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A recent spate of books has brought out the Cambroindexphilia in me like a rash. Yes, I’m one of those men who hover slightly suspiciously in the history department of bookshops, and, having taken a cursory look at the surname of the author, instantly flick to the index to see what references there are to ‘Wales’ or ‘Welsh’ in the publication.  It’s a form of disorder, I know, only one scribbled prescription away from looking for your own name in the index pages of books.  But, hey, I’m sure I’m not the only Cambria reader who’s guilty of this little affliction.

In any case, what with the various TV series with glossy books about royalty and this St David’s Day being the cotton jubilee of the state opening of the Senedd by the Queen, I’ve been pondering the role of the monarchy in Wales, or rather the feasibility of a Welsh monarchy.

I mention my compulsive Cambroindexphilia because having flicked through various monarch block-busters one can’t but notice that Wales is somewhat lacking in monarchs.  And I can’t help comparing this with the Scots and feel that this monarchless history undermines our self-confidence as a people.  It’s one thing to rebel against a historiography of ‘Dead Great White Men’ it’s another thing when you don’t have many Dead Great White Men to rebel against. 


The fact is people like the Monarchy, or, a monarchy in any case.  And in fact, the poorer they are the more they like them!  Don’t get distracted by Welsh left-wing jingoism – it’s just bunk.  For all this macho talk of the Spanish Civil War and the left wing radical tradition of Wales, on the monarch-o-meter, it’s the Valleys which hit the bell every time.  South Wales Labourism’s infatuation with royalty is only one notch below the Ulster Unionist’s.  Whilst the so-called conservative Welsh-speaking crachach of the West name their hospitals after topography the socialists of the Valleys name them after toffs.  The infamous, OBE-begging triangle of Prince Phillip (Llanelli), Princess of Wales (Bridgend) and Prince of Wales (Merthyr Tydfil) is only alleviated from its predictability by the well-known gag of referring to the Royal Glamorgan Hospital as ‘Camilla’ because it gets in between Prince and Princess of Wales hospitals.

The House of Windsor is as safe as, well, houses. There’s no credible challenge to it from the left because royalty today isn’t about class: it’s about identity. The only challenge to the House therefore comes from a resurgent Welsh and Scottish identity. The WRU’s recent bizarre decision for instance to name the new regular rugby fixture between Wales and South Africa, the ‘Prince William Cup’ struck the wrong chord and belied a misreading of a less royal-discerning Welsh public mood.  It was too late in the day to rename the cup after that great Welshman and human being, Ray Gravell, but if the WRU members read their own country’s history as avidly as they read the list of annual honours they could have named the trophy Cwpan David Ivon Jones in the first place.  After all, wouldn’t an Aberystwyth Welsh-speaking Unitarian who was one of the founding members of the ANC be a more fitting name for the trophy?  But then, what did I say about my Cambroindexphilia being one step above looking for your own name in a list?

I’m not sure if there’ll ever be an independent Wales but I know there will never be a British Republic. I mean, what would be the point of a UK without a King or Queen? Where’s the fun in that? 

Welsh republicans need to remember that as Welsh people we’ve been ruled by monarchs since the days of Cunedda in the fifth century.  Wales has been graffitied by names of Welsh and English royalty and it’s still going on, thankfully with more prominence to Welsh royalty now.  The Princess Gwenllian Society is campaigning to name a summit in Snowdonia, Carnedd Gwenllian, after Llywelyn the Last’s daughter.  Thanks in no small part to sterling work by unsung patriots like Siân Ifan of the Embassy Glyndŵr, squares and playing fields have been named after Glyndŵr.  It’s an understandable irony then that when Welsh nationalists assert their republicanism they do so by remembering a prince, Llywelyn our last prince, at Cilmeri - royalty is in our blood and can offer a glimpse of a proud Welsh history.  
So, what in a flight of Iolo fancy we offered to create a Welsh monarchy?  Impossible?  Uncalled for?  

Well, there’s an interesting article by DJ Davies which was first published in Y Faner in 1953 and then published in English 1958 in Towards Welsh Freedom.  Now DJ Davies (not to be confused with the other nationalist, the pacifist DJ Williams) is the little-known brains of Plaid Cymru philosophy.  Llandybie–born, DJ was a collier at 12, became a boxer, American industrialist and First World War pilot who ended up in Denmark.  Impressed by that little country’s ability to govern itself, the one-time member of the Independent Labour Party returned to Wales in 1924 a Welsh nationalist.  His pamphlets on the economic case for Welsh Self-Government, co-written by his Irish wife Noëlle, are as fresh now as they where when they were published in 1935 and 1947.  DJ’s undogmatic; un-statist socialism is the dominant tradition in Plaid’s economic and social policy.  Saunders Lewis may be better known, and is certainly easier to quote, but it’s DJ’s policies which are the lasting political legacy. 

When one considers DJ’s background, then his article ‘Wales Must Have a King’ is all the more surprising.  After all, were one to do the blind ‘Plaid Challenge’ they’d opt Saunders to have written such a piece.  In the article DJ recognises that fighting against monarchy is futile and he suggests that a Welsh monarchy be revived to gain the affection and allegiance of the people of Wales to their own country not to Britain.  DJ suggests elevating an existing Welsh gentry family to become the Royal House and suggest the Dinefwr House, noting its contribution to Welsh life over centuries and the fact they live in Wales.

But rather than going for DJ’s option I’d like to suggest the Norwegian option which DJ only alluded to. 

Were the UK to face such a political crisis that its very future as a unified state was at stake then this Norwegian option could be the one on the table.  In 1905 the Norwegians voted to declare independence and separate from Sweden – or the balkanisation of Scandinavia as Kim Howells MP would say.  After a debate about the merits of a Norwegian republic, it was decided to offer the crown of Norway to the second in line to the Danish throne, Prince Carl.  Carl accepted and changed his name to Haakon VII thereby reviving the historic royal Norwegian legacy which had been broken for six centuries by Danish and Swedish domination. 

Could a similar settlement happen in the British Isle were there to be a Scandinavianisation of the UK?

It looks very unlikely at the moment – it’s not even on the radar, but then, were the political developments to be so great who knows?  The Royal family, every royal family, has one allegiance higher than to its country which is its own family’s continuation and who wouldn’t bet that the Windsor’s wouldn’t take this pragmatic if not selfish option? 

Were the Scandinavianisation of Britain to happen then one assumes that the King or Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland would revert to become the King of England.  Other siblings could become heads of states of Scotland or Wales in a new spin on ‘divide and rule’.  And after all, wouldn’t being a head of state, yes, even of Wales as Kirk Douglas sniffed haughtily in the film Vikings, beat being the forever third in line?  And as kidnapping your brother in a dawn-skirmish and chucking him in a dungeon is no longer politically correct, then it does offer a more sedate way of accommodating sibling rivalry. 

Would we take them for a start is the first question?  Well, most Welsh nationalists or socialists (if there will be any left) would be circumspect to say the least.  We remember how the present title of Prince of Wales was a dirty trick played by Edward I following our conquest and how since then the Royal family and its system has been used as a proxy to undermine Welsh political confidence.  A republic, I believe, offers self-respect but a republic needs to be validated in war to gain true popular affection ... and I don’t want a war.  There’d need therefore to be a National Compromise on the issue.  The new-look monarch would need to show allegiance to Wales and only Wales, his Welsh would need to be spoken with love and naturalness.  But there would be gains to this National Compromise too.  A Welsh monarchy, maybe especially one drawn directly from the House of Windsor, would appeal and give a new voice to a large segment of Welsh society which doesn’t feel comfortable with an international Welsh political identity.  

I dare say that going native would be a bigger cultural and political change for the royal family than its disbandonment.  But for most of the world it would be a case of ‘change, what change?’  Keeping in mind that the present Queen is habitually referred to as the ‘Queen of England’ and seeing that we already have a Prince of Wales in title at least, it would be plus ca change.

The new monarch would need to have a royal Welsh name; Llywelyn, Owain, Hywel, Rhys, Gwenllian, Nest, Angharad, Siwan and in a hat-tip to the Norwegian experience could become Llywelyn III or Owain II as a sign of continuity with a millennium of history.  We could dispense of a lot of the work of the Ministry for Silly Walks and create a new more aerodynamic royal code and customs.  

This new monarchic set-up would be built on a changing sensibility and appreciation of the role of the Welsh monarchy.  The work by the sorely-missed R.R. Davies on Glyndŵr and the Welsh medieval history, the ground-work pioneered by the Welsh history society, Cofiwn, in the 1980s, today’s History Forum for Wales and the recent S4C series (and accompanying book in Welsh and English), Tywysogion (Princes) have, over the years, opened the door to our own national dignity.  An age when Welsh society was whole – a cultural community of ‘high’ as well as ‘low culture’.  We once were princes - making our own laws and writing our own international treaties not just soon-to-be patients defined by our illness.  Furthermore, a fully-functioning, fit for purpose truly bilingual Welsh monarchy would elevate Welsh in the eyes of our people to a status it hasn’t known since the days of Glyndŵr. 

The Welsh cultural community must be able to answer the aspirations of that community. And whilst a royal head of state (as opposed to a presidential one) negates the aspirations of individuals in that community it would answer the collective aspiration. It would give us world-wide status, recognition and authority. 

In thirty or fifty years time, our hairdressers and secretaries will still gossip about the latest royal scandal no matter what the effects of climate change or the country’s material wealth.  Would it not be a small, but decisive victory for Welsh nationality if they gossiped about a Welsh rather than the Anglicised royal family?  

In an age when the old states of Europe are dissolving and the hidden nations raising their heads, the Norwegian option could offer a useful compromise for many.  This could certainly be the case for two other European constitutional monarchies with growing calls for independence within their borders; the increasing calls for Flanders to leave Belgium and the Faeroe Islands to leave Denmark. 

And back to Wales. I’m no great monarchist.  By instinct, like many, I’m a republican.  So, I suppose what I’m saying is that unless the Welsh cultural community can offer its people pageant, glamour, uniforms, symbols, medals and status and until we shatter the axis of Non-conformist dullness with daft left-wing anti-establishmentism, then who can blame Welsh people for investing their aspirations in the English royal family?

I’m coming to believe that Wales will never be truly independent unless she has her own monarchy.  Maybe it’s time Wales got out of the indexes of books and started writing her own royal history.

- end - 

