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'This is Wales. Everybody has a song or a story'

Aelwen Prichard

Wales: the cradle of the British Race

Traditional saying

Wales: the country of origins

Traditional saying
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Introduction

My name is Jack Strange. A few years ago I wrote Strange Tales of the Sea which some people seemed to like and asked why I did not write others. So I wrote Strange Tales of Scotland, and It's a Strange Place, England. A. J. Griffith-Jones, an author of excellent books suggested that I continue the series with a book on Wales. That task was no hardship as Wales is a country I know and love, so, herein lies some of the strangeness of Wales.

It is possible, if unlikely that somewhere in the world there is somebody who has never heard of Wales. For the benefit of that solitary lost soul, and anybody else who may wish to know slightly more, I will begin this small book with a brief and very personal introduction to Wales, as seen by Jack Strange. Those who already have knowledge of Wales can skip the following few paragraphs.

Wales is a very strange country. It tears at the heartstrings in a way that no other place can save perhaps the Holy Land. Why that should be, I do not understand; it could be the combination of legend, scenery and history interwoven with a certain undefinable atmosphere that permeates the air and the rain and the soul.

Wales calls one back with its unique language, its lovely green landscapes, its ancient, challenging history and the music of the wind through its valleys and hills. There always seems to be music in Wales. It is in the speech of the people, the tongue-twisting names of the towns and villages, the rousing choruses at the rugby matches and even the surging surf of the stern west coast.

Of all the nations of the political and monarchical union that make up the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, Wales is the most British, yet still stubbornly uniquely, different. It is the most British because it is the home of the people known as Britons, the descendants of the indigenous inhabitants of these islands. Driven westward by invading Germanic tribes of Angles and Saxons, raided by fierce Irish and pagan Norsemen, the Britons resisted strongly. Welsh history is rich with stories of heroes and warriors who fought against immense, overwhelming odds and who often won.

The Cambrian Mountains form the geographical backbone of Wales; a rugged chain that stretches north and south, creating a dramatic landscape for tales of fairies and monsters, witches and ghosts. South Wales has haunted Tintern, the bustling cities of Swansea and Cardiff, passionate sport and ghost-riddled mines. There is a breath-taking coast in Pembrokeshire, with memories of mermaids and the last invasion of Britain. To the north and facing west is the gentler Cardigan Bay, complete with a vanished land and then, when the visitor thinks he or she has seen the best, they come face to face with Caernarvon and the Druidical island of Anglesey, set against the unbelievably beautiful Snowdonia. Follow the coast eastward to England, and you have encompassed Wales, yet visiting and touring are a long way from understanding. To get to know a place, it is necessary to speak to the people and listen to what they say. One must delve into the past, not only to read the official histories that present carefully considered facts, but to enter the minds of the native inhabitants and discover what they thought and what they believed, the traditions and folklore, the fears and legends that hint of the hidden soul of the land. Until these beliefs of the indigenous population are unveiled, the visitor, whether long or short term, will always be a stranger.

It is hard not to find legends, folklore and myths in Wales. Sometimes they sound like pure fantasy, at other times they are probably based on some event in the far distant past that has passed into folk-memory, altered and twisted by a hundred generations of telling. Sometimes the story is so old there are no words left, only stark rocks, staring at the ragged sky. Such is the case with Mynydd Prescelly, the site of the quarry for Stonehenge, and that in itself is strange. How did people from the flat plains of what is now England even learn of this place, what skills and labour were used to carve out these immense blocks of stone and how much effort was used to transport them so far?

Wales can hide its talents and shield its daughters and sons better than any other nation I know. She portrays herself as a nation of poets and coal miners, where the daffodil and the leek are important and the dragon is her symbol. All that may be true, yet Wales is so much more than that. She is a land of supreme beauty that has produced perhaps more famous people than any other of similar size. Yet often the world does not realise the Welsh heritage of her sons and daughters. Lawrence of Arabia, Henry Morgan the buccaneer, Tommy Cooper the comedian, Roald Dahl the author, King Henry V of England, Robert Recorde the 16th-century mathematician, Geoffrey of Monmouth who wrote of King Arthur, and Aneurin Bevin who invented the NHS. These were some of the famous and not so famous who called Wales their home. Other well-thought-of people have Welsh blood. Did you know that Daniel Boone comes from Welsh stock? His mother, Sarah Morgan, was a Welsh Quaker.

Was a Welshman first to discover America, centuries before Columbus? It is possible, given the nautical history of the Welsh. Was King Arthur Welsh? Wales abounds with Arthurian lore, while Arthur is said to have fought monsters and giants in the north of the county as if fighting invading Saxons was not enough. Is there pirate treasure buried in an island off the Welsh coast? Who was the phantom knight at Tintern? Where is the Lourdes of Wales? There are so many questions in this most strange of countries.

As with every European nation, the boundaries of Wales have altered over time. At one time the whole of what is now Wales and England, plus southern Scotland, spoke the language now called Welsh, although the idea of a single nation state was not then considered. To simplify a complex situation that takes in religion and English national insecurity, in 1536 King Henry VIII's so-called Act of Union fixed the border between a united Wales and England. Tracts of what had once been Welsh land was included in English counties, hence the plethora of Welsh language names in south-west Herefordshire. Village names such as Llancillo, Llandinabo and Llanrothal, all now in England, speak of Welsh heritage. You can take a Welshman out of Wales, but never the Welsh from the landscape. And that begs the question, why do outsiders use the term Wales and Welshmen?

The correct name for Wales is Cymru, which is the name the Welsh, the Cymry, use for their country. The name Welsh is from the Germanic, Anglo-Saxon word wealh, which means foreigner. In other words, when the Germanic tribes invaded in the 5th and 6th centuries, they designated anybody not German as a foreigner, thus calling the Cymry foreigners in their own country. You can hardly get stranger than that.

Wales is a land of castles, often built by invaders to try and control a people not at all easy to subdue. The invaders, wave after wave of them, from Romans to Saxons to Normans and Plantagenet princes, must indeed have been apprehensive of the power of the Welsh to cower inside such formidable fortifications. Mind you, with warriors such as Owen Glendower and Llewellyn the Great defending Wales, the invaders were very wise to hide behind walls of solid stone.

The Welsh language is not the easiest to read. It is old, it is Celtic, and it has survived centuries of persecution. I will add a short note to help pronunciation. There are only twenty letters in Welsh as opposed to twenty-six in English, with the consonants j, k, q, v, x and z unknown. As a consolation, the letter 'f' is pronounced as 'v' and double f 'ff' pronounced as 'f'. The double 'd' – 'dd' is the same as 'th' and 'll' is similar to 'hl' – you have to hear the sound to be able to say it accurately! Place names are often topographical, with llyn being a lake and bryn a hill.

 

Here are a few common words that occur in Welsh geography:

Aber – estuary

Afon – river

Bach – small

Bont – bridge

Bwlch – pass

Caer – fort

Capel – chapel

Cwm – valley

Fawr – large

Gwyn – white

Llan – church

Llyn - Lake

Maen – rock, boulder

Mynydd – mountain

Tre – town.

 

I have tried my best to get the spelling of the Welsh names correct, but it is inevitable that I will have some wrong. For that, I can only apologise and hope for forgiveness.

With cottages with walls of slate to protect them from the weather, beer called Brains, a mining history that stretches from around 2000 BC and includes a plethora of ghosts as well as small helpful knocking creatures, haunted castles and lake monsters; unusual customs and historic symbols, Wales is indeed a country like no other, it is a strange country. It is Wales. Cymru am byth! Wales forever!







Chapter One: The Symbols of Wales

DRAGONS, DAFFODILS and LEEKS

Every nation has its national symbols. The United States of America has the bald eagle and the bison, Canada the maple leaf and the beaver, Russia the bear. Wales, being old and Welsh, has three, the dragon, the daffodil and the leek. I could count the Prince of Wales' three feathers, but that is more a royal symbol rather than a national one. Others may disagree, and they could well be right.

Of all the Welsh symbols, the dragon is arguably the best known. Indeed, Wales is the home of the dragon or the draig in Welsh. True, many other nations have dragons in various ceremonies and stories, and Saint George is said to have slain a stray dragon in the Middle East, but Wales is so proud of her dragon that she portrays it on her flag.

Not surprisingly, there are many dragon legends in Wales. For instance, there is the story of Vortigern, a semi-mythical Celtic king of around the late fourth and early fifth centuries AD. According to one legend, Vortigern was trying to escape the vicious Saxon invasion and decided to build a castle at the pretty little knoll of Dinas Emrys in what is now Gwynedd in north-west Wales. However, Vortigern's early building works failed, and he was advised that supernatural forces were preventing him from succeeding. The cure for such interference, some wise man said, was to sacrifice a young man. Vortigern searched for a suitable sacrifice and found a lad named Merlin, who told the king that he was a bit silly trying to build a castle on an underground lake that held two sleeping dragons.

In those far-off days, it seemed to be routine to come across the odd dragon in Wales, so Vortigern's labourers dug into the ground until they found the offending creatures. One dragon was red and the other white and as soon as the humans arrived, they began to fight one another. The red dragon was symbolic of the British, or Welsh, while the white dragon was the Saxon or English invaders. Eventually, the red dragon was victorious, and his – or her – victory was taken to prophesy the coming reign of King Arthur. One must remember that King Arthur's father was none other than Uther Pendragon and legend says that Arthur fought under a dragon banner. In this confusing mish-mash of legend, myth and fabrication, there may even be a grain or two of truth. Some people say that ever since Vortigern's time, the red dragon has been the symbol of Wales.

Naturally, there is not just a single legend to explain the name of Vortigern's castle. One version of the story claims that Dinas Emrys honours the mystical Myrddin Emrys, often known as Merlin. Other people say that Dinas Emrys means Emrys's Fort, which was another name of Ambrosius Aurelianus, who took after the fort after Vortigern. Legends and myths are never straightforward and often weave in and out of truth, fantasy and possibilities in a Celtic knot that seems determined to confuse the reader.

There was undoubtedly a fort at Dinas Emrys, with Llewelyn the Last (c 1223 – 1282) the final native Prince of Wales, given credit for building it, rather than Vortigern. However, the present ruins are on an older site that dates back perhaps two thousand years, and when archaeologists examined the fort in the 1950s, they found a pool or lake, although the dragons were long gone. What came first, the pool or the legend? Or did some long-forgotten denizen of the fort keep some exotic beast in the pool at some time?

Naturally, there is also a legend telling how the dragons came to be in the pool in the first place. The Mabinogion, that fantastic book that contains so much Welsh folklore, is the source. The Mabinogion states that when Lludd was king, at a time so distant it was even before the iron legions of Rome arrived, every May Eve the countryside shuddered under a terrible scream. The sound was so fearful that it petrified everybody who heard it, caused miscarriages and killed animals on the spot. Llefelys, the King of Gaul told Lludd that it was the sound that dragons made when they fought. Llefelys claimed that the British dragon was screaming because an invader dragon was defeating it.

To further confuse matters, at that time dragons periodically changed into pigs, so Lludd waited until they altered and trapped both pig-dragons in a cauldron full of mead. An alternative version of the story states that the dragons simply drank the mead and fell asleep, with no mention of pig-changing. Either way, once he had caught both beasts, Lludd buried them at Dinas Emrys. The place where they were held is still pointed out, a stone circle that would predate even the original fort.

One legend leads to another, and then another. We will find a great deal of treasure in our traipsing through Wales, and one hoard belonged to Merlin or Myrddin. He hid his treasure in a cave near to Dinas Emrys and prophesied that when a particular fair-haired and blue-eyed individual approached, he or she will hear a bell, which will lead them into the cave. Naturally, the cave will magically open although it is not clear what happens next. Presumably, the fair-haired individual will squeal with delight at finding so much gold; the mediaeval equivalent of winning the lottery. Also near to Dinas Emrys is Cell y Dewiniaid, a name which apparently means the grove of magicians. Local lore claims that the magicians who gathered here were Vortigern's priests, and they were buried in the neighbouring field. Possibly- and this is tentative guesswork - all these magical happenings were linked to the activities of the one-time Druids who were active in this area and pop up all across Wales. Although oak trees and Druids are securely connected, folk memory has only retained some blurred and hazy recollections of that ancient religion.

But that is to roam a bit from the Welsh dragons. Laying Vortigern's red-and-white dragons aside, the dragon symbol is ancient and may actually predate the legend. When the Romans occupied the southernmost two-thirds of Britain, they recruited men for their army, and these soldiers appear to have fought under a dragon banner. Some think that Magnus Maximus, a Spanish Roman general based in Wales when the Roman Empire was disintegrating, had the red dragon as his symbol. Other people say that when the Romans withdrew, some British kings used the logo on their flag, hence the Arthurian connection. Or so the legends say - as well as the Historia Brittonum, written around 828 AD.

On more concrete historical ground, we have Henry Tudor, who became King Henry VII. This particular royal Henry was born in Pembroke Castle in Wales and was one of the protagonists in the Wars of the Roses. In 1485 as he marched to the battle of Bosworth against Richard III, many Welshmen supported Henry and had the red dragon flying at their head. After the battle was won and the crown secured, King Henry had the Welsh dragon flag blessed in London's St Paul's Cathedral. With typical royal ingratitude, when the 1603 Union of the Crowns came about, only the crosses of Scotland and England were used in the first Union Flag. The red dragon of Wales was left out in the cold.

To further complicate things, there is a rival dragon for the Welsh banner. In Welsh, the red dragon is Y Ddraig Goch, while the standard of Owain Glyndwr was Y Ddraig Aur, the Golden Dragon. Owain Glyndwr (c 1349-c1416) was a Welsh prince who tried to unite Wales and expel the English. After a string of victories, he was eventually defeated. Details of his death are uncertain, but he remains an influential figure in Welsh minds. Owain Glyndwr raised his golden dragon flag during the battle of Tuthill in 1401, and some think that a golden dragon on a white background was the original flag of Uther Pendragon and Arthur, rather than a red dragon. The present Welsh flag has the red dragon of Cadwaladr ap Cadwallon, set on the green and white Tudor field of Henry VII. In case you did not know, Cadwaladr ap Cadwallon was the king of Gwynedd from the 650s until 682, and fought the encroaching Angles with some astounding success.

As I mentioned above, Wales has a host of dragon legends. In my perambulations around the country, both physically and metaphorically, I located some, and list them below, but undoubtedly there are more.

There is a strange story about Castle Gwys, otherwise known as Wiston Castle in Pembrokeshire, which was the home of a dragon with many eyes. The legend said that if anybody succeeded in spotting the dragon before it saw them, that person could claim the castle and lands. Many people tried, only for the multi-eyed beast to see them first. Eventually, one bright lad hid inside a barrel and had people push him into the castle. Presumably, he peeped out of the bung-hole and saw the dragon first to claim the prize.

Dragons appear to have been tricky things and humans needed to be cunning to defeat them. When a dragon settled into St Teilo's church tower in Llandeilo Graban in Powys, the locals were not happy. They knew that they could not kill the creature in a straight fight, so one man decided to fool it. He made an oaken dragon and booby-trapped it with steel spikes, like a giant hedgehog. The church tower dragon saw this rival and flew down to the attack, only to be pierced by the spikes and die.

That dragon may consider itself to be lucky compared to the dragon of Newcastle Emlyn in Carmarthenshire. This proud dragon lived in the local abandoned castle, and with its thick armoured body, lashing tail and poisonous breath, it thought it was invulnerable. However, like Achilles and Superman, everybody and everything has at least one weakness, and the Newcastle Emlyn dragon was no exception. A local warrior heard where the dragon's weak spot was and worked out how to reach it. He obtained a square of red cloth and waved it around, which annoyed the dragon, which flew down to the attack, grabbed the cloth and flew up again. However, as it soared upward, the warrior had a clear view of the dragon's bottom and shot an arrow right up. That was the creature's vulnerable place. The dragon flew away screaming, as one would with an arrow in one's bottom, and fell into the river. All the poison in its body poured out of the wound and massacred the local fish.

We have not done with dragons yet. Here are a few more bits and pieces of Welsh dragon-lore. In the First World War (1914-1918) Welsh soldiers seemed to adopt, or more likely re-affirm the red dragon as their emblem, and it officially became the Welsh national flag in the 1950s. Being Wales, of course, there is yet another alternative national flag in the old Cross of St David, a gold cross on a black background. However, we are still talking dragons.

In the early years of the 20th century and especially in 1910, the Welsh members of the Houses of Parliament campaigned for the Welsh Dragon to be introduced into the royal standard. A small poem of 1901 stated to the king:

 

'Oh take me to your Royal arms I pray

And let me stand a flag on

Don't start the royal coaches on their way

Until they've got a drag-on.'

 

On St David's Day, it was standard practice since 1922 to have the Union flag on the Eagle tower and the dragon on the lower Eastern Tower of Caernarvon Castle, which to the Welsh indicated that the dragon was in a subservient position in its own country. On St David's Day in 1931 the Office of Works again refused to allow the Welsh Dragon to fly above the Eagle Tower, so a group of Welsh Nationalists took matters into their own hands. Hauling down the Union Flag, they hoisted the Welsh Dragon, much to the annoyance of Englishmen and staunch unionists. When the dragon was flown the crowd cheered and clapped. Unfortunately, the authorities hauled down the Welsh flag and restored the flag of union. In 1932 a gathering of Welsh students tore down the union flag and tore it to ribbons.

After the commotion in 1932 Mr Ormsby-Gore MP, Lord Harlech declared that in future the two flags should fly at the same height on St David's Day and the king's birthday. In the 1937 coronation celebrations, the people of Wales were graciously allowed to exhibit their red dragon flag rather than the union flag.

Even in Wales, not everybody approves of the Welsh dragon. In August 1949 at St Mary's parish church in Dolgelly in Gwynedd, the union flag was taken down and the Welsh flag raised. The local bell ringers immediately hauled down the dragon and put the union flag back. Apparently, they objected because they had given the church the union flag in the first place. And in 1955, when the union flag flew above the eisteddfod – the Welsh musical and cultural festival - Welshmen hauled it down and hauled up the dragon, with the excuse that the union flag was flying higher than the dragons that flanked it.

The Welsh dragon then is a prickly creature and not one that it is wise to upset. As Tolkien once said: 'never laugh at live dragons' and the Welsh dragon is very much alive and never to be scoffed.

Other dragons, under different names, may also still be alive. There is a prehistoric tumulus at Trelech a'r Betws in Carmarthen which had a dragon, or rather a gwiber, or flying snake, to protect it, although it has not been seen for some years. I could not locate any stories or legends that relate to any attacks by this creature, unlike the Wybrant Gwiber at Betws y Coed which according to legend once ripped the throat from a man who attacked it, then tossed the unfortunate, and very stupid, attacker into a river.

There are many other legends, such as the dragon of Llyn Cynwych at Dolgellau in Gwynedd, which did not use fire but only the power of its stare to kill. One local farmer waited until the dragon was asleep and then chopped its head off with an axe. The locals buried it nearby. Then there was the dragon that once pestered the village of Llanrhaeadr ym Mochant in Powys. The locals had failed to kill it by the usual methods of sword and spear and hope. As a last resort, they erected a stone pillar, added a layer of spikes and covered the entire edifice with a red cloth. As the whole world knows, the colour red angers bulls and dragons, so the dragon puffed itself up with anger and attacked the booby-trapped pillar. Lunging down without any caution, the dragon impaled itself on the spikes and died.

Would it not be good to have a dragon story where the dragon wins? All this dragon-slaughtering is a bit one-sided.

Finally, there was yet another dragon on Penmynydd in Gwynedd. The local landlord was so unhappy about having cattle, sheep and no doubt sundry virgins eaten by the winged creature that he hired a man to eradicate the pest. After the dragon killer had failed to destroy the beast with sword and lance, he, like others before him, resorted to low cunning. Rather than using a spiked booby trap, the dragon-killer dug a deep pit and placed a brass mirror on the bottom. Naturally, the dragon fell into the hole, saw its reflection and fought itself. When the dragon was tired out, the dragon killer jumped into the pit and chopped off the exhausted creature's head.

As can be seen, most of the dragon stories are short and lack detail. It is possible that they were once longer but time has eroded the content, or perhaps they were always only sound-bites with no more content. It should perhaps not be thought strange that Wales has such a plethora of dragon tales, but rather it would be odd if the land of the dragon lacked such stories.

As well as dragons, Wales has the humble leek as a symbol of nationality. According to some traditions, the ancient Druids used leeks in their ceremonies, but better recorded is a legend that the wearing of the leek dates back to 633 when Cadwallon, king of Gwynedd defeated Edwin, king of Northumbria. Cadwallon was a dominant force in the 7th century at a time that the Angles and Saxons were still pushing their frontiers into the land of the native British. Invading Anglo-Saxons had swept into Wales before Cadwallon stopped them and inflicted defeats first on the Mercians and then the Northumbrians, with the decisive battle at Hatfield Chase, where Cadwallon's men were said to have worn leeks to distinguish themselves from the enemy.

Bede, the Northumbrian priest and historian, called Cadwallon 'the unspeakable leader of the Britons' and a 'raging tyrant' so the Welsh king must have been effective against the Northumbrians. The insults of an enemy should always be counted as praise.

Another tradition says that it was St David who first asked Welshmen to wear leeks for identification as far back as 540 AD. That legend is as good an excuse as any to introduce St David, the patron saint of Wales. In Welsh, he is Dewi Sant, and he was born in Caerfai in Pembrokeshire, with Pope Callixtus canonising him in 1120 when the Welsh resisted the Norman invasions of their country. David is the only British national saint to be born in the country he patronises, with Patrick (Ireland's saint) being born in Scotland, Andrew (Scotland's saint) in Palestine and George (England's saint) supposedly a Roman soldier born in Turkey. Saint David had royal blood, with his father a prince and his mother the daughter of a chieftain. Made an archbishop after a pilgrimage to Palestine, David founded a dozen monasteries that were renowned for their austere simplicity. David's best-known miracle occurred when he was preaching at the Synod of Brefi. The crowd was so large that they could not all see or hear him, so he lifted the ground beneath his feet to ensure enhanced visibility.

With so many Arthurian legends in Wales, it is perhaps not surprising that some believed that St David was Arthur's nephew. Strangely St David's Day is not a public holiday, with Prime Minister Tony Blair rejecting pleas for it to be made into one as lately as 2007.

In 17th century London, more than a century after the 'union' between Wales and England, any attempted Welsh celebrations of St David's Day were greeted by jeering English mobs parading through the streets lynching effigies of Welshmen. I am not sure why there was animosity to the indigenous British people celebrating their home-grown saint. A century later St David's Day was celebrated by eating a 'Taffy', which was a gingerbread Welshman astride a goat. Today it is more common to celebrate St David's Day by wearing a daffodil or a leek, with a tradition in Welsh regiments of the British Army for soldiers to eat a raw leek.

On St David's Day 1808 the 23rd Foot, the Royal Welch Fusiliers, were sailing to Canada. It was traditional for every officer to eat a leek, with a decided order of precedence. The older officers and those who had fought on campaigns were allowed a small leek, aided by salt. Officers who had seen at least a years' service but no action had to eat a larger leek without salt. For officers who were celebrating their first St David's Day in the regiment, the largest possible leek was found, and they had to eat every morsel and according to Ensign Thomas Henry Browne, later General Browne 'day after day passes before the smell and taste is fairly got rid of.' There is no doubt of the lasting connection between Welsh soldiers and leeks for in 1917 a Welsh soldier wrote home from the Middle East to say that the 'leeks are as big as gateposts'. The Turks, who were the opposition at the time, referred to the Welshmen as the Blue Devils.

Putting aside the idea that Saint David introduced leeks, there is a more prosaic suggestion that leeks became important when farmers in South Wales helped each other at ploughing time. This community event was cemented by a bowl of communal soup, with each farmer contributing a hat-full of leeks.

One last leek-related suggestion comes from the Battle of Crecy, often celebrated as a great English victory over the French. It was, in fact, an allied army, with English knights, and Welsh and Irish spearmen and Welsh and English archers, which defeated the French and their allies that bloody 26th August 1346. According to the story, at one stage the Welsh archers were camping in a field of leeks when a certain captain Cadwgan Voel ordered them to put leeks in their helmets to better identify them. Shakespeare put it succinctly in Henry V act 4, scene 7: 'the Welshmen did good service in a garden where leeks did grow.'

The connection between Wales and daffodils appears to be more recent. In 1912 the press had a lively debate whether the national emblem of Wales should be the 'stinking vegetable' the leek or the 'beautiful daffodil.' As recently as July 1911 when one of the many royal Edwards was installed as Prince of Wales at Carnarvon Castle, he accepted the daffodil as the emblem of Wales.

There is a strange little legend about the coming of the daffodil to Wales. A few thousand years ago the people of northern Spain were experts in ironwork, using charcoal to smelt the ore. One autumn, one of their ships was caught in a storm and driven close to the coast of Wales. The seamen landed and saw the Welsh digging for coal, which they used as fuel.

Naturally the Spanish were curious, never having seen such a product before. They wondered if these strange black stones would be more effective in smelting iron than their native charcoal. But what could they give in exchange? Just stealing the coal was out of the question as the Welsh were ferocious warriors. When the Spanish saw the Welsh worshipping the sun they had an idea; they could not give the Welsh the sun, but they could provide the next best thing, a flower that resembled the yellow orb in the sky. The sailed home and returned with a cargo of daffodil bulbs, which the Welsh accepted as barter, and in time daffodils became the national symbol of Wales.

There is, naturally, a more rational, if less colourful explanation. The Welsh for daffodil is Ceninen Pedr, Peter's Leek, and the two names and plants got confused in translation. Personally, I prefer the stranger stories.

Lastly, I shall mention the language of Wales. Welsh is one of the indigenous languages of the British Isles, along with Gaelic and whatever language the Picts of Scotland spoke. However, it has been under attack ever since the invasions of the Germanic tribes of Saxons, Jutes and Angles in the 5th and 6th centuries.

After the 'union' with England in the 16th century, the English language was introduced as the only language allowed in Welsh courts. People using Welsh were banned from holding public office in any land owned by the King of England. The idea may have been to eventually eradicate the Welsh language and probably Welsh culture and national feeling from the land. Similar projects were carried out in Ireland and Scotland, with mixed results.

In the middle of the 19th century, the English education system was also eased into Wales, with monoglot English-speaking teachers. Any child found speaking Welsh was handed a Welsh Not (or Welsh Knot), a stick or plaque or another form of identification which he or she had to hold and pass on to any other child who dared to speak their own language. At the close of the day, whoever was left holding the Welsh Not would be punished. Again, similar traditions existed for Gaelic speakers in Ireland and the Scottish Highlands, and even in my childhood in Scotland, pupils were actively and painfully discouraged from speaking Scots at school.

There was, of course, resistance from Welsh speakers to this strange notion of punishing Welsh children for speaking Welsh in Wales.

No book of strange Wales would be complete without mention of the longest place name in Britain: Llanfairpwllgwyngllgogerchwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogoch – it means 'the church of Saint Mary by the hollow of white aspen, over the whirlpool and Saint Tysilio's church close to the red cave. It is in Anglesey, the ancient Druidical centre and with that name, I shall close this chapter.







Chapter Two: Wales Answer to Nessie

I would wager money that most people in the western world have heard of Nessie, Scotland's Loch Ness Monster, yet relatively few have heard of the afanc, the Welsh equivalent. That is a pity, as the afanc is every bit as mysterious as Nessie and has a long history. There may even be an entire collection of afancs, in different places and nobody is quite sure how the creature looks. Some think it is like a crocodile, others that it is a demon or a small dwarf, somewhat akin to an Irish leprechaun.

Perhaps the afanc is a crocodile shaped demon-dwarf, then? How strange would that be?

Whatever its form, an afanc is said to have lived in Llyn Barfog, the Bearded Lake near Aberdyfi in Gwynedd. King Arthur, who crops up all over Wales, was reputed to have dragged the creature from the lake and killed it. However, possibly the most famous afanc used to live in the pool that bears its name, Llyn yr Afanc, not far from the village of Bets-y-Coed in the Conwy Valley in North Wales. One version of the story runs like this:

Back in the old days when dragons roamed the earth, all men were brave and strong and handsome, and all women were beautiful and virtuous, the people of the Conwy Valley were most distraught. Whenever they planted their crops, or set their cattle and sheep into the fields near the river, the water level rose and flooded the land, ruining the grain and drowning the livestock. They would not have minded so much if these events had been natural, but they were not. A terrible afanc caused them.

Typically in the old days of warriors, some brave knight would arrive and free the villagers of their burdens, but this afanc was a bit too scary even for the wandering heroes. It was a massive beast that smashed through the banks of the river, hence the floods, and it had thick skin that repelled even the spears and lances of knights. In fact, no human weapon could hurt it.

As it could not be killed, some other method had to be found to get rid of the afanc. The elders and wise folk held a meeting to discuss the problem. All the old stories say that 'wise men' held a meeting, with no mention of women. Ha! Since when were Welshwomen backwards in coming forward? I would wager good money that the women gave their advice as well, and probably influenced events more than the men cared to admit. Whoever had the final say, the meeting decided to lure the afanc away from the pool and deposit it in a lake as far away as possible. They chose Llyn Ffynnon Las, by Mount Snowdon as the afanc's new home.

The locals contacted Wales' finest blacksmith to forge an iron chain to hold the afanc, and they borrowed the powerful oxen of Hu Gardan to drag the afanc away. All that remained was to lure the afanc from its pool so they could capture it. As anybody with any dealings with mythology will be aware, dragons, afancs and other savage beasts like nothing better than a beautiful young woman. The locals looked for such a woman, which was not a hard task in Wales, and one woman, a farmer's daughter, volunteered to be the bait.

It must have taken nerves as strong as the afanc's hide for the farmer's daughter to stand by the pool and sing softly to attract the beast's attention. Eventually, her ploy worked, and the afanc exploded from the depths. Even when the monster glared at her, the woman continued to sing until the afanc had left the water and was on land. Rather than eat the woman, the beast rested its head at her side, lulled by the sweetness of her voice. Only then did the men appear with the chains to secure the sleeping afanc. When the creature awoke to find itself securely bound, it reacted with fury, lashing its tail and sliding back into its pool. One version of the tale says that in its struggle the afanc inadvertently killed the farmer's daughter. Other versions do not mention that detail. I will go with the more cheerful version and keep the brave Welshwoman alive, for such courage deserves a reward.
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