Families in a Mobile Society – Swansea and District.
‘Swansea is really a string of villages tied together with gossip’

‘This town, as we used to say in our sardonic Twenties has got as many layers as an onion and each one can reduce you to tears.’ Wynford Vaughan Thomas.

An extract from an interview in 1965 with Griffith Hughes aged 74 describing his kinship universe and his cultural roots. He worked for nearly 50 years in the Dyffryn Tin Plate Works. He was described as white-haired, chapel suit, stiff white collar, gold watch-chain, laced black boots, cloth cap, pipe and had lived in the same house in Morriston for 57 years.
He is thoroughly embedded in his own traditional Welsh working-class culture built around the chapel and the neighbourhood. Within the structure of his family relationships the dominant position is taken by the mother – the pivot around which the extended family revolves, managing the family affairs, criticizing or approving behaviour, exacting affection and loyalty and demanding family cohesion., ‘holding the family together’, with her home serving as a nodal point and junction-box for relationships. The mother is the key figure in Griffith Hughes’ account:  ‘the Mam’, a term used significantly by him both for his own mother and for his wife and the mother of his children. The stress throughout appears to be on the links through women and the roles of women. Women appear to have specific roles in maintaining contact with kin, in determining residence after marriage (‘the boys usually follow the girls off to where they come from. A girl doesn’t want to be far from her mother …’), in providing the actual domestic care for an aged or infirm parent or parent-in-law, in bringing up the children of a deceased relative, or in helping to look after a daughter’s children whilst she continues working. The relationships through women seem, to an important extent, to form the basic pattern into which the men concerned are fitted, called upon to provide economic support and authority as husbands and fathers; loyalty and affection, and help where needed as sons and grandfathers. It is mainly through these men, as workers and providers, that the world of the family is linked externally to the total social and economic system.
What is interesting about Griffith Hughes are his remarks about the effects of social change on family behaviour. The social and cultural change of the last seventy years or so, spanning his life experience from his childhood in late nineteenth-century Morriston to his retirement in the middle of the twentieth century, has clearly had profound and pervasive effects on family behaviour. He is talking of two radically different worlds, and describing in effect two distinct patterns of family behaviour. The first is of his earlier years and is based fundamentally on the close clustering of kin in a limited locality, with a high degree of social and economic homogeneity and with close and complex ties of mutual co-operation between kin and neighbours. The second is that of his present family, a modified version of the former, continuing much of the older patterns nut altogether looser in structure with a much wider scatter of relatives, and markedly heterogeneous in occupation and income and in social and cultural values. The contrast is striking and he is well aware of it. His use of words is significant: formerly they ‘stuck together’, ‘didn’t wander off’, used to cling’, ‘had to help one another’, ‘all lived close’, ‘were all in the same boat’; nowadays ‘the Mam holds them together somehow’, ‘all over the place now’, ‘don’t cling like we did’, ‘seem to live in worlds of their own’. There is over half a century of rapid social and cultural change between these two sets of statements.
The vivid picture of the Morriston of his youth was small in scale, limited and narrow in its social horizons, homogeneous in social composition, familiar and familistic, with a strong community consciousness generated by common residence and common necessity. It was clearly much more ten a community of residence. A community also of work with the men engaged in identical or similar occupations, a community of worship in the chapels, a community of basic cultural uniformities in language, in housing and material possessions and in moral values. Perhaps it is an exaggerated picture but with a sure basis in reality. The Morriston which emerges in these statements is in many respects typical of the traditional working-class communities described, sensitively or sentimentally, in numerous works of fact and fiction. Griffith Hughes could claim proudly that ‘we knew everybody’, and with the sadness of an epitaph marking the passing of a distinctive way of life ‘It’s a different atmosphere altogether now, I tell you’. Change had come not only to his community but also to his family. His married children, though all living in Swansea, are scattered over a number of different and separate neighbourhoods, are sharply differentiated by education and income and occupation, occupy different positions in terms of class and status, have married wives or husbands from a variety of social and economic backgrounds, have reacted in various ways to the retention or abandonment of former cultural traditions particularly as regards Welsh-speaking and chapel going. They have little in common, besides their elderly parents. In the place of the former homogeneity there is now heterogeneity. In his own words, the married children ‘hardly ever see one another except when they meet here at their Mam’s …’ ‘They all seem to live in worlds of their own …’ ‘I don’t know what it’s going to be like when she’s gone.’
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