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Rowing – A Local History 

         By Terry Chard Apr 2024 

It has not been possible to find, or, recreate lost archives and records belonging to Llandaff 
Rowing Club, but, in this case it is felt that it would be a worthwhile exercise to create a 
background to the sport through the process of discovery. With this in mind various newspaper 
archives, with accreditation to the National Library of Wales, have been researched and these 
have been placed in chronological order so that a sensible interpretation of the development of 
rowing, in the early days, can be created. Also, it was not possible to cover the period from 1910 
onwards and of course, there would have been a dramatic and significant change of events from 
1914 through to 1919 anyhow.  

It is clear that there were two early rowing clubs based at the Llandaff Weir site and these were 
the Taff Amateur Rowing Club and the Cardiff Amateur Rowing Club with one seemingly being 
treated more favourably by the local press than the other, at various times. 

The following script, hopefully, adds to the history of rowing at Llandaff and will give some 
background to the existing Llandaff Rowing Club, this apart, we have to wonder in awe at some 
of the events that took place and whether any of the names mentioned still have descendants in 
the area. It is these names that could well hold the key to any missing history, archives and 
records that would further help the Llandaff Club. 

The Available Evidence 

The weir is located at a place that was once a place of rapids, its lower reaches being a crossing 
point, or ford, approached from an ancient trackway. The weir was built to provide a mill race for 
the Llandaff mill which was demolished in the 1930’s during the construction of Western Avenue.  

On an early OS map of 1875 there was no evidence of a building, or identity of a rowing club on 
the site but an ‘island’ and mill race just above the weir is plain to see. 

Accreditation – National Library of Scotland 

The 1898 OS Map (next page), however, shows a ‘structure’ on the site at a time when rowing 
was actively going on there. 
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     Accreditation – National Library of Scotland 

Similarly, the 1915 OS map shows a structure on the same location

  
     Accreditation – National Library of Scotland 

These maps support the evidence for what follows: 

The earliest evidence for the sport of rowing in the Cardiff area was found in 1856 when the 
Cardiff Annual Sailing Regatta was advertised in The Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian on 28th June. 
(This is not to say that this dated the first ever competition for rowing, only that it was the earliest 
evidence found to date). The event took place on Monday 14th July and was “open to Boats 
belonging to the Port of Cardiff only”. At this event ‘Rowing Matches’ were advertised – “Ladies 
Cup – To be rowed for by Gentlemen Amateurs in Four-oared Gigs, not to exceed 24 feet”.  

On 7th August 1858 The Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian published an article as follows: “Rowing 
Match at Cardiff – The first of the Cardiff Amateur Rowing Matches came off on Friday evening 
last, the course being from the Dolphins at the Pier-head to Penarth beach”. This tells us that 
although the port authority organised and arranged the Cardiff Regatta, which included rowing, 
the Cardiff Amateur Rowing Club was in existence at this time and was arranging its own rowing 
competitions. 
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In 1859 The Committee of the Cardiff Amateur Rowing Club announced that they have engaged 
the steamer ‘Iron Duke’, for an excursion to Barnstaple Regatta (The Cardiff Times 23rd July 
1859) and in 1860 Cardiff Amateur Rowing Club advertised a Regatta in The Cardiff Times on 
the 5th May as follows “Regatta in the East Bute Dock on Wednesday May 9th 1860 to commence 
at half past four o’clock precisely”. The Cardiff Regatta (presumably still under the auspices of 
the port authority) also went ahead in August of that year.  

In 1861 (23rd March) the club had purchased a ‘splendid eight-oared gig, which will enable two 
four-oared crews to practice together’ to add to ‘their matchless fleet of boats’.  

On 19th June 1863 (The Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian) printed a snippet of information that read 
“Cardiff Amateur Rowing Club – An opening Regatta in connection with this club will take place 
on Wednesday 1st July on the river Taff”. It didn’t give the exact location but perhaps a hint that 
the event was not in the dock or bay area. In 1863, September, the Cardiff Regatta was 
postponed because it was felt impossible to ‘go through the whole of the programme in one day’, 
clearly a sign of the popularity and the size of the undertaking at that time. However 9th October 
“... was fixed for the rowing matches, the place selected being the mouth of the river Taff, a 
splendid piece of water for such a purpose”. Unfortunately the event was spoiled by the weather. 

The club continued to thrive through 1864, organising an event in the West Dock ‘as it is 
completely empty of ships’. In 1865 (May) they held a General Meeting at The Windsor Hotel, 
Bute Docks and did so again in November of 1866. 

Between 1866 and 1876, for some reason (yet to be pursued) no information / records could be 
found. 

Of most interest though is this piece published in the Western Mail on 25th September 1876 

 

Followed up by a report in The Cardiff Times on 16th September 1876 titles ‘The Taff Rowing 
Club Regatta’ which went on to state “The first of a series of annual regattas proposed to be held 
on the river Taff took place on Wednesday above the Llandaff weir, where there is a fine expanse 
of water admirably adapted for rowing”.......”A grandstand was erected on the rising ground, 
commanding a view of the river from the weir to the bridge”. This alone gives us some idea as to 
the scale of the event. The report went on to list the various races and the winners of each 
competition. Worthy of note within this report was the following: “Juvenile 30ft Open Gig Race. 
For Amateurs under 16 years of age. Open to Llandaff boats only......” Within this report, the 
island, mentioned previously, was the scene of a mishap when a man upset his boat near to it 
while the island had a number of ladies and gentlemen standing on it, viewing the events. 

This gives us the first notion of an event at Llandaff ‘The First Annual Regatta’ and also the 
existence of another rowing club, that of the Taff Rowing Club and possibly, although it is difficult 
to interpret, the suggestion that the competition included boats from ‘Llandaff’, this most likely 
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being descriptive of the boats that are housed on the site rather than belonging to a club of that 
name. 

From1876 the involvement of the Taff Rowing Club becomes more prominent and on 7th April 
1877 The Cardiff Times printed the following: 

 

This tells us something of the patrons of the club, the fact that this club was sufficiently 
successful to own a racing gig such as this (the Dryad) and that The Heathcock was a favoured 
venue. 

On 12th July 1877 the ‘Llandaff Regatta’ was mentioned in the Western Mail “The second annual 
regatta of the Taff Rowing Club came off on Wednesday at Llandaff”, once again confirming that 
1876 was the first regatta. 

Meanwhile, there is still evidence the Cardiff Regatta continued to run with a report in The South 
Wales Daily News on 24th September 1878 reporting “The Cardiff Pilots Regatta, now an annual 
affair, took place on Monday”. Within this report was a race “For shipwrights or shipwrights’ 
apprentices, in four-oared gigs, not exceeding 30 feet long:....There were four entries, the 
winners being 1st, Novice (Llandaff Club) 2nd etc.....and Model (Llandaff Club) was the fourth 
boat”. 

By 1879 things were ‘on the up’ and The Cardiff Times printed a short passage that proclaimed 
the success of the ‘Taff Rowing Club’ with.... “Under the presidency of Col. Hill, the club 
continues to prosper. Some 18 or 20 boats were on the river and the few scratch races got up 
between the members of the club seemed to attract great interest among the numerous 
spectators on shore. The chief event of the day was the trial of a new four-oared outrigger, said 
to be the first of its class rowed in the Principality. The trail gave great satisfaction. The weather 
was fine”. It is clear that these clubs were very popular having patrons listed among the ‘great 
and the good’ of their day. T W Booker of Velindra was noted earlier and the next cutting also 
gives us the name of Leutenant Colonel Hill listed as President in The South Wales Daily News 
on 11th August 1879. Lieut Col Hill lived at Rookwood just a stone’s throw from the Llandaff 
based club, a man of great status and wealth.   



  Llandaff Rowing Club 

5  Newspaper archives accreditation  

  to the National Library of Wales 
 

 

The Taff Rowing Club Regatta of 1879 was mainly dominated by the Bath Club by an interesting 
observation here is that the Cardiff Rowing Club also competed in this regatta along with the 
Chepstow club. 

The Taff Rowing Club Regatta of 1880, distinguishes for the first time, races for amateurs and 
professionals, each having their own races to compete in. On the face of it, this seems to be a 
measure of the status, not just of the level of competition, but also that of the club itself. 

It was 1881 that emphasis on the Llandaff location was used to suggest a club title. On 13th May 
1881 The South Wales Daily News printed an article on a race between the Penarth Boat Club 
and ‘the Llandaff Rowing Club’ off the coast. 

 

This however, could well be a reporting discrepancy, the writer not having sufficient knowledge of 
the sport. But again, there was more of a suggestion of the Llandaff identity in the report that 
followed, printed in the Cardiff Times on 21st May 1881, a race which Llandaff won: 
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On the 18th August of that year the Western Mail printed a story that was headlined “Llandaff 
Rowing Club Regatta”, but here, the story that followed had conflicting references such as “The 
sixth annual regatta of the Taff Rowing Club took place on Wednesday at Llandaff Weir”.... 
followed by a results summary that stated “City Challenge Cup, open to recognised amateur 
clubs, for four-oared out-rigged boats, Llandaff held it last year”.  

A similar coastal race was also held in 1882 and covered by the South Wales Daily News on 8th 
August, a bank holiday, “a most successful regatta was held at Penarth on Monday”. The report 
going on to say “The Glamorgan Cup four-oared race in outriggers, with coxswains, open to any 
amateur club in Glamorganshire, distance one mile. Two crews competed for the prize, value 
£12, viz., Llandaff Rowing Club and Penarth Boat Club”, Penarth winning on this occasion. A 



  Llandaff Rowing Club 

7  Newspaper archives accreditation  

  to the National Library of Wales 
 

similar report was also shown in the Weekly Mail on 12th August 1882, again mentioning the 
‘Llandaff crew’. 

By this period it’s safe to assume that the weir site is a well established venue for the sport and 
this bulletin was printed in the Western Mail on 20th March 1884: 

PROPOSED ROWING CLUB FOR CARDIFF.   
A well-attended meeting was held at the Angel Hotel, Cardiff, on Wednesday evening, under the 

presidency of Mr. J, Hurman, for the purpose of considering the advisability of establishing a first- class 
amateur rowing club for Cardiff. The meeting unanimously approved of the suggestion, and a further 

meeting was arranged for Thursday, the 27
th
 inst., to enter more fully into the matter and make practical 

arrangements for commencing operations at once. In the meantime matters will be forwarded by a 
Provisional Committee, consisting of Messrs. S. Butler, W. Parry Thomas, F. Hybart, J. L. Brown, and H. 

M. Thompson, hon. sec. pro tem., who have already obtained estimates of the probable sum which will be 
required to establish the club and considerable support from several prominent gentlemen of the town. 
Lord Tredegar and others have consented to become patrons of the club, and a number of honorary 
members have also been enrolled. The Provisional Committee find that a suitable piece of water for 

practice is available on the Taff at Llandaff, and that a site for a boat-bouse can be had, most beautifully 
situated near the weir, close to the city of Llandaff, and only half-an-hour’s walk from Cardiff. A boat-house, 

with bath and dressing-rooms, the design for which was submitted to the meeting, can be erected for 
about, £150, and a modest stock of boats to begin with, consisting of two new inrigged fours, two new 
outrigged fours,with sliding seats, and two new open sculling, boats, can be built for about £135. The 

proposal to establish the club was received with enthusiasm, and there seems little doubt that it will be 
thoroughly carried out. 

Arguably, this event alone would seem to be the catalyst for consolidating the sport in the region 
and at Llandaff in particular. Unfortunately no follow up report on this could be found. 

 

 

 
 
 
The sport continued to flourish with  
the Cardiff Rowing Club, this report 
dated 15th June 1885 in the Weekly  
Mail covered an event that opened  
the season for them: 
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Quite why this club had suspended its activities is not known, but it had been restarted in May of 
that year, announcing as much in The South Wales Echo on 10th May.  

Although knowing that in 1885 the 
Cardiff Rowing Club were based at 
Llandaff an article in the South 
Wales Daily News on 2nd Sept 1886 
gives us a bit more insight into club 
activities for the Taff Rowing Club, 
albeit one that has a very 
unfortunate story attached to it:  
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It’s clear that both clubs reside at the Llandaff site at the same time. In 1888 The Cardiff Rowing 
Club had an article published in The South Wales Daily News on 7th August: 

 

 

In 1889 the Taff Rowing Club called for changes in the governance of the sport in the wider 

regions when an article was published in the South Wales Echo on the 9th March which perhaps 

provides some idea as to the difficulties of running a successful club and competing at a high 

level. There are clearly moves being made to review the way in which the sport is being run and 

to agree a way forward that would benefit all the clubs involved.  
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On 24th Sept 1889, The South Wales Echo announced the Taff Rowing Club‘s annual dinner to 
be held in the Maltsters Arms, Llandaff. 

One item of note here is the name of Charles J. Asplin of the Taff Rowing Club who saved a 
Llandaff Yard boy aged 6, from drowning having ‘jumped into the water fully dressed’ (the South 
Wales Echo 21st June 1890). His gallantry was recognised by The Royal Humane Society, being 
awarded the honorary testimonial on vellum at the Llandaff Yard schoolroom in the presence of 
the members of the Taff Rowing Club (9th August 1890 the South Wales Daily News). 

The Taff Amateur Rowing Club continued to hold their regatta at Llandaff, doing so in September 
1890 (8th Sept the South Wales Echo) as did the Cardiff Amateur Rowing Club (15th Sept the 
South Wales Daily News) and again in August of 1891. 

Both clubs continued through 1892 ‘on the water’ and the Taff Amateur Rowing Club held an 
AGM at the Maltsters Arms in Llandaff reported in the South Wales Daily News on 5th March 
1892. 
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1893 was just as active a year for both Clubs and there was a nice piece in the Evening Express 
on 6th September 1894 with this little extract: 

 

 

South Wales Echo 8th 

September 1894 – 

Cardiff Amateur Rowing 

Club 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Taff Amateur Rowing 

Club 17th Sept 1894 the 

South Wales Daily News 
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Earlier in the year 28th Feb 1894 in the Western Mail we hear of the Cardiff Amateur Rowing 
Club’s AGM, this being claimed as their 11th, which places their official founding date as 1884. 
This also seems to suggest that the Cardiff club had a preferred venue in the ‘town’ rather than in 
Llandaff, sometimes favoured by the ‘Taff’ club. 

 

The Taff Amateur Rowing Club however held their AGM in 1895 at the Corporation Hotel, Cardiff 
according to The Evening Express, 6th March 1895 with their opening day scheduled for Saturday 
March 30th, 4 pm at Llandaff requesting all members to attend. 

Over the years these clubs shared the Llandaff venue together and it seems that this was done, 
successfully, on alternate weeks. They also competed against each other at their respective 
events and in all probability at others as well. All indications are that these clubs got on well 
together as friendly rivals. The regattas went on for many years, through 1896; 1897. On 3rd July 
1899 the South Wales Daily news wrote of a race between Cardiff Amateur Rowing Club and the 
Penarth Yacht Club having taken place over a ¾ mile course on the weir with the Cardiff club 
winning ‘easily’ so the event, once run off the coast, was now on ‘inner waters’. Over these last 
few years, reports on the ‘Taff Club’ had dried up, but they are mentioned ‘in dispatches’, the 
‘Cardiff Club’ holding regattas in 1899, 1900 and with both holding regattas in 1901. In 1902 The 
Evening Express, 19th July published a short account of the regatta that month, in which the Taff 
Club didn’t seem to do themselves justice: 
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Their extra effort and drive all to no avail though, this cutting being published by the Evening 
Express on July 26th 1902; 

 

This next cutting dated 16th August from the Evening Express 1902 provides us with an 
interesting pen portrait of some of the movers and shakers in the Taff Club at that time, the 
introduction being worthy of display: 
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For over 40 years the Taff Amateur Rowing Club, the oldest-established organisation of the kind in the 
district and the premier club of Wales, has been well known to all old Cardiffians, and many an experience 
can be told by some of the founders, such as Mr. James Hurman. Mr. D. A. Thomas, M.P. for Merthyr, Mr. 
J. Lane Herbert, Mr. Richard Sleep, Ac., of jocund times, when they used to row, wearing their broad brim 
straw hats, with blue bands. The regattas were amongst the most popular and fashionable events at the 
time. The committee have always done their utmost to promote rowing in the district, especially have they 
tried to get the River Taff weired. They were the promoters of the grand Jubilee Regatta in 1887, which 
was a great success. On this occasion the Taff Club great success. On this occasion the Taff Club had the 
fine crew composed of the Brothers Smith and Brothers Lovering, who for years swept the boards 
wherever they competed. The annual regattas held at Llandaff are looked forward to by hundreds as one of 
the most enjoyable day’s sport of the season, for which thanks are due to the hard-working hon. Secretary. 
Mr. J. K. Scott. It has been most gratifying to the committee that the majority of the members of last year, 
and many of this year’s members, were successful in taking one or more prizes. This is undoubtedly, due 
to the energetic and hard- working captain, Mr. R. J. Tanner, and old members, including Mr. C. D. Lupini, 
who still takes a great interest in the club. The committee, to further promote rowing this year, put up, for 
the first time on the river, a grand challenge shield for open junior senior fours, and two valuable silver cups 
for club fours and sculling. This year the club has enjoyed a. Record membership, and the committee 
intend carrying out a considerable enlargement of their boat-house. The president is Mr. R. Sleep, who has 
given very valuable prizes from time to time for competition. 
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One of the interesting aspects of this is the reference to Taff Rowing Club being 40 years old at 
the time, this being the case it would date its formation as 1862 and as stated “the oldest-
established organisation of the kind in the district and the premier club of Wales” something to be 
exceptionally proud of and a huge accolade for the existing Llandaff Club which was formed from 
it. 

By1903 things were going well for the Taff Rowing Club: 

     

24th March 1903 The Evening Express  27th May 1903 The Evening Express 

 

   



  Llandaff Rowing Club 

16 
 Newspaper archives accreditation  

  to the National Library of Wales 
 

 

 

  

On 15th June 1903 The Evening 

Express printed this article 

(alongside) which covers both clubs 

confirming the continued existence 

of both clubs and within the detail 

provided, it also tells us that the 

Taff Club were using The Mitre 

Hotel, Llandaff, as venue a of 

choice for some of their events.  

It’s a great pity that some of these 

establishments are no longer with 

us, if only they knew of their 

wonderful history and heritage and 

how important they were in the 

community. (The well used phrase 

“use it or lose it” doesn’t cut it, 

when they once offered a preferred 

place for local people to socialise 

and were once a focal point and an 

essential part of the community).   
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On 17th July 1903 The Evening Express published this short bulletin again publicising a regatta 
for the Cardiff Rowing Club an event which also included the Taff Rowing Club. 

 

Unfortunately the weather didn’t oblige on the day. “The unpropitious weather which prevailed on 
Saturday afternoon not only rendered a late start necessary in the Cardiff Rowing Club’s Regatta 
at Llandaff Weir, but also militated against the large attendance usually found at this interesting 
event”. (The Evening Express 20th July 1903) 

The Taff Amateur Rowing Club held an AGM at The Mitre Hotel, Llandaff in 1904, reported in the 
Evening Express on 2nd March of that year. The report (shown next page) tells us that this was a 
time when ‘alterations and extensions’ had been made to the dressing room at some expense 
and a clear indication that the club was a very successful one. It’s difficult to understand though, 
just what arrangements were in place with the Cardiff Rowing Club, being as they both shared 
the same venue and presumably the same facilities. 

The Taff Rowing Club’s regatta in 1904 was held on 16th July “in charming weather” with the 
competing crews listed as being the Penarth Yacht Club; Taff Rowing Club and the Cardiff 
Rowing Club. 
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Ref previous page 2nd March 1904 AGM 

 

 

The 1904 regatta for the Cardiff Rowing Club didn’t fare as well as the Taff Rowing Club’s, 
“Unfavourable Weather But A Large Attendance” reported on 25th July in The Evening Express, 
“The club during the last seven or eight years has enjoyed uninterrupted success owing chiefly to 
the indefatigable services rendered by the esteemed late secretary Mr Woods-Howells”.  

 



  Llandaff Rowing Club 

19 
 Newspaper archives accreditation  

  to the National Library of Wales 
 

On 10th August 1905 The Evening Express tells us of a meeting held by the Taff Amateur Rowing 
Club at the Angel Hotel, Cardiff, but it also shows that the club’s ‘headquarters’ was at The Mitre 
in Llandaff, where they held their AGM in March of that year.   

 

In 1906 the Cardiff Rowing Club held the ‘Cardiff Regatta’ on July 7th, “Favoured by brilliant 
weather, the shady banks of the River Taff at Llandaff Weir presented an animated appearance 
for the annual regatta. Growing in importance year by year, the local Henley is now regarded in 
the light of an inviting social attraction and the dresses of the ladies today were extremely 
effective and pretty”.  

 

Some excitement thrilled the Cardiff 

Times on 21st July 1906 with the 

boatmen of the Taff Rowing Club 

giving them something to write 

about, with The Mitre once again 

proving to be a most hospitable and 

helpful establishment.  
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Another successful regatta was held by The Taff Rowing Club in August 1906 with an extensive 
race card with the usual suspects competing (Taff; Cardiff and Penarth) as well as Barry Rowing 
Club. 

The Barry Herald briefly reported on the Barry Club at the Cardiff Regatta on 26th July 1907 
although it was the Cardiff club that seemed to take all before them. 

In 1908 the Taff Rowing Club held their AGM at “the headquarters, Llandaff”, The Mitre, reporting 
that “members of the club having greatly increased” (Evening Express 10th April), they had their 
‘first of the season club fours in June with a record entry and in the evening had a “most 
enjoyable tea and smoking concert at The Grand Hotel, Cardiff”.  Their regatta was highly 
anticipated in August of that year when they eagerly looked forward to “Teams being sent down 
from the Midlands and local crews will have to display unusually good form if the Taff Challenge 
Shield is to be kept in the district”. 

More wonderful snapshots were printed in the Evening Express on 17th August 1908 

 

Showing early photographs of (1) Groups of crews awaiting their turn (2 and 4) Competitors in 
the Double Sculling Race (3 and 5) Lady competitors in the Egg and Spoon Race (6) The 
policeman and the suffragette. 

It’s clear that these clubs were thriving, the newspaper reports and these photographs give every 
reason to believe that they were enjoying a very successful period in their history. Although the 
Cardiff club is not mentioned within this script for 1908 they were equally as active, the 
newspapers however seemed to be less generous with their coverage. 

On March 20th 1909 notice was given in The Evening Express of the ‘Silver Jubilee’ of The 
Cardiff Rowing Club. According to this account this would date the club at 1884 (ref p. 12) but 
which takes no account of early reports written about within the early part of this script.  
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March 20th 1909 The Evening Express 

 

On 5th July 1910 The Evening Express published notice of the Cardiff Rowing Club’s Regatta and 

on the 9th July briefly reported on some results. 

    

The newspaper then published a more detailed account on the 11th July 1910 (next page). 
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The available research resource ends at 1910 and consequently no further information is 
currently available. It must be pointed out that the National Library of Wales Newspaper Archive 
is the only resource that has been investigated for this script.  

           TC    

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


