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 Ancient Connections 

Stories of the Land & Sea: 
Wexford-Pembrokeshire 

Pilgrimage Way 

By Tara Clarke,  Abarta Heritage 
&  Angharad Wynne



Introduction
This booklet was created by Abarta Heritage and Angharad Wynne on 
behalf of Rediscovering Ancient Connections, a cross-community project 
which seeks to rediscover and revive the shared heritage between north 
County Wexford and northwest Pembrokeshire. This shared heritage 
extends back to our earliest monuments, connects our patron saints and 
brings us up to modern times. 

While researching these ancient connections, a number of interesting 
stories were shared with us. Many of these stories focused on the friendship 
between St David, the patron saint of Wales and St Aidan, the patron saint of 
County Wexford, which this pilgrimage route is based around.

Below you will find ten of our favourite connecting stories about St David 
& St Aidan, Norman knights, pirates and daring adventurers. We hope 
you enjoy these stories as much as we have.

Our thanks go to Sarah Williams for the wonderful illustrations and to 
Sara Nylund for designing the booklet.

This project is supported by the European Rural Development Fund, 
led by Pembrokeshire County Council, with project partners and joint 
beneficiaries Wexford County Council, Pembrokeshire Coast National 
Park Authority and Visit Wexford. 
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St David and the Irish chieftain Boia
While St David was travelling around Wales, converting the local people to 
Christianity, he was visited by an angel. This angelic being told him to end 
his missionary journey and build a monastery in Glyn Rhoson. So St David 
and his faithful friends St Aidan, St Teilo and St Ismael travelled to Glyn 
Rhoson and arrived by nightfall. It was a cold evening, so the monks quickly 
gathered wood to start a fire to cook their food and to keep warm.

The smoke curled lazily towards the rocky hillock of Clegyr Boia, where 
an Irish chieftain and his family lived in an old Iron Age hill fort. Boia (for 

that was the chieftain’s name) had terrorised the 
surrounding lands and was furious that some 

intruder had entered his property and built a 
fire uninvited. So he gathered some of his 
best fighting men and charged off to teach 
those monks a lesson. But as Boia and his 

fighters approached the holy men, they 
were overcome by a strange fever and 
retreated in disarray. 

They returned home to face the wrath 
of Boia’s wife, but as if that was not bad 
enough, they found that all of their cattle 
and sheep had mysteriously dropped 
dead in their absence. Realising that 
he was dealing with forces beyond his 
control, Boia returned to the monks and 
humbly requested mercy for himself, 
his men and his beasts. St David 
agreed but only on the condition 
that he could build a monastery here. 
Boia reluctantly agreed, and St David 

removed the fever from Boia’s men and 
brought the animals back to life.
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When Boia’s wife heard about this arrangement, she was furious and 
decided to take matters into her own hands. She resorted to all sorts of 
devices to drive the holy men away, including sending her female slaves 
to bathe naked in front of St David’s monks, play suggestive games, and 
use crude language. The monks implored St David to leave the area, but he 
remained firm and restored order in the monastic community after a night 
of fasting and prayer. 

By now, Boia’s wife was on the verge of madness. In one last gesture of 
defiance, she carried her step-daughter Dunawd down to the bank of the 
River Alun and sacrificed her to the pagan gods. When this did not work, she 
fled from the scene, totally mad, never to be seen again. 

Boia did not last much longer. He decided to avenge his wife and daughter 
by destroying St David and the new monastic community, but before he 
could bring his plan to fruition, another Irish chieftain called Lysgi (after 
whom Porthlysgi is named) invaded Boia’s home and beheaded him. To 
complete this episode of divine retribution, fire came down from heaven 
during a great thunderstorm and the whole of Boia’s village was destroyed 
in a blazing inferno. 

This might sound like a tall tale, but over 1400 years later, when 
archaeologists came to excavate the Iron Age fort at Clegyr Boia, they found 
the charred remains of huts and storehouses . . . 
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St Aidan’s miracles in Wales
While living in Pembrokeshire and studying under the great St David, St 
Aidan performed many miracles. These miracles have been recorded in 
various texts over the centuries, and a collection of these stories can be 
found below.

One day the King of the Britons came to St David’s monastery to visit the 
saint and see if anything could be done to help his son, who was born blind, 
deaf and lame. St David examined the boy and called for St Aidan to attend 
to him. When St Aidan arrived, he prayed earnestly for the child’s recovery, 
and in due course, the boy was miraculously cured. Following this event, we 
are told that St Aidan’s name became known throughout the kingdom. 

This was not the only time St Aidan healed someone while living in 
Pembrokeshire. In one story, he is noted to have healed a man whose face 
was completely flat with no eyes or nose. 

Later, when the Britons were under attack from their Saxon neighbours, St 
David called on St Aidan again to use his powers to help. St Aidan made his 
way to the battlefield and prayed for the Britons, who were outnumbered 
by their Saxon foes. Following St Aidan’s intercession, the Saxons turned and 
fled. The Britons pursued and slaughtered the Saxons over the following 
seven days. During this time, no Briton was killed, and the Saxons never 
invaded again while St Aidan lived in Pembrokeshire. 

St Aidan’s miracles were not just reserved for the sick room and the 
battlefield. He was also called on when minor incidents occurred. In one 
story, ale was brought to the monastery, but the container was accidentally 
dropped and smashed on the ground. The ale spilt everywhere, and the 
monks were very upset. 

St Aidan rushed forward and made the sign of the cross over the mess. 
Suddenly the container repaired itself and was filled with ale again, which 
delighted St David and the other monks. 
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St Aidan’s return to Ireland 
When it was time for St Aidan to leave Wales and begin his own Christian 
missionary work, he sailed across the Irish Sea from Pembrokeshire to County 
Wexford. As his boat came close to the shore at Ard Ladrann (present-day 
Ardmine) in County Wexford, he saw a group of defenceless people being 
robbed. To stop the crime, St Aidan sounded a bell which drew the robber’s 
attention away and allowed the innocent people to escape.

St Aidan permitted himself to be captured by 
the robbers and asked them to bring him 
to their leader. So they brought him to the 
chieftain Dima who apologised for his men’s 
behaviour and listened intently to St Aidan’s 
story of his life and deeds in Pembrokeshire. 
In atonement for his men’s attack, Dima 
granted St Aidan some land in County 
Wexford, and it was there that he built his 
first church on Irish soil. 

When St Aidan unpacked his worldly 
goods, he realised he had left a 
little bell known as Cruedin back in 
Pembrokeshire. This bell was very dear to 
him as it had been a gift from his close 
friend and mentor, St David. Sad to be 
parted with this gift, St Aidan sent a 
messenger back to Wales to ask for it. 

Hearing this message St David was 
happy to send on the bell and said, ‘Go, 
boy to your master,’ and Cruedin was 
then carried by an angel across the Irish Sea, 
arriving at St Aidan’s side the next day before 
his messenger had even returned from Wales. 
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A staff or crozier is an essential item for any 
saint or bishop as it symbolises their role 
as God’s good shepherd and protector of 
the flock. St Aidan’s crozier was used to 
perform many miracles, such as the healing 
of King Brandubh and the protection of King 
Brandubh’s army. The latter story involved 
St Aidan drawing a line around the king’s 
army with his staff during a battle; the line 
protected the king’s men but killed any enemy 
who crossed it. Thus the crozier later became 
known as the Staff of Brandubh. 

When St Aidan died, he bequeathed the 
staff to Ferns ‘my privileged monastery and 
high see amongst the heroes of Leinster’, 
and it attracted many pilgrims until its 
disappearance. Now a new crozier has 
been made by local craftsman David Walsh. 
Crafted from hazelwood with a crook of 
ram’s horn, the new Brandubh staff was used 
at the installation ceremony of the new 
Church of Ireland Bishop of Ferns. A sister 
of this staff was also made and gifted to St 
Davids in Pembrokeshire under the Ancient 
Connections programme to celebrate the 
extraordinary relationship between St 
Aidan and St David.

Brandubh’s Staff

Image & story credited to Catherine MacPartlin
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St Aidan’s Holy Well, Ferns 
By helping Brandubh, the King of Leinster and leader of the Uí 
Cheannselaigs in battle, St Aidan was granted land in Ferns to build his 
first monastery. While construction was underway, some of the monks 
complained that the hot weather in the sunny southeast was making them 
terribly thirsty.

Tired of listening to their complaints, St Aidan asked for a tree to be cut 
down just outside the monastery’s boundaries. When the tree hit the 
ground, a spring gushed up and formed a pool of refreshing water that the 
monks enjoyed. 

However, word of this pool quickly spread, and local women came to use 
the water to wash their clothes! St Aidan and his monks were unhappy with 
this improper use of holy water and ordered the women to stop. All but one 
of the women obeyed. This girl was the daughter of Becc, a local chieftain. 
As punishment for her disobedience, St Aidan performed a miracle that 
caused her and her clothes to stick to the rocks surrounding the well. 

Despite how hard she pulled and how much her friends pushed, she could 
not be removed from the rocks. Miserable and shivering in the waters, she 
called out for her father. When the chieftain Becc arrived, he was furious 
and tried to release her by force, but that did not work either. Turning to St 
Aidan, he begged for his daughter’s release and humbly apologised for her 
actions. Touched by this, St Aidan released the girl and soon after, she and 
her family converted to Christianity. 

The holy spring where the girl was trapped can still be found in Ferns today 
and is known as St Mogues well. The name Mogue is a term of endearment 
and comes from Mo Aodh Óg, which means ‘my young Aidan’ in Irish. 
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St Aidan and the Sea Monster
A great miracle occurred the night before Easter when an angel appeared in the 
monastery in Ferns. The angel was there to warn St Aidan that his old friend and 
mentor, St David, was in grave danger. The angel foresaw that St David would 
be poisoned while enjoying the Easter feast. St Aidan was distraught but could 
do nothing about it, as there was no way he could sail across the Irish Sea in 
time to save his friend.

Hearing this, the angel decided to help and told St Aidan to send one of his 
trusted companions to the beach. St Aidan complied, and when the monk 
from Ferns reached the beach, he saw the angel standing not beside a boat 
but next to a massive sea monster! 

Despite the monster’s hungry stare and terrifying roar, the monk trusted the 
angle and climbed onto the sea monster’s back. The creature speedily carried 
the monk across the rough waters of the Irish Sea to the Pembrokeshire 
coast. Thanks to this swift form of transport, the monk made it to St David’s 
monastery just as the Easter feast began.

After hearing the angel’s terrible prediction, St David lifted the poisoned 
bread in front of everyone and divided it into three pieces. He gave the first 
piece to a dog, who died immediately, and the second piece to a crow, who 
also passed away. St David then blessed the third piece and ate it! To the 
shock of everyone in the room, St David did not succumb to the poison. 
Instead, his powerful blessing destroyed the toxin.

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

of Wales survived. This solidified the friendship 
between the two saints and the bond between 

Ferns and Pembrokeshire.



13

The Excommunication of 
William Marshal
William Marshal was one of the most influential figures of the 12th and 
13th centuries. His name was renowned across England, France, Wales and 
Ireland and for many, he was considered to be the ‘greatest knight who 
ever lived’. He fought in some of the bloodiest battles of the time, went 
on crusade to the holy land and was a chief instigator of the Magna Carta, 
which curtailed the rights of the English monarchy. Later in his life, he 
became regent of England, meaning that he effectively ruled on 
behalf of the underage monarch. 

William Marshal’s connection with Counties Wexford and 
Pembrokeshire is mainly derived from his marriage to 
Isabel de Clare, the wealthiest heiress of the time. 
She was the daughter of Strongbow, who 
owned vast estates in Pembrokeshire, 
and Aoife, who spent her childhood 
living in Ferns, County Wexford. 
Through her father’s line, she was the 
granddaughter of the Earl of Pembroke, 
and through her mother’s line, she was the 
granddaughter of Diarmait Mac Murchada, 
the former King of Leinster. 

When William married Isabel, he took 
control of her vast estates in Counties 
Wexford and Pembrokeshire and became 
the new Earl of Pembroke. Despite the 
significant age difference between the 
couple, they had a famously successful 
marriage which produced ten children. 
They built many castles, churches and 
towns across Counties Wexford and 



14

Pembrokeshire, including Tintern Abbey and New Ross in County Wexford 
and Pembroke Castle as we find it today, was largely built by him.

Their love for each other was legendary and was even recorded in a 
poem about William’s life known as L’histoire de Guillaume le Mareschal. 
However, William’s luck turned in Ireland when he refused to return some 
land belonging to the church in Ferns. As punishment for this, the Bishop 
of Ferns excommunicated William. This meant he could not receive the 
holy sacraments, i.e. confess his sins or receive the last rights. Despite this, 
William refused to give the land back to the Bishop, even on his deathbed. 
Furious with this, the Bishop of Ferns cursed the Marshal line, promising 
it would end with William’s childless sons. This seemed a bit ridiculous as 
William had five strapping and healthy lads to carry on the family name, 
but sure enough, each of those healthy sons died without an heir over the 
following years. William Marshal’s lands and fortune were then split between 
his five healthy daughters and their children, who did not carry the Marshal 
surname and so avoided the dreaded curse. 
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Blown from Wales to Wexford
Magpies, known as Snag breac in Irish and Pioden in 
Welsh, are one of the most common birds found in the 
Pembrokeshire and County Wexford countryside. With 
their unmistakable black and white plumage, these 
birds stand out not just in looks but also because of 
the popular rhyme ‘one for sorrow, two for joy, three 
for a girl…’ 

This rhyme has often been 
attributed to the negativity 
surrounding these birds, but 
there is an additional reason for their 
unpopularity in Ireland, which was recorded 
by Colonel Solomon Richards in 1682. 

Colonel Richards 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 several thousand acres of land 
in County Wexford as a reward for his loyalty. 

Among his many observations on life in County Wexford, he notes that there 
is a tale of how the first magpies in Ireland were blown by a ‘black easterly 
wind’ across the Irish Sea from Wales to County Wexford. From this small 
flock of magpies, all others are descended and spread throughout Ireland. 
He went on to say that the natural Irish must detest these birds who arrived 
in the country in the same places the English landed (where the Normans 
landed in Bannow Bay). He also noted that some locals believe they shall 
never be rid of the English while the magpies remain.

Thankfully those sentiments are no longer observed in County Wexford, and 
you can still see these beautiful birds nesting in the trees as you walk the 
pilgrimage route. Remember, the rhyme only states that the presence of one 
magpie brings sorrow. Any other number of magpies can bring you joy, a 
girl, a boy, silver and gold. 

es to Wexford



16

Pirates of the Irish Sea
One ancient connection between Pembrokeshire and County Wexford is 
their proximity to the Irish Sea. The salty water of the sea laps and crashes 
along their shores, and for thousands of years, people from these two 
regions have sailed its waters, moving food, animals, goods and people. 

It hasn’t always been plain sailing for these hardy sailors. Besides the danger 
of bad weather turning calm water into choppy seas, many seafarers have 
suffered from the threat of piracy. This threat became a reality for one excise 
cutter named the Pelham in the 1700s. 

This ship was loaded with expensive cargo and anchored at Porthlysgi near 
St Davids. While it waited there, two large, heavily armed cutters and a 
wherry rounded the headland and made straight for the Pelham.

These were smuggling vessels under the command of the notorious Irish 
bootlegger John Connor from County Wexford. John had been outlawed in 
1767 for his previous colourful exploits, which included attacking revenue 
cruisers. Despite being wanted by the law, John and his crew continued to 
attack ships in the Irish Sea, and the Pelham was their next target. 

As the smugglers opened fire on the helpless Pelham, the excisemen 
scrambled into their rowing boats and made a hurried escape. The 
smugglers boarded the cutter and removed everything of value onto their 
own ships. Then before leaving, they made sure the Pelham could not be 
used again and ran her onto some sharp rocks on the Pembrokeshire coast. 

The Commissioner of Customs was shocked 
by this attack and offered a 
handsome sum of £200 as 

well as a pardon to any 
smuggler prepared 

to come forward 
and provide 
information on this 
act of piracy. 

No one took him up 
on this generous offer. 
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The first flight from Britain to Ireland

For thousands of years, boats were the only form of transport between 
Britain and Ireland. Once the Wright brothers took to the skies in 1903, the 
race was on to see who would be the first person to fly across the Irish Sea. 

Damer Leslie Allen and Denys Corbett Wilson both wanted to claim this title. 
Allen took an early lead, but his plane crashed while travelling across the 
Irish Sea, and his body was never recovered. 

Corbett Wilson also had a mechanical failure and had to make an emergency 
landing in Herefordshire. Not wanting to lose time, he tried to fix the 
problem himself using castor oil from a chemist’s shop and refuelled with 
petrol siphoned from local agricultural machinery. Unsurprisingly this did 
not work, and he had to land again in Goodwick, Pembrokeshire and wait 
for a mechanic. 

Once the plane was fit for purpose, Corbett Wilson took off from Goodwick 
on the 22nd of April 1912. He soared above the Irish Sea in his Bleriot XI 
monoplane but was slowed by a heavy shower of rain and fog. After one 
hundred minutes of flying, his engine started misfiring, and Corbett Wilson 
was forced to land in a field in Crann, Co. Wexford. 

Despite this emergency landing Corbett Wilson had done it! He was the first 
person to cross the Irish Sea by plane and, coincidentally, the first person to 
travel from Pembrokeshire to Co. Wexford by plane as well.
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Record breaking daredevil trip
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 their 
parents would not favour such a foolhardy trip. 

The three young lads set sail on the plywood canoe at 11 pm from Ardamine 
beach, Courtown, County Wexford. The boys bought supplies to help them 
make the 85-mile/140km crossing. These supplies consisted of three bottles 
of lemonade, nine bottles of water and four packets of biscuits! The young 
adventurers also brought a radio and compass, but the wake of a passing 
ship swamped their canoe and destroyed the radio.

The journey across the Irish Sea took over 24 hours. The stern of the boat 
was submerged throughout that time because three people were sitting on 
the two-seater canoe. One of the lads had to sit astride it while the others 
sat in the seats. 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, resulting 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’s house. 

The coast guard had been looking out for the three lads because their 
disappearance caused a massive air and sea search on both sides of the Irish 
Sea. The police were called, and Peter, Seamus and Peter were promptly 
arrested because they had entered Wales illegally. They were told the last 
time someone had unexpectedly landed in that cove, it was the French 
about to invade!
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The boys were taken to the large port town of Fishguard, where they told 
their story to journalists. Their account 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 around the 
town before they were sent back home (along with their friend’s canoe) on a 
Fishguard to Rosslare mailboat.

The boys saw their parents waiting for them as they got closer to landing in 
Rosslare. Anxious to avoid their parent’s wrath, 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 the confrontation. 

Back in their hometown, the boys were met by the Gorey Piper band and 
received a hero’s welcome. When they did meet their parents, everything 
was fine, and they never tried anything like that again, warning others that 
“no one would do it except mad dogs and a few Courtown men” (Peter 
Sinnott, Gorey Guardian, 2005). 
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Tourism Ambassadors is part of Ancient 
Connections, led by Pembrokeshire Co. Council 
with partners Wexford Co. Council, Pembrokeshire 
Coast National Park Authority and Visit Wexford. 
Funded by the European Regional Development 
Fund through the Ireland Wales Co-operation 
Programme.

Arweinir gan Gyngor Sir Penfro gyda’r 
partneriaid Cyngor Sir Wexford, Awdurdod 
Parc Cenedlaethol Arfordir Penfro a Visit 
Wexford. Ariennir gan Gronfa Datblygu 
Rhanbarthol Ewrop trwy Raglen 
Gydweithredu Iwerddon Cymru.

Faoi stiúir Pembrokeshire Co. Council i gcomhar le 
Comhairle Chontae Loch Garman, Pembrokeshire 
Coast National Park Authority agus Visit Wexford. 
Arna mhaoiniú ag Ciste Forbraíochta Réigiúnaí na 
hEorpa tríd an gClár um Chomhar na Breataine Bige 
na hÉireann.

Written and published 
by Abarta Heritage.
abartaheritage.ie
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