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INTRODUCTION


How do you tell the story of a city? Is it possible to find a narrative that conclusively summarises two millennia of experience? I don’t think that this is possible: the idea of a story is an inherently biased, partial and politicised notion. In order to tell the story of a city one must tell it from a particular point of view, and to honestly reflect that the narrative has its own biases. None of us is an impartial observer of history, and we inevitably take a stance on the past to make sense of it all. I want to write this book from the point of view of the people who have lived through Cardiff’s history, both the ordinary people who are listed in parish registers, county assizes and in the records of armies and navies around the world, and the famous and infamous who visited Cardiff or made their home there.


What is the value in doing this? Other than owing it to the victims, victors and bystanders of the past to understand even a glimpse of their world, we can come to really understand the character, the soul of a city by being aware of its scars. Listen to the suffragettes, soldiers, slaves, martyrs, rebels, pirates and priests, and in the testimonies of each and every one you will find a number of prescient truths about Cardiff.


Cardiff has been on the frontline of Anglo-Welsh history, a place where the hammer blow of the past has periodically fallen hard. Because of her location and her Anglicised nature, Cardiff was devastated during the Despenser War (1321–22) and in 1404 by Owain Glyndwr. Her location meant Cardiff was again on history’s fault line during the Second English Civil War in 1648, stuck rather reluctantly between Royalist West Wales and an unforgiving Parliamentary England. Because she found great wealth as the world’s pre-eminent coal port, she was later on war’s frontline again and eventually faced devastation from the air.


In each of her stages of being, Cardiff’s strategic or economic purpose has evolved, and there have been winners and losers: vagrants locked up in the Cockmarel prison in the sixteenth century, the callous exile of Franciscan and Dominican monks in 1538 following the dissolution of the monasteries, slaves in Cardiff in the eighteenth century. Seismic changes in the ownership of wealth have continually coursed through the city, in their wake leaving the drama and often the tragedy of history.


Cardiff has been a city of identity crises. The Welsh capital, for much of its life it has been closely associated with England, an object of suspicion, mistrust and envy to much of the rest of Wales. An international city, it has been multicultural for far longer than most cities in Britain. It is a city where the stresses of modernity and the challenge of new political ideas spawned communist, fascist and neutral responses to the problems of the 1930s.


To understand Cardiff’s rich and often chaotic past we have to question a powerful myth that seems to resonate most loudly when we walk through newly redeveloped parts of the city. Walk past the Wales Millennium Centre, or the Sennydd, and you would be forgiven for thinking that the future has arrived, the past is over and we have escaped history itself. Walking through St David’s 2 Shopping Centre and looking at the high end brands and expensive eateries, we might be forgiven for thinking that there was no past, that we have always been living in a glamorous and endless ‘now’. But there was a past, and it still lingers on all around us. Many of the roles that Cardiff had as a city while questions of identity hung over it have returned to haunt her. Just as Cardiffians wondered what was going to happen nearly a century ago as the docks became less profitable, those who work in the financial and service sectors that the city has come to rely on will now be asking ‘What next? Where do we go from here?’ The answer to this question is far from clear, but it is certain that whatever the future holds, it will be built, as ever, on the efforts, ingenuity and hard work of Cardiffians. Once the product of Welsh, Norman and Saxon culture, the city has been made and remade by Irish, Somali, Chinese, Cape Verdean, Jewish, Arabic, Norwegian and West Indian people, all of whom have merged together into a cohesive and dynamic culture, one that whilst not completely devoid of ethnic strife, has for the most part distinguished itself with its friendship, solidarity, integrity and fortitude.





Nick Shepley, March 2014





All contemporary images are taken by Kate Whittaker.


Archive pictures reproduced by kind permission of the Glamorgan Record Office.




one


EARLY SETTLEMENT


At St Lythans, about 5 miles from Cardiff, lies a clue about the origins of the first people to occupy these lands. A burial chamber, some 6,000 years old, is situated here. The simple ancient burial structure, known as a dolmen, stands about 5ft feet high and is built from three large stones capped with a roof stone. It sits at the end of an 88ft barrow, a long submerged burial chamber where the remains of an ancient people lie. To put the age of the barrow into perspective, it was built about a millennium and a half before Stonehenge or the Great Pyramid at Giza, making it one of the oldest man-made structures in Britain, and perhaps one of the oldest man-made structures in the world.1


The land here 6,000 years ago was probably wooded all the way up to the banks of the Severn Estuary. The antlers of ancient stags have been found buried in the mud of the estuary near Cardiff in the last few decades, deer being animals that prefer woodland. The lowlands of Glamorgan, the Bro, was gradually cleared over millennia as hunting nomadic peoples settled and adopted farming as a way of life. The first immigrants were probably from the Iberian peninsula. Other Mesolithic peoples had travelled across the land bridge that connected Britain to the continent about 10,000 years ago, some of whom may have migrated as far as Wales, but the Celts were a southern European people who sailed to Wales as the sea levels rose following the end of the last Ice Age. The early Stone Age settlers who had come from Central Europe, probably following migrations in deer and other animals, seem to have mingled with the new southern colonists who had knowledge of working bronze and later iron. Around Cardiff and the Vale of Glamorgan there is plenty of evidence of successful Bronze Age and Iron Age communities. These early peoples were the Silures, one of the three Iron Age tribes of Wales. Roman accounts of the Siluric people dismiss them as barbarians, dressed in hides, and cannibals. This, of course, is propaganda, and similar descriptions were often applied to the Germanic tribes and the Gauls, all of whom the Romans conquered and enslaved, and for whom convenient myths of uncivilised cultures had to be invented to justify imperial conquest. The accounts, whilst surely exaggerated, indicate a people whose culture had been influenced by the harshness of nature. As with the Romans, the Silures worshipped many different gods of nature: they saw spirits and deities in every aspect of their world, in the forests, mountains and rivers. Their gods were violent, vengeful and bloodthirsty, and they demanded sacrifice. It is not known whether human sacrifice took place in the areas now dominated by Cardiff, but the practice was an integral part of Silurian culture.


This is not the full story, however. The Silures, the original inhabitants of South Wales, had a complex and rich culture. They were fiercely independent and fought against Roman occupation.2 The oldest settlements in the Cardiff area have been identified at Wenvoe and Dinas Powys. At Dinas, some 5 miles east of Cardiff, a Neolithic axe head was discovered in 1949 (this now has pride of place at Cardiff Museum). The Silures also built a hill fort at Dinas, the site of which was later adopted by the Normans for a castle. An excavation by Leslie Alcock of this Iron Age fort uncovered evidence that this was the seat of a powerful chieftain. The works of various skilled craftsmen were discovered, and it also appears that a very experienced jeweller lived or worked there, making finery for the ruling family with gold and glass imported from the Germanic tribes on the continent. Across the Cardiff area numerous examples of skilfully worked Bronze Age craftsmanship have been discovered, including examples of early horse harnesses, indicating that the Siluric people had sufficient wealth and a stable agrarian system to allow a sophisticated level of animal husbandry. A number of axes and spear heads dating from the Bronze Age have also been dug up, strongly suggesting that some manner of military structure existed amongst the tribes.


Tacitus records that the Silures were a Mediterranean-looking people with swarthy features and dark curly hair, not dissimilar to the Iberian tribes of Spain. They proved fearsome warriors when they encountered the Romans. A fierce and warlike people, they adopted this place because it was natural farming land – this is why the Romans eventually contested it. In ancient times the density of settlements was greatest in the Glamorgan area, because the land could sustain more people there, and thinned out towards the west (on the Pembroke to Anglesey coast). Long before a Welsh identity had been established, those who occupied this land probably had allegiances to their neighbours in south-western England and connection with them in terms of culture, trade and worship; they were more than likely a part of a regional civilisation that had Stonehenge in Wiltshire at its heart. A lively trade system also flourished during the Bronze Age in the Severn Estuary and the Irish Sea. Early Cardiffians were almost certainly part of this process, and for the next two millennia access to the Severn and the Irish Sea determined the viability of a settlement at Cardiff: again, this was something that the Romans were eager to take advantage of. The Iron Age Celts, the real Silures, built the various hill forts that dominated the pre-Roman landscape of the Cardiff area, perhaps suggesting a growth in warfare at this time. In the Cardiff suburb of Caerau there are the remains of just such a fort. Situated at the end of today’s housing estate, there are earthworks and the remnants of ditches and ramparts; with a little imagination it is not hard to see where buildings stood. These forts were extraordinary efforts in engineering and construction, probably not built by volunteers or even by free men. Evidence suggests that around a hill fort there were extensive agricultural estates, maintained by slaves or serfs. Caerau is also the site of other ruins, particularly the undated, but possibly early medieval ringwork foundations of a castle belonging to the diocese of Llandaff, perhaps in place for similar strategic reasons.
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ROMAN DEVELOPMENT


In the Notitia Dignitatum, the Roman Empire’s Domesday Book, a chronicle of the Eastern and Western Empires, there is no mention of Cardiff despite hundreds of other Brittanic settlements being mentioned. The Notitia is considered to have been up to date in 420, and there had been a fortress in Cardiff since the year AD 74, as Cardiff served a vital strategic role for the Romans.


The fortress is clearly a later Roman construction, and occupies a place on the coastline for two reasons. First, raiders from the sea were a continual danger, and unsecured coastlines could cost the Roman occupiers dearly. These seaborne raiders were most probably from Ireland, known to the Romans as the Scoti, and the existence of a larger garrison at Caerleon tends to suggest that Glamorgan was quite intensively militarised by the Romans. Cardiff’s first maritime use was as a port for Roman ships, and it is likely that the fort was at the centre of a system of coastal defences that stretched along both sides of the estuary. Carausius, the Roman emperor of Britain and North Gaul who usurped power in 286, is likely to have first militarised Cardiff. The dangers had clearly not abated a century later when Theodosius added to the garrison at Cardiff, reinforcing the buildings and the number of ships. As Cardiff operated at this time in tandem with northern naval ports at Carnarfon and Anglesey, this meant the Romans could dominate the Irish Sea and its valuable trade routes.


The second reason for the fortress is that the Blaina, or the highland regions of Glamorgan, were impassable and dangerous, so the coastal plains were an essential transit route from east to west. Through this the Romans could control access to the rest of South Wales. The large Roman garrison at Cardiff had great strategic importance; that a powerful position was chosen is clear from the fact that the Normans, nearly a millennium later, were content to build their castle on the same site. The outer walls of Cardiff Castle are the only remnant of the Roman fort.


Roman rule in Wales traditionally relied on forts to blockade access between valleys, pinning down the local population to specific geographical areas and forming a barrier against the Silures, who had been forced off the coastal plain and further north into the mountains. The Romans’ largest fortress in South Wales was Caerleon, the military and administrative hub that the satellite forts, including Cardiff, revolved around. Caerleon was home to the feared Second Legion, South Wales’ army of occupation, and was one of the three main bases of military power in the British Isles. The countryside was also patrolled, and as a result the first roads were built by the Romans, connecting the fort of Cardiff with outlying villages and settlements in the south-east of Wales. These allowed troops to move in order to quell trouble, and Historian Gwyn Alf Williams called them the backbone of an amorphous society, serving as a skeleton for future societies. As we shall see, it was often Cardiff’s good fortune to be situated on such roads, and sometimes her misfortune, as it placed her at the very heart of historical change and sometimes conflict.
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Clock tower. Burges designed the clock tower to be in keeping with the rest of the medieval building, but it is unmistakably a late Victorian folly.


Looking at the arrangement of fortresses in South Wales, from Cardiff to Usk, Caerleon and Abergavenny, and comparing them to similar fortresses in other parts of the Roman Empire, it appears that the subjugated people of South Wales were more than likely a troublesome and rebellious bunch. Siluria, as the kingdom of central and eastern Wales was called by the Romans, represented a threat to the strategically important Severn Estuary and the trade routes to the continent.


The original name of the fort that the Romans built at Cardiff is unknown, but the name of the settlement that grew up around it is a reference to the fort, Caer Dydd, or Castle on the River Taff (Dydd being a translation of Taff). The seventh-century ‘Ravenna Cosmography’ points towards the name Tamium, but opinions are divided: the anonymous nature of the document casts doubt on its veracity.3 The fort is described thus by the archaeologist R.G. Collingwood:





Cardiff is a rectangular, almost square, fort with angular corners and polygonal bastions. Its walls are 10 feet thick at the base, reduced by offsets to 8 feet 6 inches, and have an earthen bank behind them. The fort measures about 650 by 600 feet (7¾ acres internally) and has a single gate, with projecting towers, at each end, and perhaps a postern in the middle of each side.





There were at least four Roman forts built on the same site at Cardiff, each replaced by another of greater strength, indicating that the strategic importance of Cardiff was growing. The first fortress was the largest, housing all its successors within a large defended enclosure: a perfect square measuring about 1,000ft on each side and covering over 24 acres. It was built on the site of an existing Siluric settlement, a tried and tested Roman strategy for pacifying an area of strategic importance.


The original structures were vexillation fortresses, which housed a large contingent of battle-experienced troops, mainly legionnaires and cavalry. The original fort was a quickly built centre from which war on the local area was waged, and once the campaign to crush resistance had been successful it was replaced by a smaller structure. The first fortress was built in AD 74–8 and was most likely demolished some time in the second century, when the garrison left, perhaps to defeat an uprising elsewhere in the country. The local inhabitants who lived in and around the fort would have made good use of the ruins after the Romans had gone, but the fort was rebuilt in the next couple of decades. It was later, in about AD 260, that the Romans built the first stone structure here, creating a fort that would act as a template for all subsequent castles on the site.


The civilian settlement of Cardiff probably began in the second century, after the Roman reoccupation. Roads, military security, trade routes that were free from piracy and a garrison of men to trade with, all combined to give the new Cardiffians, Romano-British and Celtic alike opportunities to build homes, to farm, trade and to travel across the economic region, from the West Country to Ireland. This was the model for Cardiff for the next millennium and a half: trade and farming.


One of the many relics that the Romans left behind is a Roman villa at Ely. This stands between Cowbridge Road West and the River Ely, and one can imagine the value of this location to its builders in the second century: within sight of the fortress but sufficiently far away to take advantage of the rich farming land and the river, as well as serviced by a road that ran to Neath, just 100 yards or so from the villa’s front door. This villa is a clear indication of wealth here, and shows that the Romans had become comfortable enough by the second century to settle, probably with the intention of farming.


However, the later stone fortifications to Cardiff Castle tell a different story, one of an empire under threat. These are similar to a Saxon Shore fort. The Saxon Shore, the coastline of Kent and Sussex, was vulnerable to invasion from European barbarian tribes, and the Romans reinforced it as they had done the northern border with Hadrian’s Wall. That they saw fit to apply the same level of defence to Cardiff suggests that an equivalent level of threat existed.


It seems likely that after the withdrawal of Rome in the fourth-century Cardiff either diminished in size or was abandoned. The people here must have started to feel dangerously exposed to their wilder neighbours in the north and to other visitors from the sea, first the Irish and later the Vikings. The sea in ancient times wasn’t the obstacle it is perceived as now, but was a powerful conduit that enabled small settlements to access foreign trading opportunities. It also meant that foreign opportunists could visit too.


After the Romans left there is little evidence of a continued settlement, suggesting its abandonment or its destruction by raiders. Perhaps a less dramatic fate is related to the fact that without a Roman garrison there were fewer economic opportunities – less need for farming, horse rearing, tanning and leatherworking, metalworking, brewing and carpentry. The Romans created opportunities for settlements purely by dint of their presence, so when the garrison departed the settlement that was completely dependent on it vanished as well.




three


THE MIDDLE AGES


Little is known about Cardiff in the 500 years between the Romans and the invasions of the Normans into Morgannwg. All that historians can do is make educated guesses about what Cardiff might have been like and if it was inhabited at all.


One repeatedly important feature of Cardiff’s history is her vulnerability to coastal attack. It is also likely that Saxon invaders threatened small settlements like Cardiff, crossing a land route from what is now the West Midlands. The likelihood is that the settlement was abandoned, for at least some of this time. Cardiff thrived when there were powerful military occupiers, be they Norman or Roman, who understood the value of an estuary port that could be militarised. When the settlement lacked sufficient might to protect her, she may well have been temporarily overrun or sacked. It is also possible that insecure early Cardiffians packed up and moved inland. Possibly a small colony remained or possibly not; there is no first-hand evidence. The rest of the region was inhabited at this time, and an advanced society under the kings of Morgannwg existed until the Normans arrived. There is a wealth of information about the rest of the kingdom, but nothing about Cardiff – suggesting that the coastal region was uninhabitable.


Perhaps Cardiff’s greatest treasure, and certainly its most resilient structure, is Llandaff Cathedral, founded in 1120 on the site of a small religious community that was established in the sixth century. The point at which the Roman road to Caerleon crossed the River Taff was an ideal location for St Dyfrig to found a small community and for his protégé, St Teilo, to build a church in 1107.


The kings of Morgannwg seem to have come under the influence of Anglo-Saxons in the ninth century, owing to the predations of their neighbours in North and West Wales. This perhaps gives us a clue about the historical causes of the gradual Anglicisation of Glamorgan.





[image: Book title]


Llandaff Cathedral (above and below) Bishop Anthony Kitchin has the distinction of surviving Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary I and Elizabeth’s reformations, counter reformations and settlements. He died in office in 1563.
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The cathedral was all but abandoned when Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries, banned pilgrims from visiting Llandaff and took away Church lands and other sources of revenue.


In 1067, William Fitzosbern, one of William the Conqueror’s chief warmongers, took possession of the borderlands and was given the title Earl of Hereford. This was no random appointment: it was directed at the people of south-eastern Wales. There must have been a sense of resignation, helplessness and panic. Chepstow and Monmouth quickly became Norman garrisons, but for Fitzosbern the real prizes lay further east. He had to conquer Morgannwg to eliminate any threat from the borderlands, and to give his nobles, hungry for land and titles, rewards for their efforts.4


Cardiff was reborn when the Normans arrived in Wales and there are several accounts that suggest the settlement was rebuilt in 1081. This is when William the Conqueror made his first and only visit to Cardiff: was it purpose-built for his arrival? He must have seen the potential that Cardiff offered strategically in much the same way that the Romans had. As it happened, Cardiff was not the prime reason for William’s visit: this was the Shrine of St David. His pilgrimage there was probably a show of strength and he must have enjoyed the awe in which he and his army were held by the Welsh kings. William was happy to visit shrines, pray to saints and give offerings, perhaps to quieten his guilty conscience. Rhys ap Tewdr, King of Deheubarth, seized the opportunity to curry favour with the new power in the land and offered his fealty to William, thus guaranteeing some degree of autonomy and supremacy over other Welsh lords.


On William the Conqueror’s visit to Cardiff he ordered the construction of another fortress on the Taff, building on the site of the abandoned Roman fort. Perhaps his visit was to shore up strategic weaknesses, as he must have been mindful of how Nordic invaders could quickly alter the balance of power, having benefited, after all, from the intervention of Harold Hardrada in 1066. The new fortress was quickly constructed and wooden, but, in time, the Normans built a huge and imposing stone castle, which had strategic and symbolic purposes. Its imposing, indestructible character sent a clear message to all would-be opponents and troublemakers: challenge us at your peril.


William Fitzosbern did not live to see the country he had conquered on behalf of his master brought to its knee, as he was slain in Flanders in 1071. Inroads into Wales seem to have ground to a halt after 1075, as William the Conqueror lost interest in the subjugation of the Welsh. He marched as far as St David’s, but realised he would be militarily overstretched in taking on the more rebellious and determined western kingdoms. The ease with which he had begun to crush the eastern kingdoms might stem from the fact that they had previously accepted the supremacy of Anglo-Saxon kings. Following William the Conqueror’s death, still without a clear defeat of Morgannwg, it fell to his son, William Rufus, to complete the task. In the end, Robert Fitzhamon, Earl of Gloucester and a Norman ‘enforcer’, invaded South Wales, probably from the sea, and finally crushed Morgannwg creating from it the Anglicised county of Glamorgan. With him, Fitzhamon took twelve knights, many of whose descendants were the noble and aristocratic rulers of Glamorgan for the next 500 to 600 years. One of those knights, Sir Payn de Turberville, had descendants who called the shots in Cardiff in the eighteenth century: the Turbervilles, along with the Stradlings, another of the famous twelve, are synonymous with the history of both Cardiff and Glamorgan. An apocryphal tale has it that Fitzhamon used the dispute between Rhys ap Tewdr and the other local Welsh lords as a pretext for invading, with an army of over 3,000 men. Tewdr was defeated and as the Normans began to march for Gloucester they became embroiled in a second dispute, as Iestyn and Einion began to feud regarding the betrothal of Iestyn’s daughter to Einion. Iestyn welched on the deal and Einion beseeched Fitzhamon to intervene, which he duly did at a battle where Rhiwbina stands today. Thus Tewdr came to know the full extent of Norman treachery.


It seems doubtful that a shrewd, aggressive and acquisitive man like Fitzhamon took all Morgannwg in this fashion, just as it seems unlikely that William would have approved of this haphazard conquest of the kingdom. The Normans were not the sort of warriors who intervened in disputes on an ad hoc basis, and it is more than likely that the conquest of Morgannwg was planned in great detail. The constant feuding and intriguing between Welsh lords gave the Normans ample opportunity to divide and rule, and it is this factor that is probably most important.


As with many of the subsequent Lords of Cardiff, Robert Fitzhamon appointed himself the lord of both Leckwith and Roath. These were small hamlets, renamed and Anglicised, that came under the rule of Cardiff. The church at Llandaff was granted much of the outlying lands around Cardiff?5, thus Fitzhamon owned comparatively little land in and around Cardiff, despite having conquered Morgannwg himself and having virtually carte blanche to claim whatever lands he desired. In England he was grateful for lands that he was granted by the king; in Wales there were no such constraints. He cast out Welsh lords and seized estates, but comparatively little of this land went to himself. One has to examine the military structure of Norman rule to understand why this was. Cardiff with its newly built fort was a military hub for the entire county. Norman models of land ownership and occupation were used to organise the castle and the community that had sprung up around it. In order to control this new territory, much of the land was given to knights, who fulfilled their feudal obligations to the patrons. The fact that this was necessary in Glamorgan on such a large scale suggests that the county was anything but pacified. In a bid to secure the realm from foes internal and external, Fitzhamon insisted that his knights build fortresses to defend that which had been expropriated. To describe the Normans as despised by the ethnic Welsh is something of an understatement.


Castles in places such as Cowbridge and Ogmore reinforced Norman rule, but the nexus of the system was always Cardiff.6 A quick glance at the design of the Norman castle gives us some important clues about Fitzhamon’s thinking. Strategically the castle was as important in the twelfth century as it had been in the fifth; the site commanded rivers and roads, the transport network that made Glamorgan passable. Inside the original compound the Normans dug a large ditch, and piled the earth that was excavated, probably by slave labour as it was in the rest of occupied England and Wales, into a huge mound.7 On top of this they built a wooden keep, a solid and virtually unassailable centre of operations surrounded by a wooden palisade and accessed by a bridge that connected with the rest of the Roman fortress. Outside the inner bailey were houses built for the knights who were obliged to offer service to the castle. As with all Norman military architecture, the builders started with timber but eventually replaced it with stone when they had the opportunity. The moat that the Normans dug can be seen today; the earth they excavated from this was used to shore up the Roman walls. Waters from the Taff surrounded three sides of the castle, while the river provided defences on the fourth.
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Cardiff Castle. A structure has dominated Cardiff on this site since Roman times.


The Normans would not have gone to all this effort if they hadn’t faced the possibility of rebellion and unrest during the twelfth century. However, the rebellion that followed the death of Henry I, caused by the cruelty and rapacity of the Norman occupying forces, does not seem to have affected Glamorgan and there is no evidence that Cardiff came under siege in any way, although it would have been a crucial centre of operations. This might have been because the Normans were so well established in the county that there was little prospect of a successful revolt: they might have dealt with possible centres of rebellion long beforehand. Even so, the highlands of Glamorgan still held some native Welsh resisters, although the Normans were often content to ignore them and concentrate on exploiting and dominating the lowlands. It might be that the influx of English settlers changed the ethnic makeup of the area to such an extent that the population was more loyal to its Norman masters, for economic reasons or through a mutual mistrust of and antipathy towards the native Welsh.


As with all overlords, Robert Fitzhamon was not deprived of wealth or status, although his status did not come from being a landowner but from being a military and feudal enforcer of the king’s will. There is plenty of evidence to support this. His knights’ first task was to garrison the fort at Cardiff, indicating that the Normans were concerned to establish an effective army of occupation. Each knight was expected to spend forty days per year at the castle, fully equipped, armoured and ready for war.8 They were required to finance the upkeep of equipment and horses themselves, which was probably quite reasonable given the vast wealth they had been given by Fitzhamon. Later, in the twelfth and thirteenth century as the risk of rebellion began to subside, the lords of Cardiff Castle began to tax the knights instead of demanding military service from them. Their second duty was both governmental and ceremonial: they were obliged to attend a county court in Cardiff called the Comitatus.
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Llandaff Cathedral. The Normans were prolific cathedral builders and constructed Llandaff from the year 1120 onwards. Craftsmen from all over Europe were employed in the project.


This was the second most important function of Norman government: enforcing the law. The chief object of Norman law was the maintenance of land ownership, and the chief legal officer was the sheriff, or shire reeve, indicating the relationship between the post and the new designation of Glamorgan as a shire. The seat of justice was the Shire Hall, within the castle compound. Administration of justice was its main role, but it evolved a governmental function as well. The Normans were concerned with property rights in a way that previous rulers of Glamorgan had not been, and the resolution of property disputes took up a large proportion of the time of the Comitatus, which met monthly. When Fitzhamon was available he rode from Gloucester to preside over the Comitatus, and the extent of his power in Glamorgan can be seen from the court’s work. Here he raised taxes as he saw fit, traditionally a sovereign power. He made laws, adjudicated over land disputes and dispensed summary justice in criminal matters. To all intents and purposes he was a de facto king in Glamorgan with Cardiff as his capital, and he bestowed upon himself the title Prince of Glamorgan (no doubt he would have styled himself a king if it hadn’t been for the likely accusation of sedition). As a traditional Norman absentee landlord, Fitzhamon was frequently called away to London and Gloucester to deal with other matters, and his sheriffs were more than able to step into the vacuum he left behind.


Around Robert Fitzhamon a new and eager ruling class emerged, situated across Glamorgan but drawn to Cardiff as their centre of power. These new families were exclusively Norman, and even if they spoke some English they would have had no understanding of Welsh. Parish records from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries for areas such as Landough and Dinas Powys show small freeholders, little more than well-to-do peasants, with non-Welsh and distinctly Anglo-Norman surnames. It is unlikely that grants of freeholds would have been given to new generations of Anglo-Norman descendants 200 years after the rule of Fitzhamon; it is far more likely that a colonising class of nobles and knights granted land to their subjects from England and from Normandy. Wales, like Scotland, was dubbed a land for younger sons by the Normans, who saw it as a convenient place to defuse dynastic disputes. A Norman noble with two sons, not wanting to divide his lands between them and thus start the dissolution of the family’s wealth, would ship the younger one off to the Celtic peripheries.


Robert Fitzhamon met his death in the time-honoured Norman way, in battle. He was dealt a fatal head injury from a lance whilst laying siege to Robert of Normandy, the king’s brother, at Falaise in 1105, and lingered on in a vegetative state until his death in 1107.9 He left only a daughter, Mabel, to inherit his titles and lands, and Glamorgan and Cardiff were retained by the king, Henry I, until she was married to the king’s bastard son Robert, Earl of Gloucester and the largest landowner in the country.10 Robert the Consul, as he was known, continued the works of his predecessor: where Robert Fitzhamon had built with wood, Robert of Gloucester replaced with stone. It is not hard to see why that other great builder of Cardiff, the 3rd Marquess of Bute, honoured Robert with a mural in Cardiff Castle in the nineteenth century. The marquess, whose life’s work was building Cardiff’s docks, was perhaps mindful that an even greater engineer had come before him, and wanted to draw parallels between them. Like Bute many centuries later, and just like his late father-in-law, Robert the Consul was an absentee landlord. He was a key member of court in London and was often required in Normandy as well. The rebuilding of the castle in stone was part of a wider consolidation of Norman power across the country, as there was now time and wealth to invest in stone. Robert built the imposing stone curtain walls that protect the keep, which was twelve-sided and also stone.





[image: Book title]


Cardiff Castle and clock tower. The clock tower was a late Victorian addition by the Butes, designed by celebrated architect William Burges.


What does Cardiff owe to the legacy of Robert Fitzhamon? Like the Butes 800 years later, Fitzhamon appears to have been a larger-than-life character: a powerful, ruthless and determined ruler. What he started through military conquest he finished by building a feudal state in Glamorgan, centred on Cardiff as the military, judicial and political centre of the county. Stability and the rule of law (however brutal) amid good farming land, allowed the settlement to become established.
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Cardiff Castle Animal Wall. Architect William Burges designed the Animal Wall, which features animals sculpted by John Nicholls in 1890. Developers in 1970 planned to demolish the wall altogether.
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This leopard is a later addition, sculpted in 1931 by Alexander Carrick.


A town had been growing around the walls of the castle from the end of the eleventh century. Many of the Anglo-Norman settlers whose descendants were mentioned in parish records centuries later were the first to start building houses and cultivating common lands in the shadow of the castle. In 1111 a palisade was built around the settlement, giving the town a more distinct structure, offering the inhabitants a degree of security and a sense that Cardiff was a separate entity, not simply a collection of huts. Outlying villages such as Roath supplied the town’s markets with milk, cheese and hides for tanning, and Leckwith, the other acquisition of Fitzhamon, was prime arable land. Cardiff’s network of rivers and streams teemed with fish, and it is likely that fish made up more of the diet of early medieval Cardiffians than meat did.


In the same year that Fitzhamon died, Llandaff was recognised by the Normans as a bishopric. A man named Urban was appointed first Bishop of Llandaff and began the construction of an enormous stone building. The creation of Norman churches was one of the engineering marvels of the early Middle Ages, one that required expertise from across Norman Europe. Stonemasons, architects, carpenters and others flocked to projects like Llandaff, contributing much-needed skills and expertise. The process of building began in 1107 but further additions were made over the next 200 years. Urban came from the parish of Llancarfan, near Cowbridge, and was from the kind of background that the Norman Lords of the Marches were likely to trust: minor clerical nobility. It is interesting that the Normans chose a South Walian priest: perhaps they wanted someone with local ties who was able to speak directly to the Welsh peasants. Urban seems to have been Anglicised enough to appeal to the tastes of his patrons, having been schooled in the diocese of Worcester, and this would have been comforting and reassuring to the English settlers who had begun to make Cardiff their home. It is interesting to note that the Bishop of Llandaff was a title dreamt up by Urban himself; he was originally elected Bishop of Glamorgan in 1107, but by 1115 he had assumed the new title. He designated Llandaff as his see and worked to ensure that it was raised above other dioceses in terms of its religious significance and prominence. Part of this was gaining permission to move holy relics from the island of Bardsey. These relics were the bones of Dyfrig, founder of the religious community at Llandaff some 500 years before.


One of the most important medieval documents to have survived is The Book of Llandaff. This was commissioned by Urban and written by an unknown scribe, and it records land transfers from kings, diocese and landowners to the church, chronicling how Llandaff came to have the lands that it owned.11 The reason for the book’s compilation appears to have been Urban’s disputes with other bishops, notably those of St David’s and Hereford, over Llandaff’s boundaries. It was a typical Norman solution to land disputes, a sort of Domesday Book for Llandaff.


In 1134 the 80-year-old eldest son of William the Conqueror died a prisoner in Cardiff Castle. Robert of Normandy had felt cheated throughout his life for having never been given the throne. He never gave up on his claim, but was sidelined by William because of his arrogance, his feuding with his brothers and his temper, all of which exploded into open rebellion in 1077. In 1100, after the death of William II, Henry seized power while Robert was away in the Holy Land on the First Crusade, and five years later he invaded Normandy to deal with his brother, who continued to plot and scheme against him. When Robert was defeated the following year he was taken back to England and imprisoned in Devizes Castle for the next twenty years. He was then moved to Cardiff, where it is thought he lived in relative comfort. He seems to have learned some Welsh while he was a captive, and his brash, impetuous character was gradually replaced by a subdued, fatalistic and deeply melancholy outlook. Although he had been spared the executioner’s block, he endured what was for a Norman warrior a slow and lingering demise. It is easy to see why Cardiff was the ideal place to send the hapless duke: it was in the fiefdom of Robert the Consul, who had become one of the most trusted and loyal servants of his father, the king. There was very little chance of him betraying his oaths of loyalty to his liege, and he had also become valued for his patience, intelligence and astute judgement.


Henry I died just a year after Robert of Normandy, leaving his son, the Lord of Cardiff, at the heart of a dynastic dispute that would see the first civil war in England and Wales. Robert’s half-sister Matilda, the rightful heir to the throne, was usurped by Stephen, the late king’s nephew. As we have already seen, the revolt that spread across Wales after the death of Henry I does not seem to have engulfed Glamorgan. How much of this was the result of the wise stewardship of Robert the Consul is in doubt. His personal qualities might have had an impact on his ability to quell dissent, but his whereabouts during the revolt are not known.


As is often the case in history, the patient work of great men, often done quietly and over long periods of time, can easily be undone by their lesser sons who are anxious to outshine their fathers but do not have the skills or advice that guided their forebears. The rule of William, Duke of Gloucester is a case in point. Gerald of Wales, perhaps the most illuminating chronicler of the early Middle Ages, recounted the unnecessary and rash provocations that William inflicted on Welsh lords in untamed parts of Glamorgan.12 The notorious greed for land that the Normans had, necessary in part to keep their model of feudalism operating, was a strong trait in William – and he risked the wrath of Ifor ap Meurig, the Lord of Senghennydd, when he tried to annex Ifor Bach’s (as he was more commonly known) land. Thirty years after the confrontation that was to come, in 1188, Gerald of Wales heard the story of Ifor Bach’s daring raid on Cardiff Castle, an event that has now passed into folklore legend. Leading a small band of warriors, Ifor Bach scaled the walls of the castle. Some 120 armed men were supposed to be inside, and one supposes that Ifor Bach had some sort of assistance to break into the castle. Given the arrogance and foolishness of William, one of his retainers might have wanted to teach him a salutary lesson. Ifor Bach kidnapped William, his wife and son, and rode them deep into the forests of Glamorgan. There he exacted a reversion of the land grab that William had perpetrated, having the lands of Senghennydd restored to him.


Opposition to William later came from further afield, from the Welsh princes to the west whose power had not been diminished to anywhere near the same extent as the Welsh lords of Glamorgan. The inability of William to use his judgement or rule through flexibility and consent led to revolt, and it was the treaties and charters that ended these revolts which delivered the first real liberties and privileges to the people of Cardiff. The failure of informal government and the subsequent revolts led to more formal relationships, enshrined in law, which were created between ordinary people and their overlords. Many of the Lords of Glamorgan over the following decades came to an understanding with the crown, and even fought for the king in Normandy.


William had ordered hostages to protect himself from revolt, including from Morgan ap Caradog, who had skilfully dominated the Glamorgan highlands. When revolt came, William, renowned for his cruelty, had the hostage blinded. This gave Morgan ap Caradog an abiding hatred of William and so he launched a powerful offensive on William’s death in 1183.


The rising that followed William’s death was far more serious in Glamorgan than the rising that had been the result of Henry I’s death. Again, this points towards William’s rule as being the key factor that precipitated years of anger and resentment. During the revolt the west of the county was a target, but Cardiff also came under attack, a sign that in the most settled, well-defended and prosperous part of the county matters had got out of control.


The Normans threw themselves into a vigorous military and engineering defence of Cardiff. Supplies of building materials flowed across the Bristol Channel, and from as far as Chepstow. The castle was reinforced with men too: Glamorgan’s Anglo-Norman nobility rallied to the defence of the town. The keep was designed to withstand sieges, not to be a pleasant place to live, and so conditions within the walls of the castle were no doubt unbearable – cramped, cold, damp, and surrounded by human sewage. Many Cardiffians would have flocked to the castle during times of unrest, adding to the overcrowding.


The offensive after the death of William was not mere opportunism. It was coordinated, and had clear strategic objectives: to reclaim the entirety of the Bro Morgannwg, the lowlands that had been so attractive to generations of invaders. Whilst some modest gains were made by the Welsh rebels, by the time the revolt had petered out no serious harm had come to Cardiff. The castle remained an imposing military presence throughout the Norman era.


The town that was now emerging around the castle was drawn together by the ability of the Normans to protect it, and also by the town’s charter. This document gave certain exemptions from the myriad of feudal dues and taxes that had been imposed on Wales and England by the Normans. Obligations were limited, meaning that wealthier householders who paid a certain level of taxation (an annual levy of 12d) no longer had to provide service, labour or military duty to the Lord of Cardiff Castle. This illustrates, as does the issue of the ending of compulsory military service for knights in return for taxation, that amassing wealth had become more important than building. Much of the Norman infrastructure was built at this point, and expensive foreign ventures like the Crusades were bleeding the coffers of every town and borough in Norman Wales. The burgesses of Cardiff were in an advantageous position because of the charter: they were exempted from paying market tolls (a small levy imposed on market day), and they could buy and sell property without having to pay duties to the castle. Most importantly, monopolies held by the lord on key industries such as brewing, tanning and milling were lifted, giving Cardiffians the ability and the right to make these goods for themselves or to take them to market. In all, this charter was the most positive aspect of William of Gloucester’s rule in Cardiff and it set the town apart from many others in South Wales. In the following decades there was a growth in entrepreneurial business, as people became more able to make a living. It appears that the granting of this charter was a turning point, making the town a small hub of trade, commerce and enterprise, something that enriched the Normans more than excessive taxation. If we take into account that the charter was updated with each successive lord, until by the time of Henry VIII it was issued as a royal charter, then we can begin to see why security and stability helped prosperity to flourish.


When William died without an heir (his son had died in 1166), his great estates were inherited by John, son of Henry II through his marriage to Isabel, one of William’s daughters. John, later crowned king, lived up to his reputation of pantomime villain by eventually divorcing Isabel and retaining the Lordship of Cardiff for himself in 1199. John died in 1216 and Isabel, on her third marriage, died a year later with no clear heir. Cardiff passed to her nephew Gilbert de Clare. In thirteenth-century Welsh and English history Gilbert was an important actor, along with the rest of the de Clare family. In 1215 he rose against the king at Lincoln in the first Barons’ War, which culminated with the signing of the Magna Carta that same year (de Clare and his father were signatories). Two years later he was taken prisoner by William Marshal, who was acting as regent while the new king, Henry III, who was still a child, making him in effect a de facto king. Gilbert married Marshal’s daughter, and offered loyal service to Henry III as the boy grew to adulthood, working tirelessly as a dedicated warrior for the king. The de Clare family maintained the lordship of Cardiff for a century. The sons and grandsons of Gilbert de Clare also took an active role in national events, especially in the long struggle throughout the thirteenth century to establish the rights of the barons in England and to bring an end to absolutism.


Gilbert’s grandson, Gilbert the Red, had a pivotal role to play in the struggle of rebel leader Simon de Montfort, and also in his downfall. Gilbert the Red was knighted by de Montfort on the eve of the Battle of Lewes. De Montfort fought to hold King Henry III accountable to the Magna Carta during the second Barons’ War and all but defeated the king. To all intents and purposes he was running England and parts of Wales; however, he was to be betrayed by his most trusted knight, Gilbert de Clare.


In 1264, Gilbert was excommunicated by the Pope for his involvement in treason. Being declared a rebel in the middle ages was a religious indictment as much as it was political, for a king was put in place by God, according to the popular hierarchical idea of the Great Chain of Being. Therefore to rebel against a king was to sin against God. As punishment all of Gilbert’s lands, Cardiff included, were deemed forfeit. This must have been a very difficult and dangerous time for Cardiffians, for if they came out directly in support of their liege, the city could have been razed to the ground in revenge if he lost. However, it is unlikely that Cardiffians would have supported the Crown over their own lord, because the Earls of Gloucester had such enormous autonomy in Glamorgan. People would have looked to them for leadership, law and protection, not to a remote and unpopular king in England.


When Gilbert changed sides during the war, after having disagreements with de Montfort, he destroyed de Montfort’s chances of escaping England for Wales by demolishing the bridge at Gloucester and burning his ships at Bristol. Had de Montfort crossed the Bristol Channel or ridden west from Gloucester, would he have arrived in Cardiff? It seems unlikely that Cardiff could have avoided the impact of having de Montfort’s army in such close proximity and so perhaps this act of treachery spared Cardiff from becoming a battleground in the second Barons’ War. It certainly doomed de Montfort, and also any chance of progressive change in England and Wales for centuries.


Gilbert joined Prince Edward, the king’s son, at the Battle of Kenilworth, and then at Evesham, where Simon de Montfort was slain. Later, having repented and been absolved of his part in the revolt, Gilbert was given the lands of Abergavenny and the castle of Brecknock as a thank you.
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