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under discussion). 
Architecturally and histori-

cally interesting in their own 
right, many of these pools are 
extremely popular with local 
users and visitors, and become 
the subject of strong public 
outcry when closure is on the 
cards.  

Ynysangharad Lido in Ponty­
pridd, although closed, has 
been listed; meanwhile the fight 
is on to save the 1920’s pools at 
Hendy and Brynamman.  

Others, for example Pres­
tatyn, have evolved over the 
years from unheated outdoor 
lido to modern indoor leisure 
centres, reflecting changing 

tastes and fashions, though 
usually at the cost of losing 
their original character..

For the local historian and 
lover of – often quirky – ar-
chitecture, pools and lidos are 
fascinating. 

They reflect not only social 
concerns and initiatives in pub-
lic health but also the human 
need for the uplifting effect of 
a little bit of fantasy, glamour 
and escapism. It is certain that 
my memories of the fun and 
friendship of the Knap pool 
days have stayed with me for 
ever – as well as making me 
that little bit fitter. 

Gill is researching the history of Welsh 

lidos and pools and would be delighted 

to hear from anyone who would like to 

contribute their recollections or images.
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Rise and fall of a lido

right the Knap Lido under 

construction in 1926; 

postcards from the sixties 

above demolition begins (2004: 

images © barrywales.co.uk); the 

bland and sterile landscaping 

that pretends to memorialise 

the site (Matthew Griffiths)
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Hywel Wyn Owen and Richard 
Morgan, Dictionary of the 
place-names of Wales (Gomer, 
2007) pp. 506 pages, £29.95. 
ISBN 978 18432 3901 7.

It is hardly possible to 
imagine a world without place-
names. Even hunter gatherers 
must have found their way 
around by describing trees, 
rocks, rivers and other land-
marks; and once the Neolithic 
revolution had taken place, and 
settlements had been created, it 
must soon have become a prac-
tical necessity to name first the 
farm, then the village, the town 
and eventually the city to en-
able people to plan their move-
ments and to distinguish one 

“place” from another. Eventually, 
place-names took on deeper 
meanings; like the names of 
persons, they are bound up 
with our very identity. “Where 
are you from?” is still a question 
of universal importance, even 
in a world where people are 
constantly on the move.

Conversations which “place” 
us in that way sometimes lead 
on to other questions – about 
history, or personal experience, 
or, dear to the heart of the Civic 
Trust for Wales, the “look” of 
the place. It would be a remark-
able conversation, however, 
which led on from there to the 
meaning of the place-name and 
how it evolved. Nevertheless, 
place-names are fascinating, 
not just to specialists but to 

most of us residents, visitors – 
and bookworms. Bookshops 
and tourist information centres 
usually have slim volumes 
devoted to the subject; they 
are fine as far as they go. More 
difficult to find are studies 
devoted to the place-names of 
individual counties. But here, at 
last, in one volume, is a thor-
oughly scholarly, but very read-
able, reference book devoted to 
the whole of Wales, worthy to 
be placed alongside the great, 
but now out of date, Eilert 
Ekwall’s Concise Oxford diction-
ary of English place-names, first 
published in 1936, before I was 
born (though only just!).

My own local town is Ruthin 
(W. Rhuthun). It appears in 
documents as Ruthin in 1211, 
just eleven years after it was 
sacked by Owain Glyn Dŵr; as 
Ruthi(n) in 1225 and 1316, Rut-
hun in 1253, Ruthyn in 1253, and, 
finally, Ruthin in 1794. So far, so 
reasonably simple. But Owen 
and Morgan are not content 
merely to recycle traditional 
meanings. Local people still as-
sociate the element hin with old 
W. din, and suggest that Ruthin 
was the “red fort”, named from 
the red sandstone on which 
Ruthin Castle was built. Why 
then, ask the authors, was the 

settlement not named “Rud-
din”? Hin, they suggest, means 

“border” or “edge” referring 
either to the place’s contiguity 
to the castle or the river Clwyd. 
While “Rhuthun” sounds better 
in Welsh, “Ruthin” is more ap-
propriate for the place-names 
specialist, who connects in 
with -yn (as in Prestatyn – now 
there’s a turn up for the book, 
not one that will necessarily 
appeal to the inhabitants of 
Ruthin!). 

While they are at it, Owen 
and Morgan inform me that 
there is a Ruthin in Glamor-
gan – Ruthun after 1131, Ruthyn 
in 1281. I didn’t know that; 
perhaps I should have.

Reference books are meant 
for browsing in as well as 

for looking up individual en-
tries. One of the great pleasures 
to be derived from possessing 
a copy of the Dictionary of the 
Place-Names of Wales is to look 
up one entry and then look at 
its neighbour. Next to Ruthin is 
Rumney, rather prosaically “the 
place by the river Rhymney” in 
Glamorgan. But then I look up 

“Rhymni” or “Rhymney” and 
find that it was named as late 
as 1828 from the iron works 
established in 1801, which was 

amalgamated with the Bute 
ironworks, established in 1825.
But I also find that the river 
name was Ru(m)nia in 1147, 
Remni in 1101, Renni in 1191, 
Rymmni and Rempny in the 
13th century. It was Rompney  
in 1314, which relates  to a cog-
nate word rhwmp, which means 
an “auger” or “gimlet”, carpen-
ters’ boring tools. Thence we 
reach the likely meaning of 
Rhymney – “river which bores 
like an auger or gimlet”. All that 
from a couple of entries!

But there is more. The name 
Rumney was apparently, from 
the 16th century, interchange-
able with Tredelerch, “the 
property of Elerch”. Now it gets 
complicated. Some predeces-
sors of Owen and Morgan have 
suggested that “Elerch” (previ-
ously eleirch) was an alterna-
tive name for the river, linking 
eleirch with elyrch, the plural of 
alarch, swans, and concluding 
that Tredelerch means “abode 
of the swans”. The Dictionary 
will have none of that, but 
doesn’t tell me why not.

As everybody knows, the 
Welsh do tend to repeat 
themselves when it comes to 
place names. All the Llanfi-
hangels are here : Ar Arth (“the 
church of Mihangel on the high 
wooded slope”), Bryn Pabuan 
(“at Pabuan’s hill”), Glyn Myfyr 
(“in the valley of Myfyr”), 
Helyglen (“at the willow tree”), 
Nant Brân (“in the valley of the 
stream Brân”), and no less than 
twelve other places named after 
Michael/Mihangel but related 
to physical features. There are 
fifteen “Capels”, from Bangor to 
Ulo. Where’s that one? You may 
well ask. It’s in Caernarfonshire, 
and the eponymous saint may 
have also been known as “Ilo” 
or “Lulo”.).

Next to the Capel Ulo entry, 
we have, of course, and indis-
pensably, Cardiff, or Caerdydd 
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Toponymy

Ruthin Open Doors weekend (© Eirian Evans/ Geograph)
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– and I promise this is my last 
attempt to persuade you to 
browse!

I have surely made my point 
by now. It means “the fort (W. 
caer) on the (river) Taf”, but 
has a place-name history which 
includes Kard (1102), Kairdiff 
(1106, now used colloquially), 
Cardythe (1555) and o gaer dydd 
(1566). Cardiff, like Llandaff, 
is anglicised by the addition 
of an extra “f”. As for the Taf, 
the authors are not sure, and, 
rather lamely, suggest “flowing 
one”. But, fascinatingly, they 
think the root of “Taf” is the 
Brithonic tam, and point out 
connections with rivers in 
England – Team, Tame, Tamar, 
and, no less, the Thames! Inci-
dentally, it is one of the great 
strengths of the book that it has 
entries for places which are evi-
dently more related to English 
than to Welsh – such as, obvi-
ously, Broughton and Connah’s 
Quay (Deeside), Holt (part of 
Wrexham), and places through-
out Pembrokeshire (such as 
Haverfordwest, and Jeffreyston). 
How many readers know the 
meaning of Bow Street, Cardi-
ganshire? Look it up.

A small niggle. The Dic-
tionary of the Place-Names 
of Wales does not have entry 
for the hamlet where I live, 
Graigfechan.  I am reliably 
informed that it means “Little 
Rock”. It has no connection, so 
far as I know, with Little Rock, 
capital of Arkansas, and home 
of Bill Clinton. Shame!

If you don’t buy your own 
copy of this book, make sure 
the local library authority buys 
several copies and distributes 
them throughout the county. 
This is essential reading – and 
browsing.

Derek Jones
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Richard Porch, Swansea’s 
heritage (The History Press, 
2008) pp. 128 pages, illus., 
£12.99. ISBN 978 07524 4559 5.

Richard Porch is not your 
typical local historian. His 
approach is original, witty, 
learned and imaginative. 

Several years ago he demon-
strated these traits in Swansea: 
history you can see (Tempus, 
2005 – the review is on our web 
site) – and now he’s gone and 
done it again.

In his introduction he 
describes his work as “an er-
ratic compendium”, including 
a discussion of building stones, 
a geological walk through the 
city, a discussion of the careers 
of two sea captains, the story 

Swansea’s trading links, and an 
explanation of the use of ballast 
as building stone. The story of 
ballast knits together themes 
in the town’s maritime history 
and brings out connections 
with Scandinavia and South 
America, bridging the dark 
ages, medieval Sweineseie and 
modern times.

This leads to a geological 
walk that unites the grand 
and the mundane. Interest is 
discovered in the Larvikite (it’s 
from Oslo Fjord) panel on the 
old Elysium Club as much as 
in the (probable) section of 
medieval town wall in King’s 
Lane, or the evidence of fossil 
river beds preserved in the Pen-
nant Sandstone paving slabs of 
Salubrious Passage.

History is about people and 
place. Chapters on sea captains 
and coppermen – with lengthy 
excerpts from logs and diaries 

– offer insight into trade and in-
dustry, masters and men, home 
and family, travel and adven-
ture, politics and pee collecting, 
down to the Spanish Civil War 
(was Captain “Potato” Jones a 
gun runner to the heroic Re-
public?) and World War Two.

And then there’s a highly 
original twist. Can we under-
stand the past by thinking 
about what might have been, 
but wasn’t? Porch imagines 
another Swansea – a place 
where electricity, not steam, 
powered industry from the 
1750s. If this had happened, the 
copper industry would have 
been centred on Cornwall not 
South Wales, and Swansea 
could have evolved as both coal 
port and seaside resort, rather 
than as a Copperopolis. The 
reader is momentarily placed in 
a strange Arcadia before being 
recalled to reality, head revolv-
ing from the dream.

MG

left Salubrious Passage, Swansea 

– the surviving fragment of 

a late-Georgian court

of two Upper Bank coppermen, 
and a miscellany of Swansea’s 
life and times over the past 800 
years.

There’s also one very special 
chapter I’ll tell you about this in 
a moment.

The book is therefore neither 
narrative nor analysis. Rather 
it take a layered approach that 
liberates the reader’s imagina-
tion as much as the author’s. 

In his earlier book this same 
refusal to be conventional 
found shape in an A-Z gazetteer 
of places that evoked a sense 
of place, time and community, 
and allowed a grander sense of 
Swansea’s past to steal up on a 
reader who could make his own 
path through the text. Here the 
structure is a little more formal 
but remains one that, in invit-
ing us to tackle Swansea past 
from several tangents, is lively 
and provoking.

Thus the first chapter, start-
ing just outside the prison, uses 
the different rocks to be found 
in paviors and garden walls 
as the basis for a discussion 
of geology, a meditation on 

Et in Arcadia, ego...
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promoting civic pride 
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promote civic pride as a means to improve the quality •	

of life for all in the places where we live and work
encourage community action, good design, sustainable •	

development and respect for the built environment 
amongst people of all ages
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