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17 Legendary Places. 
Year of Legends 2017.
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#FindYourEpic 
and do something 
legendary in  
Wales in 2017.
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Yes, it’s an ancient landscape, with thousands of years of 
history and legend wherever you look. It’s a land of grand 
mountains and big skies, fringed with a fabulous coastline. 
We speak a language that’s a living link with Ancient Britain. 
But… it’s also a land of zip wires, mountain bikes and high 
adventure. Everywhere you go, there are dazzling new 
ideas, in very old places. 

Here are 20 legends and 17 legendary places in which to 
explore our epic past, present and future. This year we’re 
writing new legends. Want to come and find yours?

Welcome to the Land of Epic.

Year of 
Legends
2017.



It’s everywhere you look in Wales: fluttering from flagpoles, 
and on badges, signposts and T-shirts. The red dragon 
has been a symbol of Wales for 2,000 years, the banner 
of Celtic tribes, Welsh princes and Tudor kings. Why a red 
dragon? Legend speaks of an epic battle between red and 
white dragons beneath a castle, while historians point to 
the Romans. Either way, it’s a very pretty flag.
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The red 
dragon.
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Legends 
in the 
making.
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A new generation of Welsh men and women have taken 
to the global stage. Actors Michael Sheen, Matthew Rhys, 
Ioan Gruffudd, Ruth Jones, Iwan Rheon and Erin Richards. 
Bryn Terfel, the finest bass baritone of the modern era. 
Sports stars like Gareth Bale, Jade Jones and cycling 
legend Sir Dave Brailsford. The designer Bethan Gray,  
Jojo Maman Bébé founder Laura Tenison, and CERN 
physicist Lyn Evans. Experts in their field, every one. 
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Modern 
greats.

Recently we’ve celebrated the centenary of two of the 
greatest figures of 20th-century literature, the poet  
Dylan Thomas and Cardiff-born author Roald Dahl. They’re 
the starriest names in a firmament of Welsh writers: scores 
of notable men and women, writing poetry and prose,  
in both English and Welsh. In recent years, we’ve  
also become a centre of excellence for screen writing, 
producing some of British film and television’s greatest hits.
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Mother 
tongue.

When the Romans came to Britain in AD 43, everyone 
in what’s now England, Wales and most of Scotland 
spoke Brythonic. Successive invasions pushed this 
Celtic language to the western edges, where its Welsh 
descendant is still spoken by half a million of us —  
that’s around a fifth of the population. You’ll see and 
hear it everywhere in Wales, from road signs to casual 
conversations, and, if you go online, running rampantly 
around the Twittersphere.
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We’ll never lose our love of rugby. But the UEFA Euro  
2016 football championship was simply a joy: our best 
ever team, supported by brilliant fans, making new friends 
(hello, Iceland!), reaching the semi-finals, and having the 
time of their lives. It was a great year for our Olympians, 
too: Welsh athletes won 10 medals at Rio 2016, which,  
by population, not only makes us the most successful  
UK country, but second in the world medal rankings.  
Our Paralympians won a record eight medals, too, 
including five golds.

Sporting 
legends.

Euro 20
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Epic 
thinking.

It takes a certain kind of genius to look at an old slate  
mine, and think, ‘Hmm… what if?’ and to make that dream  
a reality. That’s why the world’s fastest zip wire now soars  
at 100 mph (160 kph) over the giant Penrhyn Quarry. 
Nearby at Blaenau Ffestiniog, the same geniuses have 
created the world’s largest zip zone. Oh, and they’ve  
taken a huge underground slate cavern and filled it with 
bouncy cargo nets and scream-inducing industrial slides. 
It’s called Bounce Below. And it’s totally inspired.

Zip World Titan, Blaenau Ffestiniog.



St Dwynwen was unlucky in love. So she went to live  
as a nun on Llwnddwyn Island, North Wales, where she 
prayed for true lovers to have better luck than she did.  
And so St Dwynwen became the Welsh patron saint of 
lovers, whose day we honour every year on January 25, 
very much like Valentine’s Day. Her home, Llanddwyn,  
is one of the most wildly romantic spots in Wales.

St 
Dwynwen.
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St 
David.

St David’s Day, March 1, is a big deal in Wales, and  
we celebrate our patron saint in school eisteddfodau,  
concerts and street parades. St David was a 5th-century 
bishop who founded monasteries in Wales and Brittany.  
In the 12th century, the Pope decreed that two pilgrimages 
to St Davids in Pembrokeshire were equal to a trip to 
Rome, and three matched one to Jerusalem.
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Little 
legends.
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In a land of castles and dragons, there’s plenty here to fire 
your kids’ imaginations: pirate coves, shipwrecks, caverns, 
enchanted forests, fossil-strewn beaches, the pointiest 
mountains, the wildest wildlife. There are plenty of family 
attractions and activities, but it’s also about having the 
space to let body and mind run free. As Roald Dahl said,   
 ‘Those who don’t believe in magic will never find it.’



King 
Arthur.

A hero of bedtime stories, legend has it that Arthur  
was a British warrior who fought against the invading 
Saxons around AD 500. Within a few hundred years,  
he was being celebrated in Welsh poems and folk legends, 
which became more fantastical with each retelling.  
He soon acquired a supernatural sidekick, Merlin  
the wizard, and several spots in Wales claim links with  
these legendary locals. 
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The medieval chronicler Giraldus Cambrensis spotted the 
Welsh talent for singing in 1198: ‘When they make music 
together, they sing their songs not in unison, as is done 
elsewhere, but in parts... yet they all accord.’ Welsh voices 
still sing loudly and proudly in all genres, from Tom Jones  
to Bryn Terfel, Shirley Bassey to the Manic Street Preachers,  
to the cutting-edge new acts you’ll hear at the annual  
Sŵn festival in Cardiff and Festival No.6 in North Wales.

Land 
of song.
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This is the Blue Lagoon in Pembrokeshire, an old slate 
quarry that’s been picturesquely swamped by the sea.  
Red Bull use it for the UK stage of their Cliff Diving  
World Series. It’s also a popular spot for coasteering,  
an adventure sport that was invented here in Wales  
(it’s an exhilarating mix of swimming, scrambling and 
jumping along the coast). Red Bull also stage their Hardline 
mountain bike race in Wales — the toughest downhill in  
the world, in a country that’s full of world-class MTB trails.  
Epic sports, in epic locations. 

Epic 
thinking.

Image courtesy of Red Bull Cliff Diving World Series.



For a small country, we do events on a grand scale:  
global gatherings like the Ryder Cup, NATO Summit,  
Rugby World Cup and Roald Dahl’s City of the Unexpected, 
as well as regulars like the Hay Festival, Green Man,  
Festival No.6 and the National Eisteddfod. Then there’s 
sport, whether it’s an Ironman or Velothon, or international 
rugby in one of the world’s best stadiums… which in June 
2017 hosts the world’s most-watched annual sporting 
event, the UEFA Champions League Final.

Epic 
events.
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Fabulous 
food.

Im
age caption, location.

At its best, Welsh food is simple: first-rate ingredients, 
cooked with skill by passionate people. We’re justly  
famous for lamb, but there’s also Welsh Black beef, 
champion cheeses, and great seafood from our 870-mile 
(1,400 km) coastline. Family recipes for cawl are passed 
down through generations, but we also devour new ideas 
at places like Street Food Circus in Cardiff, and we’re at  
the front of the craft ale revolution.
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Stays with 
a story.
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If these cliffs could speak, what tales would they tell? 
If you don’t mind spending the night with the friendly 
ghosts of our past, we have thousands of years of history 
and mythology to share. Wake up in medieval castles, 
shepherds’ huts, lighthouses, gypsy caravans, coaching 
inns, ancient longhouses, and allegedly haunted manors. 
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The warrior prince Owain Glyndŵr was immortalised  
in Shakespeare’s Henry IV, but there are plenty of other 
Welsh people who’ve made a big impact on world culture. 
Actors like Richard Burton, Anthony Hopkins and Catherine 
Zeta Jones, and entertainers Tom Jones and Shirley Bassey. 
Literary giants Dylan Thomas and Roald Dahl, fashion icon 
Laura Ashley, philosopher Bertrand Russell. Aneurin Bevan 
founded of the National Health Service, while 16 signatories 
of the US Declaration of Independence were of Welsh 
descent — as is Hillary Clinton. 

Hall of 
Fame.
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There are 641 castles in Wales, more per square mile  
than anywhere on Earth. They come in all shapes, sizes,  
and states of repair. Some have been lived in continuously 
for a thousand years. Others are tumbledown ruins in 
remote forests. There are castles on clifftops, castles with 
gardens, haunted castles, castles with museums, castles  
on beaches — and every single one comes with its own  
rich history and legends.

Castle 
country.
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We’re in the lush Conwy Valley, at the edge of the 
Snowdonia mountain range, miles from the sea. Anyone 
fancy a bit of… surfing? It takes a giant leap of imagination  
to turn a scruffy old aluminium factory into a surfer’s 
paradise, but that’s just what Surf Snowdonia have done. 
They’ve created a dream wave on a man-made lagoon  
in the middle of the countryside, peeling perfectly for 150 
metres (492 ft) along the valley floor. It’s a thing of beauty.

Epic 
thinking.

Surf Snowdonia, Dolgarrog.



The earliest surviving Welsh literature dates from the 6th 
century, and tells of battles against the Saxons, woven with 
rich mythology and Arthurian legend. The bards followed 
the oral tradition of the druids, and it wasn’t until centuries 
later that great works like the Mabinogion, the folk tales of 
Wales, were written down. By the 14th century, Wales was 
enjoying a golden age of poetry, led by one of the greatest 
medieval poets in any language, Dafydd ap Gwilym.

The first 
poets.

16
20 
Epic 
Legends

W
ales M

illennium
 C

entre, C
ardiff.



Epic 
coastline.

The 870-mile (1,400 km) Wales Coast Path runs the whole 
length of our coastline — a world first. It’s stunningly 
beautiful, and every cove and clifftop comes with legends 
of pirates and smugglers, wreckers and saints, lost villages 
and sand-swamped castles. Around 50 islands teem with 
birds, while the clear waters are home to seals, porpoises 
and the UK’s largest pod of dolphins. 
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Legendary 
landscape.
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In times of trouble, the Welsh have always retreated to 
the mountains that dominate the central spine of Wales. 
It’s an ancient landscape, littered with stone circles and 
cromlechs, while the mountain peaks are home to sleeping 
giants and legendary kings. Where the mountains fall away 
into broad river valleys, red kites patrol the skies over our 
farming heartlands.
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Cardiff’s history is written in its three-in-one castle:  
Roman walls, Norman keep, and a dazzling Victorian 
mansion that’s a legacy of when Cardiff was the world’s 
biggest coal-exporting port. The old docks are now  
a striking waterfront, and the compact city centre has 
museums and concert halls, energetic nightlife, great food, 
the best shopping in western Britain, a world-class sports 
stadium, and a vibrant cultural scene. In short, it’s a  
modern European capital that’s absurdly easy to enjoy.

Urban 
legend.
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With its mystical mountains, perfect beaches, ancient 
castles and striking city architecture, Wales is a natural 
film set. And sure enough, everything from Robin Hood 
to Harry Potter to home-grown noir drama Hinterland 
has been shot here. Cardiff, particularly, is a centre of film 
excellence: BBC hits Doctor Who and Sherlock are filmed 
there. In 2017 Guy Ritchie’s King Arthur: Legend of the 
Sword gives Snowdonia a starring role. 

Picture 
perfect.
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17
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Places.
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Just about every lake, rock and 
hill in Wales comes with its own 
legend attached. Over the centuries, 
history and mythology have become 
intertwined — and that’s the way 
we like it. Here are just 17 legendary 
places to visit in 2017.

Hedd Wyn, 
courtesy of Yr Ysgwrn. 

01—Hedd Wyn. 
Hedd Wyn was the pen-
name of the great poet Ellis 
Evans, who died in battle 
in World War I. In 2017 the 
National Eisteddfod, held  
in Anglesey, remembers  
the centenary of his death.

eisteddfod.wales

02—Barclodiad y Gawres. 
Two giants went to build  
a house, but dropped their 
cargo of stones here (the 
name means ‘the giantess’s 
apronful’). Or it may be  
just a whopping Neolithic 
burial chamber...

cadw.wales.gov.uk
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05—Castell Dinas Brân.
This ruined castle sits prettily 
above Llangollen, and was 
once the home of a beautiful 
princess called Myfanwy. 
She inspired a ballad which 
is the most famous in the 
male voice choir repertoire. 
 
northeastwales.co.uk 
 
06—Bardsey Island.
Bardsey is the resting place 
of 20,000 saints, who share 
this beautiful island with  
an abundance of wildlife.  
It’s a great place for  
day-trips, or you can stay  
for the ultimate getaway. 
 
bardsey.org 
 
07—Cader Idris.
Cader Idris — Idris’s Chair —  
stands 893 metres (2,930 ft)  
high in the Snowdonia 
National Park. Idris, by 
the way, was a giant who 
used the mountain as an 
armchair from which to sit 
and stargaze. 
 
eryri-npa.gov.uk
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Bardsey Island, Gwynedd,
courtesy of Ymddiriedolaeth Ynys Enlli / Bardsey Island Trust.

Castell Dinas Brân, Denbighshire.

03—Caernarfon Castle.
This huge Norman fortress 
was designed to evoke  
the romance of the Roman 
Empire and Macsen Wledig, 
the 4th-century warrior 
who dreamed of (and 
married) a Welsh princess.

eisteddfod.wales

04—Beddgelert.  
The name of Snowdonia’s 
prettiest village means  
 ‘Gelert’s grave’, after 
Llywelyn the Great’s trusty 
dog Gelert, who saved 
Llywelyn’s baby son from  
a wolf.

eryri-npa.gov.uk



10—Carn Ingli. 
The ‘mountain of angels’  
has panoramic views of  
both the Pembrokeshire 
coast and Preseli Hills,  
from where the bluestones 
that helped to build 
Stonehenge were hewn. 
 
visitpembrokeshire.com  
 
11—Twm Siôn Cati’s cave. 
This 16th-century folk hero 
hid from the long arm of 
the law in a cave hideaway, 
which lies in a steep hillside 
overlooking the beautiful 
RSPB Gwenffrwd-Dinas 
nature reserve. 
 
rspb.org.uk 
 
12—Llyn y Fan Fach. 
Home to the beautiful Lady 
of the Lake, who married 
a local farm lad. Their sons 
became the first of many 
generations of herbalists 
and healers, the Physicians 
of Myddfai. 
 
myddfai.org
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08—Cantre’r Gwaelod. 
At low tide the remains  
of an ancient forest appear 
in the sands of Borth and 
Ynyslas. According to 
legend, this is the lost  
land of Cantre’r Gwaelod.

discoverceredigion.co.uk

09—Devil’s Bridge. 
A dizzying ravine is  
spanned by three bridges: 
an iron bridge on top of  
a stone bridge on top of  
the 11th-century original. 
The Devil supposedly built 
this one in return for the 
first soul to cross it.

rheidolrailway.co.uk

Cantre’r Gwaelod, Borth, Cardigan Bay, ©Iestyn Hughes.



Cardiff Castle and Principality Stadium.

16—Principality Stadium. 
Okay, the stadium has been 
rebuilt. But this is still the 
hallowed ground on which 
Gareth Edwards scored 
THAT try for the Barbarians 
against New Zealand in 1973. 
 
principalitystadium.wales 
 
17—Mari Lwyd. 
The ‘grey mare’ —  
a decorated horse-skull —  
was taken around the 
houses to celebrate 
Christmas, with revellers’ 
songs being rewarded  
with refreshments.  
The ancient custom  
survives in South Wales 
villages, and is recreated 
at the St Fagans National 
History Museum. 
 
museum.wales
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13—St Non’s Well. 
This little clifftop well is near 
a ruined chapel dedicated  
to St Non. It sprang up 
during a thunderstorm 
when her son St David was 
born, and its waters are said 
to have healing powers. 
 
visitpembrokeshire.com 
 
14—Pennard Castle. 
The castle lord made the 
fatal error of annoying 
the local fairies, who took 
revenge by swamping the 
fortress in sand. The ruins 
stand over a wooded valley 
that leads to stunning  
Three Cliffs Bay. 
 
visitswanseabay.com 
 
15—Skirrid. 
Earth from Abergavenny’s  
 ‘holy mountain’ was thought 
to be sacred, so it was taken 
away to be scattered on 
fields, on coffins, and in the 
foundations of churches. 
There’s a ruined chapel  
on its summit. 
 
nationaltrust.org.uk

Mari Lwyd, ©National Museum of Wales.
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For up-to-date information on short breaks, longer 
holidays or a full range of activity breaks in Wales,  
go to the official website visitwales.com.

Getting to Wales
Wales is easy to get to. It’s just two hours on the motorway 
or by direct train from London. Cardiff Airport has more 
than 50 direct routes and 900 connecting destinations 
worldwide. We’ve also got speedy road / rail links from 
London Heathrow, Gatwick, Bristol, Birmingham and 
Manchester airports. 

visitwales.com/explore/travel-maps/international-travel

Getting around
It’s also easy to get around Wales by train, bus and car 
(and bicycle). We have some of the most scenic roads and 
railways in Britain. So if you’re keen to explore, you’ll find 
plenty of journeys that are wonderful experiences in their 
own right. 

visitwales.com/explore/travel-maps/getting-around-wales

Where to stay
From the luxury of a five-star country manor to the simplicity  
of a tent by the beach, we’ve got it covered. There’s 
everything from castles to caravans, shiny townhouse 
hotels to working farms, B&Bs to bunkhouses, holiday 
villages to youth hostels, and hundreds of cottages for hire. 

visitwales.com/holiday-accommodation

More about Wales.



Wales: key facts.
Size: 
8,024 sq miles (20,782 sq km) 

Length: 
About 140 miles (220 km) 
from top to bottom

Population: 
3,000,000 people 
(and 9,000,000 sheep)

Capital city: 
Cardiff (pop. 350,000) 

Other major towns / cities: 
Swansea, Newport, Wrexham 

Official languages: 
English, Welsh 

Welsh speakers: 
Around 500,000

Patron saint: 
St David 

National anthem: 
Hen Wlad fy Nhadau
(Land of my Fathers) 

National emblems: 
Red dragon, daffodil, leek

National cake: 
The Welsh Cake

National drink: 
Disgled o de 
(a nice cup of tea) 

Highest mountain: 
Snowdon (1,085 m / 3,560 ft)

Longest river: 
Towy (75 miles / 120 km) 

Longest beach: 
Cefn Sidan, Carmarthenshire  
(8 miles / 16 km)

Length of coastal path: 
870 miles (140 km)

National bird: 
Red kite

National Parks: 
Snowdonia, Pembrokeshire Coast, 
Brecon Beacons

Areas of Outstanding 
National Beauty: 
Wye Valley, Isle of Anglesey Coast, 
Llŷn Peninsula, Gower Peninsula, 
Clwydian Hills

World Heritage Sites: 
Blaenavon Industrial Landscape, 
Pontcysyllte Aqueduct and Canal,  
Castles and Town Walls of King 
Edward in Gwynedd 

Number of castles: 
641

Number of legends: 
Countless

National sports: 
Rugby, football

Best footballer: 
Gareth Bale, probably

Fastest zip wire: 
100 mph (160 kph) 

Longest place name: 
Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerych- 
wyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch

Visit Wales cannot guarantee the accuracy or reliability of the  
information in this publication and hereby disclaim any responsibility for  
any error, omission or misrepresentation. To the fullest extent permitted  
by law all liability for loss, disappointment, negligence or other damage  
caused by reliance on the information contained in this guide is excluded.  
All websites listed are checked at the time of going to press. However,  
Visit Wales cannot be held accountable for any change in the content  
of these websites. You are advised to check all details and information  
with the business concerned before confirming a reservation. All rights 
reserved. Material in this publication must not be reproduced in any form 
without permission from the copyright owners — please contact Visit  
Wales. Opinions expressed in this publication are not necessarily those  
of Visit Wales. This publication is published by Visit Wales, the Tourism  
and Marketing Division of the Welsh Government. 
Online ISBN: 978-1-4734-7819-0

Visit Wales, Welsh Government, QED Centre, Main Avenue,  
Treforest Industrial Estate, Treforest, Pontypridd CF37 5YR. 
© Crown copyright 2017, Welsh Government.

This publication is also available in Braille,  
large-format print, and / or audio from Visit Wales.  
info@visitwales.com
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