Part1: Rhyd-y-car Terrace, St Fagans National Museum of History

Table of Contents

Introduction………………………………………
Main Discussion………………………………..
Conclusion……………………………………….
Bibliography……………………………………..






















[bookmark: _Hlk218798598]
Rhyd-y-car Terrace, St Fagans National Museum of History

Rhyd-y-car Terrace at St Fagans National Museum of History, is a clear example of early workers housing and illustrates nearly two centuries of domestic building  in Wales. Originally constructed around 1795 by Richard Crawshay to house workers employed in his iron mining operations, the terrace consists of six small dwellings, each representing a different historical period: 1805, 1855, 1895, 1925, 1955, and 1985. Although the basic plan of each house remains consistent, the changes in construction methods, materials and finishes clearly demonstrate how domestic buildings evolved in response to defects, changing standards of comfort, technological advancement and social expectations.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Wiliam, E., 2003. Rhyd-y-car: a Welsh mining community: the life, death and re-creation of a Welsh mining community, 1800-1980. National Museum Wales.
] 

Each dwelling in the terrace comprises a ground floor living room with a bedroom above, accessed by a steep circular staircase positioned adjacent to the fireplace, a second bedroom and a small kitchen are located to the rear. The simplicity of the layout reflects the financial constraints and simple methods of construction in the early 1800s. However, as time progressed, improvements were made to address problems such as dampness, poor lighting, heat loss, hygiene and durability as well as to reflect rising living standards.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Google Arts & Culture (n.d.) Rhyd-y-car: Miner’s Homes Through Time. Available at: https://artsandculture.google.com/story/GwWhwQqgrbN8mA (accessed: 02/01/2026)
] 


Windows and Doors
In the earliest house constructed in 1805, windows and doors are basic and functional, timber framed sash windows with small panes of handmade glass are typical of this period, the windows are small, primarily to reduce heat loss and because glass was expensive. Ventilation is minimal due to smaller windows and to ensure better heating, external doors are solid timber plank doors, offering little thermal resistance and often poorly fitting, which contributes to draughts.
In the 1855 house, improvements in glass manufacture and timber processing are clearly seen within the terrace, Windows are slightly larger, with more regular panes, reflecting industrial advancements. Timber joinery is more refined, improving both weather resistance and appearance. However, the windows remain as single glazing and heat loss continues to be a significant issue, the doors are clearly more robust, often framed and panelled rather than simply planked, improving durability and security.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Stratton, F., 1894. The Public Health Act, 1875, and Other Statutes and Parts of Statutes Relating to the Public Health: Preceded by a Complete Index to the Same. Columbia University.] 

The 1895 house shows a further shift towards improved comfort, sash windows are built with casements, allowing for better ventilation control and increased daylight. This change reflects growing awareness of the importance of light and air for health, the doors in the 1895 house are now panelled and fitted more accurately, reducing draughts and improving internal comfort.
Next in the terraced line is the 1925 house, the windows are larger and better proportioned, meaning houses were slowly moving to becoming aesthetically pleasing, the Joinery in the house is factory produced, resulting in more consistent quality. Although still single glazed, windows are more airtight due to improved materials and workmanship. The front doors in houses built during this period often include glazed panels, increasing natural light to hall spaces.
The 1955 dwelling demonstrates post war British houses, the window in this house is made of a softwood casement, this highlights possible material shortages during this period, although windows are still single glazed, frames were often thinner increasing daylight. 
By 1985, double glazed windows significantly reduce heat loss and condensation, addressing long standing thermal defects, doors incorporated improved seals and sometimes insulation cores, reflecting energy efficiency requirements and rising costs. It is clear looking from the 1805 house to the 1995 house that technological advancements and improvements to construction methods and materials are clear and have improved quality of life along with reducing the need for future remedial works. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ecomerchant (2016) A brief history of Building Regulation U-Values – with examples. Available at: https://www.ecomerchant.co.uk/news/a-brief-history-of-building-regulation-u-values-with-examples/ (accessed 01/01/2026)
] 


Wall finishes
Internal wall finishes change significantly across the six houses, In 1805, walls are typically finished with lime plaster applied directly to solid masonry, lime plaster allows the building to breathe, which is essential in the absence of damp proof courses. However, surfaces are uneven, and decorative finishes are minimal, as can be seen in the virtual tours of the Rhyd y car terrace.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Thomas, B., 2021. When work is history and history is work. Oral History, 49(1)] 

lime plaster remained common in 1855, but decorative treatments such as limewash or early wallpaper begin to appear, these changes reflect improved manufacturing processes and a growing desire for domestic comfort and personal expression. Wallpaper also serves to mask imperfections in walls, which may have suffered from settlement or damp.
In the 1895 house, wallpaper is more common, this period sees greater attention to interior decoration, However, impermeable wall coverings sometimes trap moisture within solid walls, causing damp problems resulting in changes which we see in the later constructions.
The 1925 Rhyd y car terrace house highlights changing attitudes towards hygiene and cleanliness, houses began to contain painted plaster walls, particularly in kitchens. The use of oil based paints improves washability but further reduces breathability, sometimes leading to condensation and damp related defects.
The 1955 house shows, plasterboard begins to appear, particularly in repairs and refurbishments, this reflects advances in building materials and a the need for quicker, cheaper construction methods. However, plasterboard performs poorly in damp conditions, this began to show the difference between modern materials and traditional construction. In the 1985 house, plaster and emulsion paints are present, while these materials offer aesthetic and practical benefits, they require effective moisture control measures to prevent defects in older solid walled buildings, this is why we see rising damp issues in many properties built in this period.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Slocombe, M., 2012. Traditional Building Materials. Bloomsbury Publishing.] 


Roof Coverings
Roof coverings provide one of the clearest indicators of technological change, In 1805, roofs are covered with locally sourced natural slate, fixed using wooden pegs or hand forged iron nails.[footnoteRef:7] Roof pitches are steep to ensure rapid water shedding, compensating for the lack of underlay or sarking. While durable, these systems rely heavily on craftsmanship, and defects such as slipped slates are common as fixings decay. [7:  Crockett, R.N., 1975. Slate. Institute of Geological Sciences] 

As we can see in the 1855 and 1895 house, slate remains the dominant material, but fixing methods change,  Machine made iron nails become more common, increasing speed of construction but introducing the long-term defect of nail corrosion. 
The Rhyd y car terrace 1925 house shows the introduction of roofing felt beneath slates, improving weather tightness and reducing draughts. This reflects growing considerations towards future remedial works.
The 1955 house, alternative materials such as concrete tiles appear, reflecting on new cost considerations, these tiles are heavier and require stronger roof structures but offer consistency and ease of installation. In the 1985 house, roofing systems incorporate underlay membranes, improved ventilation, and standardised components, these changes significantly enhance durability and performance while reducing maintenance demands.

Eaves Details and Rainwater Goods
Eaves detailing evolves from very simple design in 1805, often with minimal overhang and no gutters, rainwater is allowed to fall directly from the roof, leading to damp problems.[footnoteRef:8] Eaves and rainwater goods in 1855 were cast iron gutters and downpipes become more common, reflecting industrial manufacturing capabilities, these systems improve water management but require regular maintenance to prevent corrosion and blockages.  [8:  Isted, C.L., 1998. History is just a second ago. Teaching History
] 

As can be seen on their website the 1895 house, rainwater goods are more refined, with improved materials, proper discharge of water away from the building reduces damp related defects, the 1925 house shows further development, with better integration of gutters into the building design. By the end of the 1900s plastic downpipes become most common, they offered ease of installation and low maintenance. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Vagtholm, R., Matteo, A., Vand, B. and Tupenaite, L., 2023. Evolution and current state of building materials, construction methods, and building regulations in the UK: Implications for sustainable building practices. Buildings, 13(6).
] 


Floor Finishes
Floor construction and finishes also change considerably across the terrace,  In 1805, ground floors are typically compacted earth or stone laid directly on the ground, the floors are cold and damp but robust and inexpensive.
Throughout the next 3 houses in is clear that, timber floorboards over suspended joists become more common, improving comfort but introducing risks of rot if ventilation is poor, floor coverings such as rugs become more common, reflecting increased affordability and concern for cleanliness. The 1925 house often includes improved timber floors and fitted coverings, improving thermal comfort,  towards the end of the 1900s fitted carpets and modern floor finishes are mostly used as can be seen, significantly improving comfort and insulation but relying on effective damp control measures.

Internal Joinery
Internal joinery across the terrace reflects both technological progress and changing social values, in 1805, doors, skirting boards, stairs and cupboards were handmade, undecorated and designed to conserve space rather than provide comfort. Houses built during this period had no consideration for modern ‘ open plan ‘ living which can be seen today, rooms throughout the house were aimed to be built small in order for easier heating using the fireplace. The steep circular staircase beside the fireplace is characteristic of this approach. In the 1855 and 1895 house, joinery becomes more refined, with moulded skirtings and panelled doors reflecting improved tools and mass production. By 1955, joinery is largely factory-made, prioritising efficiency and affordability over ornamentation. The 1985 house shows large advancements, joinery reflects modern standards, with decorative doors and minimal detailing for simplicity and easy maintenance/cheap maintenance. 

External Wall 
1805 and 1855 Rhyd y Car Terrace houses
In 1805, external walls were constructed as solid masonry, typically using locally sourced stone or brick laid in lime mortar, wall thickness commonly ranged from 450mm to 600mm, providing structural stability and thermal mass. However, these walls lacked a damp proof course, meaning they were vulnerable to rising damp and moisture penetration, weather resistance relied on wall thickness, lime based renders or limewash, and roof overhangs. Thermal performance was very bad compared to modern standards, but the thickness of the walls helped contain heat. By 1855, external walls remained as solid masonry, but construction quality improved due to industrial advances, brick production became more standardised, and walls were often built with more consistent courses and improved workmanship. Some houses incorporated rendered external finishes, improving weather resistance and appearance. However, like earlier walls, there was still no damp-proof course in many buildings, and moisture-related defects remained common.
1895
Damp proof courses began to be introduced, typically using slate or bitumen materials, this significantly reduced rising damp, addressing one of the major defects of earlier walls. 
External Walls in 1925 and 1955
By the early and mid 1900s  the cavity wall was becoming established as standard practice in housing construction, external walls typically comprised an inner and outer leaf of brick separated by a cavity. The cavity acted as a barrier to moisture penetration, significantly improving resistance to moisture, cavity walls provided a major improvement in durability and moisture control. Rendered finishes became common, this improved weather resistance but could crack and allow moisture ingress if poorly maintained. Thermal performance improved marginally due to thicker however energy efficiency was not yet a design priority. The 1955 house in St Fagans reflects a focus on speed, economy and mass production of housing during this period. 

External Walls in 1985
As can be seen on the most modern house on the Rhyd y car terrace in St Fagans, external wall construction had changed fundamentally in response to building regulations and housing performance demands, cavity walls now incorporated full or partial cavity insulation, significantly improving thermal performance.
Inner leaves were commonly constructed from lightweight concrete blocks, while outer leaves were brick or render, damp proof courses and cavities were fully integrated into the wall design, providing comprehensive moisture control. Wall thickness increased to accommodate insulation, and detailing aimed to reduce future issues and remedial works, the wall became a strong system, rather than simply a loadbearing structure which was its main function in the early 1800s houses.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ecomerchant (2016) A brief history of Building Regulation U-Values – with examples. Available at: https://www.ecomerchant.co.uk/news/a-brief-history-of-building-regulation-u-values-with-examples/ (accessed 01/01/2026)
] 


Conclusion
To Conclude, Rhyd-y-car Terrace provides a clear visual display of domestic building evolution from the early 1800s to the late 1900s, the changes observed across the six houses reflect a combination of responses to defects, improvements in performance, advances in materials and technology and evolving social expectations. From basic, functional workers’ housing to dwellings reflecting modern standards of comfort and efficiency, the terrace demonstrates how buildings adapt over time in response to material/technological improvements and considerations towards future remedial and repair work. 
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1950s House Sketch and Annotations
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Post 2000s House Sketch and Annotations
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