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Introduction

This document aims to highlight some of the wealth of historical stories, archaeology and folklore
that connects the north-west Pembrokeshire coast in Wales, with north Co. Wexford in Ireland,
with a particular focus on the communities of St Davids, Fishguard, Goodwick, Ferns,
Enniscorthy and Gorey. Even on the surface, these communities have much in common, being
largely historically focused on the coast for their living, whether from trade or fishing, but the
connections go much deeper and much further back in time. We will discover the shared stories of
north Co. Wexford and north-west Pembrokeshire and how the two regions have influenced each
other through the movement of people, ideas, technology, culture, religion, and occasionally,
conflict. We will examine these connections from the time of hunter-gatherers in the Mesolithic
Period, passing on to the time of the first farmers in the Neolithic, the transformative arrival of
metalworking in the Bronze and Iron Ages, to the time of St David and his Irish pupil St Aidan.
From those early days of Christianity, we travel on to the time of castles and conquests with the
Normans and their role in Pembrokeshire and Co. Wexford. We will look at later trade and

commerce and explore some of the folk tales and traditions in the two regions.

These stories reveal that the Irish Sea has never been a barrier; it has always been a highway.

Very Ancient Connections

Early Prehistoric Period

Further south than Pembrokeshire on the Gower Peninsula, the discovery of the so-called ‘Red
Lady of Paviland’ demonstrates early human activity in Wales. The ‘Red Lady’ was, in fact, the
partial skeletal remains of a young man who had lived and died sometime in the Upper
Palaceolithic Period, around 34,000 years ago.! His skeleton was dyed in red ochre, suggesting
religious or ceremonial practice. Within Pembrokeshire, but outside of our case study area,
evidence of human activity has been identified at Hoyle’s Mouth cave. A burin busqué (beaked
burin) tool from the Aurignacian period was discovered. This flint tool, with a chisel-like edge,

was possibly used to carve wood and/or bone by people in Pembrokeshire over 30,000 years ago.2

1 Elizabeth A Walker, “The Palaeolithic and Mesolithic Hunter-Gatherers of Pembrokeshire,” in Pembrokeshire County
History volume 1, edited by Heather James, Mary John, Kenneth Murphy and Geoffrey Wainwright, (Haverfordwest:
Pembrokeshire County History Trust, 2016).

2 Walker, “The Palaeolithic and Mesolithic Hunter-Gatherers of Pembrokeshire”, 7.



Further evidence for human Upper Palaceolithic activity, in the form of stone tools, was found in
Little Hoyle Cave, Priory Farm Cave and the caves of Caldey Island.3 At this same time, much of
Ireland was still locked by Ice Age glaciers. Though there is little evidence for such early activity
within north County Wexford, recent discoveries in County Clare indicate that there was at least

some human activity during the later stages of the Palaeolithic in Ireland.

The evidence is still sparse, but at least more tangible, for human activity during the Mesolithic
Period. The Mesolithic (meaning Middle Stone Age) lasted from approximately BC 10,000 — BC
4,000. This was a time of semi-nomadic hunter-gatherers who moved across the land following
seasonal sources of food mainly in coastal environments and river valleys which were particularly
important for their rich resources. It was during this period of time that sea levels were rising.4
The rise caused many coastlines to change, including those of Pembrokeshire and County
Wexford. Any Early Mesolithic sites and their artifactual evidence located too close to the previous

coastline were submerged and lost to the archaeological record.

Generally, the activity of hunter-gatherers during the Mesolithic period only leaves ephemeral
traces. Thanks to careful excavation, evidence of human activity has been discovered in both
County Wexford and Pembrokeshire dating to this period. In County Wexford, lithic scatters
have been found along the River Barrow,> and stone artefacts near the village of Camolin.¢
Diagnostic Mesolithic stone artefacts have also been discovered along the east coast of County

Wexford from Kilmichael Point southwards.”

3 Walker, “The Palaeolithic and Mesolithic hunter-gatherers of Pembrokeshire”, 13-16.

4 “The lost land of our ancestors,” Dyfed Archaeology, accessed on the 14th of March 2020, http://www.dyfedarchaeol-
ogy.org.uk/lostlandscapes/index.html.

5 Stanton W. Green and & Marek Zvelebil, “The Mesolithic colonisation and agricultural tradition of south east
Ireland,” Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society 56 (1990): 57-88.

¢ Geraldine, Stout, “Wexford in Prehistory 500 BC to 300 AD” in Wexford History and Society, ed. Kevin Whelan
(Dublin: Geography Publications, 1987), 3.

7 Eachtra. “Archaeological Excavation Report E0417 - Harristown Little, Co. Wexford.” Accessed March 2020. http://
eachtra.ie/new_site/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/00E0417 .pdf.
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Pembrokeshire appears to have more evidence of human activity during the Mesolithic era. For
example, Nab Head, visible from St David's Peninsula across St Brides Bay in Wales, has produced

thousands of flint artefacts, shale beads and the famous ‘phallus’, ‘amulet’ or ‘figurine’.

Within the bounds of our case study area (northwest Pembrokeshire), mesolithic axes and adzes
were uncovered in Solva and St David’s Head.? The area around Solva also produced meéches de
foret, which may have been used as drill bits for boring holes in beads.1® Later mesolithic finds
were discovered in the northern part of St Bride’s Bay,!! and in Porthgain, bevelled pebbles,
microliths, denticulated scrapers and truncated blades were also uncovered.!? In addition,
Tardenoisian tranchet picks were discovered in Solva and at the Pencaer Peninsula near Fishguard.
These picks were unearthed on the northeast coast of Ireland, but as of yet, no examples have been

discovered in north County Wexford.

The Neolithic Period — The First Farmers of
Pembrokeshire and Wexford

The adoption of agriculture was arguably the most important and consequential development in
human history, forever changing both humanity and the landscape. Farming began in the Near
East and moved steadily westwards, reaching Ireland and Wales around 4,000 BC. The adoption
of animal husbandry and the first beginnings of tillage farming may have been a gradual,
experimental process in the initial years, but within a relatively short period, a clear cultural
tradition began to emerge. In this age, along with agricultural practice, we see evidence for

permanent settlement and spiritual practice in the treatment of the dead.

In County Wexford, the estuary of the River Slaney appears to have been a significant place, as a
number of Neolithic occupation sites have been discovered in this area.!3 That these sites are

located within the tidal estuary suggests that these communities had a seaward focus.

8 “The Nab Head, Site I,” Coflein, accessed on the 11th of March 2020, https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/308819/details/the-
nab-head-site-i.

9 Walker, “The Palaeolithic and Mesolithic hunter-gatherers of Pembrokeshire,” 33.
10 Walker, “The Palaeolithic and Mesolithic hunter-gatherers of Pembrokeshire,” 30.
11 Walker, “The Palaeolithic and Mesolithic hunter-gatherers of Pembrokeshire,” 37.
12 Tbid, 41.

13 Stout, “Wexford in Prehistory 500 BC to 300 AD,” 31.
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At Dunsinane in north County Wexford, a house dating to the Early Neolithic period was
discovered during archaeological excavations in advance of motorway construction.'* This house,
made of oak planks, measured 14m x 7m and contained Neolithic pottery and stone tools such as

flint scrapers.1s

Further evidence of Neolithic settlement has been found within northwest Pembrokeshire.
Excavations revealed house structures in Clegyr Boia and Rhos-Y-Clegyrn. The main house at
Clegyr Boia was timber-framed, sub-rectangular and measured 6.7m x 2.1m.!¢ During excavation,
charcoal, broken pottery, daub and animal bone were found inside.l” This pottery was said to

“show strong similarities with contemporary material in southern Ireland.”18

At Rhos-Y-Clegyrn in Pembrokeshire, seven structures from the late Neolithic were found. The
buildings were circular and square/rectangular with rounded corners.!” The floors were hard-

packed stony clay with evidence of flint flakes similar to Dunsinane in County Wexford.20

Although the evidence of how people lived during the Neolithic Period is still somewhat sparse,
we have much more tangible evidence for how they treated their dead. Megalithic tombs are one
of the clearest expressions of Neolithic culture. Megalithic (meaning ‘large stone’) monuments
can be found in both north Pembrokeshire and north County Wexford, with several remarkably

similar monuments that perhaps emphasise the ancient cultural connections of the two areas.

There are four general forms of Megalithic Tomb — court tombs, portal tombs (also known as
dolmens), passage tombs and wedge tombs. There is some overlap in chronology between the first
three tomb types, perhaps suggesting cultural choices rather than chronological development.

Passage tombs are the most elaborate of the megalithic tomb tradition. Ireland, in particular, has a

14“2011:658 - Dunsinane 3, Wexford,” excavations.ie, accessed December 3, 2019, https://excavations.ie/report/2011/
Wexford/0024442/.

15 Ibid.

le Timothy Darvill, “Neolithic buildings in England, Wales and the isle of Man,” in Neolithic houses in northwest Eu-
rope and beyond, ed. Timothy Darvill and Julian Thomas (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 1996), 108.

17 Darvill, “Neolithic buildings in England, Wales and the isle of Man,” 108.
18 Rick Peterson, Neolithic pottery from Wales. Traditions of construction and use. (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2003) 124.
19 Ibid, 108.

20 Tbid, 98.
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number of these iconic monuments — such as the famous passage tomb cemetery of the Boyne
Valley with Newgrange, Knowth and Dowth forming an extended World Heritage Site, and in

Wales, similar monuments can also be found in places like Anglesey.

Like the other megalithic tomb types, passage tombs are not unique to Ireland and are, in fact, the
most common type of megalithic monument in Europe.2! They are part of an extended family of
monuments spread over much of western Europe, from Sweden to southern Portugal and even as
far east as central Poland.?2 The international presence of this monument type has led to
speculation that the passage tombs of Ireland and Wales were a result of immigration or
acculturation with people who arrived from overseas. A likely origin for this ‘culture’ is Brittany
in France, where some of the oldest passage tombs can be found. However, passage tombs are not
found in either County Wexford or northwest Pembrokeshire. Their omission from the
archaeological record when they are found in other neighbouring areas may again suggest that
there are cultural connections between the areas — and part of that shared culture was the ‘choice’

not to construct passage tombs.

Instead, portal tombs (also known as ‘dolmens’) can be found in both north County Wexford and
north-west Pembrokeshire. Portal tombs throughout Britain and Ireland, generally consist of a
single subrectangular chamber covered by a large capstone, with an entrance flanked by tall
upright stones known as portal stones. Portal tombs are believed to be found along ancient
routeways, such as rivers, and are particularly positioned at critical points along a routeway where
movement is constricted in a way that would ensure travellers pass by the portal tomb.23 As such,

they may have acted as territorial boundary markers as much as repositories of the dead.

In our case study area, many portal tombs still stand along the Pembrokeshire coast. They include
Coetan Arthur, Carn Llidi, Treglemais, Carreg Samson, Trewalter Llwyd, Ffyst Samson, Garn
Gilfach, Fynnondruidion (now destroyed), Carn Wnda, Garn Wen 1, Garn Wen 2, Gary Wen 3
and Garn Wen 4, Tre-Howell, Treftynnon and Parc-y-cromlech (though these latter few may be a

variant of chambered tombs rather than portal tombs).2* More portal tombs may once have

21 Muiris O’Sullivan and Liam Downey “Passage Tombs and Megalithic Art,” Archaeology Ireland, Spring 2012, 36—
40.

22 Robert Hensey, First Light. The Origins of Newgrange. (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2015).
23 Jones, Carleton. Temples of Stone. Exploring the Megalithic Tombs of Ireland. (Cork: Collins Press, 2007).

24 “Portal tombs,” CADW, accessed November 25, 2019, https://cadw.gov.wales/advice-support/cof-cymru/search-

cadw-records.
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existed within the Pembrokeshire case study area, but sadly some may have been lost due to
intensive farming. An example of this occurred at the Ffynnon Druidion portal tomb near

Fishguard.?s

Portal tombs are less numerous in County Wexford, as only two survive at Ballybrittas and
Newbawn. These two sites are located in southern County Wexford, outside of our study area.
However, as noted by Geraldine Stout: ‘the portal tombs of Wexford are sited on rolling pasture
land along the valleys of the Slaney river and follow the pattern of these tombs in the south-east of
Ireland and extending across the Irish Sea to Wales and Cornwall’2¢ The striking design
similarities of portal tombs on either side of the Irish Sea may indicate a degree of contact between
builders and not just a shared ancestry of funerary tradition.?” Stout has further suggested that
there may have been portal dolmens in the northern part of County Wexford that have since been
destroyed. As noted in Pembrokeshire, intensive farming may have also eradicated portal tombs in

north County Wexford.

Stout notes that placenames with the words ‘cromlech’ or ‘dolmen’ on the Ordnance Survey Six-
Inch Maps of north County Wexford may indicate the locations of previous tombs.28 Local
names such as ‘the Giant’s Bed” in Ballymore, the ‘Giant’s Grave” in Annagh Long or the ‘Druid’s
Altar’ in Cullenstown allude to the presence of more, as these descriptive names are commonly

connected with portal tombs throughout Ireland.

As the placenames from County Wexford suggest, megalithic tombs often have associations with
the supernatural, from mythical creatures like giants to the arcane mysticism of druids. The same
can be said for some of the portal dolmens in Pembrokeshire. For example, some tombs refer to
the legendary figure King Arthur: Arthur’s Quoit and Arthur’s Burial Chamber, while others
refer to the biblical character Samson who supposedly built the tombs using only his little

finger.?

2Darvill and Wainwright, “Neolithic and Bronze Age Pembrokeshire,” 78.
26 Stout, “Wexford in Prehistory 500 BC to 300 AD,” 7.

27 Alison Sheridan, “Neolithic connections along and across the Irish Sea,” in The Neolithic of the Irish Sea, materiality
and traditions of practice, ed. Vicki Cummings and Chris Fowler (Oxford; Oxbow Books, 2004), 16.

28 Stout, “Wexford in Prehistory 500 BC to 300 AD,” 8.

29 “Carreg Samson,” Visit Pembrokeshire, accessed November 27, 2019, https://www.visitpembrokeshire.com/attrac-
tion-listing/carreg-samson.
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Material Culture — Trade, Technology and Ideas at the Time of the First Farmers.

The connections between Neolithic Pembrokeshire and County Wexford can be seen in the
material culture as well as the monuments. With the introduction of pottery in the Neolithic,
distinctive styles began to develop. These styles can be found in prehistoric contexts on both sides
of the Irish Sea. For example, the carinated bowl style is the earliest pottery found in Ireland and
has been found in both Irish and Welsh portal tombs.3° This appears to suggest that communities
in Wales and Ireland shared not only architectural styles but also pottery styles and uses for said
pottery. This suggests a shared cultural practice in the deposition of the dead —in short, a shared

religion.

Within our Pembrokeshire case study area, Carreg Coetan Arthur tomb and the Neolithic house
at Clegyr Boia both produced carinated bowls that show strong similarities with contemporary
material found in the southeast of Ireland.3! These bowls have also been found in south County
Wexford during excavations at Harristown3? and Ballycourcy More 5.33 This shows a shared
material culture across centuries between Pembrokeshire and County Wexford. Although no
carinated bowls have yet been found in north County Wexford, this is more likely due to lack of
excavation as opposed to lack of material culture. As well as Carinated bowls, there are also strong

similarities between Irish Impressed Ware and Welsh Impressed Ware.34

Along with pottery, stone artefacts were traded between Ireland and Wales during the Neolithic
Period. Irish porcellanite axe heads have been found in Wales, and examples of preselite axes from

southwest Wales was uncovered on Lambay Island, County Dublin.35

As time passed, a new age began. Trade between the two regions accelerated enormously and
forged deeper connections between the regions, alloying Wexford and Pembroke in the age of

metal.

30 Sheridan, “Neolithic connections along and across the Irish Sea,” 16.

31 Rick Peterson, “Neolithic pottery from Wales. Traditions of construction and use,” BAR British series 344, (2003):
124 and Darvill and Wainwright, Neolithic and Bronze Age Pembrokeshire, 73 and 100

32 “Archaeological excavation Report E0424- Harristown Big, Co. Wexford,” Eachtra, accessed November 28, 2019,
http://eachtra.ie/new_site/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/00E0424 .pdf.

33 “Excavation report 2014:388 - Ballycourcy More 5, Wexford,” excavations.ie, accessed November 28, 2019, https://
excavations.ie/report/2014/Wexford/0024725/.

34 Richard Bradley, The Prehistory of Britain and Ireland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 134.

35 Waddell, The Prehistoric Archaeology of Ireland, 49.
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The Beaker Period and the Bronze Age
(c. 2500-500 BC)

The Bronze Age saw the continuation of practices such as farming and settled living but

introduced new burial practices and, most significantly, the use of metal.

Metallurgy was not an insular invention but was brought to Britain and Ireland from the
European continent. The first metal objects began to be made in Ireland and Wales around the
middle of the third millennium BC. This coincides with a particular sort of material culture that
includes evidence of archery, a pottery vessel known as Beakers, and the first copper and gold
objects. These Beaker artefacts are found across Europe, and the prevalence and distinctive nature

of the pottery have led to it being known as the Beaker Period.

Trade or invasion has long been the two leading theories for the introduction of metal and Beaker
pottery to the British Isles. Recent genome research seems to support the first theory as results
showed that Neolithic populations living in Britain might have been physically replaced by
Bronze Age immigrants from the European continent, bringing their new style of beaker pottery
with them.3¢ Two beaker vessels, and sherds from half a dozen more, were found in Pen-Y-Bont,
St Davids.3” The same style of pottery was also found during the excavation of Ballynabarny 2 and
Raheenagurren West in County Wexford.3® This demonstrates the similar cultural influences and
traditions during this earliest phase of the age of metal when the first copper tools began to be

made.

The new material of bronze changed how objects were made; tools became sharper and more
precise, and weapons such as daggers, spears and swords began to appear in the archaeological
record. To create bronze, copper and tin must be alloyed. Copper can be sourced in both Wales

and Ireland. Though no Bronze Age mines are known from the north-west Pembrokeshire area,

3¢ Ewen Callaway, “Ancient-genome study finds Bronze Age ‘Beaker culture’ invaded Britain,” Nature, accessed on the

11th of March 2020, https://www.nature.com/news/ancient-genome-study-finds-bronze-age-beaker-culture-invaded-
britain-1.21996

37 Kenneth Murphy, “A round barrow at Pen-Y-Bont, St Davids, Pembrokeshire: salvage excavation,” Archaeology in
Wales 46, (2006): 110-114.

38 “2010:711 - Ballynabarny 2, Wexford,” excavation.ie, accessed November 27,2019, https://excavations.ie/report/
2010/Wexford/0021921 and “2005:1670 - Site 27, Raheenagurren West, Wexford,” excavation.ie, accessed 12th of May
2020, https://excavations.ie/report/2005/Wexford/0014693/.
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perhaps the copper ore exposures on the coast of St David’s Peninsula were used.3 Alternatively,
copper may have been sourced from further afield, for instance, in the Great Orme.*® Copper can
also be found in County Wexford (though it is more commonly found in Counties Cork and
Kerry). Tin is a metal often found around Wales and Cornwall.#! It is possible that people from
County Wexford may have traded with Wales and Cornwall for tin across St George’s Channel

and the Irish Sea to make bronze.

Along with bronze tools and weapons, a number of new monuments began to appear in the
Bronze Age. Though these new styles of monuments are common throughout Europe and are
not specifically unique to Pembrokeshire or Wexford, it is interesting to see that some decisions on
monument choice overlap in our two case study areas. These include the use of standing stones,

barrows, cist graves, burnt mounds and cairns.

Standing Stones can date back to the Neolithic period and are one of the longest-lived traditions
of monuments in Britain and Ireland.42 They are rather enigmatic. Some excavations have shown
that they mark cremation burials; others suggest that they were used as boundary markers and
were the focus for ceremonies and other rituals. Whatever their function was, their use extended

across St George’s Channel and the Irish Sea.

Within County Wexford, standing stones form large clusters north of Gorey town and along the
Slaney River.#3 Within our immediate study area, standing stones can be found at Clonhasten,
Solsborough, Dromgold, Killabeg, Glebe and Corey. There are also a pair of standing stones at
Cloroge Moor. The north-west coast of Pembrokeshire has an even larger amount of standing
stones which can be found at Trefarchan, Tracery, Maen Dewi, Llanrhian, Tremaenhir, Clan
Ffwrn, the Trehale Stone, Trehale House Stone, Trehale House Stone 2, Blaen-Llyn, Garn
Gilfach, Fynnon Drudion, Maenclochog, Lower Broadmoor, and Carn Wnda. A pair of standing
stones did exist at Rhos-y-Clegyrn, but only one stands today.44

39 Darvill and Wainwright, “Neolithic and Bronze Age Pembrokeshire”, 107.

40 Barry Cunliffe, Facing the Ocean the Atlantic and its Peoples (Oxford: Oxford University Press: 2001), 226.
41 Stout, “Wexford in Prehistory 500 BC. to 300 AD.,” 8.

42 Darvill and Wainwright, “Neolithic and Bronze Age Pembrokeshire,” 150.

43“Wexford standing stones,” Archaeological Survey of Ireland, accessed November 27, 2019, http://webgis.archaeolo-
gy.ie/historicenvironment/.

44 Darvill and Wainwright, “Neolithic and Bronze Age Pembrokeshire”, 153.
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The Solsborough standing stone in north County Wexford bears a single cup mark on its
northeastern side.*> Cup marks are a common universal prehistoric art motif also found in
northwest Pembrokeshire at Caerfai Bay“¢ and at St Non’s Well; a single cup mark can be seen on

a stone beside the holy well.47

Cist graves are another burial monument from the Bronze Age. These are small, stone-lined
graves that contain human remains along with grave goods like pottery vessels. Those interred
within cist graves are either cremated or placed in a crouched or flexed position. Examples of cist
graves within our County Wexford study area include Kilmichael north of Gorey,* Kilmurry,*
Bolinready, Ballyduft, Knocknaskeagh, Scarawalsh and Enniscorthy.50 In Pembrokeshire, cist and
cremation sites are located along a band that runs east—west across the Preseli hills from Pantgwyn

to St Davids.51

Ring cairns also appear to be a shared burial practice found in north County Wexford and
northwest Pembrokeshire. Ring cairns are identified by their low, circular stony banks that
encompass a flat middle area up to 20m in diameter. Within the flat middle area, cremated
remains were interned.52 An example of a ring cairn can be found at Carn Ingli Common in
northwest Pembrokeshire and in the townland of Bantry Common north County Wexford.
Another ring cairn once stood in the townland of Cummer, County Wexford but has since been

destroyed.>3

4 Stout, “Wexford in Prehistory 500 BC. to 300 AD,” 17.
46 Murphy, Kenneth, “What we found on our holidays,” Council of British Archaeologists Wales, Newsletter 34, 2007.
47 Darvill & Wainwright, “Neolithic and Bronze Age Pembrokeshire,” 98.

48 “Kilmichael, Co. Wexford,” excavations.ie, accessed May 2020, https://excavations.ie/report/2001/Wexford/
0028496/.

4 “Gorey Corporation Lands,” excavations.ie, accessed May2020, https://excavations.ie/report/1989/Wexford/
0028495/.

50 “Cist graves,” Sites and Monuments Record Database, accessed March 2020, www.archaeology.ie.

51 “Burials,” Pembrokeshire Historical Society, accessed November 22,2019, http://www.pembrokeshirehistoricalsoci-
ety.co.uk/prehistoric-funerary-ritual-sites-pembrokeshire-nikki-cook/.

52 Darvill and Wainwright, “Neolithic and Bronze Age Pembrokeshire”, 137.

53 “Ring cairns,” Nationals Monuments Service, accessed April 2020, www.archaeology.ie.
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Barrows were the predominant funerary monuments in prehistory and can be seen in north
County Wexford and the northwest coast of Pembrokeshire. These monuments are typically
found to date throughout the Bronze Age and Iron Age, though there is some evidence to suggest
that barrows may have existed as early as the Neolithic.54 They are found far more frequently after
the introduction of metal. In Ireland, the use of barrows as burial places increased from 40% of

sites in the late Bronze Age to 60% of burial sites in the Iron Age.55

Barrows vary in form, though they typically appear as circular enclosures surrounding a central
burial. The earliest examples were bowl barrows used from 4,000 BC to 2,000 BC.5¢ After that,
various versions of barrows developed, such as ringed barrows, ditch barrows, embanked barrows,
mound barrows and stepped barrows. Pembrokeshire has a number of barrows, but only a small
amount are found within the case study area. They include barrows at Barnards, Hayscastle

Cross, Ramsey Island, Jordanston and Pen-Y-Bont.

Barrows were also found in north County Wexford. Two unclassified barrows were recorded at
Killabeg and Kilcoilshy townlands. The barrow in Norrismount was recorded as a mound barrow.
While the barrow in the townland of Ferns Lower was a ditch barrow, and was excavated during

sewage works in the area.>”

This shared tradition of barrow construction found in County Wexford, Pembrokeshire and
beyond is interesting in that it shows a connection and shared burial practice between these
places, but it also demonstrates regional variation, as the two communities chose different types of

barrows to house their dead.

Burnt mounds comprised of scorched stone and charcoal, often known as fulacht fiadh, are a
relatively common archaeological discovery in Ireland. These mounds are often found with a
trough (a pit cut into the ground that would have been filled with water). Stones heated by fire
were placed in the water trough until the water boiled or reached near-boiling temperatures.
These monuments may have served a variety of functions — cooking, brewing, bathing, or semi-

industrial functions like dyeing or tanning.

54 O’Sullivan, Downey & Downey, Antiquities of Rural Ireland, 340.
55 Ibid.
56 Darvill and Wainwright, “Neolithic and Bronze Age Pembrokeshire,” 131.
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Thirty-four burnt mounds or fulacht fiadh (the translation from Irish means ‘deer roast’) have
been discovered in north County Wexford in recent decades, mainly through archaeological works
in advance of construction projects. The burnt mounds of Pembrokeshire are incredibly similar in
form to those of Ireland and even date from the same time period.s8 Though the earliest examples
of this site type are Irish, suggesting that the practice may have originated in Ireland before
spreading to Wales and beyond.>® The burnt mounds of Pembrokeshire all date to the Bronze Age
and are mainly found on the south coast outside our study area. An example found within the
study in Carne near Fishguard inspired an experimental archaeological project. A smaller trough
was created that demonstrated that up to 70kg of stone might have been used for each boiling,6
suggesting a tremendous amount of effort and work was required for one single use of this

monument type.

Material Culture — Trade, Technology and Ideas during the Bronze Age.

As with the Neolithic Period, pottery provides us with the most tangible connections between
Bronze Age Wexford and Pembrokeshire. By around 1,800 BC, Beaker pottery in Pembrokeshire
was beginning to be superseded by Irish bowls and collared urns.! An example of the Irish bowl
style was discovered in Fishguard, suggesting a possible connection and exchange system may have

existed across the Irish Sea from the Neolithic into the Middle and Later Bronze Age.2

Collared urns, large pottery vessels typically associated with cremated human remains, were
discovered in three pit burials in the flat cemetery of Scarawalsh in north County Wexford.63 At
least twenty-seven collared urns have also been found with cremated burials in Pembrokeshire.¢4

Examples of these within our study area include burials at Fishguard south and Llanychaer.
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In addition to Collared urns, Beaker pottery and Irish bowls, Encrusted urns were another style of
pottery shared between our case study areas. The excavated barrow at Pen-Y-Bont, St Davids,
revealed cremation burials and two encrusted urns.6> An encrusted urn was also discovered during

an excavation of an urn burial in Gorey, in the north of County Wexford.s¢

The use of stone tools did not cease during the Bronze Age. For instance, a plano-convex flint
knife was found within our case study areas of Lanrhian, Pembrokeshire,¢” and in a ring ditch in
Drumgold near Enniscorthy.®8 There was also a flint barbed and tanged arrowhead found at St
Davids, Pembrokeshire.6? A very similar barbed and tanged arrowhead was also found within a
Bronze Age structure in Raheenagurren, north County Wexford,”® showing the continuity of the

importance of materials like flint and chert for tools and weapons in both areas.

Looking beyond stone and pottery to the metal artefacts of the Bronze Age, some authors have
commented on Irish copper and gold being traded across the Irish Sea. Certain Bronze Age
artefacts found in Ireland were also seen in Wales. The distinctive end-looped spearheads were a
highly prized product of the Irish Bronze Age, they were popular in Ireland but seemed to be even
more so in Wales.”! One of these spearheads was found in Ballon Hill in County Carlow, just

north of our Wexford study area.”

The fact that Welsh copper ores were being exploited within a few centuries of Irish copper items

being introduced to Britain” may suggest that the Bronze Age people of Wales initially imported
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Irish copper and bronze goods and perhaps sharing the skills and knowledge to create similar

objects before their own sources became active.

This era could equally be known as the ‘Gold Age’ for the amount of golden objects dating to the
Bronze Age in the collections of the National Museum of Ireland. As with bronze, golden objects
from this era also show connections across the Irish Sea. Academics have noticed that gold used
for flange twisted torcs from Ireland and Wales both have a low silver content (10-12%),74
suggesting that the gold came from a similar source and was perhaps traded across the Irish Sea.
Also, rare gold torcs, one a flange twisted type and the other two a pair of tightly coiled wire types,
were found in Milford Haven, Wales. They are similar in form and metal composition to
numerous examples found in Northern Ireland.”> Other items of personal dress and decoration,
such as dress fasteners and bracelets, provide further evidence of trade between Ireland and

Wales.”6

The Iron Age (Ireland 500BC — AD400 and Wales BC
700 - AD48/78) — An Age of Kingdoms and Empire

The knowledge of how to find iron ore, smelt and smith it into weapons and tools had a
transformative impact in both Wales and Ireland. This knowledge would have spread across
Europe, most likely reaching Irish shore by boats from Britain. This new product which gave the
age its name ‘Iron’, was more durable and stronger than bronze, and importantly, the raw

materials were much easier to source.

The Iron Age did not just bring a change in the preferred metal, but it also saw new styles of
settlement and burial practices introduced to both northwest Pembrokeshire and north County
Wexford. There was an increased focus on strategic and defensive positions that perhaps tells us a
little about the nature of society at this time. Maybe competition for land sparked conflict and the
development of more competitive societies who built large defensive structures (hill forts and

promontory forts).””
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Hill forts and promontory forts begin to appear across Ireland, Wales and Europe in the Iron Age.
Early research suggested that these monuments indicated large-scale invasions from Europe, but
now the accepted theory is that these fortifications were motivated by contact with Europe and
the assimilation of peoples across the waters.”8 Though promontory forts and hill forts are
classified as different monument types, they are very similar and share a number of features. For
instance, they both had many layers of defence, were located on high ground, and were

intimidating in size.

The main differences is that promontory fortifications were built along cliffs, where people
utilised narrow headlands to create defensive structures with exposed cliffs on three sides, making
attacks from land or sea extremely difficult. The side of the promontory fort that faces the
mainland generally had additional defences of banks, ditches or stone walls. Few of these forts
have been excavated, but those that have revealed that some promontory forts had very long
periods of occupation, beginning in the Late Bronze Age or Early Iron Age and continuing into

the early medieval period.

On the other hand, hill forts were constructed on hilltops, making use of the high strategic
positions. Like promontory forts, they had one or more lines of defence, though their builders
tended to favour ramparts. Due to the scale of these forts, it is generally accepted that a high
degree of social cohesion and wealth was required for their construction.” No one is entirely sure
what promontory forts and hill forts were used for, but they most likely provided defence, status,
display, settlement, refuge, food storage, a marketplace, communal area, administrative centre

and/or religious centre for the community.80

Over 600 promontory forts and hill forts survive in Wales, a third of which exist in
Pembrokeshire.8! Examples can be found at Clegyr Boia, Penpleidiau, St Davids Head, Garn
Fawr, Abereiddy, Castell Coch, Clawdd-y-Milwyr, Trefin, Castell Coch Abercastle, Castell Bach,
Dinas Mawr, Castell Henllys, Ysgubor Gaer, Carn Ingli, Porth y Rhaw and the Warrior’s Dyke in

north-west Pembrokeshire. There are far fewer hill forts and promontory forts found in north

78 Ibid, 224.
79 Ibid, 224.
80 Tbid, 229.

81 Roger Turvey, Pembrokeshire the Concise History, 13.



Wexford. Glen and Askingarren Lower are the only two examples of promontory forts found in
the case study area.82 There are no examples of hill forts in north County Wexford, but two
examples of hilltop enclosures (very similar to hill forts) were discovered in Ballyleigh and

Ballybuckley just south of our case study area.$3

The difference in promontory fort and hill fort numbers between the two case study areas may be
due to the natural differences in topography or perhaps due to differences in the social structure
between Iron Age north-west Pembrokeshire and north County Wexford. A further

archaeological study of these monuments is needed to possibly reveal deeper connections between
Wales and Ireland.

Towards the end of the Iron Age, hill forts in Wales had become a lot smaller in size. They were
found on lower land and were less heavily defended.84 This smaller style of fort became known as
an enclosed homestead or round (Cornish word). The enclosed homesteads found in Iron Age
Wales are very similar to the later rdths and ringforts found in Ireland’s early medieval era. Both
were circular and consisted of one or more enclosure ditches with internal banks.85 Their use in
Wales was heavily based in the Iron Age and is generally thought to have ended by the beginning
of the medieval period. Recently unenclosed settlements from the Iron Age were discovered in

south Pembrokeshire, but to date, none have been found in the case study area.36

Another type of dwelling found in Wales are the cyttian’r gwyddelod which translates to
Irishmen’s huts. These are stone huts or roundhouse settlements believed to date from the Iron

Age and used throughout the Roman era and later used in the 6th century AD for agricultural

82 “Wexford promontory forts,” Archaeological Survey of Ireland, accessed November 25,2019, http://webgis.archae-
ology.ie/historicenvironment.

83 “Wexford hilltop enclosures,” Archaeological Survey of Ireland, accessed November 25, 2019, http://webgis.archae-
ology.ie/historicenvironment.
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purposes.” They are found mainly in north Wales, but examples are also known in

Pembrokeshire.38 To date, no equivalent of this monument type is known in County Wexford.

Iron Age settlement in Ireland has left very little trace. In north County Wexford, like the rest of
Ireland, there is relatively little evidence of Iron Age activity. So it is not easy to make meaningful
comparisons to what has been found in Pembrokeshire until more excavations and research is

conducted in the area.

Iron Age communities:

Research from the 19th and 20th centuries on Iron Age people mainly focused on the idea of
‘Celtic tribes’. The term ‘Celtic’ has been the subject of much debate on both sides of the Irish
Sea, but it would be fair to say that most people living in prehistoric times would have lived in
communities or tribes. The names of these tribes are not known from the Neolithic or Bronze
Ages, but some of their names were recorded at the end of the Iron Age by the Romans.
Naturally, there was some prejudice on the Roman part, but the information they recorded

though disparaging, is valuable to our understanding of the Iron Age.

According to Roman writings from ADSO, tribes of so-called ‘Celts’ moved westwards into
Wales.8? One such group of people were known as the Demetae, whose name has been loosely
translated to “supreme cutters down”.*0 They spoke an early form of the Welsh language and

settled in southwest Wales, including what we now know as Pembrokeshire.o1

The Demetae appear on Ptolemy’s Map from the 2nd century AD, as does the name of another

community located near modern St Davids Head. This second name was recorded as Octopitarum
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promontorium or the promontory of the Octopitae? There are two possible origins of this name,
either it refers to a group of people living in the area or perhaps it refers to the group of eight islets
near St David's Head.”? These groups would have traded with each other and built hill forts and

promontory forts in the Iron Age.%

Roman records in Wales often showed a violent history between the native Iron Age populations
and the Roman Empire. However, these records also show that the Demetae were not involved in
the resistance against the Romans in the same way their neighbours were.” The fact that their
name survived into the post-Roman period suggests they had a strong sense of regional identity

and may have avoided large-scale conflict.

County Wexford’s location on the east coast of Ireland, facing the Irish Sea and Roman Britain,
brought it within the sphere of trading routes and ports. On Ptolemy’s map, the Iron Age
communities of southern County Wexford near the River Birgos (Barrow) were known as the
Brigantes.7 The later Ui Bairrche sept, who controlled north County Wexford and County
Carlow, were believed to be descended from a branch of this tribe. It is possible that the Wexford
Brigante tribe were connected to the Brigante tribe of Britain. Ptolemy also noted the presence of
another tribe in northern County Wexford called the Coriundi.?® It is possible that these tribes
built some of the promontory forts, barrows and standing stones of Iron Age Wexford. Sadly, we
have next to no written information about these tribes, but the survival of their names on
Ptolemy’s map shows that communities were living in County Wexford and Pembrokeshire

during the Iron Age.

A key difference between Wales and Ireland in the Iron Age was their relative proximity to the

Roman Empire. Wales’s Iron Age ended with the Roman Invasion between AD48-78. The
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invasion was difficult for the Romans, as they struggled to convert the people of Iron Age Wales to
the Romano-British way of life. It took over twenty years and three legions of nearly 20,000

troops®® to make Wales a ‘militarised zone’.100

Our case study area (encompassing the northwest coast of Pembrokeshire) appeared to remain as
the territory of the Demetae during the Roman occupation. In fact, most of west Wales was
controlled by native leaders whom the Roman General Agricola encouraged to adopt Roman
ways.!01 Though the Romans did establish a small cantonal capital named Moridunum at
Carmarthen with an Ordo (governing council'®?) and tried to Romanise the general area of
southern Wales, Pembrokeshire never fully adapted to the Roman way of life. The majority of

settlements in the case study area were rdths, not villas, and there were very few Roman forts.103

So far, no Roman roads have been discovered within the case study area. However, Roman
artefacts have been found in native settlements; for example, pottery and Roman coin hoards were
uncovered at St David’s head, Castell Henllys,104 Brawdy, Dale forts,105 Fishguard, Whitesands
Bay, Cefnydre!% and Goodwick Harbour.107 This suggests that the native population was, at the

very least, trading with Moridunum.

In contrast, there is relatively sparse evidence of the Roman Empire in Ireland. This westerly
island was never colonised by Rome, though there was undoubtedly regular trade and cultural
interactions with Roman. Most of this trade was conducted in the northern part of Leinster,

roughly from the Wicklow Mountains (just north of County Wexford) to the River Boyne.108 A
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number of typically Roman artefacts have been discovered in various contexts throughout
Ireland; most of the Roman artefacts found were ceramic, reflecting high-status trade goods like
wine and olive 0il,19 while others were more personal items like pins or brooches. So far, no
Roman artefacts have been found within our study area of north County Wexford. This is
possibly due to a lack of excavation in the Wexford area, as it is clear from Ptolemy’s maps that
Wexford and its ports were known to the Romans or it could simply show a lack of trade between

Roman Britain and southeast Ireland at this time.

Ireland may not have been a Roman colony, but Irish culture was forever changed by one import

from Roman Britain — Christianity.

Ancient Connections at the Dawn of Christianity

In 313 AD, Emperors Constantine and Licinius issued the Edict of Milan, which made
Christianity acceptable within the Roman Empire. Though Roman Christianity spread across
Britain, it was essentially an urban-focused religion, with those living in the countryside generally
following the older pagan traditions and rituals.110 There was no organised attempt to convert en
masse; instead, the Romans took a relaxed approach to native religious practices so long as they
were not dangerous and did not disrupt order.! As our case study area of northwest
Pembrokeshire lay on the edge of Roman control, outside the cantonal capital Moridunum, it

seems plausible that those living in Dementae areas were slow to convert to Roman Christianity.

Roman abandonment of Wales occurred around AD 383 when Emperor Magnus Maximus
stripped the area of troops. Soon afterwards the Irish started moving into Wales.!12 The two main
regions of Wales settled by the Irish were the extreme southwest (Pembrokeshire area) and

northwest (Anglesey). Both areas are within 90km of Ireland, both areas maintained native
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characteristics during the Roman occupation and both areas were most likely linked to Ireland by

generations of exchange systems and alliances.!13

When the Romans left Wales, kingdoms began to form to fill the power vacuum. The southern
part of Wales, including our case study area, became part of the Kingdom of Dyfed. Traditionally,
the general consensus for the spread of Christianity to west Wales and the Kingdom of Dyfed was
that it came from Gaul (France) after the Iron Age.!'* However, a different theory has been put
forward, suggesting that Christianity in southwest Wales spread from contact with early churches
in southeast Wales.!1> In general, little is known about the development of the church in west

Wales, and very little survives for the early Welsh church in comparison with Ireland.116

Like the early Irish church, the early Welsh church appeared to have difficulties conforming with
the Roman church. In the late 7th century, a letter was written by the Abbot of Sherborne to the
king of Dumnonia (Devon and Cornwall) stating that the bishops of Dyfed refused to accept the

Roman churches ‘divine offices’ or recognise the true date of Easter.117

Physical remains of early Christianity in Pembrokeshire can be found in the case study area. For
instance, four early Christian inscribed stones stand in the churchyard of St Davids,
Llanychllwydog, near Fishguard. The church also contained a number of stone-lined burials from
the 8th century AD.118 Also, at Whitesands Bay, the remains of a grave dating from the 7th-9th
century AD was found during the excavation of the Church of St Patrick.1® There were also early
Christian churches at Mynyw (St Davids) and St Non’s Chapel (which also has an early Christian

inscribed stone).120
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Early Christianity in Ireland

When it comes to the story of the arrival of Christianity to Ireland, one figure towers over all
others. A figure that also connects Wales and Ireland in the popular imagination — St Patrick.
Believed to have lived in the early Sth century St Patrick’s Confessio (‘Confession’)!?!, along with
his Epistola (‘Letters to the Soldiers of Coroticus’)122, make up the earliest surviving documents
known to have been written in Ireland. They are the only first-hand accounts known from either
Ireland or Britain for the entire Sth century, that crucial turning point in late antiquity that could

be considered to mark the end of prehistory in Ireland.

In popular belief, Patrick is often claimed as a Welshman. Scholars have made much effort over
the years to firmly establish Patrick’s birthplace, all to no avail, as the surviving first-hand evidence
does not provide enough information. The town that he mentions — Bannavem Taburniae, as it
appears in our earliest surviving manuscripts — is likely to be a textual corruption of the original.
It was probably more like Banna Venta Burniae, a place name which contains Cumbric or
Brythonic linguistic elements. Although we cannot be certain where this may have been, a
plausible location for Cumbric or Brythonic linguistics could be Wales, Cornwall or somewhere

in north-western Britain — perhaps within the Cumbrian plain/Solway Firth region.23

In terms of his own identity, Patrick considered himself a Briton:
Moreover, I wish to be let go - in order to proceed to “The Britains’ - and I would be most

willing and am prepared, as if to my fatherland and parents...124

He states that he, and his parent's homeland, was that of he Britains’, in the plural, a reference to
the several provinces making up the island of Roman Britannia. This is similar to how he thinks
of Gaul (modern-day France), which he identifies as “The Gauls’, in the same plural provincial

manner.

In later works such as Life of Saint David, written by a Welsh priest named Rhygyfarch in the
11th century, Patrick is distinctly connected to the northwest coast of Pembrokeshire. According

to the text, the birth of St David (the patron saint of Wales, who is discussed later) was prophesied
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to his father. The prophecy spoke of St David’s ministry in Dyfed and how his predecessor, St
Patrick at Mynyw (now known as St Davids), would make way for him. According to the text, St
Patrick, dispossessed of Mynyw, is shown the coast of Ireland from a high point near St David’s

Head,'?5 thus inspiring him to return to Ireland to spread the Christian faith.

Rhygyfarch’s Life of St David was written centuries after St Patrick and St David were alive and
clearly tried to connect St Patrick to the area of Pembrokeshire. It tries to show how Wales helped
influence the spread of Christianity to Ireland. There may also be some truth in the story, as
places within the case study area of Pembrokeshire show a connection to St Patrick. Near St
Davids is St Patrick’s seat126 (the spot where St Patrick stood looking out to Ireland), and there is

also the medieval chapel and cemetery known as St Patrick’s at Whitesands Bay.12”

Whether Patrick did indeed originate from Wales or elsewhere on the western coast of Britain, he
certainly had an enormous impact on Irish culture. However, there are indications that the
Wexford region was evangelised from Wales, independently of, and perhaps prior to, the Patrician
mission.!28 According to Prosper of Aquitaine’s Chronicle, Pope Celestine sent a cleric known as
Palladius to minister to ‘those of the Irish who believe in Christ’ in 431 AD.!2? This suggests that
there were already Christians living in Ireland by this stage. Perhaps this was due to trade with
Christian areas of Britain, or perhaps these were enslaved Christians taken from Britain during

Irish raids in the 4th century AD.130

Palladius is believed to have landed in the area of Arklow, County Wicklow, just five kilometres
north of County Wexford.13! Though some have speculated that he may have secured a base in

south County Wexford, near Tech Munnu or Taghmon and from there spread the faith
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northwards.132 Based on the location of dedications associated with Palladius in Wicklow and
southwest Wales, it would appear that there is a connection between these two areas with the early
spread of Christianity.133 There are strong indications that the Ui Chennselaig (later rulers of
County Wexford) were evangelised from Wales independently of the Patrician mission!3# and that
a number of Welsh missionaries founded churches in County Wexford13s, such as St Dubhan,

who founded a church in south County Wexford in the Sth century.

This early Christianity may have been reinforced by the Irish colonists of southwest Wales, who
most likely maintained contacts with their homeland until at least the 8th century and provided

channels for the spread of Christian belief to Ireland.13¢

The early church in Ireland shared some similarities to the early Welsh church in that it was
somewhat independent of the Roman church. Instead of the standard administrative system
(bishops ruling over dioceses), the Irish system had monastic houses under the control of the
abbot of the mother church.137 Another significant difference with Roman church was that the
Irish church did not follow the Roman date of Easter until the late 7th century, with some

Columban foundations resisting until the 8th century in defiance of Rome.138

Kingship, Society and Life in Early Medieval Wexford

To understand the arrival of Christianity in early medieval County Wexford, it is important to
review the social, economic and political context of the times, especially the key rulers and
personalities. In the early medieval period, the modern territory of County Wexford consisted of
around eight #aths or minor kingships. These were ruled by individual kings who headed clans or

septs. County Wexford was situated within the provincial kingship of southern Leinster. Around
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400AD, the Ui Bairrche were the key sept who controlled north County Wexford and County

Carlow. They were believed to be of British origin and a branch of the Brigantes.13?

Over the following centuries, the U7 Bairrche were eclipsed by the Ui Chennselaig sept, which
originated in modern-day County Carlow but in the Sth and 6th centuries extended their
influence into County Wexford. They came to dominate the region from the 6th century
onwards. There were several branches of this sept, and one of these, the S#/ #Onchon, eventually
asserted control over the kingship of southern Leinster.!40 We find several references to the U7
Chennselaig in the ancient annals, poems and genealogical lists in manuscripts such as the Book of
Leinster. The most important U7 Chennselaig figures were Brandubh (d.605), Diarmait Mc Mdel
na mBo (d.1072) and Diarmait MacMurchada (d.1171).141

It is thought that a site at Loggan in north County Wexford was the inauguration place for most
of the U7 Chennselaig kings. Loggan was once the site of a mound and a standing stone. The
former was probably modified into a motte and bailey by the Normans, while the latter may have
been the Leac Mhic Eochadha, a ceremonial inauguration stone. This stone was still in use as a
meeting place in the late 16th century when local native Irish chieftains met with the Lord
Deputy Henry Sidney here. Three prehistoric cist burials were uncovered close to the standing
stone in the nineteenth century. Unfortunately, the entire site has been removed by quarrying,

and no trace of these monuments remain today.142

Brandubh was from the U7 Felmada branch of the Ur Chennselaig and was king of Leinster until
his death in 605. In 598, he defeated the High King of Ireland Aed Mac an Ainmire, at the Battle
of Dun Bolg. This was a significant victory as it was said that St Aidan was present and played a
part in ensuring that Brandubh’s forces prevailed. The reward from the king was a grant of land

for St Aidan to build a monastery at Ferns (we will consider this story in more detail later). After a
defeat at the Battle of Slaebre against the U Nez/l in 605, Brandubh was betrayed and slain by his

own kinsmen.143
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Diarmait Mac Méel na mB6 was a later member of the Ul Chennselaig dynasty who became king
of Leinster in 1042 and remained so until 1072. He was the first of the U Chennselaig to hold
this title for several decades and also laid claim to the High Kingship of Ireland.4 It is thought
that the earliest Irish language version of the Life of St Aidan was compiled at Ferns during his
reign.!4> Diarmait accumulated wealth by raiding and taking control of the Viking towns of
Wexford, Dublin and Waterford. He had international connections as well. In 1051, he gave
shelter to Harold and Leofine Godwinson after a dispute between their father and King Edward
the Confessor of England. By providing a fleet to support their reinstatement in England,
Diarmait had gained powerful allies across the Irish Sea. He also hosted the Welsh prince
Gruftudd ap Llywelyn after the latter fled Wales in 1064 following attacks by Harold Godwinson.
After the Battle of Hastings in 1066, in which Harold Godwinson was slain, Diarmait gave refuge
to his sons.!4¢ In a quirk of history, it was a great-grandson of Diarmait who would bring the

deadly enemies of the Godwinsons to Ireland.

As one of the most powerful kings in pre-Norman Ireland, Diarmait’s sphere of influence
extended outside north County Wexford throughout Leinster and Ireland and across the Irish
Sea. He established the Ui Chennselaig as a force to be reckoned with, and they retained the
kingship of Leinster uninterrupted for a century after his death. Diarmait was slain in 1072 at the
Battle of Odba in County Meath.147 The circumstances of his death and his importance as a ruler

can be gleaned from the following description in the Annals of Tigernach:

“Diarmait son of Maol na mBo, king of Britons and the Hebrides and Dublin and Mog
Nuadata Half was killed by Conchobbar O Maolseachlainn in the battle of Odba, and an

innumerable slaughter of Foreigners and Leinstermen around bhim. 148
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Diarmait was succeeded by his son Murchadh, and after the latter's death, the family adopted the
surname MacMurchada. The most famous bearer of this name was Diarmait’s great-grandson,
Diarmait MacMurchada. His involvement in numerous conflicts with other Irish kings
precipitated the arrival of the Normans to Ireland.14? A story that we will delve more deeply into

later.

Kingship in medieval County Wexford and Pembrokeshire

Kingship was an essential part of medieval society in both Ireland and Wales. Though it often
conjures up modern definitions of a monarchy and supreme rule over one united kingdom, this

was not how kingship was understood in the medieval era.

In Ireland, there were a number of petty kingdoms known as #zath, which were ruled over by a
king known in Irish as a R7. Based on various sources and genealogies, it has been calculated that
there were at least 150 kings in Ireland at any given time between the Sth and 12th centuries
AD.150 Each king or Ri would rule his own ##ath and possibly rule as overking of other tiatha.151
For example, in County Wexford, many of the smaller tr#atha were ruled over by the U/

Chennselaig kings of Leinster.

Medieval kingship was not necessarily passed down from father to eldest son, as was preferred in
the later Norman period. Instead, to become the next king of the t#ath, you simply had to be part
of the derbfine (family of four generations: father, sons, grandsons and great-grandsons) of a king
who had already reigned. Once your lineage was established, there was an election of sorts
amongst the key members of the derbfine as to who should be the next leader of the tdath.152
Other stipulations to being a king were recorded in the law tract cdic conairi fuigill, which states

that a king should own property and should not be guilty of theft or be physically blemished.153
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Once a person was chosen to be R7 it is generally believed they were brought to an inauguration
site where they made pledges to their people and the land. Inauguration sites were important
places in the landscape where power was invested in one individual. An example of an
inauguration site can be found in our case study area in Loggan, north County Wexford. This site

was used by the U7 Chennselaig, who ruled as over kings of the tzatha of Leinster.

It wasn't all plain sailing after the inauguration, the king’s rule must be balanced with nature and
the happiness of his people, or there could be dire consequences. For instance, the king’s rule
must be just, or the land might turn against him, bringing famine. This was often known as the
king’s truth.154 Another form of balance was between the king and his people. The king offered
land and protection to his people; in return, he had the right to collect food and sldgud, meaning
the men of the ##ath would come to the king’s aid to defend the ##ath from attack or help him to

invade another t#ath.155

Kingship in Wales

As on the island of Ireland, Wales was also divided between a number of smaller kingdoms during
the medieval era. Our study area, located on the northwest coast of Pembrokeshire, was once part
of the medieval kingdom of Dyfed. The kingdom first began in the Sth century and continued
right into the 10th century.15¢ Many of its rulers from the Sth to 8th century were descended from

the Irish Dézsi from County Waterford, a neighbour of County of Wexford.15”

Becoming a king in medieval Wales was similar to Ireland. It did not depend upon primogeniture,
and direct succession from father to eldest son was not guaranteed. Instead, descent from
previous kings and kinship ties were important.1s8 Like the derbfine in Ireland, the Welsh also

chose the next leader from the four generations (father, sons, grandsons and great-grandsons) of a
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previous leader; this was known as gwelygordd in Welsh.15 Unlike Ireland inauguration sites were
not known in Wales, though there has been recent speculation about the Llech Llafar, ‘the
speaking stone’ to the east of St Davids Cathedral Close, which may possibly have been used as an

inauguration site.1¢0

Welsh kings of the Sth — 6th centuries were essentially war leaders. They often made a circuit or
cylch around their kingdoms inspecting the land, subduing enemies and enforcing peace in their
area.!®! The king’s power was sustained by his war band or tex/u, who pledged loyalty in exchange
for food, gifts and shelter in the king’s hall.162 Though this may sound feudal, it should not be
confused with later vassals, the zex/u were clients of the king and were free to join him or leave
him.163 Kingship in medieval Wales was almost contractual, the kings organised protection for
their subjects, and the subject provided dues and service in arms,'¢* much like the king’s s/dgad in

Ireland.

Medieval Society

Society constantly changes and develops, so this section provides a general introduction to early
medieval society in Ireland and Wales that may have been similar to what the people in our case
study areas experienced. However, it should be remembered that there was much more

complexity and nuances to life in early medieval times.

Early medieval society in Wales and Ireland was rural by nature and was based heavily on kinship.
Kinship and kindred cenél in Irish and cenedl in Welsh were of huge importance to the people.

They marked your standing in society and made up the community you lived in.
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Society at this time was not egalitarian; instead, it was focused on status. The societies in both
countries could be roughly divided between high and low-status people.1¢> High-status people
included kings, clergy, judges and noble freemen who owned cattle or land. Low-status people
were bond tenants, freemen who did not own land, serfs and slaves.1¢¢ It was very difficult to
change your status in society as it was not necessarily about wealth, as it often is now, but more

about who you were related to and what your role in society was.

Slavery was a part of life in both early medieval Ireland and Wales.1¢7 Slaves were required in all
activities to look after their master’s house, cultivate the lord’s land and pasture his flocks.1¢8
Slaves had next to no protection under the law. If they were assaulted and compensation had to be
paid, the money would go to their masters. Slave trading had been an economic activity in early
medieval Ireland and Wales but increased following the arrival of the Vikings. In Wales, slavery
was a hereditary condition, and there were differences in slaves who worked in the house and

those who worked the land.1¢?

Society was mainly agricultural. Higher-ranking members of society would own land and would

y y ag g g y

grant land, livestock or farming equipment to lower farmers in return for annual food, hospitality,

labour and/or military service.1’0 Freemen practised ‘partible’ inheritance, meaning land was

divided between all their sons and not just given to the eldest.}”! The communities were governed

by laws that were upheld by judges and petty kings who in turn were ruled over by higher status
y p y judg petty King y nig

kings. Laws (discussed below) were used throughout both countries to keep societies functioning.

It was often quite dangerous to leave your community, especially if you were considered lower

class. According to the laws, the ordinary freeman had no rights outside his ##ath and so would
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normally stay within the bounds of his community.72 However, higher-status people, such as

poets and the clergy, could move freely between communities.!”3

Settlement and Territories

The general Irish settlement pattern in the period beginning around AD 400 was dispersed and
rural, perhaps reflecting the cattle-based economy of the time.l7# By around AD 500, ringforts,
also known as raths, lios or cashels (when built from stone), became Ireland's most common rural
settlement type. They can vary in date from AD 400-1200, and some 50,000 are recorded across
the Irish landscape. These monuments are generally circular in shape and consist of one or more
enclosure ditches with internal banks. They represent defended farmsteads, the homes of the
middle and high-ranking members of early Irish society. There are at least six hundred ringforts in
County Wexford,!7s with over one hundred of these ringforts located within our immediate study
area. Though these monuments are strongly associated with early medieval Ireland, examples can

also be found in our case study area in Pembrokeshire from the Iron Age.

The houses within the ringforts were generally circular and built of stone or post and wattle, with
a thatched roof7¢ Though they were single-roomed dwellings, that one room was
multifunctional.’”” Items found in the archaeological record, such as quern stones, pottery and
troughs, show the different uses of the room.178 By the 9th century, the shape of medieval houses
in Ireland began to change from circular to rectangular, perhaps influenced by Scandinavian

styles. Stone and turf also became more popular building materials.1”
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Housing in early medieval County Wexford is far more evident than in Pembrokeshire.180 In fact,
there is a general difficulty identifying defended enclosures, riths and early medieval houses in the
case study area of Pembrokeshire. This is due to a lack of date-specific artefacts, such as pottery,
which could help narrow down the time period in which the house was used.!8! In addition, there
is speculation that some medieval defended enclosures might have been used and adapted in later
centuries by the Normans to create sites for ringwork castles.!82 In some cases, it appears that a
number of pre-Roman/Iron Age fortified settlements were re-used or continued to be used in the

post-Roman early medieval period, such as Bawdy.183

One way of trying to identify early medieval housing is the study of place names. 7ref was a basic
settlement unit in medieval Wales and can be found in numerous place names that show no
physical evidence of medieval buildings but suggest a previous medieval settlement that has

evolved over the centuries.!84

Law in Medieval Wales and Ireland
Medieval laws from Wales and Ireland survive in texts such as the Book of lorwerth (Wales) and
Senchas Mar (Ireland).185> Though the laws were written at different times, the 7th-8th century in

Ireland and the 13th century in Wales, it is believed that both systems were used orally before the

laws were written down.

Welsh Law
The name often given to Welsh law is Cyfraith Hywel which means the Law of Hywel. They were
named after Hywel Dda (942-950), the king of Dyfed and Gwynedd in the 10th century.!8¢ Many

claim that he created and consolidated the medieval laws of Wales; however, this is often refuted as
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the law texts show evidence of later laws and concepts.!87 In addition, the earliest Welsh law books

date to the 12th and 13th centuries, hundreds of years after Hywel died.1$8

The primary surviving texts on Welsh law are the Book of Torwerth, the Book of Blegywryd, and the
Book of Cyfnerth. These texts offer the reader a glimpse of medieval Welsh society and show how
the law was mainly seen as king and court-centred. This is most likely due to influence from the
courts of mainland Europe, the church and Anglo-Saxon England.18° The laws of Cyfraith Hywel

were abolished and replaced by English law through the Laws in Wales Acts, passed between 1535
and 1542 by King Henry VIII of England.10

Irish Law

Medieval Irish laws were written on vellum in old Irish between AD 600-900. They were often
known as Brehon Laws (laws of the judge) or Feinechus, meaning ‘laws of the free man’. The Irish
laws dealt more with civil matters than criminal law. Like the Welsh laws, they were not
egalitarian; for example, levels of fines were imposed based on a person’s standing in society.191
The Brehon laws were still used in some parts of Ireland until the early 1600s when King James

banned them, and English Common Law was introduced to replace them.192

Similarities between Welsh and Irish Law

The medieval laws of either country would have been followed to a certain extent in both
Wexford’s Ui Chennselaig kingdom and the kingdom of Dyfed and later Debuebarth (of which
Pembrokeshire was also a part). These two countries’ laws had some similarities; both Welsh and

Irish law were arranged in essentially the same way: a book purporting to give a general account of
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the law, divided into tracts on particular topics.193 Both systems dealt with the same legal issues,
e.g. status, rank, professions, categories of persons, injury, theft, domestic animals, contracts,
loans, deposits, pledges, sureties, hostages, legal entry and procedure.’* Both countries’ laws
divided compensation for murder between an honour price (Irish: enech and Welsh: sarbad/

wynebwerth) and compensation for loss of life (Irish: éraic/dire and Welsh: galanas).195

There were also similarities linguistically; for example, the word kindred used in the Irish and
Welsh law texts is cenel in Irish and cened/ in Welsh. There is another similarity with the phrase
‘kings protection’, which in Irish is snddud and in Welsh is nawdd.’>¢ In other comparative
examples, the Welsh and the Irish laws have the same legal concepts but different names, e.g. Irish

Sellach and Welsh Affaith, meaning to aid in a crime.1?”

The laws show that both societies revered the individual and their status be it high or low.18 The
law texts also show differences between Wales and Ireland and other societies in Europe. For
example, both countries’ law texts may instruct a judge to give a particular judgement, but in
European kingdoms, the judge was ordered, not instructed.'”” Under earlier Roman law, all men

were equal in court; this was not true of medieval Irish or Welsh society.

Ogham Stones

More evidence of the links between Ireland and Wales can be seen in the presence of ogham
stones. Ogham is an early form of Irish writing that consists of a system of notches and horizontal
or diagonal scores that were usually cut vertically onto the edge of a stone to represent the sounds

of an early form of the Irish language.20® The ogham stones are inscribed with the names of
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prominent people (almost exclusively male), sometimes tribal affiliations or geographical areas.
These inscriptions constitute the earliest recorded form of Irish and, as our earliest written records
dating back at least as far as the Sth century, they form a significant resource for historians,

linguists and archaeologists.20!

In comparison with neighbouring County Waterford, there are relatively few surviving ogham
stones in County Wexford, with just a handful of examples recorded at Portersgate, Cotts,
Brandane, Saltee Island, Robbinstown and Killabeg. The Portersgate Stone bears an inscription
that translates to: ‘Of Sétnae son of Cathub Ui Dercmossaig’ 22 Two stones were identified at
Cotts; the northern stone was inscribed with the name IARNI. The stone on Saltee Island is
inscribed with the words LONAMNI AVI BARI. An attempt was made to steal this stone from
the island, which resulted in the ogham stone falling into the water. Luckily the stone was not lost
forever but was found and rehoused in the County Museum in Enniscorthy before moving to the
Ferns Castle Visitor Centre.203 The Brendane Ogham Stone is apparently covered by thick
vegetation and cannot be verified,204 while another stone was noted in Robinstown in the 19th
century, but the stone has never been located, and there are no other references to it. The stone at
Killabeg is believed to have a cross and an ogham inscription, but at the time of writing, this has

not been verified.205

Though ogham stones originated in Ireland, a number of stones are recorded in Wales. The Welsh
ogham stones are very similar but differ in that they are often bilingual and depict both ogham
and Latin writing. Latin is not used on any of the stones in Ireland.206 Also, the Welsh ogham
stones do not use the forfeda (additional letters of the ogham alphabet), which are commonly

used on Irish ogham stones.207
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The majority of Welsh ogham stones are located in the south of the country. Four are located on
the periphery of our study area; two at Bawdy and one each at Jordanston and St Dogwells.
Unfortunately, none of these stones were found in their original context. Most of them were
being used as gateposts and were later moved again into churchyards. The Bawdy ogham stones
were used as a gate post and as a footbridge on Castell Villa farm. The first stone has an ogham
inscription: M(a)q(i) Qagte.28 The second stone had bilingual inscriptions that recorded the
name ‘Vendogni’ in ogham and ‘Vendagni Fili V()ni’ in Latin.2%° The Jordanston ogham stone
was used as a gate post on the Llangwarren estate, and it also has both an ogham and a Latin
inscription which reads as ‘Dovagni’ in ogham and ‘Tigernaci Dobagni’ in Latin.210 St Dogwells
ogham stone was used as a gate stone leading to Little Trefgarne. This stone, too, has bilingual
inscriptions which depict the name ‘Ogentenas’ in ogham and ‘Hogtinisfili | Demeti’ in Latin.2!1
Some scholars have argued that ogham shows a familiarity with the Latin alphabet; it has even

been suggested that ogham was invented in an Irish settlement in Britain, most likely in south
Wales.212

Recent linguistic research conducted on the ogham stones of north-west Pembrokeshire shows
that the style of ogham used is more similar to the smaller number of ogham stones found in the
eastern part of Ireland, particularly in counties Wexford, Wicklow, Louth and Meath than the
larger number of ogham stones found in counties Cork and Waterford.213 This research has
additionally concluded that the Welsh ogham stones in Pembrokeshire, near our case study area,
show evidence of being pre-apocope in type, meaning they were created during the Sth century

AD, amongst the earliest ogham stones ever created.214
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The Déisi

It may seem unexpected that there are more ogham stones in Pembrokeshire than in County
Wexford. This may be due to the fact that Wexford’s neighbouring county of Waterford is home
to some 56 recorded ogham stones and the lands of the D¢7s7, an early medieval Irish tribe. In the
4th century AD, the Déisi settled in Dyfed, perhaps after having been invited by the Romans
(perhaps Magnus Maximus, aka Macsen Wledig) to protect Wales from attack by other Irish
tribes.2!5 Their sphere of influence (and perhaps their rule) eventually stretched all the way from
their initial territory in western Dyfed to Gwent in south-eastern Wales. The ogham inscribed
stones of the Sth and 6th centuries that are found throughout this broad area may be attributed

to that early wave of Dé7si settlers.216

Although the historical evidence is unclear, there may be an echo of the Déis arriving in Wales in
the Welsh tale of the Twrch Trwyth.27 Strong arguments have been made for the Dé7si coming in
the early part of the Sth century?!8 that their gradual adoption of Welsh culture was underway by
the middle of that century, and their conversion to Christianity complete by the early 6th
century.2!? The ogham stones of south Wales have been used as evidence of this migration, as they
reveal a clear continuity of culture between south-eastern Ireland and south-western Wales.220
This evidence also suggests there may have been more than one migration from Ireland to Wales,
and that there may have been a second migration of people from Wexford who were subsumed

into the already established kingdom of the Dész.221

The tribal name, Dé7s7, might suggest the status of the tribe in Ireland, as it could signify a vassal

or rent-paying tribe, a people who had no clear territory of their own.?22 The reason for their
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status as ‘landless” people may be inferred from the quasi-historic tale, The Expulsion of the Déisi.
This text is thought to originate in the 8th century, though it only survives in manuscripts of a
later date. This quasi-legendary account of their expulsion begins with Oengus, one of the princes
of the Deisi, killing the son of Cormac, the High King of Ireland, in revenge for the rape of his
niece. In the fight, he also blinded Cormac in one eye, disqualifying him from the kingship.223
After a period of moving from region to region, the main part of the tribe eventually settled in
Counties Tipperary and Waterford, while a smaller branch — under the leadership of Echaid, a
brother of Oengus — settled in Dyfed.224

This account is problematic for several reasons,22s but the Irish text does reveal the influence of
Welsh literary culture, either through contact between the Welsh and Irish of the bilingual
kingdom of the Déisi in Dyfed or as direct contact from Wales to mainland Ireland.22¢ The
genealogies associated with the Irish texts can at least be said to be based on an 8th-century Welsh

source.227

The first reference to the expulsion of the Irish from Dyfed is to be found in the 9th century

Historia Brittonum:

The sons of Liathan prevailed in the country of the Demetians the city of Mynyw, and in
other countries, that is Gwyr [and] Kidwelly, until they were expelled by Cunedda, and by

his son[s], from all the countries of Britain.?2$

It has been widely accepted that this reference is historically inaccurate, as the northern nobility of
Wales didn’t conquer Dyfed until the 10th century, six hundred years after the time of Cunedda.

Dyfed appears to have been ruled by the same dynasty from the Sth to the 10th century.229 One

223 To be a king in medieval Ireland you had to be perfect in appearance and judgement. Any impairment or disability
would exclude a candidate for kingship.
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suggestion of the cultural unity and stability of the region throughout this period is “the more
general observation that the cult of St David was extremely well established throughout this
region and not just in the seven cantrefi [of later Dyfed].”230 What’s more, the Dyfed in question
appears to have been a substantial territory for at least some time, far larger than the Dyfed of
today, encompassing not only south-western Wales but also the territories of the south-east,
including the Kingdom of Brycheiniog.23! By the 10th century, this territory had long lost its
coherence, but it reveals the extent to which the Déisi of Ireland founded a kingdom that, for at

least a brief period, encompassed most of south Wales.

It is within this context of intertwined ancient connections that two holy men take centre stage —

St Dewi (David) of Wales and St Aidan of Ireland.

St Dewi232

Some of the earliest references to the historical Dewi (also known as St David) are to be found in
Irish sources. Indeed, some scholars have suggested that Dewi’s cult was initially more popular in
Ireland than in Wales.233 We find Dewi mentioned in The Martyrology of Tallaght (8th or 9th
century), the Irish Martyrology of Oengus the Culdee (9th century), and the Catalogue of the
Saints of Ireland (9th or 10th centuries). These Irish sources confirm his feast day as March 1st
and relate how Dewi was one of the Welsh saints who gave an Order of Service to the early

Christians of Ireland.

There are also early references to Dewi in the 9th century Life of St Paul, composed by a Breton
monk in Landévennec, in which his devotion to the ascetic life is first noted.234 It is also likely that

Asser, a 9th-century Welsh clergyman who became an adviser to the Saxon King Alfred,
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transmitted Dewi’s cult to Wessex.235 Asser was undoubtedly aware of the primacy of Dewi in the

Christian culture of his time.23¢

But perhaps the earliest reference to Dewi is to be found in Wales at the church in Llanddewi
Brefi.237 There, the renowned Welsh linguist and antiquarian Edward Lhuyd recorded an old
inscription which read, ‘Here lies Idnerth the son of Jacob who was killed while defending the church
of the Holy David from despoliation.” The stone has since been broken, but Lhuyd’s account is
deemed reliable.?38 There is a debate as to whether the inscription is 7th century?® or 9th
century.240 According to the Annales Cambriae, a manuscript history kept at St Davids, stated the

earliest recorded attack on St Davids was in AD 645 .241

The medieval Welsh genealogies tell us that Dewi was descended from the nobility of Brycheiniog
on his mother’s side, a family that included a large brood of saints.242 On his father’s side, he was
likewise descended from nobility, his father supposedly being no less than the king of
Ceredigion.243 It’s possible that he was born and raised in southern Ceredigion, at Hen Fynyw.244
The year of his birth is uncertain, although Irish sources note his death as being in 589.245 The
precise location of his grave is currently unknown, though it is mentioned in an early Welsh poem

as being a place of cultural importance.246
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It’s not known when Dewi founded his Christian community in southwest Wales, but there may
have been a Christian settlement there before his time.24” Historically, Dewi’s community could
well have been one of the main Welsh influences on the Irish kingdom of the Déisi in Dyfed.
Dewi’s move southward could be considered a continuation of the general movement of Welsh
south into Irish territory248 It is likely that as well as encouraging a more bilingual culture
amongst the Irish nobility settled in Dyfed, Dewi himself also spoke Irish as well as Welsh,
especially considering the well-developed ties between the Christianity of southeast Ireland and

that of southwest Wales.24?

The ascetic community he founded is likely to have had a strict rule, “Men submitted themselves to
a life of austerity and strict discipline . . ., to toil with their bodies to pull the plough, to live on bread
and water and the herbs of the countryside, to immerse their naked flesh in the cold waters of the
stream, to banish luxury and all riches.”?50 This asceticism may well have been criticised indirectly
by the 6th-century monk Gildas, author of De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae. In a letter to a
contemporary, Gildas is scathing of certain Christians whose dedication to asceticism means they
fail to celebrate important feasts in the Christian calendar. Several scholars have assumed this is a
pointed reference to Dewi and the ‘rule’ of his community. This has given some weight to the
argument that Rhygyfarch’s 11th century Life of Dewi, which explicitly describes this early
asceticism, may have been based on some ancient manuscript source made available to

Rhygyfarch.2s1

Dewi’s cult was to become the most popular in south Wales.252 St Davids itself is also clearly a
place of some importance in the historical record from the 7th century onwards.?>3 During the
following centuries, the community was almost certainly led by descendants of the same family,

the Welsh clergy reserving the right to marry and have children.254
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Dewi’s Cult in Ireland

Dewi was clearly a figure of great importance at different periods in Irish Christianity.255 As
already discussed, his death was recorded in the Irish Annals of Inisfallen in the year 589,256 and in
the Martyrology of Oengus (c. 800 AD), his feast day is given as March 1st257 Under the
Martyrology’s entry for St Maedoc of Ferns, we are told that on the 31st of January, ‘fifty Bishops
of the Britons of Cill Muine [the Irish name for Mynyw/St Davids] came on pilgrimage to
Maedoc of Ferns. They came because Maedoc of Ferns was a pupil of David of Cill Muine
[Dewi].” A note to this entry says, ‘Molua was soul friend to David over the slow sea and to

Coemoc and to Maedoc and to Comgall.’258

In several other Irish manuscripts, Dewi was woven into the fabric of Irish sanctity. For example,
in the Book of Leinster, Dewi’s sister Magna was recorded as the mother of St Setna.?> Then in a
text no later than the 10th century recorded in the Book of Lismore, another Irish saint known as
Senan visits Dewi, who gives his crozier to St Senan ‘as a token of their union’ before he returns to
Ireland.260 This St Senan established a cell on an island in the Slaney River near Enniscorthy,
north County Wexford. Nowadays, the parish on the east side of the Slaney River in Enniscorthy
is named Templeshannon and is dedicated to St Senan, who spent time with St David in Wales. In
the 12th century Life of St Declan, Declan spent 40 days with Dewi, after which ‘they entered
into a bond of charity which continued between themselves and their successors forever

afterwards.’261

As late as the early modern period, Dewi’s cult appears to have been very popular in parts of
Ireland. On 3 March 1577, when Rory O’More and his followers attacked the town of Naas,

where the parish church was dedicated to Dewi, the residents of the town were ‘neither manful
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nor wakeful,” and the gates of the town were open. The reason was that they ‘had filled themselves
and surfeited upon their patron day, which day is celebrated for the most part, by the people of

this country birth with gluttony and idolatry as far as they dare.’262

Armes Prydain Fawr

Armes Prydain Fawr is a famous 10th-century prophecy poem from The Book of Taliesin.263 It
was probably written by a scribe or cleric of southwest Wales as a complaint against the political
compromises of the Welsh in appeasing the Saxons. The poem makes several allusions to Dewi,
who is portrayed as playing a central role in future events. The figure of Dewi tells us nothing
about the historical man but does give some insight into how Dewi was evolving into a symbolic
figure that embodied the aspirations of at least the southwestern Welsh.264 The following

summary by D. Simon Evans lays out the basic narrative:

There is a reference (somewhat obscure) to reconciliation between the Welsh and the men of
Dublin (the Scandinavians), and an alliance between the peoples of the west and north, to
be formed no doubt against the oppressor, who has been identified as the Saxon king,
Athelstan. He was at that time trying to extend bis dominion in the west, and the author of
this poem seems to be keen to arouse among his people a spirit of resistance to the oppressive
neighbour. He is clearly opposed to Hywel Dda’s policy of recognising the supremacy of the
Saxon king, and thus ensuring peace by diplomacy. It is evident that this poet regards

David as championing his cause.265

In the poem, Dewi is evoked second only to God, underlying his importance in the poet’s
worldview.2¢¢ Dewi is also portrayed as superior to all other British saints, implying that in
southwestern Wales, at least, he was the primary figure of Christian cult life.267 But this should

not be taken as proof of Dewi as a patron saint of Wales at this period. This was a later
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development in his evolution.268 Interestingly enough, the Irish are depicted as following Dewi’s

holy standard, his banner being their rallying point.26?

Rhygyfarch’s Life of St David

Rhygyfarch’s Life of St David was compiled in the late 11th century in the shadow of the
Norman invasions of Wales.270 We will discuss the author and the context of these writings in
more detail later, but these stories of Dewi help us to understand why he became such an

important national figure for Wales.

In Rhygyfarch’s Life of St David, Dewi’s birth was prophesied to his father, Sant, thirty years
before his birth. The prophecy spoke of St David’s ministry and how his predecessor (St Patrick)
at Mynyw (St Davids) would make way for him. St Patrick, essentially dispossessed of his flock, is
then shown the coast of Ireland from a high point near St David's Head.?”! Sant then travelled to
Dyfed, where he met and raped Non. While she was pregnant with St David, her body was
considered so holy that the famous monk Gildas could not preach in her presence.272 A selection

of stories from Ryhgyfarach’s Life of St David is included at the end of this document.

St Aidan

The preeminent saint in County Wexford in the early Christian period was St Aidan, who also
happens to have the most substantial connection to Wales of any Irish saint apart from Patrick.
Any discussion of St Aidan must begin with a reference to his name. In the manuscript versions
of his life, he is called Mdeddc, spelt Mdedhdg, Méedég, Moedoc, or Maodhdg in other sources.273
Miedéc derives from mo Aodh dg, meaning ‘My Young Hugh’. The prefix 70, meaning ‘my’, is a

term of endearment common in the names of early Irish saints, and the diminutive d¢ means
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young. Mdeddc has also been Anglicised as Mogue.27# Here he will be referred to as St Aidan, the

name by which he is most well known in present-day County Wexford.

Most of our information about St Aidan comes from manuscript versions of his life. Several
versions in both Latin and Irish survive to this day, dispersed across libraries in Ireland, the UK
and Belgium.275 It is difficult to establish the precise provenance of these written accounts. The
earliest surviving manuscript is in Latin and, according to O Riain, may have been written in
Brecon Priory in Wales around 1200.27¢ However, Doherty cites a source which ascribes the
production of this manuscript to Monmouth, also in Wales.2”7 Several Irish language manuscripts
of the life of St Aidan were compiled. The earliest of these may date to the 12th century, but a
much later Irish language Life is a more detailed account which emphasises St Aidan’s

connections to southwest Ulster.

In common with many other Irish saints, these accounts should not be thought of as a biography
in the modern sense. They were composed hundreds of years after St Aidan lived and were
rewritten and embellished over many centuries, often drawing on oral tradition. Through the
writings and revisions of these hagiographers, the real St Aidan was transformed into a cult figure

to the extent that it is impossible to separate the man from the myth.278

Modern readers are often bemused by the fantastical stories and accounts of miracles contained in
St Aidan’s Life. Nevertheless, close study of these manuscripts and the differences between each
version can provide a window into the time and place where each one was compiled. They
provide important insights into social, political and ecclesiastical matters during the early
centuries of Christianity in County Wexford. The authors of these accounts strived to connect
people, places and dynastic groups to a particular saint. The Lives of the Saints demonstrate how

saints became cult figures linked to ecclesiastical settlements and dynasties.2”?
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All of the versions of St Aidan’s life are consistent with some elements of his biography. He was
born on an island in Templeport Lake in northwestern County Cavan in the middle of the 6th
century and was of noble lineage: his father’s name was Setna, and his mother was Eithne. As a
youth, he was taken hostage by the High King of Ireland, Aedh Mac Ainmire, but used his charm
to persuade the king to release him and other young men. He studied at Clonard under St Finian
and then journeyed to Wales to study under St David. Following this, he returned to Ireland and
landed on the Wexford coast at Ard Ladrann, present-day Ardmine. A local chieftain named

Dima gave him some land, where he then established his first church.

Later, following further grants of land, he founded many churches across north County Wexford.
Following the Battle of Duin Bolg in 598, he was granted land at Ferns by Brandubbh, king of the
Ui Chennselaig, and this became his most significant foundation. Other foundations were at
Clonmore, Clone and Clongeen. Outside County Wexford, foundations associated with St Aidan
are Drumlane in County Cavan, Rossinver in County Leitrim and three churches in County
Waterford. St Aidan died around the 31st of January 626 and is said to be buried at Ferns. His

feast is still celebrated on this date every year.280

There are a number of themes that appear in St Aidan’s biography that recur in the hagiographies
of many early Irish saints. These include predictions of his greatness by his forbearers, a noble
lineage, an unusual birth heralded by miraculous events, a prodigious youth marked by signs of
his future saintliness, travel to Rome, adulthood spent travelling extensively, founding

monasteries and performing miracles and finally death at his most important monastic

foundation.281

St Aidan in Wales

There are a number of key stories within St Aidan’s Life that illustrate his connections to Wales
and St Dewi, along with his associations with significant contemporaries. A selection is presented

here with an interpretation of what they may mean.
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St Aidan travelled to Wales as a youth to study under Dewi, who was a bishop at the time. Many
miracles were attributed to St Aidan during his time in Wales. St Aidan’s life was similar to that of
many other early medieval saints in terms of his miraculous abilities. Saints were credited with
being able to control animals to do their bidding, they could be vengeful against those who
attempted to harm them, and they could cure the sick and raise the dead. Such stories were
designed to demonstrate that St Aidan was a powerful figure and not to be trifled with. By
extension, these stories subtly hinted that St Aidan’s successors at Ferns, who compiled his Life,

should not be confronted.

St Aidan’s power and influence amongst the Britons of Wales appear to have been considerable. In
one story, St Aidan was encouraged by Dewi and others to use his miraculous powers to cure the
son of the king of the Britons, who was blind, deaf and lame. The boy was sent to St Aidan, who
prayed earnestly for his recovery and in due course, the boy was miraculously cured. Following
this miracle, we are told that St Aidan’s name became known throughout the kingdom.282 Stories
like these illustrate that holy men such as St Aidan were relied upon by the most powerful family
in the kingdom. The ecclesiastics who wrote these stories, the men who would have been the

successors of St Aidan, undoubtedly wanted to impress this point on their own rulers.

Another story from St Aidan’s period in Wales demonstrates how the events of the 11th and 12th
centuries had an impact on how St Aidan’s story was communicated. The story relates that the
native Britons of Wales were confronted by the prospect of an invasion by a large Saxon army. St
Aidan was sent by Dewi 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 and were pursued

and slaughtered by the Britons over the following seven days:

“Not one man of the Britons fell by the bands of the Saxons all that time through the favour
of God and the miracles of Maedoc [Aidan]. And no Saxon invaded Britain while Maedoc

was there after the manifestation of these miracles”.283

It is possible that this story was composed at a time when Wales was under threat of invasion by
the Normans, and stories of past successes against larger invading foes may have helped to inspire

anew generation of patriots.
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Many other stories are told of St Aidan’s time in Wales. He healed a man who had a facial
deformity, “whose face was all as flat as a board, without eyes or nose”.284 Once when carrying ale
back to the monastery, the container was damaged, and the ale was spilt, but St Aidan made the

sign of the cross, repaired the damage and carried the ale back to his fellow monks.285

The bond between St Aidan and Dewi and Wexford and Wales, must always be considered in
light of later events. One perspective is that when the Life of Aidan was being compiled in the late
12th century, its authors wanted to stress good relationships between Irish and Welsh clerics in
the context of the Cambro-Norman invasion of Ireland.286 We know that St Aidan’s association
with Wales was still strong many centuries after his death. According to John of Tynemouth, a
14th century English monk and chronicler, the feast of St Aidan was celebrated annually at St
Davids in Pembrokeshire during John’s lifetime.28” There was also the continued use of Ffynnon
Ffaiddog (St Aidan’s well) near St Davids, Pembrokeshire. Outside of the case study area, there is
the 9th-century Llawhaden church which translates to Egluyss Hwadeyn - the Church of St
Aidan.288 There are also two schools named St Aidan, one of which is found within the case study

area.

St Aidan in Wexford

When St Aidan returns to Ireland from Wales, we see his story becoming entwined with the U7
Chennselaig dynasty. Upon landing on the coast at Ard Ladrann (present-day Ardmine), St
Aidan saved a group of pilgrims from a band of robbers by sounding his bell as he approached the
shore. The robbers ceased their attack when they recognised St Aidan as a holy man. St Aidan was
taken to meet their local chief, Dima, son of Fintann, who was part of the U7 Chennselaig. In
atonement for the attack by his men on the pilgrims, Dima granted land to St Aidan in perpetuity
and, it was here that St Aidan built his first church on Irish so0il.282 Stories like this one were

important for hagiographers in later centuries. By emphasising that the land had been granted to
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St Aidan in perpetuity, ecclesiastical communities were able to continually assert ownership of

their lands.

St Aidan built many more churches in the U7 Chennselaig territory, and the most prominent of
these was Ferns. He was granted land in perpetuity here by King Brandubh after helping the king
to victory at the battle of Din Bolg. The tale of a holy well dedicated to St Aidan at Ferns is
recounted in his life story. When St Aidan and his monks were building the monastery, the monks
complained that they could find no source of water nearby. St Aidan ordered them to cut down a
nearby tree, and a spring of water gushed up from the ground forming a pool. Local women came
to the pool to wash their clothes. St Aidan disapproved of this and ordered them to stop. All but
one of the women obeyed; she was the daughter of Becc, a local chief who owned land in the area.
When she refused to comply with St Aidan’s command, her feet became stuck in her clothes and

her clothes stuck to the rocks.

“When the woman's father, Becc son of Eogan, heard this, be came in haste to Maedoc
[Aidan], and entreated him humbly to release his daughter. On Maedoc praying for ber
she was loosed forthwith from the bond which held ber. And the man, Becc son of Eogan,
gave himself, and the place, and his family in perpetuity to God and to Maedoc”. 2>

Again we have an instance where St Aidan displays his powers through a miraculous deed and is

rewarded with a grant of land and the conversion of the local chief to the Christian faith.

On another occasion, when St Aidan came to the monastery named Shanbo, at the foot of the hill
called Mount Leinster, ‘as he walked along the road, a bitch wolf happened to meet him,
wretched, weak and starving. It came to him gently and fawningly. St Aidan asked a lad who had
joined him on the road whether he had anything which he could give the wolf. The lad said that
he had one loaf and a piece of fish. St Aidan took this from him and threw it to the wolf. The boy
flushed and flamed at seeing this and said that he was afraid of his master, for he was not of St
Aidan's following but had chanced upon him by the way. St Aidan said to the boy, “bring me
some of the leaves of the wood”. And he did so. St Aidan blessed the foliage thereupon, and it was

turned into a loaf and fish; and he gave it to the lad afterwards’.2%1
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The manner in which the saint’s lives were used as propaganda is shown by the story of St
Aidan’s namesake, Mdedhdg of Clonmore, near Rathvilly in County Carlow. This other
Miedhég was linked to the Uf Dianlainge kings of north Leinster and was one of the foremost
saints of Leinster. According to an ancient poem it was he, and not St Aidan or ‘Mdedhég’ of

Ferns, who was present with King Brandubh at the Battle of Dtn Bolg in 598.292

In the early 11th century, the rivalry took a darker turn, and violence broke out between two
branches of the U7 Chennselaig, one based at Clonmore and the other at Ferns. From his base at
Ferns, Diarmait Mac Mael na mBé plundered Clonmore in 1041 and subsequently prevailed in
this struggle. As a result, it is likely that he instructed his hagiographers to subsume the story of
Miedhég of Clonmore into the story of Mdedhdg of Ferns, thus giving preeminence to Ferns
above Clonmore.23 Thus two individual saints were merged into one cult figure, a fact which

confused later scholars.2%

Another extract from the Life of St Aidan casts light on ecclesiastical politics many centuries after
he lived and died. We are told that as well as granting lands at Ferns to St Aidan, King Brandubh

also awarded the archbishopric of Leinster to St Aidan:

“The King Brandub ordained that the high bishopric of the whole province of Leinster
should be in the catholic church of Maedoc, and that Maedoc himself should be high bishop

there”295

However, we know that Ireland was not divided into dioceses and archdioceses until the Synod of
Rathbreasil in 1111, so Brandubh could not have made such a decree in the late 6th century. This
story again illustrates the hand of later writers, most likely under the influence of the U/
Chennselaig kings and their ecclesiastical allies at Ferns, who wished to assert their claim to the

status of an archdiocese.2%
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There are many places across north County Wexford that continue to have associations with St
Aidan today. Ferns is the epicentre of this connection, but there are a number of holy wells,
ruined churches and ecclesiastical sites connected to him. Tobermogue (Mogue/Aidan’s Well) in
Kilnew, situated between Kilmuckridge and Blackwater, is located close to a ruined church and
graveyard. St Edan’s Well in the small village of Clongeen in southern County Wexford is also
dedicated to the patron of the diocese. This was one of the reputed foundations of St Aidan.2%
Another foundation was in the northeastern part of Wexford in the village of Templeshanbo,
Teampall Seanbhoth in Irish translates to “The Church of the Old Tents’. However, some sources
attribute this foundation to St Colman, a contemporary of St Aidan, and there is a holy well

dedicated to Colman here.298

It should be noted that St David also has associations with County Wexford in the form of holy
wells and churches. Both wells dedicated to him lie in the southern half of the county, one at
Ballynaslaney just south of Oilgate and the other at Bridgetown South just north of Kilmore
Quay.2%? A local woman told a story of how her uncle was afraid his son had gotten involved with
a bad crowd in London. He prayed at the holy well of St David, and within a few days, that bad

crowd refused to be involved with the man’s son anymore.

Besides wells, in the northern part of County Wexford, there is a townland called Davidstown,
and two churches dedicated to the Welsh saint. One of these churches is located in Davidstown

the other in Oilgate just south of our case study area.300

Monastic County Wexford
The impact of early saints like Aidan and Dewi changed County Wexford, and Ireland, forever.
The establishment of monastic centres began to spread across Ireland. In County Wexford, St

Aidan founded the monastery of Ferns in the 6th century. Recent archaeological excavations
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carried out by Catherine McLoughlin and her team in 2019 have uncovered over 100m of an early
medieval ecclesiastical enclosure ditch, known as a va/lum which was used to demarcate monastic
space. Within this enclosure, evidence of a large sub-rectangular enclosure was also found. These
features date to early medieval times and indicate that the monastery at Ferns was indeed a place

of great importance.301

Ferns became one of the most significant religious centres in the Kingdom of Leinster, thanks
partly to the patronage of the Ui Chennselaig, particularly Diarmait MacMurchada, as by the
11th century, the U Chennselaig had become Kings of Leinster. Ferns was ratified as one of the
dioceses of Leinster following the Synod of Rathbreasail in 1111.302 That patronage and the
power of Ferns is still visible today in the remains of the 13th-century Cathedral which was
incorporated into the present Cathedral at Ferns, the ruins of the medieval Chapter House, high
crosses, St Mary’s Abbey, St Peter’s Church and St Mogue’s Well.303 Excitingly, as part of the
Ancient Connections Project, the Irish Archaeology Field School are carrying out further
archaeological investigations at St Aidan’s Monastery, and it is hoped that we will gain new

insights into this fascinating place.

Another recent discovery at the monastic site in Ferns shows further connections between Ferns
and Wales in early medieval times. A fragment of a decorated high cross was recently discovered in
the graveyard of the Cathedral Church of St Edan.304 An interlocking fret pattern and Greek key
motifs decorate the fragment discovered. A high cross at Carew and another at Nevern,

Pembrokeshire, both feature this interlocking pattern, similar to the Fern’s Cross.305

Another important early monastic centre in Wexford was St Munna’s foundation at Taghmon,
and lesser foundations at Begerin (an island in Wexford Harbour) founded by St Ibar, and Ros
Mbic Treoin (New Ross) and Magh Arnaidbe (Adamstown) by his nephew St Abban.306
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Clone Church outside Ferns and associated with St Aidan, is also the focus of the Ancient
Connections Project as the Irish Archaeology Field School are uncovering the story of this site as
part of their project: ‘Discovering St Aidan’s Monastery’. The site has a Romanesque church,
cross-slabs, stone heads, a bullaun stone, as well as a gravestone featuring megalithic art. It was a
site of importance in the 12th century but extensive crop marks, identified by aerial photography
and geophysical surveys, hinted at a large early medieval ecclesiastical enclosure. Excavation in
2019 has possibly revealed an inner and outer early medieval ecclesiastical enclosure at the site,
indicating that there could be an early medieval monastic site, predating the existing ruined

church, that was associated with the larger monastic site at Ferns. 307

The monastic foundations of Ireland encountered enormous external challenges from the late 8th
and 9th centuries onwards when the sails of the first longships appeared on the horizon off the

Irish coast.
The Vikings

Viking Wexford
County Wexford’s connection with the Vikings can clearly be seen in its name. The modern name

Wexford is derived from Waesfjord (meaning the Fjord of the Broad Shallow Bay). This is in

contrast to the Irish name for County Wexford, Loch Garman.

The first Viking attacks on the Irish coast began in AD 795,308 but it was not until 819 that the
first recorded Viking raids of County Wexford were recorded. The monastery in Begerin

(connected to the Ui Chennselaig)®® and Camhain's Oak Island in Wexford Harbour were
plundered first. Then in AD 820, the monastery of Kilmokea was raided between 824-825. A
number of raids were conducted on Taghmon and St Mullins (County Carlow) by the Norse.310
When the Vikings established bases in Dublin, Waterford and Annagassan (County Louth), the

raiding intensified.3!1
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Cairbre, the king of the U7 Chennselaig, with the aid of the Taghmon community, managed to
defeat the Vikings during a battle.312 However, by 888, the Vikings had established a settlement or
Longfort named Wexford on the Slaney Estuary.3!3 Another Viking settlement in the region is
believed to have been established at Arklow in County Wicklow314 and Woodstown in County
Waterford.315

The Viking influence spread and can be seen in County Wexford place names. For instance,
placenames ending in ee or oe may indicate an island, such as the Saltee Islands. Placenames ending

in gate, as in Oilgate or Mountaingate, may come from the Norse word gata, meaning road.316

Ferns, in the centre of our study area, was plundered by Vikings in AD 835 and was later burned
by the Vikings in 839. The monastic centre founded by St Aidan in Ferns may have attracted the
Norse with its high concentrations of people, valuables and food. In 917, both Ferns and
Taghmon were plundered, and Ferns was attacked again in 919, 921 and 935317 In 933, the
Vikings of Lough Garman killed Cinnaedh, the son of Cairbre, Lord of the Us Chennselaig (who
had previously defeated the Vikings with the help of the community at Taghmon)?*'$ Though it
was never specified where exactly in County Wexford he was killed, it is possible that Cinnaedh

was living in the northern part of County Wexford.

With the exception of attacks on Ferns, there is currently little known evidence of other Viking
connections within our case study area. This is most likely due to north County Wexford was an
Ui Cheannselaig stronghold. The Ui Cheannselaig under Diarmait Mac Mael-na-mB¢é saw the
potential for power and wealth with the control of Viking towns. Diarmait raided and took

control of Wexford town from the Norse in 1051 and then took Dublin in 1052.319 Control of
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these two economic centres of military power helped the Ui Cheannselaig hold a dominant

position in Leinster.320

Vikings in Pembrokeshire

The Vikings were relatively late in coming to Wales. They began raiding the English, Scottish and
Irish coasts in the 8th century but didn’t make any significant attacks on the Welsh until the
middle of the 9th century. Primarily using Ireland as a springboard,3?! they appear to have made
regular raids from the middle of the 9th century to its end. But they faced strong resistance, from
the northern nobility of Wales in particular, with Rhodri Mawr killing the Danish leader, Gorm,
in AD 855. Although the Danes later killed Rhodri, his successors pushed back as part of an
alliance with their Saxon neighbours. This strong opposition to incursions in north Wales may

have made the southwestern coast more attractive.322

From the end of the 9th century to the middle of the 10th there was a long period of relative
peace from the Vikings, especially during the stability created by the reign of King Hywel Dda
(920-950), who came to control large parts of Wales. After Hywel’s death in 950, there was a
resurgence in Viking raids (known as the second Viking Age). In the south St Davids was raided
in 982 and in 988, a number of religious settlements were attacked, including Llanbadarn Fawr,

Llandudoch, Llancarfan and Llantwit Major.323

In 982, Gofraid mac Arailt (Gudredr Haraldsson in Old Norse), an infamous leader of the
raiding fleets and ‘King of the Insi Gall’ (the Hebrides), left his base at Limerick to pillage Dyfed
and attack St Davids.324 Between 982 and the end of the century, St Davids became a focus of
such attacks and was destroyed by Viking raiders at least three times, forcing the community to
painstakingly rebuild.325 This culminated in a particularly vicious episode in 999 when Bishop
Morgenau was slain. In the time of Giraldus Cambrensis, the bishop’s murder was regarded as a

form of divine retribution for violating the ascetic maxims of his religious order:
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“Morgenen was the first bishop of St Davids who ate flesh and was there killed by pirates
and he appeared to a certain bishop in Ireland on the night of bis death; showing his

wounds and saying ‘Because I ate flesh, I am become flesh.”3%6

The Vikings raided not only to pillage the wealth of churches but also to capture locals that they
could sell into slavery. Between 982 and 1091, St Davids was raided at least five times, each time
impoverishing the community further and making it more likely that slavery was the motivating
factor. Clergy and locals alike would be taken and sold in the slave markets of Ireland and
Norway. Sometimes, the Vikings would capture a high-ranking clergyman to try and extract a
high ransom, such as in the case of the Bishop of Llandaf, for whom the English king, Edward the
Elder, paid a £40 ransom in 915.3%7

In 989, Maredudd ab Owain, a king of the southern Welsh kingdom of Deheubarth, paid a penny
per head in ransom for many Welsh captives, and St Davids suffered from heavy ravaging in 991.
Not only did the Vikings see St Davids as fair game, but the Saxons of Mercia also saw it as an
opportunity for plunder. In 1012 Eodwin Streona, a notorious earl of Mercia, led an English
attack against St Davids. The easiest way to organise such an attack was by sea, and it is quite

probable that the earl hired Vikings as mercenaries for the task.328

Once again, a strong ruler — this time Gruftydd ap Llywelyn — was able to bring some relief
between 1014 and 1040, only for the Vikings to return at the end of his reign.32° In 1080, St
Davids was raided, resulting once again in the murder of its bishop, Abraham (a stone plaque at
the church may commemorate the death of his sons also, although this is difficult to ascertain).330
Then again, in 1089, Dewi’s shrine was stolen and despoiled, stripped of its gold and

ornamentation in a nearby field.33!
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The earliest record of the Vikings staying for any significant length of time in south-western Wales
is found in Asser’s Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. In the year 878, a fleet of 23 ships anchored in Dyfed
for the winter after having slain many Christians.332 Throughout the following century there is
evidence of staging posts in the north and south of Wales. There was also signs of continuous
harbour life at Milford Haven and at natural points along the Bristol Channel on the route from

Dublin and Wexford and Waterford which accords well with Scandinavian practices.333

To this day, the relatively rare A blood group is still common in south Pembrokeshire, a genetic

inheritance also shared by communities in the fjords of western Norway.334

Similar to County Wexford, the northwest coast of Pembrokeshire features Viking placenames,
for example, Fishguard.33> Pembrokeshire Viking placenames sometimes denote topographical
points of maritime danger but do not indicate long term settlement as was seen in County
Wexford.33¢ Examples of indications of such danger include the nearby islands of Ramsey, Black
Scar, Green Scar and Emsger. Their endings are forms of the word skzer, meaning danger from

rocks or reefs.337

Further evidence of Vikings near our case study area in Pembrokeshire was found on the islands
known as the Smalls. Here, a high-status Viking hilt guard dated to the 11th century was found. It
was made with silver wire and niello decoration of stylised animals. The hilt guard is now on

display in the National Museum of Wales.338

Around the same time that the Vikings began to establish their first settlements in Ireland, other
Vikings began to establish settlements in northern France. Their descendants would go on to
forge new and bloody connections between Wales and Ireland. Their descendants were the

Normans.
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An Age of Strife, Violence and Conquest —
The Coming of the Normans

The Normans in Wales

The Norman Conquest of England began in the middle of the 11th century, with the pivotal
Battle of Hastings fought on the 14th of October 1066. The English King Harold Godwinson
was slain and William the Conqueror was crowned king of England on Christmas Day of the

same year.

King William and his army spent the next few years focusing on holding control of England. The
new king felt Wales needed to be contained rather than conquered, so he was content to let the
Welsh continue as they were, so long as they recognised his leadership and sent money to the
crown.?3? This order was followed by the renowned Welsh King, Rhys ap Tewdwr, who paid £40
a year to the Norman conquerors of England.34 When King William died in 1087, his son
William Rufus encouraged his men to take lands in Wales.3¥! The Normans began their
incursions into Wales in 1093. They found the southwest not as politically strong as the
northwest, and neither was it as challenging in terms of terrain nor as geographically isolated as
much of the Welsh activity in the region was focused westward, to the busy Irish Sea routes and
Ireland. “It was to Ireland that Welsh princes recurvently fled for safety from their political rivals,
and that disaffected Welsh princelings looked for help to restore their flagging fortunes in Wales” 342

After the death of Rhys ap Tewdwr in 1093, the Normans took advantage of the power vacuum

left behind.343 They surged into southwest Wales, converging on it by land and sea, establishing
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castles wherever they went, most notably at Cardigan,34* Pembroke,3+5 and Rhydygors34¢ (near or
at Carmarthen) and ravaging neighbouring districts such as Cydweli, Gwyr (Gower), and Ystrad
Tywi.347 After many such incursions into other parts of Wales, by 1094, it appeared to the Welsh

as if their whole country had been subjugated.34

The vassals of the great barons who carried out the actual conquest of Wales had relatively little
wealth and therefore had everything to gain and nothing to lose by pursuing their careers in
Wales.3# One such man was Gerald of Windsor, the maternal grandfather of Giraldus
Cambrensis. “He defended Pembroke castle beroically during the great Welsh revolt of 1096 and
harried the estates of the bishopric of St Davids in the next year; be served successively as steward of
Arnulf of Montgomery and, after Arnulf’s fall in 1102, as royal constable of Pembroke; he sought to
ensconce bimself more firmly in the area by taking to wife the seductive Nest daughter of Rbys ap
Tewdwr (d. 1093), king of Debenbarth; be established his home at Carew, but his lust for adventure
and further gain tempted him to try to win more land and lordship for himself in Emlyn in
northern Dyfed”3s0.

It was there at Cilgerran that he built a castle for himself ‘fortified with ditches and walls’. In
1109, he was ambushed at his castle of Is Cennen by the Welsh, and is said to have escaped
through the privy but left his wife to be abducted by the raiding party. Gerald’s career, the
considerable fortune he had amassed in wealth and land, his heroism at Pembroke in 1096 and his
undignified escape in 1109, give us something of the flavour of the lives and adventures of the
Norman knights and vassals, the milites strenui, who undertook the Norman conquest of Wales,

in the service of their lords but also with a keen eye for their own advancement.35!
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Although resistance to the Normans may not have been coordinated nationally amongst the
various kingdoms and lordships of Wales, the Welsh responded swiftly to the invaders, stalling
them where they could and pushing them back where they were weakest.352 Unfortunately, in the
southwest, unlike other places in Wales, the Welsh were unable to uproot the Normans from their
new strongholds,353 despite launching attacks in 1115, 1116, 1136, 1147, 1189, 1193 and 1220
AD 354

Western Dyfed, in particular, became a permanent foothold for the Normans in Wales. The
groundwork had been laid by Arnulf of Montgomery in the region of his remote castle of
Pembroke, and by 1135 the region was securely in Norman hands. As a result, no area in Wales
was brought more firmly under Norman rule than the districts on either side of the estuary of the
Cleddau rivers. Norman control was firmly underpinned by major colonisation, notably of
Flemings in south Pembrokeshire.355 This gradual intensification of Norman power spread along
the southern coastline from Pembroke to Gwent and north to Ceredigion, largely through

extensive colonisation.356

Perhaps inevitably, during the reign of King Stephen of England (1135-1154), Anglo-Norman
power eventually diminished in Wales. Due to his own political conflicts and ultimate collapse in
authority, Stephen was unable to maintain what his predecessors had achieved in southwest Wales.
The Welsh captured Carmarthen in 1137, and in the following year, Stephen surrendered the
county of Pembroke, along with the title of earl, to Gilbert Fitz Gilbert of the house of Clare.35
Through the middle of the 12th century, the Anglo-Norman momentum in Wales seemed to

falter, with the barons of the south-west despairing of success against the native Welsh.358
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The 12th century was a time of enormous change for both Wales and Ireland, and once again, the
fate of both countries became intertwined. Some of the main characters in our connected story

are detailed below.

Gruffydd ap Cynan

Gruftydd ap Cynan (1055-1137) was one of the longest-reigning kings of Gwynedd, with a reign
that lasted from 1081 until his death in 1137. Gruftydd was born in Dublin to a Welsh nobleman
of the Gwynedd dynasty and a Hiberno-Norse (Irish-Norwegian) mother who was the
granddaughter of a Norse king of Dublin. With the support of his Hiberno-Norse relations, he
made several attempts to take Gwynedd. After his second failed attempt to claim the kingship, he
retreated to county Wexford to plan his third attempt.35* He assembled his forces at Waterford
and set sail for Pembrokeshire, landing at Porthclais, where he met Rhys ap Tewdwr, another
Welsh prince who had been living in exile in Ireland and who was now struggling desperately to
assert his claim to the southern principality of Deheubarth (of which Pembrokeshire was part of)
against powerful opposition, including that of Gruffydd’s own arch-enemy, Trahaearn ap
Caradog of Arwystli. Realising they had a common enemy, the two Welsh princes joined forces.

After receiving the blessing of Sulien, bishop of St Davids, they set out to meet the foe.360

A day’s march brought them within sight of Trahaearn’s army camped on the slopes of Mynydd

Carn, a mountain in the Preseli range, not far from the border with Ceredigion.

Sword in hand, Gruffydd led the attack himself: riding at the bead of his mixed
force of Norse axe-men, Welsh spearmen and Irish suistmen . . . . Trabaearn ap Caradog himself
was run through with a sword; . .. Their leader dead, Trabaearn’s men broke and ran. It was now
quite dark but Gruffydd ap Cynan did not besitate to press home his victory. Taking up the chase of
the shattered, broken-spivited, remnants of his opponent’s army he pursued them relentlessly by the
light of the moon through woods, along valleys, across bogs and over mountains all that night

and on into the following day. Then with his own men exhausted and unable to go on any longer

Gruffydd was forced to call off the pursuit.”361

359 Davies, The Age of Conquest, 33.
360 Charles, Old Norse Relations with Wales, 64-65.

361 Arthur Jones, The Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1910)



From there, Gruftydd and his troops set out to plunder Trahaearn ap Caradog’s cantref of
Arwystli. He then moved further into Powys, where he spared “not so much as the churches.”
Finally worn out by the sheer fatigue of all this fighting, marching, killing and plundering,
Gruftydd ap Cynan and his army crossed the borders into his own kingdom of Gwynedd and

here, at last, “there was rest and peace for a few days.”362

This was by no means the last time Welsh princes relied on Norse mercenaries to accomplish their
political ambitions. Rhys ap Tewdwr, the hereditary ruler of Deheubarth, employed a fleet of
Norse and Irish mercenaries to re-install himself in 1088. It’s claimed he paid the mercenaries in

slaves.363

Sulien the Wise, Bishop of St Davids

Apart from Dewi himself, Sulien the Wise (d. 1090/91) is perhaps the most famous bishop of St
Davids. He twice served in that role between 1072-1078 and 1080-1085. Sulien was from a well-
educated clerical family, not uncommon in Wales and Ireland at this time, and spent time being

educated in both Scotland and Ireland.3¢4

He founded the famous monastic school at Llanbadarn Fawr and provided a valuable Latin
education not only for his fellow Christians but also for his four sons, two of which produced
Latin texts that have survived to this day. Ieuan, the younger of the two, wrote several pieces
recounting his father’s exploits and referring to his older brother’s erudition: Rhygyfarch was, of
course, the author of Dewi’s Life. It has been noted that the manuscripts written by Ieuan and
Rhygyfarch resemble in decoration, layout and text contemporary Irish manuscripts.365
Interestingly, Ieuan recounts his father’s life using a metaphorical description of a sea voyage,

perhaps evoking his father’s journeys as a young man to both Scotland and Ireland.36¢

In 1081, during his second term as bishop of St Davids, Sulien welcomed Gruffydd ap Cynan and
Rhys ap Tewdwr on their way to the battle of Mynydd Carn (see above). While the Welsh Princes

362 Ridd, The Vikings in Wales, 34-35; Arthur Jones, The Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan (Cardiff: University of Wales
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were at St Davids, Sulien (together with Rhygyfarch) had to welcome another distinguished
visitors such as William the Conqueror who was accompanied by only a handful of armed

knights.367

Some historians believe that Sulien may have arranged a meeting between the Norman conqueror
and the Welsh princes to make some accord between them.368 William may have seen Gruftydd
and Rhys as convenient bulwarks against the increasing power of his own Norman lords, who

may have seen Wales as a place from which they could develop their own power, independent of

William.

Sulien was clearly a unique and able man, and several sources suggest that he wasn’t necessarily
pleased about assuming the role of St David’s bishop on either occasion. It’s likely to have been his
sense of duty, rather than his desire for power and status, that drew him away from his beloved
Llanbadarn at a ripe old age. St Davids clearly faced several trials and tribulations, not the least of

which were violent attacks from Viking raiders.369

Sulien died in 1091, probably at Llanbadarn; although we have no details of his final years this is
how the Welsh chronicler of Brut y Tywysogion records his death:
And then Sulien, bishop of Menevia, the most learned of the Britons and eminent for his
pious life, after the most praiseworthy instruction of his disciples and the keenest teaching of
his parishes, died, in the eightieth year of his life and the twentieth but one from his

consecration, on the eve of the Calends of January’ 37

Rhygyfarch

We have already encountered Rhygyfarch’s important Life of St David, which provides us with
many of the saint’s stories. Ryhygyfarch was educated at his father’s school in Llanbadarn. Sulien,
having been educated for a time in Ireland, brought the influence of Irish Christian literature back

with him, as signs of that influence are clearly found in Rhygyfarch’s Latin works37! It’s also

3¢7 Bowen, The St David of History, 9-10.
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likely that Sulien was the instigator of Dewi’s Life, being aware of the political situation unfolding
between the ascendant Welsh princes and the new Norman king. Sulien may have seen the need to
fortify St David's claim to independence, foreseeing the interests of the so-called Celtic Church
would be threatened by an emboldened Canterbury under new Norman influence.372 Sulien may
have tasked his son with writing the Life soon after welcoming William the Conqueror to St
Davids in 1081.373 Rhygyfarch was clearly a dedicated son and diligent student of Latin literature,
a fact that not only reveals his own natural talent but also the standard of education he received

under the tutelage of his famous father.

Towards the end of his life, Rhygyfarch despaired of the Norman invasion of his homeland,
something he expressed eloquently in his writing. It was not only the tyranny of the Normans
which offended him; even more devastating were its social consequences: the undermining of
native culture and scholarship, the collapse of the social order and values of native Welsh society,
the loss of any sense of dignity as a people. Nor is it surprising that he should write Dewi’s Life,
even if there were a proper political motivation for its creation; for Rhygyfarch, it was perhaps
only in the memory of a distant and heroic past that there seemed to be an antidote to the woes of

the present.374

Brut y Tywysogion records Rhygyfarch’s death in similar terms to that of his father:

In that year died Rbygyfarch the Wise, son of Bishop Sulien, the most learned of the
learned men of the Britons, in the forty-third year of his life, the man whose equal had not arisen in
the ages before him and whose peer it is not easy to believe or to imagine will arise after him. And be
had received instruction from no one save from his own father. After most proper honour by his own
people and after most renowned and acknowledged praise by the neighbouring peoples, that is,
Saxons and French and other peoples from beyond the sea, moreover with the universal lamentation

of all grieving in their bearts, be died.”s

Gerald of Wales
Gerald de Barry was born at Manorbier Castle, Pembrokeshire, Wales, probably in 1146. From

that castle's vantage point, he declared, you could see almost all the ships from Great Britain

372 Bowen, The St David of History, 9-10; James, St Davids and Dewisland, 20-21.
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which were breasting their way under full sail towards the Irish coast. In a very literal sense,

Ireland was before his eyes from his earliest years.376

Though Gerald was passionately attached to Manorbier and was an irrepressible defender of
Welsh rights, it is misleading to style him ‘Gerald the Welshman,’ as several Welsh writers and
historians have done. The more accurate title is ‘Gerald of Wales.” Gerald was a Welsh-Norman
individualist, a man of fierce personal loyalties — loyal to his family, his birthplace, his race, and

the church. 377

As mentioned previously, Gerald’s grandfather was another Gerald who married Nest (the
daughter of Rhys ap Tudur - deceased King of Deheubarth in southwest Wales]). One of Nest’s
daughters, Angharad, married William de Barry, whose father had fought with Gerald of Wales,
and they settled at Manorbier Castle. According to FX Martin, Gerald had the lineage to rise in
medieval society. In his grandparents, he had tangible evidence of Norman achievement and
superiority; his grandmother, Nest, afforded him pride in the royal bloodlines of Wales.
Furthermore, when he was only two years old, his maternal uncle, David FitzGerald, was elected
bishop of St Davids, the principal Welsh see. This was to have a profound effect on Gerald’s

career.3’8

When Gerald’s uncle died in 1176, Gerald hoped to gain the position of Bishop of St Davids.
Indeed he was one of the four candidates proposed by the canons of the diocese. However, King
Henry II disregarded these candidates, and wanting to assert control over the church in Wales,
proposed an English Benedictine monk, Peter de Leia, to the role. The canons agreed to this, and
de Leia was elected.37° The failure to become bishop of St Davids greatly affected Gerald’s life, and

he continued to pursue the position throughout his life.

Gerald had tried and failed to become bishop of St Davids, which is why the modern figure of
Gerald in Holy Trinity Chapel shows the mitre not in his hands but lying at his feet. Gerald had

376 Martin, Irish Quarterly Review, Vol. 58, No.231, pp.279-292
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Norman blood in his veins, but he had little love for Norman ways with church property.380 As
canon and archdeacon, he spent the prime of his life and energy trying to keep St Davids free
from the control of Canterbury.38! His writing suggests that he saw in St Davids what his maturer
years wanted to see: a remote and solitary place, a place ideal for contemplation and scholarship.

He spent the last fifteen years of his life in St David’s and was buried there.382

Gerald recorded many pieces of local lore about St David’s, such as St Caradog’s miracles and
burial at the church.383 It was his dying wish that his body should be bequeathed to the church of
St Davids, but a local nobleman3# stole the body. The nobleman immediately fell ill and
eventually gave the body back. Legend tells that as it was being carried to St Davids, it rained
heavily, but the silken pall covering the coffin remained completely dry. The corpse was carried on

to St Davids and was buried in the left aisle of the church.385

In 1191, Gerald wrote Itinerarium Cambriae, which is about a journey through Wales and
around 1200, he rewrote Rhygyfarch’s Life. He also recorded what appears to be a piece of
contemporary folklore concerning the visit of Henry II of England. On his return from a
campaign in Ireland, 3¢ Henry II was on his way to St Davids to pray. Just outside of the
cathedral, he joined a procession that entered the graveyard and began crossing a large stone slab
used as a bridge and known locally as the Llech Lafar, or ‘Speaking Stone.” As the procession
advanced, a Welsh woman threw herself at the King’s feet and made a complaint about the Bishop
of St Davids. Nothing could be done there and then about her petition, so she gestured violently
with her hands and shouted in a loud voice: ‘Revenge us today, Llech Lafar! Revenge the whole
Welsh people on this man!” after which she was driven away. As she went, she shouted even more

loudly and violently, repeating a well-known prophecy of Merlin, that a king of England, who had
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just conquered Ireland, would be wounded there by a man with a red hand, and then, on his

return to St Davids, would die as he walked over the Llech Lafar.

The king knew the prophecy, and when he reached the stone, he stopped and eyed it closely.
Then, without further hesitation, he walked boldly over it. As soon as he was across, he turned
around, glared at the stone and with no small indignation said: “Merlin is a liar. Who will trust
him now?” A wit, who was there among the crowd, heard the King’s remark and pretended to
take umbrage. “You are not the king who is to conquer Ireland,” he said. “Merlin was not talking

about you at all” 387

In a related comment, Gerald also mentions William Rufus’ plans to invade Ireland. He remarks:
“In clear weather the mountains of Ireland can be seen from St Davids. The Irish sea can be
crossed in one short day. William Rufus, the son of King William, the Bastard and the second of
the Norman Kings in England, penetrated far into Wales in his own day.38% He looked around
him, and from these rocky headlands could just make out Ireland. He is supposed to have said: ‘I
will collect a fleet together from my own kingdom and with it make a bridge, so that I can
conquer that country. This was reported to Murchard, Prince of Leinster in Ireland.3s® He
thought for a while and then asked: “When the king made this mighty threat, did he add “If God
so wills”?” He was told that Rufus had not mentioned God at all when he spoke. Murchard found
this very reassuring. He replied: ‘Since this man puts all his trust in human agencies and none in

the power of God Almighty, I have no reason to fear his coming.’”3%

Gerald plays a crucial role as a chronicler of the story of the Norman invasion of Ireland. From
1183, he began to travel to Ireland and wrote about his observations of its people, its landscape
and the Norman conquest in his Topographia Hibernica (c.1188)391 and Expugnatio Hibernica (c.
1189)2,

387 Thorpe, Gerald of Wales, The Journey Through Wales and the Description of Wales, 168.
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389 Murchad MacMurchada, uncle of Diarmait MacMurchada, king of Leinster.
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An Arrogant Trespass — The Norman Invasion of Ireland

“..You have arrogantly trespassed beyond the stipulated limits and your ancestral boundaries.”>%

Southwest Wales, in particular, was used as a springboard for the invasion of Ireland, following
King Henry II’s agreement with Diarmait MacMurchada. It was from the ports of Pembrokeshire
that the Anglo-Norman armies set out to conquer Ireland in the late 1160s and early 1170s, and it
was along the coast road of south Wales that King Henry II and John, in turn, travelled en route
to Ireland. Ships regularly sailed between west Wales and Ireland, carrying goods as well as

plunder, slaves, scholars, and political exiles.

The Normans quickly exploited this Irish link: it was to an Irish bride and an Irish alliance that
Arnulf of Montgomery, Earl of Pembroke, had turned in 1101-2 to try to rescue his family’s
fortunes. His steward of Pembroke, Gerald de Windsor, was sent as an envoy to organise a
marriage between the King of Munster Muirchertach Ua Brian’s daughter Lafracoth and himself.
The terms were agreed, and the girl set sail for Wales with men and ships to help the Cambro-

Welsh rebellion against the English King Henry 1.394

According to Davies, “The nature of the link between Ireland and Wales, especially southwest
Wales, was transformed with the Anglo-Norman conquest of much of Ireland from the 1170s. Even
closer and more regular ties were now forged; but they were the ties of common imperial domination
vather than of native contact”3 By the late 12th century, population pressure was such that
native Welsh peasants and Anglo-Norman settlers alike were attracted in considerable numbers to
take part in the colonisation of Ireland. The readiness of Welshmen to serve in such large numbers
in the armies of English lords and kings was doubtless prompted by the pressures of

overpopulation as well as by the natural militarism of the Welsh.3%

The following section introduces some of the key figures that had a particular impact on our

study area.

393 Ruaidri O Conchobair, King of Connacht and High King of Ireland, to Diarmait MacMurchada and his foreign al-
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Diarmait MacMurchada
‘Diarmait was tall and well-built, a brave and warlike man among his people, whose voice

was hoarse as a result of constantly having been in the din of battle. He preferred ro be
feared by all rather than loved 3

Perhaps the most famous MacMurchada king was Diarmait MacMurchada. Diarmait was king of
Leinster from ¢.1132. A significant supporter of church reform, he was responsible for the
foundation of a number of monasteries, abbeys and religious houses in the southeast, including
Killeshin in County Laois and All Hallows in Dublin, as well as a great investment in the abbey at
Ferns. Known for his ruthlessness, Diarmait is said to have slaughtered or blinded many of his
enemies as he attempted to assert Ui Cheinnselaig control over Leinster. In 1162, he successfully
managed to get the Vikings of Dublin to submit, thereby gaining control of Dublin’s fleet and

lucrative trading links.

Diarmait became embroiled in a bloody feud with Tighernan Ua Ruairc, the King of Breifne (a
kingdom roughly equivalent to the modern counties of Leitrim, Cavan and parts of Meath). The
feud was exacerbated when Diarmait abducted Ua Ruairc’s wife, Derbforgaill.3%8 In revenge, Ua
Ruairc burned Diarmait’s fort at Ferns in 1166. When the High King of Ireland, Ruairdhri Ua
Conchobair, supported Ua Ruairc by banishing Diarmait, he fled Ireland to seek support from

the Normans.399

Diarmait son of MacMurchada, king of Laigin, was banished eastwards over sea, after the

foreigners of Ath Cliath and the Laigin had turned against him.#00

It was in this context that he sought support from King Henry II of England. This was not as
unusual as it might sound; there is a slight possibility that the two leaders knew each other already.

Previous to this, King Henry had sought Diarmait’s help when he hired a fleet of ships from

397 Gerald of Wales on Diarmait Mac Murchada in A. B, Scott and F. X Martin (eds.) Expugnatio Hibernica: The Con-
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Dublin for his Welsh campaign in 1165. Such a fleet would not have left Dublin without

Diarmaits consent.401

Diarmait secured the support of King Henry in 1167, and in 1169, a group of Anglo-Norman
adventurers crossed the sea, with major ramifications for Ireland. Diarmait did not live to witness
the consequences of his actions. He fell ill and died in 1171402, as recorded in the Book of

Leinster:

“He died at Ferns, without making a will, without penance, without the Eucharist and

without Extreme Unction, as his evil deeds deserved. 7403

Diarmait was buried at Ferns, where a stump of a high cross is believed to mark his grave.

Robert FitzStephen
‘What a unique example of courage and true endurance be was, a man who enjoyed mixed
fortunes, and who was always prone to encounter adversity rather than good fortune; who so
often, both in Ireland and Wales, experienced with equanimity both the extremes of
Fortune’s Wheel. Enduring everything that adversity can inflict, and enjoying everything
that good fortune can bestow... He was a well-built and sturdy man, and bandsome, a man

who lived well, generous and of an open and cheerful disposition, but excessively addicted to

wine and women 404

Due to Welsh resistance to further Norman advances, men such as Robert FitzStephen (fl. 1150)

turned to Ireland in search of adventure and easy gains.®%5 According to Gerald of Wales,
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alongside Maurice FitzGerald (his half-brother),20¢ he was the first to land in County Wexford.407
One of the many children of Nest Ferch Rhys, grandmother of Gerald of Wales, Robert’s father,
was Stephen Stephen, her second husband, constable of Cardigan, whom Robert succeeded in
that office. In 1167 he took service with Diarmait of Leinster during the Irish king’s visit to
England. In 1169 Robert led the vanguard of Diarmait’s Anglo-Welsh auxiliaries to Ireland and
captured Wexford, which he was then allowed to hold jointly with Maurice FitzGerald. It is
believed that the first recorded defensive earthwork built by the Anglo-Normans in Ireland was

constructed in Carrick (Ferrycarrig) County Wexford by FitzStephen in 1169.408

Robert FitzStephen was taken prisoner by the Irish in 1171 and was later surrendered to King
Henry II as a token of goodwill when the king came to Wexford. Henry II freed FitzStephen but

confiscated his lands.40?

Robert FitzStephen later rendered good service in the troubles of 1173 and was rewarded by
receiving, jointly with Miles Cogan, a grant of Cork (1177). However, FitzStephen had difficulty
maintaining his position and was nearly overwhelmed by a rising of the Desmonds in 1182. The

date of his death is uncertain.

Richard FitzGilbert de Clare, (Strongbow).
“..He bhad reddish hair and freckles, grey eyes, a feminine face, a weak voice and a short
neck, though in almost all other respects be was of a tall build. He was a generous and easy-
going man. What he could not accomplish by deeds he settled by the persuasiveness of bis
words... When be took up his position in the midst of battle be stood firm as an immovable

standard round which bis men could re-group and take refuge’.410
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‘He was a brave earl. Courteous, generous, and lavish.”#11

Another key figure that links Pembroke and Ireland is Richard FitzGilbert de Clare, Earl of
Pembroke and Lord of Striguil. Richard’s father, Gilbert FitzGilbert, held the lordship of Clare in
Suffolk, as well as lands in the Duchy of Normandy, nine different counties in England and in the
Welsh borders. His castle at Striguil (modern-day Chepstow in southeast Wales) was the family’s
principal residence. Gilbert was a supporter of King Stephen, who granted him the title Earl of
Pembroke and additional lands in south Wales. After his death in 1148, Richard inherited his
lands and titles, but did not enjoy the same benefits as his father for long. When Henry II

succeeded Stephen in becoming King of England, he stripped the earldom from Richard and took

the lordship of Pembroke into his own hands, along with many of Richards's fertile lands.4!2

Impoverished and deeply out of favour, Diarmait MacMurchada’s offer of power, riches,
adventure and his daughter’s hand in marriage proved irresistible to Richard. His uncle Hervey de
Montmorency went with the first wave of soldiers and landed at Bannow in 1169.413 Then in
August 1170, Richard landed at Waterford, captured the city and almost immediately celebrated

his marriage to Aoife Ni Diarmait.414

Together with the forces of Diarmait MacMurchada, Strongbow then set out to take the city of
Dublin and, having done so, embarked on further raids into Meath. Following Diarmait’s death
at Ferns in 1171, Richard became Lord of Leinster through the support of Diarmait’s son
Domnall. Despite the Normans holding out against Ruaidri O Conchobair’s siege of Dublin,
Richard’s troubles were just beginning. King Henry II returned from his continental dominions
to England and, delaying only long enough to gather together an army and provisions, made
ready a large expedition to Ireland. In the meantime, the king had sequestered Richard’s estates in
England and south Wales. King Henry II claimed that he had given Strongbow permission to go
to Ireland in jest and never actually expected him to follow through. When Strongbow showed
signs of gathering an army and setting sail from Pembrokeshire, King Henry ordered him to stop.

Apparently, Strongbow ignored this order and sailed for Ireland.#!5> Whether this is true or if
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Henry used this as an excuse to halt Strongbow’s successful land grab is unknown. It would be
fair to say that Strongbow’s new powerful position as heir to the kingship of Leinster was a threat
to Henry. Strongbow had settled many tenants from Pembrokeshire on his new lands in
Ireland.41¢ With these loyal tenants in Ireland and his many allies still living in Pembrokeshire,
King Henry II may have feared that Strongbow might try to seize southwest Wales from his base

in County Wexford.4!7

The situation was only resolved when Richard (Strongbow) agreed to acknowledge King Henry
as his overlord. In thanks King Henry restored Richard’s titles, though not the earldom of
Pembroke; instead, he would be the Earl of Striguil (a title that afforded him no additional
lands).#18 Strongbow came somewhat back into favour with the king following his faithful service

in Normandy and was regranted the town of Wexford for his efforts.

When dividing up the land of County Wexford amongst his men, Richard kept Ferns as one of
his demesne manors under his personal control.419 He knew Ferns was symbolically important; it
had previously been Diarmait MacMurchada's power base and was connected to the old Ui

Cheinnselaig kings.420

Richard spent time in Ferns when he could; for example, in 1172, he stayed in the demesne for
eight days.421 He later returned to Ferns to give his (illegitimate) daughter or sister in marriage to
Robert de Quency#2? Then in around 1175, Richard introduced the Knights Hospitallers to
County Wexford and granted them ten carucates (medieval units of land) and one burgage (plot

of rental land in a town) in Ferns.423
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Richard did not live long to enjoy his new lands and the accord with the king; he injured his foot
and died in April 1176. He was later buried in Christ Church Cathedral, Dublin 424

Aoife Ni Diarmait MacMurchada
His daughter be offered him to wife,

The thing in the world that be most loved. 425

Aoife Ni Diarmait (MacMurchada), sometimes called Eva of Leinster, was the daughter of
Diarmait and his second wife, Mér Ni Tuathail — niece of the famous Laurence O’Toole,
Archbishop of Dublin. Aoife was in her father’s retinue when he travelled to Bristol to seek
assistance and alliance with the Normans.#2¢ It was her hand in marriage that sealed the pact

between Diarmait and Richard de Clare.

She married Richard de Clare (Strongbow) in Waterford in late August 1171.427 This wedding is
famously depicted in a painting by Daniel Maclise (c.1854) that can be seen in the National
Gallery of Ireland.

Following Diarmait’s death in 1171 and after the execution of Conchobar MacMurchada
(Diarmait’s oldest legitimate son) by the king of Connacht Ruaidri Ua Conchobair in 1169, and
the blinding of another son Enna in 1168 by Donnchad Mac Gilla Pitraic King of Ossory,
Domnall Caomhdnach, the “illegitimate” (under English law) son of Diarmait MacMurchada,
became the most powerful male leader in the MacMurchada line. It should be noted that
illegitimacy was more of an English concept and that under Irish law, there would have been

nothing unusual about Domnall succeeding his father.

Domnall’s descendants were the MacMurchada Caomhdnach Kings of Leinster and the
MacMurrough-Kavanagh dynasty. However, due to his illegitimacy according to English Law, the

lordship of Leinster went to Aoife, the legitimate daughter of Diarmait, and thence through her
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to her husband Earl Richard FitzGilbert de Clare (Strongbow) and their heirs.428 Aoife and
Strongbow had two children; Gilbert de Clare, who died as a young boy in ¢.1185, and Isabel de

Clare. This younger child married a man who would leave a lasting legacy across Ireland and
Wales — William Marshal.

William Marshal

“The greatest Knight who ever lived.” 4>

The Earl of Pembroke, William Marshal (1146-1219), was undoubtedly one of the most
influential figures in Irish, Welsh and English history. He was a renowned and fearless knight and
a prolific builder who built castles, towns and abbeys across his vast territories in Ireland, Wales,

England and Normandy.

He served under no fewer than four different Kings of England and stood as Protector of the
Realm and Regent of England. He was one of the chief instigators and the force behind the
Magna Carta, a document that shaped Britain’s political destiny to this day. He is said to have
been the second richest man in Britain or Ireland during the 13th century and twice drove the

invading Welsh out of Norman-controlled Pembrokeshire.43

By the early 13th century, the Marshal family was in the ascendant in south Wales, with William
Marshal becoming one of the most powerful barons of the March. In 1189 through his marriage
to Isabel, daughter of Earl Richard de Clare (d. 1176) and Aoife Ni Diarmait, he took control of
both Pembroke and Netherwent (in Monmouthshire). Pembroke Castle as we find it today, was

largely built by him.431

He made his first visit to Ireland and County Wexford in the year 1220.432 While visiting his lands
in he undertook some of his most prodigious building efforts, including New Ross, Tintern

Abbey (named after Tintern Abbey in Wales founded by the de Clares), Hook Lighthouse and,
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most notably for our study area, Ferns Castle, which was completed by his son William the
Younger around 1224.433 Like Diarmait McMurchada and Strongbow before him, William

decided to keep Ferns for himself as a demesne manor.#34

After William Marshal’s death in 1219, he was succeeded in the lordship by five childless sons:
William the younger (d. 1231), Richard (murdered at the Curragh of Kildare in 1234), Gilbert
(killed in a riding accident in 1291), and Walter and Anselm both of whom died in 1245. In
contrast, his five daughters all had children. There are suggestions that contemporary superstition
ascribed the failure in the male line to the supernatural intervention of Albinus O’Molloy, Bishop
of Ferns, who had a dispute with William Marshal over some Irish lands. Getting no satisfaction

either in the earl’s lifetime or after his death, Albinus supposedly cursed the family.

The vast patrimony of the Marshals was divided among the numerous relatives of the daughters.
The lordship of Leinster ceased to exist. The earls of Pembroke ceased to guide the fortunes of the
March, and the partition of the Marshal lands left Pembroke separated even from Haverfordwest,

and County Wexford severed from the bulk of Leinster.43

It was during this period that King John of England was consolidating and attempting to stabilise
his power across a vast territory. That involved imposing his authority firmly on Scotland, Ireland,
Wales and England. It was for this reason he led an expedition through southwest Wales to Ireland

and imposed his will on Anglo-Norman barons and Irish chiefs alike.*3¢

Physical evidence of the Normans in County Wexford and Pembrokeshire:

The Cambro-Normans (Welsh-Normans) left physical evidence of their presence in County
Wexford, which can be seen today. This evidence is often part of the touristic appeal of the county
and includes the imposing walled towns of New Ross and Wexford, as well as the beautiful abbeys

of Tintern and Dunbrody.
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Looking more closely at our case study area of north County Wexford there is plenty of Anglo-
Norman and Cambro-Norman evidence to be seen. These invaders had an extensive building
program which saw mottes constructed across the county. Motte and baileys were useful tools for
invasion; they were easy and quick to construct and allowed a large area to be controlled by a few
soldiers.437 If a natural high point could not be found to convert into a motte (earthen mound),
then one was artificially constructed. A wooden tower was then built on top of the motte. The
motte was often surrounded by a ditch and accessed by a bridge with a bailey (area enclosed by a
wooden palisade).#3¥ Mottes were built in north Wexford at Pallis, Loggan, Castletown
(Monagarrow), Ardamine (Middleton), Ballymore, Curralane, Glascarrig, Kilmuckridge,
Ballymoty More and Motabeg.439

The motte site at Loggan was built on top of the earlier inauguration site of the Ui Cinsealaigh.#40
The motte at Glascarrig was built by Raymond le Gros or his nephew Caunton on a site which
may have served as the port of Ferns and is supposedly where Diarmuid Mac Murchada landed

when he returned from Wales in 1167.441

Minor mottes were also built in the study area and are found at Tinnick, Inch and possibly
Barnaree. Other styles of Anglo-Norman defensive structures such as ‘ringworks’ were
constructed at Ballymoty More and Dunanore and possibly Ballyorley upper. Ringwork castles

were defended by a surrounding ditch and palisade with a fortified gate tower.442

There were also the impressive early stone castles built in Ferns (by the Marshal family from
Pembrokeshire) and Enniscorthy (built by the de Prendergast’s from Pembrokeshire).#43 “Castle

design in Ireland was clearly influenced by what was being built in Wales and vice versa.”444 David
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Sweetman carried out archaeological excavations at Ferns Castle in the 1970s.445 The castle was
the stronghold of the Marshal family until 1324, when it was noted as being in a bad state of
repair. The excavations revealed that the castle fell into disuse in the middle of the 14th century
and was reoccupied in the 17th and 18th centuries, but by the second half of the 18th century, it

was totally ruined.446

Glascarrig, on the shores of the Irish Sea north of Cahore Point in County Wexford, is a religious
site that indicates connections between County Wexford and Pembrokeshire. Glascarrig
monastery was established around 1193 by the Order of Tiron (founded by St Bernard of Tiron,
originated in France in the early 12th century). It was a relatively small order and the priory at
Glascarrig, which was dedicated to St Mary, was their only foundation in Ireland. It was a
dependency of St Dogmell’s in Pembrokeshire and was founded with the support of the
Cauntentons or Condons, an Anglo-Norman family. The priory was likely a point of departure
for journeys over and back across the Irish Sea. The early abbots were probably of Welsh origin,
but over the following centuries, as the MacMurchadas gained control of north County Wexford
once more, they took to appointing the abbots. Like all Irish monasteries, Glascarrig was dissolved
in the 1530s during the reign of King Henry VIII. Today only one wall remains as a reminder of

this once unique connecting point between County Wexford and Pembrokeshire. 447

Though the Anglo-Normans were settled in Pembrokeshire and it became a predominantly
English speaking shire, often known as “Little England beyond Wales”,48 there is very little
physical evidence of the Anglo-Normans within the case study area of northwest Pembrokeshire.
This is most likely due to the case study area being located beyond the so-called Anglo-Norman
frontier. The Anglo-Normans built around fifty mottes and castles along the frontier to protect

the more southern inhabitants of Pembrokeshire. Though it was never a proper frontier, it

445 Sweetman, PROC, RIA, vol 79, sect ¢

446 Tbid, p. 241

447 William H. Grattan-Flood, “Glascarrig Priory, County Wexford,” Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ire-
land, vol. 35, no. 2 (1905), 164-170; Niall C.E.J O’ Brien, “Glascarrig Priory - An interim history” North Wexford His-
torical Society, (2012), Accessed November 2019, http://northwexfordhistoricalsociety.com/2015/12/article-glascarrig-
priory-an-interim-history/.

448 “Program 3 the Norman conquest of Pembrokeshire,” Walking through History, accessed April 2020, http://
www.channel4.com/microsites/W/Walking-Through-History/Walking-Through-History3-Pembrokeshire.pdf


http://northwexfordhistoricalsociety.com/2015/12/article-glascarrig-priory-an-interim-history/
http://northwexfordhistoricalsociety.com/2015/12/article-glascarrig-priory-an-interim-history/

included Laugharne castle and the castle at Roch.#4? This frontier is known as the Landsker line
and stretches from St Davids to Amroth (outside our study area).#50 Most of the people north of
the line were native Welsh speakers, and most of the people south of the Landsker line were
English-speaking Norman settlers.#>! A thousand years on from the time of Norman settlement
in southern Pembrokeshire, the cultural divide remains. In 2015, researchers at the Welcome
Trust Centre for Human Genetics reported "unexpectedly stark differences between inhabitants

in the north and south of the Welsh county of Pembrokeshire” in DNA signatures.452

Physical evidence of the Anglo-Normans is mainly concentrated at St Davids. The spectacular St
Davids Cathedral was first constructed on the site of an older church by the Norman bishop Peter
de Leia in 1180. The present St David's Cathedral building mainly dates from 1180 to 1220.
Although alterations and additions were made between the 12th and 16th centuries, much of its

architecture is Norman.453

The town of St Davids was also a chartered borough, something which is distinctly Norman. A
ringwork castle once stood at Parc-y-Castell in St Davids; outside of the ringwork were the
remains of a rectangular outer bailey. The ringwork’s origins are unknown as there is no recorded

history, but some have speculated that it was built by the Anglo-Norman bishops of St Davids in

AD1115 to protect them from attacks.454

Further Evidence of the Normans: Welsh surnames in County Wexford
As discussed above, many Cambro-Norman knights helped Diarmait MacMurchada and Strong-

bow retake Leinster. Afterwards, they were given lands and settled in the area, the legacy of which

can be seen in the abundance of Welsh surnames still used in County Wexford today.
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In Ireland, one of the most common surnames found in almost every county is Walsh or Breath-
nach; this name literally means “Welsh’ in Irish. Those with the surname “Walsh’ in the southeast
of Ireland (around County Wexford) are believed to be descended from Philip ‘the Welshman’
who settled there during the Norman invasion.455 Another name found in County Wexford is
Keating; it comes from the Welsh word Cethyn meaning dark. This family originally came from

Pembrokeshire and settled in County Wexford.45¢

Other common names found around the county of Wexford come from Cambro-Norman
knights who travelled from Pembrokeshire in the 12th century. Their names include FitzGilbert,
FitzStephen, de Pendergast, Montmorency, de Quincy, de Barry, Carew, Caunteton and Roche.
Surnames such as Prendergast (a former village in Pembrokeshire was called Prendergast, it is now
a suburb of Haverfordwest), Roche (Castle in Pembrokeshire), de Barry (island of Barry of the
south-west coast of Pembrokeshire),7 Carew and Canton were taken from places of origin in
Wales/Pembrokeshire.

The ancestor of all Irish Roches would seem to have been Godebert ‘the Fleming’, who held
Roch Castle in Pembroke in 1130. His son Robert Fitz Godebert de la Roch, and grandsons were

among the first invaders of Ireland and were given lands in County Wexford.48

The Later Medieval Period to the Recent Past

There are fewer direct connections between northwest Pembrokeshire and north County Wex-
ford in late-medieval and post-medieval times. However, they do share some historical experi-

ences, which are summarised below.

Pembrokeshire and County Wexford in the 1300s
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The Black Death blighted Europe in the 14th century. This deadly disease is believed to have
spread from fleas on rats aboard ships. Many of these ships arrived in the southern ports of Wales,
including Pembroke port, in 1349.45 The exact number of plague victims in Pembrokeshire is
unclear, as very little information on the disease and its effects on the general masses was recorded

at this time.

Like Pembrokeshire, County Wexford also suffered from the ravages of the Black Death in the
14th century. The disease spread to Ireland through the ports of Waterford, Dublin, New Ross
and Wexford.460 Densely populated and cramped Anglo-Norman settlements like New Ross and
Wexford suffered more from the Black Death than the smaller rural Gaelic settlements of north
County Wexford.*! As with Pembrokeshire, very little detail survives from the plague in County
Wexford. We do know that it did reach north of the county (our study area), as the Bishop of
Ferns, Groseld, died of the plague in 1348462

During the course of the 14th century, Anglo-Norman control diminished greatly, and areas of
Ireland under Gaelic domination increased, both in a political and cultural sense.#3 This was
certainly the case in Ferns, as the archaeological excavations at the castle have proved.#6* An
inquisition in 1324 determined that the castle was in a bad state of repair and the manor of Ferns
was worth nothing as the Irish had destroyed it.4¢> The English crown did gain control of the
castle at Ferns for a short while, but by the 1360s it was back in Gaelic Kavanaghs control until

1539.4¢6

Pembrokeshire and County Wexford in the 1400s
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During the 15th century, the Glyndwr Rising or the last War of Independence for Wales, took
place between 1400 and 1415.467 The rebellion, led by Owain Glyndwr, was popular throughout
Wales but not in anglicised Pembrokeshire. Even in Welsh-speaking northern Pembrokeshire,
there is no evidence of widespread support for the Glyndwr Rising.4¢8 In fact, King Henry IV was
raised 1,500 royal levies in Pembrokeshire to fight against Owain and 120 of his rebels in 1401.
King Henry’s soldiers were later defeated and humiliated at the battle of Mynydd Hyddgen,*6?
causing a number of prominent citizens from Pembrokeshire to defect to Glyndwr’s cause by

1403.

Though it looked as if loyal Pembrokeshire was to be invaded by Glyndwr and his rebel army, a
local man named Thomas Carew defeated part of Glyndwr’s army. A few weeks later, King Henry

and his army entered Wales, finally suppressing the rising.+70

There was no equivalent organised rebellion on the same scale as the Glyndwr Rising in County
Wexford. However, a Gaelic resurgence was sweeping through parts of Ireland at this time. Due to
the destabilising effects of the Black Death on Anglo-Norman Wexford; the MacMurchada family
were able to expand their power in north County Wexford.#”! The Anglo-Norman settlers, who
mainly hailed from Pembrokeshire, abandoned large parts of north County Wexford which were
now under Irish control.#72 This caused a north-south divide in the county, very similar to what
was seen in Pembrokeshire at the time, with a northern area that spoke the native language and
continued native traditions and a southern area that was more English in nature. Though not
quite a Landsker line, by 1441, southern Wexford was often acknowledged by the English as a

second Pale.473

By the end of the century, north County Wexford was firmly in control of the Irish and the Welsh

settler population was confined to southern baronies such as Forth, Bargy and Shelburne. This
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settler population became increasingly isolated from Dublin and the rest of the colony, so much
so that a unique dialect named Yola emerged that was still in use in the nineteenth century. Yola
was derived from Middle English as spoken by the wave of colonisers in the 12th and 13th

centuries. Some phrases and words of Yol are still in use in southern County Wexford today47+

Later in the 15th century, the Wars of the Roses dominated England and, to a lesser extent,
Pembrokeshire and County Wexford. Pembrokeshire native Jasper Tudor was the half brother of
the Lancastrian king of England, Henry VI. The king made Jasper Tudor the Earl of Pembroke in
1452.475 When the War of the Roses broke out, Jasper fought in the Battle of Mortimers Cross on
the Lancastrian side. His army was made up of men from Wales (particularly Pembrokeshire) and
Irish mercenaries supplied by James Butler, Earl of Ormond.#7¢ They were defeated by the
Yorkists, but Jasper prevailed in the end by helping his nephew Henry Tudor, who was born in

Pembroke Castle, to land an army in Pembrokeshire in 1485 and claim the English throne.477

The impact of the Wars of the Roses was felt in Ireland. Some of the island’s noble Anglo-Nor-
man families, such as the Butlers and FitzGeralds, fought against each other on the Lancastrian
and Yorkist sides. Sir John Butler seized the town of Wexford in 1462. He was a strong supporter
of the Lancastrians and the younger brother of James Butler, Earl of Ormond, who had fought at
Mortimers Cross. John's takeover of Wexford was challenged by the Yorkist Earl of Desmond.
They met in open field combat, the Earl of Desmond won and held a parliament in Wexford

town.478

Pembrokeshire and County Wexford in the 1500s

The 1500s brought the Reformation to Pembrokeshire and County Wexford. However, it was
only during the reign of Queen Elizabeth that religious loyalties began to change significantly.
The Anglicised southern half of Pembrokeshire was more willing to accept the religious and

constitutional changes brought about by the Reformation, but the people of northern
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Pembrokeshire required more time and enticement. The translation of the Bible into Welsh in
1588 was a significant watershed moment for the people of northern Pembrokeshire.47?
Conversion to Protestantism was relatively peaceful, with few deaths and some exiles. A
government report from 1603 showed there were 808 Catholic recusants, 145 of which were from
the diocese of St Davids within our case study area. By 1621 this had dropped to 15, and in 1624
there were only ten recusants in St Davids,*30 demonstrating that the Catholic hold in northwest

Pembrokeshire was gradually fading.

During the 16th century, Ireland witnessed great turmoil and uncertainty. Throughout the
century, English monarchs sought to increase control over their Irish colonies, and in the process,
exported to Ireland many of the problems that existed in Tudor England, problems of
constitutionalism, the relationship between crown and local government, and above all, the issue

of religious conformity.481

The Reformation was unsuccessful in Ireland as religion was strongly linked to tradition. The
‘enduring presence of an institutional church and the abiding adherence of the Irish people to the
traditions of the Catholic faith’#482 are reasons behind the enduring Catholicism of the Irish.
Unlike Pembrokeshire, where there were no monasteries dissolved within our case study area by
King Henry VIII, monasteries in north County Wexford suffered. For example, St Mary’s
Augustinian abbey in Ferns was dissolved in 1538, Enniscorthy priory and Enniscorthy Abbey
were disbanded in 1539, and Glascarrig priory was dissolved in 1541. However, other religious

institutions, such as Ferns Cathedral, survived this era.

Another crucial moment in Anglo-Cambro-Irish relations took place in 1541 when the Irish
Parliament passed the Act for Kingly Title. Ireland was formally transformed into a kingdom
under King Henry VIII and his successors, as opposed to a lordship that the kings of England
technically held by a grant of the papacy.483 The policy of ‘surrender and regrant’ came into use.
Gaelic chieftains surrendered their lands and submitted to the crown, which then regranted the

land and Anglicised titles back to them. The policy had notable early successes and seemed viable

479 Turvey, Pembrokeshire a Concise History, 79.
480 Turvey, Pembrokeshire a Concise History, 80.
481 Megis, 1997, 57.

482 Ibid, 141

483 Gibney, A Short History of Ireland, 1500 - 2000, p. 17



in the 1540s, but uprisings and revolts became more frequent over the decades, leading to great

unrest in the 1600s

Pembrokeshire and County Wexford in the 1600s
Life was different in Ireland and Wales in the 1600s. Where Wales had steady agriculture and in-

dustry, Ireland was mired in wars and famine. Corn shortages were common across Ireland, caus-
ing widespread starvation and large amounts of immigration to Britain via Pembrokeshire. On the
28th of August 1628, the Justices of the Peace for Pembrokeshire wrote to the council complain-
ing that numerous poor Irish had been brought to Pembrokeshire by sea and had landed without

official passes.

The justices also reported that Pembrokeshire fishermen were taking advantage of the wave of
immigration from Ireland by smuggling immigrants into the county for 3 shillings per person.484
Though the document does not specify where these immigrants were from in Ireland, the closest
point to Pembrokeshire is County Wexford.#85 By April 1629 the price of passage had been upped
to 5 shillings per person. Within a month, 300 Irish immigrants had landed in Pembrokeshire
with fishermen dropping them on rocks and in creeks, away from major harbours for fear of being

caught.48¢

As well as large-scale migration, war was a significant part of life in the 17th century. During Eng-
land’s first Civil War (1642-1646), Pembrokeshire was on the side of the Parliamentarians, where-
as the rest of Wales was staunchly Royalist. During the second Civil War (1648-1649), the local
Pembrokeshire units of the New Model Army mutinied as they hadn’t been paid. This resulted in
the siege of Pembroke Castle, where Cromwell tried to starve the occupants before bringing in
heavy artillery. The castle was damaged by canon to stop it from being held again, and only one of
the leaders of the rebellion was executed. That leader was Poyer, and his name was chosen by a

child drawing lots.487

484 Aubrey Gwynn, "Early Irish Emigration to the West Indies: Part II,” Studies: An Irish Quarterly Review 18, no. 72
(1929): 648-63. Accessed June 16, 2020. www jstor.org/stable/30095213. 661.
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The next time Oliver Cromwell came to Pembrokeshire was to launch his invasion of Ireland.
Unlike Pembrokeshire, Ireland was mainly Royalist. Also, unlike Pembrokeshire, Irish towns that
held out against Cromwell did not receive sympathetic treatment. Wexford, for example, was
under siege in October 1649, a year after the Pembroke castle siege. As at Pembroke Castle,
Cromwell focused his artillery on Wexford Castle.488 While trying to negotiate a surrender,
Cromwell’s army breached the town walls and sacked Wexford. Cromwell claimed the attack
could not be stopped. During the rampage that followed, 2,000 royalist soldiers and 1,500

civilians from Wexford were killed 489

Almost forty years later the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688 was looked on by the people of
Pembrokeshire with indifference.#?® Their main fear was how it would affect the Catholic Irish
and, in turn, how it would bring huge levels of migration into Pembrokeshire again.#°! Nearly all
of Ireland was in favour of King James, but there was also opposition that would eventually lead
to the famous Battle of the Boyne, all of which was far from County Wexford. Despite the general
population of County Wexford showing very little interest in either king, the Cromwellian settlers
living in the county were scared. They sent secret messengers to King William, offering allegiance

and assistance.

These messengers were afraid to return to County Wexford, so one of King William’s officers
known as ‘Spitfire Charlie’ carried “Williams assurance of aid and protection to his loyal friends in

Wexford” 492 In return ‘Spitfire Charlie’ was rewarded with houses and land in the county.4%3

488 James Jeffery, Ireland: The Struggle for Power : From the Dark Ages to the Jacobites.

489 “What is the Story Behind Cromwell’s Bloody Sack of Wexford?” Historyhit, accessed April 2020, https://www.his-
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Pembrokeshire and County Wexford in the 1700s

The Last Invasion of Britain

County Wexford was a hotbed of activity during the rebellion of the United Irishmen in 1798.
What is less well-known is the connection between the United Irishmen and Pembrokeshire,
centred on the Battle of Fishguard, also known as “The Last Invasion of Britain’, which took place
in 1797. The so-called ‘Last Invasion of Britain’ took place when a French force landed not far
from Goodwick while Britain was at war with revolutionary France. The British government was
concerned the French would mount an invasion, and the French believed that it was possible to
promote rebellion among the disenchanted poor who often lived and worked in dire

conditions.4%4

A French invasion force of about 1,500 convicts and mercenaries was dispatched under the
command of the American General Tate. There were four vessels in the expeditionary force, and
Tate had instructions to land most of his troops on the coast of Ireland with a smaller force to be
put ashore either at Bristol or on the shore of Cardigan Bay. However, a combination of muddled
instructions, poor planning and unfavourable winds caused the four vessels to round St Davids

Head together on the morning of 22nd February 1797.49

The vessels were sighted and recognised as French naval ships by Thomas Williams of Treleddyn
Farm. By the time the vessels reached Fishguard Bay, the locals were expecting them. One blank
shot from Fishguard Fort convinced the invaders that there was an armed garrison ashore, so they

retreated to sea. In truth, the fort had no ammunition at all.49%

Out of sight of the town of Fishguard and under the guidance of James Bowen (a local man
convicted of horse-stealing and pressed into service in France as a mercenary), Carregwastad Point
was selected as the landing place. The first troops went ashore in the afternoon, and the operation

continued into the night. By morning all the troops and supplies had been ferried ashore.497

494 John, Pembrokeshire Folk Tales, 37-38.
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Tate established his headquarters at Trehowel Farm, and French troops took control of Carnwnda
Rocks, the highest point in the area. The local military leadership were in disarray since there was
no organised body of soldiers to oppose the French and a shortage of arms and ammunition, but
the invaders failed to capitalise on the situation, mainly due to discontent and lack of discipline

among the invading soldiers.498

The invaders encountered hostility and active opposition in the area and failed to ignite their
“peasants’ revolt.” As luck would have it, a Portuguese trading vessel had gone aground in the
vicinity a month or so earlier, and there were plentiful supplies of Portuguese wine in all the local
farms and cottages. As Thursday, 23rd February, wore on, more and more of the men (and their

officers) became drunk, and by the evening, every semblance of discipline had disappeared.+%?

The local gentry, Lord Cawdor, assumed command of 575 local militiamen. Having almost
walked into a French ambush at Manorowen, Lord Cawdor withdrew to Fishguard for the night.
There were no proper military engagements, but legend has it that a group of Welsh women, in
their traditional flannel costumes and tall hats, paraded round and round a hill near Fishguard,
giving the invaders the impression that an endless line of troops was marching in to reinforce the
local garrison. Whether this was a deliberate ploy on Lord Cawdor’s part or simply an accident of

fate, the invaders decided to surrender after less than 24 hours ashore.500

The French officers signed the surrender terms in the Royal Oak Inn in Fishguard on the morning
of Friday, 24th February. During the day, groups of French soldiers were rounded up. Many local
people were involved in the action, including “the Welsh heroine” Jemima Nicholas, who
captured twelve Frenchmen single-handed, armed only with a pitchfork. Later, when asked how

»
!

she had managed this heroic feat, she simply replied: “I surrounded them!” A hundred years after

the invasion, a memorial stone was erected for Jemima Nicholas against the wall of St Mary’s

Church, Fishguard.>01

The original plan was never to attack Fishguard, but rather Bristol and Newcastle instead, which

was to act as a distraction to the English while the main body of the French army (15,000 troops)
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landed in southern Ireland to help encourage rebellion.592 Ireland was ready for revolution, and a
year later, the 1798 Rebellion began. Though the United Irishmen uprising occurred in pockets
all over Ireland, the most brutal fighting happened in County Wexford. The Irish rebel forces
were led by a Catholic priest named Fr. John Murphy. Thousands marched with him through
north County Wexford taking the town of Enniscorthy. The rebel army then split with one half
focused on the north of the county and the other half on the south. The northern group camped
on Vinegar Hill in Enniscorthy and attacked Gorey and Bunclody before being chased off by
government forces into the foothills of Wicklow.593 Over the months of June and July,

government forces defeated the rebels, and there were mass executions.

The French army, which had aimed to help the rebellion, landed in County Mayo and were
defeated. Like the battle of Fishguard, the 1798 Rebellion ended in a government victory, the

defeat of a French army but on a far bloodier scale.

The Flmes Letters

The Elmes Letters were discovered by the late Dr W. K. Elmes in the garret of the family home at
Robinstown, Old Ross. There are between forty and fifty letters of varying degrees of legibility
written between 1786 and 1817. There are letters by several members of the Elmes family, mainly
between the father, Samuel Elmes and his sons, Thomas & Samuel Jnr and their cousin, Richard
Morris. Several of these give first-hand accounts of the troubled history of the period, in
particular, the 1798 Rebellion.

The violence caused the family, alongside the other inhabitants of Old Ross, to flee to Ross. It’s
not clear from the letters whether they were there before the battle of Ross or after. Thomas
Elmes, Samuel’s eldest son, seems to have joined the Ross Yeoman Cavalry and was at the scene of
the battles of Lacken Hill and Foulksmills, after which he returned home. When Samuel Elmes
returned home to Old Ross, he found his house burned and his cattle slaughtered. Samuel Elmes
Jnr., the second son, wrote to his father from Fishguard on the 21st of June 1798 to tell him that

he was safe, having escaped on a sloop owned by Thomas McCord. Samuel Jnr urges his father to

502 Turvey, Pembrokeshire a Concise History, 109.
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bring himself and the family to Fishguard for safety, describing how a thousand of their fellow

Irish have already escaped to Haverfordwest.504

Maritime Heritage and Trade Connections

Maritime trade linkages between County Wexford and Pembrokeshire have existed for millennia,
and ships have plied their trade back and forth across the Irish Sea carrying all manner of goods.
One particular industry from the 17th century illustrates this connection. In 1657, a syndicate of
London-based investors established an iron-making enterprise north of Enniscorthy. The land
market in Ireland was fluid in the aftermath of the Cromwellian conquest, and plentiful supplies
of timber made the smelting of iron ore a viable proposition. Much of the iron ore and the skilled

workers required for this new enterprise came from south Wales..505
Not all of the trade between Ireland and Wales, however, was strictly legal.

Smugglers and Pirates

Wine was the first commodity to be smuggled into Pembrokeshire in any quantity. The county
was a notable wine importer in the early Middle Ages, with merchants in Haverfordwest,
Pembroke and Tenby all engaged in legitimate trade with Gascony and Brittany. However, it
wasn’t just casks of contraband Rhenish and Malmsey finding their way ashore on moonless
nights. In Tudor and Stuart times, salt was smuggled into Pembrokeshire from France and
Ireland, being much in demand for preserving meat and herrings. There was also profit to be
made in smuggling goods out of the country. From medieval times onwards, British wool exports
were rigidly restricted and heavily taxed. Lewis Davy of Tenby was one of a number who
attempted to dodge the tarift in Elizabethan times by smuggling raw wool and woollen cloth

across the channel.

The response to this growth in illegal trading was the appointment of more and more customs
officials. The custom house opposite the castle in Pembroke was typical of many around Britain's
coast, being staffed by a Collector of Customs, a Comptroller and various Tide-Watchers. This

was at the height of the ‘golden age’ of smuggling, a period roughly between 1700 and 1850. The
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ings of the Royal Irish Academy: Archaeology, Culture, History, Literature, vol. 85C (1985): 101-144.



range of trading commodities had increased dramatically as the world opened up to European
navigators and seamen. Tea and tobacco, silks and fine lace, gin and French brandy were all luxury
goods with a ready market in Britain. The snag was that all these goods were subject to heavy
import taxes. At one time, customs duty on tea ran at 125 per cent, so it isn't surprising that of
the 13 million pounds of tea consumed in Britain in 1784, only five and a half million had been
imported legally. The smuggling of tobacco was even more profitable, and there was a great

demand for tobacco stalks for making snuff.

Goodwick was home to several notorious smugglers including, Francis Hayman, who, in 1713,
was finally apprehended by a courageous excise officer after a clifftop struggle involving pistols
and cutlasses. The brigand wasn’t in custody for long. The local magistrates who tried Hayman
granted him an immediate discharge — and no doubt received a cask of brandy each that night

from the grateful smuggler.

Two brothers from Devonshire named Rogers settled in Goodwick in the early 18th century and
operated an oil mill alongside a small quay. But their prosperity was only partly derived from the
mill because, as Richard Fenton described it, the brothers, under the mask of the oil mill, carried
on a very extensive contraband trade. It obviously paid dividends because the Rogers family built

an elegant villa above the quay — a building that eventually became the Fishguard Bay Hotel.

Piracy was also a problem. The Pelbam, an excise cutter from Beaumaris in Anglesey, was riding at
anchor in Porth Lysky bay near St Davids when around the headland appeared two large, heavily-
armed cutters and a wherry. In command of one of the smugglers’ vessels was the notorious Irish
bootlegger John Connor from County Wexford, who had been outlawed in 1767 for an attack on
two revenue cruisers.506 Connor’s colourful exploits made him something of a folk hero in
Ireland. As the smugglers opened fire on the helpless Pe/bam, the excisemen scrambled into their
rowing-boats and made a hurried escape. The smugglers contented themselves with boarding the
excise cutter and removing anything of value before running her onto the nearby rocks. The
shocked Commissioners of Customs offered a £200 reward for the conviction of any of the
offenders involved in this act of piracy and a free pardon to any smugglers prepared to come

forward and ‘shop” his accomplices. There were no takers.>07
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Shared Sorrows

Two poignant stories from the early nineteenth century illustrate the strong maritime
connections between Pembrokeshire and north County Wexford. Both have been handed down
through the National Folklore Collection of Ireland, a treasure trove of local stories and folklore

recorded by Irish schoolchildren in the 1930s.508

The tragedy of the Tinnaberna Fishermen took place in the 1810s. Tinnaberna was a small fishing
village on the north county Wexford coast near Kilmuckridge. Two fishing cots set out to sea on
the feast of St Martin’s, November 11th. Both were blown out far into the Irish Sea by a storm.
One was lost, but the second made land on the coast of Wales. The crew were given food and
shelter by a farmer but could not communicate with him as he only spoke Welsh. The men
eventually sailed back to Ballycotton, County Cork and walked back to Wexford to be greeted by
relatives who thought they had been lost at sea.50? The story of the tragedy became the subject of a

ballad still sung locally.510

In October 1827, the schooner Elizabeth sank off Duffcarrick Head, north of Courtown, with
the loss of all twenty-nine hands. The ship was out of Milford in Pembrokeshire, and its captain
William Grifhiths was a native of Fishguard. His body was interred in County Wexford soil in
Prospect Cemetery near Ballymoney. It is not known if the bodies of the other crew members

were recovered. A fine headstone can still be seen to this day with the inscription below.>11

Here lie the remains of William Griffiths of Fishguard, Pembrokeshire, S. Wales, late master of the
schooner Elizabeth of Milford, who closed his earthly voyage with all the crew on the 28th Oct. 1827
Aged 35 years.

From many storms and dangers

the Lovd delivered me

508 This remarkable cultural asset is available on https://www.duchas.ie/en thanks to the National Folklore Collection,
UCD.
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Through Neptune's waves and Boreas from
all be set me free.

But at a rock nigh bere I lost my

tender breath

In high rough waves and breaking seas

I sufffered pangs of Death.512

Abermawr and the Cable Station

During the storm of 1859, over 400 ships were lost, including The Royal Charter, off the coast of
Anglesey. The shingle bank in Abermawr (within the case study area of the northwest coast of
Pembrokeshire) was formed at the same time. The remains of trees, visible at low tide, are part of a
sunken forest submerged about S000 BC. The small bay was intended as the terminal for
Isambard Kingdom Brunel’s railway but was abandoned; traces of pier abutments and the bed of

a railway may still be seen.

Abermawr was the sight of the Cable Station connecting Britain to Ireland and on to America.
The first cables were laid in 1862 by the Cable Ship Berwick. It was over 60 miles long and ran
from Abermawr to Wexford. A second cable was laid in 1880 from Abermawr to Blackwater, in
north County Wexford and a third line was later laid between Blackwater and Parc y Morfa near

Fishguard (all within our case study areas).513

19th and 20th century migration

In common with many other parts of Britain, Wales experienced an influx of Irish migrants in the
wake of the Great Irish Famine (1845-1852). There was already an established, prosperous trade
in coal between south Wales and southern Ireland. Many of the ships returning to Wales from Ire-
land carried refugees fleeing the famine. The vast majority of Irish migrants arrived in the indus-
trial port towns of south Wales, such as Cardift and Newport, having left from ports in counties

Cork, Waterford and Wexford.

512 “Headstone recordings,” North Wexford Historical Society, accessed November 21, 2019, http://northwexfordhistor-
icalsociety.com/headstone-recordings/.

513 “1883 Fishguard (Wales) - Blackwater (Ireland) Cable,” Atlantic cable, accessed 17th of April 2020, https://atlantic-
cable.com/Cables/1883Fishguard-Blackwater/index.htm.


https://atlantic-cable.com/Cables/1883Fishguard-Blackwater/index.htm
https://atlantic-cable.com/Cables/1883Fishguard-Blackwater/index.htm

Census returns give some indication of the numbers involved. According to the 1841 Census,
there were 8,021 people of Irish birth resident in Wales. Ten years later, that figure had increased
by over 100% to 20,738. The statistics indicate that Pembroke was not as strongly impacted as
other parts of Wales. There were 292 Irish-born people in Pembrokeshire in 1841, and this in-
creased to 703 by 1851.514 The lower numbers of Irish migrants living in Pembrokeshire may be
due to Pembroke not being as industrialised as other cities such as Cardiff, and therefore offering

tewer work prospects.

In the 1901 Irish census, 27 people living in County Wexford were born in Wales. The Irish cen-
sus generally gives very little detail beyond country of birth. However, some records note people
born in south Wales, possibly in Pembrokeshire. They include a coachman named William Wood
and George Thomas, a retired smith. Fortunately, the Frost family provided the census with extra
details on birth locations; one of their children was born in St Davids, Pembrokeshire, in 1892.515
The 1901 census showed that most of the Welsh settlers living in County Wexford chose to live
near the ports of southern County Wexford, but about eight of the twenty-seven Welsh people

decided to live in north County Wexford within the case study area.5!6

In the 1911 census in Ireland, the number of Welsh-born people living in County Wexford
jumped from 27 to 66. Again the census mainly records birth location as “Wales”, but in some
cases, we are offered more information. For example, Thomas William, John William, James
Straud, Benjamin Evans, John Garmon and James Creese were all born in Pembrokeshire. All of
these men worked as crew members on a packet boat. Only nine of the sixty-six Welsh-born peo-
ple of County Wexford chose to live in the northern part of the county, and the rest lived in the

south of County Wexford, closer to the ports.517

Wales has a more extensive collection of censuses available to examine. During this period, dozens
of people from County Wexford appeared to live in Pembrokeshire. Mainly, the census only
records the county of Wexford, but in some instances, extra details are given that show that people

from north County Wexford were living in Pembrokeshire. For example, a man named John Tool,
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born in Gorey in 1863, was living in Pembrokeshire and working as a seaman during the 1881
census.>!®  There was also a young girl named Annie O’Regan who was born in Morriscastle,
County Wexford and was living with her family in Llanwnda near Fishguard during the 1881 cen-

sus.>19

Folklore of north Wexford and Pembrokeshire

A number of folktales connecting this project’s focus areas exist. North Pembrokeshire benefits
from the efforts of author Brian John in collecting local stories into three volumes Pembrokeshire
Folk Tales,520 More Pembrokeshire Folk Tales>?! and Fireside Tales>22 from Pembrokeshire. Among
the stories that connect our regions are those of St David, St Aidan and St Patrick. Others are
linked by themes and creatures such as mermaids and pirates. In County Wexford, folklorist
Michael Fortune5?3 has spent many years gathering oral histories and folktales, and other authors
like Nicky Rossiters24 and Brendan Nolans25 have also published on the region's folklore. Further

work on connecting folktales will be undertaken during the course of the project.

Enduring Traditions at Mesur-y-Dorth

Three-quarters of a mile from Croes-goch along the north Pembrokeshire coast is a place called
Mesur-y-dorth (The Measure of the Loaf), where there is a stone with a carved image of a Celtic
cross. Some say this is the place pilgrims would share their last meal before arriving at St Davids,
and others believe this is where bread was shared amongst the poor. In the tale of Culbwch and
Olwen, Arthur returns from Ireland having stolen a magical cauldron, and the story claims that he
landed back in Wales ‘at Porth Cerddin in Dyfed, and there is Mesur y Pair’ (The Measure of the

Cauldron).526
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St Brynach’s Blarney Stone

St Brynach was an Irish monk who was a contemporary and friend of St David. Legend has it that
he lived part of his life at Nevern and 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. St David often stayed with his friend on his journeys between his monastery at St Davids

and his other monastic community at Llanddewi Brefi.

One day St 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), St Brynach asked St David what he was going to do with it. St David replied that he was

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

St Brynach liked the look of the stone, and soon convinced St David that it was really rather
arrogant to carry around a monument to oneself. Besides, he would probably injure himself
carrying such a weight all that way. St David 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

becoming known as “St Brynach's Cross”.527

The Arrival of Magpies to Ireland

A curious connection between county 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.528 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 County Wexford.

Among his many observations on life in the county, 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
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County 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.5%?

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.

Crossing Between Pembrokeshire and County Wexford

The First Flight from Britain to Ireland

On the 22nd of April 1912, Denys Corbett Wilson flew from Britain to Ireland — the first man
to do so, just a few days after another pilot was killed while trying to accomplish the same feat.
After taking off at Pencw, Goodwick, ‘Blebott” Wilson’s Bleriot aircraft was slowed by a heavy
shower of rain and fog, but after an hour and forty-minute flight, he landed safely in a field near
Enniscorthy, Wexford. Corbett Wilson received little recognition or comment for his achievement
at the time, as the Titanic sank a week earlier. Corbett Wilson died three years later while on an

intelligence-gathering raid in Belgium.530
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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”.
p p

The three young lads set sail on the plywood canoe at 11 pm 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, 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 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
around the town before they were sent back home (along with their friend’s 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

hometown 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.>3!

From Enniscorthy to Spain

Mr Thomas Kehoe, a carpenter from Enniscorthy, County Wexford, inspired the young men who
took their friend’s canoe to Pembrokeshire. Thomas had tried to paddle his self-built canoe from
Enniscorthy to Spain in 1959. He wanted to prove that the journey could be made, but Mr Kehoe
ran into difficulties off the Pembrokeshire coast and had to land on Skomer island. He made his
way to the small city of St Davids, where he spent a week resting and getting ready for the next leg
of the journey. This included gathering supplies of chocolate and vitamins.532 Peter Donegan, a
member of the 1960 three-man canoe crew, remembered being in Marine Bar hearing about Mr
Kehoe’s journey and how the Irish Sea could never be conquered, which then inspired himself

and his friend to try it.533

Sailing to Ireland

When Fishguard harbour opened in 1906, three companies operated three different services to
Ireland. The Fishguard and Rosslare Railways and Harbor Co. had four steamers sailing between
Fishguard and Rosslare. The three companies continued to sail from Fishguard to Ireland until
1968, when B&I moved to Swansea, and the service to Wexford ended in 1978. By then, the port
of Fishguard had been modernised to provide a convenient roll-on roll-oft shipping service. The

Fishguard to Rosslare service is now run by Stena Sealink.534

In the 1950s, ex-pats originally from County Wexford who could afford their own car would

bring their families home from the UK on the mail boat from Fishguard. There was no roll-on,

531 “Canoe Crossing Of Irish Sea,” published in the Times newspaper on the 20th of August 1960, accessed in the

Times archive on the 21st of April 2020 and Gorey Guardian, accessed April 2020,
532 “Enniscorthy man in Pembrokeshire,” The Times Archive, accessed April 2020,
533 “45th anniversary of trio's paddle across Irish Sea,” Gorey Guardian accessed on the 29th of April 2020

534 Ifans, Swyn Sir Benfro, 63.



roll-oft option on the mail boat from Fishguard; instead, the cars were held inside a huge net

attached to a crane and were lifted like catch onto the pier.>35

Dangers of Working in the Mines

Local stories from the Schools Folklore Collection demonstrate migratory links between County
Wexford and Wales. These stories relate to New Ross and Wellington Bridge, both in the southern
part of County Wexford and don’t mention specific locations in Wales. However, they do
illustrate that there may be similar stories waiting to be uncovered that highlight direct
connections between north County Wexford and Pembrokeshire in terms of the movement of

people in recent centuries.

The first story is about a poet from New Ross who was injured while working in the coal mines of

Wales;

“In the year 1878 there was a man born in Ballyrue, New Ross, named Martin Foley. He was a
farm labourer for some time. He met with an accident in a coal mine in Wales, and he received

injuries in the eye and it was removed from his head. He returned to New Ross where he

composed many songs and poems which are locally sung at the present time. He is still living in
England.”s3¢

Additionally, a ghost story about another New Ross man also references the mines of Wales.

“In the year 1894, there was a man named Richard Reeves, killed in a coal mine in Wales. Pat
Reeves his brother was working on a farm, whose owner was Mr. Thorpe. At that time there was
a dance held at "The Long Meadow Gate" every night. One moonlight night, he was coming
home late from the dance. As he approached the avenue gate, he heard laughter and talk. As he
opened the gate, he saw his dead brother Richard coming towards him, laughing and talking as if

he wanted to shake hands with him.

Pat ran home as quickly as he could and fainted when he reached the door. When he recovered

from his shock, he wept bitterly. His mother questioned him to know what was wrong, and when

535 Rossiter, Lost Wexford, the Forgotten Heritage, 43.

536 “Vol. 0897, p.241,” Schools Folklore Collection, accessed January 6, 2020, https://www.duchas.ie/ga/cbes/
5009325/5007312/5134887.



https://www.duchas.ie/ga/cbes/5009325/5007312/5134887
https://www.duchas.ie/ga/cbes/5009325/5007312/5134887

he told her what he had seen she also wept bitterly. They had Masses offered for his soul and he

was never seen afterwards.”>3”7

Clearly, there were connections between Wales and Wexford in terms of migration and trade
throughout the modern era. What is less apparent from the published literature are specific
connections between the two study areas for this project, north County Wexford and north-west
Pembrokeshire. Local research and discussion during the community consultation phase of the

project will help to shed more light on this.

Welsh words and casual expressions:
Several Welsh words and casual expressions are used in Pembrokeshire and beyond that reference
the Irish. The word Gwyddel, for example, means Irishman; the stem of this word Gwyddel comes

from gwydd, meaning wild, barbaric and uncultivated.>38

Some of the common expressions in Wales can sometimes be quite negative. For instance, Tro
gwyddelig refers to a dirty trick, but it literally translates to an Irish trick. Another example of this
is Gwyddel hyll which is a term of reproach for someone but again refers to them as Irish. There
are more elaborative examples that feature in common Welsh phrases such as Wyt ti'n ffrwtian fel
Gwyddel which translates to you are farting like an Irishman, or Liwch wedyn o’ pyllau plum yn y
topian, yn Wyddel o Beth, which means a devil of a problem or literally an Irishman of a thing.539

So far, we are unaware of any Irish equivalent phrases that feature the Welsh, but it would appear
that there are similarities in our native languages. Irish and Welsh are Celtic languages, but they
are very different; Irish is a Goidelic language, and Welsh is Brittonic. Despite this, some of our
words are very similar. This may be due to cultural exchange, the movement of people or the

influence of Latin in both countries.

Clear examples of similarities between Irish and Welsh words can be found in words such as:

Small: beag (Irish)- bach (Welsh)
Big: moér (Irish)- mawr (Welsh)

537 “Vol. 0897, pp.242-243.,” Schools Folklore Collection, accessed January 6, 2020, https://www.duchas.ie/ga/cbes/
5009325/5007312/5134887.

538 Mac Cana, “Ireland and Wales in the Middle Ages,” 27.

539 Mac Cana, “Ireland and Wales in the Middle Ages,” 27.
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Narrow: caol (Irish)- cul (Welsh)
Wide: leathan (Irish)- llydan (Welsh)
Black: dubh (Irish)- du (Welsh)
Stomach: bolg (Irish)- bol (Welsh)

In the Welsh-speaking part of Pembrokeshire, the Irish word for hill (¢zoc) is still used today and is

written as cnwc.540

Stories from Rbygyfarch’s Life of St David

STORY: Miracle at Dewi’s Baptism
When [Dewi] was baptised by Ailbe, Bishop of Munster, at the same place, a spring of very clear

water suddenly appeared, springing up for the administration of the baptism, where none had
ever been seen before. Furthermore, it healed the eyes of the blind Mobi, who held [Dewi] while

he was being baptised . . .

STORY: Dewi’s Education

The place where Dewi was educated is called Vetus Rubus, the Old Grove; and he grew up full of
grace, pleasant to behold. There he learned the rudiments, the psalms, the readings of the whole
year, the masses, and the divine office. His fellow pupils saw a dove with a golden beak playing
about his lips, teaching him, and singing the hymns of God. But as time passed, he grew in virtues
and merits, and keeping his flesh innocent of a wife’s embraces, he was made a priest and elevated

to the sacerdotal rank.54!

STORY: Dewi and Boia

At the end of his missionary travels around the year 560 AD, Dewi . . . returned to Glyn Rhoson
with his faithful friends including Aidan, Teilo and Ismael, having been told by an angel that he
must found a monastery . . . To celebrate their arrival, their friends lit a fire. The smoke curled
lazily towards the rocky hillock of Clegyr Boia, where an old Iron Age hill fort had been occupied

by an Irish chieftain and his family. Boia (for that was his name) had terrorised the surrounding

540 Wmffre, “Post-Roman Irish settlement in Wales: new insights from a recent study of Cardiganshire placenames,” 54-
58.

541 Sharpe and Davies, “The Life of St David,” 117.



lands, and he was furious that some intruder was apparently preparing to settle not a mile from
his fort without even bothering to ask permission. On the insistence of his wife (who was a very
forceful woman) he gathered up his fighting men and went charging off to teach Dewi and his
friends a lesson. But as they 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 in their absence, all of their cattle and sheep had mysteriously dropped dead. Realising
that he was dealing with forces beyond his control, Boia returned to Dewi and humbly requested
mercy for himself, his men and his beasts. In return for obtaining possession of the site earmarked
for his monastery, Dewi made peace with Boia and restored his animals to life. So Boia and Dewi

became friends.

But Boia’s wife was even more incensed at the presence of the holy men and resorted to all sorts of
devices in order to drive them away. One of her ploys was to send her female slaves to bathe naked
in front of Dewi's monks and to play suggestive games and use lewd words. The monks were
sorely tempted and implored Dewi to leave the area. But their leader remained strong, and he

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 a 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. Then
she fled from the scene, totally mad, never to be seen again. Boia did not last much longer. He
decided to avenge himself by destroying Dewi and his community, but before he could bring his
plan to fruition another Irish chieftain called Lysgi (after whom Porthlysgi is named) invaded his
camp and cut off his head. Then, to complete this episode of divine retribution, fire came down
from heaven during a great thunderstorm and the whole of Boia’s camp was destroyed in a blazing
inferno. Over 1400 years later, when archaeologists came to excavate at Clegyr Boia, they found

the charred remains of huts and storehouses . . . 542

STORY: St Aidan
Another time, while his 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. St Aidan, being

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

542 Brian John, Pembrokeshire Folk Tales (Pembrokeshire: Greencroft Books, 1991), 18.



wood and harnessed the beasts, he started to walk back. Now, the road led to an abrupt precipice,
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 St 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
Easter Eve, while at prayer, an angel appeared to him, saying, “Tomorrow, at lunch, poison will be
served up to Dewi, your holy father. Send one of your servants to warn him.” St Aidan answered,
“There is no ship ready, and the wind is in the wrong direction for sailing.” The angel said to him,
“Let one of your disciples go down to the seashore, and I will transport him there.” The obedient
disciple made for the shore and entered the sea up to his knees, and a sea-beast took him and
carried him across to St Davids. When the Easter solemnities had ended, the holy father, Dewi,
made his way with the other monks to the refectory for dinner. St Aidan’s disciple met him 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). And St 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, and the third part Dewi blessed and ate with thanksgiving. All the monks looked at
him with wonder and amazement: but undaunted, Dewi confidently went on with his
responsibilities with no sign of the deadly poison. Dewi told the monks about all the things that

had been done by the cook, steward and servant, and they cursed them and threw them out.543

543 Sharpe and Davies, “The Life of St David,” 131-135.



STORY: St Aidan’s Bell
According to Rhygyfarch's writings, St David gifted St Aidan a little bell while he was living in

Pembrokeshire. This bell was known as Cruedin and was very dear to St Aidan. However, St
Aidan forgot this bell when he left Wales to return to Ireland. Sad to be parted with this gift, he
sent a messenger back to Wales to ask for it. St David was happy to send on the bell and said, 'Go,
boy to your master," and Cruedin was 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.544

s44 Rhygyfarch’s Live of St David, Bodleian Library, accessed 19th of January 2023: https://ota.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/repository/
xmlui/bitstream/handle/20.500.12024/0501/david1-0501.txt?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
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