
  

  ABERYSTWYTH DIGITAL HERITAGE WALK   
 

The Women’s Heritage Walk has been developed as part of the Women’s Archive of Wales 

‘Century of Hope Project’, funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund. The project marks the 

centenary of some women getting the right to vote in parliamentary elections, and this walk 

draws attention to some of the remarkable women who have lived in Aberystwyth during the 

last two hundred years, and to the man who contributed powerfully to the campaign for the 

vote.  

 

The information in this booklet gives a very brief account of their achievements, but we hope 

that – especially for the less well known – it will lead to more interest in them.  

 

Length of walk: approximately 90 minutes.  

Ability level: this walk should be accessible to all levels of ability.  

Route: Ceredigion Museum, Pier Street, Old College, Vulcan Street, Chalybeate Street, 

Portland Street, Alexandra Hall, The Prom, the Coliseum Theatre and Cinema, Ceredigion 

Museum. 

 
 

Follow the walk on an App. The Women’s Archive of Wales would like to thank Advancing 

Aberystwyth for working in partnership with us to develop the free digital app version of this 

walk. Search for ‘Aber App’ at the App Store or Google Play using your IOS or Android device. 

The App is free and available in Welsh & English. 

 

 

The Women’s Archive of Wales works to raise the profile of women’s history in Wales and 

to preserve the sources which tell their story. We organise all kinds of events to promote and 

celebrate the history of women in Wales. Visit our website www.womensarchivewales.org for 

more details and to join us, and follow us at @AMC_WAW 

Copyright © Archif Menywod Cymru Women’s Archive Wales  
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Tour Map – Detailed Aberystwyth town maps are available at Ceredigion Museum 

 

Location 1: Ceredigion Museum – The home of Olwen Davies’ opera dresses and a place 

where she performed. 

 

                      
 

Olwen Davies  (1924 – 2011) 

 

Olwen was born in London to Welsh parents and moved as a child during WWII to live with  

her mother’s Ceredigion family in Blaenpennal. She went to school in Tregaron and returned 

with her mother in the 1980s to spend the last part of her life in Aberystwyth. In between, she 

became an opera singer in Rome and a translator (from Italian) for the United Nations. She 

returned to Wales in the 1980s and joined the peace movement, spending a lot of time with the 

women’s protest at Greenham Common and becoming vice-chair of CND Cymru. She was also 



  

active in the Chernobyl Children’s project, which supports families in Belarus who were 

affected by that nuclear disaster. 

 

Olwen said her mother told her she was always singing, even as a baby, and at school in 

Tregaron she was encouraged to continue her musical education at college and become a 

professional singer. She was a well-known figure in Aberystwyth for many years and would 

sometimes break into song while waiting to be served in one of the town’s shops. The songs 

were often in Welsh; it can truly be said that she was Welsh in her heart and her language. Her 

work for CND Cymru was a very important part of her life, and she also represented Wales on 

CND’s British council. Jill Gough, the national secretary of CND Cymru, described her as “a 

determined woman who was always truly alive”. In addition to all her other interests, she had 

a very individual taste in clothes! 

 

Location 2: Pier Street  

 

Elizabeth Crebar (1754- 1833) 

Elizabeth Crebar was a poet who self-published two editions of her Poems, Religious and Moral 

(in 1811 and 1821), and lived in Pier Street for a large part of her adult life. She wrote in both 

English and Welsh (the Welsh poems are exclusively on religious subjects), and several of her 

poems focus on births, marriages and deaths among the local gentry. She also wrote ‘On 

Aberystwyth Sea Shore’, a poem which presents Aberystwyth as a health resort, mentions the 

local fishing industry, and refers to several places in or near the town: the old Talbot Hotel, the 

castle ruins, Pendinas, Penglais and Constitution Hill. 

 

She came from a well-known local family. Her father, Lewis Morris of Anglesey (one of the 

Morris brothers whose letters give a vivid picture of their lives) was a poet, antiquarian, 

supervisor of mines and the first person to make charts of Cardigan Bay; her mother, Anne 

Lloyd, inherited an estate at Penbryn near Goginan, where Elizabeth grew up. By the time she 

published her poems, she was in her sixties, a widow twice over, and very poor; one of her 

poems was written to beg Roderick Richards of Penglais Hall to send her some firewood so 

that she wouldn’t have to spend the winter without a fire to keep warm and cook by, and her 

poems on the activities of the local gentry were probably included to encourage them to buy 

her book. Whereas the language of her Welsh poems is simple and direct, many of her English 

poems follow the more flowery literary style popular in the eighteenth century.      

‘On Aberystwyth Sea Shore’, for example, greets the sun: 

 

                                Hail thou majestic, grand, celestial sign 

                                Set for a seal of covenant divine 

 

and compares the fish-scales on the fishermen’s clothes to sequins glinting in sunlight: 

 

                                 The shoes and trousers of the bustling tar 

                                 Are decked with spangles in the herring war. 

                                          

  



  

Location 3: The Old College, home to the studio of Mary Lloyd Jones and one of 

Wales’s most successful artists. 

 

             

Mary Lloyd Jones.  (b.1934 ) 

 

Mary Lloyd Jones was born at Devil’s Bridge. While she always wanted to be an artist and 

studied art in Cardiff, she only began to exhibit her work in the 1960s when she was in her 

thirties. Her work includes proclamatory banners as well as more traditional forms of painting. 

 

Her work is very strongly influenced by the landscape in which she grew up and by her cultural 

inheritance, of which the Welsh language is an important part. In 2013 she was awarded the 

first Artist Residency at the Old College, where she has her studio. Examples of her work are 

also held in the National Library, the National Museum, and Cardiff University. 

 

Her relatively late emergence as an artist has been attributed to the fact that she is a Welsh 

woman from a rural background; it was not until 1989 that she gave up her job as visual arts 

officer for Dyfed to become a full-time artist. Her early work often used stitched and dye-

soaked cloth, often irregularly shaped. She has also been inspired by particular aspects of Welsh 

culture of the past, for example the bardic alphabet of Iolo Morganwg, the 18th century bard 

and antiquarian. Her autobiography, No Mod Cons (2014), shows her determination both to 

paint and to help make a better world for Welsh artists. In 2016 her contribution to the life of 

Aberystwyth was recognised when she led the St David’s Day parade through the town. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Location 4: Canolfan Merched y Wawr, Vulcan Street. 

 

                           

Merched y Wawr (1967 -) 

 

Merched y Wawr is one of the organisations which has contributed substantially to the lives of 

women in Wales since it was founded in the small village of Y Parc, near Y Bala in 1967. It 

promotes women’s issues and culture, education and the arts in Wales, and supports many 

charities; it has also collected oral records of women’s history across Wales. It has around 6,500 

members and organises around 3000 events each year; local branches typically meet once a 

month, and it also has an important presence at the National Eisteddfod each year. The 

headquarters in Aberystwyth is the hub of its activities. 

                          

 

Use of the Welsh language is an important part of its identity; it was founded in reaction to the 

Women’s Institute’s insistence that minutes should be kept in English. It publishes a quarterly 

magazine Y Wawr, and has its own anthem. Nationally its activities have included raising 

money for charities such as the British Heart Foundation, Save the Children and Christian Aid.  

 

 

 

 

 



  

Location 5: Chalybeate Street – home to campaigner John Gibson and the navigation 

school associated with Cranogwen. 

 

                                                           

                                                          John Gibson (1841 – 1915) 

John Gibson was one of the people in Aberystwyth who contributed most to the campaign for 

female suffrage. Born in Lancaster, he became editor of the Cambrian News in Aberystwyth in 

1873 and its owner in 1880. As its editor for over 30 years he wrote on a wide range of political, 

social and religious issues of the day; the importance of women having the vote was one of his 

most frequent topics. His most influential publication was The Emancipation of Women, 

published in 1891. He was the first journalist in Wales to be knighted. 

 

His criticism of questionable official decisions – by town councillors, for example – led to his 

unpopularity in some quarters (in 1879 an effigy of him was carried through the town by some 

of the councillors, magistrates and tradesmen and ceremonially burnt on the beach) but he 

remained completely undeterred. In The Emancipation of Women he looked forward to the day 

when the legal establishment would allow women to be barristers, solicitors, magistrates and 

judges, and the Church of England would allow women to be ordained. He also attacked the 

sexual ‘double standard’ by which a ‘ladies’ man’ was envied and admired but a ‘fallen woman’ 

was shunned and condemned, and argued that women should have a good education to enable 

them to decide what they wanted to do in life. The book makes his views very clear: 

 

Some men will admit that women are not quite fairly treated under the customs and laws of this 

country, but they take the view of the old huntsman who, when pressed as to the cruelty of fox-

hunting, confidently asserted that foxes enjoyed being hunted and took as much pleasure in the 

chase as the hounds and huntsmen themselves. 

 

Men have no right to coerce women for what men deem to be for the good of women. 

 

There is something pathetic in the slave-like devotion of women to the Queen who, during her 

reign of fifty years, has never lifted a finger to help them in their long and bitter struggle for 

freedom. 

 

The first duty of all self-respecting women is by every means in their power to assert their legal 

rights and to protest emphatically against their legal wrongs and disabilities. 



  

 
 

Cranogwen (Sarah Jane Rees) (1839– 1916) 

 

Like many of the other women connected with Aberystwyth, Cranogwen operated in many 

different spheres: she was a poet, journalist, schoolmistress, seafarer, preacher, lecturer and 

teacher of navigation. In her teens she went to sea with her father, the captain of a ketch; later, 

from 1879-1891, she was the editor of a women’s Welsh-language magazine, Y Frythones, and 

later still (1901) she founded the Temperance Union of the Women of South Wales and led it 

until her death in 1916. In 1865 she won one of the most prestigious prizes for poetry at the 

National Eisteddfod in Aberystwyth, beating two of the most famous male poets of the period 

(Ceiriog and Islwyn), and a navigation school at the corner of Chalybeate Street and Alexandra 

Road in the 1860s was known as ‘Cranogwen’s Sailing School’, apparently because she taught 

there. A ‘Cranogwen Scholarship’ was established at the University College of Wales 

Aberystwyth in memory of her. 

 

She showed her determination to live life her own way at an early age. When she left school at 

fifteen she refused the apprenticeship to a dressmaker which her parents had arranged for her 

and insisted on going to sea with her father; when, during a storm at sea, her father was in 

favour of making for the shore to seek shelter, she insisted that they went further out to sea 

instead and was proved right, since the storm would have smashed the boat on the rocks of the 

shore but out at sea they escaped its worst violence. In her articles and answers to readers’ 

questions in Y Frythones she constantly urged women not to sit at home “with next to nothing 

to do but complain how boring their lives are”, but to use the talents they’d been born with and 

refuse to let their lives be limited by the rules of polite society. 

 

*A short distance from Chalybeate Street is Cambrian Place, where the Women’s 

Institute’s local office is situated. The WI has 43 institutes with over 800 members in 

Ceredigion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Location 6: Portland Street has several connections with notable women. 

 

                        
 

Marguerite Jervis (1886 – 1964) 

The plaque on Queens Square House records that the writer Caradoc Evans lived there; it 

doesn’t mention his wife, Marguerite Jervis (aka Countess Barcynska, Oliver Sandys, 

Marguerite Florence Barclay and Olive Bree) who was a prolific romantic novelist from before 

World War I to the late 1940s as well as a screenwriter, actress and theatre company manager. 

From 1933-37 she ran ‘Rogues and Vagabonds’, a theatre company based at the Quarry Theatre 

in Aberystwyth, which toured widely in Ceredigion performing plays by popular dramatists of 

the time (Noel Coward, Emlyn Williams and Ivor Novello among them).  

 

She said that she had hoped to use a hall in Aberystwyth for performances, but that one of the 

management committee was concerned that “repertory” meant “naughty plays”; in the end she 

acquired a garage at the back of the Queen’s Hotel and converted it into a theatre. Her husband 

directed the plays, she and her son sometimes acted in them, and her dog occasionally got a 

walk-on part. She was ready to subsidise the company from her earnings as a writer, but the 

performances usually broke even and sometimes made a profit; audiences were large and 

appreciative, even if some local reporters were prejudiced against her because of her husband’s 

notoriety (he had been described as “the best hated man in Wales”). She said her work with the 

company was rewarded by “the gratitude of a play-starved, play-loving people”.  

 

At the corner of Portland Street and Queens Road, on the right as you face the Town 

Library, is a site which is now covered by a lawn and flower-beds; at different times in 

the past it was occupied by stables and a skating rink. In the mid-1890s Pareezer Hall 

(named after its owner) stood there and was the venue for an important meeting in the 

campaign in Aberystwyth for votes for women.  

 

The Women’s Franchise League was one of the most important groups in the town campaigning 

for female suffrage, and speakers came from different parts of Wales as well as England and 

included the Welsh-language writer Gwyneth Vaughan and John Gibson. The number of 

speakers from and around Aberystwyth shows the strength of interest and support in the town.  

 



  

The Aberystwyth branch of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, formed in 

1911, was also very active, with 55-60 members from the outset. Its first branch secretary was 

Ethel Evans, BA, of Broniarth, North Road; she was followed by Mary Emerson Marles 

Thomas of Somerville, South Terrace, the headmistress of a girls’ school. 

 

 

 

 
 

Sue Jones Davies (b.1949) 

Before the building facing the end of Portland Street became the Town Library it was the Town 

Hall, and played an important part in the life of Sue Jones Davies, as town councillor for Plaid 

Cymru and as Mayor (2008-9). Her work as an actress and singer on TV and film has given her 

a world-wide profile; in Aberystwyth, as well as her role as a councillor, her contribution to the 

life of the town by her work for Fair Trade, Freedom from Torture and with refugee 

organisations is very highly valued. 

 

Sue grew up in Pembrokeshire and attended the University of Bristol. She appeared in the 

original London production of Jesus Christ Superstar and has played a wide variety of film 

roles during her career; her TV work ranges from Rock Follies of ’77 (with other members of 

the cast, she got a top-ten hit single with a song from the show) to an appearance in the 

Hinterland series. In addition to her work as a town councillor and with charitable 

organisations, she also teaches yoga. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Location 7: Alexandra Hall at the end of the prom nearest Constitution Hill was a hall of 

residence for women students in Aberystwyth from 1890 – 1986. 

 

In the early years, female students had to live in the Hall or with relatives, and the first Lady 

Principal of the Hall, the formidable Miss Carpenter, chaperoned students in their free time 

unless they were going to church or chapel. 

 

 
Olive Marsh (1878-1941) 

 

Olive Marsh lived in the Hall from 1898 to 1900 while studying for a teaching certificate; her 

letters to her fiancé, which he presented to the university years later, after their marriage, give 

a vivid picture of life there: the food, the bedrooms, the courses she studied and the winter 

storms as well as the friendships, the concerts and the student societies.  

 

In 1898 Alexandra Hall made news all over Britain when the Daily Mail published a sensational 

report that became known as the ‘Romeo and Juliet’ story; one of the female students whistled 

down from an upper window of the Hall to a male student in the street below and they started 

a conversation. This was completely against the rules and they were both expelled, although 

allowed to return to the University later under strict conditions. 

 

Olive Marsh’s account gives a more detailed picture. Both students had ‘form’ in the eyes of 

the University authorities (the woman had sung a very risqué song at a college concert and had 

been caught “talking to some fellows on the back stairs”, while the man had been suspended 

from Bangor College for kissing a girl there), and Miss Carpenter had annoyed the Daily Mail 

reporter by refusing to give him an interview. 

 

Olive Marsh clearly enjoyed her time at Aberystwyth; it helped that she was a very good 

student. Some of her comments will strike a chord with students today (Why do some lecturers 

have to talk like machines? Why is the weather always good at exam-time?), while others 

remind us that she was living in a very different world- - she was taken aback to hear a professor 

say that “modern scientists hold the theory of evolution” and a lecturer about to emigrate to 

New Zealand said that if he visited Britain in a few years’ time he hoped he’d find all his male 

students “in posts of honour” and his female students married! 

 



  

 

 

    Iris de Freitas (1896-1989) 

One of the most notable students living at Alexandra Hall was Iris de Freitas from British 

Guiana (now Guyana), who studied at the University from 1919 to 1927, gaining first a general 

BA and then a Bachelor of Law degree.  She later returned to British Guiana to practise law, 

becoming the first female barrister, and then the first woman prosecutor in a murder trial, in the 

whole of the Caribbean – and thus the first woman of colour to achieve these distinctions. 

 

She had shown her exceptional ability while a student at Aberystwyth – her final-year 

dissertation for her law degree was described as being worthy of publication in an academic 

journal – and her career in British Guiana made her a pioneer for women with ambitions to 

enter the exclusively male legal profession. When she died in 1989 she was described as 

someone who “blazed the trail for women lawyers in the Caribbean”. 

 

 

Lily Newton (1893 – 1981) 

                    Lily Newton is sitting in the middle of the second row wearing a corsage 

Lily Newton (née Batten) had one of the most successful academic careers of any woman at 

the University in the first half of the twentieth century. Originally from Somerset, she came to 

Aberystwyth as a lecturer in Botany; she later became the first female professor, and then the 

first female Vice-Principal, of University College Aberystwyth. Her Handbook of British 

Seaweeds (1933) remained the standard book on the subject for fifty years. 



  

 

She also analysed and helped to rectify the pollution of the River Rheidol, which had been 

badly affected by lead and zinc mining in the nineteenth century. Her appreciation of the area 

in which she lived was not confined to its plant and river life; at the beginning of a book on 

plant distribution in the Aberystwyth area, she wrote: “Few seats of learning are more 

beautifully placed than Aberystwyth and its hinterland.” 

 

Location 8: The Prom, a favourite haunt of Mabel Pakenham Walsh 

 

       
     Mabel Pakenham Walsh  (1937 – 2013) 

 

The Prom is closely connected with Mabel Pakenham Walsh, who spent a lot of her time there 

chatting to passers-by and watching the sea. Like John Gibson she was born in Lancaster, but 

her material was wood rather than words. In the 1970s she moved to Wales and produced wood-

carvings inspired by Welsh myths and legends as well as biblical stories and the Beatles.  

 

An exhibition of her work was held at Aberystwyth Arts Centre in 1985 before touring Britain, 

and Ceredigion Museum organised a retrospective of her carvings and drawings in 2012 and 

now houses many of her works. She donated more than 40 of her works to Plascrug leisure 

centre, and the National Library holds many of her drawings. In her later years she campaigned 

on behalf of disabled people.  

 

As a young woman she worked at Pinewood and Shepperton Studios as a wood-carver, and 

made the chaise-longue used by Elizabeth Taylor in the film Cleopatra. In later life she suffered 

from bad health (the after-effects of a car crash and cancer), and while arthritis limited her 

creative work in the last years of her life she still managed to draw every day and to campaign 

for disabled people to have access to all public buildings. She was often seen whizzing up and 

down the Prom on a mobility scooter – sometimes (with a wicked twinkle in her eye) saying 

she was in danger of breaking the speed limit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Location 9: The Coliseum Cinema and Theatre, now part of the Ceredigion Museum 

 

 
 

          Olive Gale (1888 – 1965) 

 

The Coliseum Cinema and Theatre played an important part in the cultural and social life of 

the town.  In 1932 the lease was taken by Harold and Olive Gale. After Harold’s death in 1935 

Olive ran the Coliseum until her own death 30 years later, aged 77. In 1936 she received an 

award from Colombia Pictures for the publicity she organised for one of their films, The King 

Steps Out. 

 

The Coliseum was used for concerts and pantomimes as well as films, with the slogan 

‘Amusement without Vulgarity’. It was open every day of the year except Sundays from 1932 

to 1955, when it closed on Christmas Days as well. Usually films were shown for three days, 

although very popular ones were shown for a week. Its most successful period was in the 1940s, 

and during that decade it made more money than in the 1960s. 

 

 

 

These are only a few of the notable women of Aberystwyth, and we hope this tour has inspired 

you to learn about more women in Aberystwyth and throughout Wales. 

 

We would also like to thank the following for all their help and support;  

Jane Aaron, Julie Archer (Aberystwyth University), Eurwen Booth, Carrie Canham and 

colleagues (Ceredigion Museum), Neil Evans, Tegwen Morris (Merched y Wawr), Helen 

Palmer and colleagues (Ceredigion Archives), Catrin Stevens, and Ryland Wallace. Thanks 

also to Hannah Davies for designing the cover. A special thank you to Women’s Archive Wales 

member, Gwyneth Roberts, who has researched and developed this tour. 

 

Image and Extract Copyright: BBC Cymru, Ceredigion Museum, Gwasg Gomer, Aberystwyth 

University, National Library of Wales, Ceredigion County Council.  

 

 

                                                   



  

 


