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The Delightful Eagle
he River Dee is known in Welsh as Afon Dyfrdwy. It rises beneath the craggy
slopes of a mountain called Y Dduallt (‘the black hillside’) in the rugged heart
of north Wales. It then flows eastwards until some seven miles later it finds
its way into the famously picturesque Llyn Tegid (‘Bala Lake’) out of which it flows
near the market town of Bala. The river then wends its way north-eastwards for ten
miles or so along what is mostly a broad valley (dyffryn). At the small town of Corwen its course is bent further eastwards through the Dyffryn Edeirnion until a mile
or so later its valley narrows into a glyn near the village of Carrog. Then, through the
area appropriately known as Glyndyfrdwy, it glides and purls for eight or nine miles
past scenic woodlands, upland heath and gentle pastures before tumbling grandly
into bustling Llangollen. It flows beneath a successor to the bridge that Roger Mortimer first bequeathed the town, whereupon the valley opens out for a short while
into the delightful Vale of Llangollen before narrowing again beneath the hamlet
of Trefor. The glyn then twists and loops its way through steeply sloping hills and
gentle banks that are sometimes wooded, sometimes pasture, during which journey
the waters of the Dee are joined by those of the Eitha and, more substantially, by the
Ceiriog. When it reaches Erbistock and Overton Bridge the glyn widens out and the
Dee passes calmly into the Plain of Maelor. For the rest of its journey to the sea, past
Bangor-is-y-Coed, Holt and Chester, the Dee switches between Wales and England,
and here and there serves as the boundary between the two.
For two hundred years, the main route from England to Dublin via the port of
Holyhead (Caergybi) has clung to the side of the Dee valley from just east of Llangollen, to Corwen. For centuries before that, the valley had provided a route for northern Welsh traders to English markets and, occasionally, for intrepid English visitors
into the wilder interior of Wales. In the Middle Ages, these English visitors would not
always have been made welcome. English forces were occasionally sent into Wales to
quell unrest or in retaliation for Welsh raids into England. The history of this corner
of Wales is not as peaceful as its tranquil countryside may suggest.
Much of the story of Owain Glyn Dŵr’s early years can be centred on this enchanting location. The name Glyn Dŵr is and appears to have long been a familiar contraction of Glyndyfrdwy. In the fourteenth century it was common in England, and was
becoming so in Anglicized Wales, to be named after one’s place of birth. Glyn Dŵr’s
proper Welsh name was Owain ap Gruffudd Fychan. Yet, Owain’s father, Gruffudd
Fychan, and his great-grandfather, Madog ap Gruffudd, also appear to have been
known, at least to the English, as of Glindorde or Glyndowerdwy.1 Therefore, Owain
In a record of 1371, Glyn Dŵr’s widowed mother Elen is referred to as formerly the wife of ‘Gruff de
Glindorde’: Shrewsbury Borough Library, Craven MS 5923; ROGD, p. 136; Goodman, p. 67 n. 2. The
record refers to a 30 mark debt she owed to Richard Earl of Arundel payment of which was due at Easter
1372 and which was paid by January 1376 at the latest. Glyn Dŵr’s grandfather was called Madoc ‘de
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Glyndyfrdwy from near Glyn Dŵr’s Mount

may well have received his familiar name as a patronymic rather than from his place
of birth. Nevertheless, his family certainly had substantial property in the locality
and Glyndyfrdwy gave its name to his family’s lordship in the area of Llansantffraid
(now Carrog) so, although we do not know for sure where he was born, it is plausible
that he was born there.1
Glyndowerdwy’ in a document of 1318: Palmer, p. 33; Roberts, R G, p. 331. In 1397, a ‘Griffin de Glyndorde, taylor’ appears in the burgess role of Shrewsbury: Wylie, iii, p. 271 n. 2.
1
‘A long narrow, oaken table of prodigious thickness, which is yet treasured in a neighbouring farmhouse’ is reputedly the only recently surviving relic of Glyn Dŵr’s home there and a segment of the
walls of Glyn Dŵr’s stables was said to be found in a nearby homestead: Bradley, p. 104. Henken, p.
149 states that members of the British Antiquarian Society had declared a table of this description not
to be contemporary with Glyn Dŵr. Further, no known piece of Welsh domestic furniture survives from
before the fifteenth century: Kightly, p. 21. NLW MS 125–C contains a paper with the following note
by Edward Jones (d.1824): ‘The purse of that renowned Hero, Owen ab Gruffydd Vaughan, Baron and
Lord of Glyndyfrdwy, who died in A.D. 1415. Besides this Purse, his Helmet, and Coat of mail, were
preserved with great veneration, until within these few years at a farmhouse near Sycharth, the palace of
Owen. The late Mr. Owens of Llwyndedwydd made me a present of this curious relick of that warrior;
and, I am happy in having it in my power to present it to Colonel Salisbury Vaughan of Rug, his heroick
descendant and possessor of Glyndwr’s territory. Edward Jones, the Bard.’ It is often asserted (firstly, it
seems, in Thomas, p. 48 n. from a MS belonging to a Rev. Pugh of Ty-Gwyn, Denbighshire) that Glyn
Dŵr was born in Trefgarn Owen, Pembrokeshire. This appears to be based on the belief that his mother
Elen would have followed the common practice of having her child born at her parents’ home, which
might have been at a farmhouse there.
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