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With the start of the holiday season, a trip to North Wales! On the island of Anglesey, looking out over the Menai Straits to Snowdonia, sits Beaumaris Castle. It was today, 27th July, in 1593, that one of the most appealing of all the Welsh martyrs, Catholic priest Blessed William Davies was executed there.

He was born at Croes yn Eirias, Colwyn Bay, Denbighshire, of one of the best families of the county. The young William discovered early that “treasure buried in a field” and “pearl of great price” of which the Gospel speaks, the grace of Jesus Christ and His true Presence in the Catholic Church. 

He left home to train for the Catholic priesthood in Reims, arriving 6 April 1582 Registered as of St Asaph diocese, he received tonsure and minor orders on 23 September 1583, together with 73 other English students.
Ordained priest in April 1585, he returned to Wales to his own people, eager to coax many back to the Lord’s fold.

Solomon’s prayer seems appropriate for him: 

“I serve you in the midst of the people whom you have chosen, a people so vast that it cannot be numbered or counted. Give your servant, therefore, an understanding heart to judge your people and to distinguish right from wrong.”


Finding that laws against “recusants and obstinate persons in religion” were going unenforced, Elizabeth I grew petulant. In May 1586 the local Magistrates were accused of negligence, and ordered to take strict measures against unlawful assemblies of Catholics. A friendly warning reached William Davies and his boyhood friend Robert Pugh of Penrhyn Creuddyn. They along with several others took refuge in the caves of Rhiwledyn on the Little Orme near Colwyn. 

Here they set up a secret printing press and produced the first book ever printed on Welsh soil, “Y Drych Christianogawl”– ‘The Christian Mirror.’
A letter written in 1587 by William Griffith, MP for Caernarvon, to Archbishop Whitgift describes the discovery of the cave and the failure to arrest its occupants.

In March 1592 Davies appeared in Holyhead, to arrange passage for four young men to Ireland - Robert, John, Thomas, and Roger. They were in reality aspirant seminarians, making ultimately for Spain to enrol in the seminary at Valladolid. On suspicion of a Mr Foulk Thomas, a bitter anti-Catholic, the five of them were arrested.

Interrogated before Hugh Bellot, the Protestant bishop of Bangor, they denied possession of any Agnus Deis, blessed medals, papal bulls, or letters from English seminaries abroad. They were simply travelling to Ireland. They refused, however, to attend Anglican church or to take the Oath of Supremacy.


Arraigned the next day before the Magistrates, Davies openly declared that he was a priest of the seminary of Reims, returned to Wales to administer the Sacraments and reconcile as many as he could to the Catholic religion. He refused to give any information about his associates. 


He was thrown into the “Black Alley,” a stinking dungeon between the castle walls, and kept one month in solitary confinement. Then the gaoler relented and let him take the fresh air for an hour each evening, and converse with his friends. Somehow they procured vestments and the wherewithal for him to celebrate Mass secretly. The regime relaxed further, and the fivesome could probably have escaped, but they did not wish to endanger the kindly gaoler by so doing.


The reputation of Davies’ sanctity spread some forty miles around. Many visited him for counsel, confession and consolation. At last one man had publicly declared himself of the Old Religion. Others, who dared not come in person, corresponded by letter. Beaumaris was becoming a hotbed of Catholic resistance. 

Doubtless Mr Davies was like any good teacher of the Catholic Faith: “Every scribe who has been instructed in the kingdom of heaven is like the head of a household, who brings from his storeroom both the new and the old.” 


To remedy this undesirable situation, several Protestant ministers hastened to dispute with Mr Davies. One noted preacher, a Mr Burgess, arrived with two sacks of books, but went away thoroughly confused. As God said to Solomon: “I give you a heart so wise and understanding that there has never been anyone like you up to now, and after you there will come no one to equal you.”
Nevertheless, in court, Davies was found guilty of high treason, for having been made priest beyond the seas by Roman authority, and returning to this kingdom. His companions were convicted of felony for being in his company, and sentenced to life imprisonment. All responded by singing the “Te Deum”.

Davies was next transferred to Ludlow, residence of the Council of the Marches. Many learned ministers came to dispute with him. One afternoon, under pretence of a debate, they led him to the parish church, but suddenly began the Common Prayer service instead. Davies could not leave because the door was bolted, so instead he recited very loudly the Vespers of the Roman Breviary, to drown out the minister’s voice.


Outside, Davies publicly declared to the people that he had been taken to church by deception. He would rather die a thousand deaths than participate in a heretical service. 

“That is why I love your commands more than finest gold, why I rule my life by your precepts, and hate false ways.” Undoubtedly the demarcation lines were more clearly drawn before the modern fog of ecumenical confusion and doctrinal disarray settled upon all and sundry.

Davies was moved on to Bewdley, then back to Beaumaris. En route, when his escorts lost their way in the dark, he refused to escape. Knowing the terrain well, he could easily have eluded them, but instead he guided them to the castle. God’s wisdom is higher than human wisdom.

“We know that all things work for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.”
In Beaumaris, reunited with his four protégés, for six months they led a seminary lifestyle, with daily Mass, the Office, prayer and study.


At the 1593 Anglesey assizes, the judges determined that Davies’ case must now be terminated. They urged him to trust in the Queen’s clemency. If he would only attend the Protestant church, he might win back his life and freedom. He refused, saying he was only too happy to shed his blood for the love of His Divine Majesty.


The people of Beaumaris had grown to esteem the sanctity of their imprisoned Catholic priest. No one in the town would provide site, rope or wood, ladder or cauldron for his execution. The Sheriff was obliged to recruit a butcher and a convicted thief from Chester: the townspeople refused to accommodate or feed them, and boys pelted them with stones in the street.


On 27th July, after blessing his youthful companions at their cell window, William Davies was dragged on a hurdle from the castle courtyard to the place of execution. He declared to the gathered crowd that the cause for which he died was his priesthood. He prayed that his blood might not cry to heaven for vengeance, but rather plead for mercy for Ynys Môn (Anglesey): 
“I beseech God that the blood I am brought to shed here may give a light to Wales of that faith which it hath received above a thousand years alone.”

Here was a man of whom it could literally be said: 

“For those He foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son so that He might be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters. And those He predestined He also called; and those He called He also justified; and those He justified He also glorified.”


Fr Davies kissed the rope they put about his neck, saying “Thy yoke, O Lord, is sweet, and thy burden light.” He was half hanged, then dismembered, disembowelled and quartered. His quarters were exhibited on the castle gateways of Beaumaris, Conwy and Caernarfon, pour encourager les autres, as they say. 
His blood-soaked cassock was redeemed and preserved as a relic by his companions. Later they escaped from their sentence of life imprisonment. 

The following year the hangman was himself found guilty of grave crime, and brought to the gallows. He confessed that nothing so tormented his conscience as having hanged so holy a man as Mr Davies.


Mr Foulk Thomas, who caused Davies’ arrest, had been a rich man, but within a year lost all his fortune and fell into miserable poverty. Likewise, the constable who arrested him was soon seized with a gangrene which spread to his whole body, corrupting it with a loathsome stench, and died miserably. Those who set forth their hands against the Lord’s anointed, ought to consider the likely consequences:
“The angels will go out and separate the wicked from the righteous, and throw them into the fiery furnace, where there will be wailing and grinding of teeth.”
One contemporary named Bd William Davies: “Syr William Dai, seren ei gwlad Cymru” – star of his country, Wales. The primary school in Llandudno bears his name: Ysgol y Bendygaid William Davies.

