A Compressed History of the Penarth Dock Area – Ice Age up to circa 1820
At the end of the last Ice Age the waters of the Atlantic rose and flooded the broad valley that is today’s Bristol Channel, from that time the area that was to become Penarth Dock would have been witness to ever increasing maritime activity. The first water-borne visitors would have been Neolithic migrants arriving in their crude hollowed-out tree trunks, en route to the Vale of Glamorgan with its fertile soil.
The area where the estuaries of the Ely, Rhymney and Taff enter the Severn Sea has been known historically as Penarth Harbour (1), a safe haven with good holding mud to anchor on protected from the prevailing westerly winds by the Penarth Ridge.

A Cardiff Directory for 1796 stated :
“Three miles below the town of Cardiff is the harbour called Pennarth and it is very commodious for ships and vessels detained in the Bristol Channel by westerly winds”. 

A few years later, in 1803, the noted antiquarian B.H. Malkin recorded:

“Pennarth Harbour…the best and safest in the Bristol Channel except Milford Haven…it is formed by the conjunction of three considerable rivers Taff Elwy and Remny (sic) just where they fall into the sea.”
Up until the early nineteenth the tidal flood plain between the Penarth Ridge and Rumney Hill was mainly waterlogged and marshy. Spring tides, especially those of the Autumnal equinox, went inland as far as today’s Ely Bridge, Cowbridge. As a result of the muddy, marshy conditions, the only suitable place for landing, loading and unloading were the shingle foreshores at Penarth, particularly the shingle strand that ran along the south bank of the river Ely from Penarth Head to Llandough. The Strand was well protected from the prevailing winds  by the Penarth Ridge’s north face which also provided timber for firewood and boat repair, food and fresh water from the various streams that ran off the ridge into the river.  Mariners were still drawing water from these streams well into the nineteenth century. Sections of the shingle strand could still be seen up until the flooding of the area post Barrage.
Neolithic migrants used the firm, dry landing place at Penarth  before travelling overland to Pentyrch, St. Lythans, Tin Kerswood near St. Nicholas etc.  The Bulletins of the Board of Celtic Studies recorded:
”… the route from the Penarth landfall to the main area of Neolithic colonization around St. Lythans lies over difficult wet land”.
E.L. Chappell noted that during the Iron Age:
“..crude vessels of that period had traffic to and from Ely Harbour..”. 

Later, the Romans used the shingle strand to load stone quarried and dressed in the area now known as the Billybanks.  The stone was shipped to Cardiff to build the Romans’ fourth and last castrum.  Professor W. Rees recorded in the 1960’s, when he resided at no. 2 Park Road, Penarth:
”.. dressed  lias stone – brought up the river (Taff) estuary from the cast near Penarth”.
During the fifth and sixth centuries the early Celtic saints, Cadoc, Decumen, David, Mellonius, Samlon, Tathan etc. were renowned for their peregrinations, mainly waterborne, criss-crossing  between south Wales, Southern Ireland, the West of England and Brittany.  Chrystal Tilney recorded of  Dochdug, also known as Abbot Cyngor, that he
” crossed  the Severn Sea from Somerset”, most probably the religious settlement on the then island of Glastonbury. He landed “near a clear stream” Then later went to an area where Llandough stands today.”  Given the tidal pattern it could be that he landed on the Ely Strand on the ebb-tide, and then on the next tide went up the river to land at Llandough Hill. Dochdug lived as an anchorite then built a monastery; later with St. Cadoc he established a school endowed by paulinus, King of Glamorgan.
Although we have no real evidence, it would  appear that the Vikings, based on Flat Holm, would have used the two shingle foreshores at Penarth, being the closest source for timber, food and water.  The Vikings certainly left many placenames: Flat and Steep Holm, Brodefjord, Cogan and the Lower and Upper Fords in the river Ely (ford being a derivative and corruption of fjord).
In Rice Merrick’s chronicle of 1578, he suggests that Robert Fitzhamon, the powerful Marcher Lord, Earl of Gloucester, sailed across the Severn Sea with twelve Knights, twenty-four Squires and 3,000 men.  Historians are divided over Fitzhamon’s landing place: some, like Dennis Morgan, favour Porthkerry. Others favour Penarth.  Given the tidal patterns and prevailing winds I side with the Penarthians.  The local press 23/9/1892 published a letter that described the area of land where Albert Road meets Pembroke Terrace as: - “this classic ground close to the spot Einion-ap-Collwyn and his ally Robert Fitzhammon stood to survey a route to Cardiff.”
From Norman times marine activity increased on the Penarth bank of the River Ely, and by Tudor times had become quite extensive.  By the Elizabethan era the strand and its pill, Cwtin-y-cwm were very busy with both legal and illegal trades.  Elizabethan state papers are replete with references to Penarth, just one example, “Penarth Roads before Cardiff, a favourite resort for smugglers and pirates”. Two earlier examples hopefully will be of interest. Pirate John Davey in 1444 “sailed from the Ellye Ouse” and captured a heavily laden merchant vessel off Minehead and brought the prize into Penarth.  During the reign of Henry VIII a vessel the Valentine of London owned and commanded by one Richard Hoare was anchored in the river Ely and was seized by the Herberts of Cogan Pill House.  The vessel was carrying alum, salt, tunny fish and wine loaded in Andalusia.
Numerous pirates used the river Ely including Beere, John Callice, Captain Chick, Tom Clarke, Captain Court, Simon Fferdinando, Storey etc. Callice pirated Breton, Danish, Portuguese and Spanish vessels.  In 1576 with an accomplice, Brother Battes, brought a Spanish vessel “Our Lady of the Conception” laden withy goods for the merchants of Bruges into the Ely. John Croft the Admiralty’s Anti-Piracy Commisioner at Cardiff reported to London that he had - “perfect knowledge in writing that Callice with his accomplices were in Penarth Road before Cardiff with divers prizes”.
Two of Callices’s associates, William Chick and Captain Court used Sully island and Penarth Harbour.  During 1584 Sir John Chichester informed Sir Edward  that one of Chichester’s vessels on passage from Ilfracombe to Biscay had been taken off Land’s End by an English pirate named Storey.  Chichester described Storey as a “full faced man with a red beard” and went on to say that Storey in his 70 ton vessel was lying with Chichester’s vessel at “the Ellye oose nare Cardyffe”.  Two years later Stradling was informed that an English pirate Beere was: - “ a pirate riding with a prize in the harbour at Penarth”. Some years earlier a notorious pirate, Tom Clark, was arrested at Penarth charged with terrorizing local inhabitants, including farmer John Tracy of Cosmeston, to victual his vessels.
The prestigious Time Life book on global piracy suggests that by the middle of the !6th century Wales was “virtually a pirate principality”.  A case can be made that during that period Penarth was the most piratical place in Britain, centred on the south bank of the Ely.  At that time the north bank did not exist.  Until the infill of the nineteenth century it was tidal mud flats.
After the pirates left the muddy waters of the Ely for the blue waters of the Caribbean and the west coast of Africa their place was taken by smugglers.  The earliest reference to smuggling at Penarth appears to be an order of 1387 to the Mayor of Bristol from the Crown directing the Mayor to investigate English smugglers entering the Bristol Channel and running goods into Aberthaw, Cardiff and Penarth.
The heyday, the Golden Age for local smuggling was the 17th and 18th centuries.  Customs records are replete with references to Penarth e.g. September 20th 1648: - “latterly 11 ships of Bristol homeward bound stayed at Penarth and the Ely and discharged part of their cargoes” , 14th July 1649: - “arrived at Penarth Road 3 vessels landing illegal goods”, August 25th1649: - “..illegal goods landed at Barry, Penarth and Sully from Vessels Bristol bound”, September 7th 1649 : - “ ..seized at Penarth 2,000lbs of Barbados tobacco from the “Elizabeth Ann” of Bristol and “ North Star in Penarth Harbour landed illegal tobacco and rum”.
During 1730 Richard Robinson  and his son Pascoe arrived from their home on Guernsey and established themselves on the Flat Holm, smuggling goods from the Channel Islands to the Flat Holm. Under the cover of darkness local men in small boats would tranship the goods from the island into the Ely.  The Robinsons were on the island for ten years and were not apprehended or arrested and eventually returned to Guernsey very rich men.  On at least two occasions Customs officers were warned, September 1734 and April 1735 that an impending run was to be made but nothing was done.
Aslo during the 1730’s one Edward Edwards built a large house with numerous cellars at the head of the steort, the promontory that ran out northwards from Penarth Head. The house later became the Penarth Head Inn. Customs Records note :

“..a man of substance Edward Edwards, who lately has built a house by the harbour..he is an old (persistant) offender and has  large cellars to store goods”.
On a number of occasions consignments of brandy intended for Edwards were intercepted by the Customs and Revenue Officers. On one occasion Edwards threatened to cut the mooring ropes on Customs vessels moored in Cwtin-y-cwm.
During the late 18th century and the early decades of the 19th century the tidefields where the dock was to be built , the Withyfield and the lower Marsh, were used as rough grazing by the tenants of Cogan Isaf Farmer Francis Love.

By c1820 the farm house which stood roughly where today’s Cogan Railway Station stands was in ruin.  By this time Edward Edwards’ house was the well-patronised Penarth Head Inn.
*******
