Section Eight - High Ways and Holy Places


Caerphilly to Caerleon - 17 miles 





Stages:


Caerphilly to Rudry 3 miles


Rudry to Draethen 2 miles


Draethen to Llandanglws  -2 miles


Llandanglws to Twmbarlwm - 3 miles


Twmbarlwm to Henllys Vale - 3 miles


Henllys Vale to Caerleon - 4 miles





Introduction


Traditionally Britain is divided into Highland Britain and Lowland Britain, the divide running from the Severn to the Trent. It is a topographical divide between the less fertile and more fertile areas of Britain. To some extent it is a cultural divide, but not in historical terms a racial one. It is now felt that most of the Romano British population survived in what is now England, merely changing overlords, language and culture.





One end of this Highland Lowland barrier is anchored on the Severn and the division is evident in the Caerphilly Caerleon area and makes for spectacular scenery on a small scale and an interesting historic record.





The Glamorgan County History describes the ridges between the coastal plain around Cardiff and the Valleys to the north as the border ridges. Separating the coastal plain from the higher ground to the north, but also being separate from them. These ridges actually form the southern outcrop of the South Wales coalfield and form a distinctive barrier to the north of Cardiff. In the Caerphilly area there are three distinctive ridges. To the south we have a ridge of Old Red Sandstone, followed to the north by ridges of Carboniferous Limestone and Millstone Grit.





These ridges are pierced, to the west of Caerphilly, by the Taff which cut a spectacular gorge on its way to the sea, on the east the ridges are pierced by the Rhymney which breaks out of the hills to the coastal plain at Machen. At Machen the outcrop turns sharply north towards Pontypool and Blaenavon. The southern portion of this is marked by Machen Mountain which dominates the area. The coalfield rim is well marked topographically presenting a steep scarp to the Vale of Gwent.  The scarp is pierced at Risca by the Ebbw. To the South of the Sirhowy  Machen mountain dominates the Machen ridge between the Rhymney and the Ebbw. To the North of the the Ebbw, Twmbarlwm dominates the scarp running north to Pontypool. Twmbarlwm, like Machen mountain is of tough Pennant Sandstone.





From the mountain grasses of Twmbarlwm the ground dips steeply to the east. The outcrop of the coal measures, which were ridges north of Cardiff, appearing as successive terraces running north south along the scarp. Below these terraces the land sweeps down to the fertile landscape of Gwent. The fertility increases rapidly from Henllys down to the valley of the Afon Llwyd where the Monastery at Llantarnam was established in the 12th Century. To the east of the Afon Llwyd a low ridge of limestone forms a low barrier from the Usk valley.  The Afon Llwyd is a tributary of the Usk and joins it at the Roman settlement at Caerleon.





To understand the area we must be aware of the variety of landscape.  This ranges from high moorland of the coal field plateau in the north west with hills of 300 to 400 metres contrasting with the undulating landscape of the south east around Caerleon. Today the Coalfield Plateau(known as the Valleys) is an area of bleak moorland cut by urbanised river valleys running mainly north south. As a result of industrialisation from about 1750 the Plateau was transformed from an area of low population to one of high urban density in the river valleys separated from each other by open moorland. The growth of the iron and coal industries transformed the landscape. While much of this occurred to the north of the area, small scale industrial development occurred in Machen from the 16th century. The pace of industrialisation increased and by the early twentieth centurythere were large urban populations in the Rhymney and Ebbw valleys.





During the post second world war era the valley of the Afon Llwyd was transformed by the creation of Cwmbran new town and more recently by the expansion of Newport. In the 1950s the eastern slopes of Mynydd Henllys and Mynydd Maen its northern extension was an area of small farms with some industry. Now large housing estates run north and west from Llantarnam Abbey up to Pontypool and up the slopes of Mynydd Maen.  To the south, Newport has developed large housing estates at Malpas and Bettws. Despite this urban development there are still large areas of open moorland, woodland and farmland along the route.





The present day valley communities are the result of intense industrial development and inward migration over the last two hundred years. This was not the pattern in the past. The older theory that Britain saw successive huge waves of migrants is now discounted by modern archaeologists. They tend to deprecate the notion of abrupt change and to emphasise the continuity and development of society.  Along the Caerphilly Caerleon interface there are examples of changing cultures from Bronze Age to Iron Age to Roman to Dark age to the Norman period and beyond .Despite this the overall pattern was of continuity and adaptation on both sides.





Early settlement was on the high ground.  Areas which today are bleak moorland were in the Neolithic and Early and Middle Bronze ages were densely occupied. This is because the climate was much milder than today. There are major areas of Bronze Age settlement but they  are some miles to the north of our route. Gelligaer Common and the Machen ridge have much evidence of Bronze Age occupation.





After about 1500 BC the climate deterorated, the temperature dropped about 5 degrees and the Sub Atlantic climatic period saw an increased rainfall and  a change in settlement pattern. Coupled with this climate change there was a migration of Iron Age peoples into Britain. This migration which was small but influential, poke a Celtic Language.  Professor Sir Ifor Williams has shown that this language did not fully develop into Welsh until about 700 AD .More recently Peter Stead of the University College of Swansea made the statement that the Welsh were more Romano British than Celtic.





The area, centred on Caerphilly, to the north of Cardiff was the Lordship of Senghenydd. It had its origin in the post Roman period and survived under as Welsh Lordship until 1270.By 1263 Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, the last native Welsh Prince of Wales, had extended his power from Gwynedd down to Glamorgan and its furthest extension was Caerphilly mountain. He was now in conflict with Gilbert de Clare, Earl of Gloucester and Lord of Glamorgan. Despite a siege and destruction of the half built Caerphilly castle, Llywelyn was driven northwards out of Glamorgan. This emphasises the border nature of the area dictated by the landscape. Gilbert took over Senghenyd and reorganised it under Anglo Norman control, a state of affairs that lasted  until 1536.The Act of Union, between England and Wales, in that year saw Senghenydd, long with the other autonomous Lordships in Wales, being reorganised on a Shire basis.





The Rhymney valley Ridgeway


This is a route developed by the old Rhymney Valley District Council. It runs east west along the ridge between Cardiff and Caerphilly towards Machen and then runs north along the Machen ridge.  Though the route may be old, the southern portion was not identified as such by the Royal Commission of Ancient Monuments in their Inventory of Glamorgan. In their Volumes covering the Iron Age and Roman Occupation and the early Christian period they only identify ridgeways running north south, for  the Route used by the Roman road from Cardiff to Brecon. This ran through the Caerphilly basin northwards with a secondary route over Mynydd Eglwysilian.





Similarly. a route has been identified running from Bassaleg along the Machen ridge, the small collection of round barrows above Bedwas may indicate an early date for this route. All these routes provide access from the coastal plain to the interior. 





The Rhymney Valley Ridgeway runs along the Border Ridges of the Coalfield outcrop. There are a number of Iron Age settlements along this route. There is a homestead at Graig y Parc and a small hill fort at Llwynau Du, both near Pentyrch, on the west. side of the Taff. These are connected by pathways, which in some instances are hollow ways, always an indication of age.





East of the Taff there is a small hillfort on the Wenallt, above Rhiwbina, and a large one at Coed Graig Ruperra. Both sites may be on an identifiable route .It is possible to suggest there may have been a route from the west along this ridge and going to the large hillfort at Newport known as the Gaer. this may have crossed the Ebbw at Bassaleg.





The later Roman road from Caerleon to Cardiff passed through Bassaleg but ran south along a low ridge to Michaelston y Fedw and then to Cardiff, The Roman priorities were different.





Public Transport


It is possible to catch a bus from the Bus Stations at Caerphilly and Cardiff to the Travellers Rest Public House and join the Ridgeway there. The relevant services are nos 70.71 and 72.It is possible to catch a train from Cardiff to Caerphilly for those who want to join the Celtic Way from Caerphilly.








Stage 1 - Caerphilly to Rudry - 3 miles


Caerphilly is now a dormitory town mainly for Cardiff, with some small scale industry. There was a small Roman fort to the north of the castle. Prior to the construction of the castle in 1270-1278 and the Borough in about 1280 Caerphilly has no recorded history. The castle was built by Gilbert de Clare to counter Llywelyn ap Gruffyd, the last native prince of Wales, who had extended his power from Gwynedd down to Glamorgan. Despite being the second biggest castle in Britain, its recorded history is limited. The most significant event was the siege of 1326,which lead to the capture and death of Edward the Second.





Starting point


The Twyn Tourist Information office ST156869 in Caerphilly. This is on the Market site of the medieval borough, to the immediate south of the castle. At the top end of the Twyn, Van Road leads to the Van Mansion at (ST167869).This mainly dates from 1583,but there was a house there in 1400.The woodland to the north is known locally as Maerdy Woods. The presence of a Maerdy place name indicates a pre Norman manorial centre .It is highly likely that it was the centre of an early Welsh estate The house was enlarged in 1583,by Thomas Lewis, one of the leading local gentry, who claimed descent from Gwaethfod an eighth century prince. It has been recently restored and is now a group of private residences.





Return to Van Road and turn left After about half a mile, take the small lane on the right. This is a pleasant walk between Forestry plantations which once were part of the Deer Park attached to The Van. After about three quarters of a mile the road forks. The left fork climbs up to the Cefn Onn ridge and is an optional short cut.  The right fork carries on up through the woods to the A469, the main Caerphilly/Cardiff road.





On reaching the A469 turn left. The road descends into a small valley between the ridges at Blaen Nofydd Farm(ST 159845) the Rhymney Valley Ridgeway crosses the road. The Celtic Way follows the Rhymney Valley Ridgeway in this area. Turn left onto the ridgeway, the direction is waymarked.





Optional Site of Interest and link to the previous section.


On the ridge to the south of Blaen Nofydd farm is a Public house called the Travellers Rest. To the immediate east of the public house is Castell Morgraig (ST160843).There is a stile from the pub car park giving access to the castle, which is on private property but access is allowed. The castle is an item of contention. CADW feels it was an Anglo Norman castle, built by Richard de Clare in the 1240s.Local historians "disagree, claiming it was a castle built by the Lords of Senghenydd, but financed by Llywelyn ap Gruffydd. The style is not Anglo-Norman the Keep is very similar to Dolbadarn,  Welsh castle in North Wales, and the towers are D shaped in the Welsh fashion. There is no recorded history, but style and location suggest it was built by the Welsh to guard a ridge crossing and to act as a political statement of their presence on the skyline.





After visiting the castle, return to the Celtic Way at Blaen Nofydd Farm The ridgeway is very well defined, running between old hedge lines. It can be muddy after rain. Though it not confirmed this route was an ancient ridgeway ,it is recorded that in the 18th century the track was used to carry iron ore from Rudry Common to the Pentyrch iron works, owned by the Lewis family of New House. The path runs parallel to the ridge following the side of a clearing, long used for grazing. To the north of the path is a ridge of limestone containing conglomerate. You will meet this again on Gray Hill between Caerleon and Chepstow. The Welsh name for the ridge is Cefn Carnau (the Ridge of the small stones).  However, local tradition used to claim the meaning was Ridge of the Horseshoes, the horseshoes in question being those of Llywelyn ap Grufyydd who was campaigning locally in 1270.





The area where the Ridgeway crosses the road is known as Thornhill (Y Ddraenen in Welsh).However there are no thorn trees today closer than Cefn Onn Quarry. To the south of the ridge below the Travellers Rest is a hotel, called the New House Hotel. It could make a convenient, though expensive staring point. The core of this is an 18th century house, built by Thomas Lewis, a descendant of the builder of the Van.





At (ST169849) the Ridgeway meets a hollow way running north south over the ridge. This is Heol Hir (The Long Road), running from Cardiff to the Rhymney Valley. The old name for the area is Bwlch Y Llechfaen(The pass ofthe standing stone).There is no tradition of a stone on the site.  Take the left fork and follow the waymarked path alongside a large group of old Beech trees. This leads alongside the old Cefn Onn Quarry and meets a road at (ST178852).This is the road you would have followed if you had taken the left fork, on the road from the Van up through the woods.





For the next half mile the unmetalled road follows the ridge. Here we have thorn trees and views of Caerphilly to the north and Cardiff to the south. The name Cefn Onn means Ash Ridge but there are no Ash trees. The soil is red, because of the eroded Old Red Sandstone which forms the ridge to the south.





Though pleasant on a summer day, Cefn Onn can be cold in winter. This is celebrated in a poem in a traditional Glamorgan verse form.





Y tri lle oera yng Nghymru


Yw Mynydd Bach Y Rhydri,


Twyn Y fan a Chefn Onn


Lle buo i bron a sythu.





(The three coldest places in Wales Are Rudry Mountain,


The Fan Heath and Cefn Onn


Where I almost froze to death)





In the Cefn Onn area Richard Williams, Oliver Cromwell's grandfather was born, he later moved to East Anglia and changed his name.  Local tradition has it when Oliver was in the area, he stabled his horse in the local churches.





At Cefn Onn Farm (ST182854) the route meets another cross ridge road. It is reputed that the farm was once a public house During the 1939/1945 war a farmer ploughing marginal ground is said to have exposed a Roman coffin lid, made of lead. There was considerable small scale lead mining along the ridge from the Roman period. The Ridgeway is waymarked to the right of the farm yard.





There is a choice here: to follow the Ridgeway or turn right. There is a prominent path between hedgerows through woodland along the ridge. This is waymarked to (ST201844) where it meets the road at the Maen Llwyd Public House. This name Maen Llwyd(Grey or Holy Stone) may indicate the site of a standing stone.





It is worth while making a short detour before reaching the Maenllwyd. At (ST183863)there is a path to the left. This leads down to St James Church, in the parish church of Rudry. This small church, with a saddleback tower, is probably an Anglo Norman foundation, being mentioned in a survey of Llandaff in 1280.Rudry is a parish which has a rural Welsh style dispersed settlement. The church has virtually no buildings around it. The farms which comprise the parish are widely separated. The small village centre is a half a mile north of the church, comprising mainly of two terraces, built to serve the Rudry Colliery(1890-1906).





At the side of the church is the Griffin Motel, its core is claimed to be a medieval priest's house. The motel and restaurant, tailored for the Cardiff middle class does food, drink and accommodation.  You can retrace your route back to the ridge or walk about a third of a mile on the road to the Maen Llwyd. Care should be taken on the road.





If you turn right at Cefn Onn Farm, the road goes steeply down the side of the limestone ridge and climbs up on to the Old Red Sandstone ridge. This is known as Craig LLysfaen. Llysfaen (Stone Court in English) the modern Cardiff suburb of Lisvane, was an early Welsh manorial centre. Its site may indicate an earlier settlement, because in the parish is an Iron Age Camp at ST205840.





As the road reaches the ridge above Lisvane, it turns sharply right down the hill. The Celtic Way turns left at this point, along the unmetalled track along Craig Llysfaen. As you turn, there are two mounds of stone in the the field facing you. These are the remains of two Medieval towers built to control traffic over or along the ridge. The track is well defined along the ridge crest, in the First Edition Ordnance Survey map of 1875,it is marked as Old Road and may well be an early route.





One advantage of this route is the spectacular view up and down the Bristol Channel. As a result it is popular with walkers, one walker you will not meet, is Diana of Lisvane, who lived in the 17th century. She was traditionally claimed to a be witch, but according to my grandmother was a only a healer collecting herbs on the ridge. 





The route is easy to follow, being well indicated even through the woods. As you leave the woods the track to the left will take you down to the valley bottom from which you can climb up to the Maenllwyd Public House. If you turn right a footpath takes you to the Lisvane/Rudry road. Follow this to the next cross roads at ST200866.facing you will be the entrance to Ruperra  Park marked private road. Any self satisfaction you may get at having followed the more likely ridgeway may be dampened by the fact that the Maenllwyd public house is the other side of a small valley.





Stage 2 - Rudry to Draethen 2 miles


Outside the Maenllwyd there is a cross roads. Take the road to Lisvane. This goes down to the valley bottom and climbs up to another crossroad, care should be taken on this road. On the left of this cross road is a sign saying Private Road, along side one of the lodges to Ruperra Park. This is the old Caerphilly/Newport Road which ran through Ruperra Park It is a public right of way along the south of the ridge. It is easy to follow and pleasant walking. The immediate landscape was planned, being part of Ruperra Park. There are lovely views over the coastal plain and the Bristol Channel. As you proceed you get occasional glimpses of Ruperra Castle.





Ruperra Castle(ST220863) is a Country House, rebuilt in 1626 in a European style, on the site of an earlier building. Its architect was Robert Smythyson, also responsible for Lulworth Castle in Dorset. The castle is in the parish of Llanfihangell y Vedw, the current parish church of Michaelstone y Vedw is on the other side of the Rhymney River. It has been suggested that the earliest church was near the castle dedicated to a 6th century Welsh saint Fedw.





The castle, originally owned by relations of the Lewis family of the Van, passed by marriage to the Morgan Family of Tredegar Park. The building is a good example of a type of house favoured by the "new men", coming to local eminence at the beginning of the 17th century. It is in private hands, but may be viewed from adjacent footpaths. The house is in an unsafe condition and no attempt should be made to enter the building.





About a hundred yards from the castle entrance the ridgeway climbs steeply to the left off the estate road, it is not well marked. A short but steep climb takes you to the ridge top. The Celtic Way crosses the ridge, but it is worth taking a diversion to the right and climb to the crest of the ridge.





The views alone would make it worthwhile, but in addition the ridge is crowned with an Iron Age Hill Fort and an eleventh century Motte (ST222866).The Hill Fort, tentatively dated to 250BC,was built by the Silures. According to Tacitus, they were swarthy and curly haired, (the Celts were tall and fair haired).He also said that "Neither punishment nor kindness could turn them from their ways". Their territory comprised most of South Wales, west of the Usk. They were predominantly a pastoral people,. but the presence of Lead mines on Cefn Coed Pwll Du(The wooded ridge of the black pits) (ST217878),just to the north may indicate industrial activity on their part.





The presence of the Motte, erected over a 1000 years later indicates the military value of the site. The Normans (or The French as the Welsh chronicles called them), built a Motte on the northern end of the Hillfort utilising part as a bailey. There is no known history of the site, but the early Norman advance into the area by 1100 was repulsed by the Welsh by before 1150 holding the area for another 100 years.





It is best to retrace your steps to the Celtic Way which follows the Rhymney Valley Ridge Way down a forest drive through the woods, covered with bluebells and foxgloves in early summer. This track can be muddy even in summer. The Rhymney Valley Ridgeway then branches left along a footpath down to the edge of the woods. Where it leaves the woods it runs diagonally down the field to the Holly Bush Public House in Draethen (ST221873).The right of way runs through the Pub grounds. Draethen is a small hamlet, originally built for the Ruperra estate. There are some buildings which predate the estate. On the hill to the west there are lead mines that have been worked since at least the Roman period.





At the pub entrance there is a road junction. Take the road through Draethen hamlet marked Lower Machen. This is a narrow lane to be used with care. Once over the bridge over the Rhymney,the road is wider and safer.





Stage 3 - Draethen to Llandanglws - 2 miles


As you cross the River Rhymney, known as Afon Elyrch(The Swan's River), you cross from Senghenydd into what was the Lordship of Gwynllwg (sometimes called the Lordship of Machen).The river is an old boundary, dating back to the Dark Ages.





The Welsh lordship of Gwynllywg was named after Gwynllyw, a 6th century ruler who abducted Gwaldys, a daughter of Brychan, king of Brychieniog.They are important in the early Welsh church, both becoming saints, the Cathedral at Newport is dedicated to Gwynllwg .Their son, Cadoc, was a very important figure in the early Welsh Church becoming a major saint and a great teacher. The quality of scholarship in his monastery at Llantwit Major has been described as being of University status.





The arrival of the Normans in the 12th century split Gwynllwg in two, the more fertile southern part becoming the Norman Wentloog and the northern part becoming the Welsh Lordship of Machen, one family, the Morgan family, dominated the area for over a thousand years eventually becoming ennobled as Lord Tredegar. The generosity of the family in bardic patronage was reflected in the words of the poet Gwilym Tew, who in the fifteenth century, described the then owner, John Morgan as Gwin llydan Gwynllwg (The bounteous vine of Wentloog)





Another poet patronised by the Morgan family was Dafydd ap Gwylim, who revitalised Welsh poetry in the fourteenth century. He was renowned for both his religious poems and his love poems He was also a nature poet of European stature, and some of his work must have been inspired by the natural beauty of the area. He is sometimes described as the Welsh Wordsworth.  But it would be more correct to say that Wordsworth was the English Dafydd ap Gwylim, since Dafydd was earlier.





There are two options here.





Option 1: Carry on along the road to the main road at (ST225880).You will notice the valley bottom here is wide and flat. The village at ST225880 is Lower Machen. In the 1930s on road widening, a Roman mining settlement


was discovered. The actual Lead mines were at Cefn Coed Pwll Du on the ridge to your left. On your right in the distance you can see Plas Machen mainly a Tudor Building, but it was the medieval manor of Machen. It is felt that. in Lower Machen we can see development from the Roman period, through the Dark Ages and a major Welsh pre Norman estate which developed into a Lordship which lasted until the Act of Union between Wales and England in 1542.





At the road, cross carefully, and turn into Lower Machen. You will come to a cross roads turn left up to the church. The church is mentioned in 1102,but the site is earlier. There is reused Roman brick in the Tower and there is a Roman Gorgon's Head, built into the vestry inner wall. It is felt it may be the site of a Roman temple.





Leave the church and turn left. It is possible to follow the lane up to the top of the ridge. At the top there is a crossroads, just before the crosssroads there is a Tumulus in the field to you right .At the crossroads at (ST239890) turn left. You are now on an early Ridgeway running from Newport into the hinterland. About a hundred yards up the track is a farm Llandanglws. This is the site of a 6th century Chapel to the Celtic Saint Tanglwst, a sister of Gwynllyw. She was one of the alledged 24 sons and daughters of Brychan, who was the half Irish,h alf pagan, half mythical ruler of Brecon. In reality, they were Christian missonaries or more probably reforming Evangelists, since there is good evidence of survival of Roman Christianity in the area.





Alternative  from Machen Church: Just north of the church follow the waymarked footpath along the back of the church. Cross the field and make for the large house called the Volland. Here you join the old Caerphilly Newport road which is now a lane effectivly the drive to The Volland. On your left you have good views of the hillfort and leadmine area. Where the old road rejoins the existing Caerphilly Newport road, turn right up under the railway arch, you are now joining option 2.





Option 2 from Draethen to Llandanglws 


At the bridge take the footpath to the left and follow the river. At Pandy House(ST222883) the path climbs up to the road. Cross the road with care and follow the small lane to the quarry under the railway line. The railway, initially horse drawn, was opened in 1826 to take iron to Newport. Once under the railway, the quarry road goes left but you go straight ahead over the cattle grid. Follow the track up past the Park farm onto the ridge wher6 it meets the Ridgeway at Llandanglws.  At(ST225887)are the much eroded, remains of Castell Meredydd,a Welsh castle built about 1150.This was a castle of the Morgan family who were the Lords of Machen and Caerleon. Though on private property responsible visitors are welcome. Return to the track and follow it up to the ridge. At the ridge the farm passes Llandanglwys farm.





Stage 4 - Llandanglws to Twmbarlwm - 3 miles 


Opposite the farm is a stile. Follow the path down through the fields, where it forks take the left hand fork to the small hamlet of Upper Ochrwyth(ST239894).There a signposted path leads to Risca. The first portion is through the fields but after it crosses a road it is a well defined green lane between hedgerows. This lane runs diagonally down the hillside to Danygraig(ST236903).





At Danygraig it passes the cemetery and passes though a small bungalow estate. At the other end of the estate there is junction, take the left hand fork and follow the road. The road runs below and alongside the Risca bypass. After you pass a small factory on your left the road forks. Take the right hand fork which leads to a tunnel under the bypass and a bridge over the River Ebbw.(ST236911)





This is probably the shortest way to cross Risca. Facing you is Exchange Street, at the end of which on the main road is the Exchange Public house At the main road, St Mary Street, cross the road and turn left. You pass St Marys Church, rebuilt in 1852.During the reconstruction, Roman remains were found, including a floor of tiles stamped with mark of the Second Augustan Legion.





The name Risca was probably "Yr Isca". sca being originally an early British name for water, in the sense of "river" .Modern suvivals are found in the river names Esk and Usk in the western half of Britain.  The name Isca is associated with Roman occupation e.g Isca Dumnoniorum (now Exeter) and Isca Silurum(now Caerleon).The Second Augustqn Legion was present at both Exeter and Caerleon, the presence at Risca may have been to do with Lead mining.





Just past the church is the Darren public house(ST234913).This provides food, drink and accommodation. Turn sharp right past the Darren, and over the level crossing. The railway was opened by the Monmouthshire Canal Company and now serves Ebbw Vale Steelworks. Turn left after the railway past the houses and a track bears right up a lane. As you turn right you pass the remains of the Monmouthshire canal opened in 1792.





The track you are on is part of a walk called Ravens Path and is signposted. It is a steep climb up to Twmbarlwm and should be approached with caution, if you are unfit. 





Follow the lane up the side of the hill, it is a lane leading to a cottage. Do not take any of the paths crossing the lane. Eventually the lane bears left and footpath carries on up the hill. This is signposted and a stile leads to the Forestry land. The path is well-signed ; after about ten minutes a forestry drive cuts across the path. Carry on straight up.  As you reach the crest at Pegwn y Bwlch (ST248938) you see a signpost, pointing to the right marked Castle Mound. Another signpost, pointing the way you have come reads Darren Road. The Ravens Path goes left here, but at this point you leave it and turn right.





25.Immediately to the north are the wooded valleys of two tributaries o the Ebbw. These are now devoted to commercial Forestry. On the skyline you can see the Brecon Beacons. To the south the Severn Estuary is visible.





From Pegwrn y Bwlch, a steepish climb of about ten minutes over grassland and whinberry covered mountain brings you to Twmbarlwm. The path crosses the bank and ditch of an Iron Age hillfort, which crowns the summit. At the other end of the fort is a Motte, but you cannot see it from the first bank of the hillfort. The path crosses the fort to the Motte.





Twmbarlwm (ST242926),height 419 metres, is a landmark for miles around and has much legend attached to it It is rumoured to be the burial site of a giant and at the end of the last century tradition in Newport, claimed the motte was the burial mound of the horse Lord Tredegar rode at the Charge of the Light Brigade. On a clear day the panorama makes the ascent worthwhile. You can see the whole of the Severn Estuary from Devon up to the Severn Bridge, and around through Gloucestershire, and Herefordshire. To the north the Brecon Beacons are prominent.





On a wet or misty day Twmbarlwrn should not be climbed. There is no shelter and you could easily get lost or injured.





It was the view from Twmbarlwm which stimulated W.H.Davies, the Newport born poet author of "Autobiography of a Supertramp", He wrote





"Can I forget the sweet days that have gone.


When poetry first began to stir my blood


And from the hills of Gwent I saw


The earth torn in two by Severn's silver flood".





The top of Twmbarlwm is crowned by a hillfort which may be Iron Age, though the current feeling is that some hillforts have their origin in the Late Bronze Age. This may be true for at Twmbarlwm, there is a small Bronze Age Tumulus, on the outer lip of the ditch around the motte.





Occupation of the area may even predate the Bronze Age. About twenty years ago a flint arrowhead was found "near Twmbarlwin" .It may have come from the hill just to the north. Mynydd Maen, has yielded several worked flint items over many years.





As mentioned earlier, at the eastern end of the hillfort is a motte of possibly the 12th century. There have been suggestions that the hillfort is a large bailey to the motte. Examination of the bank and ditch indicate a style more common to the Iron Age. It is doubtful if the fort was completed.  The location is very exposed and would not have been attractive in the deteriorating climate of the Iron Age. The motte is also open to question. At the time of the Doomsday book Caerleon was under Norman control, but by 1150 the native Welsh had reoccupied the area.





Some authorities suggest that the motte is a 13th century build, dating from the time Gilbert de Clare was in conflict with Llywelyn ap Gruffydd in the 1270's.A motte at this period, and in this location would be anachronistic. The motte can easily be seen from the lowland to the south and east,which would have been Norman controlled and a this suggests that Twmbarlwm is a Welsh motte, which would have been a constant reminder of their presence to the dwellers in the lowland.





Stage 5 - Twmbarlwm to Henlys Vale - 3 miles 


From the top of the motte a path leads eastwards and down a steep slope. A minor road from Rogerstone can be seen which runs to the west of a woodland plantation. Where it enters the plantation(ST248926) a forest track turns right off the road and into the wood. Follow this track through the wood. At the other side of the wood the lane becomes almost a hollow way leading down the slopes of Mynydd Henllys .Just above Cwrt Henllys farm at ST(ST257922) the track becomes metalled Henllys (Old Court) takes its name from the dwelling of a Welsh Chieftain. There is no positive evidence of the location of the court Cwrt Henllys farm from a distance looks like a long house, but is a substantial building modernised in the 18th century. This could be the site of the court.





The track from Twmbarlwm past Cwrt Henllys has the feel of of ancient way. There is little motor traffic and is a pleasant walk. 





About a mile from Cwrt Henllys you pass Henllys Church(ST268911).The church is dedicated to St Peter, any possible Celtic dedication being unknown. The current building is medieval and has a Preaching Cross base outside the porch .Henllys and Bettws to the east were chapelries of Bassaleg .Bassaleg was the mother church of a pre Norman group of chapels, so Henllys may have an early foundation. Today Henllys church is near the edge of the Newport Cwmbran conurbation. It is remarkable to see several Welsh language memorials in the graveyard, one as late as 1925.The language link with the Silures of Twmbarlwm and some of the graves in Henllys are a reminder of continuity of culture.





The ancient way from Twmbarlwrn continues east past Bettws, now a Newport housing estate, to Malpas and possibly Caerleon. However to follow it would mean a considerable amount of urban walking.





Opposite the church alongside the farm is a stile. Cross that and after the farm bear right. The stiles here have route markers, set up by the Council and if you follow the direction indicated by the arrow you cannot get lost. You cross a small stream on a footbridge and cross two fields to a road linking Rogerstone and Cwmbran (ST272913).The view from the road back to the church with Twmbdrlwrn in the distance is spectacular, though daunting if you are walking east west. The route crosses the road and over a stile. This road though narrow is dangerous ,be careful crossing.





Stage 6 - Henllys Vale to Caerleon - 4 miles 


Once over the stile the route crosses a field to Mill Wood, the route is obvious through the wood. Once out of the wood the route crosses several fields to Henllys Vale farm. It is hard to believe you are in the middle of urban South Wales. At each stile follow the arrow to the next. The stiles are well made, but in some instances overgrown. On reaching the farm, the route goes through the farmyard out to the road.  Turn left at the road and follow the road to Llantarnam.





This may be part of the Pilgrims Route from Llantarnam Abbey to Penrhys in the Rhondda where a Marian cult developed in the middle ages.  This route ran from Llantarnam past Croes y Mwyaclh (this may have been a wayside cross and their grange at Pentrebach.It would have continued up past Henllysvale Farm to Castell y Bwch Public house on the Rogerstone Henllys road,from there a series of footpaths runs to Henllys Court farm.This could be an alternative route but it would miss Henllyss church.





This is a lane with little traffic, but care must be taken. After about a half a mile you pass Pentre Bach farm. This was a manor house and prior to the dissolutionof the Monasteries was a Grange of Llantarnam Abbey. The site was apparently moated at one time. In the house is a Roman sepulchral slab with an inscription to the memory of Vinditus,a soldier of the Second Augustan Legion.





A walk of half a mile brings you to Croes Y Mwyalch (the Blackbirds Cross) at Llantarnam and the which provides good food. As stated above this Cross may have been a wayside cross on the Pilgrims route. On the way you cross the Monmouthshire canal and the Cwmbran Driveway.





On reaching Llantarnam you may empathise with W.H.Davies, who lonely and homesick at the sight of the pretty American villages he was trampimg through.





"Wished they were Llantarnam's Green"





Just past the public house is a crossroads (ST302924)At the crossroads go straight across to Malthouse Lane and follow Malthouse Lane. To the left about half a mile away is the site of Llantarnam Abbey a Cistercian foundation established in 1170 by Howell ap Iorwerth, Lord of Machen and Caerleon. Recent urbanisation and road building have succeeded in making the Abbey site missable.





Having crossed yet another Urban Expressway on the right you see Pen Y Parc cottage. The public right of way runs through the garden on the side of the house. Once in the garden take the right hand path. The. right of way follows the field boundaries up to and past Park Farm. It may be easier to pass Pen Y Parc cottage and take the farm road leading to Park Farm.  The Park in question is the Park that was attached to the Tudor house, built on the site of Llantarnam Abbey. The Abbey was was purchased by William Morgan of Pentrebach at the Dissolution He built a Tudor house from the ruins of the Abbey.





Cross the fields beyond Park Farm and you reach Lodge Wood. This is an Iron Age hillfort. The views are quite impressive. This is a large multivallate fort with an area of 17 acres. It may typically be dated from about 500BC. Inside the Iron Age Hillfort, is smaller structure that appears to be later than the fort. This may be the site of a post Roman or Dark Age occupation, though none of the Arthurian experts have made the possible link with the literary connection between Arthur and Caerleon.





From the eastern side of the hillfort you walk through a modern housing development down to Caerleon along "The Paddocks", "Lodge Hill Road" and "Lodge Road", passing St Cadocs Hospital. The centre of Caerleon is pleasant small town, much of the which overlies the Legionary fortress of the Second Augustan Legion. This dictated the road pattern in the town centre. It is possible to see the amphitheatre, bathhouses, barrack blocks and remains of walls. The excellent museum can do more justice to the site than this short guide.





The town is also famous for its early Christian associations being the site of the Martyrdom of Saints Julius and Aaron who were martyred here at the end of the Roman era. Following the departure of the Romans the Christian tradition persisted long before Augustine landed in Kent. The church of Llangattock juxta Caerleon is dedicated to St Cadoc .The dedication indicates an early date for the foundation of the church, which is on the site of a Roman temple. It was the seat of the Welsh Lords of Caerleon and Machen before and after the Norman arrival. The Welsh were not finally expelled until 1230.





Caerleon is famed for its possible collection with King Arthur. In one the group of early Welsh traditional stories, known collectively as "Y Mabinogion", he is holding a Court at Caerllion ar Wysg(Caerleon on Usk).The earlist of these stories date from the sixth century, but were not written down until the Early Middle Ages. The Mabinogion gives us the earliest literary mention of Arthur, who may have been a battle leader among the early Welsh.





The transference of his story to a wider world is due mainly to Geoffrey of Monmouth, who was a Breton Monk. In his "History of the Kings of Britain", a work which may possibly be more fiction than fact, he has Arthur hold court at Caerleon. Through Geoffrey's work in Norman French Arthur became a European wide hero. The myth was used by authors dealing with the new concepts of chivalry and courtly love. He and his knights were intended as role models for the real world.





The Welsh scholar T Gwynn Jones wrote in 1909


Tithau a'th ramant weithion a'i meddwaist Oni liwiaist y byd a'th chwedleuon





(Wales may have been conquered by the Normans


But through them it coloured the world with its tales)





The appeal of Arthur, a noble hero fighting for justice was bound to attract a wide range of authors at many periods�. These range from the 12th century works of Chetien de Troyes in his Conte Del Graal, through T.H.White in "The Once and Future King", to George Lucas and the latest manifestation of Arthur as Luke Skywalker in Star Wars. Luke even had a Merlin in Obe Wan Kenobi and Excalibur as a Light Sabre, but fighting the eternal fight of good against evil.





One cannot write of Caerleon without mentioning Arthur Machen. He spent his early life in the town, but went to London as a journalist at the end of the last century. He wrote a number of novels and short stories based on Celtic legends and the stories of Caerleon and district. These are considered to be minor masterpieces of the supernatural.





However in Caerleon, it is King Arthur who is the more important, there is even a small museum to Arthur�. He may not have existed, despite the possible Dark Age site on Lodge Farm�, but the myth does.





The power of the myth attracted Alfred Lord Tennyson to Caerleon, and he wrote the masterly Arthurian Romance "Idylls of the King" in the Hanbury Arms at Caerleon. The Hanbury Arms is still a public house in an idyllic location, on the banks of the Usk .It is quite easy to sit there all day watching the tide rise and fall under the slopes of Wentwood, contemplating the next portion of the Celtic Way.





Additional Information


Public Transport 


Cardiff Central Railway Station - 01222 227281 


Valley Lines - 01222 231978 - local rail service which runs between Caerphilly and Cardiff.


Tourist information


Caerphilly Visitor Centre - Twyn Square - 01222880011


Magor Granada Services - Junction 23 - 01633 881122


Caerleon, Ffwrrwm, High Street - 01633 430777


Centres


Caerphilly Castle - 01222 883143





Handing on:


The next section, also by John Owen, continues the route through the ancient kingdom of Gwent - an area dominated by Wentwood - to the towns of Caerwent and Chepstow before leaving Wales on the border crossing on the old Severn Bridge. As in this section, the wealth of detail given is a reflection of the many sites of significance in this area and also because they are relatively unknown.





















































� There is a man-made conical mound in Caerleon - The Mynde - about 50 feet high which may be worth a visit. Tennyson links it with Guinevere and it is also one of the many places where story has it that Arthur and his knights lie sleeping(Editor)





� The Ffwrwm complex in Caerleon is the main source of information - inevitably speculative - about the Arthurian connection with Caerleon. (Editor
