Cwmhir Abbey and it’s relevance in our History


Cwmhir Abbey was originally founded in 1143 by Mareduddand and then re-founded and relocated in 1176 by the Welsh ruler of Maellenydd Cadwallon ap Madog, who was one of two remaining sons of Madog who had been assigned the northern territories as guardianship and dedicated it to St Mary.  Residing at this abbey was an order of Cistercian monks from Whitland Abbey that had been formed in 1151.  The inhabited monks of this abbey had originated from the Clairvaux Abbey in Ville-sous-la-Ferte in France, which was later to be known as the mother house of many Cistercian monasteries and was founded in the year of 1115 by St Bernard of Clairvaux. 

Monastic orders are represented by a devote group of men and women who have dedicated their lives to the pursuit of worship, poverty, obedience, celibacy and wish to reside in a place of solitude and contemplation for a more subdued and naturalistic life.  This may include individuals from different types of society and age groups and may contain children that had been gifted by their communities in pursuit of a better quality of life and education.

St Bernard himself  had great influence within the acts of the church in his day due to his simple religious enthusiasm and important family connections, leading to the running of the Cistercian Order itself, becoming to be the most powerful and influential man in Christendom at that time, as well as most important figure in Templarism (Templar, 2013)  Following the teachings of Augustine who was revered as a philosopher of his time and seen as a saint of the Catholic church (Tornau, 2020), St Bernard’s personality, drive and influence was fundamental to the Cistercians order growing from a slightly quirky monastic institution to being a significant component of Christian monasticism of the middle aged period (Templar, 2013).  His drive to increase the Cistercian order led him so dispatch monks to obtain land that would help orchestrate their reputed feudal revenues in favour for manual labour (Britannica, 2003).  Solitude, devotion to prayer and spiritual development drove the Cistercian monks to search for land that was remote and viable for farming, as such the land with which Cwmhir was built was fit for this purpose for its natural water source and being located in a valley.  At St Bernards death the total number of abbeys founded were 338, including 69 that were directly attributed to Clairvaux.

The Abbey Cwmhir lies in the secluded valley of the Clywedog brook in a remote and delightfully scenic location Wordsworth’s suggestion that churches orientation was to be determined by the sun's risen position on the feast day of the saint to whom the church was dedicated and this is certainly true in 43 per cent of the churches in existence.  Considering the sun-based and equinoctial day orientations used at this period could explain a significant majority of the remaining sites.(Ali and Cunich, 2001).  Cistercian monks were known for selecting sites that had access to fresh water and so they would always sought out secluded locations with a running river or stream that could give direct supply to every part of the abbey (admin-templar, 2020).
The Abbey of the Long Valley as it was known by would come under great threat in its history up until the time of its dissolution of the monasteries under the reign of Henry v111.  In 1231 it became damaged in an attack by henry 111 who had ordered his men to plunder the abbey and one of its granges, threatening to burn the abbey the abbot paid 300 marks to the king to preserve it (Cwmhir, 2023).  Substantial repairs to the abbey were commenced by Llywelyn ab Lorwerth with the forethought to exponentially increase its mass so to accommodate 50-60 monks, but this was never to be obtained and the abbey would be used as a position of power between the Welsh and governing Marcher lords leaving it vulnerable to political acts and debates and wars between the Welsh and the English. By its desolation in 1537 there was only 3 residing monks in residence and the abbey was not structurally completed.  The monastic buildings passed to the Fowler family at the Dissolution and remained in use until the Civil War, when they were captured by Parliamentarian forces, and subsequently dismantled. In the 13th century the abbey granges were subject to be burnt twice by English soldiers and in 1231 the abbot was also fined £200 for aiding the Welsh cause in helping Llywelyn ab Iorwerth destroy an English force near Hay on Wye. The last native Prince of Wales  Llywelyn ap Gruffudd last native Prince of Wales was buried in the abbey after his death in battle nearby in December 1282 (Abbeycwmhir village Wales, 2023).  In the year of 1540 after the dissolution five of the abbey’s nave arcades were deconstructed and relocate to Llanidloes parish church where they have since remained (Cwmhir, 2023).  In the year of 1565 the abbey was then passed to the Fowler family, and in 1644 during the Civil War the monastic buildings were besieged and captured by Parliamentarian forces under Sir Thomas Myddelton (Thomas, Jeffrey, 2009).
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