THE CAMBRIAN ARCHAEOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION

The Cambrian Archaeological Association is the national (and oldest) antiquarian and historical society in Wales, founded by two Welsh clergymen in 1846 for the “Study and Preservation of National Antiquities”.

Wales has always been proud to preserve and promote a distinct identity from England. Although yielding its independence to the crown of England in 1282, the Welsh spirit aroused numerous outbreaks of defiance thereafter and it was not until the 1530s that the English system of government was fully established under the Anglo-Welsh dynasty of the Tudors. Thus Wales can boast a landscape more densely crowned with castles than anywhere in Europe and retains with pride its ancient Celtic language, literature, traditions, pre-Norman church foundations, saints and Celtic stone crosses. 
As elsewhere in Europe, these relics of the past began to arouse scholarly interest at the start of the 18th century, further inspired in Wales at this period by the patriotic belief that the Welsh were the surviving heirs of the ‘Ancient Britons’ who had  populated and ruled England before the Romans and the Normans. The pre-eminent scholar Edward Lhuyd (1660? – 1709) published in great detail on the origins of the language but was also deeply interested in antiquities, sending printed enquiries to the clergymen of Wales asking for details of monuments, inscribed stones, holy wells and much else. By the end of the century, several distinguished ‘historical tours’ of Welsh counties had been published (with more to follow) and in 1834 the Welsh Manuscripts Society had been formed to publish ancient texts. Little attention was however being given to the fabric of what we now call the built heritage and it was this concern that prompted Rev Harry Longueville Jones and Rev John Williams in 1846 to draw up a manifesto calling for systematic recording of all classes of antiquities in Wales, to be carried out on a county basis by local societies to be formed in each and for the establishment of county museums. Government action was also advocated to list and preserve historic buildings on the pattern of what was already being done in France. 
With the backing of the notable church antiquary Sir Stephen Glynne, who lived in north Wales, they decided to float a publication called “Archaeologia Cambrensis” (which incorporated their manifesto) before the Welsh public. In doing this, they were particularly inspired by the British Archaeological Association, which had been founded in London in 1843 as a means of bringing ‘archaeology’ to wider notice. The volume, published in four successive parts in 1846, received enthusiastic support and led to the formation of the Association and the annual production thereafter of  “Arch Camb” (as it is now for ease most usually called). 
A strong membership was immediately obtained. Indeed the timing was fortuitous for reasons beyond pure archaeology. Across Britain the Victorian country gentry were increasingly keen to underline their status by extolling their ancient roots in their communities, while the established church was looking back to the medieval period as a source of correct architecture. Also, but particular to Wales, a government inquiry into the state of Welsh education had in 1847 published a critical but very controversial report, which partly out of angry reaction, provided a stimulus for new cultural and educational activities.
 In early years the Association (or as quickly became current “The Cambrians”) was certainly organised on a county by county basis with a secretary for each but in due course independent county societies (and museums) have emerged with no direct links. The Cambrians do not therefore exercise any ‘umbrella’ status over them but maintain good relations with all, so that if the Cambrians choose to visit an area, the local society will do much of the organisation and guiding. And whereas the journals of the local societies tend to reflect on the significance of subjects within the local area or region, so Arch Camb often contains weightier papers which look to national or international contexts.
Membership of the Cambrians presently stands at about 550 members together with corporate members across Britain and corresponding societies worldwide. It is a registered charity and from its start has always been honoured with Royal Patronage, presently in the person of the Prince of Wales. A President is elected each year to lead the Association at its varied events: this is a purely honorary position, occupied by distinguished Welsh historians and others who have contributed significantly to the understanding and preservation of the heritage of Wales. There are several Vice-Presidents, honoured for their long contribution in the field. The business of the Association is however run by twelve Trustees and through the usual offices of the chairperson (a Trustee), secretary, treasurer and editor, all of whom give of their time voluntarily (and who are therefore, in this busy world, ever harder to replace).
The principal activities of the Association are similar to many around the world, that is, publishing scholarly new work, conferences and field excursions. The latter have always shown the most visible side of the Cambrians, particularly the week long summer field trip to an area of Wales or into the English border counties or occasionally further afield to study Celtic connections in, say, north western France or Ireland. A hundred years ago, these were highly social, indeed society occasions, with lunch and tea provided at historic country houses, where tours of collections were provided by proud owners (the details of which do not always stand up to more independent scrutiny now!). Today the cream teas have to be purchased at local hotels but the essential enjoyment of the gathering of enthusiasts remains. Particular highlights of the week are two evening lectures: firstly the Presidential Address on a historical subject of his or her choosing (published in the following Arch Camb) and secondly the Public Lecture, given by an expert invited from the locality and open to all (which in part satisfies the Charity Commission as to our educational charitable role). A handbook of the week’s itinerary is published in advance with brief articles that in themselves may offer valuable new interpretations of sites that will outlast the week in value. Another Public Lecture, in Welsh, is given annually at the national Welsh Eisteddfod, the week long gathering to celebrate the literary, musical and artistic culture of the country.
A shorter excursion in the autumn over a long weekend follows on the same lines: this year the Cambrians are venturing as far as Poland at the instigation of a Trustee who has long associations there. And every other year, there is a Spring Conference over a weekend with lectures and local expeditions: this spring we met in Aberystwyth to discuss and inspect 19th century architecture.

Although not a campaigning body, the Trustees are not afraid to exert their influence where aspects of the historic environment in Wales may be perceived as at risk. This is in line with the original intentions of the founders. Back in the late 19th century, when many church restorations were seen as being over-zealous, strong words were offered, while the decaying states of castles and other ancient ruins in those times were the subject of debate and criticism. Recent correspondence has concerned a local museum threatened with closure. The Cambrians are always among those bodies consulted in the formation of new legislation affecting the heritage.
Of importance also are the several grants offered each year for Welsh local history projects or towards small scale excavations or towards the cost of publications which pass the scrutiny of the Trustees. Grants vary but can be in the region of £3,- 4,000. Likewise one or more prizes are regularly awarded each year at the Summer meeting for distinguished publications.

The annual journal is the flagship of the Association with articles appropriate to a national historical society produced to international standards. Essential to the huge corpus of information now contained within a series that stretches back over 150 years are Indexes, periodically produced, the next one due out this year. It will probably be the last one in paper form. As with most other learned journals across Europe, all back numbers save the latest two or three, will soon be on-line. Finally, there is the regularly published List of Members, which performs the vital service of keeping contacts.
What of the future? Membership is holding steady and gatherings are loyally supported if never by large numbers (the Summer meeting will not exceed fifty). Increasingly it is only the retired who have the time to come to the residential gatherings and the cost of even modest hotel accommodation for a week can be off-putting: many are content to restrict themselves to the activities of their local county society, several of which are very active and well attended. On the other hand, interest in heritage generally has never been stronger, with courses at school and university flourishing and academics keen to see their papers published in Arch Camb. The identity of Wales as a distinct country has been strengthened by the establishment of devolved government within the United Kingdom and the Welsh language is a core part of the school curriculum. There are no doubt common themes here across Europe. The world has changed hugely since 1846 with government now protecting the key elements of our heritage and with archaeologists, museums and universities taking the study of the past forward on a professional basis. But the Cambrians have pride of place in beginning the process in Wales and from that platform of authority and venerability, they continue to flourish.
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