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HISTORICAL JOURNEYS ALONG WELSH RIVERS 

 

Synopsis 
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This part concerns the River Usk and can be described as a late draft, from which a final version may differ 
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A Historical Journey along the River Usk 

1. Preamble. 

For many years of my working life, I was based in Teesside and then Rotherham, but had responsibilities for 

some technical developments in British Steel works in South Wales, mainly at the integrated works of Llanwern, 

on the east side of Newport, and Port Talbot to the east of Swansea. Latterly, I also acquired a research team 

of around 25, mainly graduates, at Port Talbot. As a result, I travelled to South Wales on a very regular basis. 

By far the quickest route involved a sequence of trunk roads and motorways, starting from Teesside, the A19, 

the A1, the M18 (past Rotherham), the M1, the M42, the M5, the M50, the A40 and the A449 to Newport, and 

then along the M4 to Port Talbot. This long and tedious drive only brought me near the River Usk in its lower 

reaches, but did furnish a fine view from higher ground of its meanders, as I passed the golf resort of Celtic 

Manor, just north of Newport. However, these journeys often stretched into evenings anyway, and I frequently 

detoured via Hereford, when bound for Port Talbot, stopping to visit bookshops at Hay-on-Wye, but otherwise, 

enjoying the fine scenery of the Herefordshire hop-fields and further on, the Brecon Beacons, and the Vale of 

Neath. The diversions sometimes included stops to look at historic sites, like the ruins of castles, abbeys, and 

especially old bridges, and acquainted me with part of the upper valley of the River Usk. My appetite had been 

whetted, and since retiring, I have made several trips to South Wales, coupling visits to friends with more efforts 

to view historic sites, especially after I decided that, in time, I would produce this account. 

2. The Upper Reaches of the River Usk – From the Source to Brecon 

The course of the river, together with the 

watermills thought to have been powered 

by it and its tributaries, between the 18th 

and 20th centuries, are shown on Alastair 

Robertson’s sketch map accompanying 

Table U1 at the end of the account. I am in 

the hands of others, especially Phil Clayton 

in his book Headwaters(1) to describe the 

first part of the course, as the small river 

flows north for 5½km to reach Usk Reservoir. Clayton picked it up about a kilometre short of this point, where 

he left his car, and describes ‘a meandering strong-flowing stream, with a channel braided in parts as it cut 

through moraine banks’. He followed it upstream as the stream and its valley narrowed, until he reached the 

source, a group of springs, forming pools amongst clumps of rushes, with a marker pole immersed in the one 

which was furthest up a hillside. He located my starting point for this journey at Grid Reference, SN 818 238 

which is close to the 520m contour; it is in the western Black Mountains, separated by the central Brecon 

Beacons, from its namesake range to their east, and the marker pole is 23½km west-south-west of Brecon. The 

county boundary between Carmarthenshire, to its west, and Powys, follows the river from its source to the 

reservoir. The photograph taken by Mr. Bolwell shows the lie of the rough grassland beside the River Usk, which 

has cut a channel taking it left to right across the field of view, from its source about 2km upstream. 
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According to the engineering timelines 

website(2), Usk Reservoir was constructed 

between 1950 and 1955 by building the 

clay dam at its east end, with a crest length 

of 480m, up to 33.2m high and 134m wide 

at the base. A spillway channel is located 

at the south end of the dam, towards the 

bottom left in the Coflein(3) aerial 

photograph looking west, and it curves 

northwards to reconnect with the old river 

course, though it only carries a small flow 

(c5000 gallons per minute)(4). Potential 

problems with slippage of the dam fabric were addressed by inserting porous layers of gravel above the core of 

puddled clay. Such ‘blankets’ were employed for the first time here, but are now standard in earthen dams. The 

reservoir has a surface area of 113 ha when full and a capacity of 2700 million gallons. Water extraction takes 

place some distance to the east of the dam. The water passes through a tunnel some 2½km long before 

discharging into a pipeline conveying it 53km to Swansea; apparently the reservoir now serves largely to 

regulate flow in the River Usk, though its normal contribution is small compared with those of the first few 

tributaries, but it  also supplies some local settlements. Most of the area is open to walkers and cyclists via 

forest tracks and other footpaths, and the reservoir is stocked with such fresh water fish as trout. In the 

photograph, the River Usk enters at the inlet on the south bank near the west end of the reservoir, having 

descended 220m from its source to the 300m contour. Before the reservoir was created, the river flowed north 

from there for a short distance, before swinging round to the east towards the location of the dam, losing the 

aforementioned county boundary which continues northwards, and entering the old county of Brecknock, now 

subsumed in Powys. 

Old maps(5) show that no substantial settlement was submerged by the waters of the reservoir, and the river 

has travelled c5km before it reaches one, Trecastle. However before that point it has passed the site of a 19 th 

century corn mill, Cwm Wysg (valley of the River Usk in English), and there was another, Camden Mill, beside 

Trecastle, both receiving water by way of lades. For most of the 19th century, there was also a wool mill near 

Trecastle, and another at a small village to the north-west, Llwyel, but neither appears on maps of c1900, so 

had ceased operating some time earlier. My own river journey can be said to begin here, because I visited to 

view the castle, on the east side of the village, that gives Trecastle its name. In truth the remains, also known 

as the Tump, and said to be the best-preserved motte and bailey in the county, were a disappointment, no more 

than a mound, c6½m high, covered with mature trees and bushes, and shielded from view. Allegedly, built by 

an English Lord in the early-12th century, but captured by a Welsh force soon after, and destroyed; it was a 

timber and earthwork structure, never rebuilt in stone. The most interesting building in the village is Camden 

House, built in medieval times as the home of a prominent local family, the Gwynns, before it became an inn; 

behind an 18th century frontage are concealed medieval and 17th century structures. The A40 trunk road, which 

links Fishguard, Carmarthen, Brecon, Abergavenny, Gloucester, and Oxford comes into the Usk valley from the 

west, at Trecastle. In the 18th and early 19th centuries, it was a coaching road and brought prosperity to the 
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village; several inns attended to the needs of travellers who could rest and take refreshments, while horse-

teams were changed. Almost 2 millennia earlier, the Romans were a strong presence in the area as they 

completed the conquest of South Wales, and they have left traces of their own east to west road, and many 

marching camps. 

Driving east from Trecastle, along the A40, with the river to the south, the road passes through woods on the 

comparatively narrow valley floor, emerging every now and then, to present a vista of land sloping upwards to 

the north, though no peaks are in view. The landscape here is pastoral, with smallish fields and sheep much in 

evidence; the river is about to drop through the 200m contour. The upslopes rise northwards to the Mynydd 

Epynt, which is a large moorland plateau, formed of mudstone and old red sandstone, and lying between 400 

and 480m above sea level. The area is drained by tributaries of the River Usk; from west to east, the largest 

are Nant Clydach, Cilieni, Nant Bran, Afon Ysgir (with its two headwaters the Ysgir Fechan and Ysgir Fawr) and 

Afon Honddu. There were mills at Pentre-bach, and Pentre felin on the Cilieni, at Pont y felin and Aberbran on 

the Nant Bran, and at Pont Fehn on the Afon Ysgir. These mills are listed in Tables 1 and 2 at the end of the 

document, but unfortunately few have left obvious traces on the ground; their existence is known from old maps 

which show their buildings, sometimes since converted into dwellings, sometimes demolished, and the lades 

which supplied their waterwheels. The lades rarely survive intact, and lengths which remain, are often 

overgrown in private grounds. I will return to this topic at the end of the account, and display a few relevant 

photographs, but as I continue the journey I shall simply identify the mills which are encountered. None of these 

streams demands further attention in the historical context, save the last which gave Brecon its Welsh name, 

and will be explored when the town is reached. The Ministry of Defence acquired most of Mynydd Epynt in 1939, 

and it now forms the core of the Sennybridge Training Area (SENTA). 

The ground rises more steeply from the south (right) bank of the River Usk, first into foothills, and then to the 

Brecon Beacons, all mainly of sandstone rock, which in the British context are mountains, just failing to achieve 

the eminence of ‘Munros’ (over 3000 feet). The photograph, surely confirms that, showing a snow-clad Pen y 

Fan which rises 886m to (2907 feet) and its near neighbour Cribyn, 799m (2621 feet). I am reminded that I was 
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caught out a few times after detouring on my way to Port Talbot, when, having seen no sign of snow anywhere 

on my journey, I found myself negotiating difficult road conditions in order to get through the Beacons. The main 

road, the A470, climbs Glyn Terrel to almost 450m (1500 feet), where it rounds the long bend to the summit of 

a pass. The mountains have a place in modern folklore as the scene of tough army training exercises, and are 

in a National Park, opened in 1957, which contains them and the two Black Mountain ranges, referred to earlier. 

The park which encompasses 134400ha, is one of the most popular locations for outdoor activities in the 

country, and there is abundant publicity material. A number of streams drain the north slopes of the Beacons 

into the River Usk, taken from the west the main ones are Afon Hydfer, Afon Crai, which exits a large early-20th 

century reservoir, built to supply Swansea, Afon Senni, and Afon Terrel, which joins the River Usk at Brecon. 

The mills on these rivers, (felin is Welsh for mill), are as follows; Crai Felin on Afon Crai; Heol Senni, and 

Defynnog Cornmill, on Afon Senni, the latter of which, built in the early-19th century, and closed in 1926, is said 

still to have its internal workings in good order, though unfortunately I have found no photograph or other 

evidence to confirm this; and Aber-clyn, Cilwybert Cornmill, and Llanfaes Sawmill on Afon Terrel. There being 

no good historical reason to look further at these tributaries, the journey along the River Usk is resumed. 

Sennybridge is on the A40, about 5km 

downriver from Trecastle, and made a fine 

initial impression, because the terrace 

houses and cottages which line the main 

street looked exceptionally well 

maintained, some faced with stone, some 

harled and many painted. However in the 

end my visit proved disappointing because 

the castle I had come to see, Castell Du, west of the village is difficult to find and view. In fact, very little of it 

remains, and when I looked at photographs afterwards, I was unsure whether some of the fragmentary masonry 

which has allegedly survived, really dates from the 13th century, as it appears loose-packed. Defynnog abuts 

Sennybridge on the south, and the local church of St. Cynog, shown in the photograph, a view from the south, 

certainly conforms to the neat and tidy pattern of this place. It is thought that some of the nave wall, may have 

been built around the time of the arrival of the Normans in England and Wales; the embattled tower and most 

of the long body of the church were built in c1500, and there was a Victorian refurbishment. The railway station 

at Defynnog on the Neath to Brecon Line, opened in 1867 after a construction process plagued by financial 

crises. The line, an important link between the upper Usk valley, and the large towns and ports of Glamorgan, 

had a summit 386m high, challenging for any steam locomotive, and remained open for almost a century, closing 

in 1962. 

The River Usk continues to flow generally 

eastwards, and 4km downstream reaches 

Abercamlais, the site of the furthest 

upstream of several fine old bridges along 

the river. It is in private property so access 

is limited, and only part of it can be seen, 
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as in the photograph. The 2 central arches in view, each span 8.5m, the other2, 4.5m to the north bank, and 8m 

to the south, so that the total length must be close to 40m. The west (upstream) face shown in the photograph 

gives clear evidence of widening, albeit by a surprisingly small amount, certainly less than 1m; the extensions 

are slightly shallower arches resting on the cutwaters. The roadway appears to be c3.5m wide, so must originally 

have been only c2.7m wide. The piers are heavy and have large cutwaters upstream, and downstream, but 

while the latter 3 rise to roadway level to form refuges, those upstream seem to be tapered off at parapet level. 

The fabric is mostly random rubble, (uncoursed and made of unshaped stones) though the single flush arch 

rings, which form each arch, are made from voussoirs comprising narrow shaped blocks. The bridge is dated 

by the Listing(6) to c1600 with the widening operation said to have been carried out in 1660. I would certainly 

accept 17th century origins, not least because it was so narrow when built, but it does not appear on Speed’s 

map of 1610(7), so I would suggest that the 1620s might be a more appropriate estimate. The river flow is 

metered here (Trallong); the mean river flow rate is 87000 gallons per minute, a 17-fold increase since the exit 

from Usk Reservoir, even although some confluences with tributaries mentioned above, are still to come. 

Beside the bridge, on the south bank of the 

river is Abercamlais House. The following 

information, and the photograph, a view 

from the south-east, are taken from the 

Coflein site. Since the late-16th or early-17th 

century, it has been the home of a family 

called Williams. The Reverend Daniel built 

the original house, and his great-grandson, 

the Reverend Thomas, may have been 

responsible for the present house. It is a 

stone-built, slate roofed building, with 3 main floors and grand staircases centrally placed in the back half of the 

house. The south front is of c1710, with seven bays of dressed local stone, and 7 sash windows, though the 

porch is of the 19th century. On the east side there is evidence of the early-17th century house, with some 

windows from this period. The interior, mostly early-18th century, has contemporary panelled rooms and 

Georgian fireplaces. There are occasional open days when the public can visit. Aberyscir village is 3km 

downstream, and here, just north of the river is another castle remnant, a mound topped with a fragment of 

masonry, slightly curved so probably once part of a round keep, but its history is unknown. To its east is a 

monument which is more than a millennium older, the small remnants of a Roman fort, Y Gaer.  

Most of the evidence for the significant Roman presence in the region is derived from aerial photographs of 

cropmarks but here there is masonry. The site was excavated in the 1920s by Mortimer Wheeler, a Scot, though 

raised mainly in Yorkshire, who did much to uncover the Roman and Celtic heritage throughout the British Isles, 

and to ensure that details were properly recorded; he did even more to popularise archaeology by his extensive 

media appearances and writing. I remember him as a heavily moustached vaguely eccentric-seeming presence 

on television during the late 1950s; it seems that his academic reputation has stood up very well to recent 

revisionist tendencies, but his pursuit of young women working on his projects has understandably been viewed 

more critically. Y Gaer (Cicucium) was built around AD 75 and was part of a chain of similar forts, such as 
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Gobannium at Abergavenny, a day's march 

to the south-east down the Usk valley, and 

Alabum (Llandovery), and Moridunum 

(Carmarthen) to the west. Then it was 

occupied by 500 cavalrymen, recruited 

originally in Spain. Their early stables were 

wooden and their accommodation basic, 

protected by clay banks topped with a 

wooden palisade. The fort was rebuilt in 

stone in the 2nd century by the Legio II 

Augusta and may have been repaired in 

the 4th century. Today, the site, which was 

hard to find by way of unsigned narrow 

side-roads, is in the care of Cadw. Visitors can see remnants of stone walls standing in parts to 3m in height, 

part of 3 gatehouses and corner guard towers, and for those especially interested there are more artefacts in 

local museums. The photograph shows the lower courses of the south gate of the fort. 

The river then loops south to where Llanspyddid is on the right bank; a village of mainly modern houses, but 

with a small 14th century church dedicated to St. Cattwyg. Another 1½km along the A40, with the River Usk just 

to the north, brings the traveller into the western outskirts of Brecon, a bustling place with a population of over 

8000. I visited often during the past 30 years, parking near the town centre, and visiting a couple of 2nd hand 

bookshops, and other speciality shops. In the following paragraphs, I shall point to the buildings, all in easy 

walking distance, which in my view, make it one of the most interesting towns of its size in the country. 

………………………… 

The A40 bypasses the town, which is 

entered from the west through its suburb, 

Llanfaes, along a main street lined with 

well-kept terrace houses, a few converted 

to shops, lent variety by the mix of cladding 

of the frontages. At the east end is Brecon 

Bridge, leading into the centre of the town, 

of which I will say more, but just before 

getting there on the right hand side of the 

road is a school, Christ College, on a site with a long ecclesiastical history. Brecon Dominican Friary of St. 

Nicholas was founded there in 1269, housing maybe a dozen regular clergy, expected to follow monastic rules, 

such as that of celibacy, but tasked with preaching and otherwise ministering to the community around their 

precinct. Surviving friary buildings,   especially   the   chancel   of the chapel dating from just after 1250, and 2 

medieval halls in an L-shaped building, which may once have contained a refectory, infirmary, and guest 

accommodation are shown in the photograph, taken from the east. The explanation for an unusual escape from 

destruction is that although the friary was suppressed in 1538, early in the Dissolution process, the religious 
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powers-that-be relocated , into the friary buildings, a college of secular priests attached to a church at Abergwili, 

in Carmarthenshire. Most such colleges were also suppressed during the 1540s, but for some obscure reason 

this one, was left alone for another century, until the Civil War. It can be argued that it continues to the present 

day, because the school, which arrived at Brecon as part of the transfer, still educates pupils in its buildings.  

Driving over the River Usk on Brecon Bridge, it is difficult to appreciate that the bridge is almost 500 years old 

because the superstructure is entirely modern and it has been widened and otherwise modified to cope with 

today’s traffic. It was actually built in 1563, replacing a bridge destroyed by floods about 35 years earlier, and is 

shown on the oldest maps. It was substantially repaired in 1772, and then widened in 1794 from 4.5m to 6.6m; 

thereafter, the bridge remained largely unaltered into the modern age, (cars are c1.7m wide, and lorries and 

buses can be close to 1m wider, so c7m was presumably seen as a reasonable width for a 2-lane through road). 

Then in the 1970s a new deck with walkways and metal railings projecting on each face was superposed on the 

surviving lower stonework. The 18th century widening, which took place upstream, is discernible from riverbank 

level as it left differences in detail between the faces of the bridge. Otherwise, the bridge retains the seven 

segmental arches spanning c8m each, of the 16th century structure and with broad piers, has a total length of 

75m. There are a total of 12 large cutwaters, upstream and downstream which once rose to refuges at 

carriageway level, and the piers rest on very prominent plinths, probably built up relatively recently. The bridge 

can be viewed from both upstream and downstream, but the new decking and especially the plinths dominate, 

with the remnants of the old bridge recessed and somehow diminished in my eyes. 

 

While crossing the bridge, Brecon Castle is an impressive upstream landmark, set high on the right bank of the 

River Honddu, above its confluence with the River Usk, which gives the town its Welsh name. An earthwork and 

timber, motte and bailey castle was built in 1093. The castle was fought over between English and Welsh from 

the outset, but survived to be rebuilt in stone, with a shell keep on the motte in the late 12th century. Nonetheless 
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it continued to change hands regularly 

throughout the 13th century, by the end of 

which it was in the possession of the de 

Bohun family. From them it passed, by 

marriages to John of Gaunt, and his son, 

King Henry IV,  and fought off an attack by 

Owen Glendower in his early-15th century 

revolt against English rule. It passed then to 

Dukes of Buckingham, but began a steep 

decline when the heads of that family were 

executed by King Henry VIII. Some 

restoration was carried out in the early 19th 

century, but a hotel now occupies most of 

the site. Unfortunately, the remnants of the 

keep, with walls 1.7m thick, are invisible 

behind a wall in a private garden. The 

photograph shows the east end of a hall 

block built in c1300, and standing then in 

the walled bailey. Its south wall also 

survives, abutting the said hotel, but the 

battlements are a relatively modern 

addition, as are many of the windows. The 

view could confuse, given the keep-like 

appearance of the end of the hall, so I 

present a copy of the Buck engraving to 

show the relative positions of the parts of 

the castle. The ruined hall block is central, but to its left (north) are the limited remains of the stone keep. The 

engraving also shows two bridges over the River Honddu, both since destroyed by floods, though the present 

Castle Bridge is said to incorporate some of the fabric of the ancient upstream bridge. 

The Afon Honddu is a stream of length c18km, rising in the moorland of the Mynydd Epynt, at a height of 430m. 

The source is near the watershed, from the other side of which, water finds its way north and west into the River 

Wye. There is little of historical interest along its southward course by way of the hamlets of Upper and Lower 

Chapel, until it reaches Brecon, save perhaps for a 16th century mansion, still inhabited though much modified, 

which replaced Castell Madoc, a medieval motte and bailey castle on the left bank of the river between the two 

Chapel settlements. I have found 5 mill sites along the stream, in order from nearest the source, Pont-main-du, 

Pont y Cored cornmill, Cwm-Ared, and in Brecon itself a former fulling mill known as Burges Mill or Priory Mill, 

which was in operation from at least the mid-17th century until the earlier 20th century, and the corn mill known 

as the Watergate Mill, or Honddu Mill, active from at least the late-14th century until the early 20th century. Water 

power was also exploited at the iron furnace on the river Honddu at Forge Farm about a mile north of Brecon. 

The furnace, built about 1720 and supplied with iron ore and limestone from Hirwaun, to the west of Merthyr 
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Tydfil and charcoal from the surrounding countryside, was a bloomery, melting a mix of iron and charcoal and 

then stirring to float out impurities. It remained in operation until about 1780, succumbing to competition from 

ironworks using coke-fuelled blast furnaces in the Merthyr area. The Honddu, entering at the right bank through 

an artificial channel just upstream from Brecon Bridge, brings water at a mean flow rate of 19500 gallons per 

minute to the River Usk, perhaps adding 15% to the flow rate. 

Brecon Cathedral of St. John is north of the 

centre of the town, on the right bank (west) 

of the River Honddu. Reliable records begin 

with the founding of a Benedictine Priory as 

a daughter house  of  Battle Abbey in 

Sussex in 1110. The monastery was small, 

never occupied by more than 5 monks, until 

it was suppressed in 1538. The aisled and 

cruciform priory church, shown in the aerial 

photograph originated in the 12th century, 

but when rebuilt in the 13th 
and 14th  

centuries, continued the role of the parish 

church for the town, performed previously 

by its nave. Also visible are claustral 

buildings, of late medieval origin, albeit 

modified later, but unusually well-

preserved. There is a west range attached to the south aisle of the nave of the church; they included the prior's 

lodging, a  probable guest house,  a  tower  (now  the   canonry), the almonry, and a tithe barn, surrounded by 

a precinct wall, also reputedly of medieval date. The cloister and chapter house have disappeared as have other 

buildings including a hospital referred to in 1374. In 1923, the church became Brecon Cathedral. Strangely it is 

not by any means obvious from within the town, but a landmark from higher roads round about. 

Brecon has been something of a transport hub in its recent history. Now it is mainly roads which make it so, 

though paradoxically trunk roads all bypass the town; the A40 running roughly east/west links it to Carmarthen 

and Abergavenny, the A470 running north/south links it through Merthyr Tydfil to Cardiff, and Swansea, and via 

Builth Wells to mid and north Wales, while the A438 which joins the A470 just east of the town is the link with 

Hereford and the English Midlands. Brecon was once equally well connected by railway; the Neath and Brecon 

Railway has already been mentioned and reached Brecon in 1867. It was preceded by the Brecon and Merthyr 

Railway to Merthyr Tydfil, with links to Cardiff and Newport, which was opened for traffic in 1863, and the Mid 

Wales Railway which provided a link to Newtown and Welshpool in 1864. Also in 1864, the Hereford, Hay and 

Brecon Railway was completed. As might be anticipated, there were a number of stations in Brecon in the early 

years of rail, 3 in fact, operated by the different companies, but they were all replaced in 1871, by Free Street 

Station which remained open until the 1960s; the site is now a car park and a bus station. Of course, 

amalgamations affected services on these lines, but there were no closures until passenger services to Merthyr 

ended in 1958, quickly followed by those to Neath and Hereford in 1962. Brecon lost all its train services even 
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before the 1963 Beeching Axe was implemented. Brecon Mountain Railway has operated a narrow gauge 

heritage railway laid on the track of the Brecon to Merthyr line since the early 1970s, but it is on an 8km stretch 

just north of Merthyr so does not enter the Usk valley, or come near to Brecon. 

 Brecon was also served by a canal. The 

waterway which terminates there was 

authorised by Act of Parliament in 1792, 

and most of the route was completed in 

spite of financial problems in 1800 as the 

Brecknock and Abergavenny Canal, 

though it then ended some way short of 

Abergavenny; its route was part of that  

shown on the schematic, following the 

River Usk closely until past Abergavenny. 

Its purpose was mainly the transport of coal 

and to this end, the Act allowed for the 

construction of tramways, some several 

kilometres long to carry trucks pulled by 

horses, and 13 are known to have 

connected  with the canal. It was intended 

from the outset that the Brecknock and 

Abergavenny Canal would link with the 

Monmouthshire Canal approved in the 

same year but opened a year earlier, which stretched for 20 km between Newport and Pontypool, and was 

accessed by 21 tramways. In 1800, there was still a significant gap between the two, but the end-point of the 

Brecknock and Abergavenny Canal was nudged south as money became available, allowing them to join up in 

1812. The story thereafter, as with many canals was of profitable operation until the railways came to the area, 

but then the profits more or less vanished. Not infrequently the struggle for survival of canal companies ended 

with a takeover by the main competitor, and this happened to both of those described here, the Great Western 

Railway was the purchaser. During the 20th century, lengths were filled in, and culverts replaced bridges carrying 

roads, before the recent reawakening to the value of canals as a leisure resource led to a dramatic volte-face.  

The Brecknock and Abergavenny Canal with the extension to Pontypool, had not been much disrupted, and 

has reopened, 53km long with no incline for the first 37km north-west from Abergavenny to Llangynidr, where 

there are five locks. Just over 3km short of Brecon, the canal crosses the River Usk on an aqueduct, and a final 

lock brings the total rise to 21m. The River Usk is the main water source for the canal, but some water is taken 

from tributaries. In Brecon itself, the terminus basin is hardly developed, with terrace houses on the bank but 

presumably the opportunities to create waterside living environments which have been seized by other places 

will eventually be exploited. Restoration of the Monmouthshire Canal presents a greater challenge, but plans 

have been laid, and some short lengths have already been opened. My own interaction has been small; never 

on a barge, and only glimpsing stretches amongst the trees which line its banks, so I shall not have much more 
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to say about the canal until later when I look at the Crumlin extension, near the end of the journey, but the 

photograph taken from a tourist website seems a genuine attempt to convey the ambience. 

  

Brecon has had its share of notables, from Gerald of Wales, who documented his travels and recounted 

historical anecdotes in the late-12th and early-13th  centuries, through Sarah Siddons, a famous 18th century 

actress, to the 20th century jazz musician, George Melly. I could easily prolong my account of the town, but this 

is not supposed to be a town guidebook, so I shall move on down the river. 

……………………………… 

When the River Usk passes Brecon, it has 

cut the 150m contour, and has flowed for 

c37km from the source, nearly a third of its 

course. The view on either side of the A40, 

which continues to follow the river closely, 

is a mix of woodlands and fields under 

grass in the foreground, rising to higher 

hills behind, especially to the south where 

the Brecon Beacons continue eastwards. 

Tributaries join the main river, and the first beyond the town, the Afon Cynrig which feeds into the right bank, 

powered 2 mills, Cantref mill, and Cynrig mill. Next into view, is the Brynich Aqueduct, shown above, which 

transfers the Brecknock and Abergavenny Canal from one bank of the river to the other about 3km east of 

Brecon; the masonry structure built in the late-18th century, is 64m long and 9.4m wide overall with 4 segmental 

arches each spanning 11m. The canal channel narrows over the aqueduct to a trough 3.65m wide, though with 

tow-paths on both banks; presumably it is one way traffic for barges and other boats.  
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A bend to the south-east follows, and Millbrook mill is on the left bank. The river then receives a small right bank 

tributary, Nant Menasgin, on which stands a mill named for the stream before reaching the hamlets of Pencelli 

on the right bank, opposite Scethrog on the left bank.  In both, there were once castles; in the former, it was 

originally an earthwork and timber structure erected in 1090, and thereafter contested by important families, de 

Braose, Marshal, Mortimer and Despenser before being granted by King Edward IV to the Herberts in the late-

15th century. By then there was a keep, and a gatehouse in a curtain wall. However, the castle was superseded 

in the 16th century, by a manor house, possibly a conversion of the castle chapel. Only fragments of the castle 

survive, but the house is still inhabited, now surrounded by a caravan park. At Scethrog, there is an 11m square 

tower which dates back to c1200, but has been greatly altered, inside and outside. However the basic form, 

quite rare in Wales, is unchanged, and it also is occupied. 

The river meanders from here and 

separates into short braids, before 

reaching Talybont on Usk, which in spite of 

the name is really on a right-bank tributary, 

the Caerfanell. There was a cornmill on that 

stream called Felin Newydd, just  

downstream of Talybont Reservoir, opened 

in the 1930s to supply Newport. Talybont is 

just over 9km south-east of Brecon, and is 

a rather straggly settlement with several 

hundred residents. In the village were a 

saw mill, and Gileston Mill which 

presumably ground corn. A short distance 

downstream,  the River Usk reaches 

Llandetty where it swings east; here the 

mean flow rate is measured as 236500 gallons per minute, a 3-fold increase over the value upstream at 

Abercamlais. This stretch of the river ends at the village of Llangynidr where the fine bridge shown in the 

photograph, carries a minor road over the River Usk. It comprises 6 deep segmental arches; the profile is 

appreciably humped. The arches range in span between 6.7m near the banks to 9.3m at the centre, and with 

broad piers, the bridge length is 69m in total, but the width is only 2.4m, between the parapets, and it seemed 

like less when I drove across. The fabric is rubble and there are double arch rings with the lower sets inset and 

substantially broader. Triangular cutwaters on each face rise to provide refuges on the carriageways, certainly 

a help to any pedestrian crossing. On the basis of appearance, I would have dated it to c1700 at the earliest, 

though a bridge here appears on the maps of Saxton, dated 1578, and Speed, dated 1610. The Listing provides 

an explanation, stating that the mapped bridge was 500m upstream, and was indeed replaced; it is surprising 

that the rebuild was so narrow. There was a sawmill in Llangynidr, and a cornmill a short distance further 

downstream at a right bank hamlet called Cyffredin.  
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The Glenusk estate, spans the river 

immediately downstream, though the park 

on the left bank is known as Penmyarth 

Park. The extravagant mansion, shown in 

the print, was built on the right bank by the 

Bailey family in the 19th century. Their 

wealth derived from iron and steel making 

operations at Merthyr Tydfil. The house, 

was requisitioned during the 2nd World War, 

and seriously damaged by a fire, so that it 

had to be demolished in the early 1950s. 

The estate is now owned by a family called 

Legge Bourke, who have strong links with the Royal family and live in what was once a dower house. 

Tretower Castle is in a village to the north-

east  of the estate. It began life in c1100 as 

a motte and (triangular) bailey, before 

acquiring in c1160 a stone shell keep which 

enclosed domestic buildings. It was 

captured and destroyed by Welsh forces in 

1233, but when taken back by the previous 

owners, a family named Picard, it was 

rebuilt with a curtain wall round the bailey, 

with towers at two of the apexes. At the third 

corner, the cylindrical tower was built inside 

the shell keep, crowning the motte. The 

tower, which was of diameter 11m, with 

walls 2.8m thick, comprised a basement 

with a hall above, and then private rooms 

on two floors above that. A hall and kitchen were accommodated somehow in the small space between the shell 

and the tower, and there was a gatehouse to the east. The photograph is a view from the north west where the 

shell wall has collapsed, allowing a full view of the tower, and showing how close it was to the shell wall. The 

castle defied a Welsh attack in 1245, but by the beginning of the 14th century, after the conquest of Wales by 

King Edward I, the owners felt able to build a new house, designed less for defensive purposes and more for 

comfort, hence their courtyard house, Tretower Court, 200m south-west of the castle. Their confidence was 

premature, because the castle was called into action again during Owen Glendower’s revolt in the early years 

of the 15th century, but it and the house survived. Thereafter the focus of the owners shifted entirely to their 

fortified house, and the castle was allowed to decay.  
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Tretower Court dates from the early years 

of the 14th century; the masonry of the 

walls, the internal fireplaces, the windows 

and the projecting latrine tower all indicate 

a date maybe as early as 1300. The 14th 

century building consisted of the north and 

west ranges in which were a central ground 

floor hall open to its high roof, a solar or 

private bedchamber and a private living 

room. In 1450 the property was given to Sir 

Roger Vaughan by the previous owners, 

the Herbert family, and he refurbished and 

developed Tretower Court into the building 

that broadly speaking can be seen today. 

He inserted a floor above the original hall, 

turning that block into a 2-storey building, in 

which part of the ground floor served as 

storerooms, and a kitchen. He doubled the 

accommodation available, building a brand 

new hall, solar and upper rooms. Sir Roger 

Vaughan was on the Yorkist side in the 

Wars of the Roses, and after their victory at 

the Battle of Mortimer's Cross in 1461, he 

conducted Owain Tudor, grandfather of 

King Henry VII, to his execution at 

Hereford. The wheel of fortune turned with 

a vengeance, and in 1471, while pursuing 

Owain’s son, Jasper Tudor, Earl of 

Pembroke, following the Battle of 

Tewkesbury, Sir Roger was captured and 

taken to Chepstow Castle, where he was 

beheaded. However, the family continued 

to improve their house, adding  a 

battlemented wall, raised walks and a 

gatehouse, later in the 15th century. The Vaughans eventually sold the property in the 18th century, and 

thereafter it fell into sad decline with parts of the once grand house being used for farm animals. The main parts 

of the structure survived, and it was eventually restored in the 1930s, before passing to the state. The 

photograph is a view across the inner courtyard from the south. 

Tretower is on a small left bank tributary of the River Usk, the Rhiangoll, which is c19km long. It rises above the 

750m contour on the western slopes of Waun Fach, which at a height of 811m is the highest peak in the eastern 
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Black Mountains which form the north-east 

boundary of the River Usk valley for some 

distance downstream. The tributary flows 

west then south, until it reaches Felindre, a 

small village 3km north of Tretower. As 

might be expected from the name, there 

was a cornmill here, and now a group of 

whitewashed, modern houses, but there is 

also a picturesque old bridge carrying a 

road in from the A479. Felindre Bridge 

comprises two near-equal segmental 

arches each spanning c4.5m, but its width 

is only 2.1m so it is a tight fit for cars, and 

impossible for anything larger. There are 

large cutwaters upstream and downstream 

which rise to provide refuges. The Listing 

gives the build-date as c1700, and it is 

difficult to imagine that an access bridge as 

narrow would be built much later. The 

scene is shown in the photograph; a fish 

ladder is on the left. Immediately 

downstream of the confluence of Rhiangoll 

with the River Usk, on the same bank, 

Knight’s cornmill operated from the 18th century; the photograph of the derelict mill shows the old waterwheel(8). 

After a loop to the south and back to the south-

east the river reaches Crickhowell on the left 

bank, a small township with a population of 

c2000. The first impression, entering along the 

A40 from the west and arriving at the centre is 

of just too many whitewashed buildings, but 

the houses and shops are tidy and well-

maintained, and give a steer to why in surveys, 

the town features as one of the best places to 

live in the country. Crickhowell Castle, 

sometimes known as Alisby's Castle, after a 

13th century constable, is on the south side of 

the town(9). Originally an earthworks and 

timber motte and bailey built by the de 

Turbervilles in c1120, Crickhowell Castle was 

remodelled in stone in 1272 by an owner with 
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an unlikely name, Sir Grimbald Pauncefote. He added a shell keep on top of the motte, but little of it can be 

seen today. Still quite visible are remains of the twin-towered gatehouse, adjacent to the motte, and a double 

tower to its south east, which was part of a curtain wall surrounding the bailey, and is shown in the photograph. 

In the first years of the 15th century, Sir Grimbald's great-grandson, Sir John Pauncefote, was ordered by King 

Henry IV to strengthen the castle against attack by Owen Glendower, but his efforts were in vain, and the castle 

was captured and left in ruins. It was never rebuilt, and obviously quarried in the years following, so the ruins in 

what is now a park are fragmentary(8). 

The other important historical entity in the 

town is Crickhowell Bridge which carries the 

A4077 across the River Usk to Llangattock. 

It was documented in 1538, and is shown on 

early maps, but it is likely that the older 

downstream face owes a lot to a rebuild 

carried out in the period 1690-1706. The 

bridge was widened upstream in the early 

19th century to the present 5.4m from c3m, 

but carries one-way traffic only. Shortly afterwards, two upstream extension arches at the north-east end were 

subsumed into one, as shown in the upper photograph taken from downstream, an unusual but not unique 

arrangement. As built, the bridge had 13 arches, of spans in the range 5.1m to 8.6m giving with the broad piers 

a total bridge length of 126m, the longest stone bridge in Wales. There are large V-shaped cutwaters on both 

faces which rise to provide refuges at carriageway level. The bridge can be viewed easily on both faces; the 

downstream photograph below shows the older elevation. On a warm day as when I visited, it is the scene of 

much ‘tombstoning’ with young people jumping from on high into the river. Reaching deep water was not 

straightforward for these dare-devils, as suggested by the lower photograph, and I feared an accident but none 

occurred in the half-hour or so that I spent there, sizing up the bridge.  
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Beyond the aforementioned village of 

Llangattock on the right bank of the river, is 

a limestone escarpment which was 

quarried extensively in the 19th century. 

Higher up is the gritstone plateau of 

Llangattock Mountain beneath which are 

some of Britain's longest cave systems, 

one of which contains the cavern shown in 

the photograph. The river continues south-

eastwards, past an estate on each bank; Dan y Park to the right where a 17th century mansion was demolished 

in the 1950s, and Cwrt y Gollen, on the left, now an army training centre. The river is then joined by a left bank 

tributary the Grwyne Fawr, c40km long which with its own tributary Grwyne Fechan drains the central portion of 

the Black Mountains, around the high point, Waun Fach. There was a corn mill on Grwyne Fechan at Pont Felin, 

but there is more to be said about Grwyne Fawr; several kilometres from its source, a reservoir was constructed 

between 1912 and 1928 when it opened, its completion delayed by the 1st World War. It holds 400 million 

gallons, held back by a dam, 52m high, made largely of sandstone, but has been decommissioned because 

peat was staining the water. The stream flows south from there to Pont Yspig where there was a cornmill, then 

west to Coed Mill at Dyffryn, and south again to Llangenny, the site of Golden Grove paper mill; downstream 

there was another paper mill, at Millbrook, though both may have produced card rather than paper. Llangenny 

also housed a cornmill and further on, a woollen mill at Tyn-y-cae, just short of the confluence with the parent 

river. The Grwyne Fach delivers water at a mean rate of 27200 gallons per minute, so is one of the larger as 

well as the longest of the tributaries of the River Usk. 

About a kilometre further downstream the 

river makes a hair-pin bend to the north, 

and on the right bank, at the cusp of the 

bend it receives a small fast flowing 

tributary, the River Clydach, which reaches 

it by way of a steep-sided, tree-lined gorge. 

To use a cliché, this was one of the cradles 

of British industry with ironworks utilising 

local sources of ore, limestone and water 

power, along with charcoal and later, coke 

made from locally mined  coal. The 

Clydach ironworks, founded in the last 

years of the 18th century, had 4 blast 

furnaces and nestled in a corner of the 

valley, under the shadow of the Gilwern 

Mountain.  Remains of one of them are 

shown in the photograph, with part of the high stack which held layers of iron ore and coke, and the orifices that 

allowed air to be fed into, and liquid metal and slag to flow out of the base of the furnace. At least in its early 
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years, the blast of air will have been supplied by a water powered blower. There had been an older furnace 

lower down the river, built in 1680, near to a charcoal-heated forge. However, just as charcoal had been replaced 

by coke, the technology of the Clydach operation was superseded by Bessemer’s inventions in the mid-19th 

century, and the ironworks closed in 1862. 

Clydach House, was built in the village of Llanelly near the early manufacturies, to house their manager, and 

still stands, a fine 3-storey block. Here was born the colonial administrator, Sir Bartle Frere in 1815, who held 

important positions in India, before being appointed High Commissioner for Southern Africa in 1877. He was a 

consistent  exponent of forward policies, aimed at widening the bounds of empire, which had found favour with 

the then-government led by Benjamin Disraeli. South Africa was a mish-mash of small states, Boer, Zulu, and 

British, some independent, and Frere set about steamrollering them into a federation dependent on the British 

crown, without taking much account of their wishes. Wars resulted, and British arms suffered some humiliating 

setbacks, although victory was in prospect, when William Gladstone became Prime Minister in 1880. He had 

opposed the whole enterprise, and was determined to conciliate, which meant the speedy recall of Frere. He 

died in 1884, having tried but failed to restore his reputation; he had followed a path approved by his superiors, 

but could not escape the blame for having gone about things in an ill-considered and tactless fashion. 

There must have been mills in the valley 

judging by the appearance in place-names 

of  ‘felin’ but they were replaced by the 

other industrial developments, in a pattern 

which will be repeated for tributaries 

downstream. The gorge also 

accommodates the A465, ‘head of the 

valleys’ road which connects Abergavenny 

and Merthyr Tydfil, and between 1862 and 

1958, trains ran between stations in the 

same towns. I spent a couple of afternoons 

in the gorge trying to get a decent view of 

Devils Bridge which crosses the River 

Clydach in Gellifelin, and was linked by 

some authorities to the early ironworks, 

and so  to the late 17th century. As the 

photograph suggests, that exercise was not very successful, though the waterfall is quite impressive. The bridge 

comprises a single stilted, deep segmental arch with single arch rings, but there are no strong clues to its age, 

and a representation I have seen more recently suggests that it might be a century less old than I had thought. 

Just before reaching the River Usk, the River Clydach flows through the village of Gilwern, where there may 

have been 2 mills 
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Re-joining the River Usk, which is flowing north, Usk paper mill was on the left bank before the river swings 

south-east again and begins a 4km stretch of meanders, with the Black Mountains closing in on the left bank, 

and Blorenge an eastern outlier of the Brecon Beacons near to the right bank. The latter looms over the village 

of Govilon, where a small right bank tributary, the Cwm Llanwenarth once powered 2 mills. A bridge is marked 

immediately downstream from here on both the Saxton (1579) and Speed (1610) maps, and a ferry on an 1890 

map, but no road now approaches the river. The River Usk has reached Abergavenny, named for a small south-

flowing tributary, the River Gavenny, which powered 6 mills, Triley, Brooklands, Cwm, Little, Priory, and a Town 

mill, together with another un-named on a small feeder stream. The town has a population of c13000, but it 

seems bigger, partly because the rather cluttered narrow streets are always busy. Like Brecon, it is a junction 

for trunk roads, and was the same for railways though I shall not go into detail again; the Brecknock and 

Monmouthshire Canal also passes through on its way to Pontypool. There are 3 stand-out historic buildings of 

different types in Abergavenny, and I shall consider first the castle. 

Abergavenny Castle is on a promontory in 

the south-west of the town. It was founded 

in c1087 by the Norman lord, Hamelin de 

Ballon, as a motte and bailey with a wooden 

keep on a palisaded steep hillock, 

surrounded by a ditch; the bailey was 

similarly protected. From c1175 the 

Normans started to rebuild the castle in 

stone, first the keep, then the curtain walls 

with five towers, each capable of 

independent defence, so that it took the 

appearance shown in the sketch. The castle 

saw much conflict over the next century, 

changing hands between English and 

Welsh war-bands, and it had a role in a 

rebellion against King Henry III in the 13th 

century. In succeeding years, it was owned 

by influential families including the 

Hastings, Beauchamps, and Nevilles, and 

by Jasper Tudor, Earl of Pembroke. It was 

still strong enough to be held for King 

Charles I in the Civil War, but ended up 

being sleighted, and thereafter was 

quarried. The lower photograph shows the hunting lodge built in 1819 above the foundations of the keep; it is 

now a museum. Unfortunately, it makes a rather jarring contrast with the medieval ruins like one of the towers, 

also visible in the photograph and detracts from the authenticity of the site. Abergavenny also had a town wall 

with 4 gateways, raised in the 14th century, and some fragments of the original build survive, mainly footings. 
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Abergavenny Priory of St. Mary is in the 

west-centre of the town. The Benedictine 

house was founded as a cell of the Abbey 

of St. Vincent in 1087, and remained alien, 

i.e., subject to a foreign abbey and required 

to contribute financially to the mother 

house, until 1415 when it became 

independent. It began with 12 monks but 

declined with the passage of time, so that in 

the 1530s there were only 5 monks. The 

priory was suppressed in 1536, but the 

church became Abergavenny parish 

church, replacing St. John’s Church, built in 

the 13th century, which was converted into 

a grammar school. The claustral buildings, 

to the south of the church, became   a   

mansion,   which   stood much modified, 

until demolished in the 1950s. A 16th 

century tithe barn has survived, rebuilt in 

the 17th 
century, and converted to a 

heritage centre recently; it is in the right-

centre of the view above. The aerial view 

from the north-west shows the outline of the church which retains no Norman features and dates from the 13th 

and 14th 
centuries, though it has been subject to major restoration since then. It probably began as a long narrow 

church, but acquired a north arcade, a south transept, and chapels and porches. The buildings immediately to 

the south of the church seem to locate the cloister. The lower photograph shows the north aspect. 

 

The downstream aspect of Abergavenny Bridge, in the view above, shows at least some of the original bridge; 

it carries the A4143 over the River Usk, to the south-west of Abergavenny. It was formerly known as Tudor 
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Bridge because it has been recorded as being built by command of Jasper Tudor, Earl of Pembroke, and Baron 

Abergavenny during the 15th century reign of King Henry VI. The Listing dismisses such an early build-date 

describing the bridge as 'stylistically later’, and suggests the 17th century, but the existence of a number of 

pointed (Gothic) arches conflicts with that assertion. The fact that the bridge appears on the Saxton (1579) and 

Speed (1610) maps does not rule out the possibility of a rebuild taking place in the 17th century, but it is likely, 

that as viewed from downstream, 4 pointed arches to the north (to the right on the photograph) are 15th century 

survivals, though the bridge may have been much modified then and certainly was later. The 3 segmental arches 

to the south may well have been replacements dating to the 17th century. The largest arch spans c7m, and 

contributes to a total length of 63m. The fabric is fine grade rubble, and the arches have single, flush arch rings. 

The bridge was greatly widened in the early 19th century, from 3.6m to around 9m; what was effectively a much 

wider second bridge was attached upstream of the original and has arches which are all stilted and segmental. 

However, the cutwaters, are similar to those of the original bridge, tapering off below the top of the parapets 

The above description is rather convoluted but the bridge is an important historical artefact worth trying to 

describe reasonably accurately. 

…………………………………….. 

After sliding past the south-west of 

Abergavenny, just over 80 km along its 

course, the river arrives at another of the 

many estates which have lined its banks, 

Coldbrook Park, once a possession of the 

widely spread Herbert family. The centre of 

the estate was the beautifully proportioned 

mansion shown in the old postcard, said to 

have medieval origins, but looking entirely 

classical in the photograph, a sign of a 

major 18th century makeover. Unfortunately 

the fine house was demolished in 1954, though gardens remain, with some areas laid out as early as the 17 th 

century. Coldbrook Park is near the left bank, where the landscape is beginning to open up, but the estate 

owned land on the other side of the river, where Abergavenny Racecourse held meetings in the second half of 

the 19th century; part of a grandstand is still visible beside Monmouthshire golf course, which has occupied the 

land since 1892. An article in a local newspaper states that ferries carried punters across the river from the town 

on race-days, and that it was not unknown for ‘bookies’ to be dunked in the cold water if they failed to pay up.  

The right bank here, and for some distance downstream is still dominated by Blorenge Mountain; in its shadow, 

5km south of Abergavenny is the village of Llanellen, notable mainly because here the River Usk parts from the 

long-lasting company of the Brecknock and Abergavenny Canal, or rather its continuation towards Pontypool, 

though it is also the location of a fine early-19th century bridge, with 3 segmental arches. 
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The river is about to lose its other long-term 

travel companion, the A40, as it flows on 

from Llanellen, first west alongside the road 

and then leaves it to the south. The scenery 

has changed, with high hills visible only in 

the distance, and nearer at hand, many 

small woods, interspersed with a few fields 

occupied by grazing sheep, but there are 

larger, cropped fields with wheat, maize, 

and the inevitable yellow peril, rape. It is 

worth following the A40, 8km to the south 

east, still within the River Usk catchment, to 

the village of Raglan, dominated by the 

magnificent ruined castle, a little to its 

north. The early history of the site is 

shadowy, before the castle which has left 

the present well-known ruin was built. It is 

surmised that William Fitz-Osbern, Earl of 

Hereford who held the lordship of the area 

in the late 1060s, and built many motte and 

bailey castles, may have built one here, but 

evidence is slight, and for 3½ centuries 

after that, a manor house seems to have 

been at the centre of the property. Raglan 

Castle was built by the Herbert family, beginning  in c1450, perhaps utilising robbed masonry from the said 

manor house. The family rose rapidly in the Yorkist cause, though some perished during the topsy-turvy Wars 

of the Roses, but they survived the Lancastrian triumph of King Henry VII, perhaps helped by the fact that 

historically they were Welsh like the King. Soon afterwards, the castle passed to the Somerset family by 

marriage, and they prospered in the 16th and early 17th centuries, acquiring the title of Marquis of Worcester. In 

the Civil War, Raglan Castle was held for the Royalists until 1646, sustaining considerable damage compounded 

when it was sleighted by the will of Parliament. The family recovered the castle after the Restoration, but did 

not repair it, choosing to live in a new house at Badminton, as they advanced in the peerage to become Dukes 

of Beaufort. The castle sustained further damage over the next century, but was tidied up thereafter, and is now 

maintained by the state. The hexagonal Great Tower in the foreground of the aerial view from the south-east, 

and to the left in the lower photograph taken from the south, is of ‘diameter’, 17m, and has walls 3.2m thick; it 

was built with 5 floors and the upper ones housed luxurious private apartments. Connected by bridges over the 

moat to the main body of the castle, the block stretching from them to the north-west contained the hall and 

service buildings. Courtyards were on each side of this block; that to the south contained more apartments 

round the curtain wall, while that to the north gave entry to the castle by way of a gatehouse, to the right in the 

lower photograph. The curtain wall was interspersed with towers, with the larger one to the north-west containing 
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a kitchen. Perhaps built mainly as a showy residence, the castle was nonetheless defensible as was shown in 

the Civil War. I visited first on a brilliantly sunny day, when its fine light-coloured freestone, with a smoothly 

dressed ashlar finish, dazzled against the green-dyed moat water; I have never viewed a more photogenic 

castle ruin than on that day. I went there again to look at a couple of the small bridges on the site which probably 

date back to the 15th or 16th century; they are of interest to the connoisseur, but are scenically overwhelmed by 

their setting, so I shall not devote any more space to them. 

The parish church of St. Cadoc in the village is worthy of some attention; built in decorated style in the 13th and 

14th centuries with a fine tower, it holds tombs of some of the owners of the castle. There is a commemorative 

window to Fitzroy Somerset, 1st Lord Raglan, born the 9th son of the 5th Duke of Beaufort; he started life with 

the proverbial silver spoon in his mouth, and built a distinguished military career in the service of the Duke of 

Wellington. He was appointed aide-de-camp in 1808; in that role and as the Duke’s military secretary 

responsible for issuing the general’s orders to all the staff, he served throughout the Peninsular War, and at the 

Battle of Waterloo. Any idea that as a staff officer he was sheltered from danger must be put to one side, as he 

took part in assaults on fortifications, and alongside his master, was under fire on the battlefield on countless 

occasions; he lost an arm at Waterloo, by which time at the age of 26, he was a full colonel, and had been 

knighted. The Duke became Master General of the Ordinance shortly afterwards, a Cabinet position, nominally 

in charge of artillery and engineers, but in practice conferring great influence over the whole army, until his death 

in 1852, and through all these years Fitzroy Somerset, by then married to the Duke’s niece, continued as Military 

Secretary, and effectively as his deputy. Most military experts think that they remained in these roles for too 

long, allowing the army to ossify, organised and equipped to fight past wars rather than future ones.  

Fitzroy Somerset immediately succeeded the Duke as Master General of the Ordinance, and then in 1854, he 

was appointed, almost 40 years after he had last seen action, to command the British army sent to fight 

alongside the French and the Turks against the Russians in what became known as the Crimean War. The 

military target was the fortress and port of Sebastopol, and hard-fought battles were won at Balaclava, and 

Inkerman, which paved the way for its capture, though a first assault was beaten back. Impatience in Britain 

grew, with the country expecting a ‘walk-over’, and blunders like the Charge of the Light Brigade during the first 

battle were attributed to Somerset, while he was more fairly blamed for the failure to provide soldiers with 

clothing appropriate for a harsh Russian winter in 1855. Although he had been appointed Field Marshal, leap-

frogging many generals senior to himself, and became 1st Lord Raglan, as reward for victory at Inkerman, the 

criticism sapped his morale, and contributed to his death from dysentery, the next summer, at the age of 66. 

Death in action might have rescued his reputation, but death from debilitating illness did not, and it was to fall 

further as the conditions in hospitals set up for injured soldiers became public knowledge. The reports of the 

Times correspondent, William Russell, and the entirely laudable campaigning of Florence Nightingale drove in 

the final nails; there were no contemporary defenders. Though more balanced accounts of the Crimean War, 

and the events surrounding it, have appeared in the 20th century, the consensus is that Fitzroy Somerset, Lord 

Raglan failed in spite of his best efforts, because he was not equipped by ability, temperament or experience 

for a role as Commander in Chief in very difficult circumstances.  
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Re-joining the River Usk, it is still flowing 

generally south-east,  as it arrives at 

another historic bridging point, between the 

hamlets of Pant y Goitre, and Llanvihangel 

nigh Usk. The elegant 19th century bridge 

shown alongside had a precursor dating to 

the 16th century, judging by the old maps 

referred to earlier. The  present bridge was 

built of red sandstone and has 3 semi-elliptical segmental arches, a central span of 17.7m and side spans of 

11.9m. The most striking features are the large cylindrical voids, 2.7m in diameter, above each pier and in the 

abutments, together with the smaller voids in the spandrels, 6 in total; all go right through the structure. They 

are decorative, they provide helpful passages for floodwater, and they reduce the weight of the bridge without 

compromising its strength, but the general idea in very different forms only really caught on in a later era when 

reinforced concrete became a bridge-building fabric of choice. 

From here the river swings sharply south, 

and on the left bank reaches another of the 

estates which punctuate its length. Clytha 

House is quite special if not particularly old. 

It was built in the early 19th century in Greek 

revival style and at least externally, the 

stand-out feature is a large ionic portico 

enclosing the entrance doorway. The 

gardens were designed around the 

predecessor of the present house in the 

18th century, but the estate is best known 

for its elaborate entrance gates, and Clytha Castle, an 18th century mock-Gothic folly to the south of the house, 

which is now let as a holiday home. I have to say that I formed a very negative impression of this building when 

years ago, I ventured to look at it, and I present a photograph of it rather than the house, against my better 

judgement. In my eyes, the asymmetry really jarred, with the ogee roof of the single-storey central block, 

between 2 crenelated towers, one round, one square, and I disliked the windows and the bland stonework.  

Moving on downstream, for a few kilometres, Trostrey Forge Mill applied water power to forge iron bars, from 

the end of the 18th century, another outlier of the industry which will be ever more in evidence during the 

remainder of the journey. Another shallow bend, and the river arrives at Chain Bridge, also a historic bridging 

point with a name which derives from the suspension bridge built in 1829, thought to be the second British 

example of its type, after Union Bridge over the River Tweed. However the actual chain bridge was replaced in 

1907 by a metal through-arch bridge configured something like a smaller version of Tyne Bridge in Newcastle-

upon-Tyne, or Sydney Harbour Bridge, erected 20 years earlier than them. Chain Bridge is the site of the furthest 

downstream flow measurement station on the river, and the mean flow rate is 380000 gallons per minute; some 

substantial tributaries have still to join, but I shall try to make an estimate of the total discharge rate when the 
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river reaches the sea. The other name for 

Chain Bridge is Kemys Bridge, and this 

refers to a small but interesting settlement 

on the left bank, called Kemys 

Commander. The medieval orders of 

religious knights domiciled in the United 

Kingdom were the Knights Templar, 

suppressed early in the 14th century, and 

the Knights Hospitaller whose order 

survived until the Dissolution in the 1530s, 

having taken over many of the properties of 

their brother knights. The former based 

themselves on preceptories, the latter 

commanderies, which were like monastic 

granges, set up to oversee one or more of the parent establishment’s farms in a locality. So a commandery 

would be a group of buildings including a hall, service and domestic buildings, a chapel, and farm buildings such 

as barns. It would be staffed by 2 or 3 knights of the order, a chaplain, officials, and farm workers. Its name 

suggests that Kemys Commander grew up round one of these establishments, and the church of All Saints, 

may be another clue. As shown above it has the scale of a chapel, and dates mainly to the 14th century, though 

the bell-cote was a much later addition. The River Usk continues generally southwards, but now meandering 

between fields almost wholly arable, though still interspersed with woods, while trees line the river banks. There 

were mills along this stretch, fed with water by lades or little tributaries; Nant y Derry cornmill, Prioress mill, 

Rhadyr cornmill, near the right bank, and Gerrats mill, across the river.  

The next landmark is the river’s namesake, 

the small town of Usk, on the left bank, 

c103km from the source. On my numerous 

work-related visits to South Wales in the 

late 20th century, I often spent a night in one 

of a number of pleasant hotels here, and 

stretched my legs in a  town of many 

whitewashed houses and well-tended 

flower borders, before settling to an 

evening meal. The Romans built a fort in 

Usk, but found the surroundings too 

marshy, and soon moved down-river to Caerleon. Usk Castle is near the centre of the small town and dates 

from c1138. The castle is on a spur overlooking the Usk and as shown in the schematic, consists of a rectangular 

area to the north surrounded by curtain walls with towers at intervals and a gatehouse on the east side. To the 

south-east is an outer ward with walls on its south-east side, a corner tower on the south, and a gatehouse at 

the north end of the south-east wall. Returning to the inner ward at the top of the schematic, the banqueting 

hall, standing against the north-west curtain wall is of the 14th century with alterations made in c1500, and 
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adjacent to it are foundations of a chapel. 

The Garrison Tower is circular of diameter 

10m and has 4 storeys and a crenelated 

parapet. The keep to the south-east of the 

inner ward has been altered since it was 

built  in the late 12th century by Richard de 

Clare, Strongbow; it is rhomboidal, but near 

to 10m square, though puzzlingly the vulnerable outer wall is little more than 1m thick rather than the usual 2m 

or more; it has 3 storeys after 14th century modifications. The photograph shows the north tower to the right, 

and the hall and chapel to the left, viewed from the south-east; the gatehouse has been converted to a house, 

and the inner ward is a garden, though I am not sure if this is a respectful way to treat an ancient monument. 

After a period in Welsh hands the castle was recovered by the aforementioned Richard de Clare, ‘Strongbow’, 

in 1174. Another period of Welsh occupation ensued, until it passed by marriage to William Marshal, Earl of 

Pembroke, who enclosed the castle with a curtain wall, but later in the 13th century the castle reverted to the de 

Clares. It had several owners thereafter, and fought off an attempt at capture by the forces of Owen Glendower, 

before becoming a Crown possession of King Edward IV; finally it was acquired by the Herbert family in the 

early 16th century, by which time it was in decay; their descendants, the Dukes of Beaufort still own the ruin. 

It is a peaceful scene now, but in Spring 1405, after the son of Owen Glendower had failed to take the castle, a 

battle with an impact on Welsh history was fought just to its north, on the left bank of the river. The Battle of Pwll 

Melin is also known as the Battle of Usk, and though little is known about the battle save that it was essentially 

a pursuit following the abandonment of the siege, the result is not in doubt; it was a crushing defeat for 

Glendower’s Welsh force, inflicted in part by other Welshmen, in which the leader’s brother was killed and his 

eldest son captured. Other Welsh leaders died, and contemporary chroniclers stated that 300 Welsh captives 

were executed in front of the castle. Nonetheless, Glendower, who had not been at Usk, was reinforced by 

French soldiers a few months later. He advanced to confront King Henry IV at Abberley Hill in Worcestershire, 

but in a failure of nerve, most likely engendered by the recent defeat at Usk, he chose not to fight, and after 8 

days had to retreat in search of supplies. Probably, he lacked the resources to free Wales from English control 

in the long term, but he had at Abberley Hill a chance to create his own Bannockburn; instead the revolt petered 

out during the ensuing decade, though he did avoid capture which would have cemented the English victory. 

There was a Benedictine nunnery in Usk, 

founded before 1135. The original 

community comprised 5 nuns but numbers 

later rose to 13. Following the suppression 

of the priory in 1536, the nave and north 

aisle of the church were retained to serve 

as the parish church shown in the 

photograph; nothing survives of the apsidal 

chancel and transept chapels. Apart from 

the 12th 
 
century tower, most of the fabric 
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dates from the 14th century or later. The chancel of the present church was the original crossing, beneath the 

medieval tower.  There are a few remains of the claustral buildings, which were south of the church, namely 

16th century windows and arches of  the south range, which form part of Priory House, and a gatehouse.  

Usk is the location of a splendid bridge carrying the A472 over the river. An earlier bridge on the site is shown 

on the Saxton and Speed maps, but the present structure was built with 5 shallow segmental arches in 1746-7, 

probably to the design of a respected Welsh bridge-builder, William Edwards. It differs in form from earlier 

bridges upstream, which have more, narrower, arches because designers were by that time becoming willing 

to risk wider spans, following the lead of those further north. The arch, 2nd from the left in the photograph below  

has a span of 15.6m, and the others 12.6m, greater than anything built in Wales until 1700. It was widened at 

both faces by 0.9m in 1836-7, from the original 4.5m but its general appearance was maintained. The fabric is 

local red sandstone which is coursed and squared. Pointed cutwaters fade into pilasters, between each arch on 

both faces of the bridge, and there are plain single flush arch rings.  

Across the river, and a short distance downstream is the village of Llanbadoc, and here in 1823 was born a 

giant of the biological sciences, Alfred Russel Wallace. He trained as a surveyor, and his early adult years were 

spent trying, without conspicuous success, to make a decent living from a family surveying business. In 1848, 

he changed tack, and with companions set off for South America, and began to explore the basins of the Rivers 

Amazon and Orinoco, and to study the teeming wild life. Wallace spent 4 years there, collecting vast numbers 

of specimens and making copious notes, all of which were lost when his ship was wrecked on his return journey. 

However, he had formed the ideas on the transmutation and differentiation of species living in isolated valleys, 

which mirrored those deduced by Charles Darwin from his investigations of Galapagos Island finches. Soon 

Wallace acquired from the writings of Thomas Malthus, ideas about the survival of the fittest, another essential 

plank in building the theory of Evolution by Natural Selection. By then he was corresponding with Darwin, and 

experts say that the exchange of letters honed the ideas of both men. In 1854 Wallace went to Malaysia where 

he remained for 8 years collecting and studying, but in 1858 he sent to Darwin a paper on the subject of Evolution 

which he had prepared for publication, and this galvanised Darwin into action. He was a perfectionist who would 

have delayed publication until he could  ‘dot every ‘i’, and cross every ‘t’, but now he was faced with the threat 

of being pre-empted as a founder of the theory of Evolution by Natural Selection, though this was not Wallace’s 

intention. Darwin realised that he would have to act and arranged for a joint paper to be published, and hastened 

to complete his masterpiece, ‘Origin of the Species’. In the 20th century, Darwin and Wallace would surely have 

shared a well-deserved Nobel Prize. 
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There is no doubt that Darwin fully 

acknowledged that Wallace had arrived 

independently at the essentials of the 

theory of Evolution, even if they differed on 

some details, about which they continued 

in friendly disputation, for the rest of 

Darwin’s life. Yet if you were to pick 100 

people at random today, and ask who 

discovered the theory of Evolution, I 

suspect that apart from a discouragingly 

large number of ‘don’t knows’, the 

overwhelming majority would answer, 

Charles Darwin, which is only half of the 

truth. The same half-truth became the 

paradigm in the remaining years of the 19th 

century, not least because the great 

promoters of the theory, like Huxley, gave 

much less prominence to Wallace, in spite 

of the fact that he continued to publish 

important papers on the subject, and built 

parallel reputations as a travel writer and 

field naturalist. In some ways this was 

Wallace’s own fault, as he was attracted to 

unorthodox ideas like spiritualism, and 

occasionally in his writings flirted with the 

idea that there were limits to the range of evolution, as for example in the development of consciousness, for 

which he suggested that an additional supernatural input might have been required; needless to say, this did 

not go down well with Darwin or much of scientific community. However it is likely that snobbery of various kinds 

played a bigger role in the down-playing of his achievement. Although his books and the sale of specimens 

made him some money, he was never well-off; he did not attend university, and his background was lower-

middle class. He also made no secret of his belief in radical social reform. Finally in this regard, he seems to 

have been a generous, unassertive individual, who did not care to push himself forward, but it still seems 

incredible that he never held a position in a university or as a museum curator. Around the turn of the century, 

attitudes seemed to change, and the old man received a flood of awards, including membership of the 

prestigious Order of Merit, before he died at the age of 90 in 1913. However, the old half-truths seem to have 

reappeared since then, not least in the influential modern writings of Dennett and Dawkins, in which Wallace is 

a subsidiary figure. The monument shown above beside the churchyard in Llanbadoc, Wallace’s birthplace, was 

erected in 2006, long after I visited the village in the 1990s. 

Resuming the journey downstream on the River Usk, it next picks up a left bank tributary, the Olwen Brook, on 

which there was a cornmill at a village called Llangwm, but which otherwise has no obvious claim on my 
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attention, here. Thereafter, the river embarks on 3 fairly tight meanders in the midst of which is the normal 

upstream limit of tidal flow, followed by a further series of meanders, all easily seen from high above the left 

bank on the A449, the main road from the English Midlands to South Wales. The river swings west, and a stretch 

of the left bank is occupied by 3 golf courses attached to Celtic Manor, a large luxury hotel complex, where the 

Ryder Cup was held in 2010, and a NATO meeting in 2014. I stayed there quite often because reduced rates 

were available, but the last time, a couple of years ago, felt at hazard to life and limb from falling branches, as I 

made my way in a gale from an outlying car park to the hotel. Shortly, another tributary, the Sors Brook comes 

in on the right bank of the river. Since 1965, this stream has started from the Llandegfedd Reservoir, on the 

western outskirts of Pontypool, which has a capacity of 5400 million gallons. It supplies cities and towns in South 

Wales, and since the replenishing flows from the streams round about would not meet the demanded supply 

rate, provision was made to pump water there from the River Usk, though I am not sure if this still occurs. The 

reservoir is an important leisure resource with fishing, from boats and the banks, sailing and windsurfing, 

canoeing, and diving encouraged, with measures in place to ensure no conflicts. There are 6½km of footpaths 

through the surrounding countryside, mainly in woodlands, for walkers to enjoy. Though no substantial 

settlement was drowned by the creation of the reservoir, Pettingale mill was in a flooded area, and as the Sors 

Brook flows south, it fed lades which supplied other mill sites at Lan-sor, and Sor Mill farm. After another tight 

loop, the river meets with a more substantial right bank tributary, the Afon Lywd. 

The Afon Lywd rises just north of Blaenavon, and flows generally south for almost 30km through Pontypool and 

Cwmbran, to its juncture with the River Usk, into which its mean discharge rate is 41000 gallons per minute, 

making it one of the principle tributaries of the river. Iron ore has been mined in the Blaenavon area since 1675, 

but the ironworks which has been preserved began life in 1789, when it was opened by a trio of industrial 

entrepreneurs from the English Midlands, Messrs. Hill, Hopkins, and Pratt, with 3 blast furnaces, capable of 

producing over 5000 tonnes of iron per year. In the early 19th century, 2 more blast furnaces were constructed 

beside the existing ones, so increasing the annual output to over 14000 tonnes of pig iron; the production of 

iron was becoming a boom industry, not least because of the demands of the long war with France. However, 

a growing demand for steel in the mid-19th century gave ironmasters a serious problem. A large proportion of 

iron ores worldwide contain phosphorus, which makes steel brittle and useless for many purposes; none of the 

processing routes then available, could remove it. The brilliant solution was down to metallurgist, Sidney 

Gilchrist Thomas, who devised a method of dephosphorisation inside Bessemer converters, (also applicable to 

other steelmaking processes) involving the use of basic (non-acidic), refractory bricks to line the vessels 

containing liquid metal, and the addition of lime to the contents. A test bed was needed, and in the late 1870s 

Thomas and his cousin Percy Carlyle Gilchrist, were allowed to carry out the crucial trials at Blaenavon, 

conducting large-scale experiments at the ironworks, and their success transformed steelmaking round the 

world. In other regards, the story does not have a happy ending, because in 1878, the Blaenavon Iron & Steel 

Company Ltd went into liquidation as a result of the costs incurred in changing over to steel production. Worse, 

the brilliant inventor, who was actually a clerk to a court by profession, but had attended chemistry lectures at 

the Birkbeck institute in evenings, succumbed to lung disease in 1885 when only 34 years old. He undoubtedly 

deserves more recognition as a British technological pioneer who transformed the outlook for a key industry.  

Steelmaking continued in Blaenavon, after a new company purchased the plant, and armaments and aircraft 

body panels were produced during the World Wars of the 20th century. However, with iron-ore no longer 
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available locally, the writing was on the wall for a steelmaking site, distant from deep-water ports at which large 

ore-carriers could dock, and the Blaenavon Works closed in the 1960s. It had been  destined for demolition, but 

in a surprising twist, it was decided in 1974 to conserve the site along with much of the equipment there, as an 

industrial museum. The other main industry of the town had been coal-mining, but in 1980, the so-called ‘Big 

Pit’ closed as a working colliery, but it became the centre-piece of a mining museum in 1983. In November 

2000, the wider Blaenavon area, including the town and the ironworks, Big Pit National Coal Museum, and 

various other industrial artefacts were designated a World Heritage Site by UNESCO. Like many post-industrial 

settlements Blaenavon has struggled, in spite of the initiatives mentioned above, with the population declining 

by 35% to c5000. Some other initiatives were surely misconceived, like the effort to establish a ‘book-town’ 

relatively close to the well-established centre at Hay-on-Wye, which benefits from far more prepossessing 

surroundings; the scheme failed in spite of the best efforts of many. Most of the town looks like what it has been, 

with narrow streets lined with terraced houses, the vast majority in good order, but ‘no nonsense’ rather than 

attractive. There is perhaps one silver lining to the industrial decline, namely that the Afon Lywd, for long heavily 

polluted and living down to its Welsh name, meaning ‘the grey river’, now harbours trout and the odd salmon. 

Abersychan is 6km downstream from Blaenavon, and their development histories in the 18th and 19th centuries 

are similar, with ironmaking and mining dominant, though the former did not outlive the 19th century. I am afraid 

that one person’s industrial archaeology, is a collection of derelict buildings to another, and there are plenty of 

those. For all that much of it is neat and tidy, most of the housing is mundane, and the same I am afraid goes 

for the town centre. Abersychan was the birthplace of Roy Jenkins in 1920; he was the son of a Miner’s Union 

organiser, Arthur, who was gaoled for his actions during the General Strike of 1926, but later became a Member 

of Parliament, and for a short time a minister in the 1945 Labour Government. Roy Jenkins was educated in 

local schools, and won a scholarship to Oxford University where he obtained a 1st Class Honours degree, and 

formed relationships of varying intensity with future political colleagues and opponents. He was elected a 

Member of Parliament in 1948, and in Harold Wilson’s Cabinet of the 1960s he was Home Secretary and 

Chancellor of the Exchequer, becoming Deputy Leader of the Labour Party in 1970. Few doubted his ability, 

but politically Jenkins was very much on the liberal right of the party, and his patrician persona and lifestyle went 

down badly with many party members, including those with a more advantaged upbringing than his; in these 

circumstances, it was difficult to see a path for him to the party leadership. His strong commitment to 

membership of the EEC, then a minority view in the Labour party, cost him the deputy leadership, and although 

he served again as Home Secretary in the later 1970s, the top job still seemed beyond him. Accordingly, with 

the party moving leftwards, it was no surprise when Jenkins accepted the Presidency of the European 

Commission, a post he held between 1977 and 1981. When he returned to the United Kingdom, he became 

leader of the Social Democrat party, a group of right wing former-members of the Labour Party, but though there 

were some false dawns which seemed to presage electoral success, this part of his career now looks like an 

anti-climax, as does his later involvement in coalition talks with Tony Blair. He took great pride in his election as 

Chancellor of Oxford University in 1987, a position he held until his death in 2003. Any fair assessment of the 

career  of Roy Jenkins suggests that he would have made an effective Prime Minister; he had principles and 

managed to implement policies which flowed from them. He also built a reputation as an author of political 

biographies; his subjects included Gladstone, Asquith, and Churchill. My enjoyment of them was curtailed 
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because I found his plummy voice, which dispensed with the letter ‘r’, profoundly irritating, and I heard that voice 

in my head as I turned the pages.  

Pontypool, 3km downstream, is a large town with a population of almost 40000, and it too grew up around 

ironmaking and coal-mining. The former can be traced back to a 15th century bloomery and 16th century blast 

furnaces which must have depended on water power. Inevitably its location eventually told against it when 

imported ore became necessary to keep bulk steelmaking going, but specialities like tin-plate, and stainless 

production continued in and around the town until the early 21st century. I will not say much more about the sad 

demise of these key industries but will briefly tell a tale which illustrates my naivety some 40 years ago. I turned 

up the gatehouse of a small steel-plant here during my days as a trouble-shooter in an R & D establishment, 

and realised that I had mislaid the paper giving details of a meeting with a plant engineer. So I blithely told the 

gateman that I was there to keep an appointment with someone called Jones. He grinned, and started listing all 

the many people of that name who worked there; of course I had a bit more information, and we identified the 

engineer in question, and went on from there, but my 2 associates who had heard the exchange, did not let me 

forget my initial enquiry for some time. There is ample evidence of the town’s history in its housing stock, but 

there has been considerable rebuilding, and the shops in the centre look varied and interesting. Pontypool is 

the largest town in its valley and has the scale to become a local centre, so can hope to prosper, even though 

it has been through difficult times recently which are not over yet. Before moving on I should mention a famous 

institution of the 1970s, the ‘Pontypool front row’. Welsh rugby union international sides had great success in 

that period based on their brilliant backs, like Barry John, (Sir) Gareth Edwards, and Gerald Davies, to name 

but a few. However, with rugby as it was in those days, winning depended as much on forward power, and the 

trio from Pontypool of Bobby Windsor, Charlie Faulkner, and Graham Price formed a scrum front row that 

became semi-legendary, not least because of a tribute song written by the Welsh entertainer, Max Boyce. 

The Afon Lywd continues southwards, past the industrial villages of Griffithstown, Panteg and Sebastopol, to 

emerge from its valley and arrive at Cwmbran. Since this is a new town, it need not command much space in 

an account of a historical journey, but for the record it was designated in 1949, and now has a population of 

c50000. From here the tributary swings eastwards to join the River Usk. I have found 4 watermills along the 

Afon Lywd, at Pontnewyndd, Llan-yr-avon, Pont-hir, and off a short right bank tributary, Caerleon. However this 

cannot be the last word about the use of waterpower in the valley, because any plant or mine associated with 

the iron or coal industries which began operating before 1800, and even some time after that, is likely to have 

utilised machinery for which the motive power was provided by water. To give just a few examples, the air blast 

that gave blast furnaces their name would be provided by compressors powered this way, blowers supplying 

burners in other heating furnaces, pumps draining mines, and winding wheels providing access to pits for men 

and materials, were all driven by waterwheels, before steam took over. Nowadays, the evidence for this seems 

largely confined to 19th century maps, on which lengths of the lades which supplied water can be seen, and 

speaking personally I have never seen traces on the ground of a water-powered history for a steel-plant, but 

perhaps I have not looked in the right places. 
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Immediately downstream of the 

confluence, with the Afon Lywd, the river 

makes a double loop round Caerleon on 

the right bank. Now largely a dormitory 

town for Newport, especially since a large 

campus of the University of South Wales 

closed in 2016, Caerleon has a population 

of c8000. I remember neat painted and 

white-washed houses, though front 

gardens were rather rare. The town is of 

course most noted for the Roman fort to its 

south-east; the lay-out is as shown. Known 

as Isca Augusta (named for the legion 

which occupied the fort for a long period) or 

Isca Silurum (named for the local tribe, the 

Silures), the base was founded in 75AD, 

remained more or less permanently 

occupied for 2 centuries, and probably 

housed soldiers intermittently into the 4th 

century. The site covers 20ha, and when all its legion was present, housed 5500 soldiers and officers. Interesting 

survivals, include foundations of the said accommodation, and substantial ruins of the bath-house, but the 

‘stand-out’ is the amphitheatre. The photograph and the drawing below show the remains now, and the stadium 

as it may have looked 1900 years ago with a wooden superstructure seating up to 6000, who will no doubt have 

watched, gladiators, circuses, and other entertainments of the time, as well as brutal executions. 

 

Caerleon Castle was of motte and bailey type, thought to have been founded by the Welsh, shortly after the 

Norman Conquest. The motte was said to be on top of a Roman bath-house, and it was later crowned with a 

shell keep which survived until the 18th century. The castle was in English possession in the 12th century, but 
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changed hands during the troubles at the 

end of the reign of King John, in 1217, 

though it was recovered quickly. The only 

masonry remains, a tower incongruously 

adjoining the Hanbury Arms  public house 

beside the River Usk, are thought to be of 

that date. It was most likely part of a curtain 

wall surrounding the bailey, though it has 

been surmised that the building might have 

been one of 2 chain towers, able to block 

passage up-river, but there appears to be 

little supporting evidence for this 

suggestion, and there is no trace of a 

second tower. The photograph shows the 

surviving tower, and the public house in the 

background; the earthen motte is some 

distance away, inaccessible, behind a high 

wall. A building in the town called the Priory, 

which has 16th century elements has 

inspired conjecture that there was once a 

monastery in Caerleon, but no evidence has been found to back up this conjecture. 

The river swings sharply south from Caerleon, passing under the M4 motorway, still twisting, to begin its final 

reach as it enters the city of Newport. Here, as for some distance upstream, the high mudbanks that confine it, 

speak of the large tidal range in the Bristol Channel into which the river is about to flow, but unless the tide is 

well-in, they give it a rather unprepossessing appearance. I will stick to a rule adopted when other rivers I have 

followed, enter cities, by sticking close to the riverbanks, rather than trying to produce a pseudo-guidebook for 

the whole place. However, a few general remarks are appropriate; Newport has a population of c150000, and 

was recognised as a city in 2002. As has been seen, the Romans based themselves further upstream on the 

River Usk at Caerleon, but Newport became important in the medieval period as a military base and as is 

obvious from the name, a seaport. Confirmation of the latter came from the discovery in the early years of the 

21st century of a fairly complete 15th century cargo-ship buried beneath the mud on the west bank of the river. 

It has been extracted and a laborious restoration project has been underway since, with the intention of putting 

the ’Newport Ship’ on display, though there is still some way to go. Many centuries later, Newport became the 

predominant outlet for South Wales coal, though the bulk of the trade moved to Cardiff in the 19th century; I will 

say a little more of the docks later. In fact, it is difficult to gainsay that the powerful attraction of the Welsh capital 

city is a problem, which seems if anything to be growing, for its smaller neighbour, less than 20km away. 

Newport has had a wide industrial base, and in the 20th century steelmaking was important, and still survives, 

just. The Orb site on the left bank of the river opened in the late 19th century, and for a time employed 3500 in 

making steels adapted for use in electrical applications, such as the core of transformers. The workforce is now 
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only 10% of what it was, and the plant faces closure, which is odd given the burgeoning developments of electric 

cars which make use of electrical steels. The Llanwern site, further east, opened in 1962, and from its start-up 

at much the same time as the Ravenscraig Works in Scotland, there seemed to be one site too many making 

strip steel for car bodies, given the parlous state of the car manufacturing industry in Great Britain at the time. 

Llanwern appeared to win out when Ravenscraig Works was down-graded then closed, not least because the 

Welsh site gained from an influx of very able technical staff from Scotland. However it was always the poor 

relation of Port Talbot Works, partly in my admittedly limited experience, because of the inferiority complex of 

its senior management, who seemed incapable of capitalising on its more modern equipment. Accordingly, it 

suffered death by 100 cuts, well 3 or 4, in the years up to the first decade of the 21st century, as first its blast 

furnaces and then its steel-plant were moth-balled and then demolished. This left only its strip mill and ancillary 

processing equipment, and that has only operated intermittently to roll slabs made in Port Talbot during the past 

decade. As a result of all this, Newport has become very dependent for employment opportunities on 

government agencies including the motor taxation office, which have moved there in recent years. 

It is high time that I returned to the River 

Usk, and picked out some historical sites in 

its neighbourhood. Newport Castle is close 

to the centre of the city, fronting the River 

Usk on its right bank. The first castle in 

Newport was a motte and bailey of c1100 

near St. Woolas Church, on which, more 

later. The present structure was begun in 

the early 1380s, but it was not completed 

until c1450. It belonged to the family which acquired the dukedom of Buckingham, but successive dukes died 

in battle in 1460, and then lost their heads at the behest of King Richard III and King Henry VIII, and the castle 

was given to the Herberts in 1547. The building was ruinous by the 17th century, and has been in state hands 

since the 1930s. The view in the photograph is of the east front, with octagonal towers on square bases at the 

north and south ends, and a square tower in the centre, built of old red sandstone and grey limestone. A vaulted 

audience chamber sat above a water-gate leading into the latter, and behind it were a great hall, kitchen, a 

gallery, chambers and, after the 15th century, luxurious  apartments, those used by the lord being in the south 

tower. The bailey originally extended 50m west from the river, and was surrounded by a curtain wall with a 

gatehouse to the north, but nothing of this remains above ground, all replaced by modern roads and buildings. 

A short distance downstream on the opposite left bank, is Rodney Parade stadium, home since the 1870s of 

Newport Rugby Union Club, and venue before the 1st World War of 7 international matches. The proudest day 

in the history of the club came in 1963 when they inflicted the only defeat suffered on a tour of the British Isles 

by one of the strongest-ever New Zealand All-Black sides, doing what 4 international sides had been unable to 

do. The score 3-0 does not suggest a classic, but few of those present will have cared about that. The club had 

many other achievements to its name, beating other touring sides, and dominating the domestic game in Wales 

for periods, as in the 1950s. However the advent of professionalism in the game has reduced the club to a 

feeder for a professional side, Newport Gwent Dragons, who also play at Rodney Parade, but so far at least, 
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lack any of the success enjoyed by their predecessor. Professionalism has undoubtedly benefitted top players, 

allowing them to be paid amounts commensurate with their skills, and the Welsh international side has adjusted 

very successfully, but at lower levels of the game, the ‘grassroots’, the picture is mixed with famous clubs 

struggling to survive, and player numbers at best holding their own. There is another sports team playing at 

Rodney Parade, Newport County A.F.C., who have led a chequered existence since they first joined the English 

Football League in 1920. The high point was promotion to the 2nd division in 1939, though they had to wait 6 

years to play in it, and were immediately relegated; bizarrely they lost 13-0 to Newcastle United, but won the 

return fixture. They struggled mainly in the 4th division thereafter, though with occasional upward excursions, 

but disaster struck in the late 1980s, when successive relegations took them out of the league structure, and 

the club went bankrupt. It was reformed, and after 25 years returned to the 4th division in which they play now. 

I mentioned earlier, St. Woolos Church now 

Newport Cathedral in the centre of the city, 

a short distance from the right bank of the 

River Usk. It is on the site of a Welsh clas 

(Celtic monastery), which functioned from 

the 6th 
century to 1100, and stonework from 

the end of that period can still be seen. 

Thereafter, the history is of a parish church 

with neither monks nor residential canons 

attached to it, no traumatic experience at 

the Dissolution, and fairly steady 

campaigns of restoration and rebuilding. The last phase of that process was the enlargement of the chancel to 

try to make the church fit for the role of a cathedral which it became in 1949. The oldest remaining  elements 

are some pre-Norman walling in the Lady chapel at the west end, the decorated Norman arch with pillars taken 

from Roman Caerwent, which separates that chamber from the Norman nave with its 15th 
century roof, and the 

15th 
century west end tower. The photograph was taken from the south-west; the lady chapel between the tower 

and the aisled nave, is hidden by a tree. The church, though not without idiosyncratic charm, bears little 

resemblance to most cathedrals, either outside as seen in the photograph, or in its decidedly gloomy interior 

made up of somewhat disconnected chambers, rather than the cavernous well-lit spaces with lofty roofs which 

most people would expect. 

By the 18th century there were a number of wharves on the west shore of the River Usk, and iron and coal were 

the principal outward traffic. At this time, the only way of getting these commodities down from the heads of the 

steep narrow valleys to the nearest port, Newport, was to load the heavy goods on pack animals, though things 

were about to change as we shall see. First the Monmouthshire Canal with its connecting tramways, allowed 

horse-drawn trucks and barges to do the job from 1800, and then the railways took over. More wharves were 

built to cope with the increased demand. However, the considerable tidal range and muddy banks made the 

wharves inconvenient, with ships tilting over as the water-level dropped making loading and unloading difficult 
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if not impossible, and sometimes causing 

damage. As trade grew, the Town Dock 

was opened in 1842, to be extended to the 

north in 1858; it was beside the west bank 

just downstream from the castle, and is 

shown in the painting; the gates that held in 

the water, but allowed ships to enter and 

leave are clearly visible. However the 

wharves alongside continued in use, until 

near the end of the 19th century. Next, as 

the capacity of Town Dock proved 

insufficient, the Alexandra dock further 

downstream was opened in 1875, followed by the South Dock beyond it, opened in 1893, and extended in 1907 

and 1914. Apart from the standard cranes that would be expected on a dockside, there were also hoists capable 

of lifting coal-laden railway wagons and turning them over, so dumping their contents into ship holds. The Town 

Dock was used for smaller vessels, and in time, chiefly for the import trade, especially of timber for pit props. 

Larger cargoes were handled at the Alexandra Dock and South Dock. In the 20th century, after the 1st World 

War, trade declined and Town Dock was closed in 1930, and filled in, but the other docks remain operational. 

Just downstream from the Town Dock 

access lock is Newport’s Transporter 

bridge, opened in 1906, 5 years before the 

similar structure at Middlesbrough, the only 

other still operational today in the United 

Kingdom. They really are a very inefficient 

way of moving vehicles, if not pedestrians, 

across a river, and very few were built 

world-wide, but they were seen as 

answering the problem posed by the 

combination of low riverbanks and the need for ships to be able to pass underneath, in this case to reach Town 

Dock. The bridge spans 197m between towers, the tops of which are 74m above the level of the approach 

roads. Each tower consists of two open lattice pylons, and the bridge ‘deck’ is a boom made of two latticework 

primary girders spanning the river; in the photograph, the cables which give added support, as on suspension 

bridges can also just be seen. Vehicles and pedestrians cross the river in a steel and timber gondola at road 

level; it is visible, coloured light blue beneath the left hand tower, and after recent refurbishment can carry up to 

6 vehicles and 100 pedestrians. The gondola is suspended by 30 steel ropes from a travelling frame, or trolley, 

which runs on rails carried on the bridge deck, and is driven by way of steel wire ropes wound on a drum rotated 

by 2 electric motors. I have never been on this transporter, but judging by the one in Middlesbrough, which I 

have travelled on frequently, it may manage 3 crossings each way per hour, but will be put out of action by 

strong winds. Nonetheless, for all that it is little use in helping  to cope with today’s traffic levels, (when it was 
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built, most crossings would have been on foot), it is a splendid edifice and a striking engineering monument of 

its times. 

I have reached my point of departure from Newport, and am about to follow a right bank tributary, the Ebbw 

River which joins the River Usk immediately downstream of the docks, but before doing so, I wish to draw 

attention to a surprisingly little-known incident in the town (as it then was). The Newport Rising of 1839 was 

given leadership by Chartists, John Frost, Zephaniah Williams, and William Jones. As those against the Great 

Reform Act of 1832 had prophesied, its removal of many rotten burghs and easing of restrictions on those who 

were allowed to vote, though significant for the middle classes, did little to appease radical opinion because 

nothing had been done for those in lower stratas of society. The Chartist movement with its demands including 

universal suffrage, and secret election ballots had its origins in the 1830s, and soon attracted mass support. 

The Newport Rising took place when thousands marched on the town centre, led by the above-named; many 

were armed with pick-axes and shovels and a few with guns. Their aim was to release some of their number, 

who had been arrested during a previous Chartist demonstration. Special constables were sworn and crucially 

up to 100 regular soldiers were made available to defend the Westgate Hotel where the prisoners were held. 

Heavy fighting took place, and shots were fired by each side, but the best estimate is that 22 rebels were killed, 

and 50 wounded before they fled; the defenders did not get off scot-free but none were killed. With hindsight it 

looks as if the over-reaction of panicking authority was similar to that at ‘Peterloo’, 20 years earlier; in fact, the 

fatalities there were only half as great, though it was to become the iconic symbol of oppression. Over-reaction 

did not end with the rebel flight, and there were 200 arrests, before the leaders, Frost, Williams, and Jones were 

tried and convicted of high treason, and remarkably, when it is considered that Queen Victoria was already on 

the throne, were sentenced to execution by the gruesome medieval method of hanging, drawing and quartering. 

They were the last to receive this savage and disgusting sentence, and it was commuted to transportation to 

Australia after protests across the nation. All were eventually pardoned and Frost returned to Great Britain, living 

in Bristol until he died at the age of 93 in 1877; he lived to see another Reform Act in 1867 but it also fell short 

of radical ambitions, and Frost continued proselytising and pamphleteering until he reached extreme old age. 

The other two remained in Australia, but had contrasting fortunes; Williams was involved in the discovery of coal 

in Tasmania and became very wealthy, but Jones, a clockmaker died in poverty. If anything, the Chartist 

movement gained strength after the Newport Rebellion in the ‘hungry 1840s’, though it was to be more than 30 

years before one of their demands was met, the Secret Ballot, and others had to wait until the 20th century. 

……………………………. 

The Ebbw River begins its southward course of c40km in a reservoir named for the Llangynidr Mynydd 

(mountain range), and if that name seems vaguely familiar it is because it was encountered far upstream on the 

River Usk, as the name of a village to the north of the range. The stream flows across moorland for a short 

distance, before entering the Carno Reservoir, built in 1911, to supply the local area, and capable of holding 

176 million gallons. A short distance further downstream is the town of Ebbw Vale which has a population of 

around 20000 now, and a remarkable industrial history. Ebbw Vale Iron Works, which later became the Ebbw 

Vale Steelworks, opened in 1778, and a number of mines started to yield coal around 1790. At its height in the 

1930s and 1940s, the steelworks in Ebbw Vale was the largest in Europe; even in the 1960s, 14500 people 

were employed there. However, from then on, proximity to a deep-water port through which ore and coal could 
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be imported became critical from the cost viewpoint, for a declining industry struggling to compete with foreign 

producers. With coal mining in decline at an even steeper rate towards its vanishing point, there were only 450 

employed in the old industries in Ebbw Vale, and in July of that year came the final steelworks closure. So, 

Ebbw Vale became a post-industrial town after a long period of decline, helped only slightly to cope with massive 

unemployment, by a National Garden Festival which was held there in 1992. I have described a few towns with 

similar histories on this journey, and to avoid too much repetition will move on, though I must make mention of 

two people identified with the town. 

For over 60 years the Parliamentary seat for Ebbw Vale was occupied in succession by 2 icons of the left wing 

of the Labour party, Aneurin Bevan and Michael Foot; both are well served in biographies and feature in 

contemporary histories, so I will not write on them at length. Aneurin Bevan, born in the Sirhowy valley to the 

west,  was the son of a miner, and left school when 13 years old to work down a pit, before becoming a union 

organiser on his way to entering parliament as Labour MP for Ebbw Vale in 1929, at the age of 31. For the next 

16 years he pursued a very left wing line, and opposed the government of the day in most things, even after the 

Labour party entered the wartime coalition. His well-founded claim to greatness stems from his appointment as 

Health (and Housing) Minister in 1945, as during the next 5 years he was largely responsible for founding the 

British National Health Service. Throughout the 1950s, he returned to opposing the party leadership from the 

left, but ended the decade as deputy leader, having lost an election to succeed Clement Atlee as leader, to 

Hugh Gaitskell; sadly Bevan died of cancer aged 62, the next year, otherwise he would certainly have contested 

the leadership with Harold Wilson when Gaitskell died soon afterwards. He was a renowned orator, though he 

sometimes stooped to personal invective; he was a passionate politician of conviction, but not afraid to change 

his views, as in the 1950s when he U-turned to support the British nuclear deterrent, and coined the famous 

phrase about not sending British negotiators naked into the conference chamber. I admire Bevan, regardless of 

my view of his politics, but I cannot say the same of his successor Michael Foot. He was born in Plymouth in 

1913, and first made a name for himself as a journalist, writing for left wing publications but at the same time 

working for Lord Beaverbrook on newspapers with a very different take on the world. He was in parliament 

between 1945 and 1955, when he was known mainly for his passionate advocacy of Unilateral Nuclear 

Disarmament under the banner of CND. On returning to parliament as the member for Ebbw Vale he continued 

to pursue left wing causes until entering government as Secretary of State for Employment in 1974 as part of 

the third Wilson administration. His role was clear, to appease at any cost, the rampant Trade Unions, fresh 

from the victory of the National Union of Mineworkers over the Heath government. Success in this made him 

Deputy Leader of the Labour Party in 1976, and Leader in 1980. He had surely been over-promoted, and 

presided over a split in the party, and then entered the 1983 election campaign with the manifesto, which has 

been described as the ‘longest suicide note in history’. Crushing defeat by Margaret Thatcher ended his 

leadership, though he remained MP for Ebbw Vale until 1992. He died, almost 97 years old in 2010, but his 

reputation has been tarnished by his association with Lord Beaverbrook, and by credible allegations that he had 

been a paid informant of Soviet intelligence services, whilst endeavouring to bring about disarmament of his 

own country, albeit that he did not then have access to classified information. 

Leaving Ebbw Vale town, the road south along the river valley presents vistas which are beginning to disguise 

the industrial past, with old slag tips still recognisable for what they have been, but at different stages of 
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greening, though it is some way from being 

a natural landscape yet. After travelling 

8½km the motorist will arrive at Aberbeeg, 

where the Ebbw River is met by a left bank 

tributary, the Ebbw Fach River which has 

come south, just to the east. The main town 

in its valley is Abertillery, with a population 

of 11000, again with a recent history based 

on mining, though a surviving motte 

suggests that there was once a Norman 

Castle there. I visited Aberbeeg to look for 

a packhorse bridge, and I found it after 

some false steps. Packhorse bridges might have been expected to proliferate in South Wales in the years when 

iron products and coal had to be got from near the heads of the valleys to Newport. Until the end of the 18th 

century there was no alternative to teams of packhorses or mules, with panniers on each flank but most of the 

industrial development came after the pre-1700 period in which I am most interested. However, the Aberbeeg 

bridge is reputed to date from the mid-17th century, but as can be seen from the photograph, those responsible 

for its upkeep have done much to ruin it as a historic artefact. A large pipe has been run between the abutments 

just above the level from which the single segmental arch springs, and intrusive metal railings adorn each side.  

Dainty modern stone blocks serve as the surface of the pathway, and there are steps at the western end. The 

dressed voussoirs which make up the single arch ring may be original, along with the rubble-built remainder of 

the lower part of the structure. The span, across the small tributary of the Ebbw River is about 8m; the width 

between the railings is 2.2m, large for a packhorse bridge. On balance, I think there may have been a 17th 

century packhorse bridge here; the location is right and some elements remain, but it has been much altered. 

The Ebbw River continues south in wide 

loops passing through more towns like 

Newbridge and Abercarn that once thrived 

on industry. An early link of great 

importance to industry in this and other 

valleys was with the Crumlin branch of the 

Monmouthshire and Brecknock canal. The 

canal terminus is 12½km south-east of 

Ebbw Vale, and the branch kept fairly close 

company with the River Ebbw until it joined 

the main canal to the north-west of 

Newport.  Opened in 1799, the branch was 

18km long and there were 32 locks to lift 

barges 109m from the parent to the 

Crumlin basin. As important as the canal were the tramways which linked with it. Now, if not overgrown they 

look like any track, as exemplified by that near Ebbw Vale in the photograph, having lost the stonework and iron 
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rails that once made their function clear. The earliest tramroads were "edge-railways", where the wagons had 

flanged wheels running on plain rails, but from around 1800 most were being made with un-flanged wheels 

running on L-section tracks fixed to stone-block sleepers; and many earlier lines were rebuilt to these 

specifications. The guiding principles making for efficient operation came from the engineer, Benjamin Outram, 

who in a relatively short life (he died in 1806 at the age of 41) optimised this form of transport; he would be much 

better known if Richard Trevithick and especially George Stephenson had not introduced steam power to rail 

transport and altered the configuration, a few years  later, but Outram should be remembered as a pioneer who 

helped to pave the way. Blaenavon Ironworks on the Afon Lywd made its connection in 1796, with a tramway 

8km long which descended 180m to the canal wharf at Pontnewynydd; other ironworks at Pontypool, Ebbw 

Vale, and Tredegar and many coal mines in the valleys were quick to follow, though inevitably there were 

disputes as to who should build what. For the canal, the profitable years were ended by the railways, though it 

is interesting that there was a regular general cargo boat twice a week from Newport to Crumlin until 1915, but 

whilst it was important for traders, the tonnages were small. Overall, the early tramways in South Wales covered 

c650km, but between the 1840s and the 1860s most of the lines up the valleys were replaced by standard-

gauge steam railways, and the coal mines and ironworks were even better served. The line up the valley to 

Ebbw Vale which was closed in 1962 reopened in 2008, so re-establishing a link to the coast but at Cardiff not 

Newport.  Of course the goods carried are very different, and the passenger service is now paramount. 

At Crosskeys the Ebbw River is joined on 

its right bank by its largest tributary, the 

Sirhowy River; the confluence is shown in 

the photograph taken from the local 

website. This stream rises not far west of 

the source of its parent in the Llangynidr 

Mynydd, and it might have been arguable 

as regards length and alignments, though 

not flow rate, that it could have been 

regarded as the main stream; the Sirhowy 

contributes 28000 gallons per minute, 

whereas the Ebbw River flow rate is 59000 

gallons per minute, near to where they 

meet. The main town in the valley is Tredegar, which has a history mirroring many others in the Welsh valleys, 

after ironmaking began in the late 18th century, and then coal mining. Prosperity, at least for some, and high 

levels of employment lasted until the mid-20th century, but have been followed by a difficult period of adaptation 

to a new post-industrial world. The population is c15000, though it was substantially greater in the past. This 

town can also lay claim to a prominent Labour Party politician, Neil Kinnock, born there in 1942, and leader of 

the party from 1983 to 1992, but only in opposition, before he became an EEC Commissioner in 1995, serving 

for 10 years. The Kinnocks have been a ‘power-family’ as his wife was a member of the European Parliament, 

and later a Government minister for a short time, while their son, Stephen, is a Member of Parliament; his wife 

is the Prime Minister of Denmark. 
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The distinctive and prominent clock tower 

in the centre of the town was erected in 

1858, and is c22m high to the top of the 

weathervane above the clock faces. 

Perhaps the most surprising feature is that 

amongst the plaques affixed to the sides of 

the plinth, is one dedicated to the Duke of 

Wellington, by that time widely viewed in 

areas like this as an oppressive Tory 

leader, rather than the victor at the Battle of 

Waterloo. Downstream are a succession of 

mining villages before the river reaches 

Blackwood, which was an attempt to create 

a model industrial village in the early 19th 

century, though the best of intentions were 

not really sustained. It is alleged that the 

17th century pirate, (Sir) Henry Morgan, 

who eventually became governor of 

Jamaica, was born within the confines of 

the present town. At the end of a long 

southward reach the river swings to the 

east to join the River Ebbw which itself continues mainly eastwards. It passes south of Risca, yet another town 

with a recent history dominated by coal, but where many of 11000 inhabitants are still coming to terms with the 

demise of that industry; it is now largely a dormitory town for nearby Newport. 

Pont Y Mister to the south of the town of 

Risca, immediately north of the A467, is the 

only old bridge crossing the Ebbw River. As 

shown in the photograph, it comprises two 

unequal shallow segmental arches, the 

larger spanning c8.5m, giving a total length 

of close to 22m. The smaller arch, to the 

south is lower, though the pathway above 

it, climbs higher. The fabric is rubble of 

varying degrees of order, but the single flush arch rings are dressed, if uneven in thickness. The large triangular 

cutwaters are tapered off just below the tops of the parapets, upstream and downstream. The pathway is 2.7m 

wide, and the bridge has not been widened. The Listing implies that the bridge was built no later than the 17th 

century, and states that it was remodelled in the early 19th century, which probably implies a substantial rebuild; 

I suspect that there may originally have been 3 arches, and that two were replaced by one. That would account 

for the very different spans of the arches, and differences in detail between them. As regards, watermills  on the 

Ebbw River and its tributaries, I should stress again that industry began to transform a rural landscape before 
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the age of steam, so that water power performed many roles on iron works, and around coalmines. Looking at 

old maps we have found signs of the following mills (or felin) tracking downriver from the sources; on the Sirhowy 

River, at Tytrist, Pont Abernant-y-felin, Argoed, Blackwood, and Gelligroes; on the Ebbw Fach River, a saw mill 

at Abertillery, and on the Ebbw River, at Glandwr, Crumlin and Newbridge. There were most likely more in the 

18th century before industrialisation began but they do not appear on the 19th century maps on which we rely.  

The river continues south-eastwards, passing under the M4, and just to the east of Tredegar House. Until l95l 

the house was a private home, the principal residence of the Morgan family, who lived there from the early 15th 

century onwards. In c1500, a substantial stone manor house was built on the site, of which a small part, the 

south-west wing of the present house, survives. Between  l664 and l672 the present grand mansion was built 

by Sir William Morgan. It is a large two-storey square house built around a small courtyard. It is constructed of 

red brick, with a pitched slate roof (originally higher, and surmounted by a cupola and balustrading) with windows 

lighting an attic storey. The main entrance is in the middle of the north-west side, with a fine doorway flanked 

by spiral twist columns supporting a broken split pediment. The elaborate stone porch on the north-east side is 

a 19th century addition. The house retains a fine interior including a 17th century black marble fireplace, original 

oak panelling with exceptional carved detailing, an original 17th  century plaster ceiling and a rare surviving 

Baroque closet in the master dressing room. In l95l, the last of the Morgans sold the house to the Sisters of St 

Joseph for use as a Catholic girls' boarding school. In l974 house and grounds were purchased by Newport 

Borough Council, who have since come to an arrangement with the National Trust; an ex-colleague of mine was 

a volunteer guide there for several years after his retirement. According to him and others, Tredegar house is 

regarded as one of the finest examples of a Restoration mansion in the country, not least because it has been 

changed so little since it was built. The view is from the north-west, just inside fine gates which date to the 18th 

century. 

The journey along the Ebbw River is almost complete, as it meanders in tight bends through the west side of 

the city of Newport before merging with the River Usk. That river also has almost run its course from source to 

sea, or strictly the Bristol Channel. Some features already mentioned can be seen on the aerial photograph of 
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its last few kilometres; the Transporter 

Bridge, the Alexandra and South Docks, 

and the Ebbw River beyond, joining from 

the right. A couple of questions germane to 

the whole river can be addressed now. The 

length is sometimes quoted as 102km, but 

more often as over 120km, and I suspect a 

transposition of numbers has given the 

shorter length, because my own wheel 

based measurement is over 130km, and 

that is the number I shall stick with. The 

mean flow rate is measured at Chain Bridge, upstream from the town of Usk, as 380000 gallons per minute but 

no further downstream. Below that point the river is joined by tributaries like the Afon Lywd and Ebbw River 

which together add water at a mean rate of 138000 gallons per minute, and there are other smaller tributaries; 

on the other hand water may be abstracted at a rate unknown to me, and fed to at least one reservoir. So, the 

mean outflow rate from the River Usk can only be  guessed, but it would be surprising if it did not approach 

500000 gallons per minute, or 52 standard tanker loads per minute; about half the rate of outflow from the River 

Wye. 

The River Usk is unusual in that it flows for most of its length in a tree-lined valley between hills and mountains 

in a rural landscape interrupted by small towns and villages, changing only in its final reaches, when it comes 

to the conurbation around Newport, yet its lower right bank tributaries pass through the valleys which were the 

industrial heartland of South Wales. The contrast in scenery could hardly have been greater up to a few decades 

ago, though it is diminishing as greening takes hold, and industrial residue is covered over. In this historical 

journey I have highlighted watermills and old bridges, and the river valley certainly has more than its share of 

the latter. I think this account goes some way to filling a gap, in that I have found no document describing the 

River Usk, comparable with those for the Rivers Wye and Dee, yet there is much of interest, as I hope to have 

shown in the preceding pages. 

 Tables 1 and 2, prepared and researched by Alastair Robertson, follow. Table 1 lists the mills on the River Usk 

and its tributaries, and locates them on a map. Table 2 lists the mills on minor tributaries. 
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Table 1. Watermills on the River Usk and some Tributaries 

 

River Usk 
 Mill Type   Mill Type 
U1 Cwm Wysg Corn  U5 Trostrey Lodge Iron forging 

U2 Millbrook    U6 Goratts   

U3 Buckland Corn  U7 Prioress   

U4 Knights Corn     
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Tributaries 
 

  

Honddu  Grwyne Fawr 

 Mill Type   Mill Type 

H1 Pont-Maidu    G1 Ty Hen Mill  
H2 Pont-y-cored Corn  G2 Pont Yspig Corn 
H3 Cwm Ared    G3 Coed  
H4 Priory Corn   G4 Golden Grove Paper 

H5 Watergate Corn  G5 Millbrook Paper 

    G6 Millbrook Corn 

Avon-lwyd  G7 Tyn-y-cae Wool 

 Mill Type  G8 Glangrwyney Forge, paper 

AL1 Pontnewyndd       

AL2 Edlogan  Tin Plate  Ebbw   

AL3 Pontnewydd Tin Plate   Mill Type 

AL4 Llan-yr-avon Corn  E1 Glandwr Woollen 

AL5 Ponthir Tin Plate  E2 Crumlin   

AL6 Caerleon  Forge  E3 Newbridge Corn 

AL7 Caerleon Corn  E4 Abercarn Higher Tin Plate 

    E5 Abercarn Lower Tin Plate 

Sirhowy  E6 Pontymister Tin Plate 

 Mill Type  E7 Rogerstone Nail works 

S1 Tredegar Iron works  E8  Ebbw Corn 

S2 Tytrist Corn     

S3 Pont Abernant-y-felin       

S4 Argoed Corn     

S5 Blackwood, 
Woodfieldside 

Woollen? 
    

S6 Gelligroes Corn     
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Table 2. Mills on Other Tributaries 

 

Tributary Mill Type 

Nant Logyn Camden Corn 

Nant Logyn Trecastle Wool 

Afon Crai Crai Felin Corn  

Afon Senni Heol Senni Corn 

Afon Senni Defynnog Corn 

R. Cilieni Pentre-bach   

R. Cilieni Pentre y Felin   

Nant Bran Pont Ty-Isaf   

Nant Bran Felin Uchef   

Nant Bran Aberbran Corn 

Afon Ysgir Pont Fehn Corn 

Afon Tarrel Aber-clyn   

Afon Tarrel Cilwybert Corn 

Afon Tarrel Llanfaes Saw 

Afon Cynrig Cantref   

Afon Cynrig Abercynrig Corn 

Nant Menasgin Menasgin   

Caerfanell Felin Newydd Corn 

Caerfanell Talybont Saw 

Caerfanell Gileston Corn 

Nant Claisfer Llangynidr Saw 

Nant Claisfer Cyffredin Corn 

Rhiangoll Nant-y-Gwreidden Corn 

Rhiangoll Felindre Corn 

Rhiangoll Felindre lower   

Cumbeth Brook  Pont Cumbeth Corn 

Grwyne Fechan1 Pont-y-Felin Corn 

R. Clydach Llanelly forge forge 

R. Clydach Gilwern Woollen? 

Cwm Shenkin Brook Govilon Wire works 

Cwm Shenkin Brook Govilon Upper   

Cwm Shenkin Brook Govilon Corn 

R. Gavenny Triley Corn 

R. Gavenny Brooklands Corn 

R. Gavenny Cwm Corn 

R. Gavenny Little Corn 

R. Gavenny Priory Corn 

R. Gavenny Castle Corn 

R. Gavenny Philpotts Corn 

Ochram Brook Ochram  Corn 

Ffrewd Brook Llanvihangel-nigh-Usk Paper 

Clawdd Brook Clawdd   

Nant y Robwl Nant y Derry Corn 
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Tributary Mill Type 

Berthin Brook Little Mill Corn 

Berthin Brook Rhadyr Corn 

Dyffryn Brook 3 Llangwm Corn 

Penarth Brook4 Penarth   

Olway Brook  Llanerthill Corn 

Sor Brook Pettingale   

Sor Brook Lan-sor Corn 

Sor Brook Sor Mill Farm Corn  

Nant y Pandy5 Melin  

Malpas Brook6 Malpas Corn 

 

Notes; 

1             Grwyne Fech is a tributary of Grwyne Fawr 

2             Cwm Llanwernath becomes the CWM Shenkin Brook 

3           Dyffryn Brook is a tributary of Olway Brook 

4           Penarth Brook is a tributary of Olway Brook 

5            Nant y Pandy is a tributary of Malpas Brook 

6          Malpas Brook is a tributary of the River Ebbw 

 

The total number of watermills listed in the 2 Tables is 94 and of them the type/function is known for 71. 

There were 47 corn mills, 13 employed water power to carry out metal processing tasks, 4 were paper mills, 5 

were textile (woollen) mills, and 3 were saw mills. 

More consideration will be given to this information when the historical journeys along the other Welsh rivers 

have been completed, and wider comparisons can be made. 
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I should add Wikipedia at en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page as a fact-checker and source of some photographs, 

and my own website Historic Bridges of Britain at historicbridgesofbritain.com 

The reference list is ‘work in progress’ in this version, but  when adding, I will continue to adhere to the principle 

that documents are referenced when first utilised but not thereafter, to avoid a proliferation of numbers in what 

is not an academic document.  


