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Kyffin and Cyffin: Old and Rare Family Names�








Introduction





Since early 1998, I have been researching my Kyffin family history and, in the process, have come across quite a lot of information about the origin of the name and the families with the surname.  





I do not pretend to know all that there is to know about the name or these families, but since there seems to be quite a lot of interest in the subject, at least on the Kyffin Genealogical Forum� on the Internet, I thought that it might be helpful to document the main facts that I have discovered.  At least this might help other researchers to avoid unnecessary duplication.  I would, of course, welcome additional information from anyone.





Meaning and Origin





The name Cyffin and its English counterpart Kyffin come from the Welsh common noun ‘cyffin’.  The National Library of Wales provided the following English translation from ‘A Dictionary of the Welsh Language’: ‘border, limit, frontier, (joint) boundary, confine; (esp. in pl.) land that lies near a border or boundary, adjoining territory or region, neighbourhood, vicinity, surroundings.’  This clearly puts the name in the category that the experts call ‘locational names’.  





Some people believe that this Welsh word has its origin in the Latin word ‘confinium’ which has more or less the same meaning, but I have not come across anyone who has been able to trace the transition from Latin to Welsh.  It may well be that the word goes back even further.  In an article about Wales in the June 2001 edition of ‘National Geographic’, it is reported that the Welsh, who are linked genetically to the Basques people, are descendants of Europe’s aboriginal inhabitants, pre-dating the Celts who pushed them to the periphery of the continent.  But, unlike the Basques who kept their genes and their language, the Welsh kept their genes but forgot their aboriginal language, picking up instead a Celtic language and a Celtic identity.





Whatever its origins, the noun seems to apply as much to physical or natural  borders and boundaries such as rivers and mountains as to political or administrative boundaries like parish or country borders.  But there is no suggestion anywhere that the word and hence the name can be traced to any specific place or area.





Consequently, the fact that, at least in medieval times, the surnames Cyffin and Kyffin were concentrated in the former Welsh counties of Montgomeryshire and Denbighshire and the neighbouring English county of Shropshire can lead to the misleading conclusion that the names can be attributed directly to the border between the two countries.  





It is more in keeping with the scope of the noun that the surnames were also found in other places away from this particular border and not necessarily near natural boundaries, thus embracing the neighbourhood/vicinity concepts appearing in the dictionary definition.  I am told that the word ‘cyffin’, usually in its plural form ‘cyffiniau’, meaning vicinity, is still very much in use in modern Welsh.





For a long time now, there has been a township called Cyffin in the parish of Llangadfan in the former Montgomeryshire (now within the county of Powys), and there is even one farm called Cyffin and other farms whose names contain the name Cyffin in that township.  I have not yet found out how these places got their names, but it could well be because of their proximity to the River Vyrnwy which could be thought of as a boundary or border of some sort.  Similarly, the southern boundary of the township is delineated by a small stream called Nant Cringae which is shown as Cyffin Brook on old maps.�  





There is also a place called Gyffin just outside Conwy in the former Caernarvonshire (now part of Gwynedd) and it too is close to a river.  However, I am not at all sure that this place is of anything like the same significance to the Kyffin/Cyffin family name as the place near Llangadfan.  The reason for this opinion will be made clear below. 





In any event, it is clear that the origin of the Kyffin/Cyffin family surname is quite different from the majority of Welsh surnames which are either patronymic, i.e., based on the name of a person’s father, or based on personal characteristics. �





Spelling and Pronunciation





Except for words borrowed from other languages, notably English, the Welsh language has not historically incorporated the letter ‘k’, and the adoption of the spelling KYFFIN, rather than CYFFIN, reflects the progressive inter-mingling of the two languages and cultures.  Quite often, one sees the two spellings used almost interchangeably in some documents, further reflecting this intermingling.   





However, one sees many variations of the English spelling, including KYFFYN, KIFFIN, and KIFFEN.�   But the Welsh version seems to have had only one alternative spelling, namely CUFFIN,  which is an accurate reflection of the pronunciation of the word and the name in Welsh.  Even today, native Welsh speakers will usually use the pronunciation KUFFIN to address people who spell their name KYFFIN.   In England and overseas, the usual pronunciation is KIFFIN.





Madoc: Possibly the first Cyffin





The evidence that is available suggests that the first person who acquired Cyffin as part of his identification may well have been a Welshman called Madoc.  He lived in the early part of the 14th century.





Madoc’s ancestors go back a long way to one of the famous fifteen Royal Tribes of Wales.  More specifically, he was a descendant of Bleddyn ap Cynfyn who, as head of the third Royal Tribe, was King of North Wales and Prince of Powys, and eventually King of all Wales.�   Some people have even managed to trace the ancestry of these men back even further into Roman times.  





One of Madoc’s more recent ancestors was a man called Einion Efell who lived between 1120 and 1196 and who was Lord of Cynllaith and Mochnant and also Lord of Oswestry.  These titles are significant to Kyffin/Cyffin researchers because the River Cynllaith flows through that part of south-eastern Denbighshire (now part of the county of Clwyd) where many Kyffins/Cyffins once lived and where some of the main family estates were located.  Also, the town of Llanrhaeadr-ym-Mochnant is close to Lloran Ucha where Madoc is said to have been living in 1350.  Einion Efell himself  lived and died at Llywynymaen which is just outside Oswestry in the north-western part of Shropshire, England.�  





It would be a great help if we could find an accurate description of Efell’s lands.  Such a description could go a long way to explaining the development of the various branches of the Kyffin family who were descendants of his and of Madoc Cyffin.  It might also explain the origin of the Cyffin properties such as Cae Goch in northern Montgomeryshire that were outside the contiguous Cynllaith/Mochnant/Oswestry area.





One of the statements that is made in some of the frequently-used genealogical references� is to the effect that Madoc was nursed in a place called Cyffin and was referred to as such to distinguish him from his father Madog G(ch.  The same sources report that this place called Cyffin was in Llangedwyn, which is a village and a parish in the extreme south-eastern corner of the former Denbighshire.  Regretfully, these references do not give the source or authority for this information.





There is reason to believe that these references are incorrect in locating the place Cyffin near Llangedwyn.  No place of that name is known to exist or have existed to knowledgeable people living in Llangedwyn today.  Moreover, other references� locate the place near Llangadfan and almost  certainly mean the place called Cyffin that still exists today.  It would be reassuring if these other references gave the authority for their statements  but, personally, I am persuaded that they have the right place.  


.


The notion that Madoc Cyffin acquired his name from the place called Cyffin in Llangadfan parish may only be a legend since there is no proof or evidence of such a connection.  However, the legend may have substance, given that in the old days the children of influential people were often fostered out to other families and given names that were associated with these foster families�. 





Although we may never learn the truth on this subject, it does seem reasonable to say that Madoc undoubtedly adopted or was known by


the surname Cyffin and that he may well have obtained it from the place called Cyffin near Llangadfan.  





We know very little about Madoc’s life, but one can safely assume that he was Welsh-speaking and therefore that if he had been literate he would have used the name CYFFIN with that spelling.�  What is interesting is that, at that time, very few Welsh people had any surnames at all, relying instead on the patronymic system of identification.  It is therefore accurate to describe the name as ‘old’, maybe even ancient, at least by Welsh standards.





Madoc’s Descendants





While Madoc may have been known as Cyffin, it would appear that quite a few generations passed before the name became adopted permanently by his descendants.  We do not know for sure but the sons from his first marriage do not seem to have been known as Cyffins, while the son from his second marriage was known as Ieuan Gethin.  The latter had several sons, only one of whom apparently used the Cyffin surname.  However, from about 1500, the descendants of Madoc (being well aware of their ancestry, no doubt) started using the surname more consistently, following the trend of that time.   We also see the English spelling emerging more frequently.





Madoc’s first marriage was to a woman called Tanglwst. When one examines the pedigrees flowing from this marriage, it is easy to see how the concept of ‘gavelkind’ might well have worked.  Gavelkind is the old Welsh tradition whereby a man’s property was distributed equally to his sons at the time of his death.  We can find Madoc’s descendants at a number of places that were very likely in Einion Efell’s territory:   Lloran Ucha, Moel Iwrch, and Glascoed in south-eastern Denbighshire; Garthbeibio, Cae Goch, Bodfach, Abertanat and Gartheryr in northern Montgomeryshire; and Sweeney, Coedyrallt, and Yfton in  north-western Shropshire. Of these, the best-known are Glascoed, close to the village of Llansillin, which still stands today as a large, handsome farmhouse and Bodfach, just outside the village of Llanfyllin, which was a hotel at one time but is now a private residence once again. The Kyffin house at Sweeney, just outside Oswestry, no longer exists but was close to the hotel that is there now.  The former Kyffin house at Coedyrallt, near Dudleston is still used as a farmhouse and private residence.�  





Many of the Kyffins who were at these houses in the 14th-16th centuries were described as ‘landed gentry’� whose major source of income was the rents that they received as landlords.  Quite a few of them rose to prominence in public life.  For example, Watkin Kyffin who had Glascoed  was Sheriff of Denbighshire in 1662 and Sheriff of Montgomeryshire in 1663.  The unfortunate thing is that, so far as I can determine, it has been more than 150 years since any Kyffins lived in or close to these places.  The various family lines all seem to have terminated through lack of male heirs, although it must be said that many of the pedigrees are not brought down to the point where they overlap with civil records.  One remains hopeful that some twig on some branch of Madoc’s family tree is still alive today, perhaps in countries other than England and Wales.





Madoc’s second marriage was to a woman named Ales (Alice).  Their descendants eventually established the well-documented Maenan branch.  Maenan Hall is a short distance to the north of Llanwrst in the valley of the River Conwy in the county of Gwynedd.  It is some distance away from the ancestral Kyffin lands further to the east and it is not clear how the separation took place.  In 1545, a man whose father Owen Kyffin was a great-great-grandson of Madoc Cyffin purchased the house at Maenan.  This man was a clergyman called ‘Sir’ David Owen following the tradition of giving the title to parish priests in pre-Reformation times.  If he had not been a clergyman, he would probably have been known as David ab Owen.  There was an abbey close by at Maenan and a former abbott was one Geoffrey Kyffin, a great-uncle of David Owen.  My guess is that it was this connection that prompted David to leave his family in the Kyffin ancestral lands to take up holy orders and to move to Maenan Abbey.  





In actual fact, the first Kyffin to occupy the house that David bought was his son Maurice who was the first in a line of Kyffins at Maenan Hall covering more than 200 years.  The last male Kyffin there was Sir Thomas Kyffin (this time a legitimate knight) who died in 1784, leaving four daughters but no sons.�   There is still a building at Maenan Hall but apparently only a section of it goes back to Kyffin times. 





During these 200 years, the Maenan Kyffins acquired quite a lot of property in Denbighshire and Flintshire and many of them (including quite a few clergymen) became well-known at places such as Eglwysfach, Llandogget, Bangor, and Wrexham.  It is always possible that some of today’s Kyffins whose more recent ancestors were in that area, notably Llanfairtalhaiarn, may be able to find a connection back to the Maenan group�, but so far as I know only one person has been able to prove such a connection and this is a woman whose surname is not Kyffin.





There are many pedigrees and other written material about the descendants of Madoc Cyffin that can be obtained from the National Library of Wales or the Shropshire Records and Research Centre�. Most of the documentation suggests that the branches that spread out from Madoc died out through lack of male heirs.  This leads me to the conclusion that few, if any, of the Kyffins who are living today, including myself, are direct descendants of Madoc.


  


Although we may yet discover documentation which leads in another direction, this conclusion is not really surprising when one recalls that the name did not originate from a set of personal or family characteristics but rather from topographical features that can be found in many places.  One of the principal authorities� on Welsh surnames has this to say about locational names: ‘ it is unlikely that modern families with this type of surname are all descended from earlier distinguished or landowning bearers of the name.  There is rarely continuity of documents to connect random sightings of such names among ordinary families, and family historians should appreciate that surnames could be taken for other reasons than blood relationship......’.  





In my own case,  the earliest yet-to-be-confirmed ancestor that I have found is a weaver named John Kyffin who lived in the village of Llanyblodwell, Shropshire between 1650 and 1690 (approximately).  Now, this means that he was living only a very few miles away from the descendants of Madoc who were at Sweeney, Glascoed and Bodfach at about the same time.  There was even a David Kyffin� who was Vicar of Llanyblodwell during the time that John lived there, yet the two were not related by blood.  It could well be that John adopted the name Kyffin out of respect for his vicar or because Llanyblodwell is right on the border between England and Wales and that he just wanted to be distinguished from other people in his milieu, in much the same way as Madoc did 300 years earlier.  The ancestors of other modern Kyffins may well have done the same.








Kyffins in the 1881 Census�





 A total of 130 people with the surname Kyffin were enumerated in the 1881 Census of England and Wales.  Some others, such as my great-grandfather and his family, were omitted, for unknown reasons.  Exactly half of these Kyffins lived in England (with the largest number being in Lancashire, predominantly in Liverpool) and exactly half lived in Wales (predominantly in Denbighshire�).  Interestingly enough, there were none at all in south Wales where the surname has always been very uncommon.





In addition, there were 36 Cuffins (but no Cyffins at all), 30 Kiffins, 9 Kyffyns, and 8 Kiffens, plus 1 Kyffine who was probably a Kyffin anyway, for a total of 84 ‘Kyffin cousins’.  Of these ‘cousins’, 65 lived in England and 19 in Wales.





Adding these ‘Kyffin cousins’ to the Kyffins, we have a grand total of 214 people.  Relative to the population of England and Wales, this does indeed make for a rare breed, although we do not know how many others lived in other countries in 1881.











Modern Kyffins





So far as I know, no-one has an accurate count of the number of Kyffins living today.  Almost certainly the majority will still be in Great Britain, probably in England, although there are some, I believe, in the Wrexham area in Wales.  I am aware that there are quite a few Kyffins in the United States of America and some in Australia and Canada (including a second cousin of mine whom I never knew existed!).  There are probably others in other countries.  My guess is that there are not more than 2,000 Kyffins (and maybe no Cyffins at all) in the whole world today - still a very rare name.  





A number of modern Kyffins are researching their family history and a few have found common ancestors in Wales.  In my own case, my more distant ancestors came from the border area near Oswestry in Shropshire, England, although it seems indisputable that their origins were essentially Welsh.


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Tony Kyffin, 4930 Periard Street, Pierrefonds, Quebec, Canada  H9J 3T5


e-mail: tonykyffin(hotmail.com                        Tel: (514) 696-5952  





  











 





 








� Comments on a draft of this paper were provided by Edward Kyffin, John and Sheila Rowlands, and Mervyn Jones.  The latter was also very generous in providing many of the sources referred to in the footnotes.  I  thank them all but do not wish to implicate them in any errors of fact or opinion that remain in the text.


� This web-site can be accessed through http://genforum.genealogy.com/kyffin/messages/17.html


� I am grateful to Major E.H.C. Davies of Llangadfan for this and other information relating to Cyffin.


� There are several good references dealing with Welsh surnames.  For example, T.J. Morgan and Prys Morgan, ‘Welsh Surnames’, University of Wales Press, Cardiff (1985).  Also, John and Sheila Rowlands, ‘The Surnames of Wales’, Federation of Family History Societies (Publications) Ltd. (1996).


� I am not so sure about some other possibilities such as COFFIN.


� See Philip Yorke, ‘The Royal Tribes of Wales’ (1799) and the summary in Pennant’s ‘Tours of Wales’.  See also the monumental work of Dr. Peter Bartrum in his several volumes on Welsh genealogies.


� I understand that, in Efell’s day and before the Acts of Union 1536-1543, that part of  Shropshire was in Wales anyway.


� Notably, J.E. Griffith, ‘Pedigrees of Anglesey and Caernarvonshire Families’ (1914) - now available on microfiche.  Also, J.Y.W. Lloyd, ‘Powys Fadog’, 6. Vols. (London, 1904-33).


� See, for example, Walter Davies in a footnote that he added to a paper written in 1792 by William Jones entitled ‘Statistical Account of the Parishes of Llanerful, Llangadfan and Garthbeibio in Montgomeryshire’ and published in the Cambrian Register, 1796.  Also, Rev. William Lloyd in ‘Sheriffs of Montgomeryshire’ in the Montgomeryshire Collections, Vol. 4, p. 361. 


� Mervyn Jones corrected the ill-informed view that I had on this subject.


� Interestingly enough, Lewys Dwnn in his ‘Heraldic Visitations of Wales’ (Vol. 1) uses the spelling CYFFYN.  But he too states that the place where Madoc was nursed was in Llangedwyn.


� I am grateful to Christine Abram of the Shropshire Family History Society for providing this information.


� See the reference to John Kyffin of Bodfach in ‘The Historical Atlas of Montgomeryshire’ (page 61), published by the Powysland Club (November 1999).


� One comprehensive account of this branch is given in ‘The Kyffins of Maenan’ by Norman Tucker in ‘Transactions of the Caervarvonshire Historical Society’, 1970.  


� The 1881 Census of England and Wales recorded two Kyffins at Maenan.  One, a woman named Maria (aged 61, born at Llangerniew, not far from Maenan) was enumerated as a farmer.  The other was her daughter Jane (aged 24, born at Maenan).  I cannot see where, if at all, these two women fit into the picture of the Kyffins of Maenan Hall.


� One source providing good coverage is entitled ‘Oswestry Ancient & Modern and Local Families’ which appeared in ‘Archaeologia Cambrensis’, Vols. 39 (1884) and 40 (1885).


� See Sheila Rowlands, ‘The Surnames of Wales’ in ‘Welsh Family History - A Guide to Research’, edited by John and Sheila Rowlands, Federation of Family History Societies (Publications) Ltd., Second Edition, 1998.  This, and the companion volume entitled ‘Second Stages in Researching Welsh Family History’, (1999) by the same editors and from the same publisher, is highly recommended.


� This man
