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Dear Members, We have a bumper 12-page issue for you which we hope will keep your 
minds off our uncertain times: The Italians of the valley series continues with the Ferrari 
family, and the brave feats the “Italian Taffies” performed during World War 2; a meeting 
at Siloa Chapel about the controversial “Blue Books”; a great coal owner; a bard who lived 
in Penrhiwceiber who was also a phrenologist, and a present day smashing event in 
Aberdare. 
Enjoy your reading!  
 
The Ferrari Family 

 
The staff of the Ferrari restaurant, circa 1948 

The men on either side, (l to r), are Giulio and Angelo Ferrari.  In the back row centre are 
sister & brother Luisa and Paul Ferrari. 

Many thanks to Terry Chapman for the photograph.  Terry’s mother is first on the right in 
the front row.  Immediately behind her is Elsie the Head Cook. 
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Mrs Hilary Ferrari kindly supplied me with the following information for this article: 

The Ferrari family originated from a small mountain town called Bettola in the province of 
Piacenza near Milan, Italy.  The first generation of five boys of the Ferrari family came to 
work in Wales in late 1890. 

The first boy to arrive was Gerolomo, and then following him, the remaining brothers 
Angelo (snr), Vittorio, Benedetto and Luigi arrived.  These were young boys aged between 
9 and 10 years of age who left their homeland as there was no work in that region of Italy, 
other than farming.  They were brought to Merthyr Tydfil to work for Luigi Berni, who was 
already an established businessman in Wales, who originated from Bardi.  Luigi Berni was 
married to a cousin of the Ferrari family.  Gerolomo remained in Wales for several years 
until after he was married but he finally returned to Italy, then, later he sent over his two 
sons Angelo (jnr) and Giulio. 

All the young boys were brought here to sell ice cream during their working day.  They 
would return to their lodging places at night where they would sleep in large dormitories.  
They finally got to bed by midnight and would have to get up at 4.00 am to make the ice 
cream by hand.  When the ice cream was ready, they would have to take their carts out 
and sell the ice cream all day until everything was sold.  Wafers were sold for one penny 
and cornets for a halfpenny.  They would return to their accommodation and repeat the 
process again in the following days.  Conditions were very hard and difficult but the 
brothers continued doing this until they became old enough to work in various cafés 
owned by the Berni family.  Eventually the Ferrari brothers started renting and buying 
their own shops in Merthyr, Tredegar and Abertillery before coming to Canon Street, 
Aberdare in 1926.  As stated above, Gerolomo had returned to Italy and his brother 
Angelo (snr) also wanted to retire to his home in Bettola.  

When the Second World War broke out Angelo (snr), and a cousin of his, were assisting 
British soldiers who were hiding in the mountains above Bettola by taking food and 
helping them to escape. 

Later after Angelo (snr) had died, his brother Vittorio was presented with a certificate by 
Field Marshall Montgomery, for Angelo's work in helping the British Forces, (see another 
article in this issue). 

During the war period, Vittorio’s brother Luigi and his 
nephews Angelo (jnr) and Giulio were interned in a 
prisoner of war camp on the Isle of Man.  Throughout 
the period, the two remaining brothers Vittorio and 
Benedetto, together with their wives and children, 
carried on running the various cafés until the internees 
were released at the end of the war.  

The partnership of the brothers and cousins continued 
until 1958.  In this year Vittorio had died and Benedetto 
had returned home to Italy due to ill health.  The 
children of the brothers continued working together 
until 1961 when Ferrari's bakery was formed in Hirwaun 
by Paul, son of Vittorio, and by Robert, son of Benedetto 
(the brother of Luigi).  Luigi died in 1962 and his two 
sons Remo and Marino took over from him.  The bakery 
then just had ten employees. 

Angelo (jnr) and Giulio were running the restaurant in 
Canon Street, Aberdare, until they retired and sold the 
business in 1990s. 

 Ferrari's café 
2 Canon Street 
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In 1965 the first Ferrari bakery shop was opened in Victoria Square, Aberdare.  Gradually 
over the years, they opened more of their own shops until they had a total of 26 by the 
time the company was sold in 1995. 

Angelo (jnr) had one son, Romano, who did not go into the business but was a prominent 
solicitor in Aberdare.  Sadly, he died at the early age of 59 in 2015. 

Over the years, the trade of the Hirwaun bakery increased, therefore the building was 
greatly extended and staff numbers increased.  By the early 1990s the total number of 
staff increased to about 600.  The company gained a good reputation in South Wales for 
the quality of its products and the regular daily service it provided.  Besides supplying 
their own shops, the company also served several other outlets in South Wales — 
delivering daily.  The business continued to prosper until it was sold in October 1995.  
Paul, Robert and Marino were able to enjoy retirement until Paul and Robert both died in 
2013 leaving Marino the only surviving member of the bakery company.  Remo had 
already died at the very early age of 36 in 1975. 

Whilst the company no longer exists the legacy of a very successful business lives on 
today in the name known as the Ferrari Industrial Park where the bakery originally 
started. 

 
Vittorio Ferrari 
Vittorio was born in Bettola in the province of Piacenza in 1891. 

When he was 10 years old, he came to Wales accompanied by his four brothers.  They 
first set up business in a small way at Dowlais and as a result of hard work, they were 
able to expand and buy a shop in High Street, Merthyr.  Selling their Merthyr business, 
they came to Aberdare in 1926 and started their Canon Street Restaurant.  Those were 
bad years in the Welsh valleys and Mr Ferrari and his brothers had to work really hard to 
make ends meet.  Having faith in Aberdare, however they never gave up — it was through 
their constant hard work and energy that the business became successful. 

In 1934 Mr Ferrari became a naturalised British subject.  He took a sincere interest in all 
the important events in the town, his natural kindness and liking for ordinary people 
having won him very many friends.  His generous sympathetic nature made him always 
ready to help those in need. 

For the greater part of his life, he lived above his restaurant in Canon Street.  Later he 
moved to Pant Farm estate and died in early July 1958.  He was mourned by his widow 
Rosa and four children: Paul, Luisa, Maria and Anna.  His body was flown back to Italy to 
be interred in the family vault at his birthplace. 

Source: Aberdare Leader, 5th July 1958 
 
The Heroic Aberdare Italians 
When war broke out in 1939, many South Wales Italians were visiting their relatives in 
Bardi in northern Italy. 

People like Mrs Domenica Pini, a dark, handsome woman, of the Corner Café, Canon 
Street, Aberdare, kept quiet and waited. 

In secret they opened their front doors to ragged Allied soldiers.  They hid them in the 
farmhouses, in the fields and woods, in the hills ;young boys and old men fed and clothed 
them and showed them the way over the mountains to the Allied lines. 

In a warm summer evening of 1943, Mrs Pini, with five children walked over from her 
front door to some farm buildings to lock up...  Suddenly she heard a rattle of stones, and 
stopped breathless with fright.  Then from behind the bushes, a few feet away, rose a tall, 
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raggedly dressed man who stood in the track in front of her.  He said politely, “Do you 
speak English?”  She told him: “I am English!”  The man stood there like a well-bred 
tramp.  Someone had told him the Italian Taffies in Bardi helped and hid escaping 
prisoners of war, so naturally he had come.  With a peppering of Italian and a Bardi-Welsh 
accent, she told him to wait, and then she ran home and got a scarf, shoes, bread, and 
cheese.  Poor boy, she thought, his feet were in a bad state, but she could not ask him to 
stay in her house because she had nine German soldiers billeted there!  

Her house was later searched by suspicious Germans who found her British passport in 
the kitchen stove.  They accused her of being a spy and put her in jail, but she was 
released when the parish priest pleaded on her behalf. 

Mrs Pini’s father, (“a very kind and gentle man”), died on the Arandora Star when the ship 
taking him from Britain to an internment camp in Canada was sunk by the Germans. 

In Grezzo village, three and a half miles from Bardi, Rena Strinati, from Cwmaman, 
smuggled a gramophone next door and had a farewell dance with two Allied escapers who 
were leaving the next day.  Shortly after they left, she heard that the two men had been 
caught and shot. 

Her mother, Mrs Linda Strinati also hid and sheltered about 60 escaped prisoners during 
the occupation.  Yet her own husband, who once kept a café in Cwmaman died on the 
Arandora Star.  One son was interned on the Isle of Man and another fought in the British 
army. 

Escapers arrived sometimes five or six at a time at the home of Mrs Strinati.  Some stayed 
for months-like Neville Rose of South Africa, a 6 feet 3in man who arrived with a short fat 
friend known to everyone as “Tubby”.  Mrs Strinati knew what Welshmen liked.  She put 
away the spaghetti and cooked them egg and chips! 

The Germans bewildered because they were not able to find the escapers, were infuriated 
because they knew they were there, and threatened time after time to burn down the 
house. 

Miss Rena Strinati said: “We moved out with our belongings several times.  My mother 
used to say: “Uh huh, so they are going to burn it down again.  Lucky it’s an old house 
anyway.” 

An escaper, Jim Day from Neath, said: “When we got out of the prison camp everyone was 
saying: “Go to Bardi, they speak English with Welsh accents there”.  When I went to Bardi, 
there were escaped Allied prisoners all over the place.  I stayed with Jo Gambarini in his 
pub”.  (The Italian’s sister kept Gambarini’s café in Gadlys, Aberdare) 

From their fighting positions, the Germans cast worried glances over their shoulders at 
Bardi.  The mountain town and villages could engage thousands of troops who could not 
be spared from the front lines. 

Partisans, fed, armed and clothed from supplies dropped to them by British and American 
parachutes “liberated” the town from the Italian fascists.  The townspeople celebrated and 
the Allied escapers walked openly in the streets.  But they knew that German retaliation 
would come.  It did: 15,000 Germans vented their spite on Bardi.  to be continued... 

Sources: Articles by Yvonne Thomas from the South Wales Echo 27 & 28th May 1964. 

 
Drink, Debauchery and Disestablishment 
by Hywel Davies 
The public meeting that took place in Siloa, the Welsh Congregational chapel in Greenfach, 
Aberdare, on the evening of Wednesday, February 23rd, 1848, was a memorable event.  
Firstly, it was one of the largest ever held in the area.  Reports suggest that some 2000 
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people ‘had crammed, almost to suffocation’ into the chapel, with hundreds more outside, 
unable to gain entrance.  

It is also significant because of the issue that had brought so many together that night.  
Local opinion had been outraged by the evidence given to the Commissioners of Inquiry 
into the State of Education in Wales the previous year, by the newly-arrived Vicar of 
Aberdare, the Reverend John Griffith.  The Commissioners’ final Report had impugned the 
Welsh people for being lazy, ignorant, immoral – and nonconformist.  Indeed, such was 
the resentment felt that the 1847 Report became popularly known in Welsh as ‘Brad y 
Llyfrau Gleision’ – the Treason of the Blue Books.  Historians have also seen it as a 
contributory factor to the growth of an anti-Anglican sentiment in Wales generally, so 
strengthening the hand of the disestablishment campaign. 

In charting the history of the campaign to disestablish the Church of England in Wales, 
culminating in the creation of an independent Welsh province in 1920, the eminent Welsh 
historian, K O Morgan refers to ‘a century of animosity’ and a struggle that had lasted ‘for 
almost a hundred years’.  Dates are important in the study of history: they provide 
valuable reference points.  In 2020, as we mark the centenary of the Church in Wales - 
and as Siloa, itself, this year, finally ceases to be a focus for Welsh nonconformist witness 
- it is worth looking again at that meeting in the chapel.  If, in fact, the campaign for 
disestablishment had such an enduring historical presence, dating back to the early 19th 
century, as suggested, it might be assumed that by 1848 it should figure in the debates 
on that February evening in Siloa. 

Speakers at the meeting included the chairman, David Williams, ‘Alaw Goch’ (1809‒1863) 
‘of Ynyscynon Colliery’, Dr Thomas Price, minister of Calfaria Welsh Baptist chapel, Monk 
St. from 1846‒1888, and William Edwards, Minister of Ebeneser Welsh Congregational 
chapel, Trecynon from 1844‒1884.  Another nonconformist luminary present that evening 
was Evan Jones, otherwise known by his bardic title, Ieuan Gwynedd, (1820‒1852).  His 
main concern was to rescue Welsh women from the public ignominy to which they had 
been exposed in the 1847 Report (see below).  It was a crusade he continued as minister 
of Saron Congregational chapel, Tredegar, and as founding editor of the literary magazine, 
‘Y Gymraes’, in 1850.  It was men, however, nonconformist ministers mostly, who held the 
floor in Siloa on that occasion – and together, they won unanimous support for a motion 
disavowing the Vicar’s evidence to the Commission.  

The reckless cleric had presented his views within only a few weeks of taking residence.  
That, itself, was irksome enough; but to cast his parishioners in such a damning light 
added insult to injury.  There was among them, said Griffith, ‘very little sobriety: the men 
drink in beer shops (and) the women drink at home’.  Indeed, ‘the Welsh have no idea of 
parental responsibility’, he continued: ‘it is no infrequent thing to see the father and the 
son come out of the beer-shop together, both intoxicated.’  This, apparently, was in 
keeping with their reckless care of money: ‘Nothing can be more improvident than the 
Welsh miners and colliers.’  

In Griffith’s view, not even religion seemed to temper this careless self-indulgence: ‘their 
religious feelings are peculiar to the temperament of the Welsh.  They are very excitable 
(and lack) a disciplined religious mind.  Properly speaking there is no religion whatever in 
my parish’, he added, provocatively.  And because the parents themselves have no 
education, they ‘have no idea of (its) advantages to their children.’  Indeed, he continued, 
‘for a parish of 10,000 people there is accommodation only for about 180 children by 
voluntary subscription.’  Finally, when reflecting on the standards and character of wives 
and mothers, Griffith was of the opinion that ‘nothing could be lower’, adding that 
‘promiscuous intercourse is most common, and the women do not lose caste by it.’  

In the light of all this, it is remarkable that the meeting in Siloa was so restrained.  It is 
even noted that all present ‘conducted themselves in the most orderly manner, the utmost 
decorum and propriety of demeanour being most conspicuous throughout.’  Perhaps the 
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mood was tempered by a wish not to confirm the more extravagant of Griffith’s claims. 

The greatest sense of outrage, in fact, was reserved for the blatant religious partisanship 
of the Commission.  The Commissioners themselves were all Anglicans; so too were most 
of their assistants ‒ and, most importantly, so were those from whom they took evidence.  
‘There are 8 Dissenting ministers in the place’, thundered William Edwards: ‘did Mr Lingen 
call on one of them?  The Dissenters of Wales amounted to eight-ninths of the population, 
and yet, in Aberdare, Mr Lingen had not called on one of the Dissenting ministers.’  Even 
the Vicar did not escape Edwards’ vitriol.  His lack of common courtesy was not 
unexpected from ‘such an enemy of Dissent’, said Edwards.  John Griffith, he continued, 
as well as being ‘not an efficient witness’ had also ‘proved himself to be a betrayer of his 
countrymen.’  Here, at least, we have a taste of the patriotic sentiment that was to colour 
the disestablishment debate in the years ahead.  

However, perhaps the most interesting feature of this extraordinary meeting is the 
absence of any mention of disestablishment.  Quite the opposite.  David Williams 
protested at the outset that he harboured no ‘feeling of ill-will towards the present 
incumbent’ and that ‘nothing was intended against the Established Church.’  Indeed, he 
insisted, ‘this was a meeting in which the character of Churchmen and Dissenters was 
concerned, as both had been included in the slander.’  Thomas Price struck much the same 
note.  He had, he said, ‘looked to Mr Griffith when he came to reside in the parish as a 
great acquisition – a talented gentleman (who) could command respect.’  Even the more 
combustible William Edwards claimed that ‘he bore no enmity whatever’ to the Vicar.  This 
is not the stuff of out-and-out hostility to Anglican sensibilities we might have expected.  
Something bolder, bloodier and more bare-knuckled might have been evident – if, as 
suggested, disestablishment in 1920 marked the end of a prolonged, factious and 
acrimonious struggle.  It might have elsewhere, but clearly, not in Aberdare.  

That the campaign to disestablish the Church eventually became part of a wider political 
agenda, and assumed a much more toxic tone, is undeniable: but that is a chapter in the 
story that requires further examination. 

 

 
[The editor adds that Hugh Hughes, (1790‒1863), drew ten satirical cartoons entitled 
“Pictures for the Millions of Wales”.  One of them, issued in a pamphlet, attacked the 
Commissioners of the “Blue Books”. 
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The cartoon is entitled “Jones Tredegar exhibiting one of the black clouded wolves lately 
stripped of their sheep’s clothing by the Commissioners”.  The wolf was the new vicar of 
Aberdare, Rev. John Griffith, who had made to the Commissioners, the most disparaging 
remarks about the people of Aberdare.  When writing to the Press, Griffith signed himself 
“Ordovices”.  In the cartoon one of his main opponents, the Rev. Ieuan Gwynedd Jones of 
Tredegar, is holding a pen as large as a lance, poking the wolf, as he displays the animal 
to the audience. 

Underneath the cartoon is written “This ferocious beast is of the genus “sacerdotus” 
(meaning sacerdos, i.e. Priest).  He was caught at Aberdare; having been a few weeks 
previously, driven hither from his native wilds, in the regions of Ordovici.  The species 
infest, more or less, all parts of the country; and those of the gathercoal (or renegade) 
sort, with those of Saxon origin, are particularly to be dreaded.  It has been proposed to 
adopt measures for the entire expulsion of the latter from all parts inhabited by 
Welshmen, whom they pursue with extraordinary zeal, shedding their blood in 
wantonness, as well as in the gratification of their appetites!” 

This was issued as a pamphlet.  One particular copy of this pamphlet was folded, and the 
rear reveals that it was posted to John Griffith himself! 

This cartoon is in Aberdare Pictures from the Past Volume 1, plate 31 

After this extremely unpopular start, Rev John Griffith did go on to become a very popular 
vicar, and was the driving force behind the building of St Elvan’s Church — but that all lay 
in the distant future.] 

 
William Thomas, Brynawel: “a veritable Bismarck” 
This is an edited version, with some additions, of a 
scholarly article about William Thomas that was written by 
Dr. Fred Holley, one of our members, in The Merthyr 
Historian, Volume 30. 
Although Thomas was born in Merthyr Tydfil, he lived for 
much of his life in his house, “Brynawel”, Clifton Street, 
Aberdare.  Three weeks after he was born in 1832, the 
bodies of his grandfather, his father and his brother were 
lying dead of cholera in their house in Merthyr Tydfil. 
Fast forward almost 60 years, and he, now a great coalmine 
owner, gave a Jubilee banquet in the Boot Hotel, Aberdare 
in March 1891 to commemorate his fifty years in coal 
mining.  His guests included officials of various collieries 
and friends including Mabon and his erstwhile opponent Dai 
o’r Nant.  William was presented with a beautifully 
illuminated address in a massive gilt frame.  After many 
toasts were drunk Eos Dar sang penillion. 
The writer of his obituary in the Aberdare Leader rated him second only to Lord Merthyr in 
the industrial, commercial and social sphere of the Aberdare district. 
Before he was eight, he started work as a door-boy at Pwll Phil Rees coalmine in Merthyr.  
In 1865, he was working at the Great Western Colliery in the Rhondda valley when a 
terrific explosion occurred at Cymmer where 114 lives were lost.  That evening when he 
went home, he decided that he would not again go underground as a collier.  He went to a 
school near Pontypridd and made marvellous progress.  Later he decided to work for the 
Taff Vale Railway and in 1859 rose to be the stationmaster at Aberaman railway station.  
The railway would not keep him and he went back to mining but this time as a clerk at 
Cwmaman Colliery.  He had great aptitude in mining and soon rose to become the colliery 
manager.  

William Thomas
Brynawel 
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His family life was one of joy and tragedy.  He married Miss Jane Lewis, daughter of James 
Lewis who was the chief mechanical engineer of Aberaman ironworks.  William called her 
“his better half, by far”.  Sadness was waiting in the wings as four of their children died 
between eighteen months and seven years of age.  He had his family home built, 
Brynawel in Clifton Street, Aberdare in 1875.  (It was sadly demolished in 1967)  

In 1873, he started a business of colliery engineering in his home where a large number 
of colliery managers and other officials were given much training.  His house was also 
used for quite different purposes: during the festivities of the Coronation of Edward VII in 
1902, he entertained the children of his chapel, Bethania, and St Mair’s church to a tea 
and entertainment on the grounds of Brynawel. 

Thomas left Cwmaman colliery in 1873 and subsequently took the position of general 
manager of many collieries including the Nantmelyn Colliery, the Aberdare Merthyr Colliery 
in Hirwaun, and Penrhiwceiber collieries.  He joined the South Wales & Monmouthshire 
Coal Owners Association and took part in the committee that established the Sliding Scale 
Agreement. 

On 11th April 1877 the Tynewydd Colliery, situated near Porth, was inundated with water 
from the old workings of the adjoining Cymmer Colliery.  At the time of the flooding there 
were fourteen men in the pit of whom five died, leaving nine men imprisoned by the 
water.  Thomas and many other colliery officials cut through a great barrier of coal 
exposing their own lives to several dangers: an outburst of water, compressed air or an 
explosion of inflammable gas.  After eighteen hours of incarceration, four colliers were 
rescued and the remaining five were released after nine days’ confinement surviving on a 
small quantity of dirty water and some candle grease.  Queen Victoria took a great 
interest in the rescue proceedings and she announced that hitherto the Albert Medal, 
which had only been awarded to bravery at sea, should be extended to bravery on land.  
Williams and ten officials were awarded this medal.  (If you want to buy Williams’ medal it 
will cost you £7,400!) 

At Maerdy Colliery there was a great explosion on 23rd December, 1885, Thomas, the 
managing director,  who was at the top of the pit at the time with several plucky men 
went down the pit in less than ten minutes.  He was in the very thickest of the fight to 
save the lives, and he remained to the very last, being almost borne out more dead than 
alive and then not until all the 81 dead bodies had been brought out. 

For some years he was a member of the Aberdare Local Board of Health and in 1887 he 
became a magistrate. 

He was very keen on helping ordinary people to become educated and so he founded 
libraries at Penrhiwceiber, Maerdy and elsewhere.  To Merthyr library, he donated a large 
quantity of quality books.  At the establishment of the Aberdare School Board in 1871 he 
became a very active member and was a great driving force to build schools in the area. 

William was an enthusiastic photographer, traveller, and explorer of foreign lands for 
business and pleasure. His visits included Europe, Egypt, Israel and America.  In 1894, he 
gave an illustrated lecture using his glass slides to the Aberdare Naturalists Society 
showing views of Paris, Cologne, Berlin, Prague, Vienna and Budapest. 

The minister of Bethania Chapel, Aberdare alluded to the last document that Thomas 
signed.  It was most touching, he said: “While his once active hand was all but paralysed 
by the grip of the last enemy, he mustered sufficient strength to sign a cheque for £100 
towards the organ to be erected at his chapel”. 

From his earliest days, Thomas was a great and ardent eisteddfodwr, being a frequent 
competitor in his youth.  He competed occasionally in verse but more usually in prose and 
essays.  His mastery at writing englynion was great: he wrote thirteen englynion in one 
night to his friend Dafydd Morganwg. 



9 
 

He was to have presided at the Eisteddfod Dewi Sant at Aberdare.  Unfortunately, a few 
days before the event he died, and the spectacle of the draped vacant presidential chair 
was both pathetic and impressive. 

Judge Gwilym Williams said of Thomas: “He was animated with indomitable courage and 
strength of character and a determination to get on.  He succeeded in making for himself 
a great position among the leading men in the industries of the district and was one who 
took the deepest and keenest interest in the welfare of all connected therewith”. 

 

James Williams Ap Valant 
by Dr Wendy Williams 

 
The Bard 

While doing some family history research, I discovered the name and life story of my 
paternal great grandfather James Williams Ap Valant. 

The Bard 
I found out that he was a bard and had written two volumes of Welsh Poetry, (1881 and 
1885), the latter was entitled Cyfeillach Awen). 
Being Welsh but not Welsh speaking has made more difficult the task of discovering Ap 
Valant’s bardic past and contributions. 
He was widely respected for his writing of many englyn.  At the 1910 Aberaman 
Eisteddfod he won first prize for the best englyn where Keir Hardie M.P. congratulated all 
the winners. 
In 1912 he won the "Eisteddfod Cadair Gwent", with the englyn “Deigryn Mam” (Mother’s 
tear).  He conducted the chairing ceremony in the Cwmdare Eisteddfod in 1915, (Aberdare 
Leader 1 May 1915).  Over time, he became an adjudicator and joined the Gorsedd of 
Bards. 
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The ‘ardent eisteddfodwr’ Ap Valant was born out of wedlock in Llanafan, Cardiganshire in 
1846.  His mother Ann Valentine came from a family of lead miners and farm labourers.  
James Williams was initially named James Valentine and worked as a young boy for a 
clergyman on his farm and likely received an enhanced education by sitting in on some 
lessons taught to the clergyman’s children by their governess/tutor.  In the 1851 census 
his name was changed from Valentine to Williams.  By 1865 he had moved to South Wales 
to work as a coalminer. 

Aged 19, at the parish church in Aberdare, he married an older educated woman; a 
widower with three children: Ann Morgan, (1834‒1912), my great grandmother.  She 
published her own Welsh poetry under the name of Brynhenydd, named after the farm she 
lived on as a child in Carmarthenshire. 

Ap Valant found early success as a book canvasser, so he left the mines.  He gave many a 
poetry recital and lecture at the local literary society meetings around the South Wales 
Valleys including one on “Influenza” at the time of the Spanish Flu Pandemic (1918). 

He was clearly too old to fight in the Boer War or World War 1.  He was a strongly religious 
man and supported ‘The Temperance Movement’.  Perhaps like some of his highly religious 
associates, he too frowned upon the common professional soldiers’ vulgarities and 
insobriety.  Yet I suspect he would have been sympathetic to their patriotism and plight.  

 
The Religious Social Activist 
Ap Valant was described by D. Ben Rees in his book Chapels in the valleys as ”a miner and 
a radical”.  He wrote a satirical poem in Welsh with the translated title ‘The Sympathy of 
the rich people of our country towards the poor people of South Wales’, (1878). 

Human Psychology 
Moving on from just being a literary man, Ap Valant felt 
he needed to do more to better understand his fellow 
men, something his poetry had stimulated him to do.  To 
improve his assessment of thoughts and behaviours of 
them, he became a Phrenologist.  In time he published 
(1891) a pamphlet in English on the subject, titled “A 
Phrenological & Physiological Chart”.  Of course, we have 
known for many years that Phrenology is a pseudo-
science.  Ap Valant however approached phrenology 
from a psychological analysis (personality/character) 
point of view, assessed through interview rather than 
anatomical examination.  There is a suggestion, (oral 
history), that he carried out a phrenological assessment 
of William ‘Buffalo Bill’ Cody, the American showman 
who brought his show to South Wales in 1903. 

Neither the phrenology nor the poetry paid well and 
sadly, he died in poverty at 1 Glanlay St., Penrhiwceiber 
on 27th April 1921 at the age of 74, his wife having died 
nine years earlier. 

Sources: Y Darian, 2nd & 23rd August 1917 

James Williams, 1846‒1921, spent most of his life in the Mountain Ash & Penrhiwceiber 
areas.  He lies buried in Aberffrwd Cemetery, Mountain Ash. 

For more information about Ap Valant, please go to www.apvalant.info 
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Councillor Alby Davies, MBE, of Abercynon 
Cllr Alby Davies has sadly passed away recently.  He was a Labour councillor for 
Abercynon since 1971.  A full obituary will appear in the next issue of Hanes. 
 
 
Attempted Ram-Raid at Aberdare Post Office. 

 

At 6am on 5th September, this year, inhabitants of Whitcombe Street were woken up by 
an almighty crash as a black car smashed into the premises causing significant damage to 
the shutters and exterior.  The car was driven off in the direction of Seymour Street.  The 
Post Office has since reopened for business. 
 
Society News 
Due to the pandemic we were unable to hold our AGM this September.  Can I ask all 
members if they would be willing to let the present committee continue until the next AGM 
next September.  If you disagree, please inform a member of the committee, thank you. 
 
Cynon Valley Museum 
The museum is regrettably still closed but the staff hope to start opening one day each 
week at first and gradually increasing to 5 days a week in the next few months. 
In the meantime, various exhibitions can be seen online on their web site.  They are: 

The works of photographer Hans Hoyer and the Welsh “Van Gogh” Nicholas Evans. 

A Virtual Walk around Aberdare Park. 

Hirwaun Library Art Group: exhibition of their paintings. 
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Your Reminiscences 
I would like to ask you all to send to me your reminiscences of your life in the valley, 
whether it be school, chapel/church, sport, cultural, work or any aspect.  Many of you 
have moved away from the valley but still have happy memories of life here. 

I am a relative newcomer to this valley as I have only lived here a mere 43 years!  Before 
that, I lived in the North East of England and before that, Glasgow where I was born.  
Many of you have lived in the valley far longer than I have! 

Your memories will be of great interest to other members and the public at large, so I look 
forward to receiving them, preferably by email. 
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