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Social unrest in Wales
The nineteenth century was a period of great social upheaval and change in Wales. During the 1830s support for the Chartist movement was widespread in the industrialised areas, when leaders such as Henry Vincent, John Frost and Zephaniah Williams led the campaign for social and political reform by holding large open-air meetings. This inevitably led to confrontation with the authorities, such as the riots in Llanidloes in April 1839 and then in Newport the following November, when a crowd of 20,000 marched on the town, many of them bearing arms. Fighting arose in the street in front of the Westgate Hotel and over twenty protesters were killed as soldiers fired on the crowd.


The Daughters of Rebecca
The southwest also saw social unrest during the same period. Its origins lay in the rapid increase in population, general poverty and the injustice and oppression of the landowners. This unrest led to the Rebecca Riots from 1839 until the middle of the 1840s. The rioters main target were the numerous tollgates erected by the various turnpike trusts established at the end of the eighteenth century. The rioters, men dressed in women's clothing and known as the Daughters of Rebecca, would attack and destroy the tollgates. The protest movement attracted widespread support and it was not long before the attacks widened, the Carmarthen Workhouse was attacked and both landowners and magistrates were threatened.
An inquiry into the state of education in Wales
These events were given wide coverage in the main newspapers including The Times, which maintained that the root cause of most of the trouble lay in the lack of education of the Welsh people. Social reformers of the time considered education as a means of dealing with social ills, and it was widely believed that ignorance was the cause of the period's social problems. Therefore, in March 1846, William Williams, the Member of Parliament for Coventry (but originally from Llanpumsaint in Carmarthenshire), tabled a measure before the House of Commons, calling for an inquiry into the state of education in Wales. The Government agreed the following July and R. R. W. Lingen, Jellynger C. Symons and H. R. Vaughan Johnson were appointed to undertake the inquiry. The three commissioners visited every part of Wales collecting evidence and statistics. The work was completed by 3 April 1847, and Lingen presented his report to the Government on 1 July of that year in three large volumes.
Treachery of the Blue Books
It is impossible to overemphasise the importance of this report for social historians of mid nineteenth century Wales, because of the wealth of information contained in it on not only the appalling state of the education system in the country, but also on everyday life and work in both the industrialised and rural areas. It also contains direct comment on the religious and moral standing of the people of Wales. But the report caused a furore and a great deal of agitation in Wales because of the arrogant remarks of the three non-Welsh speaking Anglican commissioners regarding the Welsh language, Nonconformity and the morals of the Welsh people in general. As a result, the Report came to be known as 'Brad y Llyfrau Gleision', or 'Treachery of the Blue Books'. Professor Kenneth O. Morgan referred to the significance of the report and its consequence as 'the Glencoe and the Amritsar of Welsh history'.
One of the inevitable results of the report was its effect on the nation's mind and psyche. It was at this time that ordinary Welsh people began to believe that they could only improve themselves socially through education and the ability to speak and communicate in English. It was Samuel Smiles' philosophy that held sway education and the knowledge of English would allow the lowliest among the Welsh to improve their lot and make something of their lives. As a result of the 'Treachery of the Blue Books' the Welsh people began to harbour a complex about their image in the face of the world, and the influence of the Report has not completely waned even to this day.

THE GREAT WELSH NOVEL 
Dai K lives at the end of a valley. One is not quite sure
whether it has been drowned or not. His Mam
Loves him too much and his Dada drinks.
As for his girlfriend Blodwen, she's pregnant. So
Are all the other girls in the village - there's been a Revival.
After a performance of Elijah, the mad preacher
Davies the Doom has burnt the chapel down.
One Saturday night after the dance at the Con Club,
With the Free Wales Army up to no good in the back lanes,
A stranger comes to the village; he is, of course,
God, the well known television personality. He succeeds
In confusing the issue, whatever it is, and departs
On the last train before the line is closed.
The colliery blows up, there is a financial scandal
Involving all the most respected citizens; the Choir
Wins at the National. It is all seen, naturally,
Through the eyes of a sensitive boy who never grows up.
The men emigrate to America, Cardiff and the moon. The girls
Find rich and foolish English husbands. Only daft Ianto
Is left to recite the Complete Works of Sir Lewis Morris
To puzzled sheep, before throwing himself over
The edge of the abandoned quarry. One is not quite sure
Whether it is fiction or not. 
Harri Webb


ESTUARY POEMS (I)

Under the stars they come ashore all night,
wading chest-high through the lights of Weston.
In the dark the current scoops and sleeks;
acres of scored mud plipping quietly.
See them flounder, waist-deep, long skirts dragging,
sick with the bilge-stink and hunger;
the river mocks them with its dangerous croeso,
the sucking pools, the children handed up,
lethal tidewash, wet caress,
fingers clutched in the soil and stones,
till the bank is firm and the land forms,
and they sit on the saltmarsh and slither into their shoes.

Cheaper than ballast, dumped in the dark.
Never uprooted from the memory's mud.


ESTUARY POEMS (XIII)

In a quiet moment while they're reading
I see behind these children, in this room,
their parents, small and wearing Sixties clothes,
and me among them, swinging my feet;
ink on fingers and the desk too big.

This generation hasn't tasted hunger,
their world bright, computerised;
oblivious of Ireland, the thin
invisible threads that hold us here,
the dead in their hollows in the rain,
the significance of street names.
These are the ones who finally break free.

Though maybe the teachers thirty years ago
stood here and thought the same thing about me.
		
From Catherine Fisher, Altered States, Seren 1999
