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Priory Mill and its People – Stories 

from a Brecon Corn Mill: the back-

story of a book 

By Guy Bevan 

Like many people, I have been collecting snippets of 

family history for years. In earlier times this would have 

consisted of a collection of dog-eared papers in an old 

shoe box on top of the wardrobe. But of course, we are now almost a quarter of the way through the 21st Century, so 

the information is now held in digital form on my computer. Or possibly in The Cloud. There is also, you will 

understand, a back-up set in my trusty old Clarks shoe box (because you never know with computers. Or Clouds). 

When the first lock-down started in the Spring of 2020, rather than spend my days staring at the TV, I decided, as I am 

sure others did, to sort out those years of unstructured family research.  

The problem was that they were mainly unconnected snippets, not proper threads. Just dollops of stuff with no 

connective tissue, no narrative.  

My family name is Bevan and an old family bible gave me birth dates for my great-great-great Grandparents, Thomas 

Bevan born in 1786 and his wife Elizabeth, born in 1782. I’ll call him Thomas Bevan senior. They had four children, 

three of whom survived: Hugh, born in 1821, Thomas Bevan junior born in 1824 (my great-great Grandpa) and Marie 

(sometimes Maria) born in 1828.  

 

And from census returns I could trace great-great Grandpa Thomas Bevan junior from 1871 to 1901 by which time he 

and his own family lived in Bristol. I have a photo of him (above) in prosperous middle-age from around 1887, 

surrounded by his family, who are helpfully named on the back of the picture. From this I could identify one rakishly 

handsome young son, seated in the front row right of the family group, as my great grandpa John Wesley Bevan. These 

were clear family connections and the Bristol census details also told me that Thomas Bevan junior had been born in  
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Merthyr Tydfil and that his sister Marie (who kept house for him in Bristol after my great-great Grandma died in early 

1891) was also born in Merthyr. That all connects. So far so good. But I know nothing of their brother Hugh or their 

parents. 

Working backwards and trying to fill in the gaps, “Thomas Bevan” is about as common a name as you can get in the 

Welsh Census, and whilst I found a lot of references to “Thomas Bevan” in the records on Ancestry and similar sites, 

these including too many “false-positives”, sundry other dead-ends, and various entries which might or might not be the 

“right” people. 

But amongst them was an 1828 christening record from Pontmorlais Wesleyan Chapel in Merthyr Tydfil for Marie 

which gave a birth date of 26th August (in addition to the christening date) exactly matching the Family Bible and 

showing her parents as Thomas Bevan (a “Farmer and Shopkeeper”) and Elizabeth.  

There was also the 1841 census which gave me a “Thomas Bevan” (with a wife called Elizabeth) working as a grocer in 

Castle Street, Brecon, with three children in the correct age sequence: Hugh (a draper), Thomas (a grocer), and Marie. 

That seemed promising. 

And the 1851 Census gave me a “Thomas Bevan” working as the miller at Priory Mill, Brecon, with a wife called 

Elizabeth and a daughter called Marie born about 1828 in Merthyr Tydfil.  

Also listed in the 1851 census was another “Thomas Bevan” born in the 1820’s in Merthyr Tydfil and now trading as a 

grocer in High Street, Brecon, living with a wife called Anne who seemed to fit Thomas junior. 

So, was this the father Thomas Bevan (senior) milling at Priory Mill and his younger son Thomas Bevan (junior) trading 

as a grocer in Brecon High Street?  

It felt as if I had lots of little pearls, but no string to connect them all together and convince me that the Merthyr 

“farmer and shopkeeper” from 1828 was also the Brecon grocer in 1841 and the Brecon Miller in 1851.  

I spent a lot of time looking through Ancestry and the British Newspaper Archives seeking information on “Thomas 

Bevan” in Brecon, and found various adverts, trade directory entries and short stray stories relating to both the miller 

and the grocer. There were also marriage records for Thomas junior and birth certificates for the first of his many 

children. It sort of fitted together, but nothing quite gave me a clear link to convince me that these were definitively the 

right people. 

Eventually I took a step sideways and started to look up Thomas Bevan senior’s eldest son Hugh Bevan in the British 

Newspaper Archive. Somewhat to my surprise “Hugh Bevan” proved to be a much less common name than “Thomas 

Bevan” and I soon began to uncover stories from the 1870’s and 1880’s of a travelling salesman based in Gloucester, 

who later became a prosperous provisions merchant in Bridgend, a lay-preacher and pillar of the Wesleyan church and 

eventually Chairman of the Bridgend Local Health Board. I could also track these jobs and locations through successive 

census returns which suggested these were all the same man, born in Merthyr Tydfil around 1821 with a 

Gloucestershire-born wife called Louisa. 

And then I hit pure gold.  

In the late 1880’s the Brecon County Times ran a series of biographical articles on local boys made good, called 

“Brecon Boys at Home and Abroad”. In its edition dated 11th October 1889 the subject of the article was Hugh 

Bevan. It even included his photograph, perhaps the only image of him to have survived (he died childless in 1898). 

The article on page 8 was about 2,300 words, filling a good third of a broad-sheet page. It confirmed that Hugh had 

been born in Merthyr Tydfil and that his father had been Thomas Bevan. It said that in 1831, when Hugh was aged 

ten, Thomas Bevan senior had moved his family to Brecon and took over the lease of Fennifach Farm, just west of the 

town. It recorded that a few years later Hugh had become apprenticed to a draper near London, but had had to return 

to Brecon through ill health. It said that in his twenties Hugh met his future wife, Miss Louisa Surman (who came from 

Maisemore near Gloucester) at a house-party at Defynnock, just north of Brecon.  
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The article said that after they married at Maisemore Hugh changed trade and location to become a cheese salesman, 

working for a Gloucester firm for 20 years, before launching his own business at Bridgend in the 1870’s with a 

partner. At the time of the article Hugh Bevan was a well-known and wealthy tradesman in Bridgend, living on a 30 

acre farm called Ty Risha (or Tir Isha) described as being near the railway line about two miles north of Bridgend. Today 

the farm is the Ty Risha Inn, just south of Sarn and the M4 at junction 36, although ironically Hugh was an ardent 

abstainer. 

When I checked the marriage of Hugh Bevan and Louisa Surman, which took place on 26th November 1844, the 

records (below) showed Hugh’s trade was “Miller” and stated that his home was in Brecon, although his time as a miller 

is not mentioned in the Brecon County Times article (there are other omissions too). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That article set me scampering back to my metaphorical shoe box: There was indeed an entry in the Tithe Records 

showing that a “Thomas Bevan” had been the tenant of Fennifach Farm when the records were collated in 1839/1840. 

I had disregarded it earlier because I couldn’t link it to my family. That Thomas Bevan, whilst living at Fennifach (or 

Venny Vach and several other spelling variants) had also been involved in 1835 in placing newspaper adverts for the 

sale of several shops with living accommodation in Merthyr Tydfil “For further Particulars, apply to Mr Thomas Bevan, 

Venny Vach, near Brecon”, reinforcing his Merthyr connection.  

But by August 1840 the landlord and owner of Fennifach Farm, the well-known Colonel John Lloyd Vaughan Watkins 

of Penoyre House, was advertising for a new tenant, so it seems that Thomas Bevan senior had then moved down-

market to run the grocery shop in Castle Street Brecon where he lived with his wife, son Hugh (then a draper), younger 

son Thomas junior and daughter Marie at the time of the 1841 census. 

And the combination of Hugh the ex-draper working as a miller in Brecon in his 1844 wedding records, plus Thomas 

Bevan senior as miller with his wife Elizabeth and daughter Marie working at Priory Mill in Brecon in the 1851 census 

seemed to confirm that the connection was good. 

And as locals in Brecon will know, Priory Mill not only still exists, but is 

undergoing restoration (below) as part of a low-impact holiday and camping 

business. https://www.priorymillfarm.co.uk 

So naturally we went to stay there and were made most welcome by the 

owners Susie and Noel Gaskell. I explained my family connection and interest 

in the history of the mill and from that visit in October 2020 and 

subsequent conversations Susie and Noel suggested that I might write a 

history of the mill. So, with lock-down re-emerging, I did just that through 

the first half of 2021. 

I had a framework from my own family research and Susie and Noel gave me 

some other pointers, most intriguingly the connection to the family estates 

of the Marquess Camden, whose family had owned Priory Mill (and much 

else in the Brecon area) from the 1700’s until 1946, and whose estate 

papers were held by Kent County Archives. 

https://www.priorymillfarm.co.uk/
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Nothing ventured, nothing gained. I contacted the Kent Archives where a Dr Helen Wicker pointed me to a variety of 

archives which mentioned Priory Mill and included extensive correspondence with Thomas Bevan senior, who had indeed 

been the tenant miller from 1842 to 1852, until he failed to pay is rent once too often and skimped on maintaining the 

mill’s weir (it collapsed in the dreadful floods of 1853). Although locked down, Dr Wicker and her team were eventually 

able to provide me with well over 100 digital images of correspondence and papers regarding Priory Mill’s various 

tenants running from the early 1700’s to 1945 (including the ill-fated weir’s maintenance records). 

Once my wife and I had laboriously transcribed the handwritten 

letters and records and combined them with my research in the 

British Newspaper Archive, the General Records Office and 

Census returns I was able to put together a reasonably detailed 

history of Priory Mill and its tenants from around 1750 onwards. 

It gave me cold comfort to discover that great-great-great 

Grandpa was not the only tenant to be turned out for lack of rent 

payments. Nor was 1853 the only time that the weir collapsed. I 

added something of the milling process as it might have been in 

the mid 1800’s. From other online sources I was also able to 

trace the rough outline history of the Priory estates and its mills 

back into the monastic holdings of medieval times and through the dissolution of the monasteries and the convulsions of 

the Civil War into more settled centuries. 

The result is a short book called “Priory Mill and its People – Stories from a 

Brecon Corn Mill” which I have self-published. It’s unlikely to make the best-

seller lists, but if anyone is interested in Priory Mill and the families who 

owned and operated it (including the Prices, Jeffreys, Pratts, Wynatons, 

Mathews, Bevans, Handleys, Williams, and Gaskells) I will be only too 

pleased if you want to purchase  a copy (email:  enquiries@melinddu.co.uk). 

So, God Bless both the British Newspaper Archive and the Kent County 

Archives! Perhaps lock-down had some benefits after all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The American Army on Myndd Illtyd 

In 1944 some American troops were stationed on Mynydd Illtyd. They were gathered there before shipping out from 

Swansea for the D-Day landings.   A new book on the history of Mynydd Illtyd published by the Breconshire Local & 

Family History Society has some stories from local people, who were children at the time, remembering the soldiers. 

Of course, there are no newspaper references to these troops and so researching the details has been difficult.  We know 

there were a large number of soldiers who camped along the top of the Common for a few weeks and visited the town 

for dances and films.  There were a lot of tanks (or similar) lined up along the mountain slopes, but we do not have any 

details of the troops. If you have any information on the troops or other stories about living or working on Mynydd Illtyd, 

we would be delighted to hear from you.  

The Beacon 
This free A5 monthly glossy magazine distributed in 

Brecon and its surrounding villages contains a 
“Your History” column, contributed by the BLFHS, 
which often offers an interesting article about the 

area. This newsletter The American Army on 
Myndd Illtyd 

mailto:enquiries@melinddu.co.uk
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Please contact us through our website www.blfhs.co.uk . 

Copies of the book can be obtained from the Brecon Tourist Information Office or you can order through our website. 

© Breconshire Local & Family History Society 

 

 

 

Dinas Orphanage – a footnote 

After the article about the Orphanage at Dinas appeared in our previous 

newsletter (No.90, Autumn 2012) we were contacted by one of our members, 

Gwyneth Morris, whose grandmother, Sybil Evans [nee Price] was friendly with a 

Mary Williams who she believed was also a Matron at the Dinas Home. Her 

daughter, Iris Evans was friends with Mary’s daughter, Mary. Mary Williams did 

not figure in any Census or newspaper report that I had found so myself and Hilary Williams began researching to find 

out if we could verify this information.  

Information we did have was that Mary married Thomas Williams of Penlan Farm, Brecon in 1908. On finding a 

marriage register entry on Ancestry we discovered that Mary’s address at the time of her marriage was Dinas Home. 

Being a small home there would be no need to have an under-Matron and certainly none were mentioned in any press 

reports or censuses so it’s probable that she was indeed the Matron, at least at the date of her marriage.  

Mary’s background began in 1872 in Humber, Herefordshire. Born to Thomas and Mary Tyler in 1872 she was the 

daughter of an agricultural labourer. In the 1881 Census, the first census since her birth, she is living in Lucton, 

Herefordshire along with her parents and siblings George, 11 and Annie, 6. Whilst her family can’t be found in the 

1891 Census a Mary A Tyler born Leominster (near Humber) does appear living in Newport, Monmouthshire and 

working as a servant in the house of Robert Hunter and wife Emma. As far as we know Mary did not have a middle 

name but this may be a mistake by the enumerator as might the possible entry for her in the 1901 Census where her 

name may have been mis-transcribed as Taylor.  In this Census there are two possibilities both of which might give her 

the experience for a Matron’s post. A Mary Tyler appears working as an assistant Matron at the Dogpole Home, 

Shrewsbury but there is also a Mary Taylor employed as a Schoolroom Maid in Court Mansion, Llanfihangel Crucorney.  

Both occupations would give more credence to her being a Matron at the Dinas Home as the experience of working at 

both Dogpole and Court Mansions would presumably be considered very appropriate for the position. 

In 1908 Mary married Thomas Williams of Penlan Farm, Brecon and had one child, Mary born and baptized at St 

David’s Llanfaes in 1913. 

 

 

Myndd Illtyd 

 

http://www.blfhs.co.uk/
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 Sadly Mary died a day after her ninth birthday after surgery at Brecon County and Borough Infirmary. She was buried 

at Cantref. Her gravestone simply says: 

 

In memory of Mary the dear and only child of Thomas and Mary Willliams, Penylan, 

Died September 8th 1922 aged 9. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mary and Thomas had no more children and remained farming at Penlan farm until retirement when they moved to 

Brecon. No entries can be found for them in the 1939 Index but we know that Mary Williams reached the wonderful 

age of 100 as a report in the local paper attests (p.7). She died in 1972 and is 

buried at Cantref with her husband Thomas, who died in 1950, and her daughter 

Mary  

 

 

Brecon & Radnor Express 28.09.1972 

 

Mary Williams’ grave, 

Cantref. 

By kind permission of 

Gwyneth Morris 

Mary Williams burial entry at Cantref 

Baptism and Burial entries for Mary Williams’ child, Mary 
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BLFHS all photographs by kind permission of Gwyneth 

Morris] 

 

Sybil Evans outside Dinas. Possibly taken my Mary Williams 

Snr. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Young Mary Williams, Penlan 
Iris Evans with Mrs Mary Williams. 

Early 1920’s 

 
Sybil Iris Evans with Mary Williams 

Brecon & Radnor Express 4.11.1971 



P a g e  | 8 

 

 

 

It was really interesting to hear about Mary and her connection to Gwyneth’s family. 

It’s stories like this which bring family history alive and I am pleased that we could 

confirm the story of her role as Matron at Dinas. 

Hilary Williams/Sue Ashton BLFHS 

 

 

 

Requests for assistance 

 

We have been contacted by a number of people to request assistance in their genealogical searches. If any member can 

help please contact the relevant person using the contact details given. 

 

Member Delwyn Wilkinson has a query about the farm at Blaen Tringarth, Ystradfelte 

 

My late father, Ivor Edgar Williams, believed that his ancestors had farmed at Blaen Tringarth, Ystradfellte, as a result of 
remembering hearing his father, John Thomas Williams (1871-1935), referred to as “Sionni Blaen Tringarth” on a visit 
to Cefn Coed y Cymmer at the beginning of the twentieth century.  He found the ruins of the farm buildings at Blaen 
Tringarth, but was never able to gain access to the parish records at Ystradfellte to prove his theory.  John Thomas 
Williams and his two older brothers were brought up by relatives in Cefn Coed after the early death of their mother, but 
John Thomas Williams moved to London in the 1890’s and developed a successful building business there.  Although he 
always lived in London, my late father made many trips to Breconshire visiting relatives and discussing stories from 
family history with them. 

I have now been able to access the digitised copy of the parish register of St Mary’s Ystradfellte and know that Thomas 
Williams (1775-1840) and his wife Eleanor (1792-1861) had six children born at Blaen Tringarth baptised in St Mary’s 
between 1823 and 1836.  However, sometime between May 1836 and the arrival of the tithe surveyors, Thomas and 
his family left Blaen Tringarth and he died in Cefn Coed in November 1840.  

I am now trying to find out more about the time they spent on this 135 acre farm.  I know that the land belonged to 
William Morgan at the time of the tithe survey, but I am keen to find out if he was the land owner in the 1820’s and 
1830’s or whether the land belonged to someone else when Thomas farmed there. 

One of my father’s stories concerned an ancestor who had had to leave his farm after having been caught lending his 
horses to a group of dissidents.  I would like to find out if anyone knows anything that might link Thomas Williams move 
to Cefn Coed with this story.”  

If you can help Delwen with her query, please e-mail her at her address snowdrop.2001@ntlworld.com 

 

 

Mandy McGivern is seeking information on her grandfather. If you can help please contact Mandy at her email address:  
michael.mcgivern1@gmail.com 

Hello there, 

I joined Ancestry.co.uk with one of my aims being to find out about my paternal grandfather. I only ever knew his name 
was Thomas and that he was living in Brecon in 1950. 

Brecon & Radnor Express 14.12.1950 

mailto:snowdrop.2001@ntlworld.com
mailto:michael.mcgivern1@gmail.com
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After 3 years a DNA match came up and I believe she is my first cousin once removed! However, she thought her 
grandmother had only a sister. Between us we have worked out her Grandma was one of about 8. I would be so very 
thrilled if you could ask your members if they have any recollection of the family. Also if they are aware of any 
descendants and if they are in contact with them. Details are as follows:- 

 

Gladys (Gwladys) Bessie Bowdich, maiden name THOMAS (born 1887 in USK, died 1971). May have lived in Llanfaes. My DNA 
match's grandmother. 

Joseph Rees Thomas, born 1883, Llanfaes - a mason's labourer at one point 

Ivor George Thomas, born Llanfaes 1882 

Emlyn Thomas, born 1889 LLanfaes 

Other siblings were - Gertrude b1891, Hugh G b 1893, Leo b 1896, Blodwen b 1989 

Their parents (our great grandparents) George Thomas, also a mason's labourer but perhaps a prison warder at one time in Usk. 
Born 1855 in TREDEGAR, died either 1925 or 1933 and Elizabeth Thomas born, LLANFAES. 

I realise any of your members knowing anything after such a lapse of time is a long shot. I did try my grandmother's 
friend, whose friend was 'Jimmy' the postman. Apparently he may have known, but died 6 years or so ago. My father 
would have been 99 this year and left Brecon in 1929 as he was brought up mainly by his grandparents in Builth. My 
Dad left mid Wales for Wrexham in 1959 which is where I live. Kind regards and sorry for the trouble I may be putting 
you to. 

Mandy McGivern 

 

Finally Lynne Joseph is also seeking ancestors 

To Fellow Breconshire Local & Family History Society 

members. 

My name is Lynne Joseph, my wife and I live near Aberaeron 

located on the shores of Cardigan Bay. I am a very recent 

member of the BLFHS and I am researching my family tree. I 

am attempting to include as many descendants of my oldest 

known ancestors as I can. Below is a list of some of my 

predecessors and I would be very pleased if a BLFHS member 

who has a connection with any of those persons listed would 

be kind enough to contact me. I have some limited 

information regarding the people listed that I would be happy 

to share. My contact details are as follows: 3 Maes-Aeron, 

Ciliau-Aeron, Lampeter, Ceredigion, SA48 8BP. 

Tel: 01570 471409  or  Email: 

lynne.joseph71@btinternet.com 

Thankyou 

 

 

 

6 x great grandparent – Thomas Llewelyn – died 1701. 

Married Mary, died 1700. Llywel – Trecastle area. 

Grt Grt Grandparents John and Mary Williams, Defynog 

area 

Ann Llewelyn. 1696-1701, Llywel – Trecastle 

5 x Great Grandparents. Jenkin Thomas Llewelyn 1698-

1778(Cwmhydfer). Gentleman. Married Sybil Power of 

Ynysfawr in 1726. Born 1697. Died? 

Grandfather William Griffidd Williams. 8.June 1880 – 

12 June 1963. Born Defynnog 

3 x Great Grandparents. Joan Powell – 1765-1829. 

Married the Reverend William Watkins 6 June 1786. 

Died 3 Jan 1819. He was Curate of Callwen Church and 

lived at Y Dderi Callwen and was the grandfather of 

Reverence W Watkins of Llandewi Llanrwst. 

Great Grandparents. Eliphaz 1798-1882. Married Ann 

Powell in 1834 and lived at Glantawe Fechan 1840 

(Pwllcoediog in 1851). 

Great Grandparents. Llwelyn Powell 1848-1906 married 

Ann Griffiths, 1877-1976. Penycae area 

Great Grandparents Benjamin Price 1794-1858. 

Married Margaret Price. 1795-1875. Maesyreglwys 

Callwen. 

 

Lynne Joseph’s ancestors 

mailto:lynne.joseph71@btinternet.com
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New publications 

A History of Llangattock brings together four articles originally published 

in Brycheiniog, and, for the first time, photographs from the Chris Lewis 

Collection. 

Based on interviews with residents and local sources, the book covers a wide 

range of topics including the natural environment, religion, work, agriculture and 

leisure, to produce a vivid portrait of village life in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries. 

188pp, improved layout, black and white illustrations. (Note this was previously 

published as four booklets.) £10 + p&p.  

 

 

This can be ordered via the Crickhowell District Archive web page at https://crickhowellarchives.org.uk/ 

 

 
Future Meetings 

Meetings for the foreseeable future have been cancelled in the light of developments around the “Covid-19” virus. This 
situation is constantly under review and we will let members know as soon as we have agreed a plan for moving 
forward. 

Committee members have continued to communicate with each other via telephone, email and Zoom, ensuring that the 
Society continues to function at this time.   
 
We can but hope that things will continue to improve in the next weeks and months. 
 

Meeting Reports 

Meetings have been suspended for the time being due to the Covid-19 virus. 
Website. We intend to review the situation once the Covid rules are clear. 

Website 

Our website address is www.blfhs.co.uk 

Facebook  

The society now has a Facebook page. Check it out at www.facebook.com/breconblfhs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Don’t forget – I am always looking for interesting article subjects so let me know if you 

have anything you would like to share!!!! 

I am looking for interesting subjects on which to base the lead article.  If you are passionate about a subject 

which you think would be interesting to our members please let me know by sending me an email at the usual 

address editorblfhs@outlook.com 

 

https://crickhowellarchives.org.uk/
http://www.blfhs.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/breconblfhs
mailto:editorblfhs@outlook.com
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To all those members who have 
contributed to the newsletter this past 

year – thank you!   
 

And finally…it’s nearly that time of year again so I am would like to 
wish all of our members a  

Happy Christmas and a Peaceful New Year. 

The next newsletter will be January 2022 

 


