


Sker House

Originally known as “Blakeskarra”, the first buildings here were erected by monks of

Neath Abbey as a grange or farm, upon land given them by Robert Earl of Gloucester shortly
before 1147. The name, which is of Norse or Viking origin, means “The Black Reef” and refers
to the rocky headland at Sker Point where many ships have come to grief over the centuries.
Other than the barn known as Ty yr Ychen (“The Ox House”) no trace now remains

of the former monastic buildings.

Following the dissolution of the monastery Sker was purchased
by the Turberville Family of Penlline Castle and the present
house built by Jenkin Turberville in the latter part of the

t6th century. This family, being staunch Roman Catholics,
suffered considerable persecution because of their faith; and
Sker’s isolation made it ideal for harbouring fugitive priests

and holding illegal celebrations of the mass. In 1678 a Jesuit
priest, Father Phillip Evans, was arrested here and subsequently
executed at Cardiff by being hung, drawn and quartered.

In the 18th century the house was home to Elizabeth Williams
- “The Maid of Sker”. Legend has it that she loved a harper
named Thomas Evan, but was imprisoned in the house by her
father and forced to marry a man of his choice in 1766,

She pined away and died just nine years later.

Research has shown that in fact the true story is completely
different, and that it was actually Elizabeth who “jilted” Thomas!
The popular version came about when a Victorian writer

named Thomas Morgan confused her story with that of Martha
Howells whose family succeeded the Williamses at Sker House,
She loved one of the farm labourers named William David,

and despite her father's strenuous attempts to prevent it, the
couple successfully eloped and were married at Bath in 1793,

By the 1990s the house was badly decayed, and most of one
wing had collapsed. Happily the remaining portion was saved
through the efforts of a charitable trust, and is now once more
a private dwelling.

5 e —

Sker House - circa 1925
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Kenfig Pool & Dunes

This remained the case until the town of Kenfig was founded in

When first formed nearly 4,000 years ago : .
he Kenfio dancswerdconhnedtt s fairly the mid-12th century when the dunes were used as a commercial

1 LA ¥ rabbit warren and rough pasture for livestock. The damage
narrow strip fringing the shoreline and this caused to the fragile plant cover made the sand more

blocking the drainage of the hinterland susceptible to movement by prevailing westerly winds and
to create an extensive wetland area of within a century it was spreading into the area between
which KenhaPool the TAGEE Kentig Pool and the river.

conspimuus feature. During the 14th century coastal Aooding also became

increasingly frequent due to abnormal high tides caused by an

approaching conjunction of the sun and moon in the year 1433

— a natural event that occurs every 1,700 years. The climate

was also deteriorating into a “mini Ice Age” with unseasonable

storms and gales. In 1440 the Abbor of Margam reported that

in places Abbey property up to four miles inland was being
affected by “inundations of the sea”. .

These natural disasters accelerated the sand movement and by
1360 the dunes were spreading across the common land around
the walls of Kenfig rown and castle. Although the Burgesses
introduced laws to preserve the vegetation on this land and so Fmgrant
retard this advance, it was “too little: and too late”. About the Orchid
year 1439, under threat from both sand and sea, the town

was abandoned.

The sand continued to move inland laying waste farmland and The cessation of common grazing and the decimation of the
houses until, towards the end of the 17th century, the Burgesses  rabbit population by myxomatosis in the 20th century has since
discovered how to check it by planting mobile dunes with a allowed the vegetation of the common to Hourish unchecked
species of rush called Arundo Arenaria, a task they undertook with the result that few areas of open sand now exist, and all
annually until the Borough itself went out of existence. movement of the dunes has virtually ceased.
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The Abandoned Town

Other than some fragments of the castle all visible traces of the
medieval town of Kenfig have now vanished. Founded about 1145/6
by Robert Earl of Gloucester, it grew to be one of the largest towns in
Glamorgan with an estimated population of 700 — 1,000 people by the
middle of the 14th century.

Because of the unsertled nature of the area the first houses were built in the outworks of the castle,
but by 1154 the population was sufficiently large for them to build and man their own defences, and
the town was relocated on a new site outside the fortress walls. Amongst the buildings it contained
was a church dedicated ro St James; a town hall, market place and (outside thewalls to the east)

a water-powered corn mill.

Kenﬁg Castle - Image Provided by The National Library of Wales

Situated on the
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highway through South 575 7. 1 The Ruins of Kenfig Castle as can
Wales, Kenfig was acentréof : I P :
trade and manufacturing. Leather be seen'to STy ey
working appears to have been of particular Kenfig Nature Reserve

importance with Cordwainers (shoemakers) and Glovers organised in a trade guild of their
own. Weekly markets were held on Fridays, and fairs, which lasted several days, were held twice
every year.

The population was almost exclusively made up of Anglo Normans whose presence did not go
unchallenged by the neighbouring Welsh. Berween 1167 and 1321 Kenfig was attacked at least
nine times, and whilst the castle usually survived, the town was more often than not reduced
to ashes.

The town limits extended from the river to the road that passes The Angel Inn, and within
them the burgesses and townsfolk enjoyed a great deal of autonomy being governed by their
own laws and by a Portreeve and Council appointed from within their own ranks.

The end came about the year 1439 when, because of continuing encroachment by sand
and persistent flooding by a series of abnormally high tides, the site became
untenable and was consequently abandoned.
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Kenfig Village

Following the abandonment of their town near the castle in the 15th century, the Burgesses
initially re-established a new settlement named Kenfig adjoining the Chapel of St Mary
Magdalene. By the year 1605 it seems that this too had come under threat from sand
encroachment and over the next 50 years was transferred to its present location. Here it
was protected against the threat from the advancing dunes by Kenfig Pool, for rarely did the
prevailing Westerly wind blow strongly enough to carry sand clear across its waters.

The new village was built along two roads that converged just
north of the Prince of Wales public house which was erected as
a Town Hall in the angle between them. Those Burgesses

who owned land in the prime positions on the main road
(Heol Kenfig) and nearest to this building were probably the
first to construct homes here - the farmhouses ar Kenfig Farm
{nearest the Prince of Wales), Pool Farm (the last thatched
building in the village) and Maindy Farm.

Others followed their lead, building homes on waste land a
little further to the south such as Kenfig House (now
“Kenfig Farmhouse”)

Some of the better houses within the town had private wells
but the main water supply was The Dunes Well adjacent to the
Kenfig Nature Reserve Centre which is the base for a nature
reserve of national importance covering both Kenfig Dunes
and the lake at Kenfig Pool.

Pool Farm

A legend that has intrigued visitors since as far back as the days
of Queen Elizabeth I claims that an entire city lies engulfed
beneath this lake, and that the church bell can sometimes

be heard tolling beneath its waters to herald the approach

of violent storms. Three “Devil’s Chimneys” are also said to
poke above the surface from time to time emitting foul and

obnoxious smoke!

Kenfig House
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Erected as the Town Hall of Kenfig Borough sometime between 1605 and 1652, “The Prince”
was originally a “U” — shaped building facing north and standing in an angle formed by the
junction of Heol Kenfig and Heol y Lane. The present frontage was only created about 1810
when Heol y Lane was diverted through what was then the licensee’s kitchen garden.

Yot Y, 5 i

Prince of Wales Public House

The Hall occupies the first floor of the main building with a

separate entry via an external stone stairway at the eastern end,

whilst the remainder was utilised from the first as an alehouse
with living accommodation for the licensee. Originally it was
variously known as Ty Newydd (“The New House”) or

The Corporation House, the present name being

adopted about the year 1822,
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Kenﬁg Mace - (Copy
housed at Prince of
Wales Public House)

Over the centuries the Town Hall has served its community
in a variety of roles. Borough business was transacted here at
meetings called “Hall Days” presided over by its Chief Officer
= The Portreeve. By virtue of his office he was the Coroner
tor the Borough so it was also the venue for local inquests.
Meetings of the manorial courts were held here every month,
and its use as a schoolroom can be traced as far back as 1672.

A Sunday school founded in 1861 continued to meet here
regularly until disbanded in 2000 and the Kenfig Corporation
‘Trust still meet here on a regular basis.

On a lighter note a grand candle-lit dance, with music
provided by a harper, was held annually at the hall to mark the
culmination of the Mabsant Revels celebrating the “day” of the
local patron saint.

Not surprisingly perhaps the Hall is also claimed to be haunted
and in this respect has been featured in television programmes
world-wide, Perhaps one of the most bizarre aspects of this
particular manifestation were its ghostly attempts to play the
Sunday School’s harmonium = music that, in more senses than
one could truly be claimed to be “unearthly™

Interior of the Hall
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