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From about 1770 many tourists visited Wales each year to seek out the picturesque, 

the sublime, the romantic and the beautiful but often had to experience the dreary too.  

Many of them travelled hundreds of miles over a period of two or three months, 

covering an average distance by foot or on horseback and sometimes by carriage, of 

25 miles a day.1  

 

The distances covered confirm the view that these were travellers in a hurry: they 

wanted to see as many of the picturesque landscapes that they had read about, but for 

some the tour may have been more of a search for places where they could experience 

the feelings associated with the terms picturesque, romantic and beautiful and 

particularly the sublime than of visiting specific places.2 The popular accounts which 

the first tourists published made a trip to Wales attractive and fashionable but the 

reason for the tours and the use of these terms gradually began to change.3 The term 

picturesque was rarely used properly and few wrote of picturesque views in the sort of 

detail that Gilpin and Newill would have liked but William Matthews of Bath 

explained why: he didn’t describe the picturesque views on the road between Cardiff 

and Cowbridge in 1785 because he thought that the only way they could be 

appreciated was to experience them.4 

 

Most of the early tourists who published accounts of their tours were middle-class, 

middle-aged English men who had the time, money and freedom to leave their homes 

for two or three months, mostly during the summer, to go on a journey of discovery 

and wanted to share their experiences with others. Some were students who were no 

longer able to go on the Grand Tour because of the war with France; a handful were 

from other countries, some of whom were trying to complete ambitious surveys of 

Britain and a few came to study industry, natural history, antiquities and local 

traditions. Most stayed at inns which were normally about a day’s walk apart but a 

few of those who kept a record of their journey were the nobility who knew, or had 

letters of introduction to the gentry of Wales and stayed at their mansions. Amongst 

these was Sir James Grimston who toured parts of England and the much of Wales in 

1769 and is the earliest recorded visitor to the Devil’s Bridge near Hafod, 

Cardiganshire. He never used the term picturesque in his diary, but described several 

views as romantic and many journeys as dreary. He was also unusual in keeping a 

very detailed account of his expenditure throughout the tour, but his journal wasn’t 

published until 1906.5 

 

A few of the tourists lived in Wales and some of these either understood Welsh or 

were accompanied by someone who could. Thomas Pennant (1726-1798) of Downing 

near Penrhyn is sometimes referred to as the father of Welsh Tourists. He toured 

Wales in 1770, 1773, and 1776 and his A Tour in Wales was published in 1778, 1779, 

1781, 1810 and in Welsh in about 1883. His work is exceptional in a number of ways: 

it contains much about antiquities, history and natural history but little about the 

landscape or of the contemporary state of the places he visited and as a result is rather 

dry. 

 

Other Welsh writers included William Williams (1738-1817) Observations on the 

Snowdon Mountains with some account of the customs and manners of the 



inhabitants. (1802); Edward Pugh (1761-1813) Cambria Depicta: A Tour Through 

North Wales illustrated with Picturesque Views, By a Nature Artist (London: Evan 

Williams, 1816); Richard Fenton (1747-1821, of Fishguard) A Tour in Quest of 

Genealogy Through Several parts of Wales …, (1811) and Llwyd, Richard, A Trip to 

North Wales, (1832). 

 

The Diaries 

Each year between about 1770 and 1830 a handful of tourists kept diaries of their 

tours. These must have been written within a few hours of the experiences they 

recorded so are an immediate and as accurate a record as we can expect. They were 

kept to remind the writer of what he or she did and it is likely that manuscript versions 

were lent to friends. A number of these were used as a basis of a journal which was 

often published within a year or so of their visit: indeed, it was considered by some to 

be a duty to do so, in the same way that scientists should publish accounts of their 

work, so that others could build on their experiences.  

 

After about 1830 diary keeping seems to have become less fashionable. This may be 

because so many had been published and there was nothing new to say. Also, the 

speed of transport had increased giving the tourists less time to appreciate the 

landscape between the places of arrival and departure. ‘Quick travelling makes short 

books’ as Granville wrote in 1839.6  He went on to say that not only the traveller was 

saved from suffering a tedious journey, the reader was saved the details of ‘the 

number of milestones and turnpike gates’ that the travellers passed on. Frequently 

updated guide books replaced the need to publish accounts of a country formerly 

unknown to its neighbour. 

 

At least 150 tours written by men were published between 1770 and 1830 and a 

similar number remained unpublished. A further 100 manuscript tours were written by 

women (there may be more but sometime only the initials of their first names are 

given and there is not always a clue in the text to the sex of the writer): of these, only 

seven were published at the time but they are all far more entertaining than most of 

those written by men. [The total known in 2013 is 900 dating between 1770 and 1840] 

 

While some published their diaries verbatim, others often added retrospective 

comments as well as quotations from the Bible, Shakespeare, the classics and poets 

while some took the opportunity to add their own musings but most are a straight 

forward account of the places they visited, mostly based on earlier published tours, 

Welsh history books, guide books and directories (from which they sometimes 

borrowed heavily). Indeed, there are few journals which contain much really original 

work and it is a great pleasure to find them when they turn up. Fortunately, some of 

the more interesting journals which were not published at the time have been 

published recently and a few new manuscripts are discovered each year. 

 

The content of the diaries and journals 

Most writers followed their predecessors in the routes they took, what they wrote 

about and the vocabulary they used and they didn’t digress very much. 

 

By far the greater part (perhaps 70%) of each tourist’s accounts consisted of detailed 

descriptions of the landscape. It is probable that the longest accounts are of the Wye 

and the Devil’s Bridge which were the two places where they lingered for more than 



an hour or so. The descriptions of these sites and of their reactions to them are 

sometimes interminable, particularly at the Devil’s Bridge. 

 

Many accounts also include extensive notes (perhaps 20%) on the history and 

statistics of the places they stayed at. Much of this would have been gleaned from 

contemporary history books such as Powel’s History of Wales;7 Lhwyd’s entries for 

Wales in the Gibson’s 1695 edition of Camden’s Britannia, and the proliferating 

county histories8 as well as directories and guide books. Most of these were far too 

large to carry but there is some suggestion that they were referred to en route, so may 

have been consulted in local libraries.  

 

A few wrote about the practicalities of the journey – what they took with them, the 

state of the roads, the inns and the food - and some proffered advice to readers on 

what to take and which inns were best. The remainder of each account, perhaps no 

more than 5% on average, consisted of descriptions of the people of Wales, their diet, 

houses and traditions. A few tourists picked up local stories and traditions from inn-

keepers, other locals and the occasional fellow tourist and often recorded them 

uncritically.  

 

There were almost no comments on current issues such as the war with France or the 

end of the slave trade, or on the lives and homes of the tourists and their families. A 

few commented on begging and insobriety; the keeping of the Sabbath, (though few 

of the tourists attended church, partly because, even in towns, many of the services 

were in Welsh); the need for better education and the use of the Welsh language but in 

most cases, the comments were based on personal prejudice and misunderstandings 

rather than accurate observation. 

 

The artists 

A few tourists made sketches in their diaries: indeed, some deliberately left spaces 

either for their own works or for published prints which were increasingly becoming 

available at the time. Others came principally to sketch and paint and many works by 

professional and amateur artists have survived, either as contemporary drawings and 

watercolours or as worked-up paintings or prints in a variety of media. By far the 

majority of these are of well-known landscapes from the same few ‘stations’ (a term 

applied to the locations from which to observe the best picturesque views in the Lake 

District as recommended by Thomas West in his Guide to the Lakes, published in 

1778).  A number of tourists mention the 17th century artists Claude, Rosa and 

Poussin9 on whose works the concept of the picturesque was based and some were 

familiar with the works of current artists. The Society for the Painting of 

Watercolours’ annual exhibitions between 1805 and 1824 included 636 views of 

Wales, nearly the same as the number for Scotland and the Lakes combined.10 The 

amateur artists were attempting to record an accurate representation of the stunning 

landscapes which they saw. However, the real treasures for us are the sketches of 

Welsh people, particularly by Ibbestson on his tour of 1792, and the rare views of 

cottage exteriors and interiors which, when combined with the few diary entries, 

provide us with the only illustrations and descriptions of cottages at the time.11 

Similarly, townscapes are rare. For example, of the 500 known views of Ceredigion 

produced between 1780 and 1870, the majority are of the Devil’s Bridge and of the 

promenade and castle at Aberystwyth: very few are of the interior of the town (though 

some by Becker of 1808 have recently been auctioned), and similarly, there are very 



few views of Lampeter and Cardigan and only one view is known of Aberaeron, (of 

the harbour entrance by Gastineau, c 1830). This is because town views were not 

strictly picturesque as Newell suggested: 

Aberystwyth looks best at a distance, and may well be sketched from the Machynlleth 

road; but some liberties, I doubt, must be taken. A town faithfully represented is 

seldom picturesque; something is wrong in the general outline; or if in shade, the 

chimneys displease; they are too many or too few, too short or too long; and if again 

in light, the artist must be allowed to put in just so many doors and windows as it will 

bear.12 

 

Newell published his views on what to see and how to draw as a series of letters to his 

nephew. It includes explicit instructions on how to make his images more picturesque 

than they really were. For Cardigan he wrote:  

Station. Bring the intersection of the distant mountains just over the left hand arch of 

the bridge; and let their outline touch the church tower at the height of the topmost 

window. A little further to the left you catch the remains of the castle; a station some 

like better on that account; but it is an inconsiderable ruin.  

 

Several illustrations from such stations were included to help. Elsewhere he wrote:  

The dress of the women, a blue cloak and man's black beaver hat, makes them good 

figures in a landscape, though a RED cloak would be better.  

He later wrote Picturesque is, indeed, a word which now almost palls upon the ear13 

but continued: Look over the catalogues of our public exhibitions … It is safe to study 

scenes chosen by professors, and a stimulus to recollect that they have been drawn … 

Be it in your care to study, and bring back with you, such scenes of sublimity and 

beauty as wear Cambrian features, and are not to be found at home … 14 

 

Newell also suggested how a drawing of the falls of the Rheidol could be improved: 

Behind some mass of stone, to the left of which is seen the torrent descending from the 

fall: let the stone hide the intermediate distance from the fall. The view looking down 

the Rheidol wears an opposite character of calm grandeur; but freedoms must be 

used to make a good picture of it. There is want of contrast; the two side screens meet 

at a formal angle; and both of them, with the hill in front, are covered with wood: 

besides the huge stones in the foreground must be put in better order. The whole spot 

is a storehouse of materials for landscape – falling water, pieces of rock, masses of 

stone, stumps, old trees, etc. An artist of taste and talent told me, he was down there 

seven hours without quitting the place.[p. 82-3] 

Newell’s directions are unusual and very few other tourists wrote such instructions or 

admitted to making the scenery fit the theory. 

 

Numbers of tourists 

It has proved impossible to estimate the number of visitors to Wales at any one time 

or to provide reliable estimates over the years for comparative purposes. Some of the 

tourists tell of crowded inns and busy roads, but, certainly during the late 18th century, 

most inns were small and already well patronised by other sorts of travellers such as 

lawyers, the militia, those involved in commerce and, in north Wales, those following 

the main route to Ireland, as well as those travelling to and from the spas and 

burgeoning resorts for their health and social life. Occasionally the tourists would 

arrive at town already fully occupied by those attending the Great Sessions, an 

election or horse races. Inn-keeper’s visitors books, mentioned by a number of 



tourists, have rarely survived; the number of fellow tourists at an inn is almost never 

recorded and it is impossible to calculate what proportion of the tourists kept diaries. 

The only actual figure found so far is that a total of 9620 people visited the Devil’s 

bridge falls in 1865. This is the year after the railway arrived at Aberystwyth from the 

east, bringing with it vast numbers of day-trippers and a different class of tourist. It 

was also the year during which the National Eisteddfod was held in Aberystwyth.15 

 

Transport 

At the beginning of the period under question most of the roads of Wales were so bad 

that few wheeled vehicles were ever seen on them but the Turnpike Trusts made 

significant improvements (the last County Turnpike Trust to be established was that 

for Pembrokeshire in 1771). However, from the 1780s some visitors travelled by 

coach, either their own or hired, using post horses and local postilions where 

available. When William Hutton left his wife and daughter in Aberystwyth to go back 

to work in Birmingham in 1787, he had to walk to Shrewsbury because no carriages 

were available in Aberystwyth but Mrs Morgan in her Tour to Milford Haven in 1791 

said that they had met more gentlemen’s carriages on the road from Hay to 

Carmarthen than in Berkshire, Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire and that this could be 

accounted for by the current taste for touring Wales and visiting bathing places.16 

Most of the women travelled by coach, but the steep hills frequently forced them to 

get out and walk, either to save the horses efforts, or because they were too scared of 

an accident. Catherine Hutton, William’s daughter, was an exceptional tourist in many 

ways, and travelled pillion but she sometimes chose to walk: 

The sublimity of these scenes shook my nerves. The only way in which I could 

contemplate these towering hills, woody glens, and rushing waters, was on my feet. 

We sent the servant on with the horses, and walked nearly four miles before we 

reached Mallwyd, chiefly in the rain, always in the mire; but enraptured at every step 

we took.17 

 

By the 1830s, a maximum speed of 10 m.p.h. on good roads, especially if they were 

macadamised became possible, allowing tourists to travel 40 or 50 miles a day in 

comfort. 

 

The majority of men travelled by foot or on horse back and they criticised those who 

travelled by coach because they missed much of the detail and experiences that those 

nearer the ground could appreciate (as Catherine Hutton illustrates), as well as the 

contact that they had with passers-by. The disadvantage of this method of travelling 

was that they could carry very little, particularly in terms of reference books, so their 

reading had to be done before or after the visit. However, Malkin [1803] walked, but 

‘he took a servant for the convenience of books as well as necessaries’ 

 

The Routes 

Most tourists kept to the main routes, along which they could find accommodation, 

food, post horses and locals who could speak and understand English to serve them at 

inns and act as guides, especially to the more inaccessible waterfalls and mountains. 

Most of the routes followed well-established roads between the major settlements, 

many of which were undergoing major improvements by the turnpike trusts. Small 

inns in towns and at convenient intervals between were gradually improved to provide 

lucrative services to the picturesque tourist. 

 



For the first tourists there was little useful information available to plan a trip other 

than some rather basic maps. Wyndham, who travelled around Wales in 1774 and 

published his account in the following year was one of the first and his route was used 

by later tourists as a guide. Indeed, at least two copies of Wyndham's published tour 

were taken apart and rebound with blank pages between the printed ones enabling the 

traveller to add his or her own notes next to the relevant printed page.18 One of these 

volumes was annotated by someone who travelled in the opposite direction to 

Wyndham and contains the following: Wyndham says he omitted seeing many places 

in the Principality for want of intelligence … my tour being much more extensive than 

his; I have added the following notes for the use of my friends … I have also added  … 

the route of my tour … together with the distances … and the inns which I believe are 

the best at the places I stopped. 

 

Few tourists mention how they organised their trip: Catherine Sinclair was an 

exception and at the time she travelled, in 1833, there was far more information 

available. 

A--- [her male companion] one morning unexpectedly started the idea of escorting me 

on a grand tour in search of the picturesque, to the most distant extremity of 

Glamorganshire … as A--- had been all over our intended course before, he now 

assisted me in a profound research amongst road books, guides, gazetteers, and 

tourist’s companions … and rehearsed our whole journey on the hearth rug, wishing 

it had been Houssein’s carpet, to save all the trouble in planning routs and modes of 

conveyance. … we declined all letters of introduction [but they knew the architect of  

Penrhyn Castle and had a letter from him to gain admittance], intending to slip 

through the country incog.[sic] … An interval of four months occurred in our plans 

between going and gone … We did, however start at last, on the 20th of June, 1833.19 

 

Many tourists completed a tour of the whole of Wales often following the coast, while 

others restricted themselves to the north or south only, beginning or ending at 

Shrewsbury. 

 

In the north, the route might begin at Chester, following the old Great Irish Road (the 

A55) along the north coast via Holywell, St Asaph, Conway and the dangerous 

Penmaenmawr road to Bangor. Others began at Shrewsbury and travelled via 

Llangollen, Corwen, and then north via Denbigh to join the north coast road at St 

Asaph. When the new Irish road (the A5) was completed during the 1820s, they could 

travel straight from Corwen via Betws y Coed to Bangor. At the same time, steamer 

services took tourists from Liverpool or Birkenhead to Caernarfon and Beaumaris and 

it wasn’t long before railways were able to bring visitors, either along the north coast  

or to Llangollen, from whence carriages would take them through the mountains.  

From Bangor, some crossed the straits to Anglesey while others went direct to 

Caernarfon and south-east to Llanberis, Snowdon, Beddgelert and Tan-y-Bwlch. Here 

they had a choice: a west route via Harlech and Barmouth (which became a very 

exclusive resort) or the east route, straight to Dolgellau. Both routes brought them to 

Cader Idris where guides advertised their services to take visitors to the top. Thence 

either east via Mallwyd, Cann Office and Welshpool or south to Machynlleth where 

again they had a choice of going east to Newtown and Welshpool (visiting Powis 

Castle if possible) and Shrewsbury, or further south to Aberystwyth, and then east via 

the Devil’s Bridge, Hafod and the treacherous road to Rhayader and on to 



Shrewsbury. Some, of course, started at Shrewsbury and took one of the three routes 

west, to Aberystwyth, Machynlleth or Dolgellau and thence northwards.  

 

Those who were to continue their tour around Wales would often visit Devil’s Bridge 

and Hafod on a day trip from Aberystwyth, or continued their journey from thence 

down the Teifi via Pontrhydfendigaid, where they could see the ruins of the abbey at 

Strata Florida, and on via Tregaron, Lampeter, Newcastle Emlyn and the very 

picturesque ruins of Cilgerran to Cardigan, having avoided the dreary road along the 

coast via the village of Aberaeron (which had an extremely good inn but didn’t 

develop into a town until the 1830s). 

 

From Cardigan, many tourists avoided most of Pembrokeshire, and few made the 

effort to visit St David’s, but headed for the Towy. However, it was far more common 

for visitors to arrive in Carmarthen from the south east, having come from Bath and 

Bristol via the Old or New Passage across the Severn, taking in the Roman remains of 

Caerwent and Caerleon before visiting Newport and Cardiff then travelling along the 

picturesque vale of Glamorgan with its sprinkling of white-washed cottages to Briton 

Ferry before going to Swansea where they were attracted by the potteries and copper 

works, or were put off by the effect these industries were having on the environment. 

Continuing westwards, most tourists passed through Carmarthen and then had a 

choice: some went further west to Tenby to visit the most popular resort in Wales 

from whence they made trips to Pembroke and Milford to see the development of the 

harbour and naval base there. Others left Carmarthen along the Towy to Dryslwyn, 

Grongar Hill, Llandeilo, Lampeter and Aberystwyth; some went north to Newcastle 

Emlyn to Cardigan and a few went further west via Haverfordwest to St David's while 

others returned along the south coast or made a detour to Merthyr Tydfil to inspect the 

iron works and the famous bridge at Pontypridd. Some trekked northeast through 

Brecon to Hereford or to Ross or Monmouth and back to Chepstow down the Wye 

valley. 

Many visitors just came to take a trip up or down the Wye by boat, visiting Ross, 

Tintern and Chepstow (with nearby Piercefield) on the way. So much had been 

written about this stretch of what was almost the defining landscape of the 

picturesque, that other tourists declined to write more. 'The scenery of this place and 

its neighbourhood has been described by Tourists out of number.' Wrote Richard 

Warner in 1797.20  

 

Very few visitors left the main roads, partly because they wouldn’t have known where 

to get food and accommodation (none of the tourists attempted to sleep rough or ask 

to say the night in a cottage), and partly because if they lost their bearings they 

wouldn’t have been able to communicate with anyone they met because they didn’t 

share a common language.  

The knowledge of the Welsh Language is so absolutely necessary to a traveller among 

British Antiquities that without it he cannot take three steps without the risk of 

breaking his neck wrote the author of the History of Brecknock.21 While a few tourists 

attempted to learn Welsh, some had suitable phrases in their guide books, or 

transcribed them in their diaries or journals. One wonders how often the phrase 

‘Countryman, my whip is entangled in the harness’ which appeared in one phrase 

book, was required. 

 



Published criticisms of the tours 

Mavor, writing in 1805, suggested that the Welsh disliked the published tours but 

didn’t explain how he knew this: 

At Mr Williams’s [bookshop in Dolgellau] I saw a pretty good collection of tours 

through Wales, but it seems the natives are not much pleased with any of them. 

Tourists who intend to publish … pick up at random and set down at a venture all 

they hear; some are indolent, some inattentive, some credulous and some write only 

to amuse. The Welsh … ought to take in good part what is intended for their welfare 

and to learn to mend what may not have struck them as an impropriety or a 

disadvantage, till it is pointed out to them.22 

 

An anonymous woman writer went to stay with friends off the beaten track at 

Llanaber near Brecon in 1807 and celebrates her good fortune by criticising others. 

Thus it is whilst the press is teaming with the production of tourists in Wales, “whilst 

still another and another comes” – many of the sweetest spots are left unnoticed.  

The truth is, that the greater number of the scribbling gentry, with a Warner or a Dr 

Mavor in their pockets, have merely trotted along the dusty road, making their post-

haste observations upon those who have gone before them. Others may perhaps have 

strolled through the streets, sauntered through the lanes, or most meritoriously 

clambered up a mountain in order to look about them, and then returned hungry and 

exhausted to their inns where between sleeping and waking, they have recorded in 

their meagre notebooks, the intelligence of the sexton, or of some passing rustic who 

has crossed them in their way, and in all probability has been ignorant of the 

questions that have been asked him, but few of them with Mr Gilpin have examined 

the deep recesses of the Vale – hence it is that their descriptions are mere birds-eye 

views, all lamentably alike and generally erroneous – and the remainder of their book 

is made up of an affection of sentiment and common place remarks to which are 

added bad roads, bad provisions and imposing hosts.23 Mrs Morgan said much the 

same thing in 1791.24  

 

Not everyone who went to the Devil’s Bridge made it down to the falls as Edward 

Clarke noted in 1791:  

It is my earnest wish to paint the beauties of this astonishing scene in a style 

somewhat adequate to its singular and wonderful appearance; but alas! the attempt, 

futile and inefficious, serves only to convince me of my extreme temerity. …  It has 

been a source of much surprise to me, to observe the little notice that travellers have 

taken of this place. Most of them have made a point of visiting the bridge, but few, 

indeed hardly any, have paid attention to the cataract [possibly because it is hidden]. 

Those who reside near the spot, accustomed to the horrors of the place, by a daily 

task of visiting the bridge with strangers, gladly pass over the rest of the job, and 

unless particularly ordered to point out the cascade, feel happy in having escaped the 

fatigue of it. … Even Mr Wyndham who visited the bridge didn’t see the falls and 

Gilpin copied another’s description which was laughable.  

However, he went on to quote and summarise Gilpin’s account of the bridge and 

elsewhere described Gilpin’s paintings as ‘muddy’.25 

 

An early 19th century anonymous tourist was somewhat critical of Cumberland’s and 

Warner’s descriptions of Hafod:  

Mr Cumberland is known to have been for some time an intimate of the Colonel 

[Thomas Johnes] and it is not to be wondered at that the hospitality he there met with, 



the good fare and mellow wine should extort a panegyrise to which the place is not 

entitled and which its benevolent owner did not require. Praise is cheap … Mr 

Warner [1797] seems to have caught the fire … He was likewise refreshed beneath the 

roof and the wine must have been still on the palate of the pedestrian when he painted 

beauties which he never saw and portrayed images which did not exist …26 

 

However, the most splenetic critic of the published tours was Mr Jones, the 

companion of Richard Fenton on his A Tour in Quest of Genealogy (1811). On 

meeting an Englishman who had just completed a month’s tour of the six counties of 

south Wales and who was already distributing adverts for his published account, 

before getting home, Jones ‘broke out into a vehement exclamation against the swarm 

of modern tourists, and with whose crude performances the press was made to groan 

every winter from the pitiful pedestrian, the walking W[arner] up to the pompous, 

pragmatical, petulant, plagiarist pedestrian too, though on stilts. M___n. The same 

slobbered tale is still repeated, and is always worse told by him that tells it last till … 

it becomes too threadbare for credit. How can a man without knowing the language 

of the country he professes to travel through, and hurrying between showers, see 

anything of or procure such information as to enable him to write about it, who 

scarce ever deviates from the main road in search of anything, and all whose new 

matter is taken from ostlers or chamber maids. They may, indeed, serve up a 

miserable salmagundy [a dish of chopped meat, anchovies, eggs, and onions] from 

Leland, Speed, Camden, Taylor the Water poet, Drayton’s Poylolbion and old 

Churchyard. Half the book is filled with a detail of their own miseries; the process of 

cooking eggs and bacon; the account of the female barber; their invectives against 

the whole country because the landlord of a hedge-ale house understands his own 

language better than theirs; because his wig did not well cover his ears; or his small 

clothes were made of corduroy. 

Besides, a late quarto tourist has presumed to give from other performances, as 

history and fact, two or three passages which the gentleman who first gave them to 

the public told me he had, in a playful sally of genius, been fabricated by him as an 

experiment to see how easy it was to quiz the age, and become a successful literary 

impostor.  

He [Jones] wished for a severe shower of critisim to brush away such insects, that 

multiply to the misleading all who wish for information and truth, by adopting fraud 

and propagating error. He hoped he should yet live to see, for the honour of his own 

country, a native tourist spring up with the talents of a Pennant, an antiquary, a 

scholar and agent who would undertake to explore South Wales on the same plan as 

he [Pennant] did North Wales and rescue it from insult and misrepresentation.27 

 

Formal critical reviews of the visitor’s writings were rare although previews or 

quotations appeared in a number of magazines at the time. Perhaps one of the most 

useful published criticisms on the tourists’ writings was by ‘Cymro’, recently 

identified as Theophilus Jones, author of A History of the County of Breknock (1805) 
28 whose Cursory Remarks on Welsh Tours or Travels was published in 1799.29 It 

included comments on: Samuel Jackson Pratt’s Gleanings through Wales (1795); Mrs 

Morgan’s A Tour to Milford Haven (London, 1795);  [E.D. Clark’s] A Tour through 

the South of England and Wales … in 1791 (1793); Henry Skrine’s, Two successive 

tours throughout the whole of Wales : with several of the adjacent English counties; 

so as to form a comprehensive view of the picturesque beauty, the peculiar manners, 

and the fine remains of antiquity, in that interesting part of the British island. 



(London, 1798, 2nd ed. 1812) based on tours of about 1789 and possibly in 1795; 

Richard Warner’s A Walk through Wales in August, 1797 (Bath, 1798, 4th edition, 

1801 5th edition, 1810/1813); Arthur Aikin’s Journal of a Tour through North Wales 

and a part of Shropshire with observations of Mineralogy and other branches of 

natural History [1794?], (London, 1797) and an anonymous French traveller. 

Theophilus Jones was clearly familiar both with Wales and with the published tours 

and exposed inaccuracies such as Pratt’s description of the interior of a cottage near 

Barmouth. 

 

Some of the better tours were republished in compilations of the genre: guide books 

and directories were also produced, often uncritically using earlier publications as 

their sources. This led to the publication of much unreliable information, causing 

Samuel Meyrick, who had married into a Cardiganshire family, to write a little before 

1807:   

Every tourist into Cardiganshire has mentioned Lech yr Ast, Lech y Gawres, Meini 

hirion, and Meini cyvriol, [all supposed prehistoric structures] as still existing, though 

they have been destroyed many years ago. These and innumerable falsities and 

inattentions, constitute tours in Wales, and shew how little they are to be depended 

on.30 

 

The views of local people on the picturesque, if they had a view at all, were very 

rarely reported by the tourists. While the ruins of Strata Florida abbey, near Hafod and 

the Devil’s Bridge were considered picturesque by some, they were rarely visited, and 

when a pair of brothers were touring the area, the proprietor of the local shop 

provided them with breakfast on blue and white crockery of various patterns ‘with the 

edges chipped in a most picturesque manner’ and ‘recommended us not to go to the 

abbey as there was nothing worth seeing’ and when they did, there wasn’t.31  

 

This confirms Gilpin’s comment on the ruins of Strata Florida (although he probably 

didn’t actually visit them):  

‘There is little amongst these ruins … worth notice, except a Saxon gateway; and that 

can hardly be an object of much beauty. The painter therefore, who can make little 

use of this old abbey consigns it over to the antiquarian’32 

 

The narrow views of the tourists can be seen in a different light when their comments 

are compared with various official surveys. One Welshmen who kept a diary as he 

toured Wales was Walter Davies (Gwalter Mechain). He published A General view of 

the agriculture and domestic economy of North Wales in 1810 and the same for South 

Wales in 1815. He knew the country, the language, the people and the traditions of the 

Welsh, and in many respects could break away from the well-trodden paths.  

 

He was lyrically critical of the state of Llanddewi Brefi church with its leaking roof: 

The church on a frosty night might serve for an observatory. A pulpit and desk are the 

only furniture; not a pew or a bench in the whole extent of the vast pile. Not a pane in 

the windows, not a bell in the fry.33 

 

He wasn’t averse to recognising the picturesque: on his visit to the Llyfnant Valley 

between Aberystwyth and Machynlleth he recognised the beauty of a valley ‘The 

dingle through which [the Llyfnant] flows seems gloomy and picturesque’. His 

diaries, however, consist mostly of notes for his Reports on Agriculture 



 

Later writers, commissioned to write reports on the education, employment and health 

of the Welsh had ‘an eye for the bizarre and the brutal, ignorance and immorality, the 

dirty and the disgusting and an ear for the barbarous language of the natives’.34 

However, the reports in The Times of the Rebecca Riots (1839-1843) were generally 

sympathetic and the inquiry into their causes which followed was a positive and 

helpful balance to critical comments in earlier reports. Most of these official 

descriptions of the Welsh post-date the majority of published tours as do a handful of 

novels such as T J Llewelyn Prichard’s  The adventures & vagaries of Twm Shon 

Catti, alias Thomas Jones, esq., of Tregaron, a wild wag of Wales  published in 1828 

which reversed the tables and satirised the English passion for touring.   

 

The weather 

While very few complained of bad weather, it is possible that this may have coloured 

some tourist’s views of Wales. Mary Hibbert’s account of her trip down the Wye is 

typical of women’s accounts being full of detail, optimism and honesty: 

…..the morning lowered, and the dripping for the eaves of the houses sounded like the 

knell of all our hopes. Still the boat was ordered, the day might brighten and we had 

nothing for it but to hope the best. The rain commenced before we had proceeded two 

miles down the Wye and by the time we reached Goodrich we were some of us 

sufficiently wet and all more than sufficiently cross. ... Here we ordered a fire, dried 

ourselves and umbrellas and then drew a table to the window and with admirable 

philosophy began retouching some of our sketches of yesterday. We were soon 

rewarded by a gleam of sunshine and in pattens began to scale the heights leading to 

the castle. ...Our progress was impeded by sundry slight showers but on the whole we 

fared better than we expected and after spending about two hours and taking two 

sketches amongst the ruins, we returned to our boat, ate some bread and cheese and 

began to think of enjoying ourselves when a storm came aptly enough to remind us of 

the instability of all human pleasures ... the last part of our expedition had been a sort 

of purgatory. The scenery altogether disappointed us. It is very like Matlock and 

excepting in extent I think not at all impressive. The quantity of wood almost tires the 

eyes, it wants to be more broken either by rocks or fields or even a variety of green 

would be a relief. Monmouth itself did not answer our expectations. It is a handsome 

well-built town but not at all picturesque either from its buildings or situation ... As 

we came into the Inn so early we were obliged to order dinner though we had been 

warned it was dear.35 

 

In most cases, however, the tourists just expressed short-term disappointment at not 

being able to climb Snowdon or Cader Idris or, once they had reached the summit, 

‘viewed the mist, but missed the view’. Most tourists seem to have put up with, and 

indeed some almost relished, the poor roads, bad food and infested beds in that these 

torments made the effort of seeing such magnificent scenery more valid. Only those 

who were already rather grumpy, such as Byng allowed their dissatisfaction with the 

facilities become more important than the landscape.36 As the fashion for touring 

Wales became a reliable source of income for inn keepers, better facilities and food 

were provided so that by the 1830s, it was possible to get a good four-course meal in 

north Wales in place of the bacon and eggs (and sometimes worse) which were 

offered in earlier years. The watershed in the popularity of north Wales may have 

been the visit to north Wales, via Shrewsbury, Llangollen and Caernarfon by the 13 

year-old Princess Victoria and her mother in the autumn of 1832. 



 

Comments on the Picturesque and related terms by visitors to Wales. 

Many of the tourists in Wales were well educated and well read and they peppered 

their journals with references to the classical writers, the bible and poetry: some even 

broke into verse. If they had not actually read the classics, contemporary poetry such 

as John Dyer’s Grongar Hill (1726); James Thomson’s Seasons (1730) and Castle of 

Indolence (1748) and Gray’s Elegy (1751) and writings on landscape and painting or 

seen the latest landscape paintings, their attention had been drawn to these works in 

the journals by other tourists or in magazines. 

 

Catherine Sinclair was clearly very well read: 

No eyes but those of a poet are worthy to behold the celebrated valley of Llangollen 

… after having drawn largely on the firm of Messrs Wordsworth, Cowper, Thomson 

and Co for language to pay a due tribute of admiration to this surpassing scene, - but 

who has a genius equal to the majesty of nature? I thought of the Mahometan who 

turned back when he observed some such rich and fertile plain, saying, he had only 

been promised one Paradise and did not wish to enjoy it upon earth. Instead of 

following his example, however, we advanced, trying to fancy ourselves on the banks 

of the Rhine, to which so many travellers have compared the beautiful valley.37 

 

Many had read Rev William Gilpin’s Observations on the River Wye, which was very 

influential. Although Gilpin used the term ‘picturesque’ in his A Dialogue Upon the 

Gardens at Stow in 1748, his better known Observations on the Wye… which defined 

the term was not actually published until 1783. A few had read (and mentioned) 

Edmund Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime 

and the Beautiful (1757) and most seem to have understood the concepts of the 

beautiful, the sublime and the picturesque that these authors tried to define. The term 

romantic was used by some, normally in association with historical ruins which had a 

real or imaginary history and was exemplified in the works of Wordsworth, JMW 

Turner and their followers particularly after both had independently visited Tintern, 

the former in 1798 and the latter in 1792. 

 

Mrs Morgan, who mentioned Gilpin several times, was enchanted with the views 

from the new road from Trecastle to Llandovery in 1791.  

The road from Trecastle to this place is most astonishing and picturesque. It is cut out 

of a solid rock and three carriages may safely go abreast upon it. … Here the sublime 

and the beautiful alternately share your attention, and so equally display their 

charms, that you know not which to admire most. Look up to the immense height of 

the impending rock, and behold the silver waters pouring down its rugged sides, 

sometimes bounding from stone to stone, and sometimes tumbling headlong down the 

smooth way which itself has worn, and at others softly trickling through the hollow 

grottos; but at all times hastening to refresh the valley beneath. She goes on to 

describe the idyllic lives of the peasants quoted below.38  

In a single paragraph, William Shepherd, a friend of Thomas Johnes of Hafod used 

three terms used to describe the landscape he had to pass through on his way from his 

home in Liverpool to Hafod. 

The road from Llanidloes to this place is truly romantic. It winds round mountain 

after mountain at the foot of which flows a river. … Here and there a solitary cottage 

gives indication that this part of the world is not entirely destitute of inhabitants. I 

rode, however for miles without beholding a human being. At a distance of 12½ miles 



from Llanidloes I left the county of Montgomery and entered Cardiganshire. The 

scenery now changed from the beautiful to the sublime. The road became worse and 

less distinct and I began to wish for some friendly guide to satisfy my doubts about the 

correctness of my route. In this dilemma I was happy to see a Welshman mounted on 

a pony. With great difficulty I made him understand wither I was bound and with no 

less difficulty he made me comprehend his information that I was on the right track.39 

 

This particular stretch of road didn’t pass through picturesque scenery so he didn’t use 

that word. The route was considered dreary, treacherous and frightening by many 

tourists some of whom were greatly relieved when a new road was built between 

Rhayader and Aberystwyth following the Wye and Rheidol, despite being one mile 

longer. 

To avoid the toil of ascending the Cwmtoyddwr Hills and passing the ‘sublime 

horrors’ of the Devil’s Bridge, a new road has just been opened from Rhaiadyr to 

Aberystwith which joining the Llanidloes road at Llangurig, winds round the base of 

Plinlimmon to Pont Erwyd, thence to Llanbadarn and Aberystwith. Although one mile 

longer than the old road, it is infinitely more easy and safe…40  

 

Corbet Hue, Fellow and Bursar of Jesus College, managed to get a different 

combination of the terms into one sentence at the Parson’s Bridge (Cardiganshire) 

…nothing more than two oaken beams the ends of which rest on opposite rocks in the 

River Rheidol. For sixty or eighty yards above the bridge, the river came foaming 

along a bed of rock and rushed under a bridge with a violence which nothing could 

resist, and a noise which absolutely stunned me. This spot is truly romantic and 

picturesque, but in point of sublimity and terrific grandeur, it is inferior, very much 

inferior, to the Devil’s Bridge.41 

 

Another word used possibly more than the other four was ‘dreary’ which then meant 

‘likely to inspire feelings of melancholy’. This relates to the sentimental Graveyard 

school of poetry (Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard) and the ‘Age of 

Melancholy’ of the mid 18th century which compared ruins in the landscape to having 

a skull on one’s desk.  

 

The road between Rhayader and the Devil’s Bridge mentioned above inspired 

melancholy in a number of tourists: 

After dinner I set off to cross the mountains [from Llanidloes] which lead to 

Aberystwith without a guide which my landlord insisted upon it was not necessary. 

The prospect at first amused me exceedingly but afterwards I grew tired with that 

uniformity of wilderness. Perhaps I enjoyed myself less on account of my anxiety of 

mistaking the road, for it was with no little difficulty I picked it out among many 

dubious paths. The view reminded me of that line of Milton: 

Just thou you dreary region .. wild 

The Seat of Desolation  

Mountain was piled upon mountain, in … confusion, nor was any trace of habitancy 

to be discovered except occasionally a miserable cot and the herds grazing on the 

green slopes. Now and then a solitary crow flew over me, or a large Hawk sailed 

along the mountains. Every hundred yards I heard the clashing of water among the 

rocks and often saw it trickling into the Severn which just glittered in the vale below.42 

 



The road from Aberystwyth to Cardigan was often described as dreary. Richard 

Fenton recommended Paul Panton43 to take the road along the Teifi via the Devil’s 

Bridge, Tregaron and Lampeter in preference to this although it would take an extra 

day. 

From Aberystwyth to Cardigan a stage of 40 miles (if you go coastwise) affords no 

descent halfway house or anything that can attract the notice of the Antiquary or the 

curious or picturesque traveller.44 

 

However, parts of the preferred route were tedious: 

From Tregaron we went to Lampeter; nothing to be seen in the way of picturesque 

scenery; the people still had the same barbarous appearance. The Black Lion at 

Lampeter is a good one.45 

 

It was further down stream that the Teifi ‘assumed its picturesque honours’ which 

vied with those of the Wye. ‘Llandysul, though poor is so exquisitely situated on a 

most picturesque reach of river, as to command the unqualified admiration of the 

traveller’.46  

Corbet Hues was initially disappointed by the Devil’s Bridge in 1810: 

At seven, I procured my dinner and over a pint of Port wine, and with one of the falls 

of the Rheidol right before me, I have been scribbling this account of my day’s 

journey. The scenery around is grand and romantic, but it is not so magnificent and 

terrific as I expected, neither did I find the bridge itself so tremendous as I supposed I 

should.  

But these feelings were replaced by awe after a proper visit the following day:  

I would recommend every traveller before he gives an opinion of the scenery of the 

Devil’s Bridge to go down to the different cataracts through the wood just below the 

Inn. Having viewed these separately, let him cross over to the other side over the 

bridge, and turning to his left, let him follow the track that will lead him directly 

opposite to all the falls at once. In sublimity and grandeur, there are few spots 

superior to this. I had the good fortune to see it in its happiest moment. The rain had 

descended in torrents all night and continued to do so the whole morning. The rivers 

were swollen prodigiously and dashed their water through the rocks and down the 

precipices with a tremendous noise and a spray that was born aloft by a high wind a 

considerable way up the sides of the hills. The lowermost fall was by far the most 

considerable, both as the height and the volume of water which it discharged. I stood 

right against it, and I confess I felt at the sight of the objects before me indescribable 

emotions of pleasure, not unmixed with terror. After staying there nearly an hour, I 

left the spot, and went above the bridge …47 

 

A number of artists including Julius Caesar Ibbetson, Thomas Jones (Pencerrig), 

Thomas Stothard, Trossarelli and Hugh Grecian Williams stayed at Hafod which was 

one of the first houses in Wales to be opened to the public on a formal basis with 

published opening times and a ticketing system (though several complained of the 

large gratuities which the housekeeper and gardener expected of visitors). 

 

Thomas Johnes had planted millions of trees at Hafod, created walks and follies and 

diverted roads and streams to produce a prime example of the Picturesque. 

Much was written about it, but the most quoted work was Cumberland’s An Attempt 

to Describe Hafod, (1796). Perhaps the most succinct description was Claudius 

Loudon’s who visited Hafod in 1805: 



… by far the most grand and picturesque residence in either North or South Wales. … 

full of beauty and contrast, the numerous walks displaying waterfalls, precipices, 

prospects, cultivated scenes, rude spots, seats, buildings [all] singularly romantic and 

sublime.48 

 

At the Devil’s Bridge – for some almost a definition of the sublime in itself –  

Thomas Johnes of Hafod attracted many visitors and built an inn to accommodate 

them. Amongst his visitors must have been his friend Uvedale Price (1747-1829) of 

Foxley, Herefordshire, who commissioned John Nash to build Castle House in 

Aberystwyth49 and wrote an influential essay on the picturesque.50  

 

Parson’s Bridge, further up the Rheidol, was a far less frequently visited site. 

One wonder yet remains, the delight of my eyes, and the perfection of the whole – the 

Parson’s Bridge; a scene sublime, and even horrible, but capable of being wrought 

into a noble picture. Yet it is rarely drawn or seen, perhaps from the difficulty of 

getting at it. I have met with but one view - an elaborate one by Glover in the 

watercolour exhibition of 1808, no 194 … Fearful it is to stand upon the giddy footing 

of the plank across the chasm, and mark the wild grandeur of the scenery. The 

whirling torrent, the fantastic rocks, scooped into hollows of unknown depth, the 

barren steep, the gloomy wood, the spiry mountain tops, - while the hollow rush of the 

water heard at intervals, adds solemnity to the whole.51 

 

The term picturesque was rarely applied to the sea (which, if anything was sometimes 

sublime) or the coast and very few of the tourists painted coastal views unless they 

formed a background to something more attractive.  

Richard Ayton, however, toured the coast of Britain with the artist William Daniell 

from 1813. Ships in bays and harbours rather than plain coastline feature in many of 

Daniell’s prints.  

[The remains of Aberystwyth castle] stand on the bold protection of rock and though 

they are so much dilapidated that the imagination has more exercise than the eye…yet 

they still have some positive majesty left, and uniting with a fine view of rocks and sea 

are very picturesque.52 

 

In his Essay on the Picturesque, Uvedale Price lists the following as Picturesque: 

hovels, dilapidated mills, uneven park pales, oak and elm, especially if shattered by 

storm, shaggy goats with ragged fleeces, beggars, gypsies (ruined humans) and 

hermits. By the early 19th century, the term picturesque was frequently being applied 

to women’s costume, ragged children, ivy clad ruins (including bridges) rather than 

landscapes. Colt-Hoare thought that Pont-y-Pridd bridge was more attractive because 

it had been neglected.53 An American with French antecedents toured much of Britain 

between 1810 and 1811. Of Raglan he wrote: 

We felt no kind of compassion for the decay of this goodly castle – it is better as it is 

than it was; and the comparison between the times of its glory and the present make 

the existing grievances appear very light. Some of the towers are entire, and ivy is 

mantling over the whole, according to the best rules of the picturesque.54 

 

Some of the very poor inhabitants of Wales were picturesque: Catherine Sinclair, 

writing in 1833 was very particular: 



The children here seem universally addicted to begging, as in Ireland, … They are 

not, however, quite ragged enough to be picturesque. … The little mendicants here 

never seem to loose breath, surrounding the carriage like a swarm of midges.55 

However at an earlier date, beggars, picturesque or otherwise, were rarely commented 

on. 

 

Animals, particularly goats were a useful addition to picturesque views, but although 

common in the mountains of north Wales at the end of the 18th century, they began to 

die out as it became realised that they were restricting the growth of woodland – an 

important element in picturesque views as well as an important source of timber – nor 

was goats meat, milk or cheese much appreciated by the tourists. Frances Nicholson 

noticed the lack of them as she arrived on the border of north Wales from the south in 

1790: 

We were very much surprised not to see any goats amongst [the mountains] many of 

the craggy steeps seeming to want goats to complete their character.56  

 

By the 1830s, fewer diaries and journals were produced and those which were 

published placed less emphasis on the picturesque and more on the traditions, 

implements and characteristics that were thought, then, to be unique to Wales. 

The preface to Leigh’s Guide to Wales and Monmouthshire, (1831, 1833, 1835, 1839, 

1841, 1844) includes paragraphs on a number of subjects which the publisher thought 

required explanation because they were unfamiliar to visitors. These were whitewash, 

sledges, coracles, salmon spearing, marriages, funerals, planting graves and some 

other traditions. These characteristics became associated with the new definition of 

the term picturesque and helped to distinguish Wales from the other two locations 

popular with tourists in Britain – the Lakes and Scotland, and also with Ireland which 

became more popular during the Victorian period.  

The implication is that these subjects were Welsh and were not to be found elsewhere. 

There was no need to explain the commonplace such as men’s clothes, dairying 

practices or spinning since these were prevalent elsewhere. The harp and woman’s 

costume in Wales, the latter recognised as being unique to Wales, were not included 

in Leigh’s list but both were frequently mentioned by tourists and costumes were 

often included in pictures, albeit just to provide a bit of colour and scale to a 

landscape.  

 

The subjects listed in Leigh’s Guide were almost the only subjects other than the 

picturesque that were mentioned or illustrated by earlier visitors. For example while 

some visitors admired white wash from a distance, George Lipscomb, writing in 1799 

decried it: 

I never yet saw a confined landscape possessed of more striking beauties, or better 

adapted for the pencil. It is, however, much to be wished, that the custom so prevalent 

in this part of the country, of white-washing the roofs as well as the side walls of the 

houses, were abolished: it offends the eye by a glare highly unpleasant; destroys the 

harmony of the picture, and, if I may be allowed the expression, impoverishes the 

prospect.57 

 

Louisa Costello (1839) agreed 

… no one can accuse the Welsh of neglecting the outward appearance of their houses 

for their devotion to whitewash is such, that … both walls and roof are often as white 



as the most profuse application of the brush could make them, to the entire 

destruction of the picturesque.58 

 

Catherine Sinclair made similar comments about brick buildings in 1833: 

At one place, near the road, stood a large red brick house, - a truly ridiculous 

contrast to the romantic country in which it was placed, having a most provoking look 

of vulgar prosperity. … Proprietors in picturesque situations should be obliged to 

build in a style suited to the scenery: in which case thatched roofs would here be 

universal, and no cottage should rear its head above one story high.59 

 

Richard Fenton (1811) wrote that the Vale of Llangollen was picturesque but had 

been spoilt by the formal line of a canal which, he said, was like tattooing a beautiful 

face, following Gilpin’s very similar comment.60 

 

Sir Richard Sullivan (1778) preceded them both: 

Two miles distant from Chepstow is Piercefield, the seat of Mr Morris. On the 

entrance to this gentleman's ground, the eye is hurt by a long straight walk, which has 

neither clumps of trees nor avenues to confine or variegate the scene. The house too is 

but indifferent, and so whimsically placed, as not to admit of a determination with 

respect to its front until it is examined nearly. The lawn … is beautiful …61 

 

The artist Edmund Becker spent his honeymoon in 1812 touring Wales. For him, not 

all ruins were picturesque enough: 

Aberystwyth in regard to Trade may be considered as an interesting place and 

seaport, but in the eyes of a painter it has nothing worth of the pencil. A few 

insignificant remains of a ruined castle is all it can boast of, where the dirty pigs with 

the frequenters of sea bathing strole together.62 

  

Finally, few tourists made direct comparisons between Wales, the Lakes and 

Scotland. One such was de Quincy who toured north Wales in 1802, and the whole of 

Wales (from Cardiff to Bangor) in 1815, and whose work, perhaps, deserves more 

attention: 

The mountains: In no one expectation of my life have I been less disappointed … 

Generally speaking [the] forms [of Welsh mountains] are less picturesque 

individually [than those of northern England]. I have since also been made sensible 

by Wordsworth of one grievous defect in the structure of the Welsh Valleys; too 

generally they take the basin shape – the level area at their foot does not detach itself 

with sufficient precision from the declivities that surround them. [The Cumberland 

and Westmoreland valleys] present a flat area at the base of the surrounding hills, to 

use Wordsworth’s expression ‘the floor of a temple’. Fresh water we hardly saw; no 

lake, no stream much beyond a brook. This is certainly a conspicuous defect in North 

Wales … The few lakes I have since become acquainted with, as that near Bala and 

beyond Machynlleth are not attractive either in their forms or in their 

accompaniments: the Bala Lake being meagre and insipid; the others as it were 

unfinished, and  unaccompanied with their furniture of wood.63 

 

Comments on the lives of the people of Wales 

There were few critical descriptions of life in rural Wales at the time because this was 

a minor interest of the tourists, and most were in too much of a hurry to get from one 

location to another to note ‘the ordinary’. Almost the only reason they entered a 



cottage was to shelter from rain, or occasionally to beg a slice of bread and cheese. 

They noted poverty and ugliness but considered that these were part of contemporary 

life. They made few suggestions on how the lives of the poor could be improved. 

Some tourists found that many Welsh people were happy and self-sufficient, and even 

where they found what appeared to be poor housing, they thought that the inhabitants 

were happy, healthy and content with their lot. However, it must be recognised that 

the majority of visitors came during the summer months when food was more 

abundant and poor health less life-threatening. Also, they may well have turned a 

blind eye to what they didn’t want to see, but the impression given is that real poverty 

and chronic illness in rural Wales was rare.  

 

Mrs Morgan, travelling near Llandovery in late July, 1791, reports on the idyllic lives 

of the peasants she sees: Turn your eyes to the other side [of the sublime valley], 

down the steep slope below, where you see rural beauty, in all its native simplicity. 

White cottages spot the “thinly-peopled vale;” clean and healthy peasants, with their 

wives and lovely children, tending their flocks, their gardens, and pastures, where 

eternal spring seems to reign. The rivulet keeps them so constantly watered, that 

everything appears as if it sprang up spontaneously.64 

 

Some tourists had come to escape from the increasing industrialisation of England and 

were disappointed to find that Wales was also affected but some recognised that 

industry had to flourish even in picturesque settings. Catherine Sinclair, was at 

Corwen in 1833 when she wrote:  

One hill we passed today was a perfect blemish to the landscape with railways, 

houses and smoke; but as a small consolation for the pain of beholding such disorder, 

we were told that the proprietor reaps a harvest here more precious than all its more 

beautiful neighbours united … not many … would prefer portionless beauty to wealth 

and deformity.65 

 

Warner, in 1798, thought that industry added to the attraction: 

The little village of Lluryd [Llechryd] was now before us, very picturesque in 

situation, enlivened by the immense works and numerous workmen of Sir Benjamin 

Hammet, busied in the manufacture of tin-plates.66 

 

However, the exploitation of the environment was beginning to go too far for Bingley 

in 1798. 

During my walk along the vale, [near Beddgelert] I observed, in different places, 

several men busily employed in cutting down trees, and could not help silently 

lamenting that the practice of taking away the timber should be so general, not only 

for this country, but, as I some years ago was sorry to observe, even throughout all 

the North of England, and about the lakes. Avarice or dissipation, and its constant 

follower, poverty, have despoiled the Principality of nearly all its leafy beauties. 

Depriving scenery of wood, is ruinous to picturesque beauty; and if the owners of the 

land do but go on in the manner they have done, for a few years longer, there will 

scarcely a tree remaining in all North Wales.67 

 

Most picturesque tourists avoided the industrial areas, or passed through them quickly 

without comment. They had come in search of Eden or Arcadia where pastoral (rather 

than agrarian) practice predominated as it did in the mountains of Wales. Thomas 

Johnes made many improvements both to the landscape and to agricultural practice at 



Hafod, near Aberystwyth where he was reported to have improved the soil with 

various crops to prepare it for planting grass ‘judging that a grazing farm is more 

profitable than any other, as well as more picturesque’.68 

 

This final quotation combines Johnes' idealism with his practicality and it was this 

combination that some of the visitors sought, but it died with him. Wales soon became 

the most industrialised country in the world (there were a series of major lead mines 

in Cwmystwyth just a few miles from Hafod) and the railways brought thousands of 

tourists from the industrial cities in search of sea-side frivolity.  

 

Tourists’ accounts of their trips to Wales tell us more about the culture in which the 

visitors were educated than about the culture of the land they visited but the mass of 

information which we can derive from these published and unpublished accounts, 

once carefully analysed for spurious and derivative material, provide us with a limited 

but colourful view of Wales between about 1780 and the coming of the railways.    

 

Michael Freeman 

Former Curator, Ceredigion Museum, Aberystwyth 
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