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Introduction


I have always found history fascinating. Perhaps I have been lucky. Early on, my father – to whom history was a living, breathing thing – and my teachers at the old Pembroke Grammar School in west Wales imbued me with a love of the subject. Further study at college and university served only to add to my enthusiasm.


And yet, for many people history remains a dry, sterile topic. As a man once told me, he would rather have his teeth pulled without anaesthetic than read a history book! That attitude is such a shame – the gentleman concerned just doesn’t know what he is missing.


Unfortunately, many people feel the same. And much of the blame for such feelings or attitudes has to come down to bad teaching – not to mention bad writing. But if history teachers had only managed to catch the imagination of their pupils in the first place, had enthralled them with stories of the past, things would have been very different.


I think it was Rudyard Kipling who said that history would be far better remembered if it was taught through the medium of stories rather than as a simple litany of dates and information. And history has to be remembered if we are not to repeat the mistakes of the past. That, really, is its only purpose. As a writer and as a teacher I have always tried – in my books, in my lessons, in general conversation – to weave the story-tellers web.


So when the BBC asked me to write a series of weekly history blogs, I was happy to take on the project. But I was determined that each blog I wrote would be a story in itself – in effect a little piece of fascinating history, well known or obscure. As far as I was concerned this was to be history like your teachers would never have taught you. Effectively, what I wanted to write was history without the boring bits. I hope I managed to do that with the blogs in our wonderful, new electronic world – now it is the turn of the printed page to throw out the same degree of fascination, to catch the imagination of the reader.


The blogs or articles – give them whatever terminology you will, they are really snippets of historical fact – are presented here in a roughly chronological order. It was not possible to run them strictly in date order as several span the centuries and historical periods. But wherever and whenever possible they do run chronologically and can therefore be read as one continuous book or dipped into whenever the mood or interest takes you.


If the blog articles – I don’t know what else to call them – in this book manage to catch your interest then their purpose will have been achieved. It is then up to you, the reader, to go and find out more about the topics covered.


Read the book, then go on to uncover a new world of fact, fantasy and imagination. You won’t be disappointed.


Phil Carradice, St Athan, 2011









Contents Page


1.      The Celts


2.      Prince Madoc and the Discovery of America


3.      Hywel Dda – the Lawmaker of Wales


4.      Giraldus Cambrensis


5.      Welsh Christmas


6.      The First Eisteddfod


7.      The Last Prince of Wales


8.      Castles of Conquest and Oppression


9.      Henry Tudor, the Welsh King of England


10.    Where Did That Come From?


11.    Welsh Witches


12.    Royal Weddings – the Welsh Connections


13.    Welsh Islands


14.    What Else Happened on St David's Day?


15.    The Milford Haven Waterway


16.    Welsh Pirates


17.    The Welshman who Gave London Clean Water


18.    John Dee, Magician to Queen Elizabeth


19.    Rawlins White Goes to the Stake


20.    Robert Recorde – the Man who Invented the Equals Sign


21.    Death of Bishop Morgan


22.    Victory by Cow!


23.    The Battle of St Fagan's


24.    John Poyer, the Forgotten Hero (or villain) of the Civil War


25.    Griffith Jones and the Circulating Schools


26.    Jacobites in Wales


27.    Iolo Morganwg – Scholar, Antiquarian and Forger


28.    The Last Invasion of Britain


29.    General Picton, a Fast and Furious Life


30.    The Rebecca Riots


31.    The Ladies of Llangollen


32.    Welsh Cowboys


33.    Take a Trip on the Train


34.    Welsh Presidents of the USA


35.    Robert Owen, Socialist and Visionary


36.    Welsh-American Place Names


37.    The Witch and the Warship


38.    Sarah Jacobs, the Fasting Girl


39.    James Jones – Composer of Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau


40.    Solomon Andrews, Cardiff Entrepreneur


41.    David Davies, Wales's First Millionaire


42.    Newport Transporter Bridge


43.    The Welsh Florence Nightingale


44.    The Welsh Whisky Galore


45.    The Life and Death of John Hughes, Ironmaster of Yuzovk


46.    To Be a Sailor Boy


47.    Evan Roberts and the 1904 Revival


48.    The Zulu Wars


49.    Ernest Willows, Welsh Pioneer Airman


50.    Welsh Seaside Piers


51.    The Treason of the Blue Books


52.    Vivian Hewitt, First Man to Fly the Irish Sea


53.    Postcard Mania in Wales


54.    Disaster on the Snowdon Mountain Railway


55.    Ivor Novello, the Welsh Nightingale


56.    The Oldest Golf Clubs in Wales


57.    The Blackening of Wales – Wales and the Industrial Revolution


58.    Whitchurch Hospital


59.    The Great Storm of 1908


60.    The Tonypandy Riots of 1910


61.    The Welsh Super Tramp


62.    Christopher Williams – Local Boy Makes Good


63.    Captain Scott and the Cardiff Connection


64.    Haggar's Cinema in Pembroke


65.    Soldiers' Poetry of the First World War


66.    The Battle of Mametz Wood


67.    Welsh Air Aces of the First World War


68.    The Black Chair and the Death of Hedd Wyn


69.    War Memorials


70.    Frongoch Prison Camp


71.    Gareth Jones – Investigative Journalist


72.    Ralph Hancock, the Welsh Capability Brown


73.    Gwyneth Morgan and Tredegar House


74.    World Records on the Sands at Pendine


75.    Augustus John, Bohemian and Painter


76.    Ernest Jones, the Biographer of Sigmund Freud


77.    Amelia Earhart Flies the Atlantic


78.    Peerless Jim Driscoll


79.    Evan Morgan of Tredegar House


80.    The Mumbles Railway


81.    The Death of Lloyd George


82.    Harry Grindell Matthews – the Man who Invented the Death Ray


83.    Dr Merlin Pryce and the Discovery of Penicillin


84.    The Boys' Clubs of Wales


85.    Murray the Hump, Welsh Gangster


86.    A Brief History of Cardiff Airport


87.    People's Poetry of the Second World War


88.    The Loss of the Arandora Star


89.    Welsh Children at war – the Early Years


90.    The Bombing of the Pembroke Dock Oil Tanks


91.    Rudolf Hess in Wales


92.    Cut in Half Yet She Sailed Again – the Story of the Tafelberg


93.    Welsh Children at war


94.    American GIs in Wales


95.    Follow in the Footsteps of Welsh Writers


96.    The Great Snows of 1947, 1962 and 1963


97.    The End of the Conway


98.    Welsh One-hit Wonders


99.    The Death of the British Pub


100.  How Public Was the Public House?


101.  The Collapse of the Cleddau Bridge









1 – The Celts


Every autumn and winter, with the prospect of the forthcoming Six Nations Rugby Championship looming large in people’s minds, many red-blooded Welsh men and women (and Irish and Scots, too, come to that) become suddenly conscious of their Celtic roots.


We are all of us proud of our heritage. That applies whatever nationality we are – English, Irish, Scottish or Welsh. And rightly so. But how many of us are aware of the origins of the Celtic people of Wales? It is a fascinating story.


The Celts first arrived on our shores and began living in Britain – all of Britain, not just the extremities like Wales, Ireland and Scotland – in approximately 1000BC. Originating in the Danube area, they gradually moved northwards, a process of migration that took many hundreds of years. They were an adventurous and curious people and it was inevitable that, standing on the shores of what later became the English Channel, they should be attracted by the mysterious land they could see on the horizon.


The Celts came to Britain, first, as explorers, sailing their flimsy coracle craft across the waters of the Channel and the western seas, and landing on the southern coasts of the island. Over the next two hundred or so years they came to settle and stay. They were skilled workers in metals like bronze but they were also farmers who soon began to clear the forests and cultivate crops.


By the time the Romans arrived, between 43 and 85AD, the Celts were the dominant influence in Britain. These Celts were a fierce and warlike people, Julius Caesar himself commenting on the blue-painted warriors who attacked without fear, time after time, not knowing when they were beaten. However, faced by superior fire power in the shape of the Roman Legions, the Celts were gradually pushed back, out of the rich farmlands of central and southern England, to find refuge in the wild and rugged mountains of the west and north.


Ireland, Scotland and Wales were never fully integrated into the Roman Empire and Wales, in particular, was seen as something of a frontier zone. At one time over 30,000 legionary and auxiliary troops were stationed around the edges of the country, in bases like Caerleon and Chester. There were many bloody campaigns and battles in Wales, events like the killing and destruction of the Druids by Suetonius Paulinus on Anglesey in 61AD, but in general the Roman occupation of Britain had little long-lasting effect on Celtic art, language and culture.


When the Romans left in the years after AD410 Celtic culture was strong enough to resist that of the in-coming Saxons. By now the Celts spoke a language known as Common Celtic, a language that was divided into two strands – Goedelic which was spoken in northern Scotland and Ireland, and Brythonic which was the language of Wales and Cornwall. Brythonic was also spoken by the people in the areas around modern day Carlisle, Edinburgh and in Strathclyde.


While there were, to begin with, strong links between the Celts in Wales and those in the north of Britain, Saxon advances into the west were soon causing problems. Saxon victories at Dyrham in Gloucestershire and at Chester (AD577 and 615 respectively) isolated the Welsh from other Celtic peoples. And when King Offa of Mercia built his dyke in the middle years of the eighth century – an attempt to define the frontier of Mercia, not Wales, as many believe – it gave Wales, for the first time, an eastern frontier.
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A recreation of a typical Celtic village. Roofs are thatched, houses are round and the village is protected by a wooden fence.


Secure, now, behind this 150 mile ditch and palisade, the Celtic people of Wales were free to continue their lives, untroubled by what was going on over the border.


Iron Age Celts lived in round houses that were grouped together inside a series of circular ramparts. There was also a protective ditch, far more effective at keeping out wild animals than any attacking enemy force. They also had hillforts – over 500 of them having been discovered in Wale alone – but these were places of refuge, used only when a community was in danger or under direct attack.


It has been claimed that the Celts had over 4000 different gods and deities. Usually these gods represented crucially important elements such as the sun, sea, stars and wind.


The only people who could talk to the gods were the Druids, the Celtic priests, who had immense power in Celtic society. As there was no written language at this time, their knowledge and ritual was remembered in verse form and as a consequence the Druids were part of the privileged circle of poets, story tellers and musicians who surrounded the tribal chiefs.


After AD61 and the brutal killing of many, if not most, of the Druids on the shores of the Menai Straits, the power of these strange, intense men declined. Not until the modern incarnation – the Gorsedd – was created in the nineteenth century did the significance and importance of the Druidic order come to the forefront of Welsh society once more..


However, the Celts of the west and north retained their love of poetry and music, celebrating victory and lamenting defeat down the years. They have remained fiercely proud, independent peoples who are conscious of their heritage and their past history.


Small wonder, then, that battles – on the sports field these days, not in war – bring back feelings of belonging. Small wonder that they stir the pride of nationhood.


Read The Celts on The BBC Wales History Site









2 – Prince Madoc and the Discovery of America


Who discovered America? It’s a simple question and one that usually brings the standard response – Christopher Columbus. But here in Wales we have our own theory. And that theory says that America was actually discovered three hundred years before Columbus sailed “the ocean blue” in 1492 – and more importantly, that it was discovered by a Welshman.


The man in question was Prince Madoc, the son of Owain Gwynedd, one of the greatest and most important rulers of north Wales, and while the legend cannot be corroborated there are many who believe it implicitly. Owain Gwynedd certainly existed, his reign being marred by long and hard-fought disputes with Henry II, king of England.


The story goes that in 1170 Owain died and, almost immediately, a violent and very bloody dispute arose between his thirteen children regarding the succession. Madoc and his brother Rhirid were so upset and angered by events that they decided they wanted no further part in what was happening. Indeed, they wanted nothing more to do with their family or their homeland. They duly took ship from Rhos on Sea (Llandrillo) and sailed westwards to see what they could find.


What Prince Madoc found, so the legend runs, was America. He and his brother managed to cross the Atlantic and land on the shores of the New World. Madoc apparently then returned to Gwynedd for more men, before sailing off again, this time never to return.


Madoc supposedly settled in North America where his sailors, naturally enough, inter-married with local Native Americans and for years the rumour of Welsh-speaking Native American tribes was widely believed. It is, of course, the stuff of legend but like all good legends it has at least a grain of truth about it.


As America was explored and colonised several Native American tribes were discovered, speaking a language that did actually sound quite like Welsh. All right, so it may not have been Welsh but it certainly sounded like it. That was not the only connection.


The Mandan Indians used Bull Boats for transport and fishing, vessels that were identical to the famous Welsh coracles that are still used today in some parts of west Wales. It was all too good for storytellers and poets to ignore.


The legend lasted well into the nineteenth century and even the explorers Lewis and Clark, two of the early pioneers who trekked off into the American hinterland, were instructed to keep their eyes open for these “Welsh-speaking Indians” while they were searching through the interior of the country. They found, of course, precisely nothing!


The earliest reference to such a Welsh-speaking people in America can be found in a Welsh poem by Maredudd ap Rhys who lived and wrote in the years between 1450 and 1483. However it was during the Elizabethan period, the first great age of discovery, that the story gathered momentum and grew.


There was, however, a political agenda behind the spreading of this legend – it was a ploy, used to assert the right of England to the lands of the New World. Put quite simply, Welsh colonisation of America, many years before, was a convenient justification for Elizabethan settlement in a territory that had already been claimed by Spain.


Starting with Humphrey Llwyd in 1559 the story was embroidered and developed – the detail of the Welsh-speaking tribe comes from this period – and even recognised experts in the field of navigation and exploration, men like Richard Hakluyt, consciously and deliberately wrote about the legend as if it were the absolute truth. Sadly, there is no absolute historical or archaeological proof – even Lewis and Clark, try as they might, were unable to find that – but it remains a great story, one that we in Wales have taken to our hearts.


Perhaps the very lack of evidence, one way or another, is what makes the story so fascinating. It lies in that strange and indefinable gap between fact and legend and like all good stories relies on listeners or readers to make their own judgements about where the truth actually lies.


Many people have not been quite as happy to believe the story of Prince Madoc as the Welsh. In 1953 the Daughters of the American Revolution set up a plaque on the shores of Mobile Bay in Alabama. On the plaque it stated that it had been erected “In memory of Prince Madoc”, who was, in the opinion of the Daughters of the Revolution, the original discoverer of America. The plaque did not last long and was soon removed by the Alabama Parks Department.


For Welsh men and women, however, the story of Madoc’s discovery of America remains special – even if, in our heart of hearts, we know that it is probably not true. And as the man once said, why let the truth get in the way of a good story?


Read Prince Madoc and the Discovery of America on the BBC Wales History site.









3 – Hywel Dda – the Lawmaker of Wales


Wales is certainly not lacking when it comes to stories and tales of kings or great warriors. Ranging from the mythological heroes of the Mabinogion, where legend mixes easily with fact and reality, to genuine historical figures like the Lord Rhys or Llywelyn the Great, there are so many to choose from.


Yet one of the greatest is remembered, not so much for his prowess as a warrior, but from the laws and statutes he commissioned and put into practice in a time of peace and security.


That man was Hywel Dda, Hywel the Good as he might be called in English. And it could be argued that his laws and reforms, laid down in the mid-tenth century, have had more effect than any of those of most Welsh rulers, either before or afterwards.


Hywel Dda was the son of Rhodri Mawr, another great Welsh prince who, during his period in power at the end of the ninth century, managed to unite large parts of the country under his dynamic and thrusting leadership. As a result of this the Saxon attacks or incursions into Wales were restricted for many years.


While Rhodri’s efforts kept the Norsemen at bay, the modern-day country of England began to take shape as the various kingdoms across Offa’s Dyke gradually developed and merged into something like a unified state.


In Wales, it was a different matter. Everything was fine while Rhodri was alive but, once he died, his lands were divided amongst his six sons, as custom demanded. Unable to stand alone, most of these Welsh territories or kingdoms soon declared homage to the English kings and, theoretically at least, the Welsh people became subjects of the English monarchy.


Hywel Dda became king of Seisyllwg – roughly speaking the modern-day counties of Ceredigion and Carmarthen – in the year AD 900. Through a marriage alliance he quickly acquired the area known as Dyfed and this, along with his original possessions, created the kingdom of Deheubarth. Hywel did not stop there and, in time, seized Gwynedd and Powys so that until his death in AD 949 a huge portion of Wales was once more united under a single ruler.


With his kingdom secure from raiding Saxons – and from the power of England – Hywel set about reforming or at least codifying the customs and practices from the various regions of Wales and turning them into a single law. These were the famous Cyfraith Hywel Dda, the Laws of Hywel Dda.


The traditional story is that Hywel had a mind to change some of the long-accepted laws of Wales. He therefore called representatives from all his cantrefs to a convention, held at one of his hunting lodges. This was Ty Gwyn in Whitland.


The date of the meeting remains a little unclear although it probably took place over the Lent period sometime in the late 940s. The meeting lasted for six weeks while the laws were proposed, discussed and then set down. The old laws were studied, the useful ones retained and the inappropriate ones discarded. And, of course, new ones were written.


How true that story is, remains a matter of conjecture. The earliest existing copies of Hywel’s Laws date from the twelfth century, two hundred years later. They are copies of the original documents in existence, eighty manuscripts in Latin and Welsh – and two of them, Gwentian Brut and Brut Ieuan, might even have been copied or written as late as the eighteenth century. Certainly all of the Laws, as they are seen today, contain additions made many years after Hywel’s death.


Despite these reservations the Laws, as we know them, do contain much material that was written during Hywel’s reign. And many of them are extremely enlightened. According to the Laws marriage was considered an agreement, not a holy sacrament and divorce was permitted by common consent. Precedence was to be given to a woman’s claim in any case of rape.


There was to be no punishment for theft – provided the sole purpose of the offence was to stay alive. Under these Laws compensation for the victim was felt to be far more important than any possible or potential punishment of the offender. Illegitimate children received exactly the same rights as legitimate sons and daughters. There were many more, covering the whole range of Welsh life and society.


There is no doubt that the Laws of Hywel Dda were insightful and enlightened. Quite how much Hywel had to do with their compilation will never be known but he was a well-read and intelligent man and so it is quite likely that he had more than a little involvement. He was on good terms with Alfred the Great, the king of Wessex, and. inspired by Alfred’s example, Hywel had undertaken a pilgrimage to Rome long before he began codifying Welsh Laws. Clearly, then, this was no petty prince, concerned only with his own local glory. This was a man of vision and integrity.


After Hywel’s death in AD 949 Wales quickly fell back into being a disparate and warring state, threatened by the growing power of the Saxons on the one hand and by the gathering might of England on the other. The one thing that did remain, however, was the series of Laws that the king had brought into use.


Hywel Dda’s Laws were enforced in Wales for several centuries. Not until Henry VIII passed the Acts of Union in the sixteenth century did they finally disappear. They are remembered, now, as a series of legal documents that provided justice and compassion for all. Modern day enthusiasts or historians can visit the Hywel Dda Heritage Centre in Whitland where extracts and examples have been mounted on slate and stone. It is a fitting tribute for one of Wales’s most renowned rulers.


Read Hywel Dda the Lawmaker of Wales on the BBC Wales History site









4 – Giraldus Cambrensis and his Journey Through Wales


Most of us could probably be excused for failing to note 14th April 1188 as a date of particular importance or significance. It’s hardly one that springs to mind when you consider great moments in the calendar of Welsh history. But this was the day when Giraldus Cambrensis finally finished his mammoth 600 mile trek around Wales, a trek that led to him writing “Descriptio Cambriae,” one of the earliest of all travel books.


Giraldus Cambrensis in Latin, Gerallt Cymro in Welsh, Gerald of Wales in English – the man had as many names as he had careers. Born in Manorbier Castle on the south coast of Pembrokeshire in approximately 1146, Giraldus came from a mixed Norman-Welsh background. His father , William de Barri, was one of the leading Anglo-Norman barons while his uncle, David Fitzgerald, was Bishop of St David’s.
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Manorbier Castle was the birthplace of Giraldus Cambrensis. For some reason the castle managed to avoid the rigours of war and looks now very much as it would have looked in the days of Giraldus.


Manorbier and its castle remained important places for Giraldus. They were, he later wrote, “the pleasantest spots in Wales”. When the sun shines and the wind blows, cool and gentle from the sea, there are few who would disagree with his assessment.


Giraldus was the grandson of Gerald de Windsor, constable of Pembroke Castle during the early years of its existence, and of Princess Nest, the daughter of Rhys ap Tewdr. So his pedigree as a well-to-do nobleman left nothing to be desired. However, with an uncle as Bishop of St David’s it was, perhaps, inevitable that his education should have a religious bias.


He went, first, to school in Gloucester, then to Paris to finish his education. He returned to Britain somewhere around 1172 and was immediately employed by the Archbishop of Canterbury on a number of ecclesiastical missions in his native Wales.


When his uncle, the Bishop, died, Giraldus was proposed by the chapter of St David’s Cathedral as by far the most suitable man to succeed him. The king and the Archbishop of Canterbury refused the nomination, however. The king, Henry II, certainly did not want a dynamic and energetic man in charge at St David’s – such a man could only give extra importance to the people of Wales. In effect he was not appointed simply because he WAS Welsh!


As it happened, Giraldus was again nominated for the Bishopric of St David’s in 1198. The king, by then, was John, the son of Henry. Although he allowed an election amongst members of the chapter, an election that Giraldus won and then went on to serve four years as Bishop elect, in the end it was a position that went to someone else. Giraldus was bitterly disappointed and even left the country, fleeing because the ports were being watched and patrolled, to try to present his case to the Pope – all to no avail.


Failing to gain the Bishopric at St David’s did not mean Giraldus was totally out of favour with the monarchy. As early as 1184, for example, he had been appointed Royal Clerk and chaplain to Henry II and the same year he accompanied Prince John on his military conquests in Ireland. This led to his first book, “Topographia Hibernia” (1188), an account of the campaign and one that stressed the barbaric nature of the native Irish.


As something of a reward for his services, in 1188 Giraldus was nominated to accompany the Archbishop of Canterbury, Baldwin of Exeter, as he rode through Wales on a recruiting drive. The purpose of the journey was to enlist men for the 3rd Crusade but as far as Giraldus was concerned the trip gave him the ideal opportunity to study his fellow countrymen and to develop his literary skills.


The books that Giraldus produced after the journey, “Itinerarium Cambriae” and “Descriptio Cambriae,” still stand as valuable historical documents but their real importance lies in the fact that they set the tone for all travel writing ever since.


The books do not just record places visited and sights seen but are full of Giraldus’s unique take on Welsh life, prejudiced and vain as they are – a style that so many travel writers had emulated over the years. “This is what I saw but this is what I think,” Giraldus seemed to be saying. The personal opinion, something so vital in good travel writing, was shown to its best advantage in these two books. If the best advice of travel writer Jan Morris is “Never divorce the I” then it is something that Giraldus Cambrensis understood and used long, long before:


“Merioneth – is the rudest and least cultivated region and the least accessible. The natives of that part of Wales excel in the use of long lances, as those of Monmouth are distinguished for their management of the bow.”


As a chronicler of his times and as a travel writer Giraldus Cambrensis was unsurpassed. He went on to become Archdeacon of Brecon and visited Rome three times – no easy task in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. He was offered the Bishoprics of places like Wexford and Bangor but refused them. St David’s was what he wanted but was never offered.


Critical, prejudiced and self-opinionated, Giraldus still managed to retain an open mind about many Welsh customs:


“No one in this region ever begs, for the houses are common to all. And they consider liberality and hospitality amongst the first of virtues.”


The date of Giraldus’s death is not totally clear but it was probably about 1223. He died disappointed in his main ambition but as the provider of one of the earliest pieces of travel writing – and for that we should be grateful.


Read Giraldus Cambrensis and his journey through Wales on the BBC Wales History site.









5 – Welsh Christmas and New Year Traditions


Like most other parts of Britain, Wales has long had its own Christmas and New Year traditions, practices and superstitions that have now largely died out – which is something of a shame as they are fascinating examples of social history. Some, however, have managed to linger on, remaining as wonderful examples of a world and a society that have now passed into memory.


In the days before Christmas it was always customary to decorate your house with huge swathes of mistletoe and holly. Mistletoe was supposed to protect the family from evil while holly was there as a symbol of eternal life. When you consider that mistletoe had always been regarded as the sacred plant of the ancient druids it is not too difficult to see its importance as a symbol for people living in isolated parts of rural Wales.


The old Welsh custom of plygain has almost died out – almost but not quite – and there are still parts of the country where it has clung tenaciously to life. In fact, many people believe it is currently undergoing something of a revival.


Plygain was originally an early service in either church or chapel, sometimes beginning as early as three in the morning. At this service men – always men, never women – would sing Christmas Carols for three or four hours, unaccompanied and in three part harmony. In some parts of Wales plygain has now developed into an evening service, in others it has either disappeared or has remained an early morning event.


While waiting for plygain to begin families would occupy themselves in taffy making. Toffee would be boiled in pans over the open fire and then, when it was almost cooked, huge mounds of the toffee would be dropped into ice cold water. The moment it hit the water the “taffy” would curl into strange and unusual shapes. Some of these shapes closely resembled letters and were thought by younger family members to indicate the initials of any future love.


One less than palatable tradition on Boxing Day was that of holly beating. Boys and young men would take sprigs of holly and roam the streets looking for young women. When they encountered them they would hit out at their arms and legs, beating them with the holly – sometimes until their victims bled.


One variation of this violent tradition – which probably had its origins in the scourging of Christ on his way to the cross – was for the last person out of bed on Boxing Day morning to be beaten with the holly sticks. Thankfully for all concerned, this tradition seems to have died out towards the end of the nineteenth century.


As with Scotland, the tradition of “first footing” was always important in Wales. There were differences, however. If the first visitor across a Welsh threshold was either a woman or a red-haired man it was considered terribly unlucky for the household.


Never lend anything on New Year’s Day was another important Welsh tradition in the Victorian Age. A person’s behaviour on that auspicious day was usually considered to be an indication of the way they would behave or conduct themselves for the rest of the year.


The most renowned of the New Year traditions in Wales, however, was that of the Mari Lwyd, the phrase meaning the Grey Mare. There have been attempts to revive the tradition in certain parts of the country – not entirely successfully, although the custom has been revived in a few places. The Mari Lwyd was a horse’s skull covered with a white sheet and ribbons. It had false ears and eyes and was carried on a long pole.


Gangs of men and young boys would carry the Mari Lwyd from door to door. They had usually consumed copious amounts of alcohol and the procession would be accompanied by a growling cacophony of noise. When a door was opened the householder would be assailed by poems and insults – in Welsh – and to this they were expected to reply in like form. When the verbal battle had been won or lost the Mari Lwyd and her followers were invited inside for yet another drink.


In the nineteenth century the churches and chapels began to object to the violence and drunkenness that invariably accompanied a visit from the Mari Lwyd and, gradually, the singing of carols began to replace the poems and insults. There are many who say this “watering down” of the tradition led to the eventual decline in the popularity of the Mari Lwyd.


Calennig is another Welsh custom that died out at the end of the nineteenth century. From dawn until dusk on 1st January small parties of boys would pass from house to house in the village or town, carrying twigs of evergreen plants and cups or jugs of water. They would use the twigs to splash water at people and, in return, would receive the calennig – small copper coins.


Christmas, of course, did not end until Twelfth Night and in Wales the custom of hunting the wren was something that took place on this last night of festivities. Men would catch a wren, put it in a wooden box and carry it from door to door. Householders would then pay a penny for the privilege of lifting the lid of the box in an attempt to see the tiny bird.


These days there are very few traditions that have survived. Time, of course, changes everything and many of the old customs were politically very incorrect. Yet they remain an important part of our history.


Read Welsh Christmas and New Year traditions on the BBC Wales History site









6 – The First Eisteddfod – Christmas 1176


These days we are used to our main or major eisteddfodau being held in the summer months – the Urdd in the week of the Whitsun holiday, the International at Llangollen in the first week of July and the National in the first week of August. It hasn’t always been like that and, even now, in many parts of Wales the “winter eisteddfod” is still an important part of the cultural year. Yet the three main events remain very much a part of the summer programme of festivities.


It is interesting to note, therefore, that the very first eisteddfod actually took place, not in the summer but over the Christmas period of 1176. The term “eisteddfod” was not used for this first event and did not achieve common parlance until the fifteenth century. When this first cultural gathering was called it was known simply as a bardic tournament.


Following the victory of Duke William – William the Conqueror as he became known – at the Battle of Hastings in 1066 there took place a piecemeal division of England. The great lords and warriors who had been persuaded to help William in his campaign greedily accepted their payment or prizes – prizes that invariably meant huge parcels of land previously owned by the Saxon earls.


Wales, however, was left untroubled for some time. It was a wild and ferocious country where for many years, both before and after the Normans began their incursions, the King’s writ truly “did not run”. Only in the late eleventh century, when the great Marcher Lords of Chester, Shrewsbury and Hereford finally felt strong and powerful enough, were the first attacks made across Offa’s Dyke.


The next two hundred or so years saw a period of intense warfare and bloodshed as the Norman barons and the Welsh princes clashed in battle after battle, campaign after campaign. It was a see-saw period with, first one side, then the other, gaining the upper hand.


However, by 1155 Rhys ap Gruffydd had, through military strength and cunning, managed to bring all of Deheubarth – the western parts of Wales – under his control.


It had been a long and powerful struggle and Rhys had been forced to submit to the power of Henry II, the English king, on no fewer than four occasions. Such was the Welsh determination, however, that no sooner had Henry withdrawn his troops, thinking that the war had finished, Rhys rebelled and rose up in defiance once again. Henry was finally forced to come to terms with Rhys, formally granting him the title “Lord of Ystrad Tywi”. He immediately became known, and has been ever since, as the Lord Rhys.


There were to be further campaigns and battles in the years ahead but, for now, the Lord Rhys felt sufficiently secure to turn his mind to matters other than warfare.


What Rhys wanted was to organise and run a cultural event that would underline his position as the most important Welsh chieftain in the country. He had seen and enjoyed many aspects of Norman culture or lifestyle but knew also that he could not afford to alienate his native Welsh followers. He was fond of music and poetry and, like most of the Welsh princes, patronised bards who, in return, wrote long odes or verses extolling the significance of the Lord Rhys.


What he now decided to do was to hold a bardic tournament over the Christmas period of 1176/77, a festival of music and poetry – for prizes – that would celebrate the arts and ensure the supreme position of the Lord Rhys as a far-sighted ruler and as a major supporter of artistic endeavour. Such a gathering of poets, singers and musicians probably owed more to Norman than Welsh influences as, up to that point, there had not been any similar event in Wales. In France, however, they were a common occurrence.


It was a significant moment in Welsh history as all of the eisteddfodau since held in the country owe more than a little to this first event.


Perhaps even more important, however, was the statement Rhys was making by holding the tournament in Cardigan Castle rather than at Dinefwr, the traditional seat of rulers of Deheubarth. Cardigan, recently restored, was a stone-built castle and both it and the surrounding Borough of Cardigan had been recently acquired from the invading Normans. Rhys was clearly showing his power and position to Normans and Welsh alike.


This first eisteddfod had many of the aspects of the modern event. The tournament was announced a year in advance and minstrels and bards from places as far-flung as Ireland and France were invited to come to Cardigan to compete. Two bardic chairs were to be awarded to the victors in poetry and music.


A bard from Gwynedd in North Wales duly won the poetry chair while the son of Eilon the Crythwr, from Rhys’s own court, claimed the prize for music. Now regarded as the first eisteddfod ever held in Wales, it does not take much imagination to conjure visions of the festivities, the singing and dancing, the feasting and flirting, that undoubtedly took place at Cardigan over that Christmas period in 1176.


Bardic tournaments continued to be held during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries until the Acts of Union in the reign of Henry VIII saw eisteddfodau decline in importance. From that point on it became more important to look to London if you wanted financial and political favour and Welsh noblemen and the emerging middle classes turned their backs on Welsh culture.


Not until the Gorsedd of Bards held a special ceremony at the Ivy Bush Hotel in Carmarthen in 1819 did the eisteddfod once again become a significant factor in Welsh life. But, in one form or another, the eisteddfod survived and the Lord Rhys, by calling his first bardic tournament at Cardigan in 1176, had begun a tradition that continues in the present day.


Read The first eisteddfod - Christmas 1176 on the BBC Wales History site


Read The Black Chair and the death of Hedd Wyn on the BBC Wales History site









7 – The Last Prince of Wales


On 11th December 1282 a small skirmish took place close to the River Irfon in Mid Wales. The battle – if it can be called that – was fought between a party of mounted English knights and a group of unarmoured Welshmen who were clearly travelling on foot. The encounter was soon over, an uneven contest if ever there was one.


The significance of the event, however, is not that the battle took place but in the simple fact that one of the casualties of that minor and otherwise insignificant skirmish was none other than Llywelyn ap Gruffudd, the last true Prince of Wales.


Llywelyn was the grandson of Llywelyn the Great, the man who had effectively kept the English kings out of Wales for many years and greatly reduced their influence in the Principality.


But by the time his grandson achieved manhood things had changed. The young prince inherited a country that was now under constant threat from its more powerful eastern neighbours. Wales was divided, the Treaty of Woodstock ensuring that Llywelyn’s native Gwynedd was partitioned between him and Dafydd, his younger brother. Such partition was, the English kings reasoned, the only way to keep the Welsh nation weak and so protect their vulnerable eastern border.


It was a situation that could not last. Chafing against such humiliation, Llywelyn first fought against his brother, then imprisoned him and finally declared himself sole ruler of Gwynedd, in direct contradiction to the Treaty of Woodstock. The punitive and harsh treaty was something that Llywelyn and most Welshmen considered to have been unfairly forced upon them.


In 1258, with Henry preoccupied with his warlike and rebellious barons, Llywelyn demanded that the lords of Deheubarth and Powys should swear allegiance to him rather than Henry, the English king, and formally adopted the title “Prince of Wales”. He then set off on a series of campaigns against the English and quickly regained lost territory in Gwynedd and Powys.


Llywelyn even found time to take Eleanor, daughter of Simon de Montfort, as his bride, sealing a powerful alliance with the English baron. Llywelyn was now at the pinnacle of his fame and popularity. He had a degree of ability and personal charm that meant the Welsh people, always looking for a charismatic leader who would bring them freedom from their English overlords, took him to their hearts. As if bowing to the inevitable, Henry III formally recognised Llywelyn as Prince of Wales at the Treaty of Montgomery in 1267.


Although he was still expected to pay homage to the English king, Llywelyn had effectively created the Principality of Wales and for a few years an uneasy peace descended across the land. When Henry died in 1272 he was succeeded by Edward I and for some reason – something that has never been made totally clear – Llywelyn refused to attend his coronation. On five occasions he was summoned to pay homage to the new king and each time he refused.


There may have been personal animosity between the two men. Certainly Edward, before he succeeded to his father’s throne, looked on with bitterness and increasing frustration as the Welsh prince moved from one successful campaign to another. At that stage he did not have the strength or the experience to match Llywelyn – but he could wait. And when he became king and his repeated summons to appear at Westminster was ignored, everyone knew there would have to be some sort of reckoning between the two monarchs.


Llywelyn’s refusal to pay homage was a deliberate snub that could, eventually, have only one result and in 1277 Edward lost patience and invaded. Despite their earlier successes, the Welsh armies were no match for the better-armed, better-equipped English.


The winter of 1277 was a hard one and Llywelyn’s forces were pushed steadily back by the powerful war machine of Edward’s England. Soon Llywelyn was forced to ask for peace and by the terms of the Treaty of Aberconwy he was deprived of all his lands except those in Gwynedd that lay to the west of the River Conwy.


The next four years passed peacefully enough but Llywelyn was seething with resentment and, like the rest of his countrymen, was determined to end English influence in Wales. When, in March 1282, his brother Dafydd rebelled against Edward, a series of linked revolts broke out all across the country. Llywelyn had little choice other than to join a rebellion that was clearly going to be a fight to the death.


To begin with the Welsh did well. Edward’s army was soundly defeated at Llandeilo and an English seaborne force was destroyed in the Menai Straits. Yet Llywelyn knew that the longer the war went on the more the balance of power would shift to Edward. He knew he needed more troops.


He went south to recruit soldiers and just outside Builth Wells learned of the presence of a large English force in the area. It was while he and a few followers were reconnoitring the English positions that he was surprised and attacked on the morning of 11th December.


The English knights charged the defenceless Welsh prince and his party. Llywelyn had no option other than to make a run for cover but, in the confusion, with horses screaming and men straining to reach the safety of cover, Stephen de Francton plunged his lance into the unarmoured body of what he then thought was a simple Welsh foot soldier. Only when he returned to the scene of the skirmish later in the day did de Francton realize he had killed the Welsh prince and war leader.


Llywelyn’s head was cut from his body and sent to London where the grisly object was displayed at the Tower for many months, a warning to all those who dared to defy the might of Edward I.


In the wake of Llywelyn’s death the rebellion quickly fell apart and within a few years Edward had mercilessly ground Wales beneath his iron foot. The last Prince of Wales remains, now, as a symbol of a proud and determined people – and of the fight for freedom against oppression, from wherever it might come.


Read The Last Prince of Wales on the BBC Wales History site


Read Victory by Cow on the BBC Wales History site









8 – Castles of Conquest and Oppression


When we have visitors come to stay, friends or relatives who have, perhaps, never been to Wales before, one of the first things many of us do is take them out to see some of the majestic ruined castles that still dominate our landscape. This is Wales, we say, these are part of out heritage. And they are – but most of us remain unaware that the majority of these great stone edifices aren’t Welsh at all. They are English and were built with the sole purpose of grinding down the populace, of keeping the Welsh people in subjugation.


That doesn’t make them any less magnificent – as pieces of architecture, as weapons of war. But it is good and only right that we should know and pass on their original purpose.


When Dafydd, brother of Llywelyn, the last true Prince of Wales, was captured and executed at Shrewsbury in 1283 it left Edward I of England in total command of Wales. The Statute of Rhuddlan, signed in 1284, set out the principles on which Edward intended to rule his newly acquired territories.


From the beginning it was clear that he intended to rule as an autocrat, a conqueror who had little or no concern for the Welsh people and their traditions. Boroughs on the English style were created at places such as Aberystwyth and Caernarfon and new Marcher Lordships were brought into existence in border regions like Chirk and Denbigh. A system of courts in the English style or format was also introduced, along with the imposition of English criminal law.


In order to ensure adherence to the new systems Edward built castles, huge stone monsters that were power bases for English Lords and English arms.


In the south several stone-built castles were already in existence. These included fortresses such as Caerphilly, Cardiff and Pembroke. They had been built by the early invaders of Wales, the Norman barons who originally arrived with William the Conqueror in the years after 1066.



OEBPS/images/18-1.jpg





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/10-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781908192448.jpg
SNAPSHOTS OF
WELSH HISTORY
~Without the boring bits

PHIL CARRADICE





