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EDITOR’S WELCOME 
 

 
 

 

With the interminable relative privations of January behind us, I am delighted to 

welcome you to our February edition of the newsletter.  

 

Last month, we were thrilled to have the Curator Emeritus of Cardiff Castle, and now 

society member, Matthew Williams, whose lecture on the lost houses of Cardiff was 

greatly enjoyed both by those who attended in person and by Zoom. We have a few 

copies of his excellently researched and truly fascinating book, upon which the 

lecture was based, for sale for the very reasonable price of £12; if you would like to 

purchase a copy, please let Elizabeth know and it can be brought to the next 

meeting! 

 

This month we have Barry Davies’ lecture on the prolific Herbert family, long-time 

châtelains of Cardiff Castle and the lords of Cardiff, Pembroke, Powis, Chirbury and 

Carnarvon, to look forward to. Hopefully the Welsh Government will update their 

guidance shortly to allow us to commence ‘regular service’, subject to the same 

safety measures as before Christmas, but we will keep you posted if that changes! 
 

Stay warm! 

 

 
Geraint Denison-Kurg 

Honorary Secretary  
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DESPATCHES FROM CORNWALL 

Rita Bray 

 

I was interested to learn that the Society has been 'Bringing History 

to your Doorstep' since 1978, which is about the time when I first 

began to take an interest in History, particularly Social History and 

my Family History. 

 

I live in Cornwall. I was born in Stafford and my parents were born 

in Oldham, Lancashire, and whilst tracing the birth of my 

Grandfather, John Henry Williams, I discovered he was born at 

number 8, Woodville Road, Roath, Cardiff. 

 

Eventually I trawled the internet for information about Roath and 

came across the Society's website where I left a message for Mr Ted 

Richards, the Website Manager. Ted got back to me very promptly 

and was most helpful and welcoming, which made me more than 

interested in joining the Society. 

 

My application form speedily went off to Elizabeth Morgan and 

within a couple of days I received the January e-Newsletter, my 

Membership Card and Programme for 2022.This all happened in a 

matter of 2 weeks........over Christmas and the New Year.  

 

On joining the Society I didn't ever expect to be able to attend 

meetings, as I live in Cornwall and when I discovered the January 

meeting was going to be streamed live I was delighted and I 

thoroughly enjoyed it.  

 

I now look forward to learning more about the area where my 

ancestors lived and worked, reading the interesting articles in the 

monthly Newsletters and attending the meetings on Zoom. 
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THE MYSTERY OF HOLMWOOD 

Michael Clemitson 

 

I am doing some research into Brynderwen Close (off Cyncoed 

Road) where I live, and I have discovered that Holmwood Close, 

nearby, had previously been called ‘Holmwood Terrace’, and was 

probably renamed in the late 1970s / early 80s.    I am interested I 

knowing why this happened, and if an exact date is known, and 

wondered if any of your readers (or any of the committee…) would 

know, please. 

 

 

ON THE EDWARDIAN HOUSES OF ROATH 

Deanne Pickstone 

 

How enjoyable to read about Elizabeth’s Edwardian home. I also 

lived in an Edwardian house and the article brought back many 

happy memories. However, I lived there during WWII. Our dining 

room then housed an Indoor Anderson Shelter. When the siren went 

our Labrador dog was first in. My mother and I would cuddle up 

with hot water bottles and blankets, as my father was in the Home 

Guard manning the guns just off Llanedeyrn Road. The old kitchen 

became our day living room. In it there was a large black iron 

range. It proved invaluable when there were power cuts. My 

mother was able to cook our meals in its oven, her rice puddings 

were heaven. Bed linen went to the Penylan Laundry, now St 

David’s College, but other items were dried on an iron rack above 

the range fire which was the only heating. We had an allotment at 

Heath Park, but in our back garden, my mother grew tomatoes 

against the stone wall, beetroot, radishes, lettuce and herbs. We 

also had a pet chicken for a number of years, who literally Ruled 

the Roost in the garden. My mother had refused to have it on 

Christmas Day! 
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MATTERS OF LIFE AND DEATH 

Jon Roberts 

 
*Please note that the following article, while only by replication of contemporary newspaper articles, 

may contain descriptions and imagery which the modern-day reader may find upsetting* 

 

While trawling through newspaper reports of yesteryear, I became 

increasingly unsettled by two rather disturbing aspects of local 

news reporting.  Then, as now, newspaper stories of sudden death, 

whether by accident, murder or suicide from around the country, 

formed a staple of daily reading. 

 

The first thing that struck me from reading newspaper articles, was 

the lack of inhibition in describing deaths in gory detail. Descriptions 

which would appal modern-day readers were commonplace. A 9 

year-old Roath girl was killed in 1880 when run down by a horse-

drawn carriage in St Mary Street. Imagine being her poor parents 

on reading in the local paper that “the side of her head was cut 

open and her brains were scattered on the ground”. A local report 

on one of the Whitechapel murders (one of the “Jack the Ripper” 

cases) claimed that the victim’s injuries were “beyond description”. 

Nevertheless, the author of the story summoned sufficient fortitude 

to provide a detailed and anatomical account of the atrocity, with 

particular attention to the arrangement of the poor victim’s organs. 

Such an article would today be so shocking and offensive to 

readers’ sensibilities that no editor would countenance it. 

 

My supposition is that readers used to be more hardened to the 

realities of death than is now the case. The report of William John 

Miles’ accidental death, which I shall refer to below, went into 

details that were so gruesome that I shan’t repeat them here, but it 

is sufficient to say that the victim’s body was horrifically mutilated. 

Yet his remains were taken by the police to his home for his 21 year-

old wife Leonora to care for – a harrowing experience which would 

be unimaginable nowadays.   

 

The second aspect of reporting which stood out was the sheer 

number of news articles about people involved in accidents, mostly 

at work, but also on the roads, many of whom died.  We may 

sometimes view health and safety regulations with a somewhat 

sceptical eye, but when reading about those killed or maimed at 
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work in Cardiff in the Victorian and Edwardian eras, it is easy to see 

why safeguards were needed. Unsurprisingly, two sectors, both 

important to the commercial life of Cardiff, stand out as being 

especially dangerous, shipping and the railways. 

 

No comprehensive records were kept, but details collated by 

historians paint a stark picture of the perils of being a working man 

on the railways. Between 1900 and 1906, there were 17 recorded 

deaths of railway workers in Glamorgan alone, and a further 35 

men were seriously injured. Most of these resulted from men being 

crushed between waggons. One such death, which I mentioned 

briefly above, was that of William John Miles, of 192, Pearl Street, 

Splott, who worked for the Bute Docks Company. 

 

 
 

The married 22 year-old was killed when the heel of his boot was 

caught in some points on the East Dock railway, causing him to fall 

into the path of moving waggons. Whilst it may have been just a 

freak accident, modern safety legislation would prevent anyone 

from working in such close proximity to moving waggons.   

 

Shipping and working in the docks were also precarious ways to 

make a living. Again, records are sketchy, and it is difficult to 

distinguish those who died from diseases such as cholera, malaria, 

typhoid and dysentery from those who died from the vicissitudes of 

the job, such as shipping disasters, falling from rigging, falling 

overboard, falling down hatchways, drowning in docks or various 

mishaps whilst ashore.  At its worst, the death rate from the 

accidents on British registered vessels was about 3%, and if deaths 

from sickness were to be added, the risk would be nearer 6%. In just 

one year, 1859, the Board of Trade Wreck Register recorded that in 

gales in October and November of that year there were 133 total 

wrecks and 90 shipping casualties resulting in serious damage, and 

798 lives were lost, including the loss of 446 lives in the “melancholy 

wreck” of the Royal Charter off the coast of Anglesey. Local 
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newspapers reported 

daily shipping arrivals 

and departures, 

together with those 

overdue. There must 

have been many an 

anxious wait to hear 

news of delayed 

vessels. 

  

The docks were 

inherently dangerous; 

from 1862 to 1868, no fewer than 208 people drowned in Cardiff 

docks, prompting a debate in the House of Commons, which, 

almost predictably, with the Government blind to the existence of 

a problem, changed nothing. In 1919, twelve dockers were killed 

when an oil tank exploded on a ship in Cardiff docks on which the 

men were working. 

 

A further common cause of death was then, as now, accidents on 

the roads. In the middle of the 19th century, Guy’s Hospital in 

London recorded that the third most common cause of accidental 

death was road accidents. We think of cars as being dangerous, 

but Victorian streets were crowded and horse-drawn vehicles, the 

main form of transportation, were difficult to control. 

 

The other thing to bear in mind is that the average life expectancy 

in England and Wales in 1841, was 40.2 years for men, and 42.2 

years for women.  This average is heavily skewed by the high rate 

of infant mortality. But life was generally precarious; about 33% of 

all deaths were attributed to infectious disease, at a time when 

many treatments were ineffective. Industrial diseases, such as 

silicosis, asbestosis, anthrax and lead and phosphorous poisoning 

were rife in some jobs. Poor drainage and sanitation led to diseases 

such as cholera and dysentery, and Local Boards of Health were 

anxious to seek improvements.  As a seaport, Cardiff was also at risk 

of infected seamen spreading disease, prompting Cardiff’s gentry 

to live well away from possible sources of infection.  
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Death of women in childbirth was also common, with 60 maternal 

deaths per 1000 births in the mid-19th century. The poor were more 

likely to succumb to potentially survivable diseases, as a result of 

poor sanitation, inadequate diets, and immune systems weakened 

by pollution and the effects of smoking and alcohol.  Even minor 

injuries could have life-threatening consequences – there were no 

antibiotics or tetanus vaccines, so death from infection could result 

from trauma which today could be treated readily.  In short, to 

paraphrase the words of philosopher Thomas Hobbes, for the 

working man or woman, life was often “nasty, brutish and short”. 

 

It is also sobering to read census data which reveals that so many 

families had to endure the heartbreak of infant deaths. For 

example, in Wordsworth Avenue, a road of substantial family villas, 

most having servants, several families experienced the premature 

death of their children. In 1911, Mrs Annie Griffiths was 52 years old, 

the mother of 7 children, 5 of whom had died.  In much poorer 

housing just 150m away, Mrs Elizabeth Barnett of 16, Vere Street, the 

wife of a dock labourer, had 14 children, 8 of whom had died. There 

was barely a street in Roath where at least one family had not lost 

a child.  

 

Modern medicine and free medical treatment, public health 

improvements, efficient drainage, clean water, building 

regulations, road safety regulations and health and safety 

legislation have made a huge difference to people’s life outcomes. 

Many of them were hard fought for, against the interests of 

employers and landlords.  We have much to be grateful for. 

 
Details of railway worker accidents have come from the ‘Railway Work, Life & 

Death’ project, run by the University of Portsmouth and National Railway 

Museum: www.railwayaccidents.port.ac.uk. 

https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/bl/0000919/18801018/027

/0003 
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THE HISTORY OF CARDIFF 

-PART TWO- 

Deanne Pickstone 
 

The last native prince of Morgannwg was Iestyn ap Gwrgant. 

According to tradition there was a fierce battle at Tyn-y-Coed, 

Rhiwbina about 1092 between Iestyn and the Norman, Robert 

Fitzhamon. It was said the nearby stream ran red with blood, and to 

this day is known as the Bloody Brook (or Nant Rhydwaedlyd). Iestyn 

is said to have been buried at the foot of the Wenallt in a burial 

mound called the Twmpath, but no conclusive evidence has been 

found. It is thought to be a Norman observation post. 
 

Fitzhamon was created Lord of Glamorgan. He retained lestyn's 

chevronels, which later became synonymous with the county of 

Glamorgan itself. Today, on a pillar at the back of the former 

Glamorgan County Hall on North Road, lestyn's chevronels are 

displayed. Domination in the early Norman days was limited. The 

Welsh, with their independent lordships, occupied the surrounding 

hills, the boundaries being, Llanishen, Lisvane and Llanedeyrn. The 

Normans occupied Cardiff, its surrounding area and the Vale 

where a number of protective castles were built. Often said, 

"England was conquered in a day, but it took centuries to quell the 

Welsh".  
 

Robert Fitzhamon created his headquarters on the site of the 

derelict Roman fort, building the first Cardiff Castle. In the north-

west corner of the castle, he created an earth mound 25 feet high 

and 90 feet in diameter, surrounded by a moat. On the top he built 

a wooden keep. Cardiff town was protected by earth banks or 

walls and ditches. A Charter of 1102 refers to the Borough of Cardiff 

which was laid out in a series of burgages ages (building plots) to 

encourage artisans, merchants, and traders to come to the town. 

Each burgage was separated by a hedge, or ‘hayes’, hence the 

district of The Hayes today. The area was from Working Street to the 

new Library and included St David's Centre.  
 

Cardiff became a Seat of Government and a Shire Hall was built 

which was used as a •Comitatus or County Court where taxes were 

levied, pleas heard, wrong doers punished and laws made. It met 

monthly. Lord Fitzhamon appointed officers or burgesses led by the 
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Sheriff of Glamorgan to administer in his absence. The foundations 

of Cardiff Council were laid.  
 

From the earliest Charters the Borough town of Cardiff was given 

the right to hold a market twice a week on Wednesdays and 

Saturdays. Fitzhamon also built the Priory Church of St Mary which 

stood beside the Taff before its course was diverted, on the corner 

of Wood Street with St Mary Street, hence the street's present name. 

In the rear lane today can be seen a (somewhat fanciful) outline of 

the old St Mary's Church. 
 

Lord Fitzhamon died in 1107 and is buried in Tewkesbury Cathedral, 

but he is remembered in Cardiff with the naming of the Fitzhamon 

Embankment. 
 

He was succeeded by his daughter Mabel, who was married to 

Robert, the illegitimate son of King Henry I. His mother was Nest, the 

daughter of Iestyn. His half-sister was Queen Matilda, who he 

supported during the bitter struggle against Stephen, Henry's 

nephew. Robert was an excellent administrator, diplomat and 

soldier, and he became known as Robert the Consul. He arranged 

a Peace Treaty with the Welsh whereby they could hold all the 

territories they possessed, governing with their own laws, and that 

no Welshman should be molested in his own territory. One 

concession was given to Lord Senghenydd, who held property in 

Whitchurch. This bought peace and stability during his time as Lord 

of Glamorgan. He placed a wooden palisade on top of the town's 

earth walls. He rebuilt castle's Keep in stone, which still stands 

proudly today. It was here that King Henry l's elder brother, the Duke 

of Normandy, was imprisoned for the last eight years of his life, dying 

in 1134, aged 80 years.  
 

Robert established a Mint in Cardiff where he 'produced coins for 

King Henry I. The present-day Royal Mint was only transferred from 

London to Llantrisant in Glamorgan in the 20th Century. Gradually, 

Anglo-Norman communities were established. He gave Rights to 

the Town Burgesses modelled on Charters given to Hereford and 

Tewkesbury. This attracted more tradesman, merchants, and a 

variety of other occupations. Eventually there were 400 burgages 

in the Cardiff Hayes area and a population of 3,000 approximately.  
 

In 1120, the rebuilding of Llandaff began. In 1126 The Consul 

granted land and tithes to Bishop of Llandaff at Whitchurch, who 
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built a chapel, Album Monasterium (White Monastery). It is said this 

is how the suburb of Whitchurch was so named.  
 

From the middle of 12th century, the ·earlier churches were rebuilt 

in stone by the Normans, while new churches were constructed. St 

Denis in Lisvane, St lsan's in Llanishen, and St Augustine's in Rumney. 

A matte and bailey castle was also built in Rumney. Today, we have 

Castle Heights. On the old Sillurian Hillfort, the Normans built a castle 

and the church of St Mary which closed in 1957, but the ruins are 

still visible today. St Margaret's Church was built near Roath(Rath) 

Court. Later these churches formed part .of the suburbs of Cardiff 

we know today. 
  

Rath Court was kept by Robert for his own use, as it supplied the 

Castle with grain, meat, flour and fish from its mills and ponds. Its 

dairy provided butter, cheese and milk, some of which was sold in 

Cardiff market. The Consul also granted the town burgesses 

permission to grow hay at the Great Meadow and on Portman 

Moor for their animals. Today we have Portmanmoor Road in Splott.  
 

Within Cardiff there was a Hermitage near the Taff Bridge, St 

Nicholas' Chapel inside the castle, while St Piran's, the Cordwainers 

Guild chapel, stood in Shoemaker Street (now Duke Street). Finally, 

tThe Consul ordered the building of St John's Church, which today 

is Cardiff's Parish Church. However, he did not live to see its 

completion in 1180, as he died in 1147. Today we have Trinity and 

Church streets, and St John's Square. 
 

The Consul was succeeded by his son William, a weak and greedy 

person. Using Norman law he broke his father's Peace Treaty and 

took over the lands of lfor ap Meurig, Lord Senghenydd, known as 

lfor Bach. With a band of retainers in 1158, Ifor scaled the castle 

walls by the North Gate and captured William and his family. He 

held them captive until William was forced to restore everything. To 

this day the North Gate is also known as the Senghenydd Gate, 

while in Cathays, the Sherman Theatre is in Senghenydd Road. 

William died 1183 without a male heir. His Lordship passed to Prince 

John, later ‘bad’ King John I, who was married to Isabel, William's 

daughter. John divorced Isabel but retained the Lordship until she 

married the Earl of Essex. 
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In 1188, the Welsh Bishop Giraldus Cambrensis stood by the Cross 

on Llandaff Green to recruit both Norman and Welsh men to 

volunteer for the Third Crusade. 
 

In 1216, the Lordship passed to Gilbert de Clare, son of Isabel's sister. 

Ironically, Gilbert was one of the Barons on the Magna Carta. 

Gilbert died in 1230, leaving an eight-year-old son Richard, and the 

ongoing feud with Morgan Gam, grandson of lfor Bach. The De 

Clare family did a lot of good for Cardiff. In 1242, the Blackfriars 

monastery was built by the Dominicans in the castle grounds on 

land granted to them by Richard de Clare. Richard died in 1262. 

From 1256 to 1274 Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, or Llywelyn the Last, 

mounted many raids on South Wales.  
 

Richard's son Gilbert, known as Gilbert the Red, was just 19 years old 

when he became Lord of Glamorgan. A great soldier, he gradually 

reduced the remaining areas of Welsh independence. In 1266, 

Gruffydd ap Rhys, the last Welsh Lord Senghenydd and possible 

builder of Castell Morgraig on Thornhill, (the ruins of which can be 

seen today behind the Traveller's Rest pub) was captured by the 

Red Earl. Senghenydd was first imprisoned in Cardiff and then in 

Castle Clare Ireland.  
 

In 1260, Gilbert the Red started to build Caerphilly Castle, but it was 

partially destroyed by Llewelyn ap Gruffydd's forces. After that 

attack on Caerphilly, Gilbert built the first Castell Coch near 

Tongwynlais to protect the nearby river crossing. Caerphilly Castle 

was eventually completed in 1271 and is the largest Norman castle 

ever built. 
 

In Cardiff, the town's wooden palisade was replaced with stone 

walls, complete with a parapet walk and watch towers. There were 

now five gates in Cardiff: the North, or Senghenydd, Gate; the East 

Gate, or Crockerton Gate, situated at the end of The Friary with 

Queen Street; South Gate, or Mooorgate, at the end of St Mary 

Street, overlooking the moors; Blouts Gate, so-called after one of its 

gate-keepers at the bottom of Quay Street; and West Gate, or Mill 

Gate, situated near the present castle Clock tower. There was also 

The Golate, and Cocks Tower which. overlooked the moorland and 

was a vantage point to spy intruders. Today we have the East Moors 

Steelworks, Moorland Road and School where Shirley Bassey 
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attended. Gilbert also built the Black Tower to protect the castle's 

South gate. 
  

In 1280, the Greyfriars monastery was erected. Today there is 

Greyfriars Road and the Friary. Today the statue of the 3rd Marquis 

of Bute stands in the Friary Gardens. In 1284, when King Edward I 

was on a royal progress through Wales, he had to seek permission 

from Gilbert de Clare to enter Glamorgan. Edward's daughter 

married Gilbert in 1290. Gilbert died in 1295 leaving a son ·of the 

same name. Little is known about this period and the relationship 

with the Welsh princes. This last Gilbert de Clare died in the Battle of 

Bannockburn, aged 23 years old. On his death in 1314, Cardiff 

passed into royal custody and all Welshmen were removed from 

office.  Today the De Clare family are remembered in Clare Road 

and Gardens.  
 

Elizabeth, Gilbert's sister, was married to Hugh Despenser in 1306 

and through her he succeeded to the Lordship and promptly seized 

Llewellyn Bren's estate. In 1315, there was a severe famine in South 

Wales. Llewellyn Bren, the Great-Grandson of lfor Bach returned 

secretly to Glamorgan and raised a widespread revolt. 23 

burgages in Cardiff were destroyed, but he withdrew when the 

castle was not taken. He laid siege to Caerphilly Castle, but it was 

short-lived. In 1316, troops relieved the garrison. Llywelyn Bren 

confronted the Royal troops under Sir William Flemming at Castle 

Morgraig, Thornhill, but was defeated. He surrendered and was 

imprisoned, first at Brecon, and then the Tower of London.  

Hugh Despenser had Llewellyn Bren brought back to Cardiff in 1317, 

where he suffered a traitor's death. Llewelyn Bren’s body was taken 

secretly and buried by the Greyfriars monks in their church. Sir 

William Flemming was also buried there. 

 

Continued in March’s Edition. 
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GET IN TOUCH 
 

 
 

For general society enquiries, newsletter submissions and to request 

loans from the R.L.H.S. Archive, contact: 

Geraint at Denison-Kurg@outlook.com or on (029) 2048 8358. 

 

For membership or events and programming enquiries, contact: 

Elizabeth at RoathHistory@gmail.com or on (029) 2048 2658. 

 

For website enquiries, contact: 

Ted at RoathHistoryWebsite@gmail.com. 
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