AUTUMN MEETING AT RHOSMAEN, LLANDEILO, September 28-30th The Physicians of Myddfai.

The meeting was based at the Plough at Rhosmaen, some members also stayed at the White Hart
Hotel, Llandeilo and a number of local members attended as non-residents. We assembled at 2 pm
on Friday and made our way in wonderful weather to Dinefwr Park. The party then divided with
most being led up to the castle by Dr Sian Rees, via a great parkland tree recently shown to be older
than the castle; while Heather James led another group on a less strenuous walk in the park.

Sian Rees pointed out that Dinefwr Castle, perched on a crag above the Tywi floodplain, is in such an
good defensive position that a prehistoric fortification and an early medieval fortified site have both
been suggested here, but no evidence has been found. Thus the castle may well be a new work in
the late 12th century by the Lord Rhys, Prince of Deheubarth, much fought over by his descendants.
Particularly pertinent to our weekend was Rhys Gryg’s control of Dinefwr since Rhiwallon and his
sons are named as his court physicians. The great circular keep and adjacent Welsh gate may have
been Rhys Gryg’s work, in contention in his quarrels with his brothers. However much of what we
see today dates to the Edwardian conquest of the late 13th century with a new gate and a
remodelled entrance passage. Glyndŵr’s Revolt prompted some new building, but thereafter it was
abandoned in favour of Newton House.

Paul Sandby’s aquatint of Dinefwr Park with white cattle and a distant view of the castle.
Heather James led the second group towards Newton House (1850s), and pointed out parts of
surviving buildings on other sides of the courtyard which may belong to Gruffydd ap Nicolas’s new
house of the mid-15th century which replaced the castle as principal residence. She showed a plan

of the park and the location of the recently discovered Roman forts. A great deal of the park
landscaping, subsequently approved by Capability Brown, had already been carried out before his
arrival in 1775. A short walk provided a splendid view of the veteran trees and park landscaping. The
whole group gathered outside the house where Dr Don Williams spoke about his fascination with
the famous breed of White Park Cattle (standing before us). It is popularly believed that they
descend from the white cattle with red markings specified as the honour price for any insult to the
King in the Welsh Laws. This, sadly, is unlikely. The modern herd’s descent is minutely documented
and its health is due to its acquisition in 1974 by Lawrence Alderson who returned some to the Park
in 1992. Don Williams said that he had seen similarities between these cows and the Italian Chianina
white cattle breed and, when the Roman forts were discovered, he wondered whether the British
White Parks might have been a Roman introduction. With some difficulty he persuaded the National
Trust to undertake DNA sampling. But, as he ruefully admitted, they did not show any linkage.
A change in the Evening Programme had to be made and Heather James had prepared an overview
fact sheet on the subject of the Physicians which she went through with a short powerpoint
presentation. The notes covered the context of the courts of the Lord Rhys of Deheubarth and
descriptions of the office and duties of the court Physician in the Laws; then introduced the medieval
medical books and tracts, medical beliefs, practices and herbal remedies, and finally outlined the
legend of The Lady of the Lake and her sons, from whom the Physicians allegedly descend.

The second half of the evening was spent in looking at a diverse array of books on early botany and
medicine, part of the Carmarthenshire Antiquarian Society’s fine collection now owned by Dyfed
County Council and kept at Carmarthenshire Museum in Abergwili. Jill Davies has been cataloguing
this collection and had made a selection which she presented to the Cambrians.

Saturday morning was devoted to lectures. The first lecture was by Alan Paddison the author (under
a pseudonym -- V.A.Grant (Vagrant)) of an intriguing booklet The Liminal Lakes of South Wales in
which he argued that lakes were places on the borderland of reality and imagination, conveying the
uncertainties and dualities of the worlds of myth and legend, and the very real places in which they
are located. The legend of the fairy mother of Rhiwallon the Physician emerging from the lake of
Llyn y Fan Fach in the Black Mountain near Myddfai is a prime example.

The next speaker, Dr David Thorne, is Chairman of Cymdeithas Enwau Lleoedd Cymru/The Welsh
Placename Society. He has made a particular study of the element meddyg in the placenames of
Myddfai. It was not a common element, but studied in relation to the local administrative divisions,
a pattern emerges which suggests an hereditary office of ‘physician’ in each of the cwmwdau of
Cantref Bychan and Cantref Mawr during the period of the Lord Rhys and his sons. He also listed
names relating to ‘honey’ and ‘holed trees’, both indicating an interest in bees and possibly the
medicinal use of honey.

The final lecture was by Dr Donald Williams, Meddygon Myddfai – a Modern Cohort in which he
looked at the recent history of doctors in Carmarthenshire. He began by explaining how he had been
born at Glanceidrych, a farm near Myddfai from where he had attended Llandovery Grammar School

and then became a medical student in London. He was aware of many other Welsh doctors there
and this was the start of his interest in Welsh medical history. He moved to Swansea where he was a
consultant psychiatrist. On retirement he began to contribute to papurau y bro and amass an ever
growing list of the many doctors coming from the Myddfai area in recent times, starting with the
inspirational Sir John Williams, physician to Queen Victoria and founder of the National Library of
Wales. This led him to found the Cymdeithas Meddygon Myddfai in 2014 which holds an annual day
conference at Myddfai Community Hall. The concentration can be described as a clustering effect,
and he finds it hard not to attribute this to knowledge of the traditions of the earlier Physicians of
Myddfai.

The speakers were thanked by Dr Mark Redknap, Dr Glenda Carr and Dr Lindsay Morgan, who, with
his wife Dr Valerie Morgan, had been a colleague of Dr Williams in Swansea.

Thomas Lloyd, Wales Herald Extraordinary, addresses the Cambrians in Myddfai Church
The party then set off for Myddfai to have lunch in the Community Hall where we were greeted by
Robin Barlow who described the new building opened by the Prince of Wales in 2011 and now
earning useful money for local charities. We enjoyed an excellent light lunch made on the premises
and then made our way to Myddfai Church where past President and Wales Herald Extraordinary,
Thomas Lloyd spoke about the architecture and fittings. The gravestone of the greatest interest for
the Meeting was that to David Jones (1719) and his son, John Jones both ‘surgeons’ of Myddfai
which is in the church porch. Myddfai is a small settlement and the size of its double-nave church is
testament to the prosperity of this upland area in the late Middle Ages and 16th century.

We then boarded the coach once again to drive to Carreg Cennen Castle splendidly visible on its crag
in magnificent afternoon sunlight. Some stayed in the café but most walked up the hill with Dr Sian
Rees. The building of the castle is attributed to the Lord Rhys but there is nothing now visible of the
late 12th century. In the partition of his lands in 1216 Iscennen went to Rhys Gryg. After Edward I’s
conquest the castle was granted to John Giffard and money was spent, making it likely that the
visible remains belong to this period. Detailed accounts of 1369-70 show that the outer ward was
then in place and also the elaborate added barbican – prestige building by a Marcher Lord. It
remained an important stronghold through the Wars of the Roses in the 15th century, but after the
Yorkist victory it was ordered to be systematically demolished.

Carreg Cennen Castle – photo Heather James

The dramatic site began to attract the Romantic travellers of the 18th century and was the subject of
a watercolour by Turner. The Cawdors, inheritors of the Vaughan estates, undertook consolidation
and indeed rebuilding. A few intrepid Cambrians went down the ‘cliff gallery’ to a watery cave which
has produced finds of prehistoric and Roman date.

Sian Rees talks to the Cambrians inside Carreg Cennen Castle; photo Heather James.

The final event of the day was a lecture after dinner by Dr Morfydd Owen on medical books, medical
knowledge and its wider transmission in the mid 19th century through the first printed text by the
Tonn Press, Llandovery. She described, with illustrations, the eleven Welsh manuscripts containing
medical material, the most famous being The Red Book of Hergest. A pamphlet manuscript,
Bodleian Rawlinson 467B, was especially relevant to the weekend since it has later additions
showing that it was in the Myddfai area in the 17th century and was given to Edward Lhuyd. She
stressed that beyond the language there was little that was specifically Welsh in the contents of
these mss and they were part of a general European tradition and still worked within Galen’s theory
of humours propounded in the 2nd century. She hoped to carry out more work on the decision of
the Welsh Manuscripts Society to revive the traditions of Myddfai with their translation of 1861.

On Sunday morning a slightly reduced number of members boarded the coach for a visit to the
National Botanic Garden of Wales at Llanarthne. We first visited the Apothecaries Hall where the
complete contents of an Edwardian chemist’s shop have been re-installed. Here we were met by
David Hunter, a retired GP, convincingly ‘in period’ behind the shop counter in a white coat, starched
collar and splendid moustaches. We were able to look at – and indeed handle – various pills, syrups,
powders and tinctures and see how tablets were made. A display in the building of how plants are

used worldwide attracted interest and the newly created Apothecary’s Garden on the slopes next
door still had many plants in bloom and leaf. Free time was also allowed to explore the Garden
further, of especial interest to those on their first visit.

See the website www.cambrians.org.uk for longer accounts and photos of these meetings.

