The Castle of LIywelyn ab lorwerth in Merionydd

Once again, before proceeding, it is worth loolahgarly thirteenth century castles in North Wales
when considering Harlech. Evidence about castié@sih North Wales under Prince Llywelyn ab
lorwerth (1172-1240) is undeniably thin. Again aghin the words ‘probably’ and ‘may have been’
rightly litter historical works on this subject.IsEwhere Llywelyn is described as a ‘prolific and
innovative castle builder’ or that he ‘required bastles to reflect his status and meet the
expectations of his new-found peer grotip’ The question must therefore be broached as & wh
has the historical Llywelyn done to deserve sudtfiléary deification which appears more and more
in print? The answer to such a question shoulddled for in original sources. As such the search
should begin in the Bruts. Here under 1221 wardogmed:

The following year strife was bred between Llywebmlorwerth and Gruffydd his son,
because of the cantref of Meirionydd, which Gruéiythd subdued because of the injuries
which that cantref had done to him and to his mefind then Llywelyn took from Gruffydd
the cantref of Meirionydd and the commote of ArdydvwAnd he began to build a castle
there for himself*®

...however Llywelyn took from Gruffydd his son, tbantref of Meirionydd, of which he had
gained possession, and the adjoining commote afidwg. And he began to build a castle
in it.”

Another source thought the event so unimportarttitireas not even mentioned in this rendition of
the Brut:

There was strife between Llywelyn and Gruffydd $us because of the cantref of
Meirionydd which Gruffydd had conquered becausthefinjuries he had received from
those people.... And then Llywelyn took for hinighk cantref of Meirionydd and all
Ardudwy.*°

Unfortunately for modern perceptions that is itccArding to one modern work, Llywelyn was
responsible for ‘the first sophisticated stoneleasn Wales; his castles at Criccieth, Degannwy,
Dolbadarn, Dolwyddelan and Castell y Bere beingrgrthe best examplé&’. Similarly, ‘Like
Criccieth, Castell y Bere was a foundation of Lijymeab lorwerth™?. Where then, is the evidence
for the grand claims of Llywelyn’s ability as a fierss designer? Unfortunately there is not a singl
line of contemporary evidence that Llywelyn buikiagle stone of any one of these fortresses. All
we actually know is that Llywelyn used Cricciethaaprison in 1239, he lost and regained control of
Degannwy castle in 1210-13 and that he may havedied Castell y Bere, or one of several other
castles around Meirionydd in 1221, as is seenamjtiote at the beginning of this paragraph. The
rest is wishful thinking through the attaching ailtdings to well-known names without evidence -
hardly a basis for sound scholarship. Indeed it @ther castle Llywelyn is recorded as
‘rebuilding’ is Aberystwyth castle in 1208, It is certain that he held various castles intBWales
and undoubtedly repaired some in North Wales, lugtis hardly evidence of his being a great
military engineer. Indeed the evidence of LIlywebging a castle destroyer is far more powerful, viz
Mold in 1199; Degannwy in 1210; Montgomery, CymarGarmarthen, Llanstephan, St Clears,

"7 Davis, P.R.Castles of the Welsh Princg988], 38;Butler, L., ‘The Castles of the Princes of Gwyneddie Impact of the Edwardian
Castles in WalefOxford, 2010], 32.

8 Brut y Tywysogyon or The Chronicle of the Prindesd Book of Hergest versioed. and trans. T. Jones [Cardiff, 1955], 221

9 Brut y Tywysogyon or The Chronicle of the Prindaniarth Ms. 20 versigred. and trans. T. Jones [Cardiff, 1952], 98.

0 Brenhinedd y Saeson or The Kings of the Sa»ahsand trans. T. Jones [Cardiff, 1971], 223.

1 Lynch, F.Gwynedd, A Guide to Ancient and Historic W4lE395], 135.

2 Taylor, A.J.,The Welsh Castles of EdwarLP86], 75.

"3 Brut y Tywysogyon or The Chronicle of the Prindaniarth Ms. 20 versigred. and trans. T. Jones [Cardiff, 1952], 83.

22



Laugharne, New Castle Emlyn, Newport, Cardigang&®ilan, Swansea and Kidwelly in 1215;
Cardigan and Wiston in 1220; Whittington, Alberbaryd Kinnerly in 1223; Builth Wells in 1230;
Radnor, Neath and Kidwelly in 1231 and finally NeaBryn Amllwg, Abergavenny, Pencelli,
Blaenllyfni and Bwlich y Dinas in 1233. That leavweswith a certain score of one castle built in
North Wales against 29 destroyed in his militarseea. There are of course a number of castles in
Wales that Llywelyn may have been responsible toiding, but these are hardly legith What is
certain is that without proper historical reseaaioly conclusions are simply illusory.

What then can we say about the castle that Llyweigirbuild in Meirionydd or Ardudwy.
Firstly, the statement of the Bruts - the passags ot appear iAnnales Cambriaeis ambiguous.
Quite plainly the castle built was within either kenydd or Ardudwy and there is a chance, maybe
even a probability, that this was Castell y Baermwever, it should also be recognised that this
almost throw away statement, could have implied&liaBrysor, Tomen y Mur, Harlech or even
another site that has been washed away by ther seeh@ange of river course. We simply cannot be
certain and pretending otherwise is both pointsess disingenuous.

Harlech Castlein the War of Dafydd ap Gruffydd, 1283

Early in the twentieth century it was decided tHatlech castle was founded by Otto Grandison
(c.1238-1328), a captain of Edward | (1272-130Howed 560 infantry led to the virgin site in April
1283. This assertion has been fostered to theetktat it is now claimed that ‘recognition of the
strategic importance of the site must be credipeSit Otto Grandison, marching north from his
capture of Castell y Beré®. April 1283 was a time when war was being waggairest the Welsh
princes who still opposed King Edward | (1272-138@Jl when Earl William Valance of Pembroke
and Roger Lestrange had combined their armiesdiedpe Castell y Bei. The assumption that the
militarily unimportant Otto and his relatives of\®g then dominated military developments in
Wales is important and to this extent needs exangibhefore we consider what actually happened at
Harlech and why.

The idea that the Welsh war somehow went awaystritbensity with the death of Prince
Llywelyn should instantly be dispelled. It conteduwith the same savagery and there is no evidence
that its outcome or course was in any way changeatiddeath of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd. If
Llywelyn had not been killed in his Buellt expeditiof December 1282 there is nothing at all to
suggest that he too would not have fallen withdnather six months later in the fastnesses of Eryri
just as Gruffydd ap Llywelyn had fallen 200 yeaaslier. Gruffydd’s death in 1064 had not ended
the principality of Gwynedd and the deaths of Lijymeand Dafydd did not necessarily mean the end
of it in the 1280s. No one in 1283 could have kndhat Edward would continue to hold much of
Wales for the next 25 years, or that his subjugatioSnowdonia would have been such a success.
Great castles had been built in Wales before, buine had had the political will to see through a
conquest on the scale that Edward managed. Hd&lfuther be remembered that the princes who
continued to support the revolt against Edward vmerenotley crew. Dafydd himself was no less
equipped to rule Wales than his elder brotherslenhany of the other princes of Wales continued
the fight: Rhys Fychan ap Rhys of Ceredigion, Rigdod and Hywel ap Rhys Gryg of
Deheubarth, Llywelyn and Owain of Bromfield, Morgam Maredudd of Gwynllwg and Goronwy ap
Heilyn, one of the several descendants of Ednyfeth&n (d.1246). It was still possible for Edward
to lose the war, right up to the capture of Dafyduailikely, but possible. Indeed it was only tlad f
of Dafydd that inclined Rhys Wyndod to finally sender where he was still fighting in Deheubarth.
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