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MADOC, MASCI, MERTHYR TYDFIL: THE MADOC
LEGEND AND THE FIRST WELSH RADICALISM

It was one of those moments which happen in archives, one of those
occasions you half-hope for every time your fingers fumble at some filthy old
familiar of a bundle.

After some years' immersion of a Baptist totality in the journals of
Gramsci and the drawings of Goya, I clutched at archives like an artisan of
the London Corresponding Society ciutching at the latest instalment of Volney's
Ruins. In the chaste yet tense, Welsh-whispering hall of the National Library
of Wales, volume after volume of letters of the Welsh Jacobins of the 1790s
built a wall which shut off even the echoes from Spain.

They were in the grip of their America fever, an appropriate response
to the French Revolution among a radical minority located as firmly in an Anglo-
American republican tradition as Thomas Paine, burrowing away among an
unresponsive and marginal people on whom ‘politics' of any kind had first
registered in the popular ballads of the American War. On the Chio and the
far Missouri their eyes were fixed, on that new, free, republican Wales which
was to arise in the Land of Freedom alongside British-republican Sparta in New

York state, the Jacobin-cum-Jacobite New Caledonia of John Millar's son, the

Liberty of Joseph Priestley on the Susquehanna, where a momentarily revolutionary
Coleridge hoped to plant Pantisocracy.

A leader among the coterie of London-Welsh intellectuals who were the
outrunners of an alternative society slowly shaping in the home parishes, with
its roots in particular in that nursery of the democratic ideology, the big
villages with their urban amenities in the Vale of Glamorgan and the craggy
Cromwellian communities of the hills, clustering around the Merthyr of the
first iron-works and moving remorselessly into a liberal Presbyterianism-

Socinianism-Unitarianism, was Edward Williams, Iolo Morganwg. A stone-

mason, tramping artisan who really tramped (he usually walked his horse from
charity) gifted poet, antiquarian, scholar and wit, Iolo was also a forger without
equal, Fabricator-in-Chief to that new Welsh 'nation' of which he and his friends
were the embryo. He was also a Jacobin - 'Now there'll have to be a great
changing of Tory bedsheets: ' he crowed after the French landed in Fishguard
in 1797 - and in the euphoric year of 1792, he was busy drafting schemes for

the wholesale transfer of the Welsh to their new, enlightened homeland. He
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drew up an eleven-point plan for the trans-Atlantic Cambria, in which the
French revolutionary calendar was to co-exist with the revived Order of
(suitably regenerated) Druids and in which the official language was to be Welsh,
It was to be Welsh, however, in the new and enlightened orthography invented

by his friends which made yr hen iaith into as true an Esperanto of Liberty

as Noah Webster's American-republican speller. To spell labour labor was
a political act; so it was to spell Gwynedd Gwynez. Such minds would feel
at home among the radical elite of the New Order of the Ages. About this
time Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine and Madison were struggling to define
'a generation’, for in the people's republic, no assembly could bind the
'generations unborn; after much wrestling with actuaries' tables, they came
up with 19 years after which time, all laws were to lapse. Benjamin Rush,
who invented the phrase 'mental illness' and wanted New World medicine to
be a new world medicine, who was to find the land for Pantisocracy and did
find the land for Cambria, called for the curriculum of a new federal university
to be built around a Course in the Art of Forgetting. Iolo could not go that
far; English was to be taught in Cambria, you'll be relieved to hear, if only
as 'a language of commerce and learning'.

In an appropriate state of hypnotic and genial obsession, I'd been
through the major series and was working on a guide to American references
which Claire Taylor of the Aberystwyth staff is preparing. This turned up what
looked like a singularly unpromising volume, bound in marble. Post Office, it
said, volume 4, and that's all there was. Donated by a Mr. Owen in 1930, it
seemed to have some connexion with Lord Walsingham, whom Pitt had installed
in the Post Office just before the Fall of the Bastille, the struggle over the Test
and Corporation Acts and the Nootka Sound crisis - that conjuncture which gave
birth to the America fever in Wales.

Much of the material was technical, but then, in the middle of it, came
a clutch of letters from August-October 1789, John Drummond, anxious to enlist
Walsingham's help in getting a contract for a saltpetre manufactory out of the
Master of the Ordnance, that Duke of Richmond whose levy on coals so infuriated
Tom Paine, was bombarding him with letters and offers. He was particularly
anxious to alert government to the threat to the West Indies posed by Spain’s
opening of Trinidad to settlement, the infiltration of French revolutionaries
among both the blacks and the British and the clearly Jaecobin-inspired campaign
against slavery conducted by Wilberforce with Pitt's support - 'Is it possible that
the British ministers can be the dupes of this wicked and ruinous plan of leaving

the British people here as a sacrifice to so abandoned a race of monsters as
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negroes let loose are?'

To buttress civilisation, Drummond offered not only gunpowder of
superior quality but a rich store of historic documents, twelve chests of them,
no less, which had once belonged to the Jesuits of Guiana and had passed to a
kinsman of his, who'd served as a Portuguese bishop in Brazil and had died
in 1780. These documents, he said, he had promised to the Royal Society in
Paris (just as he had promised the manufactory to his former employers, the
Spanish government). But he was saving those regarding the British nation
(‘Mine in point of Profit, with Notarial copies of the whole') because of the
great weight of tradition and interest they brought to bear in support of the
Crown.

There, in the middle of them, was this:-

Island of Trinadada

City of St. Joseph, 20th of Maye,
1595

I, Sir Walter Raleigh commander in chief by land and sea etc etc etc - for the

most high and Pusiant (sic) Princess Elizabeth Queen of England, Wales, France
and Irland - and of the Dominions and seas there unto belonging and of all lands,
continents, islands and seas, in and beyond the Atlantic ocean round the great
continent called America and unto the South Seas - in and over All Lands and
Estates heretofore had and discovered for and on the behalf of the most

Excellent, high and Renowned Prince Owen Guyeneth or Guyneth prince and

Sovereign of North Wales, next unto the Nation of the Scotch or Northern Brittons,

discoveries and conquests first made in the year of our Redemption and

Salvation 1164 (or their about) by the great and valliant Prince Madock ap Owen

Guyneth the youngest son of the said Prince Owen Guyneth, he being provided

with a powerfull fleete and Men of War, and arms famous for valour by Land
and Sea takeing with him Many Noble Brittons both of Wales and of the Northern
race besides Valliant Men from Irland and other adventurers for new and great
discoverys, did first come into these Seas in the year of Salvation aforesaid
named and set down 1164 and the second time in 1170 and did Make notable
discovery conquest and settlements of all the Parts of the said great Continent
of America and of all the Islands round that Mighty tract of Land and in all

the seas, from the Latitude of 36 degrees North all along and round the saide

Continente Unto this said Island of Trinadada passing Unto Guyeneth, Guyneth or

Guyannah, to which Vast Space of Country he, the said prince Madock ap Owen

Guyneth gave his own Name, Gueneth, Guyenth, Guyneth, now Corrupted and







