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Briton Ferry Library
 

The Briton Ferry Library is a Grade II listed building (CADW, n.d.), located on Neath Road, Briton Ferry. Designed at end of the High Victorian period and built at the beginning of the Edwardian era (1901-1902) (Rice, 2009) it is in a Neo-Classical style, as can be seen from its use of simple geometric shapes, symmetry and use of classical order (Tuscan). It is a 2-storey building, the ground floor being the library with the first floor once used as a council chamber and offices.

Brief History

At the turn of the 20th century Briton Ferry was a flourishing community. The middle of the 19th century saw many industrial businesses become established within the town (The Briton Ferry Ironworks 1847, Briton Ferry Docks 1853, Taylors Foundry 1863) (Morgan, 1978). This large increase in demand for labour lead to a considerable rise in the population. From 1780-1861 the population had risen from a mere 155 to 3781 (Morgan, 1978). By 1901 the population had almost doubled to 7000, this in turn lead to the requirement of a public library, with people taking greater interest in good literature.

With the passing of the Libraries Act 1892 by Parliament, Councillor David Davies made it his main objective to get plans approved for a Public Library of Briton Ferry (Morgan, 2002). With a planning programme set in motion the next stage was to select an appropriate site for the building. At the time The Earl of Jersey owned most of the land within Briton Ferry, and he donated approximately 650m2 for the library grounds.  
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Figure 1. Location of Library can be seen in map (Coflein, 2021)
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Figure 2. Ceremony for the laying of memorial stone, laid by The Countess of Jersey (dated May 29th, 1901) (Morgan, 1978)
Figure 3. Councillor David Davies, the main principal behind Briton Ferry’s push to have a public library (Morgan, 2002) 


Designed by architect H. Alex Clarke, with Thomas Waters as the contractor, work began on the site at the beginning of 1901 and was completed in 1902, coming to the cost of £3000 (The Cambrian, 1901). A ceremony to mark the opening of the Reading Room took place on June 26th, with the Lending Library opening later that year on September 27th (Morgan, 1978).

Library’s appearance

The library is a 2-storey building, with a Bath stone frontage which is broken up into 5 bays on the top and bottom storeys. Square Tuscan pilasters, with capitals on the outside order, are used to frame each bay. The 4 window bays on the ground floor have segmental arches over the top of each window, with 2 planes receding back from pilasters. Above each window are spandrels with sunk panels. An elliptical arch rises above the main entrance, a double panelled door, with a fanlight reading ‘Public Library and offices. This bay also has spandrels over the arch but is made up of 3 receding planes. To the right-hand side of the door sits the memorial stone.
The two floors are broken up by a deep moulded string course. Like the ground floor, the 4 window bays are the same width as below, with spandrels, but unlike the ground floor the arches are semi-circular, not segmental. The centre bay of the first floor is a splayed oriel window, with a false balustrade above. 
The entablature, which is made up of a frieze and the cornice, sits beneath the parapet. An inscription in the 3 centre bays of the parapet reads ‘Public Library and Council Offices’, while there is balustrading on the outside bays. 

The two side walls of the main building are constructed out of red engineering bricks, using Flemish bond with quoins from Bath stone. The right-hand side has a window on the far end of the first floor. Large brick chimneys extend through the roof on either gable end.
There is far less detail on the rear of the building. There is a small back addition on the lower level, with a hip roof. The first floor has 5 semi-circular arched windows. Unlike the front and the sides, which are dressed in stone and brick, the rear has been rendered.
Originally the roof was covered with a natural slate but has since been replaced with Redland Cambrian slates (an interlocking tile made up of 60% recycled Welsh slate (BMI Group, n.d.) ). Towering through the front of the roof is the libraries main feature, a square clock turret with an octagonal cupola (which is also the main means of ventilation for the roof space), topped off with an ogee dome, that is sealed with a lead covering.

The Library Cottage sits to the right-hand side of the main building. Matching the side of the building, with bricks and quoin stones, this building has a splayed bay window on the ground floor and a pair of semi-circular arch windows, with a mullion splitting them. Up until 1990 the cottage was the residence of the librarian/caretaker, since then it has remained empty (Morgan, 2002).
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Figure 5. Front left hand side view of gable end and single storey side addition
Figure 6. Front right hand side view, showing the Library Cottage
Figure 7. Rear of the Library
All images taken by The Author, 2025


Buildings layout and use

Like many of the buildings that were built in this same period, the library has undergone many changes. The appearance has changed to fit new purposes. A ramped path has been installed to allow for disabled access. The original windows have been replaced with uPVC doubled glazed windows, rather than matching the originals. This was likely for economical reasons. As stated above the original roof covering has also been changed. 
A vestibule is at the front entrance, which leads to a small hall area. To the right is the Lending Library, with a children’s library to the left. The ceiling height on the ground floor is particularly heigh, it may have been designed this way to incorporate heigh shelving for books. The large windows on the front create an abundance of natural light. 
A wide dog legged staircase in the hallway leads to the first floor. This floor is no longer used as a Council Chamber, although the room remains in the same fashion, including the original furniture such as the curved tables, chairs and the speaker’s platform. Other rooms on this floor now serve to accommodate Community Service and Police officers, when working within the town.
With the building being situated just off the busy main road there is a lot of noise from traffic. This would obviously not have been an issue in 1902, when the Library first opened.
Figure 8. Front entrance, with the vestibule
Figure 9. Hallway, with staircase 
Figure 10. View from platform looking down staircase
Images taken by The Author, 2025
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Figure 11. Reception desk in Lending Library room
Figure 12. Children’s Library room
(Morgan, 2002)
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Figure 14. Original fireplace within Council Chamber
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Conclusion
  
So many of the town’s historic buildings, from the hospital, schools, chapels, churches, Public Hall, industrial, have become redundant and fallen into disrepair. With many either closing or being demolished. This is due to many reasons such as cost cutting measures, low congregation numbers, lack of business investment. Despite all this the library has managed to stay purposeful to the community for over 100 years. However, with information and content so readily available online, it is used far less now than in previous years. As the first public institution built within Briton Ferry (The Cambrian, 1901) and with it being designated a Grade II listed building in 2000 (CADW, n.d.) hopefully it can continue to serve the town for many years to come.
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