
DISCOVER Rupert’s Snowdonia

62  COUNTRY WALKING  NOVEMBER 2020

RUPERT 
THE BEAR

Rupert the Bear is 
100 – six years older 
than Winnie the Pooh, 
four decades more 
than  Paddington. But 
what’s really surprising 
is how many of this 
bear’s adventures were 
inspired by Snowdonia...
W O R D S :  G U Y  P R O C T E R ;  P H O T O S :  T O M  B A I L E Y

RUPERT’S PATCH
A lot of the adventures 

Rupert the Bear (or 
Rupert yr arth in Welsh) 

had were inspired by 
the countryside around 

Beddgelert in Snowdonia.

Beddgelert
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L
OOK AT THE cover of the 1964 
Rupert Annual (see previous page) 
and something in the background 
might catch your eye. Isn’t that… 
Snowdon? Turn the book over and 
yes, you’ll see another, confirmatory 

bit of that famous Horseshoe at the centre of which 
stands Wales’ highest peak. What you perhaps 
won’t notice, because you no longer have the 
questing eye of a child, or because next to nymphs 
and flying fish it isn’t a very important detail, is 
something only a few would spot – perhaps 
only one child in particular. It’s a tiny 
whitewashed cottage, tiny not just in 
illustrated form but in reality too, 
where it sits at the foot of a hill on 
the outskirts of Beddgelert – the 
improbably modest home of the 
man who brought Rupert the 
Bear to millions of readers 
every day for thirty years. 

These weren’t the only 
elements of Snowdonia to feature 
in the Rupert stories – and the 
more you look into these wonderfully 
sunny, unpredictable tales of sky-boats 
and doors-in-trees, the more of the magic 
(and indeed the fabric) of North Wales you find. In 
fact it was a landscape that fascinated and inspired 
Rupert illustrator Alfred Edmeades Bestall long 
before his thoughts turned to a tartan-trousered 
bear – and which would nourish his imagination 
(and exercise his legs) long into old age.

I’m here in Beddgelert to find that cottage, 
reacquaint with an old friend – Rupert – and 
discover more about the sweet, dedicated man who 
dreamed up decades of adventures for him to have, 
and which still wallpaper the daydreams of 
generations of children. I’m doing it walking a 
route which his god-daughter and biographer 
Caroline Bott tells me was a favourite of Alfred’s – 
one he used to test the walking mettle of visitors 
on, visitors who would include over the years a 
Beatle and a Python.

Beddgelert is a wonderful place, a stone-built 
village at the confluence of the rivers Colwyn and 
Glaslyn which sits at the centre of a sort 

was a devout, soft-spoken man with a powerful 
sense of duty. He would later describe the Express’s 
offer thus: “When in 1935 I found myself suddenly 
in a position to influence the minds of countless 
children I was so shaken by the responsibility that 
I had to approach the matter from a standpoint of 
spiritual exhilaration and could never align the 
stories with finance.” The Express offered him a 
guinea a drawing – at two drawings a day, for six 
days a week, a wage equivalent to around £900 a 
week today. It was a modest sum for an illustrator 
at the top of his game in the heyday of the print age, 
and he wouldn’t have time for much else. But 
Bestall saw it as a vocation. He agreed to illustrate 
the stories. Before leaving the Express offices he 
had just one question: who would write the stories 
he was to illustrate? About that, Mr Bestall... 

Doubtfully at first, he conceived the stories 
himself, and was pleased to find he could – though 
it never came as easily as the drawing. “Thinking 
up the plots was the hardest” he confessed, “And 
the older I got the more difficult it became.” But 
come it always did, and Bestall would never miss a 
day in over 30 years – without break for holiday and 
the only interruptions being a wartime speech by 
Churchill, President Kennedy’s assination and the 
death of Pope John XXIII. He often worked until 
the early hours to finish his panels, scarcely ever 
receiving feedback from his distant bosses – 
though scores of letters from children – and never 
seeing his originals again (the paper would later 
lose almost all of them).

of forcefield of mountain 
promise, energised by 
Snowdon to the north, 

Moel Hebog to the west and 
Cnicht the east. But today 

I’m heading south, leaving the 
village via the handsome three-

arched stone bridge at its centre, past 
the gravestone which folklore insists lent the 

village its name (see panel), and along the powerful 
Afon Glaslyn.  

Rupert may have grown up here, but he wasn’t 
born here – and in actual fact Bestall was only his 
adoptive father (though he would be the formative 
influence). Rupert began life as a tool in the battle 
for sales between then vast-selling daily papers. 
Created by the Express to rival strips in the Daily 
Mail and Daily Mirror, he was originally 
illustrated by Mary Tourtel, wife of one of the 
paper’s sub-editors, who drew her first Rupert strip 
in November 1920. Entitled Little Lost Bear, with 
Rupert in white trousers and blue jacket, he was 
not yet the bear we know. But it was a success, and 
Tourtel would illustrate daily cartoons – with 
stories captioned by her husband – for the next 15 
years. By the end her eyesight had begun to fail, 
giving the Express a problem. Who could take on 
the Rupert role – by now a vital source of pester-
power in keeping its family of readers loyal?

Punch- and Tatler cartoonist Alfred Bestall – 
who’d also illustrated children’s books by Enid 
Blyton among others – was worth a shot. But would 
he be willing to take on the punishing commitment 
of illustrating the strip six days a week, essentially 
forever? And work for the money? The Express 

didn’t realise how lucky they were about to get.
Born in Burma in 1892, the son of 

Methodist missionaries, Alfred had 
spent his early school years in 
Conwy, before winning art school 

scholarships in Birmingham and 
London. He’d served as a driver-

mechanic in the first world war – 
transporting troops about Flanders aboard 

requisitioned red double-decker London 
buses (‘still displaying advertisements for 

popular west end shows’ he later recalled). He 

 ALFRED  
AND RUPERT
Alfred Edmeades 
Bestall, Rupert 
illustrator for 30 
years, at home in 
Beddgelert.

t ANNUAL 
RETURN
At their height, 
Rupert annuals sold 
over 1.5m copies a 
year – eight times 
more than the 
Guinness Book  
of Records today. 

 SHOULD WE?
A tunnel opens part 
way along the Pass 
of Aberglaslyn. What 
would Rupert do?

In the end 
(-paper) 
Two endpapers from 
Rupert annuals 
which direct reflect 
Snowdonian scenes 
are 1972’s, which 
clearly shows Moel 
Hebog, to the west 
of Beddgelert and 
1973’s which shows 
Llyn Dinas, to the 
east. Try as we might we couldn’t find a precise viewpoint for the 
latter (though we did find what look like remains of an old boat 
house) which leads us to conclude while it’s definitely Llyn Dinas 
the precise location is to be found in Alfred’s head!

THOU SHALT PASS
Bestall used this walk by 

the powerful waters of 
the Afon Glaslyn to test 

the mettle of visitors.

WISH YOU  
WERE HERE
Rupert’s home  

of ‘Nutwood’ was a 
dreamy combination of 

Bestall’s favourite places.
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Bestall conceived his stories while walking – and 
as you walk beside the tumultuous water of the 
Afon Glaslyn, you can feel what a fertile source this 
landscape was. The path runs closer and closer to 
the water, until at a bulge in the rock you rely on 
steel handholds to offer reassurance you’re not 
about to topple backwards into white water. Scots 
pine and larch with their cosmopolitan air dot the 
scene just as they do in many Rupert panels, and 
lend the gorge a more Canadian than British feel. 
Somewhere up and to your left, improbably, runs 
the Welsh Highland Railway. 

All of a sudden a 6ft-tall tunnel-entrance appears 
in the rock beside you. What would Rupert do? 
There’s no sign to say don’t, so in you go, as the light 
halves every ten paces, until about 100m in you’re 
at its abrupt end, in absolute darkness with deeply 
(if distantly) booming river roar, and your own 
echoing whoops, filling your now very acute hearing. 

It’s exactly the sort of mild peril, or faintly-ill-
advised choice-making that is the engine of 
Rupert’s adventures. But the jeopardy is only one 
part of their appeal. What makes Rupert stories so 
seductive – and which was Bestall’s transforming 
gift to the franchise – was a heady cocktail of 
circumstances irresistible to children. An idyllic 
setting that had mountains and beaches, forests 
and oceans, heaths, castles, reefs and gorges cheek-
by-jowl in a landscape as up-for-it as Rupert and 
his gang of everychildren animal pals; perpetual 
summer (or perfect winter); a near-total lack of 
parental censure, and – most of all – the limitless 
possibility suggested by the vaulting leaps of 
imagination in a Bestall story. (To take one 
example at random, Rupert and the Rugger Match: 
Rupert is bought a rugby ball. He kicks into a tree. 
Rupert is snatched by a giant eagle as he retrieves it 
and carried away to a lofty nest. Rupert is rescued 
by a flock of other birds and taken to a castle in the 
clouds. Rupert meets the King of the Birds. Rupert 
is imprisoned for failing to tell what bird laid the 
rugby ball. Rupert befriends a mouse and two 
songbirds who convince a giant hen to try to hatch 
it, proving it is not an egg. Rupert introduces rugby 
to the kingdom of the birds. Rupert is made guest of 

 BEDDGELERT 
BOLTHOLE
This tiny cottage 
(on the right) was 
Bestall’s home until 
his death in 1986.

 A BEAR OF 
TWO FACES
Rupert always had 
a brown face on 
the cover of the 
annuals, but a white 
face in the strips – 
except for one year.

honour by the grateful king. Rupert is flown home 
in a hankie. He is not late for tea).

Rupert’s Nutwood was actually an amalgam of all 
Bestall’s favourite places (chiefly Snowdonia, the 
Sussex Weald, and the Severn Valley) but it’s North 
Wales that most informs his sense of adventure. 
After schooling in Conwy, Bestall holidayed in 
Trefriw on the northern fringe of the Carneddau 
mountains, where he would roam a dozen miles at a 
time with family dog Toby, scrambling up to ledges 
and down alongside waterfalls to sketch. He visited 
Nant Gwynant and Beddgelert every year after 
being demobbed from the army in 1919 and settling 
in Surbiton, and in 1956 bought a tiny cottage in 
Beddgelert – that tiny cottage – which he would call 
Penlan after the house his family rented in Trefriw. 
It would eventually become his permanent home.

I’m making my roundabout way to it now. Beyond 
the tunnel the Aberglaslyn Pass path rises to give 
you a vantage point looking down into the deep 
green chambers of the river, and then at Pont 
Glaslyn it’s time to break left and uphill into 
the hinterland behind Mynydd Sygyn, 
the hill that overlooks Bestall’s home. 

It’s a Wild-West-y locale, with 
rusted mine workings that look like a 
cablecar and heaps of slag that may yet contain 
treasure – a place of hideouts and ravines, of 
modest maybe-climbable crags and stark trees on 
the horizon that could be disguised chimneys – 
scenes ripe for import straight into Rupert stories.  

The route Caroline had described as Alfred’s 
visitor-tester leads unhurriedly over the summit of 
Mynydd Sygyn (see route 23 at the back of the 
magazine). From here you peer across to Moel 
Hebog and into the valleys of Nant Colwyn and 
Nant Gwynant. And as I descend towards 
Beddgelert, trying to train my eyes on a small white 

Merlin, Meteorites & Mighty Marged
The history of Beddgelert is littered 
with stories that could have been 
real-life Rupert adventures. 
Legendary wizard Merlin insisted 
dragons fighting under the woody 
hillock of Dinas Emrys (just outside 
the village) were the reason a castle 
built on it kept falling down. It’s the 
birthplace of fabled wrestler and 
harpist Marged ferch Ifan (1696-
1793), who ferried copper across 

Llyn Peris on a boat she built. Owain 
Glyndŵr, the last Welsh Prince of 
Wales, is said to have evaded the 
evaded the English by scrambling 
300ft up nearby Moel yr Ogof to a 
cave; and one of Wales’ only two 
meteor-falls occurred on 21st 
September 1949 when ‘a piece of 
metal weighing about 5 pounds fell 
through the roof of Prince Llewelyn 
Hotel to a bedroom below’.

About 
Gelert
Was Beddgelert 
named for the tragic 
family pet who was 
killed for eating the 
baby but had 
actually protected  
it by killing an 
attacking wolf? 
Great story but no. The village is named for 
an early saint called Kilart or Celert; the 
‘grave’ of Gelert the dog just outside the 
village was erected by a hotel owner who 
connected the story to the village to drum 
up business.
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. . . AND FALLING
The scenes change 
as if panel-by-panel 
in the eminently 
explorable hinterland 
of Cwm Bychan.

“Bestall conceived his 
stories while walking,  
and you can feel what a 
fertile source this 
landscape was.”

FLYING...
Pylons from an old 

copper-ore ropeway 
– perfect fodder for 

dreams of flight and 
contraptions.



cottage below, passing a nobble he and Caroline 
knew as Picnic Point, I get the feeling I’ve seen these 
views somewhere in Rupert before (see panel).

Bestall illustrated the Rupert stories for the 
Express – then selling around 4m copies daily – 
non-stop until 1965, when at 73 he retired on 
doctor’s orders. But he didn’t stop contributing to 
the Annuals – for which he produced bespoke, 
cover and endpaper illustrations for another eight 
years, often drawing on Snowdonian surroundings.

It was one of these endpapers (entitled The Frog 
Chorus, from 1958) which prompted a visit to 
Beddgelert by Paul McCartney and family in 1972. 
The former Beatle had acquired the rights to use 
Rupert in a film two years before (the day after the 
Beatles’ break-up in fact) and though Alfred held no 
control over the character himself, Paul was eager 
to court his involvement. It was an encounter of 
which Alfred wrote: “It was a real pleasure to be 
visited by Paul and Linda and the delightful 
children in my Welsh hide-out and listen to Paul’s 
enthusiasm”. But nothing would come of it until 
1984 with the B-movie Rupert & The Frog Song 
(and we perhaps none of us need reminding of the 
song ‘We All St--- To----er’). Alfred, polite but firm 
throughout, and who dreaded any ‘Disney-fication’ 
of Rupert, refused any sort of payment.

Approaching Penlan now – still in the family, 
though today available to the public as a holiday let 
– it’s comical to imagine the approach of the vast 
McCartney Rolls Royce to this whitewashed 
shoebox; staggering to reflect that on one afternoon 
in 1984 it accommodated 34 local children eager to 
hear from Alfred the origins of Rupert and the Frog 
Song. Yet it’s easy to imagine Alfred’s needs being 
met by these story-breeding environs, and him 
feeling quite at home here – a man for whom his 
imagination was the only overstated thing. (That 
and perhaps his principles; one being that Rupert 

Plas Tan y Graig
When Bestall had guests he either 
decamped to the riverside Plas Tan y 
Graig guest house in the centre of 
Beddgelert or booked his guests in 
there – including the McCartneys. 
You can do the same today, as we 
did! Owners Mark and Annette are 
fantastic hosts and their recently 
refurbished rooms are wonderful. 
https://plastanygraig.co.uk

should never swim, because “We would have to 
decide if his arms and legs were furry or not, and 
whether to give him feet or hands”; that Rupert 
should have a brown face on the covers of annuals, 
but a white face within them (he never did another 
annual cover after 1973’s was altered to feature a 
white face); and that he was not a performing seal 
– asked by Rupert super-fan and Monty Python 
co-creator Terry Jones, visiting Penlan for a 1982 
documentary, if he could draw a quick sketch of 
Rupert, he replied “Preferably not”.)

In June 1985 Bestall was awarded an MBE, but a 
diagnosis of bone cancer meant he couldn’t pick it 
up. Within a few months, unable even to return to 
his bolthole, Bestell told goddaughter Caroline: 
“You had better have Penlan now. You’ll find all my 
early artwork in the loft. You’ll have to have a huge 
bonfire”. He died on 15 January 1986 aged 93. 

16 years earlier, life-long bachelor 
Bestall had been asked, did he regret not 
having children of his own? “I feel as if 
I’ve had thousands of them” he replied. 
Children for whom the Rupert-ish 
feeling of having one foot in the 
everyday and the other in a wonderland 
remains an everlasting source of 
delight – a mood of perpetual summer 
and infinite possibility which as adults, 
like the illustrator himself, we renew 
every time we go for a walk.  

DO THE WALK: turn to Route 23

DISCOVER Strapline xxxxxx

 BEATLE,  
MEET BESTALL
Paul, Linda, Heather, 
Mary and Stella 
McCartney outside 
Plas Tan y Graig on 
their 1972 visit to the 
illustrator (right).

 MOUNTAIN 
WATER (BELOW)
The charismatic Afon 
Glaslyn, seen here 
before entering its 
gorge phase, is fed 
from the cirque lake 
of Glasyn, 2000ft  
up Snowdon.

“You’ll find all my  
early artwork in the loft. 
You’ll have to have a  
huge bonfire.”


