Iron and Coal
in Wales
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Coal overtakes iron
Coal

Iron and coal were the main industries in Wales between
1760 and 1914. Iron was one of the ﬁrst industries to aﬀect
society and the landscape of Wales, but by 1850 there was a
worldwide demand for Welsh coal, and this was having a huge
eﬀect on Wales. South Wales became one of the most
important industrial areas in the world during this period.
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Coal was the main industry in Wales during the
second part of the Industrial Revolu;on. A
staggering amount of coal was mined in Wales
and exported across the world.
Some of the biggest towns in south Wales did
not exist when ;the maps were produced in the
1830s and 1840s.
You can use maps to compare areas before and
aQer the development of the coal industry.
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Iron

The iron industry was the main driver for
the ﬁrst stage of the Industrial
Revolu;on in south Wales.
By 1847 south Wales produced 35% of
all Bri;sh iron.
TTithe maps show that the iron industry
was well established in Wales by the
1830s.
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South-east Wales at the end of the 19th century
Wales was a rural, agricultural country at the end of the
18th century.
Businessmen from south Wales no;ced that the south
Wales valleys had all the raw materials to produce high
quality iron.
• Iron ore (rocks with iron)
• Coal (to heat the iron)
• Limestone (to accelerate the process)
At the beginning of the 19th century, canals transported
iron from the valleys to the docks.
Railways were developed in the middle of the 19th
century. They were a quick and eﬀec;ve means of
transpor;ng tonnes of iron and coal to the docks to be
exported worldwide.
By the end of the 19th century south Wales had changed
from being a rural area, and Wales became one of the ﬁrst
industrial countries in the world.

A map of south-east Wales
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The iron industry in south-east Wales
Iron was one of the ﬁrst industries to change Wales during the Industrial
Revolu;on in the late 18th century. Some of the ﬁrst iron works were
built in Monmouthshire and Glamorgan. Large iron works were built
around Merthyr Tydﬁl and Dowlais. The Crawshay family were famous
iron masters that owned a number of iron works in the area.
Other iron works were opened to the east of Merthyr in Nant-y-glo,
Blaenavon, and Tredegar in Monmouthshire.

What was made with iron?
Nant-y-glo works around 1830

Machines
Building tools
Arms
Railways

Bridges

Trains
Ships

Britannia bridge, 1880

Coldbrook Vale works around 1830

Iron towns
Towns like Tredegar were established around the iron works. Below is a ;the map of Tredegar from 1838.

Industrial towns
Merthyr Tydﬁl was the main iron town in Wales during the 19th century. There
were 4 large iron works in Merthyr; the Cyfarthfa iron works are shown on the
map. The Merthyr iron works produced the same amount of iron as 25% of the
iron produced in the whole of the United States.

In 1696 there were only around 40 houses in Merthyr Tydﬁl.
The ﬁrst iron works were built in Merthyr in 1765. Merthyr
town centre grew with the iron industry. By 1851 there
were 46,378 living in Merthyr.

The iron masters
The majority of south Wales iron masters were wealthy businessmen
from London and Bristol South Wales changed forever because of the
inﬂuence of these men, and they played a crucial role in shaping
modern Wales.
Thousands of people came to live in the area because there was enough
work available in the iron works. The workers were paid low wages and
the masters proﬁted from their hard work.

Richard Crawshay (1739-1810)
Richard Crawshay was a businessman. He began his career in the iron
industry in London in the 1760s.

Tithe map 1838

In 1786 he saw an opportunity to manage the iron works in Cyfarthfa
in Merthyr. The venture was successful and the Cyfarthfa works grew
to be one of the largest iron works in Britain.
Richard Crawshay’s grandson, William Crawshay II built Cyfarthfa
Castle. This large mansion looked over the iron works and was a
symbol of the family’s status.
The Crawshays had a big inﬂuence in South Wales, but they were not
the only inﬂuen;al family. Many businessmen like Richard Crawshay
took advantage of the opportuni;es that were available in the south
Wales valleys.
Cyfarthfa Castle, 1840

The workers
By 1830 Monmouthshire and east Glamorgan produced
50% of iron produced in the whole of Britain.
By 1840 around 40,000 people in Monmouthshire and east
Glamorgan worked in the iron industry.

The Industrial Revolu;on brought big changes to society in
Wales.
There was constant tension and fric;on between the
workers and their masters. The workers were unhappy with
their working condi;ons, and many workers families were
living in poverty. This lead to many strikes, rio;ng and
protes;ng.

The Char;sts aeacking the Westgate Hotel, Newport in 1839.

South Wales was seen as a turbulent area which was a
threat to law and order by the Government.
Protests from the Scotch Caele were a regular
occurrence in Monmouthshire during the 1820s,
there were riots in Merthyr in 1831, Char;st protests
in Newport and the surrounding area in 1839, and
the Rebecca Riots in west Wales between 1839 and
1844.
Monmouthshire Merlin, 09/11/1839

Comparing maps of the Rhondda
The Rhondda was one of the main centres for coal mining during the Industrial Revolu;on. By studying the ;the maps you can see that the town
of Treorchy did not exist in the Rhondda in 1838. How and why did the town grow so quickly?

1838

1884

Comparing images of the Rhondda
By the beginning of the 20th century terraced houses had been built all over the valleys. Scenes of natural beauty in these valleys were
transformed to include iron works, coal mines and homes for the workers.

1850

Berw Rhondda, Thomas Hosmer Shepherd

1907

Treorchy, W P Thomas

The demand for coal
200000

Coal was used to fuel
trains, ships and
factories. South Wales
became an important
region in Britain and
throughout the world
because of the coal it
produced.
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Coal exports in 1913
In 1913 the Welsh mines reached a peak in output. 36 million tonnes of coal
were produced that year, more than at any other ;me in the country’s
history.
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Popula;on of the Rhondda

• In 1840 only about 1,000 people lived in the Rhondda. It was
a rural region with land for farming
• In 1853 a large coal mine was opened, and within four years
a railway was built to transport the coal to the docks.

36 million tonnes of coal

The weight of 5 million elephants!

• The area changed quickly! By 1921 the Rhondda had a
popula;on of 163,000.

Coal changing Wales
Coal was the main industry in Wales in 1913.
The south Wales valleys mined coal that was used
across the world. The iron industry grew side by side
with the coal industry.
By 1913 ⅓ of people working in Wales worked in the
coal mines.
People moved from the Welsh countryside, England
and Ireland to the industrial areas of Wales because
there was plenty of work to be had in the coal mines,
and towns and villages grew around the mines.

Dressing the coal ready to be sold in the market

The work wasn’t easy.
The workers spent the majority of their day
underground in close dark spaces. Hundreds of
people died each year in the coal mines as a result of
accidents and underground explosions.

Placing the coal on a tram in the mine

Diﬀerent use for the land
Tonypandy is an example of how the land in the valleys of south-east Wales changed from being farming land to an urban area in a short amount of
;me. Within a short period the coal industry had changed the area. Work in the coal mines aeracted a lot of people to these areas and terraced
houses were built for the workers and their families. The railway transformed the town further and oﬀered links with others towns.
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The railway
The railway was one of the main reasons why the iron and
coal industries grew so rapidly. Coal from the valleys could be
transported quickly and easily to Cardiﬀ and Barry docks to
be exported across the world.
By 1913 Barry docks was the busiest coal port in the world,
with Cardiﬀ dock being the second most busy.

Cambrian coal mine: Electric belts

Cambrian coal ine: Electric ;pping trams

Cambrian coal mine: Electric belts

Cambrian coal mine: Picking coal

Cambrian coal mine: Train leaving for Barry docks

Work in Wales
The Welsh working landscape changed drama;cally during the
second stage of the Industrial Revolu;on. The number of people
working in agriculture reduced signiﬁcantly and those working in
heavy industries such as iron, coal and copper increased.
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