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NEWSLETTER:  AUGUST 
2007 
 
MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR – 
ANDREW THOMAS 
I’ve just returned from the Hadrian Wall 
visit and what a great success the trip 
was. It is the first time that a visit of 
several days has been organised and 
we are indebted to Maria, our Secretary, 
for arranging such an excellent trip. I 
won’t go into the details of this 
enjoyable outing as doubtless you will 
read and  hear the many tales  in the 
near future. 
 
The Society’s year is coming to an end 
and we are starting to plan for the next 
year starting November 2007. We aim 
to provide a study course, lectures, 
visits and investigations and any 
suggestions on the content or on 
possible visits or speakers would be 
most helpful. This is your Society and 
we would like to provide a programme 
that you find attractive so please let us 
know your wishes. 
 
In October we have the Annual General 
Meeting which, unlike some AGMs, 
proves to be an enjoyable meeting with 
the business quickly dealt with so make 
a note of 3rd October in your diary. At 
the meeting, Officers and Committee 
Members will be elected and last year it 

was good to see volunteers carrying out 
lesser but important duties such as 
organising the raffle, contacting 
speakers and providing refreshments. 
However if the Society is to continue 
successfully it is essential that new 
people take on some of the workload to 
provide fresh ideas and impetus. So 
please give consideration to helping. 
 
‘ORDNANCE SURVEY 1806 IN 
NORTH WALES’ – TALK BY DAVID S 
RICHARDS, MEMBER – 6 JUNE 2007 
A talk was given by one of the Society’s 
Members, David Richards, on the 
Ordnance Survey 1806 and the 
importance the marshes of Rhuddlan 
played in the development of 
triangulation.  A full report will be 
available in the next Newsletter. 
 
‘INTRODUCTION TO THE NATIONAL 
LIBRARY OF WALES – THE CITY ON 
THE HILL 1907-2007’ – RHYDIAN 
GRIFFITHS – 6 JUNE 2007 
Our 4 July  speaker was Rhydian 
Griffiths from the National Library of 
Wales. That    august institution is 
celebrating its centenary this year, and 
lectures are being given throughout 
Wales to raise awareness and 
encourage people to visit the Library at 
Aberystwyth and use its vast treasury of 
resources.  
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Rhydian Griffiths from NLW © Beverly Webber  

At the National Eisteddfod held in Mold 
in 1873, a movement was set in motion 
to found a National Library and a 
National Museum for Wales. Gladstone 
made a speech profiling the importance 
of Welsh heritage and a need to save 
collections of books and manuscripts. 
1872 saw the first College of the 
University of Wales founded in 
Aberystwyth. A building fund of £20,000 
was set up and 5 acres of land set aside 
next to the new College. Sir John 
Williams who wanted to donate his book 
collection and material from the Peniarth 
Estate made a proviso that the building 
must be in Aberystwyth. Thus in 1905 a 
compromise was reached that the 
Library be in Aberystwyth and the 
Museum in Cardiff. A Royal Charter was 
established on 19 March 1907. In 1909 
the Old Assembly Rooms, a nineteenth 
century building, was leased to the 
National Library, and this was its home 
for the first seven years. 
 

 
National Library of Wales�© Beverly Webber�

A competition was set up for the design 
of the new building on the 5 acre site. 
The winning design was produced by 
the architect Sidney Kyffin Greenslade.  
The foundation stone was laid on 15th 
July 1911 by Prince Edward (later 
Edward VIII) and King George V and 
Queen Mary. A photograph shows the 
occasion and there is early film footage 
surviving. A 21 gun salute added to the 
ceremony! Owing to WW1, building 
work was interrupted and it wasn’t until 
1916 that the building was occupied. 
The North and South Wings were the 
first to be completed and the central 
block from the John Williams’ bequest of 
1926 was opened in 1937 by George VI 
& Queen Elizabeth.  Despite the 
different periods of constructions the 
overall design is one of a harmonious 
whole.  
 
The years 1907, 1909 & 1911 benefited 
from the Copyright Act, when a copy of 
every printed book and periodical in 
Britain and Ireland had to be deposited 
in the Library. In the late 1920’s it 
became necessary to construct “book 
stacks” to house the numerous volumes 
of printed material. The North Wing 
accommodated a large reading room 
and was also an exhibition hall from the 
outset. The space was cathedral like, 
but nowadays it is badly in need of 
modernisation. The lighting is poor and 
there is no electrical power in the centre 
of the room to facilitate the use of laptop 
computers. It is planned to refurbish this 
space early next year and make its use 
more flexible. It is now illegal under the 
health and safety law to use the original 
open spiral staircase for the 1920’s 
book stacks. New designs for these 
stacks were established in the 1960’s 
and 1970’s, housing not only books but 
newspapers, periodicals and 
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manuscripts. In 1996 Brinley Roberts 
persuaded the Treasury through the 
Welsh Office to fund £11million to 
double the storage capacity. Thus a 
third library building was constructed 
adding high quality storage with a 
sprinkler system, air circulation, map 
and picture racks.  The South wing of 
the Library had been conceived as an 
exhibition block on two floors, the lower 
of the two houses exhibitions and the 
upper is a Reading Room. The 
Gregynog Gallery is the largest public 
gallery in Wales.  The South Reading 
Room has a secure area for readers to 
consult original manuscripts, maps and 
early printed material. An electronic gate 
has been installed to ensure extra 
security. At the other end of the South 
Reading Room is a comprehensive 
family history area with online facilities, 
microform records, tithe maps and local 
newspapers.  
 
The Library holds a vast collection of old 
photographs, including those taken by 
Mary Dilwyn, an early pioneer of 
informal photography during the 
Victorian era. This contains the earliest 
known photograph of a snowman, and 
another entitled”Sally & Mrs Reid and 
Mary Lindsey peeping”. John Thomas’ 
important archive concentrated on views 
of people and places particularly in 
North Wales.  
 
As well as the early photographs, the 
Geoffrey Charles collection 
concentrates on 20th century Wales from 
his experiences as a photojournalist. 
 

 
Mr Lewis' bull (John Thomas collection) © 
Beverly Webber��

The Digital Mirror is an ongoing project 
to digitise the Collections in the Library, 
so that they can be viewed online. 
 
The earliest maps held in the Library are 
charts on vellum and 16th century maps 
by Christopher Saxton. In all, over a 
million sheets of maps, charts and 
plans, as well as thousands of atlases 
are stored. A full set of Tithe Maps, 
Ordnance Survey maps and the latest 
electronic mapping can be found in the 
Library. 
 

 
Saxton's Map of Wales, 1580 © Beverly 
Webber 

Also, of use to solicitors, engineers and 
archaeologists are estate maps, 
boundary maps and plans of old mine 
workings. Unfortunately map thieves 
have been a problem in the past, 
because of their value to collectors. 
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The picture collection is growing with 
the help of the Heritage Lottery Fund. Its 
importance is not especially for artistic 
merit, but for historical record. There are 
paintings, drawings and portraits, with a 
number of landscapes by Turner who 
travelled extensively around Wales.  
Dolbadarn Castle is one of his famous 
works. 
 

 
Turner - Dolbadarn Castle © Beverly Webber 

The Peniarth Collection began the 
mammoth archive of manuscripts; but 
the earliest one in the Library’s 
possession is of the Welsh Laws of King 
Hywel Dda from the 10th century. It is an 
iconic manuscript, and the penned 
illustration of Hywel Dda is a gem. 
 

 
King Hywel Dda © Beverly Webber 

The Library contains approximately four 
to four and a half million books. These 
are acquired by purchase and donation. 
Research material, archaeological 

reports and digitized material are 
continually being added to the Library. 
Over 1,000 monographs and 2,000 
periodicals arrive every week, which 
comes to a total of nearly 60,000 
monographs and 100,000 periodicals 
each year! 
 
Andrew Greene is very keen on the 
digitization of materials; and framed 
digitized portraits and framed works of 
art will eventually be available to view 
online.   
 
Conservation and preservation work all 
goes on behind the scenes. The repair 
of documents, book binding and paper 
washing are all highly skilled jobs. A 
quarantine area exists for new 
acquisitions. Donated collections can 
arrive from solicitors’ cellars that have 
been infested with mice, insects, mould 
etc., so it is important that these are 
cleaned and treated properly. 
 
We were shown an early photograph of 
Margham Abbey, taken by Calvert R 
Jones in March 1841. It is a 
daguerreotype which needed a long 
time exposure of several minutes. The 
preservation of Welsh heritage is 
extremely important and items are often 
bought at auction to develop and 
enhance the National Collection.  
 
A further project is the introduction for 
school parties to the work and treasures 
of the Library in a newly refurbished 
education area.  It is intended that the 
Library at Aberystwyth become a Centre 
for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies. 
A new lecture theatre designed in the 
shape of a drum, and known as The 
Drum, holds 100 people and is spacious 
yet intimate. The National Screen and 
Sound Archive is yet another important 
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collection within the Library, and the 
screening of films, amateur footage, 
lectures and presentations are held in 
The Drum. At the end of October 2007, 
there will be a four day Film Festival 
showing footage about Wales from 
before 1952. 
 
Immediately above The Drum is the 
Hengwrt Exhibition Room, containing a 
permanent exhibition of “Treasures” 
from the Library.  
 
The website for the National Library has 
been updated, and intending visitors 
can pre-order documents, view the 
online catalogue, read about events and 
exhibitions and view the “Digital Mirror”, 
all from the comfort of their own homes!  
 
www.llgc.org.uk  
 
Having been lucky enough to visit the 
National Library on three occasions so 
far, I do urge any of you, if you have the 
opportunity to make the journey, it is 
well worth it!  Look on the website if you 
are connected to the Internet, I 
guarantee you’ll be hooked!  
 
Our speaker, Rhidian Griffiths is the 
Director of Public Services, and is 
responsible for services to readers and 
visitors, exhibitions, education services, 
marketing, publications and catering.  
 
SITE INVESTIGATION – YSCEIFIOG - 
16 JUNE 2007 – ARTICLE BY 
BEVERLY WEBBER, SOCIETY 
ARCHIVIST 
As the weather had been so wet a few 
days prior to our first “official” dig of the 
season, we were wondering if any 
digging at all would be possible on the 
day. Our fears, however, were 
completely unfounded as the trenches 

that had been uncovered a few weeks 
previously were not knee deep in mud 
but perfectly dry. The soil’s constituency 
makes for free drainage, and easy 
digging ensued. Hazel, as usual, 
welcomed us warmly, and offers of tea 
and coffee and bara brith were readily 
taken up.  
 
Uncovering the foundations of the walls 
of the old house was the order of the 
day. Some parch marks were noted, but 
on second thoughts, were probably 
where the snowdrops outlining the 
probable lines of the old walls had been 
planted. Two new trenches were 
opened, but one of these was closed 
down again as nothing at all was found. 
The second of these yielded some 
compacted stonework – possibly it had 
been a rough cobbled floor of some 
sort, or maybe stones that had been 
dumped there and become compacted. 
A beautiful tiny square lemonade bottle 
with the words “Eiffel Tower Lemonade” 
came out of that trench.  
 

 
Lemonade bottle © Maria Blagojevic 
 
Another trench was opened in the 
middle of the site. A flattish area was 
uncovered with both substantial flat 
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stones and concrete. This area it has 
been surmised could have been where 
the central chimney stack would have 
been. More excavations in that area are 
needed to prove or disprove this. In a 
previously excavated trench where a 
gap had been discovered and believed 
to be a doorway, some intriguing walls 
came to light. Curved stonework at 
either end of the wall, approximately 
four feet long, caused debate as to its 
function. Could it have been the base of 
a staircase or more interestingly, Hazel 
wondered if it had been a small bake 
house.  
 

 
 
Curved wall © Maria Blagojevic 
To back up this theory she produced a 
photograph of a larger bake house built 
on to the end of another building in the 
area (now, sadly demolished) showing 
the same characteristic curves. 
 
After lunch we continued our various 
tasks. A lot of late 18th century Buckley 
pottery and Victorian pottery was still 
coming out of the ground as well as 
some twentieth century bits and pieces 
and numerous cockle shells. After 
packing up, a few of us took a quick 
look at the site of a probable well in the 
adjoining “Gledlom” field. This will be a 

project for another occasion. It had been 
a very worthwhile day enjoyed by us all.  
 
MEDIEVAL ACOUSTIC JARS – 
ARTICLE BY BEVERLY WEBBER, 
SOCIETY ARCHIVIST 
A visit earlier in the year to an exhibition 
in Kent entitled “Lost treasures of Kent”, 
sparked off an interest in one of the 
exhibits there. In one display case were 
two medieval pottery acoustic jars. 
These had been discovered during 
excavations of Leeds church in (in Kent) 
in 1878. About 50 similar jars were 
found embedded in the nave walls and 
placed equidistant from one other along 
both sides of the nave for its entire 
length. They were laid on their sides, 
the mouth facing towards the nave. The 
nave was built in the 15th century and 
the jars are presumably of the same 
date.  
 

 
Medieval acoustic jars (Maidstone Museum) © 
Beverly Webber 

 
More often these earthenware vessels 
were placed in the eastern face of the 
chancel wall in order to amplify the 
voice of the priest during the mass. A 
set at Tarrant Rushton in Dorset dates 
from c.1458 and must have been 
effective, for in 1541 the 
churchwardens’ accounts of nearby 
Wimborne Minster recorded: “Payd for 2 
potts of cley for the wyndfylling of the 
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church 8d”. In many monastic churches 
acoustic chambers were intended to 
provide extra resonance and 
amplification during the singing of 
plainsong and to make “hauteyn 
speeche ring out as round as gooth a 
belle”. Those at Fountains Abbey in 
Yorkshire consisted simply of ceramic 
jars laid on their sides, but elsewhere 
sophisticated drain-like series of boxes 
were constructed beneath the choir 
stalls for the same purpose. The 12th 
century set of acoustic chambers of St 
Gregory’s Priory in Canterbury is 3 feet 
wide and 2 feet deep, with tiled floors 
and walls mortared with chalk and flint. 
They were built to allow the low notes of 
male voices to reverberate, and 
supposedly added lustre to the sound. 
Acoustic chambers were already de 
rigueur in the Middle Ages, though it is 
doubtful whether they were really 
effective.  
 
Two resonance chambers have been 
discovered beneath the choir at St Mary 
Blackfriars in Ipswich. These would 
have been filled with acoustic jars. St 
Edmund in Southwold, also in Suffolk, 
has a similar setup, as does St Peter 
Mancroft in Norwich. St Andrew, 
Liddington in Rutland, built in the 14th 
century, has one of the finest examples 
in situ in the Country.  
 

 
St Edmund, Southwold, Suffolk © Beverly 
Webber��

These jars were common in European 
church construction in the Middle Ages, 
and are said to be based on the ideas of 
Roman architect Vitruvius. He wrote 
about the ancient Greeks’ use of the 
jars in their theatres and he used this 
idea in the design of Roman 
amphitheatres to provide clarity of voice 
presentation.  
 
References:  
Sutton Companion to Churches: 
Stephen Friar 
www.dafx.ca/proceedings/papers/   
www.suffolkchurches.co.uk   
 
YSCEIFIOG DIGS – 29 JULY AND 11 
AUGUST 2007 
Members have continued excavations at 
Ysceifiog during July, but due to the 
very wet weather, the dig on 21 July 
was abandoned and re-arranged for 29 
July, when a small group of members 
made useful progress.  Preparations 
were also made in advance of the 
geophysical survey scheduled for 11 
August 2007. 
 
The 11 August dig was the most 
exciting to date, when we had the 
pleasure of Alan Brown and Annabelle 
Rogers who cam to undertake the 
geophysics at the site.  More 
 
WEEKEND TRIP TO HADRIAN’S 
WALL, NORTHUMBERLAND – 17-19 
AUGUST 2007 
The Society was embarking on its first 
weekend away with a trip up to 
Hadrian’s Wall, Northumberland.  
Twenty six people had booked for the 
coach trip which would include visits to 
a number of forts situated on Hadrian’s 
Wall including a full day at Vindolanda. 
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A full account of the visit will appear in 
the next Newsletter. 
 
BORDER REIVERS – ARTICLE BY 
BEVERLY WEBBER, SOCIETY’S 
ARCHIVIST 
Do you, like me, have Border reivers  
as ancestors? The ancient clans who 
inhabited the frontier lands between 
England and Scotland existed in a world 
of constant robbery, feuding, kidnapping 
and violence. This way of life became 
known as reiving , and the perpetrators 
of such crimes as reivers. Their actions 
have given words such as ‘bereaved ’ 
and ‘blackmail ’ to the English 
language.  
 
In 1330 Hexham had the dubious 
distinction of having the first purpose 
built gaol in the country. It was needed 
because of the lawless reivers. It is now 
a museum devoted to Border and 
Reiver history.  
 

 
Hexham gaol © Bev Webber 

By the 15th century the Borders had 
effectively become ungovernable and 
the two Kingdoms agreed that an 
element of control should be exercised 
through the creation of divisions on both 
sides of the Border known as East, 
West and Middle Marches. Salaried 
officials (wardens ) were appointed to 
each division and given considerable 
administrative and judicial authority. The 

Warden’s office became hereditary, 
being the prerogative of a few of the 
senior land owners on the Borders.  
 
The West March caused the most 
trouble and was known as the 
“Debatable  Land”  and lay partly in 
England and Scotland. It was first 
mentioned in 1449  
 

 
Debatable Lands��© Bev Webber�

as ‘the lands called Batable or Threep 
lands’. Such was the trouble caused by 
the Debatable Land that both England 
and Scotland were forced into making a 
joint declaration that “all Scotsmen and 
Englishmen from this time forth shall be 
free to rob, burn, spoil and slay any 
person or animals or goods belonging to 
all who inhabit the Debatable Land”. 
This resulted in a “free for all” and 
inevitably led to even worse 
lawlessness. The chief families were the 
Grahams and Armstrongs, clans of 
“desperate thieves and freebooters”. 
Their constant warring and antagonism 
was finally stopped in the 17th century 
when the Grahams were transported to 
Ireland and forbidden to return on pain 
of death. The Debatable Lands were 
divided and apportioned and the two 
Countries became responsible for law 
and order. Other districts of the Borders 
periodically required the armed 
intervention of the Scottish 



 
 

 
 

 

9

commissioners, and as late as 1606 the 
Earl of Dunbar seized and hanged 140 
brigands.  
 
So who were the other reiving families 
and what caused this lawlessness?  
Armstrong and Graham have already 
been mentioned; Anderson, Bell, Cecil, 
Charlton, Collingwood, Crozier, Dodd, 
Douglas, Elliott, Fenwick, Forster, Hall, 
Heron, Homes, Howard, Irvine, 
Johnston, Kerr, Milburn, Nixon, Ogle, 
Ridley, Robson,  Scott, Selby, Stamper, 
Stokoe, Tailor, Young is not a 
comprehensive list, but gives one some 
idea of those families involved.  
 
It was a story of mean kings and brave 
men, grieving women and orphaned 
children, of family infighting, treachery 
and deceit, of loyalty and betrayal. 
Constant warring between England and 
Scotland changed the lives of the 
families living immediately north and 
south of the Border. Owing to their 
geographic position they were 
frequently harassed by passing armies 
who destroyed most in their paths and 
caused as much damage and misery as 
they could.  Crops were destroyed, 
homesteads burnt and the people 
murdered or dispersed.  Those living in 
Liddesdale, Redesdale and Tynedale 
were the most affected, and having their 
crops regularly destroyed and livestock 
stolen, they looked for an alternative 
means of sustaining themselves. Thus 
they took to reiving.  From about the 13th 
century to the middle of the 17th century, 
reiving became a way of life through 
generations of families. Cattle and 
sheep were raided, along with anything 
else transportable.  Reiving was not 
limited to the poorest members of 
society; many noblemen condoned and 
even participated in the activities. Even 

the Wardens were not above indulging 
in reiving if they had the opportunity.  
 
If a family was desperate for food, the 
woman of the household would place a 
covered platter on the table. When the 
cover was lifted, a pair of spurs would 
be revealed, and this was the signal for 
the menfolk to go reiving. Generally they 
used small, hardy ponies which were 
fleet of foot and easily managed. They 
wore a quilted leather jerkin known as a 
jack or “jak of plaite” with a metal breast 
and back plate for protection, long 
leather riding boots and a burgonet (a 
type of visored helmet) and carried an 
eight foot border lance. In addition to his 
broadsword and dagger, a small hand-
wound crossbow known as a “latch” 
would hang from the saddle. No doubt, 
this attire would have varied according 
to the means or lack of them.  
 

 
Reivers �© Bev Webber�

 
In this atmosphere of terror and 
desperation, several distinctive types of 
fortified dwellings peculiar to the 
Borders were constructed, as well as 
numerous castles. Bastles appeared in 
a strip, twenty miles south of the Border, 
and a few just to the north. They were 
farmhouses, lower in status than Tower 
houses, and had animals on the ground 
floor and humans above. Usually 
rectangular in shape with two full 
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stories, they were built of rough stone 
blocks with no windows at ground floor 
level, only slits in the walls. A ladder 
would have been used to access the 
first floor living accommodation. There is 
an example of a bastle house built 
against the south gate of the Roman fort 
at Housesteads. Pele houses were 
another type of fortified dwelling. The 
Vicar’s Pele at Corbridge is a fine 
example. 
 

 
Bastle house��© Bev Webber�

 
Many reivers were tried and hanged on 
the gallows at Carlisle or Newcastle. 
Most probably the known criminals had 
no trial as such. Geordie Burn, the night 
before he was to be hanged gave his 
confession and said that he had “lived 
long enough to do so many villainies as 
he had done…….that he had lain with  
In the early 1600’s when James I came 
to the English throne, a commission was 
set up to administer new policies for law 
and order. It was proclaimed that “if any 
Englishman steal in Scotland or any 
Scotsman steal in England any goods or 
cattle which amount to 12 pence, he 
shall be punished by death”. The most 
blatant offenders were rounded up and 
immediately executed. Although 
kinships were broken, owning a horse 
and weapons forbidden, the traditions of 
reiving and feuding continued. 

Eventually it began to dwindle as there 
were fewer places for the reivers to 
seek sanctuary. By the 1640’s, only a 
hard core remained to wreak havoc and 
terror on the countryside. 
 
The conduct of the reivers may seem 
deplorable, but it had sprung from a 
necessity to survive a tough and 
unforgiving life. 
 

 
 
References: 
Historical Britain:  Eric S Wood 
Sutton Companion to Local History:  
Stephen Friar 
The Border Reivers: Keith Durham 
www.theheritagetrai.co.uk  
www.nwlink.com/  
www.borderreivers.co.uk  
www.wikipedia.co.uk  
 

SAAS WEBSITE 
Don’t forget to visit the SAAS Website 
which contains lots of information.  The 
Website can be accessed on the 
following address: 
http:www.stasaph/co.uk/archaeology. 
 
Suggestions and ideas for the Website 
are welcome from all our Members so 
don’t be shy, send us your thoughts. 
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FUTURE EVENTS 
The new 2007/08 Programme is 
currently in development.  If you wish to 
suggest any items for our indoor and 
outdoor events please contact the 
Society Secretary or any other of the 
Committee Members.  We look forward 
to hearing from you.   
 
MEMBERSHIP 
Our membership is increasing and we 
have welcomed a number of new 
Members since our last Newsletter.  We 
now have a membership of 61. 
 
Anyone wishing to become a Member or 
just interested to make contact and 
attend an event, please contact one of 
the Society’s officers listed below.   
 
Best wishes go to our Equipment 
Registrar, Sue Brown, who has recently 
had an operation.  Get better soon Sue, 
we are all missing you. 
 
COMMITTEE MEMBERS 
Chair :  Andrew Thomas, 27 Bishops 
Walk, St Asaph LL17 OSU    Tel: 
01745 583100;  
andrewthos@aol.com 
 
Sec:   Maria Blagojevic, 67 Ashley 
Court, St Asaph LL17 0PL Tel: 
07767705100; mblag@gotadsl.co.uk 
 
Treas:  David Casemore, Dyffryn Aur, 
Glascoed Road  Tel: 01745 582411;  
casemore@dcasemore.freeserve.co.uk 
 
Archivist:   Beverly Webber,  Hilltop, 
Chester Street, St Asaph LL17 ORE  
Tel: 01745 583980  
bevandclive.flutinet@fsmail.net     
  
Equipment Registrar:   Sue Brown Tel: 
01352 713252                                                                                                  


