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The Jewish History Association of South Wales 
would like to take this opportunity to invite you to our summer series of online talks. We 
will be holding three separate talks throughout July, the first of which is being held on 

Friday 2nd July at 11am
Lionel Elton: The Life and Times of an Eccentric Welsh Jewish Atheist

Lionel was born in Grangetown, Cardiff in 1933.  He will be talking about his ancestry 
which stretches back to Poland and Odessa, through to his family emigrating and what life 
was like growing up in Wales.  
Lionel is also a very accomplished musician and will be performing some pieces for us on 
the clarinet 
- so grab a beverage and a biscuit and join us for your elevenses!  
Please register for Lionel’s talk at the following link:

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82934261708?
pwd=NjI2QlU3QmUxSEp4bVB4L1doSlF2Zz09

•  All of our online events are completely free. 
•  At the end of each talk there will be a Q&A session where we can answer any questions 
you have about our speakers. 

Roath Local History Society 
Bringing History to Your Doorstep - since 1978

July, 2021 

Dear R.L.H.S. Members, 

July, the birthday month of Julius Caesar; is generally considered to be when the hottest summer days - the 
dog days begin.  The dog in question being the prominent star Sirius, part of Canis Major, the Great Dog 
constellation.  Well, with five eagerly anticipated, outdoor events planned, let’s hope Sirius plays ball! 

Just to recap, all our events except Insole Court begin at 2.30, please aim to arrive 10 minutes early.  Insole 
Court starts promptly at 2 o’clock, when our group needs to be split, with half of our party being guided 
around some of the downstairs rooms, by Alun Salisbury, while the other half view Insole’s new 
exhibition, on second floor.  At 2.40, the process will be reversed.  

When we are walking in the fresh air, it is up to each individual, whether or not they choose to wear a 
mask.  However, it is essential that everyone brings and wears a mask, for going indoors - notably Insole 
Court, the Chapels at Cathays Cemetery, Saint Margaret’s Church, toilets, cafes etc.  Social distancing (2 
metres), must be observed at all times, unless you are with your bubble partners. 

*N.B. Although R.L.H.S.’s season of Zoom Talks has finished, Members are invited to three zoom 
lectures, one today (1st July) with Ruperra Castle Preservation Trust, and tomorrow (2nd) with JHASW.

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fus02web.zoom.us%2Fj%2F82934261708%3Fpwd%3DNjI2QlU3QmUxSEp4bVB4L1doSlF2Zz09&data=04%7C01%7C%7C9d80b51864774a4e4cfd08d93175eebe%7C569df091b01340e386eebd9cb9e25814%7C0%7C1%7C637595204851676510%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=rl%2BDf6sROm0GY31t2m9Iwzw44SphKHiUjNxdRe6JFFU%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fus02web.zoom.us%2Fj%2F82934261708%3Fpwd%3DNjI2QlU3QmUxSEp4bVB4L1doSlF2Zz09&data=04%7C01%7C%7C9d80b51864774a4e4cfd08d93175eebe%7C569df091b01340e386eebd9cb9e25814%7C0%7C1%7C637595204851676510%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=rl%2BDf6sROm0GY31t2m9Iwzw44SphKHiUjNxdRe6JFFU%3D&reserved=0


Romances at Ely Court 
Dorcas Pennyfather 

There’s been much written about the Insole family but little reference  given to  their 
servants, yet they played an important part at Ely Court. Not one, not two but three 
stories of  romance between gardeners and maids have been found; here’s their 
abridged tales. 

On Wednesday 24th March 1858 Benjamin Howe (24)  and Elizabeth  Johns (24) wed 
at St Mary the Virgin Church, Cardiff.  

During  the mid 1850s Benjamin moved from Somerset with his parents; both he and 
his father were agricultural labourers but, as many did from that part of  the world, the 
family moved for economic reasons to the rapidly expanding town of  Cardiff  where 
work was plentiful. 
  
Elizabeth was born in Cardiff  to shoemaker Morgan Johns and his wife, also named 
Elizabeth; they lived in the crowded area of  Union Street, now covered by St David’s 
Centre. She went into service and, after working for a hatter  in Great Frederick 
Street, found a place as one of  three  live-in servants at the newly built Ely Court.   

Around the same time Benjamin’s rural roots may have been calling him as he 
abandoned his labouring work in the docks and  returned to the land, but this time as 
a gardener at Ely Court.  Did Benjamin and Elizabeth secretly meet in the potting 
shed? The gardens were spread over a wide area so they would've had plenty of  
hideaways to do their courting. 
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Ruperra Castle Preservation Trust 
ruperra.weebly.com

Thursday 1st July at 7.30:  

Owain Glyndwr speaker Geraint Thomas

Thursday 15th July at 7.30: 

1626:  The First Ruperra Castle speaker Janet Wilding

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/83827571884? 
pwd=YVVua1NJa05XUUx6M3NLOTNpbHVpUT09 

Meeting ID: 838 2757 1884 Passcode: 763454

http://ruperra.weebly.com


What is known for certain about the couple  is that on their marriage certificate 
Benjamin marked his name with a cross, indicating he was unable to write at the time. 
However, both Elizabeth and her sister Ann, who was a witness, signed their names. 

Their first son, John was baptised at St John Church in 1859. By 1861 the couple were 
living two doors up from Benjamin’s family in Severn Road, Canton.Over the next 
few years their family grew - four sons and one daughter. Benjamin continued to work 
for the Insoles, he was a  keen cricketer as he played for the Ely Court team but 
newspaper reports showed he also was a member of  other Cardiff  teams. 

St Peter Street, Llandaff  was the next 
known address for the family, a few 
minutes away from Ely Court. Then the 
1881 census recorded them living in High 
Street, Llandaff, with a further two 
daughters and two sons. Benjamin 
described his occupation as under-
gardener but by the time he was fifty seven 
he’d given up working for the Insoles, 
moved to The Green, Llandaff  and  had 
become the sexton of  the Cathedral. 

Benjamin returned to gardening but on a 
reduced scale,  he termed himself  a 
jobbing gardener whereas previously he’d 
stated he was a professional. He died in 
1902 aged sixty eight. Elizabeth lived 
another five years until aged seventy three. 

The Howe link to Ely Court continued. 
John, the eldest  son of  Benjamin,  followed in his father’s footsteps and he too became 
a gardener at Ely Court.  

On Tuesday 14th November 1882 John Howe  (23) wed Mary Heard (17) in Llandaff  
Cathedral.  

Mary’s story started in Somerset, her father crafted baskets from the willow grown 
along the Somerset levels. As a young woman,  she came to Cardiff  to work as kitchen 
maid at Ely Court; this was the lowest position in the pecking order of  servants. There 
were two other housemaids and a lady’s maid in the house. 
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Some pieces laid out before being hung at 
Insole Court’s inaugural exhibition;  

Benjamin & Elizabeth Howe  
are represented by the sickle.



So history had repeated itself, Mr Howe the gardener wooed the young maid.  

John continued working as a gardener throughout his life. He and Mary had sixteen 
children; he died in 1935 aged seventy six followed by Mary aged eighty nine in 1955. 
Unfortunately, four of  their children died in infancy, then tragically another four in 
1912/3.  Out of  the sixteen children only seven lived beyond the age of  thirty.  

Two of  John and Mary’s sons became gardeners at Ely Court but neither married so 
the tradition was broken. However John’s younger brother was also a gardener at Ely 
Court and married a maid. 

On Sunday 10th June 1917 Benjamin Matthew Howe (40) married Gertrude Maud 
Skyrme (28) at St Margaret Church, Roath. 
Gertrude  was the last born child to Samuel and Myra;  Shortly after her birth Samuel 
left Hereford to continue his profession as a stone mason in Bedwellty. In the 1891 
census he was recorded as being single, his name as Skirm; had Samuel abandoned his 
family or moved for economic reasons? Were the discrepancies deliberate or 
transcription errors? 

In 1900 Samuel  died  and his widowed wife Myra earnt her living as a monthly nurse. 
Later that decade she brought two of  her daughters, Gertrude and Agnes,  to Cardiff  
where they ran a laundry from Roath Court Cottage, Albany Road. 
Is it possible that gardener Benjamin was sent to the Roath Court Laundry with a bag 
of  washing where he caught sight of  Gertrude up to her eyes in steamy suds and fell in 
love with her or maybe it was during  a walk in Roath Park on one of  their days off ?  

Benjamin, like his father, also played cricket for the Ely Court team and it’s likely he 
would have assisted Violet Insole with the growing of  her beloved irises.   

Gertrude and Benjamin lived at 5 Claude Place, Roath. On the eve of  WWII 
Benjamin died, aged sixty two. Gertrude continued to live in the house along with her 
sister  Agnes, who had married a bus driver, and their two grown daughters. Gertrude  
and Benjamin had no children of  their own. She died in 1955, the same year as her 
sister-in-law Mary but she was just sixty six. 
This research was undertaken in 2017, in conjunction with the re-opening of  Insole 
Court,  when I was privileged to have had an exhibition of  my artwork based on the 
hired staff  of  Ely Court. 

dorcaspennyfather.wordpress.com 
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http://dorcaspennyfather.wordpress.com


The Old Convent, formerly Stanley House and Our Lady’s Convent 

Geraint Denison-Kurg 

The Old Convent is a striking building on the corner of The Walk and East Grove. 
Although at a cursory glance it seems in keeping with the other mid-Victorian villas of 
Tredegarville, a closer inspecCon reveals several tell-tale signs of parCcular 
disCncCon. Its Grade II lisCng describes the exterior as follows: 

A 3-storey 3-bay late Victorian classical house. The lower storey is rusCcated ashlar, 
and above a billeted cornice, the upper storeys are coursed rock-faced Pennant 
sandstone with lighter ashlar dressings and rusCcated quoins. A hipped slate roof has 
a projecCng eaves on corbels and plain cornice. The R side has 2 ashlar stacks, the L 
side a single stack. Windows are mainly 2-pane sashes. The central doorway has 2 
pairs of Corinthian columns supporCng the entablature, and a half-glazed door with 
plain overlight. Above it is a keyed segmental window in an architrave with a 
segmental pediment on consoles, with relief-moulded tympanum. The outer bays 
have 2-storey canted bay windows, which have Corinthian pilasters at the angles in 
the lower storey. The windows have segmental-headed lights with keystones and the 
window lower L retains the stained glass window of a former chapel. Both bays have 
an open balustraded parapet. The upper storey has 5 windows in eared architraves 
with key stones, comprising a 2-pane sash window to the centre, and cross windows R 
and L. 

The L side wall is of Pennant sandstone with rusCcated quoins. It has openings offset 
to the L side, comprising 2 segmental-headed sash windows in the lower and middle 
storeys, separated by an ashlar band, a triple sash window in the upper storey with 
segmental-headed lights. A rear wing is lower. A YMCA building is aTached to the R 
side (formerly part of Our Lady's Convent School). 

The building was clearly designed as a detached house, which is somewhat unusual in 
this part of Cardiff and generally a disCncCon reserved for parCcularly grand houses. 
Both neighbouring rows of houses are formed as terraces, and although the style is by 
no means incongruous for Tredegarville, it possesses a unique character which makes 
it readily idenCfiable. 

The history and development of Tredegarville is well documented elsewhere, but this 
parCcular building was relaCvely late compared to its neighbours, being built at some 
point between 1878 and 1891. Looking at the 1878 OS map, it clearly shows the plot 
upon which the house would be built as being vacant, despite the compleCon of the 
surrounding streets. Maps from 1880 show the site conCnued to be vacant in that 
year.  
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The plot had been kept vacant deliberately, as it was supposed that northerly 
extensions to Tredegarville would extend East and West Walks northwards to meet 
with a proposed westerly extension of Penlline Street; this street configuraCon is 
shown on Thomas Waring’s map of Cardiff from 1868, and St Peter’s (built 1858-60) 
was orientated in such a way as to allow it to face this extended street. However, this 
was never realised, and when the lands north of Tredgarville were developed by the 
Homfray estate on a far more modest scale a crescent was contrived at the top of 
West Walk which preserved a physical separaCon between Tredegarville and its less 
illustrious neighbours. 

The lisCng for the Old Convent describes it as ‘a convent built in the final quarter of 
the C19 for the Rosminian Sisters of Providence, who established the nearby 
Heathfield House school in 1878, subsequently known as Our Lady's Convent School. 
The school closed in 1997 when the Order led the convent.’ While the laTer 
informaCon is certainly correct, the current owners were doubeul of the buildings 
original purpose, believing from their paperwork and anecdotal evidence that it had 
instead been formerly called ‘Stanley House’. The fact that the chapel was located in 
what seemed to be a converted front parlour, and the striking dissimilarity between 
the building and other contemporaneous religious buildings in Cardiff such as the 
Convent of the Good Shephard in Penylan, further supports the theory that the 
building had been repurposed for its eventual use. 

This supposiCon proved, upon invesCgaCon, to be enCrely correct. While its exact 
date of construcCon is unknown, by 1887 it appears in the Cardiff Directory as Stanley 
house, being occupied by Mr John Davies, a Cmber merchant: 
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In the census of 1891 it appears listed under number 47, The Walk, which is in line 
with the numbering of the surrounding houses. 

 

In this year, the occupants were John Davies and his family, listed as a merchant. His 
wife, Mary, was the sister of famed Cardiff ship-owners John and Richard Cory, and 
John Davies was himself a prosperous Cmber merchant, ship and colliery owner. It 
seems likely that the house was built by Davies as his family home, and it remained in 
the family’s possession for some years. Street directories from 1891 and 1895 list 
John Davies as being in residence, and record him as a Cmber merchant; it is 
noteworthy that, while the directory from 1887 listed the street as being in 
‘Tredegarville’, by 1891 it is listed as being in ‘Roath’, reflecCng the conCnuous urban 
development which had by that Cme linked Lord Tredegar’s suburb with the far older 
parish of Roath. Davies’ death in 1896 was well covered in the local press, and Stanley 
House passed at this Cme to his wife. Certain details regarding their comfortable 
income were made known at the Cme of his will being proved, and it is also 
interesCng to note that, similar to almost all properCes in Cardiff at this Cme, it was 
held on a leasehold, presumably from the Tredegar estate on a 99-year lease. 

                 

At the Cme of the 1901 census, his wife Mary conCnued to be the mistress of the 
house, living there with her daughters. The censor has again listed the property as 
number 47, as indeed does the street directory which described her as Mrs J. Davies.  
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She is recorded as sCll living there in 1906 in press 
coverage of the annual meeCng of the Cardiff and District 
AssociaCon for the Care of Young Girls, of which she was 
the honorary secretary. However, on her death the 
following year it was recorded that she had relocated to 
Cheltenham in 1906, which seems to have heralded the 
end of Stanley House as a family residence.  

This is not altogether surprising and many formerly grand private residences in 
Tredgarville shared a similar fate at this Cme. While the area had been built to be 
affluent, the streets which had conCnued to the north and east had changed the 
character of the are somewhat, and many buildings had already begun to transiCon 
to insCtuConal use, most notably the Cardiff High School for Girls, which in 1900 
replaced the houses on the Parade directly opposite Stanley House with a striking 
purpose-built school building. Nearby, James Howell’s former house also passed into 
official use as the mayor’s residence in 1913, renamed the Mansion House, following 
the famed draper’s death in 1909. 

By the Cme of the 1911 census, the building was in use as a nursing home, under the 
charge of matron Mary Josephine O’Callahaghan, with four sick nurses, a cook and a 
house maid. It is unknown whether the transformaCon of the property into a nursing 
home was Mrs Davies’ wish, or that of her family, but her previous patronage of the 
Infirmary suggests that perhaps it had been her intenCon to repurpose the building 
once she had vacated it. 
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The building seems to have remained in use as nursing home throughout the 
following decade. The 1922 directory lists number 47 as being ‘The Medical and 
Surgical Nursing InsCtute’, which again suggests a connecCon with the nearby 
Infirmary, by then the King Edward VII Hospital, which was in this period experiencing 
demand which regularly outstripped the supply of available beds. Obituaries 
published later in that decade, lisCng the nursing home as the place of death, prove it 
remained in this use for some Cme. 

By 1934, however, the building had changed use yet again. A local adverCsement 
shows that 47, The Walk, was in use as Our Lady’s Convent School, the use for which 
it is now best remembered. The 1939 register lists the occupants of the Convent, most 
of whom are recorded as teachers in the school. 
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The school buildings were subsequently extended into the garden eastwards, 
presumably to provide more suitable accommodaCon for classrooms, and further 
incorporated adjacent buildings on East Grove. A 1958 map clearly shows the full 
extent of the school buildings, with number 47 itself connected to the school but 
marked as the Convent, presumably meaning it was reserved as accommodaCon for 
members of the order. This disCncCon between school and Convent is also made in 
the 1958 and 1972 street directories. 

 

The subsequent history of the building is closely linked to that of the Convent School. 
The number of Catholic schools in the area seems to have caused some lasCng 
confusion about the founding date of the school on the Walk, not least due to the 
proximity of St Peter’s RC Primary School at the rear of the property. Heathfield House 
RC High School for Girls, which was located further along the Walk at the juncCon 
with Richmond Road, occupied a former house, which in the 1930s was demolished 
and replaced by a purpose-built school. This school moved to the former site of the 
Convent of the Good Shephard in Penylan (which later became St David’s Catholic 
College following Healthfield House’s merger to form the newly co-educaConal St 
Illtyd’s RC High School in Rumney), and by the 1972 street directory Our Lady’s 
Convent School had taken over their buildings at Richmond Road. Number 47, the 
Walk, remained in use as the Convent building, but the connected school buildings 
ceased to be part of the school in 1979 when the YMCA took occupaCon; indeed, they 
remain on that site at the Cme of wriCng. It seems a finng use for the building, given 
Mrs Davies’ patronage of connected organisaCons in the early 1900s, although it is 
unknown if there was any causal link to this subsequent use. 

Number 47 remained in use as the Convent following the move of school buildings. 
However, in 1996, as a result of falling numbers, the Provincial Superior of the 
Rosminian Order, Sr Mary Angela, who had formerly been a headmistress of the 
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school, announced its closure the following year due to falling numbers. The 
Heathfield House building became the home of Kings Monkton School, itself a 
successor to several independent schools including Monkton House on the Parade, 
and there ended the relaCvely brief connecCon between Heathfield House and 47, the 
Walk, an associaCon of far less significant standing than seems to be generally 
remembered. Renamed, in line with church pracCce, The Old Convent, 47, the Walk 
became Cardiff Muslim Academy in 2014.  This laTer school was to prove far shorter 
lived than many of its predecessors in Tredegarville, and at the Cme of wriCng in 
2021, the Old Convent was in the process of being returned to residenCal use. 

The Old Convent is in many ways a microcosm of Tredegarville. Built to be the grand 
home of Cardiff’s mercanCle elite, the suburb became unfashionable due to the 
sprawling housing developments which surrounded it; it instead found a use as a seat 
of learning, and of civic and social affairs, and has retained a sense of mid-Victorian 
grandeur which is almost unique in Cardiff, and which recalls the Cme when Cardiff 
was the fastest growing city in the world. 

Sources:  I am parCcularly indebted to Ted Richards for his invaluable and extensive 
research into this topic. Census records, maps and street directories are referenced 
with the years given above. I would also like to acknowledge the Find My Past 
newspaper archive which provided many of the newspaper clippings above, and 
Geoffrey Dart, Philip Riden and S. M. Romaya, whose ‘The Mansion House’  (Cardiff: 
Survey of Cardiff, 1990) provided much of the historical context for Tredegarville. 

My thanks to all the contributors who continue to 
make our Lockdown E-Newsletters, such a diverse 
and interesting read.  Please keep your articles 
coming. 

 Looking forward to being in person with many of 
you, over the next few weeks. 

All good wishes, 

Elizabeth Morgan.

R.L.H.S. Honorary Secretary.
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E-mail: roathhistory@gmail.com  
 Telephone: 029 2048 2658 * Mobile/Text: 07801 544 823                                   

R.L.H.S. Web Site: www.roathlocalhistorysociety.org 


