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CHAPTER 1

The Mystery of the Welsh Indians

American history books teach us that Christopher Columbus discovered America in 1492. But mysterious artifacts discovered in Kentucky predate Columbus by hundreds of years. Is it possible someone other than Columbus may have reached American shores long before the close of the fifteenth century?

In 1799 six skeletons were found in Jeffersonville, Indiana, directly across the Ohio River from Louisville. Attorney, civic leader, and honorary Kentucky colonel Reuben Durrett reported that each of the six skeletons bore a breastplate bearing a mermaid and harp. The symbolism was apparent: the Welsh coat of arms. The harp was the Welsh national musical instrument, and the mermaid indicated the shield bearer was of Welsh descent. Moreover, Durrett noted a gravestone located by the Falls of the Ohio with an inscription of 1186, but the caption was unrecognizable. Whose headstone was this?

Across the river in Kentucky, construction workers stumbled across another remarkable find in preparation for pouring the foundation of a flour mill. As they cut down a huge sycamore with two hundred annular rings, they were astonished to find an iron axe lying under the roots a few feet from the surface. Interestingly, the axe predated English settlers and French explorer Sieur de LaSalle, who did not explore the area until 1670. Two centuries earlier, not even the Native Americans of the region had knowledge of iron smelting at the time. So where did the axe come from?

Another mysterious site in Kentucky was discovered in 1873. Indiana state geologist E. T. Cox and his assistant, William Borden, came upon a stone fort at Devil’s Backbone, fourteen miles north of the Falls of the Ohio. Situated on a high rock ridge at the confluence of Fourteen-Mile Creek and the Ohio River, the prehistoric fortification consisted of a limestone wall, 150 feet long, carved along the front and side of the hill. Loose stones were piled along the slope of the hill and then stacked vertically for the last ten feet. The men believed at one point the wall reached a height of seventy-five feet. Atop the hill, inside the fort, the men discovered five mounds. When the mounds were excavated, pieces of charcoal, decomposed bones, and other relics were uncovered. Stone walling of this construction was not typical of Native Americans, so who built this fort?

At the other end of the Falls of the Ohio, a graveyard was discovered that contained the prehistoric remains of hundreds of individuals and fifty tombs cut of roughhewn stone. All of the remains were male, none of who were less than six and a half
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feet tall. These men were buried in a sitting position, weapons in their laps, and their heads inclined to face the rising sun. Each man had an indention to the left temple. This discovery bears similarity to ancient head skeletons found in Britain, where the practice of trephinning, or burring a hole in the skull for medical purposes, was common.

In 1963, construction crews working on the Sherman Minton Bridge connecting Louisville to New Albany, Indiana, unearthed a cache of Roman coins dating from AD 235 and 268, during the reign of Maximus I and Claudius II. Why would Roman coins turn up in Kentucky?

All of these unexplainable discoveries allude to the possibility that another group, possibly the Welsh, discovered America more than three hundred years prior to Columbus. If that was the case, what happened to the supposed Welsh settlers? In order to decipher if the Welsh truly explored the interior of America, one needs to examine the story of Madoc and the Welsh Indians. Madoc was a twelfth-century explorer and illegitimate son of Owain Gwynedd, a powerful chieftain in North Wales, and his Irish mistress, Brenda.

By the twelfth century, Wales was divided into three kingdoms: Gwynedd in the north and west, Powys in the east, and Deheubarth in the south. Ascending to the throne in 1138, Owain Gwynedd ruled his principality with a mixture of brutality and sagaciousness. He dealt brutal punishment to those considered disloyal, going so far as to imprison his own son, Cynan, as well as blinding and castrating a nephew. He warred constantly with his brother, Cadwahr, and his chief rival, Henry II, the Norman king of England, who made multiple attempts to invade and conquer Wales. Although chieftain over one third of Wales, Owain understood Henry II’s mission to conquer Wales and sought attempts at unification. He diplomatically garnered an alliance with France against Henry II.

Owain not only assumed the throne from his father, Gruffud ap Cynan, but also inherited his father’s love of poetry. Many poets and minstrels traveled from Ireland to Wales regaling not only Owain’s military prowess in story and verse, but also his gigantic stature and charisma.

Owain wed two women and sired at least twenty-seven children with various mistresses. His marriage to his first cousin, Chrisiant, was ruled incestuous by the Catholic Church, and Owain was excommunicated by Thomas à Becket, the archbishop of Canterbury. One of his mistresses was Brenda, a daughter of an Irish lord and Viking ancestor, who gave birth to six sons. One of these sons was Madoc, born between 1134 and 1142. Whether covering up his infidelity, salvaging his reputation to religious leaders, or eliminating any claim to the throne, Owain planned to kill the infant Madoc. Another account reports Madoc was born with a clubfoot and such a deformity was considered ill-fated for the heir to the throne. However, Brenda discovered this plan, smuggled Madoc out of Wales, and sent him to Ireland.

Owain died in 1169, plunging the entire province into civil war. The oldest legitimate son, Iorweth, was deemed unfit to rule because of facial deformities. Two other sons, Howell and David, waged war for the succession to the throne. Madoc may have attempted to return to Gwynedd after his father’s death, but he must have known his death sentence was assured in Wales. David not only was successful in killing Howell and taking the throne, but also was instrumental in slaying two other brothers. He even issued a death sentence for Madoc’s wife, Amnesta, a maiden in his mother’s court.

A true product of his Viking forbearers, Madoc grew up to become an experienced sailor while living in Ireland. His sailing acumen was the result of many travels to and from Ireland and Scandinavia to visit family. His exile and naval expertise were relayed in poetry written by Meredith ap Rhys, Guytin Owen, and Lodewijk van Velthem. Realizing any claim to the Welsh throne would preclude him, Madoc decided to venture west by sea. From his Viking ancestors, he knew there were two ways to successfully reach the Americas: The first way was the northern route by Iceland; the second was by the Caribbean trade winds. Madoc took the southern route for his initial voyage, which landed him in Mexico.

This landing was acknowledged by several sources, including the Toltec Indians, who predated the founding of Mexico City in 1325. Their legends discussed giant white men, considered to be gods, arriving on ships with square sails, a typical characteristic of a Viking ship. Furthermore, the speech of Montezuma to his subjects after he was taken prisoner by Cortes in 1520 noted “descendants from a far distant northern nation, whose tongue and manners we yet have partly preserved.” And Sebastian Cabot, who discovered Florida and Mexico around 1495, found several parts of the coast inhabited by descendants of the first British voyagers, who had arrived in 1170.

Upon leaving Mexico on friendly terms, Madoc is believed to have sailed up the Gulf of Mexico and into Mobile Bay. Several of Madoc’s shipmates disembarked in Mobile Bay, finding the land too inviting to pass by. This initial sailing excursion west was purported to have taken four years.

By the time Madoc reached Wales, he relayed to the Welsh his adventures in Mexico and the virgin land of Mobile Bay. His tales enticed many new settlers, anxious to leave warring Wales, to join him on his next voyage. In 1170 he set sail from north Wales on his second voyage with his two brothers, a sister, and possibly three thousand colonists in as many as eleven ships. His single-mast ships were up to seventy-five feet in length, with deep, straight keels and eight to sixteen pairs of oars. One of Madoc’s ships, the Gwennan Gorn, was considered magical. Since Madoc believed iron would interfere with his compass, the Gwennan Gorn was held together by stag horns rather than nails.

After an approximate two-month voyage, Madoc’s ships reached Mobile Bay. Madoc, however, was unable to find the shipmates he had left several months earlier, unaware if they had fallen at the hands of Indians or disease. The ships then turned back into the Gulf of Mexico and made their way back to Wales, stopping at the island of Lundy in the Bristol Channel outside the confines of David and his warring brethren.

While docked in Lundy, Madoc recruited more war-torn settlers and set sail in 1171 in the same ships. In fact two ships from Madoc’s expedition, Gwennan Gorn and Pedr Sant, commanded by his brother Riryd, were noted in the maritime log of Missing Ships of Britain in AD 1172. Since Madoc never returned to Wales after this third voyage, it is unknown whether the party made landing in Mobile Bay. However, based on Indian lore, it is suspected he most likely reached the mouth of the Mississippi River.

From this point Madoc’s expedition begins to tell two tales. Accounts of supposed “White Indians” in the upper Midwest Dakotas noted their ancestors landed at the mouth of the Mississippi and sailed up the river. Madoc’s white colonists were defeated by the Cherokees in Alabama, Tennessee, and Georgia, and fled farther upstream along the Missouri River, eventually settling in North Dakota. As exploration of the Northwest gained fervor in the 1600s and 1700s, explorers, soldiers, and missionaries reported that light-skinned Indians who spoke Welsh inhabited the region. This tribe, named the Mandan, lived a culture reminiscent of Welsh forbearers. French Canadian explorer Pierre Gaultier noted the Mandan lived in villages with streets and squares. Likewise, they had fair skin, spoke a derivation of Welsh, and traveled in tublike canoes similar in construction to Welsh coracles. Tragically, in 1838, smallpox wiped out the Mandan.

Another account counters that Madoc’s expedition made its way to the Falls of the Ohio, which prevented any further sailing. Upon disembarking, the party realized the area supported habitation and broke off into small bands, intermarrying with Native Americans. Local tradition claims they built great mounds at various locations along the Ohio River. Realizing they had not left all warring in Wales, the group clashed with the Native peoples, which led them to build stone fortifications such as Devil’s Backbone for protection. These long rock walls, pits, and carved caves were reminiscent of similar ones in Wales. In the late eighteenth century, Piankeshaw Chief Tobacco relayed the story of whites clashing with Indians in the Great Battle at Sand Island at the lower end of the Falls of the Ohio to American Revolutionary War hero George Rogers Clark, an older brother to explorer William Clark.

French explorer René-Robert Cavelier, sieur de LaSalle noted as he ventured the Ohio River in 1669 and 1670 that his men abandoned the exploration at the Falls. Their reluctance to continue up the river may be attributed to Shawnee tales that the Falls was haunted by the victims of the Great Battle, which had been fought at the site seven years earlier. At the tail end of the Beaver Wars, which were fought during the mid-1600s, conflict climaxed between the French and Iroquois over trading supplies with the Algonquian. An outgrowth of this tension fueled the Great Battle at the Falls, with the Welsh making a stand against the Indians on Sand Island, near Louisville’s Shippingport Island. Only a few Welsh survived. It is speculated some survivors may have escaped to a colony along the Big Creek at Wiggins Point (Indiana), where stone fortresses similar to Rose Island in Clark County, Indiana, were found. Rose Island fortifications contained foxholes and walls stretching thirty-six hundred feet in length. In 1874 geologists discovered human bones protruding from the banks of Big Creek at Wiggins Point, as well as human remains buried in a sitting posture and covered with shells and fragments of pottery. At this location survivors would have been free of Iroquois retaliation, since they could bypass the Ohio River at the Falls via the Wabash River.

Remnants of suspected Welsh inhabitants traverse the Bluegrass State. Stone forts and towers built on earthen mounds in strategic locations dot the Ohio River, starting from the Falls of the Ohio to the mouth of the Great Miami River in southern Ohio. A resident of Vevay, Indiana, once described seven such towers between Carrollton and Warsaw, Kentucky. Each tower sat on a high hill, giving its occupants the ability to send smoke signals upon any emergency. Approximately thirty-five miles upstream, the remains of a village and burial ground of unusually large inhabitants were found in Augusta, Kentucky. Local legend states that a jawbone found in 1790 was so large it could fit over the settler’s entire head.

Some contend Madoc was no myth, but an actual explorer who reached North America long before Columbus. Supporters of the Madoc story
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