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About the Society
The founders of Cymdeithas Thomas Pennant
were a small group of friends with a common
interest in Thomas Pennant’s connection to the
Holywell and Whitford area. Having enjoyed
walks which were described in Pennant’s
writings, we decided to form a society to raise
his profile. Recognised in the eighteenth century
as an authority on natural history and the study of
antiquities, Pennant was honoured both nationally and internationally for his scientific and travel books. We felt that his importance
as a writer and his enduring legacy across many areas was still not fully
appreciated in his own land. The Cymdeithas came into existence in 1990,
and arranges an annual programme of events to promote interest in his
writings, and in the area of Flintshire termed ‘Pennant Country’. We have a
core membership in excess of sixty, and the various events organised over
the years have been well supported. Our highlight is the Annual Lecture
delivered by guest speakers who are acknowledged specialists in the life
and works of Thomas Pennant. The
Cym
deithas has been able to flourish
over so many years because of the loyal
and enthusiastic interest of its members;
it has also been supported at times by
local authorities such as Holywell Town
Council and the Whitford Community
Council. Recent collaborations with
academic projects have also helped to
raise awareness of our work.
Portrait of Thomas Pennant, probably by Joseph
Highmore, c. 1740 (National Library of Wales);
(top) miniature by Josiah Wedgwood

The Pennants were a Welsh gentry family living at Bychton Hall in the parish of
Whitford. In the seventeenth century they inherited the Downing Estate, considerably improving their wealth and status. The area was still very rural, but by the
eighteenth century the early industrialisation of nearby Greenfield Valley was
about to expand dramatically. Thomas Pennant was born in Downing Hall in
1726, and attended the Grammar School in Wrexham, moving from there to a
school in Fulham to study Greek, French and Latin. He had already developed
a lifelong passion for ornithology and the world of nature. He then studied in
Oxford at the Queen’s College and Oriel College; as was the norm with gentry
families at this time, he left without gaining a formal degree.
In his early thirties Pennant married Elizabeth Falconer of Chester, the daughter
of a Royal Navy Lieutenant. They had a daughter, Arabella, and a son, David, but
Elizabeth died the year following the boy’s birth. Pennant’s extensive travels on
the Continent in 1765 may have been a way of managing his grief at this loss.
Nearly fourteen years passed before he married again, this time to his neighbour,
Ann Mostyn, the sister of Sir Roger Mostyn, 5th Baronet. They also had two
children, Thomas and Sarah, the latter of whom died when only 14 years of age.

Downing Hall
Thomas Pennant inherited the Downing Estate in 1763 at the age of 37. Using his
geological knowledge he opened a lead mine on the estate, which proved to be
successful enough to enable him to undertake significant renovation and development work to the house and grounds. By the late 1800s the descendants of the
Pennant line no longer resided at Downing
Hall and from then on it had a chequered
history. The property was put up for sale in
1920, and in 1922 a serious fire destroyed
the building to such an extent that it was not
viable to rebuild. It was not until 1953 that
Downing Hall was finally demolished.

Thomas Pennant’s Achievements
Pennant had a wide circle of friends, meeting and corresponding with contemporaries of high standing in the
scientific world and beyond: these included the botanist
Linnaeus, the naturalists Peter Pallas and the Comte de
Buffon, Joseph Banks, the Morris brothers of Anglesey, and
Gilbert White of Selbourne. His British Zoology gathered
together a great deal of new information on animals, birds,
fish and amphibians. He was an avid collector of fossils
and minerals, but also accumulated many valuable works
of art. His portrait was painted by Gainsborough in 1776.
Pennant travelled a great deal throughout Great Britain
and Continental Europe, and published his observations
in a series of Tours. These were widely read and appreciated in their time, and remain a constant reference
source for many sharing his interests. His Tours of Wales
and Scotland can be credited with inspiring and shaping
the itineraries of many subsequent British and foreign
visitors to those countries.
Numerous types of flora and fauna (especially shells)
were named after him in recognition of his work as a
naturalist, and several awards were conferred upon him
both nationally and internationally. He was a Fellow of
the Royal Society of Antiquaries, he was honoured by the
Royal Swedish Society of Sciences, he was granted the
Freedom of the City of Edinburgh and he also received
an Honorary Degree of LL.D from Oxford University. At
a parochial level, besides being the local squire, Pennant
served both as a Justice of the Peace and as High Sheriff
of Flintshire.

Pennant’s Publications
Pennant was a prolific writer, who dealt with an extraordinary variety of
topics across a wide geographical range - from his home parish of Whitford
to China, Japan and Hindustan. The National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth
holds many of Pennant’s own copies of his work from Downing Hall, and the
Cymdeithas also holds a limited library of Pennant’s books, which are held in the
Hawarden Record Office and also in the Holywell Town Council Offices (see the
list appended to this booklet).

Moses Griffith, Dunvegan Castle, probably 1772 (National Library of Wales)

Pennant’s Travels
Pennant was an energetic traveller, and covered many miles in his lifetime,
preferring to travel on horseback rather than by carriage (which he said, with
typical dry humour, made him think of that ‘final journey’ in a coffin). Notes and
illustrations were kept of these travels, and supplemented by later correspondence
with his many enthusiastic contacts. Even the famously grouchy Samuel Johnson,
who disliked Pennant’s politics, called him ‘the best traveller I ever read.’
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An especially useful and informative companion on his journeys around north
Wales was the Rev. John Lloyd, Rector of Caerwys. A graduate of Oxford
University and himself an antiquarian, Lloyd was extremely valuable to Pennant
as a Welsh-speaking scholar (as with many of the gentry in this area at the time,
Pennant’s Welsh was far from fluent). He also knew his locality well and advised
on the content and the shaping of the published Tours in Wales. From 1770
Pennant also frequently travelled with his artist Moses Griffith (‘my Treasure’),
who provided many watercolours for publication. Born in Bryncroes, near Sarn
Mellteyrn on the Llŷn, Moses came from a humble background, and his artistic
skills brought him to Pennant’s attention. He was a young man when Pennant
took him into service at Downing, where he was trained to perfect his skills in
illustrating specimens and painting buildings and landscapes. He worked with
Pennant until the latter’s death in 1798, but was also encouraged by Pennant
to take commission work in his own right. Moses Griffith’s illustrations and
engravings are among the highlights of collections at the National Library of
Wales in Aberystwyth, and their project to digitise Pennant’s lavishly embellished ‘Extra-Illustrated’ Tours in Wales has provided many of the beautiful
images which adorn this booklet. Cymdeithas Thomas
Pennant contributed to the installation of a stone
to commemorate Griffith at Bryncroes in 2003, and
another memorial can be found in the graveyard of
Whitford Church.
This parish church dedicated to St Mary and St Beuno
is where the Pennant and the Mostyn families would
have held weddings, christenings and burials, and the
graveyard is a final resting place for many, including
Moses Griffith. Pennant is thought to be buried in the
church near to the altar. Next to the organ is a memorial
to him created by Westmacott of London. In 2004 the
Society commissioned a memorial stone with a tablet,
which is situated near the east lych gate of the church.

Cymdeithas Thomas Pennant: Activities
Annual Lectures: These are the highlight of our year. They are always very well
attended, with an average of around eighty people filling the local library. Our
guest speakers bring a wealth of specialist knowledge of the life and works of
Thomas Pennant, and their willingness to share their expertise is always much
appreciated. The topics introduced over the years have been, like Pennant’s
interests, diverse and informative, and each one brings a new element of surprise
as new facts and ideas are shared. Members of our astute audience are always
glad to broaden their knowledge of a person whose roots are firmly established
in their own area. A list of past lecture titles can be found on our website.
Excursions: Over the last thirty years our members have visited many places of
interest with connections to Thomas Pennant. Recent trips have included a visit
to Shugborough Hall, where Pennant would have stayed when on his travels
to London and the South: it was pleasing to see a number of Moses Griffiths’
paintings on display. We have toured Anglesey, where we visited the Memorial
Column erected to the Morris brothers (Morrisiaid Môn), and Snowdonia, where
our President and Chairman shared their local knowledge. We also visited the
National Library in Aberystwyth to be updated on the Curious Traveller Project
and to see a wealth of Moses Griffith illustrations and precious volumes relating
to Pennant’s life and times.
In addition to our Annual Lecture we make freely available at public events a
number of booklets, leaflets and copies of articles relating to the works of Pennant
and of the Cymdeithas. We hold regular Coffee Mornings; we arrange day visits
to sites with a Pennant connection; we hold a Meirion Griffith Memorial Prize
competition involving pupils in local schools; and we have a Christmas Dinner
to end our programme of events on a high.

Collaborations with other societies and institutions
Cymdeithas Thomas Pennant offers a warm welcome to all scholars working
on the history and culture of Flintshire and north Wales. We have benefited
over the years from fruitful partnerships with individuals, societies and institutions. The work of founder member R. Paul Evans has significantly shaped
the field of Pennant Studies, and his PhD remains the only book-length study
of the writer’s life and works. We were also proud to have as our President our
own prize-winning writer of natural history volumes, Goronwy Wynne, whose
Blodau Cymru: Byd y Planhigion won Welsh Book of the Year in 2018. New
academic projects relating to Pennant include work at the Institute for the Study
of Welsh Estates at Bangor University (https://iswe.bangor.ac.uk), and we have
an ongoing and productive partnership with the Curious Travellers Project,
which is run jointly by the University of Wales Centre for Advanced Welsh and
Celtic Studies and the University of Glasgow,
and focuses on Pennant’s tours of Wales and
Scotland, and his copious correspondence:
https://curioustravellers.ac.uk/en

For more information and updates on our events please visit:
https://www.cymdeithasthomaspennant.com

Gweithiau gan Pennant a gedwir ar gyfer y
Gymdeithas yn Archifdy Sir y Fflint, Penarlâg
Works by Pennant held for the Society at
Flintshire Record Office, Hawarden
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Tour in Scotland 1769 (1771)
Genera of Birds (1773)
British Zoology 1–4 (1776/7)
A Tour in Wales (1778)
The Journey to Snowdon (1781)
History of Quadrupeds (1781/93)
A Journey from Chester to London (1782)
Indian Zoology (1790)
Some Account of London (1791)
The Literary Life of the late Thomas Pennant (1793)
Indices of Buffon’s Ornithology (1796)
The History of the Parishes of Whiteford and Holywell (1796)
Outlines of the Globe (1798/1800)
A Journey from London to Dover and the Isle of Wight (1801)
A Journey from Downing to Alston Moor (1801)
A Journey from Alston Moor to Harrowgate, and Brimham Crags (1804)
Tours in Wales Vol 1–3 (1810)
Tour on the Continent 1765 (1948)
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Moses Griffith, Mostyn Hall, 1770s or 80s (National Library of Wales)

Eitemau ar gael yn swyddfeydd Cyngor y Dref Treffynnon
Items held in the Holywell Town Council Offices
Works by Pennant
1. Thomas Pennant, A Tour in Wales (2 Vols). Facsimile copy of 1784 ed. with
an introduction by R. Paul Evans (Bridge Books, 1991)
2. Thomas Pennant, The Literary Life of the Late Thomas Pennant (1793)
3. Thomas Pennant, A History of the Parishes of Whiteford and Holywell
(1796). Facsimile copy: Clwyd County Council (1988)
4. Pennant and his Welsh Landscapes: Selected readings from the ‘Tours in
Wales’ (1778/1784) Edited with an introduction by Gwyn Walters (Gwasg
Gregynog, 2006)
Other works
5. Peter Bishop, The Mountains of Snowdonia: A Visualisation of Mountain
Scenery from the Mid Eighteenth Century to the Present Day (2015)
6. Ian Brown, Discovering a Welsh Landscape: Archaeology in the Clwydian
Range (2004)
7. Norman Closs-Parry and Heulwen Closs-Sharp, The Folk Poets (2019)
8. Mary-Ann Constantine and Nigel Leask (eds), Enlightenment Travel and
British Identities: Thomas Pennant’s Tours in Scotland and Wales (2017)
9. Enwogion Llŷn (1984)
10. John Gascoigne, Joseph Banks and the English Enlightenment (1994)
11. Christopher Mitchell, Lost Lakeland: in the Footsteps of Thomas Pennant
(2013)
12. Gilbert White, The Natural History and Antiquities of Selbourne (1813)
Facsimile copy with an introduction by P. G. M. Foster
13. Gilbert White, The Illustrated Natural History of Selbourne (1789/1813)
Introduction by June E. Chatfield (1981)
14. Goronwy Wynne, Iaith Sir Fflint: Geirfa a Thafodiaeth y Gymraeg yn yr Hen
Sir (2005)
Prints:
2. ‘Basingwerk Abbey’
1. ‘Mr Pennant’s Mill at Downing’
4. ‘Flint Castle’
3. ‘St Winifred’s Well’
5. ‘Whitford Church’ from a Moses Griffith watercolour.
Photographs: Visit to Bychton site with Dr Eiddwen Jones (August 2019)
		
Visit to Shugborough Hall (September 2019)

