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First year of studying at University of Wales Trinity Saint David for me is only “first year” in the official sense. Although I have just started the first year of my degree, it is, in fact, the second year of me being at UWTSD as I studied a foundation course here last year. Therefore, I was familiar with the university and its surrounding sites before many of my peers. This is quite the leg up. My course title is Liberal Arts but will lean heavily into modules relating to Anthropology (as it currently stands; although I will fight to have Anthropology back on the syllabus). My first module; ‘Exploring the Humanities’ is shared with all first years of all disciplines. In many ways, this module mirrors the first module of last year’s foundation course; ‘Introduction to the Humanities’ as Exploring the Humanities serves as an introduction to higher education and explains the fundamental aspects of the humanities. 
Another similarity between the two modules is that the first week of this module even ended with a trip to Strata Florida Abbey. This was my second trip there as we also went last year for ‘Introduction to the Humanities’. Strata Florida is a historic abbey located near Pontrhydfendigaid in the county of Ceredigion, Wales. which was formerly under the governance of Cistercian Monks1. It was built in the 12th century CE. There is a very rich history linked to the place which piques my anthropological interests. As I did not get an opportunity to write about Strata Florida at length last year, this essay will reflect on both trips as both experiences were very different. 
Our first trip to Strata Florida Abbey was on October 14th 2022. That day, the sky was very grey for the most part and the rain was very temperamental; mostly drizzly but occasionally, the heavens decided to open aggressively. Therefore, most of us on the trip were more keen to spend time indoors rather than outdoors for the majority of the trip. [image: Entrance to the Abbey Courtyard]The entrance to Abbey’s Courtyard:

As we got out of the coach, our module coordinator; Quentin briefed us on the history and cultural legacy of this Abbey. He told us how the abbey was preceded by a previous religious settlement of the same name which was built near the previous site and a brief history of the Cistercian order from which the abbey was built to honour. He spoke of the abbey’s founder; Lord Rhys ap Gruffydd, the consecration of the church on the abbey’s grounds as well as those buried at the abbey1.
Abbey's graveyard:
[image: A cemetery with stone benches and stone pillars
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St Mary's Church on the abbey's courtyard:
[image: A group of people walking in a stone building
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Inside the church of St Mary: 
[image: A stained glass window with a cross
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 He told us how the abbey was taken over by King Henry IV in 1401 resulting in a rebellion from Welsh rebels who later used the abbey as a military base until the rebellion won back the abbey and returned it to the Cistercians. He told us how the abbey dissolved in 1539 after Henry VII had it sacked; leading to its abandonment2.
: 
Ruins on the abbey's grounds:
[image: Long shot of a stone wall
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I learnt that the abbey was left to crumble after its abandonment; to be reduced to ruins. To me, it was a reminder of how history can be forgotten. It was not until the late 19th century, when a railway engineer named Steven W Williams came across the abandoned abbey when surveying potential routes to build tracks. He expressed a particular interest in the site as he was already the founder of the Cambrian Archaeological Association. Him discovering Strata Florida Abbey rekindled interest in the site among historians, archaeologists and the general public; rescuing it from centuries of obscurity. As of 1919, Strata Florida has been appointed by Cadw as a Scheduled Ancient Monument and is still under their legal protection. Had this site been discovered by someone without a care for history, the site may have been demolished to make way for railways or other modern infrastructure and centuries worth of Welsh heritage would have been lost to time. To me, this emphasises the importance of preserving history. If a culture is without knowledge of its history, they lose their sense of identity which is what I, an aspiring anthropologist, care deeply about. I am grateful for the existence of Strata Florida Abbey as a protected site as a reminder of the past3. 
Our second trip to Strata Florida was on September 29th 2023. The weather was much sunnier than last year’s trip and I thought it was better to take a nice relaxing drive down instead of taking the coach. I did not follow Quentin’s tour this time; instead, I and a few others went for a walk around the countryside surrounding the abbey. A particular destination that interested us was a statue of a pilgrim which stands atop a hill overlooking the abbey. 
Pilgrim's Progress; a statue on top of a hill overlooking the abbey
[image: A person on a hill with poles
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It took us a while to find a route to get to it but the journey there and searching for a path was very enjoyable. This process of searching for a mysterious location ignited a great level of intrigue, curiosity and lust for adventure in me that I believe is crucial for any anthropologist to exhibit. Avoiding the tour hosted by the university (even though it was never forced on me) allowed me to seek my own learning and allow my intuition to encourage out-of-the-box thinking. 
A Pale Tussock moth caterpillar we came across on our trek towards the top of the hill:
[image: A yellow caterpillar on a rocky surface
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When we reached the pilgrim statue, we sat atop that hill, smoked a few joints and discussed philosophy. We saw the abbey from great height and distance as well as its surrounding landscape. When looking upon the great distance of the Ceredigion countryside, I was in awe of its majestic beauty and could not help but think of all its history and wonder that begs to be learned about. I thought of the vast amounts of mystery and wonder that the world has to uncover. I believe this is exactly how an Anthropologist should view the world. 
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