-Wales 
border (Photograph: Keith Ray)
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HW: How widespread is that conscious 
drawing of contrasts today in the landscape, 
or is what you cited a one-off eccentric 
view? Here I refer to your Herefordshire 
Times newspaper report from 14 March 
2019: Border ‘in the wrong place’?

KR: That local newspaper piece, and the 
online off-the-cuff comments it inspired 
reveals a lot about contemporary 
attitudes to place and to identity, and 
how the Welsh on either side of the Black 
Mountains border view Herefordshire 
as substantially still part of Wales 
(Morris 2019; Figure 7). Among other 
things, the report repeats the common 
misconception largely ‘cemented’ by the 
chosen course of the long distance Path 
from 1971, that Offa’s Dyke follows the 
crest of the north–south Hatterall Ridge 
above the east-facing scarp of the Black 
Mountains that overlooks Herefordshire 
from the west. In fact, the Dyke and the 
former frontier are several miles to the 
east. This is much more centrally located 
in the county and emphasises the way in 
which Herefordshire today still straddles 
the national boundary to some extent.

Another popular debate has focused upon the perceived advantages today of living on one side of the 
border or the other. For example, both some Herefordshire farmers and some Welsh residents apparently 
believe that Herefordshire ‘could benefit from being integrated with Wales’, according to a BBC local 
radio station report in November 2006.13 They were referring then to investment in rail services, but 
some other benefits were also identified.

Alongside these concerns about quality of life, there is the persistence of folk traditions and expressions 
concerning what the Dyke represents symbolically about the frontier. An example I quoted was a 
statement made in response to a blog-post about ‘King Offa of Mercia’ from 2013 by the novelist known 
as Sarah Woodbury (2013). This statement was from a contributor identified only as ‘John’ who wrote, I 
think tellingly, that ‘Offa’s Dyke still has resonance today. Whereas it may not be a universal saying, it’s 
not uncommon for people to say in Welsh that they are going ‘dros y clawdd’ (‘across the dyke’) when 
speaking of going to England. Its presence is used (in Wales) in both languages to indicate travel to 
England and is used in other contexts as a way of indicating ‘England’ without actually using the word 
‘England’. Although, except in certain areas, it no longer forms the border, it is in the mind of some 
(people) still the demarcation line between two culturally divergent peoples.’

HW: So, the Dyke doesn’t make sense in terms of the complexity of the modern border and identities?

13 BBC Hereford and Worcester 13/11/2006: http://www.bbc.co.uk/herefordandworcester/content/articles/2006/11/13/
hereford_in_wales_feature.shtml.

Figure 7: Hereford Times page: ‘Border in wrong place’
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KR: Well, that’s one way to view the situation. I’d say that it’s more a question that the existence of a 
physical border line has been of less importance than the value of the Dyke as a resource for establishing 
the conceptual centre line of a frontier zone. 

HW: I’d really like soon, to get onto the practical and conservation implications of what could widely be 
seen as a failure to ‘foreground’ the importance of the Dyke adequately as a heritage and cultural asset. 
But before we discuss that, I want to ask you to identify any contemporary political misuses and debates. 
Are there, for instance, any overtly political debates concerning the Dyke?

KR: Yes, in this context I think that it is important to mention that when I was preparing my talk for 
the Chester student conference I did find to my surprise that Offa and his Dyke had routinely been cited 
in contemporary political discourse – necessarily used as a metaphor, but in perhaps surprising ways. 
One example was in respect to the online discussion that followed the radio bulletin in November 2006 
already referred to, in which the BBC Hereford and Worcester radio journalist reported that a member 
of the Welsh Assembly had suggested that Herefordshire would benefit from Welsh investment in rail 
links. It was mooted that Wales could even contribute financially to the building of a short branch line 
spur leading off the Cardiff–Hereford–Shrewsbury–Manchester rail artery to connect the Rotherwas 
Industrial Estate in Hereford’s southern suburbs to a Wales-focused transport network.14 

The journalist concerned had gone to the length of interviewing the former Herefordshire county chair 
of the National Farmers Union who farms on the Welsh border. This man said that he thought that 
Herefordshire would indeed benefit from such links and investment, adding that: ‘We always look over 
the border and are envious of the farmers in Wales as they have a Welsh Assembly that really cares 
about the countryside and about farming.’ 

The Conservative MP for North Herefordshire, Bill Wiggin, was then invited to contribute to the debate. He 
stated that, in his opinion, Welsh public services were in ‘a perilous state’ and might drag Herefordshire down, 
adding: ‘What we’ve got to be grateful for is that we’ve got a particularly unique heritage in Herefordshire. 
There are tremendous cultural links on both sides of the border, and we should be celebrating that rather 
than moving it (to include Herefordshire within Wales, as some had suggested).’ He ended his comments 
with what he must have thought was a rhetorical flourish: ‘King Offa would be turning in his grave at the 
thought of moving the borders anywhere other than on his dyke.’ We can of course readily observe, from 
what has been mentioned above, the multiple ironies inherent in this statement!15

As recently as 2014, moreover, the then-Prime Minister David Cameron used Offa’s Dyke as a tool 
with which to lambast the record of the devolved health service operated by the Labour Party’s 
Welsh Assembly Government under Carwyn Jones. He accused the minister of ‘sinking the hopes of 
a generation’, claiming that ‘Patients are waiting weeks and weeks for vital heart scans. One in seven 

14 BBC Hereford and Worcester 13/11/2006: http://www.bbc.co.uk/herefordandworcester/content/articles/2006/11/13/
hereford_in_wales_feature.shtml. The Rotherwas industrial estate has since been renamed ‘Skylon Park’, because the famous 
Festival of Britain landmark feature was created at this location in 1950–51. This location was identified just after the Millennium 
as a key focus for the county’s future industrial and commercial strategy, focused on the security sector.
15 These comments from Mr Wiggin provoked a veritable avalanche of online comments, including one that listed all the lands 
in Britain that had formerly been (in his view) Welsh-speaking and that noted with joyous irony the fact that many of the county 
residents who were protesting that Hereford is English and that the Welsh should not be casting avaricious eyes eastwards had 
Welsh surnames. Another anonymous contributor who belonged to a hitherto unsuspected underground movement for the 
repatriation of Herefordshire to Wales and signed themselves ‘henffordd yng ncghymru’ (‘Hereford for the Welsh’) listed six 
reasons why this transfer should happen. These included the prevalence of Welsh surnames in the county, the ‘facts’ that the 
rail services are run under a Wales-based franchise and that vital supplies come from ‘Welsh Water’, that the Herefordshire 
accent is ‘unmistakably mid-Walian rather than West Country’, and most important of all that ‘Herefordians tend to support 
the Welsh rugby team rather than the English. Any Hereford retailer will tell you that Welsh rugger shirts outsell English 
ones!’ BBC Hereford and Worcester 13/11/2006: http://www.bbc.co.uk/herefordandworcester/content/articles/2006/11/13/
hereford_in_wales_feature.shtml.
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people in Wales is on an NHS waiting list and there is a Cancer Drugs Fund in England but not in Wales.’ 
He went on, ‘I tell you – when Offa’s Dyke becomes the line between life and death, we are witnessing a 
national scandal.’ (Henry 2014).

However rhetorical this political jibe was, it not only displayed (perhaps inevitably) a monumental 
ignorance about the relative locations of the contemporary border and the Dyke itself (which for less 
than one tenth of its course coincides with today’s border), but also of the realities of health provision 
along the Welsh Marches, where many people cross the border to one or the other NHS service centres 
in the other country. What this incident does reveal, however, is that Offa’s Dyke hasn’t yet lost its 
geopolitical relevance, nor its utility as a resource that can be used and abused and misappropriated 
as ammunition to support a particular political position. Since Brexit, the scope for the political 
‘weaponisation’ of the Dyke has of course increased many times over.

Building public archaeologies for Offa’s Dyke

HW: Returning to your book in this contemporary context: does it counter academic and popular 
misconceptions, and what would you say about the Dyke and the frontier as key points?

KR: It is difficult to gauge popular reaction to a book like that. There is very little access to a person-
in-the-street view. Amazon reviews have not been helpful (there were only ever a handful), and the 
professional and academic reviews, though by and large very positive, give one little idea of the wider 
response.16 The best indication of its impact as far as the general public is concerned has been the 
very positive reception it has had among local heritage groups. In the first year after its publication, I 
received more than a dozen invitations to talk about the Dyke and the book, ranging from Prestatyn and 
St Asaph by the Irish Sea in the north, through Trefonen and Ludlow (in north and south Shropshire 
respectively), to Tutshill and Chepstow by the Severn estuary in the south; and from Aberystwyth in the 
west to Lichfield in the centre of England and Cambridge in the east.

It is also difficult to gauge academic reactions to the book, due to the fact that it was designed to be a 
clock-setting exercise: we were trying to re-set the clock and say, ‘there has been a good deal of discussion 
and several different views proposed, but fundamentally there remains a lot to understand’. Part of the 
problem in the past has been that the Dyke was seen in some degree too parochially, with too much 
concern about the earthwork and its continuities – or otherwise.17 Throughout the book, I tried to point 
out that seeing the Dyke in a series of wider landscapes is crucial to understand its role historically - as 
are its national and international implications both historically and today (although the emphasis in 
the book was deliberately upon historical understandings rather than conservation statuses: see below).

It is important to reflect upon what has happened since the book was published. For those already 
interested in the Dyke’s historical context, and for others who were involved in conservation, the book 
has served as a ‘call to arms’ to further explore and publicise the importance of both the Dyke and the 
Mercian-Welsh frontier. Although there is a huge amount of work still to do in terms of documentation 
and investigation, we’ve collectively managed to make some progress ‘on the ground’ since 2016. This 
has included the excavations by Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust on Offa’s Dyke at Chirk Castle Park 
and on Wat’s Dyke at Erddig south of Wrexham (Belford 2019). So, some of the things that were once just 
propositions are beginning to be tested on the ground. For example, two implications from the work at 

16 https://amazon.co.uk/offas-dyke-landscape-hegemony-eighth-century/. For academic reviews see for example Blair, 2017; 
Squatriti, 2017.
17 I’ve already noted the paradox here, that at the same time there were several intricacies to its construction that had 
nevertheless, and inexplicably, been ignored. See the author’s post in the ODC website concerning Hawthorn Hill to not how he 
picked up on these aspects in a location not cited directly in the book (Williams 2017).
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Chirk Castle are, first, the realisation that the Dyke’s ditch was much bigger than had been appreciated 
until this was pointed out in the book; and second, a dawning realisation from the radiocarbon and OSL 
dates that we may be getting closer to some degree of confidence in a late eighth century construction 
date from the field archaeology for both dykes.18 

As for tracing the earthwork on the ground beyond places where it is already well-known, one thing that also 
really surprised me was to find that you could still go out into the landscape where there had been no hint 
from any publication that a linear earthwork may exist, and locate remarkably well-preserved lengths. The 
starkest example of this was at Rhual, north-east of Mold, in 2018. Here, across a stretch of more than a mile 
either side of the steep valley down which the River Alyn runs, the earthwork is near continuous and features 
some of the most substantial surviving bank lengths to be found anywhere in Flintshire.

The value of following up the book with new rapid reconnaissance and the importance of the establishment 
of the Offa’s Dyke Collaboratory is that we have now challenged the alleged consensus view with new 
potentials. This has really questioned two much-quoted opinions: firstly that there is nothing new to 

18 At this moment in time (autumn 2020) it should be added, we are still awaiting publication of these dates. This is likely to 
be due to the frequently lengthy laboratory process of verification and cross-matching of the dates from the OSL samples. 
There also will need to be some work done, ultimately, on the Bayesian statistical analysis of both sets of dates and from both 
OSL and radiocarbon determinations, to cross match the sample dates with the excavator’s stratigraphic sequencing. These 
complexities are set out well in Keith Fitzpatrick-Matthews ODJ Volume 2 article of 2020 already mentioned.  

Figure 8: Boundary representing northwards extension of linear earthwork near Gronant, Flintshire, with the Irish 
Sea in the background, October 2017 (Photograph: Keith Ray)
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learn so why try; and secondly that Asser was simply using a ‘figure of speech’ and a well-worn trope in 
saying that the Dyke had extended fully from sea-to-sea. On the latter point, the new reconnaissance work 
that has been initiated since 2016 has opened up the possibility that there was indeed a continuation of 
the Dyke northwards from Treuddyn (in southern Flintshire) to the Irish Sea close to Prestatyn. Indeed, 
the location of what looks like a typical length of the Dyke (albeit degraded by subsequent re-use of the 
boundary earthwork) descending down the longest and steepest slope northwards from the highest hill 
in the district between Prestatyn and Gronant appears to terminate the Dyke in the north (Figure 8) with 
an equivalent flourish to the southern terminus at Sedbury Cliffs on the Severn Estuary (Ray et al. 2020). 

HW: But you are happy to concede that different builds and forms of monument exist in the dykes?

KR: There are unquestionably different build forms that were used for the creation of the Dyke. 
However, these forms were deployed as if they were drawn from a palette of options to be applied in any 
one place rather than being forms that were limited in their occurrence in, and therefore characteristic 
of, different geographical zones. In other words, what I have termed ‘build devices’ recur repeatedly and 
often in similar combinations, along the whole course of the Dyke. So, for example, placement practices 
like the turning of the earthwork to a small extent eastwards wherever a significant valley is crossed (to 
enable the Dyke to overlook approaches from the west as it climbs, or descends, both north-facing and 
south-facing slopes above each valley) are found to have been repeatedly used. Other features such as 
angled turns also recur in widely separated locations. Some structural characteristics of the two major 
Dykes (Offa’s and Wat’s) are also shared between them. For example, the reasonably well-established 
course of Wat’s Dyke, both in its northernmost lengths south of Holywell and near to the Dee estuary 
in Flintshire, appears to have some close similarities to the newly observed lengths of what might be 
Offa’s Dyke north-west of Mold in central Flintshire. Many structural features, in contrast – such as the 
counterscarp bank – recur wherever the Dyke is well preserved (see also Williams 2017 for discussion of 
the recurrence of the distinctive ‘adjusted-segmented’ build form) (Figure 9).

If in 20 to 30 years’ time you were to ask me: ‘what was the most remarkable transformation of our 
understanding Offa’s Dyke in the period 2010–2030?’, I suspect that it might be the appreciation of the 
possibility that both Offa’s Dyke and Wat’s Dyke were contemporary and used together. That upsets 
every model so far proposed for the development of the frontier, and until now nobody has suggested 
this possibility. Curiously, though, this possible interpretation has been latent for some centuries. An 
oft-quoted stanza in Thomas Churchyard’s long poem The Worthiness of Wales not only substantiates 
that there was an early appreciation of the separate existence of the two long-distance dykes in North 
Wales, but also hints at a reason why their co-existence was meaningful. Churchyard said: ‘Within two 
myles (of Ruabon), there is famous thing; Cal’de Offae’s Dyke, that reacheth farre in length: All kind of 
ware, the Danes might thether bring, It was free ground and cal’de the Britaines strength. Wat’s Dyke, 
likewise, about the same was set, Betweene which two, both danes and Britaines met And trafficke still, 
but passing bounds by sleight, The one did take, the other prisoner straight’ (Evans 1776: 104).19

This suggests that there may have been an economic motive for the creation of the two dykes together 
at the same time, to create a neutral or semi-neutral ‘free trade zone’ under the political control of 
Mercia.20 Moreover, the building of Offa’s Dyke well to the west of Wat’s Dyke would have had the effect 
also of bringing the important lead-mining district at Halkyn Mountain firmly under Mercian control. 

19 This text of the relevant stanza was reproduced in full in Ray and Bapty (2016: 55). The meanings of the allusions in the 
passage of the poem concerned are unpacked fully in that book (Ray and Bapty 2016: 386).
20 Of interest here also is the recent re-analysis by Keith Fitzpatrick-Matthews of the radiocarbon and Optically Stimulated 
Luminescence dating of the length of Wat’s Dyke excavated by Tim Malim and associates at Gobowen in Shropshire some 
fifteen years ago (Fitzpatrick-Matthews 2020; Malim and Hayes 2008). The implications from that re-analysis is that the balance 
of probability for a most likely date of construction was not as those authors had suggested in the first half of the ninth century 
(Malim and Hayes 2008: 172–175), but rather (as for Offa’s Dyke) the late 8th century. 
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A deliberate policy to create the two dykes in parallel may also have served specifically to stabilise the 
frontier while at the same time allowing for a future absorption of at least the Vale of Clwyd into a 
‘greater north-west Mercia’ based on Cheshire.21

More generally, I think that we ignore at our peril the sheer length of the frontier. One consequence 
is that we can easily miss the likelihood that Offa’s Dyke crossed different kinds of political landscapes. 
In other words, it could have been achieving different things in different areas. For instance, in the far 
north and south it may well have primarily been about the appropriation of economic assets such as 
mineral resources, and in these areas its performing a customs role may have been more important than 
elsewhere where its role was more confined to providing a zone of political control (Figure 10). 

HW: Do you think that in this sense the Dyke somehow encapsulated the broader landscape, and 
determined the depth of the frontier, both westwards and eastwards too?

KR: The impression I get concerning the breadth (or depth) of the frontier, from east to west, is that 
it did indeed vary according to the political circumstances prevailing in each part of the landscape it 
traversed. I have already mentioned the tensions that may have existed in the area east of Llangollen. 

21 See also my forthcoming article entitled: ‘A Purposefully Multiplex Border? Offa’s Dyke, Wat’s Dyke, and the late 8th–early 
9th Century Marchland with Wales’, first presented at the (virtual) The Borders of Early Medieval England Conference organised 
by Dr Ben Guy and (virtually) based at Robinson College, Cambridge, 11–12 July 2020. 

Figure 9: Offa’s Dyke in ‘scarp mode’ at Hergan, near Clun, Shropshire. This mode occurs also almost continuously 
over two miles between Plumweir Cliff and Madgett Hill in Gloucestershire; along Craig Morda near Trefonen 
(Oswestry); and (probably) south-east of Rhydymwyn, Flintshire. It features a modest bank sited at the top of a 
(mostly) west-facing scarp slope that is itself scarped back into the bedrock to exaggerate the size of the bank. The 
relatively slight ditch is then fronted by a substantial counterscarp bank that in the past in Gloucestershire and 

elsewhere has sometimes been mistaken for the bank itself (Photograph: Keith Ray) 
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In that area, the two dykes are brought physically closer together than anywhere else where they co-
exist, and I therefore suspect that the frontier zone there was very narrow. Elsewhere, for example in 
the Radnor Basin west of Kington, there is some evidence of early settlement by groups of Anglo-Saxon 
people west of the Dyke, probably from early on, while at the very same time the whole of the Arrow 
Valley to the south-east seems to have continued to host Welsh-speaking communities with ties to 
Welsh princedoms well into the twelfth century (Ray 2015: 208–209; Figure 6).

Figure 10: Map showing possible (revised) full extent and location of Offa’s Dyke following recent reconnaissance 
survey. The putative ‘extension’ of the known Dyke across northern Flintshire has led to the suggestion that Offa’s 
Dyke may have been used in tandem with Wat’s Dyke in the northern sector of the frontier (Map prepared by 

Simon Mayes, © Simon Mayes and Keith Ray)
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HW: Moving into the issues of conservation and where the lack of historic documentation for the date 
and rationale for Offa’s Dyke leaves us, you cited the example of the compilation of the UNESCO World 
Heritage Site UK tentative list in 2010 as an example of how the importance of the Dyke is continually 
side-lined in the national heritage conversation. Can you expand upon this, and why you chose to focus 
upon it?

KR: It’s important, I think, to consider the compilation of the UK tentative list for new WHS inscription in 
2010 in tandem with what was then another potentially transformative initiative affecting the Dyke at that 
time.22 This was a bid for a major (£2.5m) grant sought from what was then called the Heritage Lottery Fund 
(now the National Lottery Heritage Fund). The bid was put together by a three-organisation consortium 
comprising the Rural Media Company (a Hereford-based Marches not-for-profit company specialising 
in documentary films), the Offa’s Dyke Association (ODA) and Herefordshire Archaeology (Herefordshire 
Council). The aim was to research and to publicise the Dyke and the frontier through field-based and 
creative mini-projects undertaken in partnership with local communities throughout the Marches.

The bid was appraised first at the West Midlands HLF committee and then having successfully advanced 
through that stage, at a national level. We heard informally that at this national level, the principal 
archaeological adviser in effect dismissed the proposed project because in their view the University of 
Manchester’s ‘Offa’s Dyke Project’ had already answered all the relevant issues concerning the Dyke. 
The reasons that were formally given for the rejection mentioned this but focused upon aspects such as 
the level of administrative support funding requested by the RMC for managing the project. 

Ian Bapty had prepared the archaeological component of the consortium HLF project funding bid, and, 
working in a voluntary capacity as the Honorary Secretary of the ODA, he also prepared the justification 
in support of the bid for being added to the UK’s WHS tentative list at around the same time. This was 
also rejected, citing as reason what I consider to be some highly questionable justifications.23 

HW: Do you think it was simply too big a monument for them to get their brains around?

KR: I certainly think that there are aspects of the monument that might make inscription of its 
international importance difficult in some respects. For example, complexities arise due to the number 
of local and national administrations and agencies whose physical and statutory interests are affected 
by such a long linear trans-national ‘heritage asset’. Those who would be responsible for administering 
WHS status no doubt considered that it would be a nightmare to administer. The inevitable consequence 
of emphasising the difficulties is however that the heritage importance of the Dyke and its landscape 
gets downplayed. I think that it would have been more honest just to identify this complexity as the 

22 For the process of nomination and inscription for World Heritage sites, see Preparing World Heritage Nominations (World 
Heritage Resource Manual), 2nd edn 2011: 138 (https://whc.unesco.org/document /116069). The Tentative List is the first-stage 
(of five stages to nomination) compilation by member states of potential nominations.
23 The 16-page application prepared by Ian Bapty featured justification for proposal under three of the criteria (of six cultural 
and four natural) for achieving acceptance for the monument as being of Outstanding Universal Value (see www.gov.uk/
government/publications/ heritage-site-uk-tentative-list-nomination-application-forms-2010). The criteria chosen for OD 
were (iii), (iv) and (vi), where (iii) was ‘to bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a tradition or civilisation which 
is living or whish has disappeared’; (iv) ‘to be an outstanding example of a type of building, architecture or technological 
ensemble or landscape which illustrates a significant stage in human history’; and (vi) to be directly or tangibly associated with 
events, or living traditions, with ideas or with beliefs, of outstanding universal significance.’
The Report of the expert panel was entitled: The United Kingdom’s World Heritage Review of the Tentative List of the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Northern Ireland: Independent Expert Panel Report to the Department of Culture, Media and Sport, March 2011. The 
panel was chaired by Sue Davies OBE, then Chief Executive of Wessex Archaeology Ltd and Deputy Chair of the UK National 
Commission for UNESCO. The panel’s decision of the UK expert panel reviewing the various 2010 applications for inclusion 
in the UK tentative WHS list is available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/78234/Review-WH-Tentative-List-Report-March-2011.pdf. See below for quotation of key justifications 
for non-inclusion of Offa’s Dyke in the 2010 list.
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reason for not putting it forward into the tentative list. Instead, a variety of other reasons were put 
forward, perhaps most surprising among them being that no outstanding universal value could be 
demonstrated for the monument (Figure 11).

It was argued by the UK committee in 2010–11 (in a curious echo of what I mentioned earlier as a 
claimed ‘academic consensus’ view) that somehow Offa’s Dyke could only have value as part of a wider 
European grouping of ‘similar’ such sites. There was a hint in the Report (p. 57) that a trans-national 
application that saw the Dyke included with sites such as the Danevirke in Germany, an earthwork 
and watery dyke that had once acted as a former frontier with Denmark, might have been considered. 
However, this idea was dismissed because that the Danevirke had already been included in a Viking WHS 
bid. The Report set out in brief several other reasons for rejecting the inclusion of the Dyke in the UK’s 
WHS tentative list. The second reason was that ‘It was noted that there a number of other similar dykes 
in England (sic) although these are not associated with a specific individual.’24 Another reason given was 
that: ‘Offa’s Dyke does not compare favourably against other sites defining politico-cultural boundaries, 
for example the Frontiers of the Roman Empire and the Great Wall of China.’ Unfortunately, the veracity 
of this sweeping statement cannot be evaluated because we cannot access the criteria used to establish 
exactly why the Dyke ‘does not compare favourably.’25

24 I express this as ‘second’, although I’m not sure whether comparison with the Danevirke was actually a justification for not 
having OUV. I’m afraid also that it isn’t clear to me what exactly the relevance is of this mention of ‘other dykes’ was (while it 
also, of course, failed to note that Offa’s Dyke – and Wat’s Dyke – are Welsh as well as ‘English’ monuments). Presumably the 
argument ran that therefore Offa’s Dyke is only unique in its naming.
25 Was it, for instance, in the minds of the panel and their ‘technical advisers’ that Offa’s Dyke could not be as important as 

Figure 11: Offa’s Dyke at Selley, north-west of Knighton: the dramatic placement and construction of the Dyke in 
this location echoes the striking positioning of Hadrian’s Wall in its central sections. While the latter is recognised 
as having ‘Outstanding Universal Value’ the former is in effect regarded as of no more than regional or (at best) 

national importance (Photograph: Keith Ray)
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The further reason for non-inclusion of the Dyke in the UK tentative list given in the Report in 2011 
was that ‘While Offa’s Dyke did mark a linguistic divide, its physical survival was not complete and 
in places it survived only as a boundary rather than a major landscape feature. The panel was not 
convinced that it had Outstanding Universal Value in its own right.’ This whole statement is odd, not 
least because it began with the claim that the Dyke marked a ‘linguistic boundary’, without saying 
how or why this (incorrect) fact matters. The physical survival of monuments such as Hadrian’s Wall 
(WHS) or Stonehenge and Avebury (WHS) and their landscapes are far from ‘complete’. The boundary 
character of Offa’s Dyke is integral to its existence as a ‘major landscape feature’: the panel’s appraisal 
was therefore highly prejudicial and can only be explained by (a) ignorance of the monument as it 
appears across the landscape, and (b) a refusal to acknowledge the breadth and depth of its ongoing 
historical significance (Figure 12).26

The final reasons given in the Report for rejecting the idea that Offa’s Dyke could conceivably achieve 
recognition of its Outstanding Universal Value were entirely ‘practical’. It was said that ‘There could 

these other monuments because there are no lengths known to have been built as a stone wall with battlements and walkway? 
Or that Offa’s Dyke was simply not as long as the combined lengths of the other frontiers? But surely, the panel was assessing 
the importance of the boundary: in which case the next reason given reveals even more about the cultural/historical knowledge 
deficit among the ‘experts’ than this statement.
26 The idea that the Dyke could not be included because in many places it is not well-preserved is in my view preposterous. 
This is why during the presentation of my talk at Chester, I observed that surely WHS inscription is diminished as a concept 
overall if you are only registering monuments that are already well preserved and protected. It is also another reason why we 
conceived of the book as a ‘clock-setting’ reappraisal of its importance historically and archaeologically, and why so much more 
study and further appraisal of its significance is so essential.

Figure 12: The ‘National Trail’ along the monument: walkers seen in profile near Montgomery (Photograph: Keith Ray)



Public archaeologies of frontiers and borderlands

136

be considerable management issues (with WHS inscription) because the Offa’s Dyke National Trail ran 
along the monument. Wind farms could also be an issue.’ It is true that the co-existence of the Offa’s Dyke 
Path along parts of the course of the monument does present management challenges. Yet, that surely 
means that its importance needs to be better recognised rather than less so. Recognising the importance 
of the setting of both the Dyke and the historic frontier should likewise facilitate mitigation of the 
impact of windfarms. It seems odd to cite a potential way in which the setting of the monument could be 
compromised as a reason to minimise the degree of public and agency awareness of its importance. It is 
a counsel of despair, surely, to declare that the setting of a monument on this scale cannot be protected?      

The key questions here ought, I think, to be: who and what is WHS status for? In the Welsh context, 
successive WHS expert panels and advisers have accepted the notion that inscription of sites and areas 
has to do with regional and national pride in the national industrial heritage: hence the inscription of 
Blaenavon Industrial Landscape in 2000. Likewise, in the South West of England, the mining landscapes 
that have particularly to do with Cornish identity have been recognised (inscribed in 2006).27 

A key problem with Offa’s Dyke for the ‘general public’ is that it is of ambiguous value to identity. From a 
Welsh political perspective, it is possible to consider it as an example of overbearing English power and 
antagonism across millennia; while from an English perspective it can be viewed either as an historical 
embarrassment or an irrelevance. Both the Welsh and the English national heritage agencies use the Dyke 
as a good example of collaboration to do conservation works (if not necessarily research), but the whole 
idea of it being inscribed requires huge, conceptual and political issues and not just practical problems, 
to be grappled with. Even from the limited statement made in justification for rejecting Offa’s Dyke 
as a potential UK WHS inscription candidate, it should be clear to any dispassionate observer that the 
decision was made first, and that the rationale for that decision had been put together retrospectively. 

HW: So, in terms of what becomes a WHS more generally, do you think that a key unspoken principle is 
that a monument should be agreed to be of ‘Outstanding Universal Value’ and therefore important to 
inscribe, except in circumstances where that could be too combative or controversial? 

KR: The concept of Outstanding Universal Value involves recognition that the monument (in the case of 
archaeology) is a major human achievement of more than regional or (single) national importance. In the 
UK context, the operational rather than technical criteria embody certain biases that reflect the British 
national ‘stance’ in the world – for instance as ‘the cradle of the (worldwide) Industrial Revolution’ (which is, 
incidentally, itself contestable internationally). The membership of UK ‘expert panels’ has therefore been, I 
would argue, heavily weighted towards practitioners specialising in historic buildings and industries.   

HW: So where does that leave us leading up to the present with the broader development of our failure 
to develop public understanding of the monument?

KR: I think that a failure to regard Offa’s Dyke as significant in its own right leaves local residents and 
‘stakeholders’ up and down the former frontier, both short-changed and frankly in a state of some 
confusion. They see that the national agencies appear to accept that Offa’s Dyke is of major importance 
but that, on the other hand these same agencies appear not to wish to see that importance recognised in 
an international context. But there are practical consequences to the failure to promote Offa’s Dyke as 
internationally significant too. If a monument such as this (and its wider setting and landscape, and Wat’s 
Dyke) is not seen as supra-nationally important, commensurate resources will not be made available to 
research and protect it. Without that research, its importance cannot be fully understood, and without 
adequate protection, the reason for not recognising it because of its poor condition becomes more 

27 For Blaenavon: https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/984; Cornwall and West Devon Mining Landscape: https://whc.unesco.org/
en/list/1215.
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compelling, because it continues to erode. So, it 
becomes a chicken-and-egg problem that becomes 
yet more insoluble as time goes by (Figure 13).28

HW: Regardless of WHS status then, how do we 
engage those communities along the line of the 
dykes to encourage tourism and local awareness? 
What is the endgame for this better and engaged 
research you are currently promoting so 
vigorously?

KR: The endgame must surely be to have the Dyke 
and its landscape accepted at all levels as both a 
community resource and at one and the same time 
a precious inheritance for all humanity. This is the 
case because it was already understood by Asser only 
a hundred years after its construction as a powerful 
metaphor for the potentially overbearing nature of a 
proto-nation state. In that sense in a number of ways 
it had a unique place in the world of post-Roman and 
pre-Norman Europe.

HW: How much is this just about organising more 
meetings to galvanise action? But what else can we 
do? John Swogger’s keynote suggested engaging 
the other heritage enthusiasts: how far do you 
agree with the idea that we should be getting 
specialist interest groups such as steam railway 
preservation groups involved?

KR: I would not entirely agree with John there. Those groups tend to be very focused on their own 
specialist interests and are in many cases likely to resist any suggestion of broadening out of those 
interests. This is not a criticism of such groups, nor to suggest that they are myopic in their outlook. 
Unless they do focus tightly upon their chosen agenda, their efforts could easily dissipate. I would 
instead suggest that if you are trying to engage with those communities, the people who tend to be 
able to do things are on the parish or community council or they are connected to it in some way. 
The important thing is to encourage communities to cooperate with each other. This is particularly 
important for dispersed communities where there is not necessarily an obvious focal settlement where 
amenities exist.

HW: Does this favour some communities over others?

KR: I think that it might favour some communities that can get organised to combat (for instance) 
individual building developments that are regarded locally as threatening to the character of an entire 
area. A recent example was the formation of the Trefonen Rural Heritage Protection Group that came 
about to resist a housing development that, in the view of the objectors, would have compromised the 

28 It ought to be admitted, nonetheless, that WHS status can be a mixed blessing, as the experience of managing Hadrian’s 
Wall has shown. David McGlade, the current Chairman of the Offa’s Dyke Association (and a co-Convener of the Offa’s Dyke 
Collaboratory), has direct personal experience of the erosion caused by large numbers of people walking along Hadrian’s Wall 
when he worked in visitor management there.

Figure 13: The importance of researching Offa’s 
Dyke: Clwyd-Powys archaeological excavations at 

Chirk Park, 2018 (Photograph: Keith Ray)
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setting of the monument. This was easier at Trefonen than in locations where there are no settlements 
close by, so yes, it inevitably disadvantages dispersed upland communities (Figure 14). In districts where 
economic imperatives are greater, however, it is often difficult to argue for the overriding importance 
of what some local residents might think of as a specialist or esoteric concern such as the ‘setting’ of 
the Dyke, or views towards it. This has been what has made the preservation of Wat’s Dyke and its 
immediate environs in some parts of the Wrexham area, for example, especially challenging (Clarke et 
al. 2020). 

HW: Regarding the comic created by John Swogger for Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust which he 
discussed at the conference: the ‘Community Archaeology Manifesto’ (Clarke et al. this volume), I sensed 
the idea is that we should endeavour to constantly challenge preconceived ideas. But couldn’t you argue 
that a massive political boundary forms the most un-diverse, non-marginalised narrative? How can you 
see this as ‘unseen history’: is it about the oppressor and great kings?

KR: On the first of these questions, I think that we should always challenge ourselves as to the veracity of 
the narratives we create. On the second, I don’t think that we can apply modern concepts of ‘diversity’ 
to the distant past, even if recent advances in ancient DNA research might encourage some to envisage 
the possibility of isolating distinct communities based upon inherited characteristics. As to the ‘on-
the-ground’ politics of the period AD 780–820, I think that we need to see ‘oppression’ in its widest 
sense when thinking of the creation and impact of Offa’s Dyke. The expression of power in its creation 

Figure 14: ‘Difficult’ heritage: at places such as Trefonen, Shropshire, industrial heritage and modern housing 
demand complicate the appreciation of the importance of the (locally fragmentary) remains of Offa’s Dyke across 
which industrial remains are spread and where housing developments are proposed.  The north-central area 
of the village viewed from the north-west: Offa’s Dyke survives residually on the left, while mining and other 

activities have compromised its condition at centre (Photograph: Keith Ray)
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included the coercive power to assemble in effect an ‘army’ of construction conscripts from among the 
Anglo-Saxon provinces and subject kingdoms of the Mercian regime. If the project involved bringing 
the ‘digging and shovelling’ personnel sometimes some hundreds of miles to labour on the frontier, one 
wonders how this was organised in terms of who exactly made the decision as to who should be sent as 
a levy? So, yes, oppression was likely to have worked in respect to both English and Welsh communities. 
And equally, the ‘rewards’ of such a dynamic enterprise might not have been limited to the English, but 
could have been claimed by elites among both the Welsh and the Mercians.  

HW: Do you think that there are research exercises that, if undertaken, could transform our understanding 
of the Dyke? And if so, how would you make these relevant to local communities? 

KR: I can think of three or four projects that would do so, some with minimal input of resources, others 
requiring more substantial funding and organisation. I mentioned some of these in questions following 
my talk (see below). One such project would potentially look at the Dyke as it crosses the River Camlad 
at the northern end of the Vale of Montgomery (Figure 15). The possibility that there was a bridge over 
the former main channel of the river here is suggested by the fact that the line of the Dyke approaches 
the principal palaeochannel in the floodplain and then features a very clear short adjustment length 
to cross that channel precisely at the perpendicular. The crossing of that modest channel was achieved 
by this adjustment and its shortness suggests that the crossing was made via a bridge. This itself raises 
the possibility that the Dyke as built was provided with a walkway along its top to enable a crossing of 
the floodplain on foot. In turn this implies that at least in some areas the earthwork was patrolled – a 
possibility that has engendered much debate in the past, without the identification of any means of finding 

Figure 15: The Camlad crossing at Rownal, Montgomery: the possible site of a bridge built integrally with the Dyke 
1200 years ago (Photograph: Keith Ray)
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supporting evidence for the idea. Bridge-building and fortress-building, and the provision of personnel to 
undertake military service (including, presumably to provide the workforce to carry out such works) were 
identified during the course of the eighth century in Mercia as key requirements of those holding title to 
lands to supply to the king upon demand (Ray and Bapty 2016: 222–228; see also Abels 1988). 

HW: I recall that in your talk at Chester you said something like, ‘people need to know that things they 
are engaging with locally are relevant beyond the local’. Can you explain that a bit further?

KR: Yes, I think that while local residents have a whole set of reasons why they value their local 
environment, they need to hear recognition that their ‘local’ is part of something bigger. One of the 
remarkable things about a monument like Offa’s Dyke is that it physically connects communities along 
its course, so there is, if you like, an immediate metaphor of transcendence of the local and a sense of 
being part of something bigger. 

This feeds into the whole question of how we as archaeologists engage with the public. Do we treat them 
as spectators or participants? To what extent is ‘heritage’ local (and possessed as a local ‘asset’) and to 
what extent is it universal? Participation in excavations is usually positive but can also be quite passive. 
Engaging with local communities to follow up on the 2016 book, I have emphasised how people can 
contribute to an exploration of their local ‘Offa’s Dyke heritage’ by positively forming their own networks 
and groups and organising programmes of activity. This has been particularly successful in the Chepstow 
area in Gloucestershire and in northern Flintshire. I’ve not said to them ‘what you need to do is to set 
up a monitoring group to report on the condition of the dyke in your area.’ Rather, I’ve said: ‘it’s your 
choice as to how you organise the agenda for your group, but be aware that this can include making new 
observations about the form of the Dyke, and also positive conservation works’.

HW: So, the issue is getting beyond those who might simply be involved in the experience of digging. 
But how do we make an impact from the local to the national and even wider settings?

KR: I think basically that we need to create a context for a combination of several different approaches 
to new explorations of the Dyke that involve excavation. On the one hand there should be projects 
that are inspired locally, but that can draw in wider audiences. An example is the suggestion that we 
should look at the crossing of the Wye north of Chepstow Castle, and the intersection of the major 
Roman road from Gloucester to Caerleon with the Dyke there (see Ray et al. 2020). Another approach 
might be more research-oriented which addresses concerns that are held more widely in the public, 
such a flooding and climate change. So, in respect to the crossing of the Camlad that I referred 
to just now, I’m currently working up a proposal to look at the river crossing such that targeted 
palaeoenvironmental work may be combined with excavation to address a range of questions both 
specifically connected with the building of the Dyke (how did it cross river-valleys, did it include 
bridges, as Hadrian’s Wall did, for example) and those extending beyond it (can the Dyke be used 
to chart changes in river dynamics and the effects, for example, of periods of major agricultural 
intensification since its construction). 

Then there is the concept of a major ‘performative’ excavation that can capture the imagination of the 
public both locally and more widely.29 Some while ago, I tried to promote the idea of organising a National 
Geographic funded and publicised excavation, perhaps again near Montgomery. I showed in the book 
(Ray and Bapty 2016: 194–198) that at Dudston Fields there are significant complexities in the form of 
the Dyke with what I termed ‘structured variation’ in alignment and in construction (Figure 16). The site 
is, extraordinarily, the only place anywhere along the Dyke where there has been a detailed analytical 

29 By ‘performative’ I mean here an excavation which receives a lot of media coverage nationally and beyond, placing it 
continually in the public eye and that show-cases the power of archaeology to uncover stories and unravel complexities.
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measured survey with a specific question in mind: did the ridge and furrow field system observable on 
either side of the Dyke here precede or post-date the construction of the linear earthwork?30 This work 
was important in revealing complexities, but did not in my opinion satisfactorily resolve the apparent 
conundrum (ridge and furrow is supposed to have developed some hundreds of years after the Dyke was 
built).

So here you would have a defined set of questions you can ask about Offa’s Dyke and its immediate 
landscape setting, the answering of which might have much wider historical implications. This work 
would not only also have a clear relationship to the book, but there is a long-standing mixed Anglo-
Welsh community in the Vale of Montgomery as you are on the national border there. You would need 
a rolling programme of events with excavation being only part of that in the summer and including 
a host of other activities. For all these reasons you could walk with people (locals and visitors) to the 
monument and the excavation and engage them with the Dyke and its purpose in a powerful way. The 

30 See Everson (1991), an article that includes the arguments put forward for alternative interpretations. This question arose 
due to an aerial photograph taken by Chris Musson that appeared to show that ridge and furrow (characteristic of a medieval 
open field farming system) shared the same alignment on either side of the Dyke, with the latter slicing through it obliquely. 
Phil Barker, who had recently excavated ridge and furrow that survived intact underneath the bailey bank of Hen Domen 
castle nearby raised the question of whether the ridge and furrow might also pre-date the Dyke. If so, there would be major 
implications not only for the history of the immediate landscape, but much more widely for the origins of open field farming 
across Britain, perhaps tracing it back at least to the earlier 8th century. Everson claimed to have solved the question by 
demonstrating that the ridge and furrow avoided the Dyke, so the Dyke must be earlier, but he did not really explain the shared 
alignment of both sets of ridge and furrow. Barker quite rightly pointed out that only excavation down into the land-surface 
underneath the Dyke could resolve the question.    

Figure 16: Dudston Fields, Chirbury, Shropshire: a prominent location at which research excavation on a suitable 
scale could enable some understanding to be gained of the landscape through which Offa’s Dyke was originally 

built (Photograph: Keith Ray)
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monument here would allow you to address a rich range of questions from identity to the texture of 
landscapes and what large-scale archaeological investigations could and could not achieve. This would 
take place in a striking landscape from Hem in the north through to Dudston Fields directly facing 
Montgomery and its castle on its crag, and south to the high Kerry Ridgeway and its views northwards 
to the mountains.

HW: Can I ask about the potential need for future-proofing against abuses that are showing signs of 
happening right now, whether they relate to Brexit, the rise of English nationalism, the campaign for 
Welsh independence or any other political extremism or pseudoarchaeology which might ‘adopt’ Offa’s 
Dyke to their cause?

KR: Well, you cannot future-proof, you can never know what the future will present. All you can do in 
relation to prejudicial statements is to forewarn, particularly young people, that there are people with 
their own individual, and frequently bizarre theories and agendas who want to deny science. Publication 
of extremely closely documented rebuffs to pseudo-science, as you are doing with an article by Keith 
Fitzpatrick-Matthews (2020) recently published in the Offa’s Dyke Journal that provides a series of important 
correctives. Keith addresses, for example, the curious claim that Offa’s Dyke was in fact the ‘Wall of Severus’ 
built by the Romans across part of their province of Britain. He demolishes also, in pretty short order, the 
fantastical assertion that Offa’s Dyke had really been built as a prehistoric canal!

HW: With Offa’s Dyke’s Welsh indigeneity narratives, English nationalism, and various international 
takes, where do we get basic information to counter myths?

KR: This is an extremely important question, and yet one that is very difficult to address beyond the 
painstaking progress of new research and the careful debunking of new myths as they arise.  

I write books in the way that I do, using attractive design and visually striking illustrations, to a purpose. 
This is to encourage people to engage with the book in question beyond the often necessarily dense 
text (which nonetheless provides the documented evidence to support the conclusions drawn). The 
extensive use of colour is, I think, particularly important, given that people are used to real-world 
real-time images and black-and-white illustration just doesn’t provide this immediacy. Captions are 
important too, to explain the images and to provide rapid ‘ways in’ to the arguments that the book 
is communicating. As with John Swogger’s work (e.g. Swogger 2019), this highly visual engagement 
provides people with an alternative way to explore the topic.

The ‘basic information’ needs to be provided also in a variety of formats, both digitally and in print. The 
Landscape and Hegemony book (Ray and Bapty 2016) included often detailed descriptions of individual 
locations, but since it also covered the background history of the reigns of Offa and Coenwulf and along the 
way explored a political landscape that extended to continental Europe, it reached 448 pages long. More than 
one reviewer observed that, together with its medium-sized format, this hardly made it ‘rucksack-friendly’: 
it is impractical to carry to refer to in the field. The available digital version provides an alternative option, 
since this can be ‘contained’ on a mobile phone, but this only addresses part of the problem. 

While walking at many places along the Dyke over the past twenty years or so I have sometimes stopped 
and talked with other walkers I have met, and have noted their puzzlement about why the earthwork is 
configured the way it is at particular locations. Notable examples of such places have been at The Devil’s 
Pulpit in Gloucestershire, but also for example at ‘Hergan Corner’ in Shropshire (for the latter, see Ray and 
Bapty 2016: 236-240). They have been surprised and interested to hear from me (especially in recent years 
as a result of the studies mentioned in this interview) about how the Dyke was so carefully orchestrated.
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However, there is nothing available at present to explain, systematically, what the Dyke is doing at 
any individual point in the landscape. This is especially so since none of the available Offa’s Dyke Path 
walking guides tells you more than to ‘cross the stile at X, turn left and the Dyke is visible on the hillside 
above you to the right.’ The walkers’ unvoiced questions (except perhaps to themselves or each other 
as musings) as to just what features it presents there, and why it was built in this way in this location, 
are left unanswered. And we need to be mindful that the Path, with its massive southern detour from 
Monmouth to Kington, and a northern detour from Bronygarth east of Llangollen to the coast at 
Prestatyn via the Clwydian Hills covers only just over half of the route of the Dyke itself.

I have therefore set myself the task of describing, as concisely as I can manage, the whole course of 
the Dyke in the field as it exists on the ground in a new, more portable, book which I am provisionally 
entitling Offa’s Dyke: Encounters and Explanations, and which should be out in time for the summer of 
2022. The first part of the book concisely explains what the Dyke was, discusses when, how and why 
it was built, and provides an extended description of how to understand it when encountering it (or a 
bit of it, or a vestige) in the landscape. The second part of the book describes the Dyke as you see it in 
different places, explaining why it takes on specific forms. A series of chapters will identify what one 
sees in different parts of the landscape that the Dyke traverses, from the lower Wye valley in the south 
to the margins of the Vale of Clwyd in the north. The primary aim would be to focus on promoting the 
digital version, so that it can be easily accessed and navigated from one’s mobile phone when visting the 
various sections of the Dyke. This capability needs to be addressed in terms of the way that the digital 
version can be accessed (for instance by using the geo-referencing capability of the phone’s GIS) as a 
means to locate exactly what you are looking at the flick of a finger on the screen, without having to 
use an index.

HW: Is there a viable local dimension to all this, or does conservation as well as research depend upon 
the national agencies in the first place?

KR: This again is, I think, a fundamentally important question, that I began to address earlier. The national 
agencies clearly have a key role in co-ordinating action supported organisationally and financially by 
central and regional government. In the past years, since 2016, we have seen this manifested in the 
commissioning and production of a Conservation Management Plan for Offa’s Dyke. The Plan, prepared 
by Haygarth Berry Associates, involved the identification of areas of loss and erosion of the earthwork, 
and reviewed length by length the condition of the Scheduled parts of the monument. Only 8.7% of 
the Dyke was said to be in ‘favourable’ condition, with much of the rest being threatened with erosion 
through ‘benign neglect.’ Completion of the CMP has  kick-started a new series of management actions, 
starting with the appointment (due later in 2020 or early in 2021) of a new archaeological management 
officer to co-ordinate conservation groundworks on both Offa’s and Wat’s Dykes. Among other things, 
they will implement management agreements with landowners that have been negotiated with 
Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust staff and archaeologists employed in local councils, for instance in 
Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, Shropshire, and Cheshire.  

While these national initiatives are important, there is, I believe, a vital role to be played in the 
encouragement and co-working between professionals and local historians and conservationists up and 
down the Marches. This is why I have been so keen to help to establish local groups (often as sub-groups 
of existing societies such as the Tidenham History Society), but I should emphasise that those that I 
am connected with are by no means the only initiative being taken forward. For example, as you know, 
Melanie Roxby-Mackey and Ian Mackey have formed and are operating a Young Archaeologists Club 
specifically connected with the Offa’s Dyke Association. Meanwhile, Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust 
with their own community archaeologist Penelope Foreman, have organised many initiatives, including 
working with community groups and I think also with metal detectorists in the Wrexham area.
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Conclusion

HW: What are the key messages that you’d like our readers to take away from this interview, and from 
the paper you gave at the conference?

KR: I set out three propositions, or what I termed ‘three theses’, during my talk. The first of these was 
that ‘The public archaeology of Offa’s Dyke always needs to take into account the history of perceptions 
of its meaning in terms of political and cultural difference: as well as the original purposes of its creation.’ 
I documented such perceptions only anecdotally at Chester. There are, no doubt, many ways to conduct 
research into this fascinating topic in greater depth. For example, an entire line of research could focus 
upon the writings of medieval contemporaries and successors to Gerald of Wales, in both Latin and Welsh, 
and what they reveal about attitudes to cultural difference as manifested at the frontier and beyond. The 
concern would be however that the evidence that could readily be tracked down might be very meagre. 

In contrast, the documentation of contemporary and historically recent attitudes would probably have 
to confront the opposite problem, of what to exclude. The example I gave during my talk, of the debate 
over the Welshness of Herefordshire as gauged from internet dialogues, I think adequately documented 
this. The use of Offa’s Dyke as a convenient political trope when the situation prevails of a Conservative 
administration based in England and a Labour one in Wales is nonetheless revealing: not least of the 
survival of patrician attitudes by the public school-attending establishment in England!    

The second thesis was that ‘The frontier has always comprised more than Offa’s Dyke (and there is much 
more to explore about the various dimensions beyond the Dyke)’. This was not explored in any depth in 
my talk, but is something I documented more fully both in the Landscape and Hegemony book (Ray and 
Bapty 2016) and elsewhere in more recent articles (Ray et al. 2020; Ray forthcoming). 

The third thesis suggested that ‘Choosing how to conserve the heritage of the early Anglo-Welsh 
frontier also has political implications and resonances’. I explored this briefly in my talk in reference to 
the debate over whether Offa’s Dyke should or should not be nominated by the UK government to the 
tentative UNESCO list of prospective World Heritage Sites. It seems to me that the real reason for not 
doing so concerns its practicality given the myriad local and national governances and interests affected 
by such a physically long feature. I would maintain that behind this façade there are disagreements of 
real substance concerning the nature of heritage and the contemporary relevance of a monument that 
lies geographically so close to a continuing political boundary. 

On the nature of heritage, the fact that Offa’s Dyke is fundamentally an earthen construction and lacks 
the built stone solidity of (parts of) Hadrian’s Wall, and thus has far less contemporary documentation 
attached to it (for example, no inscriptions), means that it is inevitably downgraded in relative terms: 
only its great length is accepted as distinguishing it from other, simpler, linear earthworks. We can 
address this problem, as we currently are doing, by investing greater effort in studying and better 
characterising the Dyke and publicising the results. 

For the matter of contemporary relevance, there was a time not so many years ago (and including 
an era before the idea of ending Britain’s membership of the European Union became so bitterly 
divisive) when the very idea of a politically contentious border between England and Wales seemed 
almost ludicrous. That this could be true as recently as David Cameron’s comments in 2014 vividly 
illustrates the extent of political turmoil in the contemporary world. COVID-19 has brought into 
much wider public consciousness the freedom of quasi-independent policy-making available to the 
devolved administrations. Although Wales has been the slowest of these administrations to grasp the 
initiative, attention is beginning to turn to the ‘national boundary’ between England and Wales in a 



Ray: Offa’s Dyke

145

way arguably not witnessed for centuries. What this implies for Offa’s Dyke is harder to envisage. It is 
for example entirely conceivable that the UK government may want to downplay its role in defining 
Wales in contradistinction to its demographically larger neighbour. On the other hand, there have been 
marked differences, as well as some similarities, in the way in which the English and Welsh government 
administrations have formulated and enacted strategies to contain the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic. Online, 
this has led to reiterations of unhelpful commentary on Offa’s Dyke as a dividing line, and in turn this 
has led to rejoinders from the ‘Offa’s Dyke studies’ community to the effect that this represents a 
misunderstanding of the actual historic role of the Dyke (see also Williams 2020).    

My own sense, as indicated above, is that an important corrective to nationalist and overtly chauvinist 
agendas is to be found at the most local scale. Across the Marches as a whole, it is surely important to try 
to emphasise the unity of a complex frontier identity shared to a degree rarely fully appreciated, common 
to communities existing today on both sides of the Dyke. One marker of this is the considerable similarity 
in the environmental and cultural nature of the ‘frontier towns’ from Chepstow through Monmouth 
to Hay-on-Wye, Kington, Presteigne, Knighton, Bishop’s Castle, Welshpool, Oswestry, and Llangollen, 
despite their contrasting immediate environmental and landscape settings. Organising observatories 
of groups of individuals who will monitor commercial developmental or estate management changes 
and conservation challenges and will organise to carry out or at least to contribute to research exercises 
is one way that meaningful action to better understand and appreciate Offa’s Dyke can begin from a 
grassroots base.
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