
Looking back at 
Cowbridge in wartime

n . i rq%

MY last article in The GEM men
tioned the LDVs manning the road 
blocks on the roads leading into 
town. They were erected near the 
railway bridge on the C ardiff 
Road; near the then Girls’ High 
School on the Aberthin Road, and 
up at the Darren on the Bridgend 
side of town.

These road blocks were m anned every 
■night by a platoon o f about six to eight men 
(including the schoolboy sergeants) and 
during an air raid warning, all vehicles and 
pedestrians were stopped -  and identity 
cards had to be produced.

In the blackout, it was quite a risky busi
ness stopping vehicles, especially on the
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Cardiff Road, as the vehicles were coming 
downhill with very limited lights (remember 
those headlamp covers with thin horizontal 
slits in the metal -  and the blue paint on 
other lamps?) -  and all the guard could do 
was swing a hurricane lamp!

The barricades were constructed o f all 
sorts o f material and the one on the Aberthin 
Road included an old horse-draw n stage
coach, in which the guards often took shelter 
in wet weather. Soon, more solid obstruc
tio n s  took  th e ir  p lace  -  larg e  c o n cre te  
blocks, four-feet square, were placed to act 
as anti-tank devices, with a colliery dram 
filled with concrete, ready to be rolled into 
place to block the road.

O nce, w hen a bus fu ll o f  A rgy ll and 
Sutherland Highlanders was coming in from
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/  RECEIVED a letter from Alf 
Charles o f Cowbridge, in 
response to my recent GEM arti
cles -  and I thought it so inter
esting, that I will quote it verba
tim:
Y O U R  re ce n t a rtic le s  in T he GEM  
bring memories crowding back to me. I 
rem em ber w ell m ost o f  the incidents 
w hich have already been m entioned, 
such as the troops in town; the field 
cookhouse between the gym and dining 
hall; the relaxation o f the rule that plim
solls be worn in the dining hall, as the 
soldiers’ boots soon put paid to the high 
polish in the one-year-old dining hall.

One of my earliest memories is see
ing the  LD V  d rillin g  near the  cattle , 
m arket, w ith LD V  arm bands and no 
w eapons. They w ere later to  becom e 
the Home Guard.

T h e  tro o p s , in  1939, w o u ld  be  
marching up and down the High Street, 
sing ing  such  songs as Roll Out The 
Barrel and We Are Going To Hang Out 
The Washing On The Siegfried Line. I 
well remember watching this going on 
from my form room upstairs in the Old 
Hall and being ‘brought b ack ’ to the 
lesson by the loud voice o f M r Tudor 
H u g h es, th e  W elsh  te a c h e r  (I even  
rem em b er th a t we w ere  tran s la tin g  
Pinocchio at the time).

T h en  cam e  th e  m o rn in g  w hen  
Emm a, as the local train was known, 
unloaded us boys and girls and left the 
station to allow a troop train -  which 
was ‘p a rk ed ’ un d er the tw o ra ilw ay  
bridges over the Aberthin and Cardiff 
roads -  to pull in. The troops were lined 
up along the station approach and down 
Eastgate Street, past the present sorting 
office.

One evening early in the war, a small

g ro u p  o f  p e o p le  from  M aendy  and 
Ystradowen came to the Pavilion Cine
ma. As we were leaving the cinema, the 
air raid warning sounded and all traffic 
came to a standstill (as was required in 
the early days) and put out their lights 
u n til the  A ll C lear sounded. H ence, 
there was no bus to return home and we 
had to walk home (in the black-out, of 
course).

As we approached the road-block 
near the Girls’ High School, came the 
com m and, “H alt -  who goes there?” . 
One lady, thinking she recognised the 
voice, replied: “It’s me, you silly fool.” 
However, we were allowed to pass and 
walked the rest of the way.

D uring June 1942, I sat my CWB 
e x am in a tio n  (e q u iv a le n t o f to d a y ’s 
GCSEs) and I remember Mr J D Owen 
te llin g  us du ring  the lunch tim e that 
those who did not have an exam during 
the afternoon should go home as quick
ly as possible and get some sleep before 
the air raids started  again during the 
night.

At that time, our sleep was constant
ly disturbed by the ‘throbbing’ engines 
o f  the Luftw affe and the anti-aircraft 
guns around Cardiff.

I th in k  th e  V ale m u st hav e  been  
under a regular route for the Luftwaffe 
on the way to Sw ansea, C ardiff and, 
p o ss ib ly , L iv e rp o o l and  C o v en try . 
T h ere  was a lw ays the  fear th a t one 
w ould be the v ictim  o f a ‘drop your 
bombs and run’ incident.

These are just a few memories; there 
were also the evacuees, the gas masks, 
the ra tion  books, the reg istra tion  for 
pre-military service at the age of 16, the 
Churchill speeches, all of which made 
life quite hectic.

Thanks, A lf  -  other comments 
would be most welcome!

Pontyclun, it clipped the end of the dram on 
which two curious schoolboys were stand
ing, knocking them over and injuring them 
badly. At least the m edical response was 
immediate, as the Scottish MO was on the 
bus.

M ention o f  this regim ent poin ts to  the 
fact that Cowbridge saw very many different 
g roups o f  m ilita ry  m en during  the  war. 
Danny Powell remembers Belgian troops, 
with die soup wagon behind the town hall -  
and he, as a youngster, feeding on rice that 
they gave out! Presents were more generous 
from the Americans, who had a temporary 
cam p on S ta llin g  D ow n; D av id  D avies 
rem em bers being fascinated  by the large 
number o f black faces! Soldiers ‘dug in’ in 
slit trenches opposite the High School -  and 

were no doubt mesmerised by the sight of 
the High School g irls , w ith their tunics 
tucked into their knickers, being exhorted 
by the headmistress to “look like daffodils” 
on those very same slopes!

There were also temporary camps in one 
of the Stumpy fields, where Borough Close 
is now, and some soldiers were billeted in 
the dance hall o f the cinema.

Cowbridge was accustomed to airmen, 
o f course -  RAF St Athan opened in 1938 
and R A F L landow  in  abou t 1940. M y 
father was stationed at Llandow for a time 
and he -  like many others -  was billeted 
in the town; staying first with hìrs Villis 
in W estg a te  an d  th en  w ith  Jo h n  and 
Gwyneth Roberts in the School House on 
Broadway. Thus began my acquaintance 
with Cowbridge.

M rs Frederick has told me how, when 
her grandmother was living in The Limes, 
officers’ wives would come and have tea 
in her front room -  the only place where 
they could have some privacy with their 
husbands!

Many thanks to Diana Bird and Alan 
Thomas for their reminiscences -  more to 
follow!
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MANY young men from Cowbridge and 
district went away to war, some never to 
return. The long list of names on the War 
Memorial and on the Grammar School 
memorial tablet in the church pay witness 
to those who died; for their families there 
was great pain and anguish - and for the 
families of those who did eventually return 
there was also a lot of worry and concern.

Even in C ow bridge itself, the w ar seem ed terri
bly close. During the great air raids over Swansea, 
there w ere three nights o f constant air-raid w arn
ings, w ith so m any aircraft passing overhead that 
the roofs o f  the air-raid  shelters vibrated and ra t
tled  w ith o u t s to pp ing . On a n o th e r o ccasion , an 
a n t i - a i r c r a f t  g u n  w as b e in g  to w e d  th ro u g h  
Aberthin when the siren sounded; it pulled into the 
yard in front o f  the Farm ers A rm s and fired at a 
plane going overhead.

The trem endous noise o f the gun did w hat the 
s ire n  h ad  f a ile d  to  do  - m ak e  th e  fa m ilie s  o f  
A berthin ju m p  up out o f  their beds in alarm  and 
into their shelters! Perhaps th is w as the one gun 
that the R oyal A rtillery  had positioned in a field 
near Ty’n y  Caeau Farm . T hat m ust have been in 
place for only part o f  the war, however, fo r on one 
occasion, D avid D avies rem em bers seeing a G er
m an plane flying the length o f the H igh Street on a 
beautiful m oonlight night, on its way to L landow  - 
and that p recip ita ted  a loca l fu ro re  as there  had 
been no ack-ack fire at all.

Bom bs dropped from  tim e to tim e; on one occa
sion the goods yard o f C ow bridge railw ay station - 
probably only a  m inor target, luckily - was m issed 
and the bom bs dropped in the field  near the sw im 
m ing pool.

B ryn M organ rem em bers arriv ing  at school at 
M aendy and seeing M r O w en Phillips and som e 
pupils looking out into the fields below  the school, 
w here  a s trin g  o f  b o m b s h ad  lan d ed ; a  cow  in 
M ount P leasan t Farm  w as the  so le , u n fo rtu n ate  
casualty.

An incendiary bom b landed ju st o ff the Aberthin 
Road, opposite the present entrance to the com pre
h en siv e  school. U p on S ta lling  D ow n, n ear the 
c lum p o f trees, fo r m any years there rem ained  a 
crater where another bom b had exploded; but cer
tainly the luckiest escape w as at St M ary Church, 
where a direct hit was scored on a farm house - but 
the bom b d id  not explode!

Unfortunately, though not surprisingly, with the 
num ber o f  R A F stations in the vicinity, there w ere 
losses o f  planes. In July 1942, tw o Spitfires, w ith 
R oyal N ew  Z ealand  A ir Force p ilo ts, co llided  in 
m id -a ir  o v e r W elsh  St D o n a ts , w ith  one p lan e  
crashing to the south-east near M aerdy Farm  and 
the o ther in a  field near C aercady House.

Bryn used to pass th is way to his grandm other’s 
every  w eek, and w ent to  see the  hole w hich  the 
plane had m ade when it cam e down. It had broken 
the  iron  ra ilin g s at th e  side  o f  the  road  ru nn ing  
from  W atery Lane to Caercady.

In Jan u ary  1943, on  a very  d a rk  and sto rm y 
afternoon, w ith thunder and lightning - rum our had 
it that th e  p lan e  had b een  s tru ck  b y  lig h tn in g  - 
another Spitfire, this tim e piloted by an A ustralian 
- cam e dow n o v er L lan trithyd . A no ther Sp itfire  
crashed near L landough; the w reckage guarded by 
the Hom e G uard until it was exam ined and cleared 
away. T here w as certain ly  enough activity  in  the
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WARTIME brought a degree of privation 
to the people o f Cowbridge; rationing  
meant the need for ‘points’ for food, cloth
ing coupons and petrol coupons and ‘utili
ty’ furniture. There were certainly food 
shortages - but some, at least, found ways 
around the difficulties. A number of people 
have told me of how importanjtcahbits 
became in the wartime diet - a t  6d each,

Otherjit.tgHiptS.to become more self-sufficient in 
food,included-thç 'D ig for Victory’ campaign with an 
em phasis on vegetable  production in gardens and 
allotments. Stalling'ÍJown wasi ploughed up (as had 
also occurred in thiUPirst World War) - the grassy area 
on the top, which was plotlghecf. still provides a clear 
contrast with the bracken-covered area, which was 
not touched. —

I m entioned in ajv earlier-article that Cowbridge 
welcomed many evacuees - the officially organised 
movement was from Kent, particularly from Chatham 
and Maidstone - but (here were-also family members

they were a cheap and nourishing Source of brought in from Swansea and Cardiff because of the 
m e a t! ~ ' s s .  dangers o f bombing.

Rather more enterorisinslv some pt-ŵnlrẃri-'rlrfn ■ ,0 Qe,.sPecial group was the contingent o f Jewish 
. , • . ^  .® , P ^ refugee children-whm-werfc-brought to Llandough
keep anim als w ithout registering t h e m ^ ^ ^ f  . *  jn  ^ £ fore,the^ | nning of the w!r.
one family who kept a couple o f pigs in K indeitransnort the rescue
building in Eastgate, hoping to be self-sufficient in , S l « ^ W ö Ä S ê n P- from Czecho- 
pork and bacon The discovery of these Poland, Austria and Germany. Sir Sidney
member of the local constabulary seemed l U f l l  ^ T i  n ,W W M | l ll ' I ll c ä s tL  available to the 
aster to this attem pt at private e n t e r p r i "  * SS ™
prom ise of regular supplies w henever slaughtering 
occurred helpetj to keep the policeman

gànjsä
_ qus

happy, as apparently the arrangem ent 
upon until the end of the war!--.-

Even today, when the-w ords ‘black m a rk e f‘are 
uttered, people become quiet, smile enigm aticallynhd 
say “w ell, we m anaged, som ehow ” . Certainly, the 
shopkeepers’ allow ances fo r breakages in bars o f 
chocolate and sweets m eant th a t there was sometimes 
a little extra kept available fcr that special occasion. 
As far as the shopkeepers were concerned, the count
ing up of coupons and delivering them to the office in 
Woodstock House meant a lo t o f extra work.

M f l j j l ÉÍÌer, and heat - it was 
ottCofTOòse children when, 50 

years later,t.nianv of them returned on a journey of 
w m cm prance and were pleased to meet some of their 
old playmates from Llandqugh! They remembered a 
larger castle - and rightly too, because after the war 
the central part o f the building was demolished; the 
stones being used in the rebuilding of the City Inn! 
They had enjoyed playing in the tower, on the steps 
leading up to the turret - and once they used a load of 
stones to print the word ‘Shalom’ on the lawn. After 
all the years, they had very happy memories o f their 
time in the Vale.



LOOKING BACK AT WARTIME 
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M ANY th a n k s  to  th o se  who 
responded to my appeal for infor
m ation on Cowbridge during the 
last war. There is too much for one 
article, so this one deals with the 
effect of the early stages of war on 
the G ram m ar School -  with partic
u lar thanks to Alan Thomas and 
David Davies.

The autumn school term started 
after the declaration of war on Sep
tem ber 3, so the boys and staff 
returned to find a contingent of the 
1 st/5th Welch regiment stationed in 
the school. The headmaster was star
tled to be stopped outside the gym 
with a cry of “Halt! Who goes there?” 
- and the sight of a bayonet being 
waved nervously about two inches 
from his body by a newly-enlisted 
recruit.

The delicate maple floor of the new 
gym, which had been very carefully 
treated for a year, was soon pitted 
with the studs of army boots, and the 
dining room was also used as the 
army canteen, its window sills soon

charred with cigarette butts.
Troops were drilled just outside the 

school - which caused the boarders to 
wake up earlier than ever before. 
Having been softened up by the bugle 
calls for Reveille, their ears were then 
assailed by the bellow ing o f the 
sergeant in the 6am drill session! The 
Army moved on to more spacious 
premises in St Donats Castle in a few 
months, but other disturbances were 
longer lasting.

The school, particularly the board
ing house, was blacked out with 
wooden frames faced with cardboard, 
made in the Woodwork Room, and 
with blue paint. A blast wall was built 
in front of the classrooms in Old Hall. 
The appeal to ‘Dig for Victory’ meant 
that the garden area between the gym 
and the dining'hall (now hard-sur
faced) was dug up (usually in wood
work lessons) and planted with pota
toes and cabbage, to be used in school 
dinners. Because of petrol rationing 
and a reduction  in bus services, 
school had to end at 3.55pm and - 

m ore im por
tantly  fo r the 
boys - no-one 
could be ‘kept 
in’ after school 
as a result!

293 Squad was 
the school's own
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ATC squadron, aircraft recognition 
and shooting being especially popular 
skills. The .22 range was in the roof 
o f Old Hall, while the boys used a 
range in Llandough for .33 and for 
Sten guns (!)

Sport was also affected - the pres
ence of light tanks, Bren guns, and 
the voice of the RSM in the Bear 
Field, which was the usual ‘home’ 
pitch, compelled the rugby team to 
move to the Athletic Club grounds. A 
few  extra gam es - o f rugby and 
cricket - were played with Army 
teams and with RAF St Athan.

Some evacuees - from the Medway 
towns of Chatham, Rochester and 
Gillingham - joined the school, but as 
the ‘call up’ got under way, all but 
three of the original staff left to be 
replaced by temporary teachers.

Senior boys and some staff in the 
early days became members of the 
Local Defence Volunteers, the fore
runner of the Home Guard. When an 
air raid warning went, all the pupils 
were supposed to take cover in shel
ters - rooms which had been rein
forced with timber, like the cloak
room in Old Hall. The LDVs reported 
to the Town Hall armoury to collect 
rifles and ammunition, and then man 
the road blocks on the roads into
town - but that's another story! _____
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“‘Trust in the Lord zuith ad thine heart; and 
lean not unto thine cnm understanding. ”

‘PtRQ'ldLtRfBS 3 .T .5 ; (Ccnoèridgt Christian fetttnasfiip) o?


