
Dear R.L.H.S. Members, 

"If  the first of  July be rainy☔ weather, 
It will rain, more of  less, for four weeks together." 

-  John Ray,  English Proverbs  
This being an English Proverb, means it might not apply in Wales!  However, 

🌦 St. Swithin’s Day looms on July 15th! 

Now summer is upon us, spring 2020 will be remembered as being in complete 
Lockdown.  I must say the combined benefits of magnificent weather and less 
people, cats and pollution about, has been a wonderful boost for the natural 
world.  For the first time, my little urban garden has been graced by small flocks 
of house sparrows, so unused to humans, that they don’t even fly off when they 
notice me!  When I was a child, these sightings would be quite unremarkable, 
but now the urban sparrow is on the red list of  conservation concern.  
Attributable in part, to the lack of invertebrate prey; an obvious factor, when 
you think back to how splattered your windscreens used to be.  On Roath 
Brook, I’ve noticed several herons on the grubby, fly-tipped section, crossing 
Colchester Avenue, on its way to the Rumney River.  It made me think that 
despite the litter, the water must be quite clean.  Then, one day, as I crossed a 
bridge in Waterloo Gardens, I saw a large shoal of assorted sized brown fish, 
swimming upstream - could it be the herons are feasting on brown trout? 

Thank-you for the responses received following our ‘Lockdown Specials’.  I’m 
glad you enjoy receiving them and find it particularly rewarding when articles 
provoke a discussion.  Following last month’s 1890 picture of Roath Mill, 
Roger Bradshaw pondered the following: 

 “I have always thought that there is not enough water in the brook to drive the 
mill and see that there is a wall on the left hand side of the picture - although 
not on the right. I know that sometimes water was impounded until there was 
enough to make the mill go and wonder whether that was the case at Roath. 
Does anyone know please?”. 

Shirley Newberry wondered:  

“Who owned the Mill and was it part of Deri Farm?”. 
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Hopefully, someone reading this article can supply the answers to these 
intriguing questions; which I can then print in a future edition.   

The following vivid reminiscences, were contained in a letter received from     
Michael Collins, about his Roath boyhood: 

In September 1954 I started at Howardian High School, Barons Court Road, 
having passed the 11-plus at Rhyd-y-Penau Junior.  In my second year, weather 
permitting, I began to cycle with two fellow pupils.  On the return journey we 
would turn the corner of Colchester Avenue into Pen-y-lan Road, but 
immediately after the bridge we crossed over to cycle down the back lane 
(parallel to Ty Draw Road) and adjacent to the old Roath Railway line - still 
vivid in my memory - we would then cycle through the Bowling Park.  I had 
started an Echo paper round for Heath Halt Stores, so a quick hello/kiss to mum 
and then off for two rounds in the local area.  Roath Park was different in the 
1950’s - less silt meant that rowing boats were able to row around the islands - 
the paddling area, swings, slide and the infamous Horse Ride.  We were in Lake 
Road West, as were the paddle boats, all with priceless memories to me. 

Knowing Julian to be a rail enthusiast, I decided to ‘Get Carter’ to tell us a little 
more about the old Roath Railway: 
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The Roath Branch Mineral Railway 

Constructed by the Taff  Vale Railway in 
the 1890s to provide access to the docks 
and, in particular, the new Roath Dock. 
At that time the railway network around 
Cardiff  was very congested with coal 
trains from the valleys and there were long 
delays. This new line increased capacity 
and relieved pressure. 

This was a mineral line only and not used 
by passenger trains. 

The route, about 7 miles in length, started 
from the TVR main line just south of  
Whitchurch common, followed the route 
of  what is now Eastern Avenue with 
sidings alongside what is now Heath 
Hospital, diverging behind Ty Draw 
Road, under Penylan Road (Hill), 
alongside Melrose Avenue, over Newport 
Road, through Splott and into the eastern 
part of  the docks at Roath Dock sidings 

 A spur served the power station.

Map of  Peter Finch’s walk  

“Following The Roath Branch Mineral Railway”  

It traces the route of  the railway, subject to access and 
modern development - look what a crooked path you 

now have to take, on what was a straight run.



 News of when Pen-y-lan burnt its boats from our Chairman, Ted Richards: 


At this time of year we would normally be in the midst of our 
Summer programme, visiting sites of historic interest in the Cardiff and 

surrounding area.  The programme of visits we had planned for this year will 
have to wait till next year.  Lockdown measures are starting to ease but I'm 

afraid it is still too early to predict when we will reconvene.  Our heart goes out 
to those that have suffered personally and those needing to continue to isolate 

for medical reasons.  There's an urgent need for me to socially distance 
myself from the biscuit tin.  I'm very grateful for our Society approaching me a 
few years ago to get more involved.  It has been a godsend in lockdown times 

and I regularly spend hours each day researching our local history.
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I recently came across this fascinating 
picture on the 'People's Collection 

Wales' website. It is a Cardiff Libraries 
picture of a bonfire in Penylan, Cardiff to 

celebrate Queen Victoria's Golden 
Jubilee in June 1887. 

For a time I wondered if it had been 
incorrectly labelled as the bonfire 

contains boats. 

The mystery was 
solved however by 

one of our 
members, 

Jenni Phillips, 
who pointed me in 

the direction of 
newspaper cuttings 

of the time. 
One of them 

mentioned the 
boats whilst 

another referred to 
a host of other 

flammable 
materials.  

Mr Prust, the 
chemist, who was I 
believe on Clifton 

Street, supplied the 
materials for the 

fireworks. 
I don't know 

exactly where the 
bonfire was but it 

states at the top of 
Penylan hill in a 
field owned by
 Mr Williams.

 No doubt a fun 
evening was had 

with the rustic 
sports and 
dancing.



Shirley Newberry’s Memories of  World War Ⅱ  
interviewed by her great-niece Catrin Griffiths  

Shirley: In June 1942 the war had been going on for nearly 3 years, when a letter 
came telling my father to go to Clacton on June 11th to join the 84th Anti-Tank 
Regiment of  the Royal Artillery.  They even sent him the railway ticket.  When he 
went we were very sad because we knew he was joining a regiment that had to stop 
German tanks! 
This battered, bent photograph is of  all the men who joined the regiment that day.  

My father, your great-grandfather is sitting in the middle row, 3rd from the left.  They 
had to learn how to live as soldiers first before they learned about stopping tanks.  It 
was quite a shock to live in the barracks with a lot of  men instead of  being in a family. 

In 1943 he was transferred to Conway in North Wales and stayed there until 
September 1945, he never went abroad.  He helped teach each new group about tanks 
but never had to put his knowledge to use in action.  Once again, we were a lucky 
family. 

My mother and I used to go to Conway in the school holidays.  We couldn’t stay in the 
camp but we had bed and breakfast with a nice family nearby.  I had my 9th and 10th 
birthdays in Conway.  I loved that place.  There was the castle to explore, the quayside 
with the fishing boats, the smallest lived-in house in Britain and the wonderful sand 
dunes of  Conway Morfa.     
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We travelled on the train.  It was always jam-packed.  We usually stood in the corridor 
all the way.  We took turns sitting on the suitcase.  They were big strong leather things 
that were very heavy but could be safely sat on.  The highlight of  the journey was 

sighting Stokesay Castle quite near the track.  It was like 
a story book castle, you could imagine knights and 
dragons and princesses behind the walls.  I was nearly 30 
before I saw inside - no dragons etc but I wasn’t 
disappointed. 

Caitlin:  Is that you and your mother in the picture? 

Shirley: Yes, it was taken as a Christmas present for my 
father in 1942 and he kept it with him all his life.  I’m 7 
years old and hate those curls!  When they were longer 
they were tied in bunches but when I was out of  sight I 
plaited the curls on the way to school and every 
afternoon I reversed the proceedings.  My mother could 
never understand why my hair was always so messy.   

My dress was made of  wool and was quite itchy but it was 
the colour of  autumn leaves, which pleased me.  

Caitlin:  Did the soldiers come home for a holiday? 

Shirley: Yes, it was called ‘leave’.  Here is a photo of  my 
father on leave.   

We are at Chepstow Castle in 1944, or 1945.  He knew a 
lot about castles and medieval architecture and I learned 
it from him.  Soldiers had leave before they went to fight 
in foreign countries.  I remember how my cousin went 
around all the family saying goodbye because he didn’t 
know if  he’d ever see us again.  Once you went abroad 
you had to stay to finish the enemy off.  My great 
grandfather went to India with the 9th Lancers - a 
cavalry regiment - in 1851 and he was away for 11 years!  
It took months to get to India by ship.  The generals 
used to get a whole year off, but not the men. 

The war ended in August, 1945.  Men began to leave 
the Army as soon as possible.  The government decided 
who went when.  Everyone was given a ‘demob’ civilian suit in exchange for their 
uniform, some money, a ticket home and a paper to help get your old job back.  My 
father came home on 9th. October, 1945.  
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Caitlin:  Do you remember anything about the air raids? 

Shirley: From inside the shelter I heard bombs fall, I heard them explode.  Next day, 
maybe, I saw broken smoking buildings and as the war went on the houses stayed in 
ruins and became adventure playgrounds where I was forbidden to go!  Gradually, 
grass and weeds - particularly rose bay willow herb (I was very proud of  being able to 
say that) grew in between the broken stones and bricks.  They were dangerous places 
not just because of  falling or getting trapped, but an unexploded bomb might be set 
off  by a boisterous game. 

These are some air raids that particularly affected my life.  The first was in January 
1941 when Llandaff  Cathedral was hit.  I knew it well because we often went to 
special services there and there was so much to look at and wonder about.  We went to 
see the damage.  Later they made the Lady Chapel safe and we had cosy services 
there. 

The next bomb was a month or so later when the Royal Infirmary and  

Cardiff  Institute for the Blind were hit.  So was the maternity department across the 
road - the place where I was born - and the High School I would be attending in 1945.  
My grandfather was a basket maker at the Blind Institute so that had an immediate 
impact on us because he couldn’t go to work and was home all day.  The houses in the 
next street were also bombed.  My grandfather and his friends couldn’t believe that an 
air force would deliberately hit a hospital where people could not go to a shelter or 
that they would destroy a place of  work for blind people.  Many bitter words were said 
about Hitler.   

There was even worse news about that night’s bombing, from my church,  

St. German’s.  A small fire was started but was quickly put out leaving a hole in the 
roof, but otherwise it was quite safe.  Then another bomb fell on the church hall which 
caught fire, trapping the ladies who had been making bandages from old sheets to sent 
to the emergency services.  Two of  these good ladies died in the fire and a third one 
was badly injured; she had bits of  shrapnel (sharp metal from the bomb case) in her 
legs for ever.  I knew all these ladies.  Knew that they had chosen to go on with their 
good work instead of  going to an air raid shelter.  I was 6 and suddenly had a big 

problem with God!  He obviously didn’t care.  I wanted an answer and they only said 
to have faith and it would all turn out right in the end.  But I’d also worked out that 
there were Christian Germans praying that their families would be safe.  So, did God 

6



take sides?  Had he any right to have favourites?  I was a very indignant, stroppy child 
and once again, I was in BIG trouble. 

In May 1943 my Junior School was hit; the Infants was safe, but upstairs the Juniors 
was ruined and the ground floor wasn’t safe.  We went to see the smoking roof  and the 
puddles of  water left by the firemen.  It was going to be some time before we could 
have lessons there.  A never-ending holiday?  No chance!  The head arranged part-
time lessons for us in another school.  We alternated mornings and afternoons but 
soon both schools were lagging behind.  The next solution was packing us in together 
with two teachers in each shared classroom to keep our noses to the grindstone.  All 
the naughty children sat in front where they could be swiftly reprimanded - or worse, 
because these were the days of  caning children. 

After the war we found that the Germans had detailed aerial photographs of  Cardiff, 
so they knew exactly what they were bombing.  Perhaps some bombs missed their 
intended target and that’s how my friends were killed in the Church Hall - the 
Germans thought they were hitting the railway line. 

For people going places when the Warning went there were public shelters built in the 
road.  Not every road, obviously!  Once we were in town in day light when the 
Warning came.  My mother said, “We’ll go to the Castle”.  That definitely seemed like 
a safe place, but she meant the shelter they had made inside the thickness of  the wall.  
Part of  that wall was Roman, which made me feel really safe. 

I didn’t feel safe when I came home from Brownies in the dark.  No street lights, not a 
glimmer from a house or shop, torches and headlights were taped up to show the 
minimum of  light but they had painted the edges of  the pavements white.  There were 
still accidents, unfortunately.  My blind grandparents had no problems, they could take 
us anywhere. 

When everyone else rushed to air raid shelters my friend’s father put on his tin hat and 
went out into the dark streets.  He was an Air Raid Warden, his Identity Card 
(everybody carried one of  these, even children) had an extra section with his 
description; he also carried a certificate from the police to confirm his authority and a 
note book to write down what happened in each air raid.  His first job was to make 
sure everyone got into a shelter somewhere.  He also checked there were no lights 
showing and when the action started he didn’t go back home; he was there helping to 
rescue people from burning buildings or from underneath a pile of  stones.  He was 
able to deal with some injuries before the ambulance arrived.  Bombed out people 

were glad to see him.  Mr William Down actually volunteered to do this dangerous 
job!  His family just sat in their shelter and worried about him. 
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I hope in transcribing this second instalment, I’ve not made too many typos.  
Last month, the eagle-eyed among you may well have wondered at Shirley’s 
wooden siren suit - it was of course - woollen! 

If any of these articles prompt memories of your own, it would be lovely to 
receive any snippets you’d like to share.   

Also, thanks to Rhys David for his Roath Red Plaque nominations.  Ted is 
already working on them and they will soon be revealed. 

To end, a summer scene from yesteryear ……… 

With all good wishes, 

Elizabeth Morgan.

R.L.H.S. Honorary Secretary.
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