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Exciting News: the Alternative National Eisteddfod 
 

We will be hosting a very special session during the alternative National Eisteddfod this year – which will reflect 
the main projects we have undertaken during 2020-21, namely: Setting the Record Straight: safeguarding the 

papers and voices of women in 
Welsh politics; our Women’s 
Heritage Walks and the Archive’s 
engagement in the Peace Petition 
Partnership. Professor Mererid 
Hopwood of the Welsh and Celtic 
Studies Department at Aberystwyth 
University and the Peace Academy 
will have the company of Meg Elis, 
campaigner and author. They will 
discuss Meg’s association with the 
peace movements of the twentieth 
century though her grand-mother 
Annie Hughes Griffiths, one of the 
main instigators of the Women of 
Wales’ Peace Petition in 1923-24 

and her own winning novel Cyn Daw’r Gaeaf, about the Common Greenham 
campaign. Furthermore, Meg stood for a National Assembly seat twice and 
her mother Mari Ellis features in the Archive’s new Aberystwyth Women’s 
Heritage Walk.  
It promises to be a very important and interesting session. We will send out 
further details about the date and timing of the session soon.    
 

Women’s Heritage Walks this summer. 
 

A year after they were originally planned, women’s 
heritage walks are now taking place all over Wales 
during June and July. It is too complicated to 
organising bookings for these centrally, so look out 
for details being advertised locally!  
Walks are currently confirmed for: 
Abergavenny, Aberystwyth, Bangor, Barry, 
Carmarthen, Llandudno, Narberth, Penarth, 
Pontypridd, Swansea, and Wrexham. 

A booklet has been prepared for each walk, and they are available for you to download from the AMC/WAW 
website https://www.womensarchivewales.org/en/womens-heritage-walks-2021 . You can also see the video 
of the Zoom launch of the Walks on 28th April 2021, and hear more about some of the women featured. 
 
 

https://www.womensarchivewales.org/en/womens-heritage-walks-2021


Setting the Record Straight  
 

The last few months have been a productive period for the project in spite of Covid 19 and the election. Due to 
the relaxation of the travel restrictions the film-makers have travelled to north Wales and Pembrokeshire to 
interview three more former Assembly Members and others have been interviewed on Zoom. We also have 
other interviews in the pipeline.  This would make a total of 53/54 interviews completed out of the possible 62. 
A further set of 6 interview clips will go up on our, and the Senedd’s website, at the end of June. In the meantime 
the task of alerting AMs and ASs about the significance of archiving their political papers is ongoing.   
The project has been given an extension until the end of September so that we can organise an event to 
celebrate our achievements and ensure that all the material is transferred safely to the National Screen and 
Sound Archive and the Political Archive in the National Library in Aberystwyth. We are also working with HWB, 
Digital Learning for Wales, to package clips of interviews as educational resources.  Honno press is pursuing 
the aim of producing a book about the project.  
Below are three recently recorded Assembly Members. 

 
 
Women’s History in Morgannwg 
 

A couple of years ago the editors of Morgannwg, the Journal of 
Glamorgan History, noticed that there was ‘a significant lack of 
female contributors’, and decided to rectify this by putting 
together a volume devoted to the history of women in 
Glamorgan and ‘written specifically by women’; this has recently 
been published. The contributors include members of WAW – 

Marion Löffler, Angela John, Jay Rees, and Jean Silvan Evans, 

as well as a number of contributions by undergraduate and 
post-graduate researchers. 
The old county of Glamorgan covered a large area of South 
Wales, from Gower in the west to Cardiff in the east, and 
extending north of Merthyr Tydfil; its inhabitants included the 
landed wealthy of Gower and the Vale of Glamorgan, the 
industrialists of Swansea and Merthyr, the farmers of the 
pastoral areas, the miners, copper- and ironworkers. There are 
fascinating women to be found in all these groups, and some of 
them are recorded in this volume. 
The cover illustration is of Maria Dawson, the first student (of 
either sex) to graduate from University College Cardiff in 1897, 
Prior to this, degrees were awarded by London University, the 
only board that would award degrees to women. 
 

Full details of how to order a copy can be found at http://www.glamorganhistory.org/Publications.htm  
 

Karen Sinclair, AM for Clwyd South   Tamsin Dunwoody, AM for Preseli          Antoinette Sandbach, AM for 

1999-2011                      Pembrokeshire 2003-2007                       North Wales 2011 - 2015 

 
 
 

http://www.glamorganhistory.org/Publications.htm


 White Nuns from Brittany in Wales – from jubilee to the present day 

This second article about The Daughters of the Holy Spirit [DHS], a Catholic Congregation who came as exiles to Wales in 
1902, focuses on the period from the Jubilee celebration of the Order in Britain in 1952 until 2002. Only Carmarthen, Aberystwyth, 
Pontypool and Abergavenny of the original twelve Welsh foundations were still open.  
The modernising reforms of the Second Vatican Council called by Pope John XXIII between 1962 and 65 caused 
dramatic changes to the ministries, structures, dress and life-style of the Daughters of the Holy Spirit. However, 
they remained true to their original way of living simply, continued their parochial work, and worked with the poor and sick in the wider community. The 
greatest challenge was to their role as educators. Their fee charging schools became outmoded not only in terms of Vatican II, 
but also by the requirements of the 1944 Education Act for qualified staff and improved facilities, including science  
laboratories, gymnasiums and domestic science rooms.  
This impacted especially on provision for older pupils and saw the closure of the Abergavenny and Pontypool senior convent 
schools in 1963 when pupils transferred to the new voluntary aided St Alban’s Cat holic School, followed by the closure at 
Aberystwyth in 1965. Some teachers and support staff retired or were transferred to other communities. At 
Pontypool five sisters taught in the new school, three of them receiving a salary for the first time. The last sisters 
teaching at St Albans left in 1990. In 2001 the three remaining sisters in the convent transferred to Abergavenny 
ending 98 years of service to the Pontypool community.  
The sisters’ work in junior convent and parish schools fared a little better.  Three of the sisters at Carmarthen Convent 

in the 1950s taught in the parish primary school. 
The headship of the parish junior school was 
held successively by two sisters from 1948 
until the convent’s closure in 1970. The three 
remaining sisters moved to other communities. 
There was a very different story at Pontypool, 
where after only five years the convent junior 
school closed in 1959. Two sisters taught at 
the parish school until 1996. In Abergavenny 
sisters worked in both the convent and parish 
primary schools. The convent junior school closed 
in 1972. 
The primary convent school in Aberystwyth was 
granted voluntary aided status in 1968 and the 
teaching sisters received their first ever pay 

packets. When numbers in the convent reduced 
the school was leased to the diocese in 1998. By 
2004 only three sisters remained and the 
convent was closed.   

From 1987-1995 the thirteenth and last DHS convent in Wales, St. Felix’s in Blaenavon, served the parochial 
communities of Blaenavon and Abersychan. On their arrival the sisters were welcomed by older residents who 
remembered the sisters who had taught there 70 years earlier. 
On the closure in 1972 of the Abergavenny primary convent school the building was restructured as a community 
home for elderly sisters. One of them Sr. Philomena White, already in her eighties, was often seen on the local 
streets as an active member of the Gwent Peace and Justice Group and at Women in Black vigils. She died in 
July 2011. 
The official centenary celebrations for the Daughters of the Holy Spirit’s apostolate in Wales, in June 2003 in 
Abergavenny, was attended by church and community leaders,  local parishioners and sisters from across the 
province. Significantly, descendants of Augusta Herbert, who had supported the DHS from the outset, were 
present to remember the brave pioneering sisters, who first came to Wales as exiles in 1902, and those who 
had continued their work into the 21st century. 
In 2004 there were seven DHS sisters in Wales but now only two remain, living in Abergavenny, one being Sister 
Dr Josephine Egan, whose “A Century of Service in Wales” (Three Peaks Press, 2005) is the basis for this article. 
 

Katrina Gass 
 
 

A depiction of some Daughters of the Holy Spirit at prayer in their local church 

by Lucien Simon (1945)  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lucien_Simon


Women and Girls into Science: 1890 – 1918 

The opening of the University Colleges of Cardiff (1883) and Bangor (1884), and the decision to admit women 
to the University College of Aberystwyth (also 1884), meant that women and girls in Wales were able to pursue 
a scientific higher education in Wales. But how did they get the grounding in the sciences to take them to 
University?  
The Welsh Intermediate Education Act of 1889 provided for Intermediate (that is between Elementary and Higher 
education) schools to be established in every county in Wales, and Monmouthshire. These were sometimes 
single sex, some ‘dual’, but every girl in Wales now had the opportunity to attend school after the age of 11 or 

12. All were able to apply for 
scholarships to the schools, and 
pupils came from working as well as 
middle-class families. Girls tended 
to stay at school slightly longer than 
boys. 
Sciences were obviously part of the 
curriculum from the first, but in the 
early years the teaching was largely 
theoretical as few schools had 
science rooms, let alone 
laboratories. The earliest laboratory 
in a Welsh girls’ school was opened 
in the 1880s at Howell’s School 
Cardiff, then as now a private 
school. It was in an attic, and very 
cramped!   

Larger richer areas such as Glamorgan managed to raise funds for laboratories by voluntary contributions, but 
things improved dramatically for rural Wales in the early 1900s. Grants specifically to provide laboratories in 
schools became available and were enthusiastically taken up, and by 1921 only Bala Girls School had no science 
room or laboratory.  
As is still, regrettably, 
today, many more boys 
than girls studied science 
to a high level in schools, 
but girls made it too. In 
1901 Kathleen Baylis of 
Narbeth County School 
gained Physics with 
distinction and Chemistry 
(as well as English 
Composition) In the 
Central Welsh Board of 
Education examinations. 
Margretta M Morris of Rhondda County School 
gained Physics and Chemistry with distinction 
in 1903. Mabel Pearce of Penarth (also 1903) 
had Honours in Geology and Botany (a popular 
science for girls, part of the CWB curriculum in 
Girls’ Schools). Phyllis McKie from Bangor County School for Girls entered 
University College Bangor in 1912 and graduated MSc as well as BSc in 1916, in recognition of her discovery 
of a new way of producing the explosive tetranitromethane. 
By 1910 or so ways were open for girls and young women who wished to study sciences. 
 

Caroline Fairclough 
 

Chemistry laboratory at Howell’s school c. 1890.  Howell’s School Archives 

The new Science laboratory at Abergavenny County School for Girls, c. 1910 

Carmarthen Journal August 1916 

 



 
Swimmers of Penarth - Kathleen Thomas (1906-1987) and Edith Parnell (1913-1938) 
 

Swimming the English Channel has always been recognised as a challenging endeavour. Less well-known as 
a challenge has been that of swimming the Bristol Channel. Although it is easy to see the Somerset coast from 
Penarth and the distance is only some 11 miles, the brutal currents make the swim more like 22 miles. Many 
people had attempted the swim over the years but the first to succeed was a young women, Kathleen Thomas, 
who, at the age of twenty one, successfully swam from Penarth to Weston-super-Mare in September 1927.  
According to newspaper reports at the time ‘Crowds 
lined the beach to watch Kathleen wade into the chill 
grey waters, accompanied by a launch containing 
representatives from the Welsh Amateur Swimming 
Association and a rowing boat carrying her uncle 
Jack in a bowler hat. After the swim she was taken 
to a hotel where she had a warm and cold bath, a 
half-hour rest in bed, and a good fish lunch before 
returning to Wales a celebrity’. [South Wales Echo] 
The swim had taken her seven hours and 20 
minutes and she received a great welcome from a 
crowd on the beach in Weston. However because 
many could not believe that a mere woman could 
have achieved this, the day after the original report the South Wales Echo had to print a note in the paper to 
reaffirm that this was completely correct. 
Kathleen’s life had been quite eventful even before her incredible swim. She had been born in South Africa but 
after the Boer War her family fled to South Wales. However, after a few years her parents decided to emigrate 
to Canada, and left Kathleen behind with an uncle and aunt in Penarth. They seem to have been very supportive 
of her swimming career.  
After her achievement in swimming the Bristol Channel Kathleen became quite a celebrity, and gave many talks 
and swimming demonstrations. She also gained a post as a swimming teacher in the City of London school. As 
she was considered a professional swimmer she was not eligible to take part in the 1928 Olympics.  
Kathleen married a journalist and had 4 children, According to Kathleen’s daughter her mother’s main motivation 
for her famous swim was because people thought it couldn’t be done, especially by a woman, and she wanted 
to prove them wrong! 
When she died in 1987 her ashes were scattered in the Bristol Channel and a plaque has been placed on the 
pier to commemorate her achievement. 
The second person to swim the Bristol Channel, this time from the Somerset side to Penarth, was Edith Parnell, 
another Penarth girl. She was only sixteen when she made the crossing in 1929 and remains the youngest 
person to have ever achieved this. On her arrival in Penarth she was escorted through streets of cheering 
crowds. Even before her own successful swim she had supported other young women swimmers who had tried 
but failed to make the same swim. 
Edith went on to follow a career in advertising and in journalism, becoming the first woman reporter for Reuters 
in London and Paris, and also the first woman editor of a Sunday newspaper. 
She worked as editorial manager for the Higham Advertising Agency and handled publicity for Higham clients, 
including Coty and Imperial Chemical Industries. She attended a convention of the Advertising Federation in 
Boston in 1936, and was the only woman delegate at the convention, representing the London-based Regent 
Advertising Club. She also spoke to the Rotary Club of Montreal in 1936, on the topic "Public Relations from a 
Woman's Standpoint.” 
She married the Cardiff journalist Hugh Cudlipp in April 1936, sadly she died in childbirth on 13 November 1938, 
aged only 25.  
A fictionalised account of the two swimmers ‘The Wonder Girls’ has been written by Catherine Jones. 
Although both these women are remembered primarily for their swimming prowess there was so much more to 
their lives than this, and Edith, in particular, seems to have been an extraordinarily determined and talented 
person.  

 

Brec’hed  Piette 



 
Four New Purple Plaques for 2021 
 

A war correspondent, a peace campaigner, an organic farmer and a jazz singer – four remarkable women who 
are to be commemorated and honoured with Purple Plaques this year!   
As with so many projects recently, Purple Plaques unveiling events have been on hold due to the pandemic. But 
work has been progressing behind the scenes, and now that restrictions are easing, we can look forward to 
celebrating the diverse achievements of these women. 

Of particular interest to AMC/ WAW members is the plaque to be unveiled in 
Bangor on Friday, 16th July to the suffragist and peace campaigner Charlotte 
Price White (1873-1932) who was nominated by our members in north 
Wales. The plaque will be unveiled at her former home in Upper Garth Road, 
with a reception to follow at Bangor University where she was a student of 
science in the 1890s. She played a prominent part in both the suffrage and 
the peace movement in north Wales, was active in Liberal politics, First 
World War charity work and involved in several educational developments .In 
1926, she was the first woman to be elected to Caernarvonshire County 
Council. 
Prior to the Bangor event, on Friday 2nd July, a plaque will be placed on the 

former home of the American born journalist, war correspondent and novelist, Martha Gellhorn (1908-98) in 
Kilgwrrwg, Monmouthshire, in conjunction with the Shirenewton Local History Society. Martha Gellhorn lived in 
the village between 1980 and 1994, and it was from here that she undertook her last piece of frontline reporting 
- on the 1984-5 Miners’ Strike.  
Plans for two further plaques are in hand. One to celebrate the prioneering work for the organic movement of 
Dinah Williams (1911-2009) will be unveiled in Brynllys near Borth, Ceredigion, in September and the other to 
honour Patti Flynn – Patricia Maud Young (1937-2020) - jazz singer and social activist, in Cardiff Bay Docklands 
in October.  
For details of previous plaques and how to nominate see the Purple Plaques website: http://purpleplaques.wales/  
 

Sian Rhiannon Williams  
 

Women on War Memorials: The Last Record? 
 

The Termination of the Present War (Definition) Act, 
1918, determined that the official date for the ending 
of World War One was to be the 31st August 1921. 
This seems strange, but although the Peace Treaty 
of Versailles was signed in 1919, various odds and 
ends of treaties with other countries were expected 
to drag on, and this date was decided upon.  
This had a number of implications as to whom could 
be memorialised as ‘war dead’. The Imperial War 
Graves Commission (now the Commonwealth War 
Graves Commission) was bound by this date too, 
although obviously many men and some women 
died from their wartime experiences after this date. 

One of these women was Elizabeth (Lizzie) Thomas, of Seven Sisters in the Dulais 
Valley. Lizzie qualifies as a nurse at Swansea General and Eye Hospital, and 
volunteered for service with QAIMNS. She was posted to the General Hospital in 
Salonika in November 1915. Apparently the troopship in which she was travelling was torpedoed, and she spent 
several hours in the water. On her return to Britain in 1916 she was sent to the Fort Pitt Military Hospital at 
Chatham. Where she remained until she was demobbed in 1920. She returned to nurse in Neath, but died a 
year later, in September 1921 of tuberculosis, presumably acquired during her QAIMNS career.  Despite dying 
after the ‘official’ date Lizzie’s name appears on the Seven Sisters war memorial. 

http://purpleplaques.wales/


A Career Cut Short 
 

Swansea Museum has a good collection of coal-measure fossils. 
These rather beautiful black objects may have inspired the career of 
an eminent Welsh geologist and palaeobotanist. Dr Emily Dix FGS 
was born in 1904 and lived on a farm near the village of Llanrhidian, 
on the north coast of the Gower peninsula. Educated at Gowerton 
Grammar School and University College Swansea, she graduated 
with first class honours in geology in 1925 and gained a MSc in 1926. 
In 1933 she was the first woman to gain a DSc from the University of 
Wales. Her early research was on non-marine bi-valves, but her great 
interest and later work was on the plant fossils in the coal seams of 
the South Wales Coalfield. Her research on this was supported by 
government grants due to its importance to the coal industry. During 
her student years, she was also active in the Swansea Scientific & 
Field Naturalist Society.  
Emily Dix was temporarily employed at the National Museum of Wales in Cardiff during the late 1920s. She was 
elected a Fellow of the Geological Society in 1929 and in 1930 was appointed lecturer of geology in Bedford 
College, London, where she remained for the rest of her career. She continued her researches alongside 
teaching, and used fossil plants to define nine floral zones in the Upper Carboniferous strata of Britain. 
During World War II Bedford College evacuated to Cambridge, but Emily’s collection of fossils remained in 
London, along with her papers and scientific reprints, much of which were destroyed during the blitz. In 
Cambridge she struggled to keep her teaching and studies going but the strain must have been considerable. 
Towards the end of the war she suffered a severe mental breakdown. Experimental brain surgery called 
prefrontal leucotomy was unsuccessful. In 1946 her sister took over her affairs and she remained in hospital for 
the rest of her life, first in York and later in St David’s Hospital, Carmarthen. She died in 1972.  
Most of Emily Dix’s collections of fossils survived. They are divided between the Hunterian Museum, Glasgow, 
the National Museum of Wales and the Sedgwick Museum, Cambridge. Her work is still relevant and used by 
researchers today. But for the bomb damage and the tragic end to her career, she may have achieved an even 
greater understanding of ancient plants. ‘One can only imagine what she may have accomplished in a time of 
peace and what her lost work entailed. Her influence can still be seen in multiple collections in the UK…’ 
 

I am indebted to Dr Ron Austin for introducing me to Emily Dix and his help in writing this article. 
 

Jenny Sabine 
 

Lady Rhondda statue – Angela John writes: 
 

I’m part of the Monumental Welsh Women campaign to get 5 statues 
erected of Welsh women (https://monumentalwelshwomen.com ). 
Lady Rhondda is the subject of one of the statues. We have already 
raised £37,000 but it’s an incredibly expensive undertaking and we 
need at least £75,000. We want, of course, a sculptor who will do her 
proud. The statue will be erected in the centre of Newport so not far 
from her home in Llanwern. 
In order to help raise funds and publicise the cause, T-shirts have been 
produced depicting Lady Rhondda. A portion of the cost will go to the 
campaign. Alternatively donations can be made directly 
to https://www.gofundme.com/f/statue-for-lady-rhondda  
and any contribution, however small, will help and be appreciated. 

 
Please expand this flier for full details. Thanks, CF 
 
 

Women’s Archive Wales, Richard Burton Archives, Singleton Park Library, Swansea University, Singleton Park, Swansea, Wales, 
SA2 8PP  

 

Emily Dix in 1936 .British Geological Survey 

https://monumentalwelshwomen.com/
https://www.gofundme.com/f/statue-for-lady-rhondda

