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 Gwent Archives 
Remembering 

THE GREAT WAR 

1914—1918 

Congress Theatre, Cwmbran  NP44 1PL 

Wednesday, 3 October 2018 

 10.00am — 4.00pm 

             ALL ARE WELCOME 
                       (no booking required) 

             Just pop in or stay all day, suitable for the whole family 

the LIFe AND Letters oF PrIvAte WILLIAm o’BrIeN 

A local boy who went to war 

PROGRAMME 



 

 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

The Centenary of the Great War has been about both commemoration and learning. 

We remember those who fell or gave sacrificially for their country. We also need to 

learn about the cause for which so many gave so much. The letters written by Private 

William O’Brien provide the platform for both commemorating the war and learning 

more about its impact.  William wrote most of the letters to his sweetheart Rose in 

Abersychan while he was training in Britain and then stationed in Europe during 

WWI. The letters describe his experiences on the frontline, the discomforts and 

privations of fighting on the Western Front, life in the trenches, and home comforts 

dearly missed. Tragically, like so many, Will did not survive the war but Rose kept the 

letters even after her marriage to Will’s friend Jack Nash. They were discovered by 

Joan Nash, their daughter-in-law several years after Rose’s death in 1980. For Joan it 

was a eureka moment:  

 

The day I found William O’Brien’s letters I could not have imagined the interest they were 

going to evoke later on. We had the task of clearing the old family home and this was 

particularly upsetting for my husband John for he had spent many happy childhood and teenage 

years there. We were working in one of the bedrooms and we had the dressing room drawers 

out. I was sitting on the floor at the time going through one of the drawers when my hand 

suddenly closed on a bundle of old letters wrapped up underneath some blouses. I pulled them 

out and I was curious to see the date on them was 1915 so this made me want to look further… 

 

Joan’s curiosity led to the preservation of an outstanding source for the Great War. The 

rich potential of the letters was realised the moment she presented them to us in 2014. 

The collection was prioritised and a detailed catalogue compiled. This formed the basis 

of an ambitious, innovative project, ‘Sharing Pte O’Brien’ funded by HLF. Today’s 

event celebrates the successful conclusion of the project. William O’Brien’s experience 

of the Great War was similar to many thousands of soldiers but his story lives on in the 

vivid and poignant letters he exchanged with his sweetheart. ‘Sharing Private O’Brien’ 

centres on one soldier but it commemorates the sacrifice of all who gave up their lives 

for their country. 

            



 
 
 
 

MORNING SESSION 

On Stage 
 
 

10.00  Doors Open 
 

10.15  Welcome and Housekeeping 
 

10.25  Official Opening 
by Lord Elis-Thomas AM, Minister for Culture, 
Tourism and Sport 
 

10.35 10.40 Joan Nash – Introduction 
 

10.45 
 

11.00 Ysgol Bryn Onnen: Letters to Treasure – 
Audio/Visual Presentation  
Selected extracts from the WWI letters of Private 

William O'Brien read in English and Welsh by 

the pupils 

 

11.10 
 

11.25 Torfaen Youth Theatre: a play 

11.30 
 

11.45 ‘My Dear Rose’ 
A tribute to William O’Brien  
 

11.50 12.05 The Sharing Private O’Brien Project 
 

12.05 1.00 The Films 
 Sharing Private O’Brien: Roll on Peace - 

Victoria Village School, Abersychan 

 Cofion Preifat O’Brien: heddwch cyn hir 
(memories of Private O’Brien, peace 
soon) - Ysgol Bryn Onnen, School, 
Varteg 

 In Memory of Will - St Mary’s School, 
Newport 

 
 

 

  



 

 
 
 

AFTERNOON SESSION 

On Stage 
 
 

1.00  Opening 
by Nick Thomas-Symonds MP for Torfaen 
 

1.15 1.45 Torfaen Youth Theatre: a play 
 

1.50 2.05 ‘My Dear Rose’ 
A tribute to William O’Brien  
 

2.10 2.25 Charley’s War 
 

2.30 
 

3.00 Remembering Gwent and WWI 

3.00 
 

4.00 The Films 
 Sharing Private O’Brien: Roll on Peace - 

Victoria Village School, Abersychan 

 Cofion Preifat O’Brien: heddwch cyn hir 
(memories of Private O’Brien, peace soon) 
- Ysgol Bryn Onnen, School, Varteg 

 In Memory of Will - St Mary’s School, 
Newport 

 

 
 

  Table-Top contributors include: 
 

  Western Front Association, South Wales Record Society, 
  Monmouthshire Antiquarian Association, Gwent County 
  History Association, Blaenavon, Community Museum, 
  Heads4Arts, Gwent Family History Society, Abergavenny 
  Local History Society 
 
  and more … 

 
 

 
 


