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apprentices 
The institution of apprenticeship provided training, education and socialisation for young men – and a few young women – leading, in many but far from all cases, to entry into the freedom as a burgess. Apprenticeships usually lasted for seven years from around the age of 14. In Bristol they were recorded in the ‘Apprentice Books’, which named parents or guardian, sometimes occupation, and the master, together with his trade. These survive from 1532. In the period 1532 to 1552 a total of 3,139 apprentices were registered, of whom 766 came from within Bristol, and 456 from Wales. Welsh apprentices therefore constituted 14.5 per cent overall, but 19.2 per cent of non-Bristolians (for distribution see table)

County 

No. of Apprentices

Anglesey 

3 (0.6%)

Brecon 

40 (8.7%)

Caernarfon 

7 (1.5%)

Cardigan 

3 (0.6%)

Carmarthen 
29 (6.3%)

Denbigh 

20 (4.3%)

Flint 

1 (0.2%)

Glamorgan 

72 (15.7%)

Merioneth 

3 (0.6%)

Monmouth 

168 (36.8%)

Montgomery 
17 (3.7%)

Pembroke 

84 (18.4%)

Radnor 

9 (1.9%)

Unsurprisingly, most came from South-East and South Wales. 280 (61.4 per cent) came from Brecon, Glamorgan and Monmouthshire. Surprisingly, since it contained one of the three largest towns in Wales, only 26 came from Carmarthenshire whereas 84 came from Pembrokeshire in the far west. Regional distribution within Pembrokeshire perhaps accounts for this. Of the 78 apprentices whose place of origin can be identified, only four came from the largely Welsh-speaking north. The rest came from the Anglophone area south of the so-called ‘Landsker’, the linguistic boundary. This was also where Pembrokeshire’s larger towns were located, and it had easier communications with Bristol. 
How did prospective apprentices and masters make contact? Cases like that of Thomas, son of Richard Rogers of Tenby, apprenticed to Thomas ap Gwillyam, tanner, and his wife Alice in 1536, suggest a previous Welsh connection might matter. Between 1532 and 1552, 325 Bristol masters, 28 per cent of whom had Welsh names, retained Welsh apprentices, and 77 of these took on a Welsh apprentice more than once. In some instances the apprentices were drawn from the same area, and sometimes the master had a Welsh name as well; in 14 cases the master shared his surname with one of his apprentices. These examples indicate some form of prior connection, either familial or commercial. In general, however, the lack of an exact correlation between the family and ethnic background of the majority of masters and apprentices strongly suggests that there was no general desire for Welsh youngsters to be apprenticed within an ex-patriot community: there was no Welsh ghetto in early-modern Bristol.

Not all Welsh apprentices finished their term and entered the freedom as independent craftsmen or traders. Many were either unwilling or unable to complete, and most probably left Bristol to practise their skills elsewhere. Naturally, there were success stories among those who stayed. Edward Sandy of Cadoxton, near Cardiff, apprenticed his son Walter to the Bristol merchant William Challoner in 1611. Walter entered the freedom in 1627 and married into the Challoner family. He was a member of the Common Council from 1640, treasurer of the Merchant Venturers in 1645-6, sheriff in 1646-7, and alderman for St Stephen’s ward from 1656. He made use of his Welsh contacts as one of the founders of the Ynyspenllwch iron works in the Swansea Valley. 
Spencer Dimmock* and Jinx Newly
*research as part of a project on medieval Welsh towns, directed by Ralph Griffiths and funded by the Board of Celtic Studies, University of Wales.
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