
In 1994, during the time I was researching the Liverpool Slave Trade 

(which I have written about in a previous issue of Heswall Magazine),  

I was on holiday in North Wales where I met an old retired Welsh 

seafarer at Porthmadog (Portmadoc) harbour. He told me the story of 

John Ystymilyn, known far and wide as Black Jack, the first black slave 

in North Wales.

The story told to me was that during the 1740s, a ship on a voyage 

to Africa from the Porthmadog area (possibly Criccieth or Borth-y-Gest), 

sent crewmen ashore in West Africa to find fresh water. The sailors 

came across a deserted village where they found water and filled their 

casks. On their way back through the village they heard something 

whimpering in the bushes. Some of the men went to investigate and 

found a little black boy aged about three years old. They didn’t know 

whether the lad had been hidden or abandoned, only that he was  

upset and the village was deserted. They decided to take the little lad 

with them and rowed him back to their ship where the crew nick-

named him Jack. The ship proceeded on its way to the West Indies and 

eventually after some months, arrived back in North Wales where little 

Jack became the subject of curiosity. He was taken in at the Ystymilyn 

Estate, close to the village of Pentre Felin (between Porthmadog and 

Criccieth), where he became a servant, known throughout the area as 

‘Black Jack’.   

When Jack grew up he became the Ystymilyn estate gardener and  

became fluent in both Welsh and English. He was very talented at his 

job and appeared to have ‘green fingers’, as whatever he planted grew 

well. The estate owner thought very highly of Jack, and he thought  

highly of his master. Jack took the name of the estate and called 

himself John Ystymilyn. He fell in love with a young servant girl; they 

married and had a family. Jack continued to work on the estate until 

he died. My new companion told me that Jack was buried in the old 

churchyard at Pentre Felin, which means ‘mill village’.

I decided to do a bit of research on Black Jack, so my wife Jenny and 

I drove to Pentre Felin and stopped near the Post Office where a local 

lady, Iona Davies, pointed out a narrow lane leading to an old church. 

This ancient lane leads through fields for over half a mile and the 

isolated church stands at the end. It is a beautiful spot, with pleasant 

views in all directions. We walked through the lychgate into the over-

grown churchyard and found the grave of John Ystymilyn on the left of 

the path, about halfway down. His slate headstone states that he was 

born in India. After further enquiries it appeared that another version of 

the story is that Jack was found abandoned in the West Indies and  

‘India’ on his headstone should read ‘West India’ or ‘the Indies’. So 

either Jack was found in Africa, but could only remember eventually 

arriving in North Wales from the West Indies or he was found on a West 

Indian island. Whether the ship was a slave trader or a merchant vessel, 

I could not find out. Whatever the exact truth may be, it certainly seems 

that Jack was the first black slave in the area and not an Indian. 

I was also told that local Welsh people with dark complexions are 

decendants of Black Jack. Over the years I picked up more information 

from other Welsh folk from that area and other sources, including Alltud 

Eifion. Another, probably more accurate version of the story, is that the 

Wynne family, then owners of the Ystymilyn Estate, had a schooner 

which they sailed to West Africa to trade. When some of the crew went 

ashore, they found, caught and kidnapped a little black lad and took 

him back to their ship. Some say he was eight years old, others that 

he was 12 or 13. If this is true, he was probably eight, as I’m sure a fit 

young African lad of 13 or so, in his own environment would easily  

outrun sailors who had been working aboard ship for weeks or months 

and not had cause to run for a good while. The Welsh crew nicknamed 

the little lad Black Jack. When the schooner arrived back in North 

Wales, Jack was kept locked up at the Wynne family estate of Ystymilyn 

until he settled and it was thought that he would not run away. 

At first, local children and women were scared of him as they had not 

seen anybody black before, he made strange noises and was not  

civilised. But over the years, Jack was taught Welsh, English and 

religious studies. He was schooled and trained and put to work as a 

servant and general handyman and became skilled at many tasks, 

but excelled at gardening. Jack was very hard-working, honest and 

trustworthy and became a much valued worker on the estate, gaining 

the respect of the local community. He became a devout Christian and 

was christened John Ystymilyn and became a free man. He was popular 

with the local girls who took a shine to him, but some were curious 

and wondered if his blood was red like theirs. Jack said that they were 

stupid and asked if they thought the blood of a white chicken was of a 

different colour to that of a black chicken. Margaret Gruffydd, a young 

servant girl on the estate, at first scared of him, became attracted to 

him. They began courting and eventually ran away together and  

married in Dolgellau. Because Jack ran away, he was sacked from the 

Ystymilyn Estate, but he and Margaret found other work and went on 

to have seven children. One of their daughters was married in Liverpool 

and lived out her life there. Although Jack was respected and liked by 

everybody, sadly, it was said that a couple of dishonest deceptions were 

played in his name. When Jack was ill and suffering from jaundice he 

was upset about things and down in the dumps, which was said to have 

hastened his death at only 46 years old.

His gravestone is inscribed partly in English, followed by a verse in 

old Welsh. The English inscription reads:  “Here lieth the body of John 

Ystymilyn who died July the 27th 1791 aged 46.” 

The Welsh verse reads: Yn india gyna fe’m ganwyd, A ngamrau, Ynghymru 

medyddiwyd, Wele’r fan dan lechan lwyd, Dy oeredd im daearwyd.” 

This has been translated into English by my friend, Angelsey-born 

Ieuan Edwards, and reads:

“In India recently I was born, My footsteps, In Wales I was baptised, 

See the place under the grey slate, Into your coldness I was buried.”

Also buried in this very old churchyard, on the right of the path, is the 

blind Welsh bard, David Owen, (Dafydd y Garreg Wen), which means 

‘David of the White Rock’. There are also many seafarers buried here. 

The church is dedicated to St Cynhaearn, whose father was killed 

defending Wales from Saxon invaders. A local man told me that the 

church has no electricity, so weddings only take place in the summer 

months. The church of St Cynhaearn is a designated World Heritage 

Site and it is believed that there has been a church on the site since 

the 7th century. In ancient times, it stood on the small island of Ynys-

cynhaearn in a lake called Llyn Ystymilyn. 

Today, the ancient lane leading to the church passes over a bit of 

marshy ground which is all that is left of the lake. I was also told that 

Ystymilyn House, the former home of the Wynne family, is a listed  

building and that the occupant in 1994 was a Major Humphreys. The 

name of the house is actually spelt ‘Ystumllyn’, but I have stuck to the 

spelling on the gravestone.
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