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2000-word reflective report

Do the origins and the process of commemoration of the Briton Ferry and Neath War Memorials reflect the attitudes and feelings of the towns that they are situated?
Or

“This will be a memorial-day for you; you will celebrate it as a festival to God down through the generations” [Exodus 12:14 MSG]. A study into how the communities of Briton Ferry and Neath commemorated their fallen following the Great War.
This reflective report aims to provide a rough outline as to what shape my dissertation will take over the course of the following months. It has been divided into sub-headings to ensure that all the points have been covered.

Aims & Methodology
I will be approaching the dissertation by first setting out my research questions, these will be highlighted in my abstract and later addressed in my introduction to cement them in historical context. The dissertation will be primarily focussing on the War memorial in Briton Ferry and how its origin came about during the 1920’s. The whole dissertation will be laid out into chapters, each relating to a main research question which I aim to sum up in a mini conclusion at the end of each chapter, finally rounding off all the points in a larger conclusion. I will then be referring back to the Neath War memorial in order to compare and contrast what was happening at the time, to war memorials which are a literal 10-minute walk from one another. This could lead to many interesting finds but at the same time there might be no link, making the conclusion of this whole dissertation a mystery yet to unravel.

Context
In order to set my dissertation into the context of the time, I would need to have a deep understanding into the social, economic and in some cases religious factors that were affecting these two towns in South Wales. One such issue, just to show a general understanding, was that the economy in the early 1920’s in South Wales was “very bleak”, according to the BBC History page.
 It is information such as this, and more like it, that are going to be beneficial into obtaining a deeper and more detailed understanding of the social and economic impact that war memorial selection, construction and the commemoration process will face. In terms of religious factors, I understand that the Neath War memorial was partly funded by donations from their local congregations, showing myself that the church sometimes, and will, play a predominant role into how good of a war memorial a town can purchase. Also, to take into consideration, is the role that veterans and grieving families played in these committees, if they did at all, or if local politicians who had lost a loved one in the war would take a different look on it than one who did not. Overall, this dissertation is mainly going to look at the social impact on commemoration as it would be fairly fresh in everyone’s minds.
I would also wish to discuss the choice of bible verse used in the title, as it hints at the religious factors that would need to be considered and also what the verse talks about in terms of being passed through the generations. Even over one hundred years on, we still remember the war and congregate at these ‘sites of mourning’, and that a verse written over two thousand years prior can still hold some standing in the present day.

Something else to consider is the impact that the war had upon the local population, some towns were lucky enough to have all their sons return home, but if there was a significant percentage of men who either perished, or who were never found, this would impact public opinion. What I mean by this is that the more who died, the more likely a town could be to set up a memorial, or so my initial thought would be, which is why my further research might be able to back up this statement or disprove it respectively.

Subject Matter
This title was chosen as it holds very close to my family history, with my great grandfather serving in the Second World War and how he would never talk about his experiences as a result of the horrific conditions and threats he faced. The fact that my Grampa would not convey his thoughts and opinions led me to realise that many men after the first world war who made it home would never discuss the events again. If no one was to talk about events that had happened, then how was the commemoration of those they served shoulder-to-shoulder with meant to be meaningful and respectful to them? This inevitably led me to look at the construction of First World War Memorials, and the forward planning of the commemoration process by people in my local community. In terms of its originality, there have been a few based-on commemorations looking at West-Wales memorials and near Cardiff. Apart from one Journal article analysing Ammanford no one, to my current knowledge, has looked into commemoration in the South Wales Valley towns and villages.
The dissertation will be primarily focussing on the work done before, and on the day, of unveiling each of the war memorials mentioned. Looking at the overall cost for the builds in question and discerning whether or not these communities were faced with the huge struggle to obtain necessary funds. Whether changes had to be made to the designs due to whatever circumstances faced with at the time, such as lack of funds, price rises, whether or not the architect wanted to make significant changes. There are many reasons for this so I wish to delve deeper into why these particular designs were chosen when there are many more which could have been used.

Leading books and resources

So far, my leading books and resources includes a wealth of treasurer’s documents and notes regarding the Neath war memorial. The treasurer kept a detailed account into the businesses that they contacted and used, also into the changing in costs as the construction progressed. This will be very useful as it will equip me with a sort of timeline of events, which can be cross-referenced with other pieces of information in order to give me a larger image of what was going on in the town both socially and economically. This is also the same for the Briton Ferry memorial, with many receipts and letters still left to piece together a rough image of the process.
There is a wealth of work and papers in the West Glamorgan Archives in Swansea, including letters of correspondence between the Neath War Memorial committee and the Gnoll Estate for them to purchase a plot of land in which they can situate the Neath War Memorial Gates, including costings and general correspondence. Included in these documents includes a copy of a pamphlet from the opening ceremony of the memorial gates. This can allow me to see what people played a part in the service, the choice of hymns that can give an idea of the feeling that the Committee and/or church wished to achieve. 
I will also be reading and digesting Dr Lester Mason’s PhD on memorial commemoration in West Wales. This will give me a grounding in a way in which I can approach my leading questions and could lead me to answering more than I originally thought to ask. Dr Mason’s bibliography will also be of use as it can point me to other resources that can be as equally beneficial to my research. There is also the chance that this work, as well as most mentioned in this section will be referenced in order to back up my arguments. All in all, this will be a good foundation in which I can take a wealth of information but still keeping my research personal and not trying to imitate. 
Another crucial piece of work I will be reliant on is Angela Gaffney’s Aftermath: Remembering the Great War in Wales. The preface of this book literally captures the essence of what I want my dissertation to uncover and delve into. Such as it being a study into the way communities came together to remember those who had fallen during the War and how this pain and suffering was used to eventually build something that would commemorate them almost a century later. Many men from South Wales were either left to work down the mines or in the tin works, or enlisted into the army. Towns therefore had no escape from the War in terms of there being reminders dotted around in their work or their lives. The book also goes into the politics behind commemoration, hopefully giving me some golden nuggets of information to piece together what was happening at the time in Neath and Briton Ferry.
Finally, another work I will be using is Alex King’s Memorials of the Great War in Britain. The way that he understands the importance that a war memorial was in communities similar to Briton Ferry and Neath will greatly help, primarily being able to understand why certain decisions were made which led to the design and styles eventually adopted. King also identifies how war memorial committees were normally devised and who the leading voices from the communities might be and how their presence can influence and alter plans. This will be helpful as I can see who the major ‘figures’ on those committees were and what their reasonings behind their decisions were.
Although the above list is not what I will be limited, or limit myself, to, it is just a brief outline of the main works and primary source material that I will hope to have a strong footing and grasp of to produce a high-standard research paper.

Reaction to changes
When I submitted my dissertation proposal, my working title was to select four or five case studies from around the United Kingdom and then finally cross-link all of the information gathered to see if any sort of patterns were made. I was going to take two small town or village memorials, two larger city memorials, and the cenotaph in Whitehall. This would give me varying information but was eventually deemed too broad a topic and was later narrowed down to three memorials in Swansea, Neath and Briton Ferry.

After my recent meeting with my dissertation supervisor, I removed Swansea from my question after a visit to the local city archives. I did not find as much information that would help me link Swansea into my leading questions and to then link in with Briton Ferry and Neath. As Swansea is much larger than the two other areas I am looking at, I believe it would be more of a hinderance than a help to include.


Amendments
The original outline for the proposed dissertation was to analyse how their current state of repair, i.e. how well they were maintained, was an indication into how that certain area felt and/or reacted to the war. This is unfortunately an issue because all war memorials are now maintained by the local county borough councils they reside in, meaning that they would not allow local war monuments to be poorly maintained as it can face public backlash in the long and short term. So therefore, it was more beneficial to look into their construction and the reasonings behind the decisions made, the costs and the overall commemoration process respectively. 
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