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NEWSLETTER:  MAY 2007 
 
MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR – 
ANDREW THOMAS 
 
Dear Members 
Welcome to another edition of the 
newsletter. It’s another very good issue 
and our thanks must go to Maria 
Blagojevic for writing, editing, compiling 
and printing the paper and to Bev 
Webber and others who ably and 
strongly support Maria. Without them we 
would have no newsletter. 
 
At the last Committee meeting we 
discussed compiling an edition of all the 
main past articles into a quality journal 
and this is being further investigated.  
 
The Committee were delighted to hear 
that membership is now over 50 
compared with the 40 last year so we 
must be doing something right. Other 
topics under discussion are the hire of a 
plane when the ground conditions are 
right to take aerial photos, advanced 
working parties at Ysceifiog, prior to the 
main programmed digs, and topics for 
an archaeology course run by Bangor 
University next year. So, as well as 
keeping the current programme on 
course, there are several ideas for the 
future and if you have any other ideas or 

can help in any way please do not be 
shy in coming forward. 
 
As we are coming up to the season of 
walks, tours and digs I wish you all a 
good summer with plenty of sunshine. 
Shorts and fedoras could be the 
standard dress. 
 
PLEASE NOTE:  PROGRAMME 
CHANGE 
6th June 2007 will be the ‘Ordnance 
Survey 1806 in North Wales’ by David 
Richards with the Lecture ‘ Introduction 
to the National Library of Wales’ by Dr 
Rhidian Griffiths, Head of Public 
Services’ will be held on 4th July 2007.   
 
Please ensure that your programme 
schedules are changed. 
 
‘DROVERS OF NORTH WALES’ – 
TALK BY MARY DAVIES, SAAS 
MEMBER – 7 MARCH 2007 
An excellent lecture was given about all 
aspects of the Drovers of North Wales. 
Mary refused any “artificial aids” and 
delivered her talk in a very compelling 
way.  
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Mary giving her talk © Beverly Webber 
 
The North Walian cattle drovers took 
Welsh cattle to English towns for a 
number or reasons. Welsh farming had 
not improved and at the time was quite 
backward. In Wales there was no 
rotation of crops, therefore there was 
not enough feed. Lack of decent grazing 
owing to the topography of the land 
made it necessary to journey to the rich 
fertile Midland pastures of 
Leicestershire and Northamptonshire. 
Cattle sent as stores were fattened 
there and moved on to market in 
London. Welsh farmers with small farms 
relied on sending their cattle to market 
to pay the farm rents. Wales was the 
main cattle rearing area along with 
Scotland, and Welsh beef was highly 
desirable as a product. The years 
between 1550 and 1850 were 
particularly busy with this trade.  
 
In the year 1312, 900 oxen were sent to 
Windsor for the King’s household. In 
1317 the Bishop of Winchester’s agent 
was sent to North Wales to arrange for 
cattle to be brought for the household of 
Chancery. Trade lapsed during the 
Glyndwr rebellion at the end of the 
1300’s and early 1400’s. In 1445 Welsh 
cattle were taken from Wrexham to 
Suffolk. After the Battle of Bosworth in 

1485 when Henry Tudor became King, 
peace gave the cattle trade a boost 
which helped to restore prosperity. At 
the end of the 15th century and during 
the 16th century many important 
Welshmen went to live in London. The 
Welsh gentry secured important posts, 
became anglicised and encouraged 
their sons to be educated at the Inns of 
Court. Rents for the Gentry were 
claimed from the drovers and the growth 
in population in both London and other 
English towns meant an increased 
demand for Welsh meat. Another boost 
to the Welsh economy was the 
prohibition of Irish meat. The Civil War 
between 1642 and 1649 meant a 
cessation of trade and considerable 
hardship to tenant farmers. The 
Archbishop of York, John Williams (a 
Conwy man) obtained a permit from 
Prince Rupert for “The Spanish Fleet of 
Wales” to operate, and thus gold and 
silver flowed into the Welsh coffers.  
 
During the 18th century changes in 
subsistence, an expanding economy, 
industrial growth, growth in population 
and a better standard of living meant a 
higher demand for meat. In 1750, 
70,000 Welsh cattle were sent to 
Smithfield meat market in London. Beef 
was an essential element for trades 
such as leather making, saddlery and 
glove making. The Napoleonic Wars 
between 1793 and 1815 caused 
massive inflation and a rise in 
agricultural prices. Farming became 
more efficient, but by 1815 the economy 
suffered severe depression and a slump 
as a result of the French Wars, bad 
weather and poor harvests. Even so, 
between 10,000 and 12,000 cattle from 
Anglesey were sent to English markets 
and fairs along with sheep and pigs in 
store condition.  
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Markets in North Wales were held twice 
weekly, notably in Wrexham, Mold, 
Caerwys, Ruthin and Denbigh. Fairs 
were held once a month. The fair held in 
Denbigh used to be on a Tuesday but 
more recently a market was held every 
Wednesday. English and Welsh dealers 
bought cattle at the markets and fairs 
and hired drovers to bring the cattle to 
England. The dealers would buy at the 
markets in Abergele, Ruthin, Denbigh, 
Tregaron and Dolgellau and others. The 
drovers would go round to different 
farms in the market areas and choose 
cattle for the dealers. They needed to 
be trustworthy and efficient.  
 

 
A Welsh Drovers' pub with Welsh writing 
welcoming them to partake of the ale 
found in England ©  Beverly Webber - 
see article following. 
 
It is thought that drovers were the 
initiators of private banks, the first one 
being Banc yr Eidion Ddu in Llandovery.  
Special ‘promissory’ banknotes were 
issued: the 10s note had a picture of a 
black lamb; £1 note a black sheep and 
the £5 note a black ram. A £2 note 
showed two sheep! It would have been 
easy for the illiterate and innumerate to 
recognise the pictures representing the 
denomination. Dealers worked on 
commission and a fixed price. The 
farmers would often lose out if the price 
was not reached. Drovers worked on 

trust, but some absconded to Ireland 
with funds. After Queen Anne’s 
accession it became illegal for drovers 
to declare themselves bankrupt.  
 
Preparation for a drove was all 
important. Assistants and drivers were 
hired by the drovers. There would be 
around 4,000 cattle in a drove. 
Herdsmen either rode or walked with 
the herd and drivers (who had a lower 
social standing and would be 
innumerate and illiterate) moved the 
cattle onward. Specialist blacksmiths 
travelled with the drove. Cattle would be 
shod with a special shoe known as a 
cue which was made in two sections. 
100 oxen would need 800 cues! 
Blacksmiths would spend the winter 
making the shoes. Specialist nails used 
by travelling smiths were greased with 
butter and lard to stop them rusting. A 
well known smith was a John Richards 
(Jack Ysbyty from Ysbyty Ifan). Shoeing 
the wild cattle was an arduous job. A 
steer needed to be felled by being 
wrestled to the ground by the horns. 
The “feller” threw a rope around the 
horns, tied the legs and tethered the 
beast. One such feller, Sion Fawr was 
6’3” and could throw an ox to the ground 
single handed. A smith could cue 60 – 
70 animals in day and earned 10d to 1/- 
per animal. Strength and courage were 
essential. Specialist shoeing smiths 
were at Cerrigydrudion, Llandegla and 
Bala. During the 18th century it was 
essential to plan the journey avoiding 
the turnpikes, if at all possible. Having to 
pay a toll would reduce the profits. On 
the other hand taking a circuitous route 
to avoid the turnpikes would add miles 
and time on the journey. Mountain 
tracks were followed, rivers avoided if 
possible (cattle were loathe to swim and 
shoes could be lost on the river stones). 
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The drove set off at dawn to make the 
most of daylight hours. Quiet roads 
were best as the wild cattle were 
unused to human activity and mail 
coaches, pilgrims and soldiers could 
easily scare the beasts into a stampede. 
The drove travelled till dusk at a speed 
of about 2 miles an hour, which meant 
achieving 15 to 20 miles in a day. The 
three year old store cattle needed to 
graze so tracks over the hills with wide 
verges were chosen. A leading bullock 
guided the other cattle. A man went 
ahead to order refreshment from 
designated inns. The Hawk and Buckle 
at Llanefydd has an aperture in the wall 
where beer would have been handed 
through to the drovers and other men on 
the drove. The typical journey time from 
North Wales to Kent took 3 weeks. The 
drove itself would have been very noisy 
with men shouting, the clatter of ponies 
and dogs barking. Pembrokeshire and 
Cardigan corgis kept the cattle in check 
by nipping at their heels. It was 
customary for an experienced drover to 
blow a horn and shout to warn a farm of 
the drove’s approach. It would have 
been disastrous if the farmer’s cattle 
had become mixed up with the drove’s 
cattle. Stage coaches needed to be 
warned of the drove’s approach and it 
was essential to open and close gates. 
Dafydd Jones of Caio described the 
drove as “Souls going before the Lord 
on Judgement Day”.  
 
The cattle were small – Welsh blacks, 
but smaller than today’s breed, known 
as Welsh runts. The drovers themselves 
wore a smock and thick woollen 
stockings wrapped round with thick 
brown paper smeared with soap. Soap 
on the soles of their stockings prevented 
chafing. A rolled blanket and hat were 
essential pieces of kit. The ancient 

routes, packhorse roads, pilgrim routes 
and Roman roads were followed. 
Keeping to open countryside helped to 
prevent ambush and routes with wide 
clearings either side prevented 
highwaymen. Fords were avoided too 
for safety’s sake. The drover slept inside 
an inn and the assistants slept outside 
or in a barn.  
 
There were links between Powys and 
Leominster, Ludlow, Chester and 
Wrexham, Northampton, Rugby, 
Daventry, Barnet and Smithfield. At 
Barnet it was traditional to hold a 
drovers’ race. At Llandegla the drovers’ 
roads converged from Anglesey and 
Lleyn, Conwy and Denbigh. Llandegla 
boasted no less than fourteen pubs. At 
one of these, Tafarn y Gath, the 
landlord named Ehedydd Ial had a 
regular customer, who having spent all 
his money couldn’t pay for his beer. This 
customer died and his destitute widow 
was given no recompense from the inn.  
“Bay ma gwsmer hynod 
Sef Wil dy anwyl briod 
Fe aeth i’r nef o gam i gam 
Heb dalu am ei ddiod” 
 
Some farm houses brewed their own 
beer and tradition has it that three to five 
scots pines planted outside were an 
advertisement. Even today there are 
links to the droving past. There are pubs 
called the Drovers’ Arms in a number of 
places including Rhewl  and near  Mold. 
The least important men on the drove 
slept outside the barn. A bed inside an 
inn in summer cost 4d a night and in 
winter 6d.  
 
What sort of person was a typical 
drover? Drovers had to be licensed at 
the Quarter Sessions. Failure to do so 
could result in being arrested and fined 
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the sum of £5 and sent to prison. A man 
had to be at least 30 years old, married, 
of good character, numerate and literate 
and able to speak English. Otherwise a 
strong personality, courage, 
resourcefulness and patience were 
necessities. The penalty for cruelty to 
the animals was a 20s fine or maybe a 
prison sentence.   
 
One of the hazards was the risk of a 
stampede. Crossing from Anglesey to 
the mainland meant the cattle swimming 
the Straights to Bangor or crossing at 
low tide from Beaumaris to 
Abergwyngrenog. Highway robbers 
were a constant danger. Two of the 
infamous characters were Dick Turpin 
and Jack Sheppard. The poor state of 
the roads could slow down proceedings. 
Cattle diseases were a constant worry. 
Mastitis was “cured” by simply cutting off 
a teat! Simple veterinary skills were 
necessary and one particular drover 
would carry a bag with medicines and 
surgical instruments. Disease could 
cause a fair to be closed and in 1745, 
Barnet fair was closed and trade was 
banned. During the 19th century disease 
enforced slaughter. Compensation 
meted out was only half the value of the 
cattle.  
 
Additional duties carried out by the 
drovers performed a vital service to both 
the cultural and economic well being of 
the country. Ship money was carried 
from the coastal towns to London 
banks. David Lloyd, who was employed 
by Sir John Wynn of Gwydir, was 
responsible for bringing money to pay 
for an honour bought by Sir John Wynn. 
He had been unable to pay until the 
drovers returned. Those sons of the 
Welsh gentry at the Inns of Court 
needed their allowances, and again it 

was the drovers who were entrusted 
with the money. Gold was transported to 
the Assay Office. Folk seeking 
employment would travel to the south of 
England with the drovers for safety. 
They would deliver religious tracts, lace 
and other goods. The drovers would 
also collect knitted garments – notably 
stockings - from villagers as they 
passed through and take them to sell at 
Bala Fair. Both Daniel Defoe and 
Francis Kilvert mention the country folk 
walking and knitting. John Jones, 
otherwise known as Jack Llangorse 
travelled with the drovers and became 
the landlord of an inn in Southwark.  
 
The drovers brought stories from Barnet 
fair telling of dwarfs and freaks and 
other such wonders.  The latest news 
would be disseminated, from such 
events as the victory at Waterloo to 
tales of riches in America and London, 
the latest fashion ideas, and ballads. 
Many drovers were cultured, religious 
and well informed. A few drovers went 
on to become well known and respected 
figures and hold important posts such 
as Methodist ministers, High Sheriffs, 
bards and money lenders. Others 
owned bookshops, composed hymns, 
and some became schoolmasters. 
Drovers were “The lubricant that oiled 
the Welsh economy” (John Davies). 
 
Another opinion of the character of 
drovers was of them being drunkards 
and “ne’er do wells”. During the 17th 
century, Twm o’r Nant talks of drovers 
as being drunkards and frequenters of 
prostitutes. George Borrow in “Wild 
Wales”, talks of profligacy amongst 
drovers and them knowing every bar 
and barmaid on the droving routes.  
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The decline and eventual demise of 
droving as a way of life declined when 
the railways began and it had ceased by 
the 1870’s. Cattle were sold at smaller 
marts and were only driven short 
distances. In 1912 at the time of a rail 
strike, the drovers returned. During the 
1914-1918 War when trains were 
requisitioned for the transportation of 
troops, drovers were again in demand. 
Today cattle are transported by lorry. 
The heyday of the Welsh drovers was 
during the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries 
and they kept the Welsh economy alive.  
 
Mary was thanked for the interesting 
and informative talk where Members 
had learnt so much in such a short time. 
 
DROVERS’ INN, STOCKBRIDGE, 
HAMPSHIRE – ARTICLE FROM 
BEVERLY WEBBER, SOCIETY 
ARCHIVIST 
Following on from Mary Davies’ talk on 
Welsh Drovers, I took the opportunity 
whilst driving back from Little Somborne 
to stop off in Stockbridge. I knew there 
was an old drovers’ inn, famous for its 
Welsh inscription. This welcomed the 
Welsh cattle drovers in their own 
language, and surprisingly it still 
remains on the outside of the building 
today. My mother informed me that the 
pub used to be known as “The 
Cossacks” during WW2, and in fact the 
cottage at one end is still called that. 
Flint, brick, chalk and thatch are 
abundant in Hampshire and these are 
the archetypal traditional building 
materials of the area. The inn is now a 
private house and some rather 
insensitive souls in the past have 
inserted two windows cutting across the 
words “Drovers’ House”. The Welsh 
inscription happily is there “GWAIR-

TYMHERUS-PORFA-FLASUS-CWRW-
DA-A-GWAL-CYSURUS”.  
 
Nowadays Stockbridge is a delightful, 
well-heeled village with its picturesque, 
long and very wide street lined with 
cottages and houses of all periods. The 
River Test snakes its way in and out 
under a series of bridges with ducks and 
trout in the crystal clear water. The 
width of the street has always been 
remarked upon by my older relatives 
and they used to joke about it being like 
a “wild west town” during the War. It 
seems they weren’t far wide of the mark 
– it is easy to imagine a vast herd of 
cattle being driven down the main street 
and the Welsh drovers fetching up at 
the welcoming inn. 
 

 
Stockbridge High Street ©  Beverly 
Webber  
 
YSCEIFIOG “FRIEZE” – 23 MARCH 
2007 
At the end of March, Maria & I were 
invited to attend the official opening of 
“The Frieze”. The aim of this marvellous 
project was to celebrate “3,000 years of 
history in one small village”. MP David 
Hanson opened the exhibition. Arranged 
chronologically, it began with pre history 
in one corner of the room which 
included two photographs of SAAS 
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members excavating at Tan y Llan! 
(Gosh, are we that old?). Old 
documents, letters, portraits, maps, 
newspaper cuttings and photographic 
records from the 19th century through to 
the present day were arranged around 
the room. The designer of this 
imaginative historical work of art was 
Andrew Coomber, a resident of the 
Village. Hazel Formby had co-ordinated 
most of the historical material which had 
been donated and resourced from all 
kinds of people. This was a marvellous 
example of a real community effort.  It 
was amusing to listen to some of the 
older local folk becoming quite animated 
as they recognised themselves as boys 
or girls in some of the old photos. A 
continuous loop slide show of old 
photographs was also taking place in 
the main village hall. Amongst the 
guests were representatives from most 
organisations and societies in the area, 
as well as two of the archivists from 
Flintshire Record Office and local 
dignitaries. Before we left we were 
invited to sign a guest book. Wine, soft 
drinks and tasty canapés were served 
during the evening, making it a 
memorable occasion. 
 
‘VALLEY WORKS, RHYDYMWYN’  - 
TALK  BY JEF SPENCER, CPAT – 4 
APRIL 2007 
The Chair welcomed Jeff Spencer of the 
Clwyd Powys Archaeological Trust 
(CPAT) who gave a talk on the site of 
Rhydymwyn valley which is situated in 
Flintshire between Mold and St.Asaph. 
 

 
Jeff with SAAS Chair © Maria Blagojevic  
 
Research of maps and documents show 
that the site was originally a lead mine 
in 1827 with extensive underground 
tunnels and shafts and by 1850 it had 
changed to an iron works with a 
foundry. By 1874 it was derelict but in 
1890 the recovery of lead was 
recommenced probably by reprocessing 
the former lead waste tips. Then by 
1921 the site appeared to have no 
activity on it. 
 
The site became important in 1939 
when the Ministry of Supply bought the 
site for the production of chemical 
weapons. Tear gas, mustard gas and 
chlorine had been used occasionally in 
the First World War and the government 
decided that mustard gas would be 
produced at Rhydymwyn to be used in 
the Second World War if the enemy 
started to use it or if Britain was overrun. 
The gas had the effect of causing 
severe blistering and although not 
always fatal it was certainly debilitating. 
Fortunately the product was never used 
although it was disturbing to learn how 
far preparation for use had gone 
 
The site was chosen because it had 
good road and rail connections, it was 
close to Randle at Runcorn where the 
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basic chemicals were produced  and 
because a good storage area could be 
made by tunnelling into the  limestone. 
At the height of its activity some 2,000 
people were employed producing up to 
50 tons of weapons per week, using 120 
buildings and with storage for 1,500 
tons of weapons.  
 
Now only 38 buildings remain and the 
storage tunnels. The surviving brick and 
concrete buildings had a variety of uses 
such as filling factories, paint sheds, 
wash rooms and air raid shelters and 
blast walls were built in front of many of 
the entrances. They were painted for 
camouflage and inside there are still 
details of everyday life such as posters 
warning of the dangers, calculations 
written on the walls and plans of the 
factory lay out. Roads were surfaced in 
a special bitumen to prevent sparks and 
electric buggies were used on site. 
 
There is a labyrinth of storage tunnels 
cut into the rock, some 10 m high and 
about 200 m long, with a ventilation 
system served by two large ventilation 
shafts.  
 
Later, from 1941 to 1946 the site was 
used for the “Tube Alloys Project”. This 
was the code name for producing 
nuclear weapons by enriching uranium 
isotopes and was the forerunner to the 
Manhattan Project for the production of 
the atomic bomb. It was well known to 
the nuclear scientists of the day and 
naturally these workers were isolated 
and had no contact with the rest of the 
compound. 
 
After the War the site had various uses 
such as the storage of captured enemy 
chemical weapons and the storage of 
dried foodstuffs, mobile bakeries and 

blankets and other supplies for 
emergencies. 
 
Today the site is disused and DEFRA 
(Department of Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs) are making the site into an 
area for archaeological and wild life 
interests in conjunction with CPAT and 
Birmingham Archaeology. 
 
David Casemore, the Society’s 
Treasurer, thanked Jeff for the 
fascinating talk. 
 
ALL SAINTS CHURCH, LITTLE 
SOMBORNE, HAMPSHIRE  – ARTICLE 
BY BEVERLY WEBBER, SOCIETY 
ARCHIVIST 
 
During our recent medieval archaeology 
course, Fiona Gale mentioned that she 
had spent 5 or 6 weeks during 1976 
drawing and recording each individual 
stone inside Little Somborne Church. 
Well, not quite up to the feat of the 
gentleman who has been drawing every 
stone on Hadrian’s Wall (and on both 
sides!), but still an impressive 
archaeological discipline. As we were in 
Hampshire over Easter and Little 
Somborne was only about 8 miles away, 
a visit became inevitable. 
 
All Saints church is set in a quiet 
downland valley and is now in the care 
of the Churches Conservation Trust and 
also the Friends of Friendless 
Churches. An endearing notice on the 
door reads “tis open for thee”. The 
church with a wooden bellcote is part 
Saxon and part Norman. The original 
Saxon church had a nave and chancel, 
but in 1170 the Normans removed the 
latter and extended the church 
eastwards, doubling its original length 
and adding a tiny new chancel. 
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Evidence of both periods can clearly be 
seen in the walls, windows and 
doorway. The church has now been 
lime washed both outside and in, so all 
those stones meticulously recorded by 
Fiona thirty years ago, are hidden. 
Within the Norman church, the footprint 
of the Saxon church has been 
delineated by modern quarry tiles and 
the outer Saxon walls by paving slabs – 
quite an ingenious solution. Evidence of 
a 13th century hermit’s cell has been 
discovered outside on the north side. 
Other notable features of the church are 
a Saxon double splayed window, a fine 
example of a Saxon pilaster strip and a 
pair of 13th century lancet windows. The 
weather boarded bell turret at the west 
end has a gilded weather cock and 
houses a single bell dated 1590 which 
was cast by John Wallis of Salisbury.  
 
Looking at the immediate landscape 
surrounding the church one is struck by 
the lack of a village. Little Somborne 
has two other Sombornes nearby – 
King’s Somborne (where John of Gaunt 
had a deer park) and as its name 
suggests was held by the King, and Up 
or Upper Somborne is close by.  Little 
Somborne was once a small settlement 
within the royal manor of Somborne. 
Over the centuries the population has 
declined and now it is a classic 
Deserted Medieval Village. All that 
remain apart from the small church are 
a large mansion house set in a deer 
park, a few cottages close by, and a 
farm across the road. Little Somborne is 
mentioned in Domesday. Its name 
apparently derives from the Old English 
“swin” - (modern English swine) and 
“burne” – stream.  
 

 
All Saints Church, Little Somborne © 
Beverly Webber  
 
There is a group of small churches in 
the area in the care of the Churches 
Conservation Trust. Ashley, St Mary is 
very near to Little Somborne and St 
John the Baptist at Upper Eldon, is just 
a few miles away from neighbouring 
Stockbridge. It is a beautiful part of the 
country and well worth visiting.  
 
THE BELLS OF ST MARY’S, 
YSCEIFIOG  BY HAZEL FORMBY 
 
It must be over fifteen years since the 
bells of St Mary’s Ysceifiog rang out 
across the parish. The reason being that 
the frames from which they hang have 
become very dangerous. It was 
particularly sad that they could not ring 
out in the year 2000. I stood outside my 
home as the new Millennium arrived 
and heard the bells from nearby 
parishes compete with a hail of 
fireworks. During the year that had 
ended I had been compiling a 
photographic record of life in the village 
to mark the end of the 20th century and 
the end of the 1st Millennium. Earlier in 
that week I had climbed up in the church 
tower to photograph the bells, one of 
which had been in use since it was cast 
in the late 15th century. 
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Ysceifiog Bells © Hazel Formby  
 
Bells have rarely been silenced over the 
last centuries but during World War II 
they were, their chimes reserved in case 
they were needed to announce an 
invasion of Britain. Thankfully they were 
never needed for that purpose, but they 
rang out in jubilation when the end of 
the War was announced. 
 
A glance through the Churchwardens’ 
accounts for Ysceifiog parish from the 
17th century onwards is interesting. 
Apart from calling the faithful to the 
various services and mourning the 
passing of many, they were, by royal or 
governmental command, rung to mark 
special events. In 1606 all churches 
were commanded to ring the bells on 
November 5th to “Mark the Happy 
Deliverance (the previous year) of King 
James I and the Three Estates of 
England from the most traitorous and 
bloody-intended Massacre by 
Gunpowder”. This event was repeated 
on 5th November for several years later. 
Eighty two years later another important 
royal event took place on November 5th, 
as we read in the Account book: “1688, 
Paid for ringing of bells the 5th 
November, 9d, the landing of Prince 
William of Orange (the future William III 
of England) at Torbay”. The reigns of 
James First’s son and grandsons were 

turbulent, with the Commonwealth of 
eleven years intervening, and James II’s 
rule was marked by religious 
differences. James II wanted the Church 
of Rome reinstated as the State Church. 
The situation was made worse when he 
married his second wife, the Catholic, 
Mary of Modena. We know that the King 
and Queen came to visit St Winefred’s 
Well, Holywell to pray for the birth of a 
son. As Ysceifiog was on a pilgrims’ 
way and roads which formed part of the 
network to London, they could have 
passed through the parish. In 1687 the 
clerk wrote in Ysceifiog’s accounts: 
“Paid for ringing of bells with joy of the 
Queen being with child, 1s 6d.” That 
baby became Prince James the Old 
Pretender and later the father of Bonny 
Prince Charlie. Prince James was a 
staunch Catholic and never succeeded 
his father as king. The Anglican Church 
won the day and James II went into 
exile. His daughters by his first marriage 
were Protestants. The elder, Mary had 
married the Dutch Protestant Prince 
William of Orange. They were to rule 
England jointly as Mary II and William 
III. He reigned on his own for eight 
years after Mary’s death in 1694. It is 
interesting to speculate on the thoughts 
of the people of Ysceifiog as the bells 
were rung for these events. When 
Queen Mary II died they tolled again. 
We read: “1694, Paid for ringing of bells 
upon the  Queen’s Funeral, 1s 6d.” 
 
King William III died in 1702 and his 
wife’s sister Queen Anne came to the 
throne. It was a new century and a new 
reign. It saw the rise of the Churchill 
family and the creation of the Dukedom 
of Marlborough after John Churchill’s 
success in the many battles of the War 
of the Spanish Succession which ended 
with the signing of the Treaty of Utrecht 
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in 1713. Once again Ysceifiog’s bells 
rang out: “Item: paid for ringing ye bells 
at ye news of peace, 2s 6d.” 
 
It is also interesting to read in the 
church accounts about the many repairs 
to the bells and equipment pertaining 
and cost of some. “1689. Paid for 
fascening and taking down of ye bells 
1s; paid for drink when ye bell was 
fascened, 3d.” Three hundred years 
later the cost of taking down the bells 
and reinstating them will be £16,000! 
The present churchwardens (who are 
both women – no chance of that in 
1689!) did not have to pay for drinks for 
the two gentlemen from the Whitechapel 
Bell Foundry; a kindly parishioner 
provided these. 
 
In a book dealing with church bells there 
is a chapter on church bells of Flintshire, 
and under Ysceifiog the following 
description is given: “The tower contains 
a ring of three bells and a priest’s bell.” 
The second bell is the oldest, believed 
to date from the late 15th century. It is 
quite thrilling to realise that it was 
probably cast about seventy years after 
the end of Owain Glyndwr’s rebellion, at 
a time when Wales was suffering 
conflict again during the “Wars of the 
Roses”.  
 
I was present when this bell and one of 
the others was lowered down. Its weight 
is 5 1/2  cwt and in ‘ancient black’ 
lettering it bears the words: “Ave Maria”. 
It is believed that it was cast in the 
Nottingham foundry and its clapper is 
different from those in the other bells. 
 

 
 
Ysceifiog Bells © Hazel Formby 
 
The treble bell weight is 4½ cwt. It is 
inscribed “God Save His Church – GR 
PP Wardens 1640”. Some believe that it 
was originally inscribed “God Save His 
Majesty”, but altered for political 
reasons. This of course, is during the 
reign of Charles I and a time of non-
parliamentary government which ended 
in 1640 with the recall of Parliament 
known as the “Short Parliament”, and in 
November that year the setting up of the 
“Long Parliament”. By 1642 the Civil 
War had begun. The tenor bell was also 
cast in 1640, this weighs 6 ¾ cwt and is 
inscribed “Gloria in Excelsis Deo 1640”. 
The Priest’s bell is small, weighing 1cwt. 
It is fitted with a lever but no ropes and 
just has a date 1663 inscribed on it. By 
this time Charles I had been beheaded, 
the Commonwealth had run its course, 
and Charles II had been reigning for 
three years. Ysceifiog church had 
suffered during the Glyndwr rebellion 
and again in the Civil War; it was one of 
the churches in Flintshire that was paid 
for war damage. It is believed that all 
three 17th century bells were cast by the 
Chirbury family at their Foundry in 
Wellington, Shropshire. There is a 
tradition in Ysceifiog that some of the 
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bells were cast on site, and there is a 
field near the church whose name 
suggests an association with bells. It is 
known that in some places bells were 
cast in huge pits in churchyards. 
 
There is one church bell, although no 
longer here, which should be 
mentioned. On the painting of Ysceifiog 
old church by Moses Griffiths for 
Thomas Pennant’s “Tours in Wales”, 
there is clearly shown a wooden 
structure with its own roof, on top of the 
church tower. There seem to be 
references to this in the church 
accounts as follows: “1737: Paid John 
Roberts for enquiring for a tree to make 
a canopy above ye little bell, 1s”; “Paid 
ditto for five days work in making ye 
said canopy, 7s 6d”; “Paid Peter 
Hughes of Hafod-derw for five days 
work and carrying boards from Gledlom 
to make a place to hold ye little bell, 8s 
6d.” In the church vestry minutes for 
December 21st 1816 we read: “At a 
vestry held in the parish church and 
adjourned to the house of Robert Jones, 
it was agreed that the small bell hitherto 
used for parochial purposes is given to 
the Rev Thomas Parry, Curate, in order 
that the same may be set in the belfry 
on top of the National School Room of 
Ysceifiog.” Here it remained and was 
used till the school closed in 1946. The 
old school became the village hall and 
the bell was still in place till April 1978 
when, one night, it was stolen. It was 
never recovered, but its iron clapper 
was found in a ditch. A parishioner 
made a gift of a new one which is used 
on special occasions. 
 
When the bells return from London they 
will not be installed the same way as 
before. They will no longer swing and 
there will be no ropes. The bells will be 

rung electronically. This change is 
contentious, but churches are facing 
difficult times. To restore the bells 
exactly as they were would cost far 
more than £16,000 and finding a regular 
bell ringer is another problem. If that 
clerk who kept the accounts all those 
years ago could look over the shoulder 
of the present day treasurer of Ysceifiog 
Parochial Church Council and see him 
enter the cost of the repairs of the bells 
today, I’m sure he would be unable to 
comprehend what he saw. 
 
My home, as its name implies, is directly 
below the church. I can see the top of 
the tower from the back of the house. I 
very much look forward to hearing “The 
bells of St Mary’s” ring out once more. 
 
ANCIENT YEW TREES – ARTICLE BY 
BEVERLY WEBBER, SOCIETY 
ARCHIVIST 
Taxus baccata (Latin), Yw, Ywen 
(Welsh). Of all our native trees, the yew 
has kept its ancient British name. This 
suggests its significance from distant 
times past. It’s botanical name ‘taxus’ is 
derived from the Greek word for arrow.  
 
Many old churchyards contain yew 
trees. A number of theories have been 
put forward as to why. Firstly, as a 
sacred tree symbolising everlasting life 
from pre-Christian times, they would 
mark a site of significance. Secondly, as 
they were within the walls of the 
churchyard, it was a form of protection 
to prevent cattle grazing the poisonous 
berries. Thirdly, and more contentiously, 
it was to provide a source of wood for 
longbows. If the latter were true, why 
are there so few in each churchyard? 
 
The age of a yew tree is not easy to 
determine. There is a famous yew at 



 
 

 
 

 

13

Selbourne in Hampshire which it used to 
be thought was about 1,000 years old. 
This was before it was toppled in a 
storm in 1990. However, Alan Mitchell 
who is an authority on trees re-
estimated its age after the storm, to 
between 1,700 and 1,800 years old. 
Written records suggested at least 
1,300 years old and this may not have 
been the date it was planted. This 
therefore takes the site back to Saxon 
times and the older dates from Alan 
Mitchell possibly to a pre- Christian site. 
 
During the medieval period yew was 
used as a purgative and to treat heart 
and liver diseases, gout, rheumatism, 
arthritis and urinary infections. The 
herbalist Nicholas Culpeper said, 
“Though it sometimes given usefully in 
obstructions of the liver and bilious 
complaints, those experiments seem too 
few to recommend it to be used without 
the greatest caution”. The plant is 
poisonous. The other famous herbalist 
Gerard, claimed that the yew in England 
was not poisonous, but in “most 
countries, it hath such a malign quality, 
that it is not safe to sleep, or long to rest 
under the shadow thereof”. To bring 
cuttings of yew into the house was said 
to lead to a death in the family. 
Damaging the tree was supposed to 
bring bad luck. Smoke from the burning 
leaves was reputed to repel gnats and 
mosquitoes as well as kill rats and mice. 
 
The yew was highly significant for the 
Celts. Irish law tracts, commonly known 
as Brehan Law, stipulated that hefty 
penalties should be imposed on anyone 
caught felling a yew without permission. 
Apart from its mystical connotations it 
was highly valued for its wood on 
account of its extreme hardness and 
imperviousness to water. Household 

vessels, tankards, breastplates and 
other products were fashioned from it. 
Druid priests carved magic wands and 
rune staves inscribed with ogham 
symbols, and yew was relied on for 
divination. In Breton legend “the tree 
that grows in the graveyard is believed 
to send a new root into the open mouth 
of each corpse in order to provide a 
means of escape for the soul of the 
deceased.” 
 
Maybe this myth comes from the 
curious growth pattern of the yew. 
Where the lowest branches touch the 
ground, they are able to root and 
produce new stems. These grow to 
become trunks of trees that are 
separate, yet in fact linked. When the 
original trunk dies a new tree may grow 
within the decaying mass of the old.  
 
As mentioned before, the yew is 
capable of reaching a very great age. 
The Fortingall yew, north of Loch Tay in 
Scotland, is estimated to be more than 
5,000 years old. Wales probably has the 
largest collection of ancient yew tree in 
the world. Many of the oldest are 
connected with early saint sites. At 
Llangernyw, where the church is 
dedicated to St Digain, the oldest yew 
tree in Wales can be found. It is reputed 
to be more than 4,000 years old, thus 
long predating the early Christian site 
there.  
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Yew Tree at Llangernyw ©  Beverley 
Webber  
 
Yew trees have become associated with 
springs and holy wells. The springs 
giving a certain amount of credence in 
certain circumstances, to the site being 
a pre Christian one. Quartz stones are 
often found amongst the roots of yews 
by wells and springs. Quartz was 
considered to have magical and healing 
properties. Burials discovered beneath 
ancient yews, in proven early Christian 
sites, may even be the named saint who 
founded that particular church.  
 
Archaeological proof of the 
indestructibility of yew wood can be 
shown by the Neolithic yew bows found 
in the Somerset Levels, dated to around 
3,500 BC. These bows were highly 
efficient and one found at Meare Heath 
was found to be capable of shooting an 
arrow over a hundred metres. It was the 
same length as the medieval long bow 
(1.90 metres), used so effectively 
against the French at the Battle of 
Agincourt in 1415. A yew spear found at 
Clacton in Essex has been dated to 
some 150,000 years old. 
 
Yew trees are often to be found at 
Bronze Age burial sites. There is a 
suggestion that the trees were planted 
near round barrows to indicate the 
presence of water. Until recently this 
idea was treated with scepticism, but 
modern water diviners have proved this 
to be accurate. 
 
The use of yew wood in the 
archaeological record depends on its 
durability, resistance to decay when wet 
and its elastic strength. These features 
enabled it to be used over thousands of 
years from Palaeolithic spears and 

Neolithic and Bronze Age bow materials 
and for prehistoric boats. Several British 
Bronze Age wooden figures carved from 
yew and with inset eyes made from 
quartz are believed to be of religious 
significance. Yew was evidently a 
respected and key timber in prehistoric 
Britain and through the Neolithic, 
Bronze and Iron Age periods.  Today it 
is the source of powerful anti-cancer 
drugs.  Possibly the religious yew 
figures reflect the veneration held for 
this indispensable evergreen tree. 
 
‘CHESTER AMPHITHEATRE – 
UPDATE ON IRON AGE FINDS’ – 
TALK BY DAN GARNER, 
ARCHAEOLOGIST, CHESTER 
COUNTY COUNCIL 
The Chair and Members gave a warm 
welcome to Dan, who had given a 
lecture some two years ago, and would 
be giving us a progress report.  The 
amphitheatre is a high priority in the 
policy of Chester City Council and is a 
designated English Heritage Beacon 
Project. 
 

 
Welcoming Dan to the meeting © Maria 
Blagojevic  
 
Dan briefly re-capped the background to 
the excavations in the amphitheatre and 
its close association with the 7th century 
St John’s Church.  He told us how the 
dig had been divided into three main 
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trenches with the intention of trying to 
piece together how the amphitheatre 
had been constructed.  To the surprise 
of all, evidence of earlier periods of 
settlement had been found, going back 
to prehistoric times (stone tools), 
Mesolithic, Iron Age (discovery of VCP 
‘very coarse pottery’ which had finger 
prints embedded in the design, and 
which could have been used to store 
salt); also discovered were some timber 
posts, radio carbon dated to 390BC – 
middle Iron Age (possibly a part of a 
granary) and some medieval finds – 
very exciting – more later!! 
 
Further finds had included red and grey 
soils which contained animal and 
human tracks and also a sequence of 
wheel ruts.  These had been scanned 
using the very latest methods to take 
precise measurements.  The results, 
which Dan showed, would be used to 
create a resin model.  The tracks had 
survived because of the covering of the 
red soil before building of the 
amphitheatre began. 
 
Dan showed a number of slides that 
gave an overview of the excavations 
and how the site had been 
systematically investigated.  He also 
explained the building methods 
employed by the Roman Legions in the 
construction of the amphitheatre. 
 
The main Trench (A) had produced a 
number of finds, including the location of 
the main stone outer wall, the earth 
bank where the Romans sat, access 
points and details of post holes.  The 
outer wall had revealed external 
staircases.  This was attributed to the 
rebuilding and expansion of the 
amphitheatre by the 20th Legion, which 
necessitated more efficient access and 

exit points for the increased number of 
people who attended. 
 
Dan suggested some parallels with 
other amphitheatres in Europe, 
particularly Italy.  One interesting 
feature had been found – buttresses, 
which could possibly be more 
decorative than structural, as in other 
examples shown, false buttresses and 
archways often decorated the outside of 
amphitheatres which were copies of the 
more important amphitheatres found in 
Rome. 
 
Further slides showed many of the finds 
excavated from all the trenches 
including stone tools, arrowheads, a 
decorated comb and studs, which could 
be found on gladiatorial clothes.  A very 
exciting find was the discovery of a 
serious of narrow, parallel earth work 
ridge and furrows, known as ‘cord riggs’,  
these are similar to those found 
adjacent to Hadrian’s Wall and would 
predate the construction of the outer 
wall of the first amphitheatre.  This 
would indicate a picture of pre-Roman 
arable farming with a related field 
system that has previously been very 
elusive in the Chester area. 
 
The excavations have recently 
unearthed evidence which suggests 
gladiators appeared in the arena.  It had 
been previously thought that the arena 
was only used for ceremonial activities, 
but the archaeologists have found a 
stone block with iron fastening, 
suggesting that victims – human or 
animal – were chained up for 
gladiatorial spectacles.  Two similar 
blocks have been found in the 1960s in 
the northern half of the arena, which is 
one of Britain’s largest Roman 
amphitheatres, It is thought that the 
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block is a significant find because it 
forms a row of anchor points along the 
axis of the arena for chaining victims. 
 
Further excavations have also 
uncovered evidence of eight vaulted 
stairways serving as entrances to the 
upper auditorium, evenly spaced around 
the arena.  Two foundation stones, 
which could have formed the base of 
substantial columns, have also been 
found. 
 
Dan detailed some of the medieval 
archaeology uncovered.  Some walls 
had been uncovered but were very 
fragmented and impossible to 
reconstruct a building plan, but there 
was a suggestion that perhaps they 
represented monastic buildings.  Further 
on, a broad wall and associated fine 
cobbled surface (probably part of a 
garden or corridor) had been located.  
The medieval walls had been cut 
through by a series of bedding trenches 
for a formal garden and probably related 
to a high status building of Tudor date, 
as building material including painted 
glass, fine ceiling plaster and glazed 
floor tiles had been found.  Musket and 
pistol balls had been found dating to the 
period of the Siege of Chester in 
September 1645, 
 
The site has produced a number of 
surprises, including the discovery of 
medieval cesspits, which have proved 
very rewarding in their deposits – lots of 
fish bones, copralites, small copper 
alloy stud which incorporated the image 
of a human face, seeds, grains, part of a 
leather military apron (possibly from a 
gladiatorial uniform), and some rare 
glazed pottery (manufactured at nearby 
Holt).  Also found were some very small 
gemstones with carved figurines 

(probably fallen out of rings).  Most of 
these were in the process of being 
analysed.  Further finds included a 
samian ware bowl with a gladiatorial 
scene, about the size of a teacup and 
very rare.  At the north entrance, a small 
horseshoe structure was discovered 
which had painted walls and plaster in- 
situ.  It has been suggested that 
perhaps this was a shrine or altar to one 
of the many gods that the Romans 
worshipped. 
 
A large square cesspit had been 
unearthed dating to the first half of the 
16th century.  This pit contained large 
amounts of animal bones, which had led 
archaeologists to conclude that they had 
found the debris of a large feast.  Within 
the debris had been found several 
important items including an inscribed 
gold ring (‘by the authority of the King’) 
– it is thought that this was a gift given 
at a special feast to celebrate the 
appointment of Sergeants of Law, an 
important barrister position.  The feast 
would have been attended by high 
ranking officials and professionals in the 
medieval and early post medieval 
periods.  Specially made gold rings 
were given to friends, colleagues, 
important officials and sometimes the 
monarch to celebrate the event.  Also 
found was a very rare pottery owl cup – 
some had previously been found in 
Holland and dated to the 16th century. 
 
Dan concluded his presentation by 
telling us that over 250,000 visitors had 
been to see the site over the last few 
years and this was increasing year on 
year.  Information boards had been 
erected, with newsletters and booklets 
produced.  Tours of the site with 
‘Roman Soldiers’ were popular 
especially with the children.  One of 
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their latest products were volunteers 
wearing yellow T shirts with the words 
‘Ask Me’, which had proved to be very 
successful.  The site had also received 
high profile media coverage including a 
visit by Time Team. 
 
Dan outlined the next stages of the 
development of the site and the creation 
of an amphitheatre park and visitor 
centre. 
 
Paul Evers Swindell thanked Dan, on 
behalf of Members, for the fascinating 
update on the progress of the 
amphitheatre and looked forward to 
future update reports. 
 
A visit to the Chester Amphitheatre 
Project is a must.  Give it a try and see 
an amazing array of information: 
 
www.chester.gov.uk/amphitheatre/ 
 
COURSE – MEDIAEVAL 
ARCHAEOLOGY BY FIONA GALE 
The Course ended on 14th April with 
field visits to a number of Medieval sites 
throughout Denbighshire, including 
Denbigh Castle, Denbigh Town Walls, 
Coed Hen Blas moated site on the way 
to Graigfechan, Tomen y Rhodwydd 
motte and bailey, Valle Crucis and 
Eliseg Pillar at Llangollen.  The Group 
were enthralled with Fiona’s description 
and knowledge and was a wonderful 
end to an excellent course.  It is hoped 
that another course would be arranged 
for next year.  If you have any 
suggestions then please let the 
Committee Members know. 
 

 
Fiona Gail telling the group about 
moated site at Coed Hen Blas © Maria 
Blagojevic  
 
YSCEIFIOG ARCHIVES UPDATE BY 
BEVERLY WEBBER, SOCIETY 
ARCHIVIST 
I have recently looked at two Latin 
documents from 1591 mentioning the 
names of tenants in Ysceifiog. A 
Chancery record from 1556 relates a 
sorry tale of the Pennants doing some 
poor folks out of their property in 
Ysceifiog inherited from their father. 
Unfortunately none of these records 
specify any of the properties by name. 
The owner though, with her vast local 
knowledge of the area is working on the 
names involved. I also consulted a 
number of the Grosvenor mining 
records held at Hawarden. Tan y Llan 
used to belong to the Grosvenor Estate 
at one time and the mineral rights were 
owned by the Duke of Westminster. 
Again I drew a blank with any mention 
of Tan Llan mines as it is believed they 
were called. There was an interesting 
document relating to Ysceifiog from 
1725.  Richard Grosvenor rewarded a 
Robert Pigot with all the lead mining 
rights for the whole of Ysceifiog, in 
recognition of his endeavours and 
expenses during elections in Chester. 
Nothing changes; back handers have 
always been around! 
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SPECIAL VISIT TO YSCEIFIOG – 4 
MAY 2007 
Richard Suggett had expressed an 
interest in the Society’s latest project at 
Ysceifiog, and at the beginning of May 
he was able to meet a small group of us 
there. As a long established and 
respected member of the Royal 
Commission on the Ancient and  
Historical Monuments of Wales he is an 
acknowledged expert on vernacular 
buildings in Wales. His recent 11 year 
project recording buildings at risk in 
Radnorshire saw the publication of his 
stunningly scholarly yet accessible book 
“Houses & the History of the March in 
Wales – Radnorshire 1400-1800”, which 
is published by the Royal Commission. 
Many of us will remember his excellent 
talk to our society about eighteen 
months ago.  
 

 
Richard at Ysceifiog © Beverly Webber  
 
Richard’s enthusiasm is totally 
infectious and he gave us some 
extremely valuable advice about the 
buildings on site at Ysceifiog. He 
pointed to where we would probably find 
the central hearth in the old house and 
on seeing some of the stone stanchions 
and mullions in the garden, was able to 
confirm that these pointed to a building 
of some status dating from the 
beginning of the 17th century.  
 

Richard was very excited about the 
barns as nothing had been done to 
change their appearance over the 
years. Measurements and photographs 
were taken and he suggested strategies 
for recording the barns. The owner, I 
could tell, was absolutely thrilled with his 
visit, and on leaving he was invited to 
sign the visitors’ book. It was a very 
worthwhile visit for all concerned. 
 
FAREWELL TO CHRISTOPHER AND 
ROSIE SMITH 
Members wish to send a fond farewell 
and good luck message to Chris and 
Rosie Smith who are moving away from 
North Wales.   
 

 
Chris handing over the finds © Maria 
Blagojevic  
 
Chris has been instrumental in assisting 
us in locating a number of important 
finds at our Ysceifiog dig with his metal 
detecting and with the assistance of 
another of our members, Sid Edwards.  
 
May we thank you for all your hard work 
at Ysceifiog and for recording, 
photographing and identifying all the 
finds. 
  
We will miss you both and wish you all 
success and happiness in your new 
home and in your new ventures.  Please 



 
 

 
 

 

19

remember to come back and see us 
when you are in the area. 
 
PREPARATION VISIT TO YSCEIFIOG 
SITE – 6 MAY 2007 
A small group of Members visited 
Ysceifiog on an overcast Sunday to start 
preparation work for the forthcoming 
summer dig. 
 
Trenches were uncovered and walls 
located in order to assist with the 
allocation of tasks on 16 June 2007. 
 

 
Uncovered trenches © Maria Blagojevic  
 
A Development Plan has been prepared 
and following the recent visit of Richard 
Suggett, preparations are well 
advanced. 
 
One exciting piece of news, the owner 
of the property mentioned the possibility 
of an ancient well in the adjoining field, 
so armed with dousing rods, some of 
the group went off to see if they can find 
the location of the well.  We are very 
happy to report that, following an initial 
dig around, we have located a number 
of stones. 
 

 
Members trying their hands at dowsing 
© By courtesy of Maria Blagojevic  
 
It has been decided that a group of 
members would make some further 
‘recces’ before the June dig, and prior to 
the field being used for cattle. 
 
FIELD OUTING TO CAER DREWYN, 
IRON AGE HILL FORT, RUG CHAPEL 
AND LLANGAR CHURCH – 12 MAY 
2007 
In mid May a small but enthusiastic 
group ably lead by Maria, set out to 
explore Caer Drewyn, the Iron Age 
Hillfort, near Corwen. Before beginning 
the ascent Maria explained about the 
quarry workings and site of medieval 
settlement above Corwen.  
 

 
The group within the hillfort © Maria 
Blagojevic 
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A trackway lined with wild flowers took 
us past old stone quarry workings – 
probably used partly for the construction 
of the stone walls at the top of the fort.  
An old drovers’ road was pointed out 
with the ramparts above us, gradually 
coming into view. As we climbed higher, 
the Dee Valley began to unfold beneath 
us. In times past this glaciated valley 
would have been a lake. Now as one 
looks down, a veritable panorama of 
fields, hedgerows, old farmsteads and 
hills appears.  A wide variety of birds 
could be heard and seen by the keen 
eyed, including meadow pipits, sky 
larks, buzzards and a surprise red kite!  
The entrance to a small cave in the 
hillside was noted and several of the 
party armed with a torch, took a closer 
look. Unfortunately the entrance was 
very wet and too restricted for anyone to 
attempt to venture inside. An echo could 
be heard giving rise to thoughts of it 
possibly being the beginnings of an 
underground system.  
 
The magnificent stone ramparts 
surrounding the top of the hillfort are 
quite overwhelming in size; bearing in 
mind it has been calculated they would 
originally have been thirty feet high and 
fifteen to twenty feet wide. A great deal 
of the stonework has been robbed out 
over the centuries and can be found in 
the surrounding area in buildings and 
walls. The indigenous Celtic tribe of the 
area were the Deceangli and it must be 
assumed these massive walls were 
defensive. At strategic points around the 
perimeter of the stone enclosure is what 
is surmised to be small round guard 
towers interspersed at regular intervals. 
On a flat platform inside the lower part 
of the fort is probably where the general 
working, serving population dwelt; the 
rulers of the tribe would be living in a 

more exalted position. One can only 
begin to imagine the mammoth efforts 
and huge amount of manpower required 
to carry out the construction of this 
edifice. 
 

 
The ramparts within the hillfort © Maria 
Blagojevic 
 
Maria related the romantic legend of the 
Giant Drewyn, who is supposed to have 
built a safe enclosure for his mistress to 
keep and milk her cows. Indeed on the 
eastern side of the hillfort, within a rocky 
enclosure there are remains of a series 
of circular stone structures. It has been 
suggested they could be either Romano 
British or Early Medieval and have been 
dwellings, granaries or animal 
enclosures.  
 
The spectacular vantage point from the 
top of Caer Drewyn reveals the 
splendidly varied surrounding landscape 
rich in history. Medieval ridge and 
furrow and mysterious “lumps and 
bumps” of much older settlement can be 
seen in the fields and hills all around. 
After a refreshing drink and some 
liquorice allsorts provided by our guide, 
we were encouraged to explore the 
enclosure at our leisure. On the descent 
it was decided to take the steep step 
route which proved to be quicker and 
less muddy!  
 



 
 

 
 

 

21

Our next port of call was the Rhug Farm 
Estate where we saw from a distance 
the famous herd of bison surveying the 
world from their field. Some of us had a 
“bison burger” and did some shopping 
for goodies and their excellent 
organically produced meat. 
 

 
Rug Chapel interior balcony © Maria 
Blagojevic 
 
Rug Chapel was the next scheduled 
stop. It was built as a private chapel in 
1634 by Colonel William Salisbury for 
his Estate at Rug. He was a well known 
Royalist during the Civil War and was 
the Governor of Denbigh Castle. The 
chapel, which has never been 
dedicated, is in the care of CADW.  It is 
unique in its elaborately carved and 
painted décor.  Harking back in style to 
the High Medieval, every aspect of 
decoration one could imagine is there. 
Carved angels in the roof, a rare 
wooden chandelier, again with angels, 
and mythical beasts and flowers adorn 
the walls and ceiling. Two unusual 
roofed pews for the Salisbury family are 
at the east end of the chapel by the 
altar. A marvellously carved edging to 
the pews worked from a single tree 
trunk runs the whole length of the aisle. 
Serpents, beasts and plant motifs in 
abundance are portrayed. A gallery at 

the west end of the chapel gives one a 
closer view of the elaborate roof trusses 
and painted and carved decoration.  
 
The day continued with a visit to the 
medieval church at Llangar, just a short 
journey from Rug. We knew in advance 
that the church would be closed, it being 
the custodian from CADW’s annual 
leave. Nevertheless, it was still worth 
seeing this gem of a church in its idyllic 
setting beside the river Dee. The 
graveyard is particularly interesting with 
headstones dating back to the 1600’s. It 
is fascinating to note the distinctive local 
style of lettering, especially from the 
1700’s. Graffiti dating from 1640 had 
been inscribed on the wall of the porch. 
Inside the church we had missed seeing 
fifteenth century wall paintings, an 
eighteenth century figure of death in the 
form of a skeleton, boxed pews, a 
minstrels’ gallery complete with four 
sided music stand dating from the 
eighteenth century.  
 

 
Llangar Church lych gate © Maria 
Blagojevic 
 
The weather at this point turned very 
wet, so we retreated to the lych gate to 
shelter and formulate our alternative 
plan. At this point, Bev imparted some 
disparate historical facts about crime in 
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the area during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. A unanimous 
decision was reached to repair to “Ty 
Mawr” the “oldest pub in Wales” at 
Gwyddelwern. We were very genteel 
and drank tea and coffee – no alcohol! 
 

 
Ty Mawr pub exterior © Maria 
Blagojevic 
 
It had been a lovely day with excellent 
camaraderie. Thanks went to Maria for 
organising the trip so well. 
 
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. 
 
FUTURE EVENTS 
The new 2006/07 Programme has been 
distributed and included are a number of 
interesting speakers.  We look forward 
to seeing you.  If you have not received 
a programme contact the Society’s 
Secretary who will be happy to send you 
a copy.  If you wish to put forward ideas 

for visits and/or speakers please let us 
know. 
 
MEMBERSHIP 
Our membership now stands at 53 paid 
up Members.  Any outstanding subs 
should be paid as soon as possible. 
 
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.   
 
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                                                                                                 


