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National Library of Wales  
 

Although the immediate financial threat to the National Library have receded, WAW together with many cultural 
organisations in Wales, are deeply worried about its future. Mary Thorley, user and researcher, writes below: 
 

When I am dust, sing these words over my bones: she was a voice. 

Every student of Welsh history will have been frustrated with the difficulties experienced when trying to explore 
the lives of women… particularly from official documents. The minutes of chapel, church and civic meetings, 
even well into the 20th century, rarely refer to women and even when they do these women become part of 
nameless groups… ‘the ladies’, ‘the sisters’, ‘the wife of’ or ‘the daughter of’. 
But these women were not silent. They wrote letters, they kept diaries and commented on the world around 
them in books, newspapers and other publications. The keepers of a large part of their legacy are those who 

have worked and continue to work in the 
National Library of Wales. 
We are all privileged to be able walk into the 
building on Penglais Hill and share its many 
treasures. For the student of women’s 
history it offers a unique collection and 
insight into the lives of women who, in a 
world that sought to keep them in their place, 
refused to allow their being, their experience, 
their calling, to be a voiceless one. 
Take the lives of two women who lived, for a 
time, in Carmarthen. Laura Hirtzell Powell 
was a Unitarian who kept a diary for more 

than half a century, spanning the years from the 1850s to the early nineteen hundreds. From her records 
emerges the life of an educated, intelligent women who was given the opportunity to study science, read and 
write freely and engage in theological and philosophical debate. Her contemporary Unitarian, Edith Hunter, was 
an animal rights activist, an advocate of equal property rights for women and a suffragist. 
These women’s lives, along with hundreds of others, are recorded and preserved in thousands of volumes and 
letters in the National Library of Wales. Carefully catalogued and curated, they are brought to the Reading 
Rooms on request and the readers, whatever their interests, are supported by the staff in their exploration of 
this unique collection. 
The current threats to the National Library cannot stand and must be challenged and opposed. The collections 
have to remain accessible and the trained staff available to protect them and make them meaningful.  
These recently published words encapsulate what the collections, so carefully preserved, signify to those who 
value and hold dear the history of women in Wales: 

 

Mary Thorley 
 

Bless the largeness inside me, no matter how I fear it. Bless my reed pens and my inks. Bless the words I 
write. May they be beautiful in your sight. May they be visible to eyes not yet born. When I am dust, sing these 
words over my bones: she was a voice. (Sue Monk Kidd, 2020) 
 
 

©National Library of Wales 



The false Jennet Williams – an 18th century con-woman. 
 

During the 1770s Sir Watkin Williams-Wynn (1749-1789) of Wynnstay was usually in London from mid-January 
to July. As he was easily the wealthiest Welshman of his day, and known to be generous, indigent and distressed 
Welsh people in the city sometimes sought his charity. Although they were otherwise unknown to him, they often 
received a few shillings, payments recorded in the personal account books kept by his London house steward, 
Samuel Sidebotham (NLW Wynnstay MSS EH4/2-9).  
While most recipients came from his home area of north-east Wales, several were from Caernarfonshire or even 
from the South. This open-handedness must have been quite well-known and Sidebotham was on the lookout 
for bogus hard luck stories. 
He was still sometimes duped and an example of successful fraud appears in the account book for 1774 (NLW, 
Wynnstay MSS EH4/6). 
 

Mar. 14th Gave Jennet Williams a poor woman from Bangor, either greatly distressed or a great cheat, 5s 3d 
   [Annotated] N.B. the greatest imposter I have ever met with 
 

April 21st P’d the following for Jennet Williams the Bangor Woman 
  P’d for a gown for her        3s 0d 
  P’d for redeeming sundry things out of pawn   19s 4d 
  P’d for her at a Chandlers Shop       3s 6d 
  P’d her Carriage by Chester Waggon    14s 0d 
  Gave her in her pocket      10s 6d 
  P’d Coach to the Inn         1s 6d 
                 £2 2s 10d 
 

[Annotated] ‘NB This woman proved a great cheat she did not go with the waggon, tho’ I sent George1 to the Inn 
with her, Jennet Williams whom she personated being in Bangor.’ 
 

Who was this woman, and who was the real Jennet Williams of Bangor that she pretended to be? 
 

1 George Foxlow, the household ‘heavy’, Usher of the Hall at Wynnstay, employed to carry Lady Wynn’s sedan 
chair when the family was in London. 
 

Oliver Fairclough 
 
WAW/AMC Zoom Lectures Winter 2020 – 2021 

This winter’s Zoom lectures have proved a great success 
with members and non-members of WAW. The Welsh 
language talks in particular have attracted a large 
number of Merched y Wawr members. Dr Sian Rhiannon 
Williams’s talk on Ellen Evans, Principal of Glamorgan 
Training College, Barry, from 1932 to her death in 1953, 
had to be repeated as there were too many attendees. 
This Newsletter will be too late, sadly, to advertise Dr 
Chris Chapman’s talk on ‘Women in the Rhondda’ in 
early March , but not too late for Catrin Steven’s lecture 
on the women behind the Peace Petition in 1923-4 (Wednesday 24th March at 4.00). 
Apply for Zoom links to talks here info@womensarchivewales.org.  
If you have missed any lectures they are available at https://www.womensarchivewales.org/en/zoom-lectures-
winter-2020-21 
 
We intend to continue with this lecture series in the Autumn/Winter of 2021 – 2. It has proved to be an excellent 
way to reach members who are not able to attend events happening out of their area. If you would like to give a 
talk or recommend a speaker please contact info@womensarchivewales.org via the Women’s Archive website.  
 
 

Dr Sian Rhiannon Williams and Miss Ellen Evans, 
Barry Training College 

mailto:info@womensarchivewales.org
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Jessie Donaldson, Welsh Slavery Abolitionist who provided a Safe House on the Underground Railroad 
in Cincinatti. 
 

As a young woman, Jessie Heineken, in her twenties, set up her School for Young Ladies and Gentlemen at 32 
Wind Street, Swansea, with her sister Mary Ann. Jessie, and the Heineken family were part of a strong anti 
slavery movement in Swansea. In 1824 Thomas Clarkson, the prominent Abolitionist had undertaken a tour of 
Wales to ascertain the level of support for the movement. Clarkson had shocked society in 1789 when his survey 
of a slave ship was published, detailing how human cargo (known as black cattle) was stowed in chains.  
Clarkson’s Diary reads: “Proceeded onto Swansea. Met 24 of the 
committee and friends at the Town Hall. Received £24 in hand and 
a promised £25 or £50.” Swansea was the only town to have 
collected money in advance.  
In 1856 schoolteacher Jessie aged 57 emigrated to Cincinnati with 
her husband Francis. Other family members from Wales already 
lived on the banks of the Ohio river. Jessie’s new home, Clermont, 
became the third Welsh safe house for fleeing slaves.  
The Ohio River was known as the River Jordan, familiar from slave 
songs, spirituals and gospel songbooks. We recognise them today: 
Oh Susanna, Old Folks at Home, and Old Black Joe, written by 
Stephen Collins Foster. Runaways had to cross the Ohio River to 
reach freedom. 
It was very dangerous to help slaves escape. When the Donaldson 
family financially supported James G. Birney, publisher of The 
Philanthropist, the Anti-Slavery newspaper, ABOLITIONISTS 
BEWARE posters appeared around Cincinnati. 
In 1836 an angry mob of 30-40 men opposed to the Abolitionists, 
including “the worthy Mayor, Judges and men of the cloth”, had 
smashed the Philanthropist press and rampaged on to Anna 
Margaretta Donaldson’s house searching for slaves. Anna 
Margaretta challenged the mob to search her house. They backed off but fired their guns at the homes of black 
people in Church Alley. 
Jessie’s friends in Cincinnati were the fiery Abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison; Harriet Beecher Stowe whose 
book Uncle Tom’s Cabin was published in 1852; Frederick Douglass the campaigner for freedom and women’s 
rights - The Fugitive’s Song was composed about him; and freed slaves Ellen and William Craft who lectured at 
Swansea’s Mount Pleasant Chapel in October 1858. 
Jessie lived through the American Civil War and returned to Swansea in 1866 in time to see The Fisk Jubilee 
Singers, freed slaves, perform at Swansea’s Craddock Street Music Hall in 1874.  
Jessie died in 1889 aged 90 at Ael-y-Bryn, Sketty, Swansea. Her house no longer stands. She is buried in the 
St Thomas graveyard. 
 

Jessie Donaldson’s story is part of the archives at the National Underground Railroad Freedom Center in 
Cincinnati. https://freedomcenter.org 
 
The Purple Plaques campaign is launching a revamped website on International Women’s Day 2021 with a call 
to women all over Wales to consider putting forward their unsung heroes for consideration for future purple 
plaques. The campaign will be launching an open call for new nominations later this 
year. http://purpleplaques.wales 

 

A blue Plaque for Jessie Donaldson will be placed on the UWTSD Dynefor Arts Centre Building in Swansea on 
the 25th March 2021, the International Day of Remembrance of the Victims of Slavery and the Transatlantic 
Slave Trade. 
 

Deb Checkland 
 
 

Jessie Donaldson in old age 

https://freedomcenter.org/
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fpurpleplaques.wales%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7Cd43b337100084b81e23008d8e1643398%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637507167758350215%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=qxOATH4wflMIrE0uovZRQ55pUtZYUY3NiGbkwHrDVCc%3D&reserved=0


Symposium 2020 
 

Video recordings of a number of the papers given at the online symposium on Saturday 3rd October are now 
available on the WAW website. 
https://www.womensarchivewales.org/en/symposium-2020  

You can see and hear talks by Ceridwen Lloyd Morgan, Eli Bjørhusdal, Teleri Owen, Rachel Lee, Angharad 

Tomos, Helen Atkinson, and Mary Thorley. 
Teleri Owen was, of course, the winner of 2020’s Avril Rolph bursary.for her paper Streic yn Penrhyn (Strike in 
Penrhyn).                     
 
A socially distanced coffee with Katrina Gass in the autumn about the Abergavenny Women’s Heritage Walk led 
to the realisation that Sister Philomena of the Sisters of the Holy Spirit convent in Abergavenny linked two of the 
sites on the walk. Katrina met Sister Josephine Egan and was introduced to her research into the 100 year 
history of their order, the Daughters of the Holy Spirit (DHS). This and a future article will tell the little known 
story of their determination in the face of many challenges in Wales.CF 
 

White Nuns from Brittany in Wales since 1902 – the first 50 years. 
 

The Daughters of the Holy Spirit [DHS], a Catholic Congregation of devout 
women, came to Wales from Brittany as exiles in 1902. Pressure from anti-
clericalists led to the closure of 2500 écoles libres in 1901 including the 125 
schools run by 625 sisters of DHS. The expulsions started in August 1902 and 
sisters dispersed to Belgium, England, Wales and the USA.  
Why non-conformist Wales, where only a few catholic parishes and missions 
existed? One of the explanations was “…gratitude towards the early evangelisers 
of Brittany … the Welsh Saints Brioc, Cadoc and Samson”. Another significant 
factor in the Welsh-Breton link was the drive and enthusiasm of the daughter of 
Lady Llanover.  Augusta C.E. Herbert, a Catholic convert with in-law connections 
in Brittany, actively urged the superiors “to make numerous foundations in 
Wales …[and] bring the people back to the Catholic faith of their forebears”. She 
was a generous benefactor of the DHS in Wales and was influential in the 
establishment of the Monmouth convent. She was not alone. Other notable 
catholic women Misses James and Abadam of Tenby and Misses Blanche 
Williams and Morgan of Brecon were also active in encouraging and supporting 
the DHS. Other catholic families were generous in their practical support to the 
sisters. Alice Abadam;s partner, protestant Dr Alice Johnson, of the Carmarthen 
Asylum, was also very supportive.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
Between 1902 and 1906 twelve convents opened in Wales, the first of which was 
St Mary’s in Monmouth [1902-13]. In 1903 further convents were established 
Usk,Tenby, Carmarthen, Pontypool, Brecon and Aberystwyth.1904 saw the 
opening of Llanrwst, Pwllheli , Caernarfon and Pembroke Dock.  Abergavenny 
convent, established in 1906 remains open. The thirteenth and final convent was 
St Felix’s, Blaenavon (1906-95). Some foundations were short-lived, but others 
survived into the 21st century. 
It is tempting to recount the details of each convent and their various experiences 
from Sister Egan’s three primary sources. However, here focus is on examining 
the common experiences and challenges faced by the DHS’s apostolic work. 
Many tensions made life in Wales a challenge for the sisters. In the early years 
these included leaving their spiritual home and their families to come to a country 
whose languages and customs were unfamiliar. The wider community beyond 
the parishioners sometimes were mistrusting and sometimes hostile. In 
Pontypool the sisters were harassed by local youths, later hostility from “chapel 
people” was reported. In Llanrwst Calvinist Methodists were particularly hostile. 
In Aberystwyth, in 1924, there was a vicious campaign against them from local 

Memorial window to Sister 
Pierre Lazaire (‘Ma Mere’) St 
Mary’s Carmarthen. Thanks to 
Canon Pius.  
©Allan  Randall 

https://www.womensarchivewales.org/en/symposium-2020


Kensitites, a rabid anti- catholic group. In contrast was Carmarthen, where a stained glass window 
commemorates Sister.Pierre Lazare, head-teacher at the parish school 1908-48.                                                                                                                
There were clear tensions between the DHS’s spiritual goals and their material and financial circumstances. 
They hoped to become financially self-sufficient by setting up fee paying convent schools. In reality this was a 
challenge, no schools were set up in Usk or Llanrwst. The finan  ce for renting or buying property had  to be 
agreed with the Mother House in Brittany. All equipment for residences, schools or boarding 
accommodation saw items such as furniture, musical instruments including a piano, needlework and art 
materials sent from Brittany.. Managing practical arrangements distracted local superiors from their spiritual 
work. A constant concern was the shortage of sisters with teaching qualifications External tensions included the 
reception received from some unsupportive priests who thought the sisters threatened their parish schools. The 
core activities of the sisters, in addition to teaching pupils and adult students, was their spiritual work giving 
catechism classes, parochial tasks, visiting catholic families and visiting the poor and sick irrespective of 
denomination. 
External pressures followed the 1918 and 1944 Education Acts which introduced national standards for 
qualifications and facilities. Falling numbers, lack of qualified teachers and failure to meet new standards led to 
many convent schools closing. The Second World War meant no new sisters came from Brittany, and the 
remaining schools now coped with increased pupil numbers including refugee families. This led to the setting up 
of the first noviciate (1942-49) in Britain at Pontypool convent. Young women were prepared in Monaghan, 
Ireland, to join Pontypool, and the Brecon convent was closed to fund these new projects. The Jubilee 
celebration of the order in Britain was held in April 1952, at the Reading Provincial House, with a Mass of 
thanksgiving. At that time, of the original foundations, only Carmarthen, Aberystwyth, Pontypool and 
Abergavenny still remained.  
 

Katrina Gass 
With thanks to Dr Josephine Egan DHS for use of her research, “A Century of Service in Wales”, (Three Peaks 
Press, 2005).   
                     
Suffragettes and the 1911 Census 

 

The upcoming Census reminds us of the widespread opposition to the 1911 
Census by the suffragettes, mostly Women’s Freedom League and WSPU 
supporters. Their argument was that if women were not treated as full citizens 
with a vote, they would not let themselves be used in government statistics. 
The Census, which was filled in by the ‘Head of the Household’ (obviously a man 
unless a woman was widowed) had to give details of all those sleeping in the 
house on the night of the 2nd-3rd April. Many women Heads defaced their forms; 
the one below shows Ethel Smyth’s crisp comment on her form. 
Women all over Britain boycotting the census absented themselves in various 
ways. Mrs Pankhurst and her supporters spent the night in the Aldwych Rink in 
London, where the night was passed watching speeches and performance 
organised by the Actresses Franchise League. All over England and Scotland 
groups of women walked the moors, gathered in cafes or camped out in caravans. 
In south Wales, Swansea headteacher and feminist activist Emily Phipps, with her 
partner Clara Neal and three other women, spent census night in a sea-cave on 
the Gower peninsular to avoid being enumerated. CF 

 

Emily Phipps c. 1911 Ethel Smyth’s1911Census return. The comments in red are added by the enumerator  



October’s Conference and the ‘Call for Papers’ 
 

is a standard term, some people may worry that such papers are only produced by academics, or university 
Around this time every year, the Archive sends out a ‘call for papers’ for our October Conference. Although this 
students at the very least. 
Our Conferences are open to anyone interested in women’s history in Wales, and we like to hear from anybody 
with an interest in Welsh women’s history and a story to tell. We have had excellent and interesting papers from 
all sort of people in the past, many of whom have developed their interest in the subject without any academic 
background. If you think you have something interesting to say about any aspect of women’s history please think 
seriously about submitting your idea. Papers can be in English or Welsh. As to length, papers are usually 20 to 
30 minutes, but shorter ones can be accommodated. If you are thinking that you have something to offer, but 
are not sure, send an email to conference@womensarchivewales.org, and you will be given advice and 
encouragement. 
 

Avril Rolph Bursary 
 

Each year we award a bursary to a student or amateur historian in 
memory of Avril Rolph (1945 – 2018). Avril was a feminist historian 
and one of the founder members of the Women’s Archive of Wales.  
The bursary is awarded for a paper on any aspect of women’s 
history in Wales, and the sum of £200 is presented at WAW’s 
annual Conference. The winner of the bursary will present their paper virtually or in person at this year’s 
Conference at Bangor University. The winners of the first two bursaries were Molly Caenwyn (2019, above left) 
and Teleri Owen (2020). 
Details of how to apply are on our website https://www.womensarchivewales.org/en/news?id=201 
 
Edith Nepean 
 

Mary Edith Nepean was born in Llandudno in 1876; her father John Bellis was Overseer of the Poor. She seems 
to have been a talented young woman. She won second prize at the National Eisteddfod in Caernarfon (1894) 
for a figure painting, and a press report of her wedding in 1899 describes her as a ‘Well-known Lady Artist’. She 
regularly showed her work at the Gwynedd Ladies’ Art Society.  She seems to have been something of a 
composer too – her waltz entitled ‘Do you remember’ was performed (‘beautifully 
rendered’ according to the Caernarvon and Denbigh Herald) by the Pier Orchestra in 
Llandudno in August 1910. But it is probably as a writer and novelist that she would wish 
to be remembered. 

After her marriage to Molyneux Nepean, a civil servant, 
Edith moved to London, though seems to have visited 
Llandudno regularly. She had been encouraged to write 
by no lesser a figure than David Lloyd George who had 
admired some of her Eisteddfod entries. Her first novel 
‘Gwyneth of the Welsh Hills’, was dedicated to him. The 
Cambrian Daily Leader was not impressed: ‘We wonder what 
in the world he will say when he reads it. We would like to be at his shoulder when 
he reads certain chapters, and when he sees how chapel life in Wales is distorted, 
and how the Welsh tongue is twisted to strange 
ends’. Despite this ‘Gwyneth’ was made into a silent 
film in 1921, and she wrote many many more ‘Welsh’ 
romances. 

However film loomed large in her life. During the mid-20th century she wrote 
extensively for the film magazine Picture Show. She had famous friends, including 
Ivor Novello, and also travelled widely. 
After her husband died in 1940 she seems to have returned to Llandudno, where she died in 1960, Sadly despite 
her celebrity and popularity, only four mourners are said to have attended her funeral. 
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Facing the past 

As we debate the need to do justice to the history of ethnic minorities, the tendency is to remember wealthy and 
powerful men from the past, and the way in which their wealth was often derived from human suffering, especially 
the slave trade. The fortune of the Pennant family of the north derived from the horrors of the slave trade. Thomas 
Williams, the owner of the Mynydd Parys copper mines, petitioned Parliament in order to protect the trade. At 
the time he was using all the goods made in his works at Penclawdd to buy slaves. 

Closer to home for me, the ironmasters of the heads of the valleys had slave trade interests. Richard Crawshay 
tried to buy a plantation in Jamaica, and much of the produce of the furnaces of Cyfarthfa went into the ships 
which sailed from Cardiff and Newport on the “triangular voyage” from Wales to Africa with goods (often copper) 
to buy slaves, transport them to America and sell them to buy sugar to meet the increasing demand  for it at 
home. It would be hard to find anyone in Wales today who hasn’t profited in some indirect way from the slave 
trade. My great-great-grandfather and his father worked in the Cyfarthfa furnaces... 
And the influence of that trade can still be felt today. Here is the story of one remarkable woman who experienced 
the prejudice which, in the end, derives from the old, cruel history. Despite everything, she went on to care for 
those who insulted her. It was from Jamaica, one of the sugar islands, that Daphne Richard came to Caerffili. 
Her daughter Roz tells the story of her “amazing mother” with justifiable pride. EJ 
 

An amazing mother  
 

This article by Roz Richards was originally published in Welsh in CwmNi, the papur bro of Caerffili and the 
surrounding area.  Roz and her sister both attended local Welsh medium 
schools. 
 

My mother, Daphne Richards, came to the UK in 1963 when she was 17 
years old. She was one of the “Windrush” generation from Jamaica, 
invited to come and work in another part of the Commonwealth. My 
mother’s dream was to become a Registered Mental Health Nurse (RMN) 
with the National Health Service. When she had completed her studies 
1967 she took the qualifying examination to become an RMN, only to be 
told by the matron, as she handed in her papers “I don’t know what you’re 
doing here, you haven’t passed.”  
Now my mother knew that she was intelligent, and she knew too that she 
should have passed because of the amount of work she had done. But no 
nurses of colour succeeded in qualifying as RMN. It was made impossible 
for them to pass the examinations. They all had to work as SEN (State 
Enrolled Nurse), a subordinate grade. They were held back because of 
the colour of their skin.  
In 1980 my mother gained her RMN qualification when, at last, she was 
able to re-sit the examination. She says she could have turned her back 
on her ambition and forgotten about her dream. But she kept her inner 
strength and her perseverance and her fire alight, and never gave up 
despite everything.  

She has retired now, after having given an incredible half century of service to the NHS!!!  
We are so proud of our mother. Her strength and her courage are part of us (Roz and Lara, Daphne’s twin 
daughters). We have truly been blessed with the best. She is such an amazing black beautiful woman. 
(Translated by Elin Jones) 
  

Nurse Daphne Richards 

A reminder that we are delighted to receive articles of almost any length between 200 and 800 words for 
inclusion this Newsletter. If you have any doubts or queries please contact me via the WAW website 
info@womensarchivewales.org. 
Copy dates are: The last Friday of February for the March edition, of May for the June edition, Of August for 
the September edition and of November for the December edition. 
This Newsletter was edited by Caroline Fairclough and translated by Catrin Stevens and Elin Jones. 
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Women and Science in Wales – New Plans 

 

On 10th February a number of members of WAW got together on Zoom to discuss women and science in Wales. 
Coincidentally it was one day before the United Nations celebration of Women in Science Day on 11th February. 
Some of us have been thinking about this subject for years. You may remember Jenny Sabine’s article on 
Women Pharmacists in the March 2014 Newsletter, and more recently Sue Thomas’s exploration of women in 
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) subjects, in Swansea University’s Richard Burton 
Archives (June 2020). Others have, we know, done odds and ends of research into various aspects of science 
and technology. 
We have initially decided to do two things. The first is to establish what links we can make with existing 
organisations, particularly those that have women in prominent positions. We want to show young women that 
it can be done. If you know one of these women, or even better, are one, please contact us on 
info@womensarchivewales.org so we can add this information to our still rather unorganised lists. The second, 
we hope, could concern any Archive member. Have you found any interesting women in your family research, 
or researched a STEM topic, 
however briefly? Gertrude 
Walters of Bridgend County 
School took and passed three 
science subjects in her Higher 
School Certificate in 1915. (She 
went on to become a lecturer in 
Botany at University College Aberystwyth). 
What we are working towards is a scoping review, concerning itself with the present day situation in Wales as 
well as with historical knowledge and collecting stories. We are open to suggestions as to the outcome. What 
we are sure of, though, is that we will be encouraging girls and young women in Wales to think of STEM subjects 
as their subjects, not just something for the boys. 
 

The contact for all communications is info@womensarchivewales.org 
 
Setting the Record Straight (SRS/GGoG): Capturing the records and voices of women in Welsh politics 
 

The ‘Setting the Record Straight’ project has continued over the recent year, despite the restrictions of lockdown, 
interviewing female members of the Assembly/Senedd, in recent months via zoom or out of doors.  The project 
has also been busy during this time in facilitating the archiving of the political papers of these members in order 
to create an authoritative record of the experiences of the sixty or so women who have served the institution 
since 1999.  
According to the National Political Archive at the National Library, very few women AMs/MSs have archived their 
collections of documents, photographs and other material for safeguarding for the future. Our aim, therefore, is 
to make contact with the female members in Wales, past and present, and to encourage this process so that 
future researchers and historians have a balanced and accurate record of the National Assembly/Welsh 
Parliament’s evolution and early history. 
Over the last year, I, as project officer for SRS/GGoG, have been in touch with as many female members as 
possible and, to date, twenty-nine current and former AMs/MSs have either deposited their papers, photographs 
and electronic material in an archive, or are in discussion with the relevant archivist to arrange deposit in the 
near future.  As well as the National Library of Wales, we have been collaborating with local archives around 
Wales, including Ceredigion, Carmarthen, Pembrokeshire, West Glamorgan, Gwent, Flint, Wrexham and 
Glamorgan.   
All these archives have taken a keen interest in our project and have been very enthusiastic in supporting it.  
Hopefully, before the end of the project in June this year and once the Welsh archives are fully open again, 
many more women members will have responded positively to our call and agreed to deposit their papers and 
thus safeguard and preserve for the future their important role and history in Welsh politics.  
 

Kate Sullivan  
Project Officer  
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St Non 

 

On 1st March every year Welsh people around the world celebrate St David’s Day. On 8th March every year 
women around the world celebrate International Women’s Day. Between these two dates is the day when Non, 
David’s mother is celebrated. Sometimes it is on 2nd March and sometimes, as this year, on 5th March.   
Even less is known about Non than is known about her son, Dewi. The main source on both Dewi and Non is 
the Vita Davidis, Life of St David, which was probably written about 1095 by scholar Rhigyfarch when he was 
based in Llanbadarn.  Non’s name varies a bit and she is sometimes called Nun and sometimes Nonnita. 
Rhigyfarch recounts: “The king of the country of Ceredigion, as far as a community of the people of Dyved. And 
the king met a nun, a virgin called Nonnita, a very beautiful and graceful girl, whom desiring he took by force 
and violated. And she conceived her son, holy David. She neither before nor after knew a man, but, continuing 

in chastity of mind and body, led a most faithful life, for from 
that time of conception she lived on bread and water only. 
“So Non is recorded as being raped, giving birth and then 
living in chastity on bread and water. It does not seem much 
of a life.  
In addition to Rhigyfarch, we can trace some of Non’s life 
through the many places that are dedicated to her in various 
ways. The place where she gave birth is generally agreed to 

be on a cliff top near the current St Davids village city and where there is a spring, now a well, and an old (ruined) 
and a more recent chapel. It is then accounted that she went to live further north in Ceredigion with her young 
son. This may have been near his father’s family. It is taken as being Hen Fynyw and Llannon, again named 
after her. There are also places in Cornwall named after her. This includes Altanon where it was claimed some 
of her bones were kept for many years. There is some evidence that she then went to live in Brittany for the rest 
of her life. In what is now called Dirinon she is believed to have set up a convent and was venerated in her own 
right. This was probably after Dewi had grown up and started his own travels and work. She died and was buried 
in Dirinon. The face on the effigy on her tomb rests in a smile that appears sublimely contented, at peace in the 
last years of a life that had been pretty eventful.    
Shown above is the well at the place where she is supposed to have given birth. It is now on the Pembrokeshire 
Coastal Path. There is a seat there and fabulous views towards Ireland. Like many of Wales’ so called holy 
wells, the water is meant to have healing powers. It is just one of the many many springs in warm, wet, west 
Wales. Some of them appear and disappear fairly frequently in wet weather when the ground is often already 
saturated. Doubtless in the 6th Century this would have looked like the supernatural work of a saint, rather than 
the more natural work of too much rainwater having nowhere else to go. And nowadays we still imbue such 
waters with special powers, though now we bottle and sell it for great price as Mineral Water. And, of course, 
that is science and commercialism, and not paganism or superstition!   
When the shrine of St David was constructed in St Davids Cathedral at a time of 
boom in the medieval pilgrimage industry, part of the dedication was to his mother 
Non. Since the restoration of the Shrine in recent years, the icon style painting of 
Non has sometimes spoken profoundly to those who come from difficult 
backgrounds, including abusive family situations. Despite the rape she is still seen 
as having been able to go on and lead a fruitful life in her own right and as a single 
mother.  Her strength is seen as shaping Dewi and given him the strength which 
saw him go on to become Wales’ national saint. Her image is at the foot of the 
stairs to the Cathedral Library. We will often meet visitors who have known abuse 
in their own lives or homes, or the challenges of single parenthood. Non has become an unofficial patron saint 
of those who carry the burdens associated with rape, abuse, desertion, and other trials of family life. 
Perhaps a pandemic postscript to the story of Non’s inner strength is that over the last year when the medieval 
Cathedral dedicated to her son has been subject to government regulations on closures and other restrictions, 
pragmatic Non’s chapel on the cliff top has been kept open throughout and people often go and sit in there (often 
out of the rain!) and contemplate all the strange happenings around us.   
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