Capel Celyn
This essay will discuss Capel Celyn a village in Wales which became the centre of a significant controversy in the 1960s due to the construction of the Tryweryn reservoir. In 1957 a bill was passed by parliament to allow the flooding of the village.[footnoteRef:1] This event led to the flooding of a village situated in the Northwest in a place called Bala, in Gwynedd Wales within the Afon Tryweryn valley. This event led to evicting the village people from their homes and sparked a national debate about the rights of the Welsh communities and preservation of their heritage. The events surrounding Capel Celyn not only affected the local population but also played a crucial role in shaping Welsh Identity and political activism.  [1:  Michael Cunningham, ‘Public Policy and Normative Language: Utility, Community and Nation in the Debate over the Construction of Tryweryn Reservoir’, Parliamentary Affairs, 60.4 (2007), 625–36 https://doi.org/10.1093/pa/gsm037 


] 

The worst part of the decision to flood Capel Celyn was that residents did not have a choice in the matter. The decision to go ahead and flood Capel Celyn was made by the authorities giving little control to the locals. Unfortunately, Capel Celyn was chosen for flooding to create the Tryweryn reservoir primarily because the area had the necessary geography and water resources to supply a significant amount of water to Liverpool. The city was experiencing rapid growth and needed a reliable water supply for its expanding population. The location in Snowdonia National Park offered a natural catchment area that could effectively store and provide water. During the post-war period there was a growing demand for clean water and the authorities believed that the high-quality water from the Tryweryn Valley would be ideal for this purpose. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  ‘What happened to Capel Celyn?’, BBC News, 5 march 2023, Tryweryn: The stories behind drowned village Capel Celyn - BBC News Accessed 20th February 2025.] 

Capel Celyn was home to roughly 200 residents, many who had deep ties to the area, many who had grown up in the area and their generations and their families had lived there for generations. The village held significant historical importance. Central to its identity was a chapel, which served as a focal point for the community, reflecting the intense sense of Welsh identity which permeated daily life. Capel Celyn also had its own school which provided education for local children, it was a school that held many events which usually included many families and was particularly important to the local community.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Tryweryn: ‘The last days of the village and school’ North Wales Live, 14th October 2015, Tryweryn: The last days of the village school and chapel remembered - North Wales Live Accessed 20th February 2025 ] 

Capel Celyn also had a cemetery, during the plan to flood Capel Celyn; families were given the choice to remove their loved one’s bodies from the graves.[footnoteRef:4] Many villagers also had small local businesses such as shops and other businesses. The proposal to flood the village faced considerable opposition from the local people, who were understandably distressed about losing their homes and community. Support from Welsh nationalists and activists further amplified the protests, as they argued for the rights of Welsh people and the preservation of their culture heritage. Among the prominent figures was the Welsh nationalist party, Plaid Cymru who helped to protest the flooding.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  ‘Removal of Remains from Graves, Capel Celyn Cemetery, c. 1964’, People’s Collection Wales. Removal of remains from graves, Capel Celyn cemetery, c. 1964 | Peoples Collection Wales ]  [5:  E. Wyn James, Painting the World Green: Daffydd Iwan and the Welsh Protest Ballad’, Folk Music Journal,8.5 (2005),594-618. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4522747 (accessed 20th February 2025).] 

Many Protests took place, the protests included public demonstrations, petitions and campaigns aimed at raising awareness about the plight of the villagers. Activists thought to highlight the cultural and social implications of flooding a community that had deep historical roots, empathizing that the decision was not just about the water supply but also about erasing a part of the Welsh heritage. A significant march to Liverpool took place in 1956, drawing attention to the community’s plight and their strong opposition to the decision.[footnoteRef:6] This march was not just about Capel Celyn; it symbolized a broader struggle for Welsh identity and rights. Thousands of people took part, carrying banners, and chanting slogans that called for justice and recognition of the local community’s voice. The Welsh people were not welcomed lightly by Liverpool people who spat and threw rotten fruit at them as they marched. [6:   E. Wyn James, Painting the World Green: Daffydd Iwan and the Welsh Protest Ballad’, Folk Music Journal,8.5 (2005),594-618. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4522747 (accessed 20th February 2025).
] 

Following the Liverpool march, which highlighted the growing discontent among the Welsh people about the flooding of Capel Celyn, the emotional impact on the community became even more pronounced. The chapel and school were not just buildings; they stood for the heart and soul of the village. The chapel was a gathering place for worship and celebration, where locals came together for services, weddings and community events. Simarly the school served as a hub for education and social interaction, hosting sports days and family gatherings that strengthen community bonds. Also, the devastation of having everything you own taken away from you such as home and businesses that people have worked hard to build, it really was a heartbreaking time for the residents of Capel Celyn. 
In 1963, Owain Williams, Emyr Llewellyn and John Albert Jones, travelled through horrible conditions to plant a bomb, which had ruined an electricity transformer in Abergele.[footnoteRef:7] This was done by the group as part of the protest against the flooding of Capel Celyn. The group wanted to draw attention to the fact that there would be a loss of Welsh culture and language if Capel Celyn was to be flooded. Emyr Llewelyn was given a sentence of 12 months locked up for the event. A similar event took place at Gellilydan when the other two of the group decided to blow up a pylon, they were both caught and given sentences each.  [7:  Nicola Bryan and Liam Evans, Tryweryn: The man who bombed a dam to save a village, BBC News, 10 February 2023,  Tryweryn: The man who bombed a dam to save a village - BBC News ] 

The outcomes of the protests the flooding of Capel Celyn was significant yet bittersweet. Despite the enthusiastic demonstrations and widespread opposition, the construction of the Tryweryn reservoir went ahead as planned, leading to the submergence of the village and the displacement of its residents. The local population felt deeply betrayed, believing the government ignored their voices. However, the protests did not go unnoticed; they raised awareness about the rights of local communities and highlighted the importance of considering cultural heritage in development projects.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Ed, Atkins, ‘Building a Dam, Constructing a Nation: The ‘Drowning’ of Capel Celyn’, Journal of Historical Sociology, 31.4 (2018), 455–68 https://doi.org/10.1111/johs.12186 
] 

The flooding of Capel Celyn had a profound impact on the Welsh language and culture, as it represented a significant loss not only of the homes but also the community that was deeply rooted in Welsh heritage.[footnoteRef:9] The village was a centre for the Welsh- speaking population, and its submersion symbolized the erasure of a cultural identity that had been nurtured over generations. Many residents felt that the government’s actions reflected a broader disregard for Welsh language, which was already facing challenges due to the dominance of English in various aspects of life.  [9:   Hywel M. Griffiths ‘Water under the Bridge? Nature, Memory and Hydro politics’, Cultural Geographies, 21.3 (2014), 449–74 https://doi.org/10.1177/1474474013510109 
] 

The cultural representations following the flooding of Capel Celyn were deeply intertwined with themes of loss, identity, and resistance. One prominent representation was the emergence of literature and poetry that captured the emotional turmoil experienced by the displaced residents. Writers and poets, practically those from Wales, used their craft to express the grief and anger felt by the community, creating works that resonated with the broader Welsh experience of cultural marginalization.[footnoteRef:10] This literacy response served not only as means of catharsis but also as a powerful tool for raising awareness about the plight of the Welsh language and culture.  [10:  Jonathan Edwards, ‘Tryweryn’ The Slate, BBC,16 October 2019, podcast, BBC Wales - The Slate, Tryweryn] 

Aeron Prysor Jones used to live in the Capel Celyn when he was 3 years old. He expresses that, ‘the only thing left to see were the cemetery walls.’[footnoteRef:11] He feels upset that, ‘they lived in a house joining the chapel house they had 20 acres; all of it drowned it was a smallholding, every property was demolished to the base.’ Residents watched as their homes were destroyed. His grandson has found remains of the village such as slates from the houses. Aeron educates his grandson on what happened at Capel Celyn, telling the story that ‘every tree was removed and every shrub.’[footnoteRef:12] He expresses he had a happy upbringing on his parent’s farm in Capel Celyn.  [11:  BBC, ‘Drowned: The flooding of a Village, Episode 1: A Storm is Brewing’ (1 March 2023), (13:15).]  [12:  Drowned, (15:13). ] 

Dilys and Lowri, two sisters that were in school with Aeron, both express their memories of the school at Capel Celyn. They discuss that ‘Capel Celyn only had one classroom in the school that covered many subjects and that there was only class for all ages.[footnoteRef:13] They said it was a small safe community. The teacher, Mrs Marther Roberts was the only teacher at the school. Marther the only teacher at the school explains how the children were affected by the plans to flood. They all express their childhood as being relaxed and that they always felt safe. Everything was run by a generator on the farm as there was no electric and water was sourced from a small stream. [13:  Drowned, (16:33).] 

Deiniol Jones was the last one to be christened in the chapel in 1963 before the flood.[footnoteRef:14] Deiniol’s brother still lives opposite the reservoir with his mother; however, their mother feels upset and struggles to look at the reservoir. There was a rumour that Liverpool didn’t actually need that amount of water as their population then started to drop. Historian Dr Wyn Thomas believes that ‘the water was needed to sell on, for Liverpool to gain’.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  BBC, ‘Drowned: The Flooding of a Village’, Episode 7: Could it Happen Again?’ (2023), (04:24).]  [15:  BBC, ‘Drowned: The flooding of a Village’, Episode 1: A Storm is Brewing’ (1 March 2023), (34:42).] 

The Welsh people now feel betrayed, Aeron Jones states that, ‘the Welsh people felt betrayed as there was an element of doubt; with why so much water was needed; they felt annoyed when there was a rumour that Liverpool didn’t need the amount of water they had received’.[footnoteRef:16] This caused a great deal of hurt to the Welsh people. Before the flooding Liverpool were buying water from Manchester. There are still debates on the events of Capel Celyn to this day. By 1965 the village was officially flooded. [16:  BBC, ‘Drowned: The Flooding of a Village’, Episode 7: Could it Happen Again?’ (2023), (06:50).] 

Welsh people were promised this would never happen again as it caused a great deal of political stress. The way UK was governed had to be set for change. This would be something that Liverpool would be able to do in today’s society, Wales is far too strong. Forty years after the drowning of Capel Celyn, Liverpool council sent out an apology; however, the Welsh people feel it is far too late, the damage has already been done with most of the generations from Capel Celyn not being around to accept it.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Eryl Crump, ‘Tryweryn: Liverpool Council’s Belated Apology for Drowning the Valley’, North Wales Live, 19 October 2015, Tryweryn: Liverpool Council's belated apology for drowning the valley - North Wales Live (Accessed 23 February 2025).] 

In the aftermath, the events surrounding Capel Celyn greatly influenced political movements in Wales. The loss of the village became a rallying point for increased advocacy for Welsh rights and autonomy. Political groups, such as Plaid Cymru, Mudiad Ammddififyn Cymru, and the Free Wales army gained momentum by pushing for greater reignition of the unique needs and voices of Welsh communities.[footnoteRef:18] Plaid Cymru became a big political force advocating for Welsh nationalism and rights in the aftermath of the Capel Celyn events. Plaid Cymru also focused on preserving the Welsh language, establishing a Welsh Parliament, and promoting Welsh culture. There activism raised awareness of self-governance and the unique needs of Welsh communities, contributing to the 1997 devolution referendum where the Welsh people voted for a National Assembly for Wales.[footnoteRef:19] This period marked a pivotal shift in Welsh politics, as many began to demand more control over their own affairs and a stronger representation in the UK government.  This helped towards political autonomy for Wales. [18:  Vaughan Roderick, ‘Tryweryn: How Reservoir of Anger Fuelled Nationalist Cause, ‘BBC News, 21 October 2015, Tryweryn: How reservoir of anger 'fuelled nationalist cause' - BBC News (Accessed 25th February 2025).]  [19:  James Mitchell, ‘Evolution and Devolution: Citizenship, Institutions, and Public Policy.’ Publius, 36.1 (2006): 153-68. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20184947 (Accessed 25th February 2025). ] 



Our Welsh Government is much stronger now, there’s a greater emphasis on devolution, which means that Wales has more control over its own affairs, allowing for decisions that reflect the needs and interests of Welsh communities. We now also have a Senedd, known as Senedd Cymru who can now make big decisions for Welsh People to ensure Welsh peoples interests and beliefs are put first. Allowing Welsh people to feel more secure.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Josh Miles, ‘Senedd Cymru: New Name, New Era?’, IPPR Progressive Review, 27.3 (2020), 276–85 https://doi.org/10.1111/newe.12213 


] 

In conclusion, the events at Capel Celyn have had a lasting impact on Welsh Identity today by fostering a stronger sense of nationalism and pride in Welsh Culture. The flooding of the village and the later outcry highlighted the importance of community and heritage, leading to a renewed focus on preserving the Welsh language, traditions and local histories. 
This incident has also contributed to a broader awareness of social justice issues in Wales, encouraging activism and engagement in political matters related to Welsh rights. As a result, many people in Wales today view their identity through the lens of resilience and cultural pride, ensuring that the lessons learned from Capel Celyn continue to influence the way Welsh identity is expressed and celebrated. Additionally, the presence of graffiti on a stone wall near Llanrhystud, Ceredigion stating ‘Cofiwch Dryweryn’ which stood for ‘remember Tryweryn’, stand as a reminder of the events that took place in Capel Celyn.[footnoteRef:21] ‘Cofiwch Dryweryn’ is now a political slogan for Welsh nationalism.  [21:  Wales Watching, The Economist (London) (London: The Economist Intelligence Unit N.A., Incorporated, 2019), CDXXXII, 21–21.
] 
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