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Introduction

I have always found history fascinating. Perhaps I have been lucky. Early on, my father – to whom history was a living, breathing thing – and my teachers at the old Pembroke Grammar School in west Wales imbued me with a love of the subject. Further study at college and university served only to add to my enthusiasm.

And yet, for many people history remains a dry, sterile topic. As a man once told me, he would rather have his teeth pulled without anaesthetic than read a history book! That attitude is such a shame – the gentleman concerned just doesn’t know what he is missing.

Unfortunately, many people feel the same. And much of the blame for such feelings or attitudes has to come down to bad teaching – not to mention bad writing. But if history teachers had only managed to catch the imagination of their pupils in the first place, had enthralled them with stories of the past, things would have been very different.

I think it was Rudyard Kipling who said that history would be far better remembered if it was taught through the medium of stories rather than as a simple litany of dates and information. And history has to be remembered if we are not to repeat the mistakes of the past. That, really, is its only purpose. As a writer and as a teacher I have always tried – in my books, in my lessons, in general conversation – to weave the story-tellers web.

So when the BBC asked me to write a series of weekly history blogs, I was happy to take on the project. But I was determined that each blog I wrote would be a story in itself – in effect a little piece of fascinating history, well known or obscure. As far as I was concerned this was to be history like your teachers would never have taught you. Effectively, what I wanted to write was history without the boring bits. I hope I managed to do that with the blogs in our wonderful, new electronic world – now it is the turn of the printed page to throw out the same degree of fascination, to catch the imagination of the reader.

The blogs or articles – give them whatever terminology you will, they are really snippets of historical fact – are presented here in a roughly chronological order. It was not possible to run them strictly in date order as several span the centuries and historical periods. But wherever and whenever possible they do run chronologically and can therefore be read as one continuous book or dipped into whenever the mood or interest takes you.

If the blog articles – I don’t know what else to call them – in this book manage to catch your interest then their purpose will have been achieved. It is then up to you, the reader, to go and find out more about the topics covered.

Read the book, then go on to uncover a new world of fact, fantasy and imagination. You won’t be disappointed.

Phil Carradice, St Athan, 2011
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1 – The Celts

Every autumn and winter, with the prospect of the forthcoming Six Nations Rugby Championship looming large in people’s minds, many red-blooded Welsh men and women (and Irish and Scots, too, come to that) become suddenly conscious of their Celtic roots.

We are all of us proud of our heritage. That applies whatever nationality we are – English, Irish, Scottish or Welsh. And rightly so. But how many of us are aware of the origins of the Celtic people of Wales? It is a fascinating story.

The Celts first arrived on our shores and began living in Britain – all of Britain, not just the extremities like Wales, Ireland and Scotland – in approximately 1000BC. Originating in the Danube area, they gradually moved northwards, a process of migration that took many hundreds of years. They were an adventurous and curious people and it was inevitable that, standing on the shores of what later became the English Channel, they should be attracted by the mysterious land they could see on the horizon.

The Celts came to Britain, first, as explorers, sailing their flimsy coracle craft across the waters of the Channel and the western seas, and landing on the southern coasts of the island. Over the next two hundred or so years they came to settle and stay. They were skilled workers in metals like bronze but they were also farmers who soon began to clear the forests and cultivate crops.

By the time the Romans arrived, between 43 and 85AD, the Celts were the dominant influence in Britain. These Celts were a fierce and warlike people, Julius Caesar himself commenting on the blue-painted warriors who attacked without fear, time after time, not knowing when they were beaten. However, faced by superior fire power in the shape of the Roman Legions, the Celts were gradually pushed back, out of the rich farmlands of central and southern England, to find refuge in the wild and rugged mountains of the west and north.

Ireland, Scotland and Wales were never fully integrated into the Roman Empire and Wales, in particular, was seen as something of a frontier zone. At one time over 30,000 legionary and auxiliary troops were stationed around the edges of the country, in bases like Caerleon and Chester. There were many bloody campaigns and battles in Wales, events like the killing and destruction of the Druids by Suetonius Paulinus on Anglesey in 61AD, but in general the Roman occupation of Britain had little long-lasting effect on Celtic art, language and culture.

When the Romans left in the years after AD410 Celtic culture was strong enough to resist that of the in-coming Saxons. By now the Celts spoke a language known as Common Celtic, a language that was divided into two strands – Goedelic which was spoken in northern Scotland and Ireland, and Brythonic which was the language of Wales and Cornwall. Brythonic was also spoken by the people in the areas around modern day Carlisle, Edinburgh and in Strathclyde.

While there were, to begin with, strong links between the Celts in Wales and those in the north of Britain, Saxon advances into the west were soon causing problems. Saxon victories at Dyrham in Gloucestershire and at Chester (AD577 and 615 respectively) isolated the Welsh from other Celtic peoples. And when King Offa of Mercia built his dyke in the middle years of the eighth century – an attempt to define the frontier of Mercia, not Wales, as many believe – it gave Wales, for the first time, an eastern frontier.
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A recreation of a typical Celtic village. Roofs are thatched, houses are round and the village is protected by a wooden fence.

Secure, now, behind this 150 mile ditch and palisade, the Celtic people of Wales were free to continue their lives, untroubled by what was going on over the border.

Iron Age Celts lived in round houses that were grouped together inside a series of circular ramparts. There was also a protective ditch, far more effective at keeping out wild animals than any attacking enemy force. They also had hillforts – over 500 of them having been discovered in Wale alone – but these were places of refuge, used only when a community was in danger or under direct attack.

It has been claimed that the Celts had over 4000 different gods and deities. Usually these gods represented crucially important elements such as the sun, sea, stars and wind.

The only people who could talk to the gods were the Druids, the Celtic priests, who had immense power in Celtic society. As there was no written language at this time, their knowledge and ritual was remembered in verse form and as a consequence the Druids were part of the privileged circle of poets, story tellers and musicians who surrounded the tribal chiefs.

After AD61 and the brutal killing of many, if not most, of the Druids on the shores of the Menai Straits, the power of these strange, intense men declined. Not until the modern incarnation – the Gorsedd – was created in the nineteenth century did the significance and importance of the Druidic order come to the forefront of Welsh society once more..

However, the Celts of the west and north retained their love of poetry and music, celebrating victory and lamenting defeat down the years. They have remained fiercely proud, independent peoples who are conscious of their heritage and their past history.

Small wonder, then, that battles – on the sports field these days, not in war – bring back feelings of belonging. Small wonder that they stir the pride of nationhood.

Read The Celts on The BBC Wales History Site





2 – Prince Madoc and the Discovery of America

Who discovered America? It’s a simple question and one that usually brings the standard response – Christopher Columbus. But here in Wales we have our own theory. And that theory says that America was actually discovered three hundred years before Columbus sailed “the ocean blue” in 1492 – and more importantly, that it was discovered by a Welshman.

The man in question was Prince Madoc, the son of Owain Gwynedd, one of the greatest and most important rulers of north Wales, and while the legend cannot be corroborated there are many who believe it implicitly. Owain Gwynedd certainly existed, his reign being marred by long and hard-fought disputes with Henry II, king of England.

The story goes that in 1170 Owain died and, almost immediately, a violent and very bloody dispute arose between his thirteen children regarding the succession. Madoc and his brother Rhirid were so upset and angered by events that they decided they wanted no further part in what was happening. Indeed, they wanted nothing more to do with their family or their homeland. They duly took ship from Rhos on Sea (Llandrillo) and sailed westwards to see what they could find.

What Prince Madoc found, so the legend runs, was America. He and his brother managed to cross the Atlantic and land on the shores of the New World. Madoc apparently then returned to Gwynedd for more men, before sailing off again, this time never to return.

Madoc supposedly settled in North America where his sailors, naturally enough, inter-married with local Native Americans and for years the rumour of Welsh-speaking Native American tribes was widely believed. It is, of course, the stuff of legend but like all good legends it has at least a grain of truth about it.

As America was explored and colonised several Native American tribes were discovered, speaking a language that did actually sound quite like Welsh. All right, so it may not have been Welsh but it certainly sounded like it. That was not the only connection.

The Mandan Indians used Bull Boats for transport and fishing, vessels that were identical to the famous Welsh coracles that are still used today in some parts of west Wales. It was all too good for storytellers and poets to ignore.

The legend lasted well into the nineteenth century and even the explorers Lewis and Clark, two of the early pioneers who trekked off into the American hinterland, were instructed to keep their eyes open for these “Welsh-speaking Indians” while they were searching through the interior of the country. They found, of course, precisely nothing!

The earliest reference to such a Welsh-speaking people in America can be found in a Welsh poem by Maredudd ap Rhys who lived and wrote in the years between 1450 and 1483. However it was during the Elizabethan period, the first great age of discovery, that the story gathered momentum and grew.

There was, however, a political agenda behind the spreading of this legend – it was a ploy, used to assert the right of England to the lands of the New World. Put quite simply, Welsh colonisation of America, many years before, was a convenient justification for Elizabethan settlement in a territory that had already been claimed by Spain.

Starting with Humphrey Llwyd in 1559 the story was embroidered and developed – the detail of the Welsh-speaking tribe comes from this period – and even recognised experts in the field of navigation and exploration, men like Richard Hakluyt, consciously and deliberately wrote about the legend as if it were the absolute truth. Sadly, there is no absolute historical or archaeological proof – even Lewis and Clark, try as they might, were unable to find that – but it remains a great story, one that we in Wales have taken to our hearts.

Perhaps the very lack of evidence, one way or another, is what makes the story so fascinating. It lies in that strange and indefinable gap between fact and legend and like all good stories relies on listeners or readers to make their own judgements about where the truth actually lies.

Many people have not been quite as happy to believe the story of Prince Madoc as the Welsh. In 1953 the Daughters of the American Revolution set up a plaque on the shores of Mobile Bay in Alabama. On the plaque it stated that it had been erected “In memory of Prince Madoc”, who was, in the opinion of the Daughters of the Revolution, the original discoverer of America. The plaque did not last long and was soon removed by the Alabama Parks Department.

For Welsh men and women, however, the story of Madoc’s discovery of America remains special – even if, in our heart of hearts, we know that it is probably not true. And as the man once said, why let the truth get in the way of a good story?

Read Prince Madoc and the Discovery of America on the BBC Wales History site.
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