
 



 2 

 

CONTENTS 

   

STORIES ARE THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF HUMAN CONNECTION  3 

 

  CRAFTING A STORY        4 

 

  STORIES FOR TELLING       6 

 

SAINTS TALES        6 

St Dewi and the Chieftain, Boia      6 

St. Brynach’s Blarney Stone        6 

St Aidan, An Angel and a Sea Monster      

 

FOLKTALES         8 

The Grave Robber’s Fright        8 

The Arrival of Magpies to Ireland       8 

 

 

FISHY TALES AND LOCAL CHARACTERS     9 

 

Mermaids Ahoy!        9 

 

Shemi Wâd's Flight         

Record Breaking Daredevil Trip Across the Irish Sea    10 

 

 

SOURCES         11 



 3 

 

 

STORIES ARE THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF HUMAN CONNECTION 

You might think that telling a story without any notes is a strange and challenging thing to do, but 

in fact, we’ve been doing it since we humans first gathered around a fire to share food. Moreover, 

we do it all the time. When we introduce ourselves to each other, we tell a little, basic story about 

ourselves. In conversation, we’ll recount many stories – we often call this ‘gossip’ today, as well as 

share tales from our travels and our glorious past! So, in fact, we’re hard wired for storytelling, and 

for listening and receiving stories. Stories really are, the building blocks of human connection, and 

we are more interested in stories about other humans – real or imagined, living or deceased, than 

we are about anything else, because it gives us a context for our own experience of life. 

But, tackling a story, making it your own, and learning to tell it in an engaging way is a craft. This 

pack will take you through the basics of that craft, one step at a time, help you to outrun dragons, 

while slaying your own stage-fright demons and help you connect with our own inner trickster and 

story wielding hero as you go! 

 

Why is it important to tell local stories? 

• To keep them alive, and keep them known 

• Knowing a place’s stories enhances connection with that place 

• Visitors thrive on stories 

• Over 80% of overseas visitors cite heritage and culture amongst their main reasons for 

visiting Wales and Ireland 

• It brings a place alive for locals and visitors alike. 

• Telling story involves lots of transferrable skills 

• It’s fun and always handy to have a story in your back pocket. 

Where might you share local stories? 

• To a group of visitors at a B&B or hotel 

• At a ceilidh or Noson Lawen 

• As part of your work as a local guide 

• As a walking guide 

• At a campsite or beach, round a fire 

• At a local show, event, festival or fate 

• In the pub 

• At a local landmark as part of a heritage or special open day 

• As part of tour guiding work 

• As part of a talk about a place or aspect of history 

• To your children, grandchildren or in a local school 

• Along a pilgrimage route 
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CRAFTING A STORY 

Let us begin at the beginning 

Once upon a time, stories were passed from tongue to ear, but these days they’re mostly hiding in 

books. 

STEP 1: 

Choose a story to work with….or let a story choose you.  

At the back of this pack are a selection of stories from our project areas. You could choose one of 

these or another that has captured your attention. To begin with, choose one that’s relatively 

simple and not too long. 

 

STEP 2: 

Begin by creating a story skeleton of 8 bones 

• Read through a story 

• Identify 8 moments or actions or images that are essential for the telling of the story. Jot 

them them down in note form 

• Practice telling yourself the story, focused around these 8 points  

• With each telling, cut your notes for the 8 bullet points down until it’s just one word for 

each 

• Then get rid of your notes all together and speak your story to an imaginary audience. 

Sometimes it helps to walk around a bit at this point, but eventually try to do it standing 

still. 

 

STEP 3: 

Add flesh to the bones 

• Run the story as a film in your mind 

• Explore what the characters look like, sound like 
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• What does the location of the story look like, sound like, smell like 

• Are there any things that leap out at you: colours, textures, objects etc? 

• Make more notes about these around your bones, add a few of the details into the telling – 

not too many though. The art of the storyteller is to suggest enough detail to cast a story 

spell, but leave enough space for each listener to create the story in hist or her own 

imagination. 

 

STEP 4: 

Breathe life into the story 

• Once more, practice telling the story – out loud as much as possible, with these added 

details. 

• With each telling, cut your notes for the 8 bullet points down until it’s just one word for 

each 

• Then get rid of your notes all together  

 

STEP 5: 

Give the story a voice – or two 

• Are there things one or two of the characters could say? 

• How would they sound? 

• To get a character to speak you can just say “and he said” / “the king said” / “she said / the 

princess said” 

• For an answer, simply say, ”and the Jester said” or “ ….and the Jester replied” 

• Add a little, but not too much dialogue to bring one or two of the characters alive. Try to 

become those characters a little. Consider your voice and posture when you speak as them. 

• Practice by sharing the whole story once more, with dialogue included.  

 

Keep practicing the story. Tell it to the cat, the dog, your children, partner, parent, friend 

and eventually pluck up the courage to tell it to a small group of people. Keep breathing 

warmth and life into it, and expect it to change a little each time you tell it – that’s the way 

of stories. They’re living things. 

More than anything – ENJOY! If you love telling the story, people will enjoy listening….and 

remember, STORIES WANT TO BE TOLD! 

 

You can use this method for any story, or to turn a historical event into a story to be told. 
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STORIES FOR TELLING 

SAINT’S TALES 

St Dewi and the Chieftain, Boia 

 

According to one story, at the end of his missionary travels in about the year 560, St David or Dewi 

was guided by an Angel to return to found a monastery in the land of his birth. And so, he 

returned to Glyn Rhosyn with some companions, including Teilo, Ismael and Aidan (also known in 

Ireland as St Edan, who later founded the Cathedral in Ferns). 

 

Once there, the companions lit a fire to warm themselves and prepare some food, but the curling 

smoke drew the attention of a local chieftain, Boia who ruled this corner of the land from his hill 

fort of Clegyr Boia. He was furious that intruders were planning to settle a short way from his fort - 

and without doing due homage to him, and paying the respect he felt he deserved. And so, with 

the encouragement of his wife, he took warriors down to Glyn Rhosyn to drive Dewi and his 

followers away. But as Boia and his men attacked, they were afflicted with a terrible fever and 

dropped to the ground and were forced to crawl away in retreat. When they returned to the fort, it 

was to find that their sheep and cattle were dead, and that Baia’s wife was in a frenzy of fury.  

 

However, aware that he had encountered in these men, powers beyond his understanding, and in 

a little awe and fear, Boia granted Dewi the land at Glyn Rhosyn for his community. Sure enough, 

as soon as he did so, the warriors were cured of their affliction and the livestock restored to life. 
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Boia's wife however, was not so easily won over. She sent her maidens to bathe naked in the River 

Alun, to tempt Dewi's followers away from their vows, but they held fast, and through fasting and 

prayer Dewi helped his companions withstand these great temptations. Finally, Boia's wife led her 

step-daughter Dunawd down to the river Alun and sacrificed her to the old gods in an attempt to 

drive the Christian men away. Her failure drove her to utter madness and she fled, never to be seen 

again.  

 

Boia was devastated by his loss and again tried to attack David, but an Irish chieftain by the name 

of Lisci had just landed nearby, and attacked Boia's poorly defended camp and killed him. Lisci’s 

name remains in the landscape to this day in the name Porthlysgi.  

 

To complete the tale with one final miracle, fire poured down from heaven during a great 

thunderstorm and the whole of Boia's hill fort settlement was destroyed by the inferno. And all this 

must be utterly true because over 1400 years later, when archaeologists excavated Clegyr Boia, 

what you think they discovered? Beneath the turf lay the charred remains of huts and storehouses. 

 

 

St. Brynach’s Blarney Stone  

St. Brynach was an Irish monk who was a contemporary and friend of Dewi. Legend has it that he 

lived part of his life at Nevern, and that he spent long periods communing with the angels from a 

simple cell at the summit of Carningli. Like St. Francis of Assisi, he was renowned for his 

understanding of birds and other animals. He was also apparently well blessed with the art of the 

blarney. Dewi often stayed with his friend on his journeys between his monastery at St Davids and 

his other monastic community at Llanddewi Brefi.  

One day Brynach was amazed to see his old friend arriving with an elaborately carved Celtic cross 

on his back. The stone was magnificent, 13 feet high and two feet wide, with a superb pattern of 

endless interlacing cords cut into its surface, and surmounted by a beautiful Celtic wheel cross. 

Impressed with his friend’s superhuman strength (for the cross was indeed a mighty burden), 

Brynach asked Dewi what he was going to do with it. Dewi replied that he was taking it to 

Llanddewi Brefi, where it would be set up as a memorial to himself.  

Brynach liked the look of the stone, and in true Irish style he soon convinced Dewi that it was really 

rather arrogant to carry around a monument to oneself. Besides, he would probably do himself an 

injury in carrying such a weight all that way. Dewi had to agree that for the good of his own soul 

and the greater glory of God he should leave the stone at Nevern. And there it stayed, eventually 

to become known as “St. Brynach's Cross”.  

 

St Aidan, An Angel and a Sea Monster 

Another time, Dewi’s disciple, St. Aidan, happened to be out of doors reading a book . . . Dewi 

ordered him to take two oxen and go down to fetch firewood from the valley. Aidan, being 

obedient, and not taking care to shut the book, made for the forest. When he had prepared the 

wood and harnessed the beasts, he started to walk back. Now, the road led to an abrupt precipice, 



 8 

under which the sea flowed. When the cart came to the precipice, the oxen fell into the sea. But he 

made the sign of the cross over them as they tumbled, and so it came about that he received the 

oxen and the cart safe and sound from the waves and joyfully proceeded on his way.  

But as he was travelling, such a rain-storm suddenly blew up, that the ditches flowed with streams 

of water. When Aidan had completed his journey and released the oxen from their labour, he went 

to the place where he had left the book, and found it open, just as he had left it, and not damaged 

by the rain. When the brethren heard these things, both the father’s grace and the disciple’s 

humility were praised in equal measure; for the father’s grace showed that the book was preserved 

untouched by the rain for the obedient disciple; and the disciple’s humility preserved the oxen, 

unharmed, for the father.  

St. Aidan, when he had been fully instructed, excelling in virtue, his vices purged to the highest 

purity, left St Davids and travelled to Ireland where he founded a monastery called Ferns. Now, On 

the evening before Easter, St Aidan was visited by an angel in his monastery in Ferns. The angel 

warned him that his old friend and mentor, St David, would be poisoned during the Easter feast. St 

Aidan was panicked but could do nothing about it. There was no way he could sail across the Irish 

Sea in time to save his friend. 

 

Hearing this, the angel told him to send one of his trusted companions to the beach. St Aidan 

complied and sent one of his fellow monks. The monk found the angel on the beach standing not 

beside a boat but next to a massive sea monster! This monster carried the monk across the rough 

waters of the Irish Sea to Pembrokeshire.  

 

The monk made it to St. David just as the Easter feast began. Aidan’s disciple met Dewi and told 

him of the angel’s warning. They took their places together at a table in the refectory, joyfully 

giving thanks to God. When they had said grace, the servant got up and placed the poisoned 

bread on the table (the cook and the steward had agreed to this plan). Aidan’s disciple got up and 

said, “Today, brother, you shall not serve our holy father Dewi: I shall serve.” The servant withdrew, 

confused and stupefied with fear. Holy Dewi took the poisoned bread and divided it up into three 

parts: he gave one part to a little dog who died instantly, and another to a crow that again died. St 

David then blessed the third piece and ate it! To the shock of everyone in the room, St David did 

not die. His powerful blessing had saved him.  

All the monks looked at him with wonder and amazement. Undaunted, Dewi confidently went on 

with his responsibilities with no sign of the deadly poison. Dewi told the monks about the dark 

deeds of the cook, steward and servant, and they cursed them and threw them out. 

Thanks to the warning from the angel, St Aidan, and the Wexford monk, the patron saint of Wales 

survived. This solidified the friendship between St Aidan and St David and the bond between Ferns 

and Pembrokeshire. 

 

FOLKTALES 

The Grave Robber’s Fright  
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This story serves as a cautionary tale to anyone considering resurrecting the 19th century practice 

of body snatching or grave robbing. The practice was encouraged by doctors who needed fresh 

cadavers to dissect for their studies. On one occasion, a group of bodysnatchers were in the 

process of opening a fresh tomb in the graveyard at Taghmon in north Wexford. This particular 

grave had a heavy lid, the robbers – not wanting to remove it altogether as it would be difficult to 

replace – ordered one of the robbers named Jim to climb inside the coffin to hold the heavy lid 

open with his feet. The other grave robbers heard a noise from the church, they panicked and let 

go of the lid trapping Jim inside. The noise from the church was actually other grave robbers 

entering the graveyard. They lifted up the lid of the coffin Jim was in. Jim screamed and the second 

group fled in abject terror. Jim said it was only his prayers to St. Aidan that saved his life while he 

was trapped in the tomb.  

 

The Arrival of Magpies to Ireland  

A curious connection between Wexford and Wales can be found in local folklore and relates to the 

arrival of magpies in Ireland. The story is preserved in the Schools Folklore Collection, which 

references an account from 1682 by Colonel Solomon Richards. He was of Welsh Presbyterian 

stock and served in Cromwell’s Parliamentary army during their campaign in Ireland. In common 

with many other Cromwellian officers, he received a grant of land as a reward for his loyalty. In his 

case, the grant was several thousand acres of land in Wexford.  

Among his many observations on life in Wexford, there is his account which tells us that the first 

magpies in Ireland were blown across the Irish Sea from Wales in a storm and settled in Wexford. 

From this small flock of less than a dozen, magpies spread throughout Ireland and are now 

widespread across the country. In a letter addressed to an unknown recipient written in 1682 

Colonel Richards gives the following account:  

One remarque more is, that about tens years since, there came with a strong blacke Esterly wind, a 

flight of Magpies, under a dozen, as I remember out of England, or Wales, as 'tis verilie believed, none 

having ever been seen in Ireland before. They light in the Barony of Forthe, where they have bredd, 

and are soe increased that they now are in every village and wood in this County - especially in this 

Barony aboundant, my own garden, though in the Towne of Wexford, is continually frequented by 

them, and they are spread more thinly into other Countys and parts of the Kingdome. The natural 

Irish must disgust them, saying they shall never be rid of the English, while these magpies remain. 

The observation is, that the English Magpies entered Ireland in the same Countye where the 

Englishmen first entered it, and in the English Barony alsoe.  

Magpies are one of Ireland’s most recognisable birds, but arguably also one of the most 

unpopular, often associated with bad luck and thievery. It is interesting to note from Colonel 

Richard’s account that their unpopularity stretches back to their early years in Ireland, and that 

they were viewed by the native Irish as an unwanted invading force.  

 

FISHY TALES AND LOCAL CHARACTERS 

 

Mermaids Ahoy! 
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The north Pembrokeshire coast between St David’s and Fishguard is a haven for mermaids! Every 

other cove it seems has a mermaid sighting or story connected with it. In fact, the sea captain 

Daniel Huws, reported seeing a mermaid town beneath the waters near Trefin when he sheltered 

there in 1858. A little closer to St David’s is Porth y Rhaw, where earlier in 1780 quarry men from 

Penbiri reported meeting a Mermaid. Here is their fishy tale..... 

 

On fine summer days it was their custom to walk down to the sea to eat their lunch. This day was 

particularly glorious, with hardly a cloud in the sky or a breeze across the blue surface of the sea 

and only small waves lapping the shore. As they chatted and settled to their lunch, one of the 

quarrymen noticed a gwenhadwy- a mermaid sitting upon a rock in the shadow of the cliffs. 

According to their account, she was quite preoccupied with combing her long, golden tresses. The 

men noted that nothing much distinguished her upper parts to other ‘lasses of Wales’, but that her 

bottom half was clearly that of a fish. A couple of the braver quarrymen ventured closer – close 

enough to exchange a few words. They tried in vein to engage her in conversation, and while it 

was clear that she understood Welsh, all she would say to them was “medi yn Sir Benfro a chwynnu 

yn Sir Gar” which means “reaping in Pembrokeshire and weeding in Carmarthenshire”. Then she 

slipped off her rock and disappeared into the waves of Cardigan Bay, leaving the quarrymen 

eternally perplexed as to what she meant…….but with a great story to tell! 

 

 

 

Shemi Wâd's Flight 

 

James Wade, better known as Shemi Wâd was something of a local Pembrokeshire character and 

storyteller, and a number of folktales from north Pembrokeshire in particular either involve him, or 

are attributed to him. He lived in a small, whitewashed cottage opposite Berachah Chapel in 

Broom Street, Goodwick (which was later renamed Duke Street). Shemi earned his crust as an 

itinerant worker: gardening for the local well to do, going from farm to farm to kill pigs and help 

out with the harvest. But he also owned a small boat, and spent much of his time fishing for 

Fishguard herrings which he sold on to be salted and fried, and also shellfish which he sold to 

locals and visitors during the season.  

 

He died on 2January 1897 at the grand age of 80. His tombstone in Ros-y-Caerau, Pencaer faces 

some of his favourite haunts, Garn Fawr, Garn Fechan and Garn Folch. Shemi was also somewhat 

notoriously known as the best tobacco spitter around, and anyone poking holes in his tall tales did 

well to stand more than six feet away. Here’s one of them. 

 

One summer’s day, Shemi was fishing on the Parrog with a dozen hooks all baited to lure fish. 

After a long hot afternoon, waiting for a bite, Shemi felt his eyelids droop, so he took a few steps 

back, lay down on a grassy bank, tied the lines around his right ankle and within moments, he was 

fast asleep. He was so deeply asleep and bound in dreams that he didn’t notice the tide go out, 

exposing all the bait on his fishing lines.  

 

Soon a flock of seagulls descended, swallowing the bait – hook, line and sinker. Moments later, 

Shemi’s snoring disturbed them and they all took flight, heading off across Cardigan Bay, dragging 

the still sound asleep Shemi with them!  
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They flew all the way across to Ireland, coming to land finally in Dublin’s Phoenix Park. Shemi came 

down to earth with such a thud that finally he woke up. Startled, he freed himself from the fishing 

lines and stumbled around in the strange surroundings trying to get his bearings. He soon realised 

that he was in Ireland, but knowing nobody and with the night setting in, he went in search of 

somewhere he could shelter for the night. At the edge of the park he saw a row of cannons. Now 

Shemi was only a small, slight man and so he climbed into the barrel of one of the great guns, 

curled up and went to sleep.  

What poor Shemi didn’t know was that the military fired a salute from the cannon ever morning. 

And so it was that a still slumbering Shemi was shot out of the barrel straight across the Irish sea. 

Lucky for him, he had a soft landing on the lush grass of Pencw, just above his Goodwick home. 

 

Shemi swore ‘till his dying day that every detail of the story was true…..and those who heard the 

tale swore blind they believed him…..unless they were standing at least six feet away. 

 

Record Breaking Daredevil Trip Across the Irish Sea  

On the 16th of August 1960 three young men from County Wexford decided to set sail for Wales. 

Instead of taking the usual passenger ship from Rosslare to Fishguard, they opted for an 

alternative way to travel. Seamus Organ (aged 21) Peter Donegan (aged 19) and Peter Sinnott 

(aged 18) visited a friend who had a homemade two seat canoe and asked to borrow it. The friend 

agreed but was sworn to secrecy because the boys knew “we would be prevented from crossing if 

our plan became known to our parents”.   

The three young lads set sail on the plywood canoe at 11pm from Ardamine beach, Courtown, 

County Wexford. To help them make the 75 mile /120km crossing, the boys brought supplies with 

them. The supplies consisted of three bottles of lemonade, nine bottles of water and four packets 

of biscuits! The journey across the Irish Sea took over 24 hours. Throughout that time the stern of 

the boat was submerged because Seamus had to sit astride it as there was no room in the two 

seater cockpit. The wake of a passing ship swamped their canoe and destroyed their radio, so they 

had no contact with land and could not receive the weather forecast. The three hardy sailors even 

found a leak in the canoe shortly after leaving Ireland, but refused to turn back.  

The danger didn’t end there, as they got closer to the Pembrokeshire shore, they encountered 

strong currents, rocks and swells that threatened to overturn the boat and resulted in the men 

spending six hours paddling the last two miles to shore. Once they had landed in a small cove near 

Strumble Head, they spent a further three hours trying to scale a 150ft cliff in darkness. When they 

finally reached the top of the cliff they made their way to the nearby coastguard house. He had 

been looking out for the lads because their disappearance caused a huge air and sea search on 

both sides of the Irish Sea. The police were called and the boys were promptly arrested because 

they had entered the country illegally. They were told the last time someone had unexpectedly 

landed in that cove it was the French about to invade.  

The boys were taken to the large port town of Fishguard where they reported their story to the 

journalists. The story later appeared on the BBC six o’clock news for all to see. As if that wasn’t 

enough the Lord Mayor of Fishguard gave the boys the freedom of Fishguard and brought them 
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around the town before they were sent back home (along with their friends’ canoe) on a Fishguard 

to Rosslare mailboat!  

As they got closer to landing in Wexford the boys saw their parents waiting for them in Rosslare. 

They asked the skipper of the boat to lower their canoe into the water with a fishing net. He 

agreed and the boys paddled up the coast to Courtown avoiding their parents. Back in their home 

town the boys were met by the Gorey Piper band and received a hero’s welcome.  

In 2005 forty-five years after that impressive journey celebrations were held in Fishguard for the 

Wexford men. The three men were the first people to cross the channel in a two-man canoe in 

recorded history. There have been attempts to break their record but with no success.  
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