Mining Communities
In south Wales large scale immigration occurred in waves over a period of fifty years, ending in 1911. Most immigrants into south Wales came into a society that was on the whole, established and which had already constructed an identity. They were in the main homogeneous, with immigrants coming mainly from the bordering Welsh and English counties and, at times, from much further afield. English immigration was particularly heavy into the central and eastern parts of the coalfield, with Baines suggesting that, ‘there must have been as many people of English extraction in Glamorgan by 1901 as there were (Welsh-speaking) natives of rural Wales’. (D.Baines, Migration in a Mature Economy: Emigration and Internal Migration in England and Wales 1861-1900, CUP, 1985, pp. 276-8) In contrast the western anthracite section of the coalfield remained,  for geographical reasons, mainly Welsh. In Ammanford and Cwmamman Urban Districts for example, over 80% of the population spoke Welsh in 1911. (I. Matthews, ‘The World of the Anthracite Miner’, Llafur, 6,1, 1992, p.99).
The  majority of migrants into south Wales were young males, from primarily rural backgrounds, with a strong economic motivation for migrating, as well as a general interest in establishing a new life. (See Commission of Inquiry into Industrial Unrest: No.7 District – Wales and Monmouthshire  - P.P. 1917-1918, Cd. 8668, XV).

The accessibility of the coalfield to potential miners meant that the informal networks of information were the main stimulus to migration. The migrant from Merionethshire commented on the fact that ‘a big number from our valley’ had gone to the coalfield (B. Thomas, ‘The Migration of Labour into the Glamorganshire Coalfield 1861-1911’, Economica, 10, 1930, pp. 275-94). For a large number the very substance of rural existence was ingrained upon those who migrated, even those who intended settling permanently. This is what linked the migrants within their new communities. Seeking a better life, they traded their agricultural roots for an industrial world, and discovered in the process that ‘values stand to be lost as well as gained’. (See E.P.Thompson, ‘Time, Work-Discipline and Industrial Capitalism’, in A.Giddens & D.Held (eds.), Classes, Power and Conflict: Classical and Contemporary Debates, Macmillan, 1982. p. 308).
The mining communities of most of the towns in the east were enclosed by steep-sided valleys into which, in the more populous parts of the coalfield, the mining settlements and population were, quite literally crowded. Glamorgan had 1,383 persons per square mile, compared with an average for England and Wales of 618 persons per square mile. However in the Rhondda valleys the figure was 4,480 and rose to 6,400 at one stage. (Commission of Enquiry into Industrial Unrest, p.14). In the Carmarthenshire anthracite field, ‘newer development more frequently took the shape of a linear expansion of existing nuclei along the major or minor thoroughfares.’(R.Church, The History of the British Coal Industry, Vol. 3 1830-1913, OUP, 1986. p.615).  Therefore James Griffiths recalled the merging of his village with a neighbouring one to form the mining community of Ammanford, when the new anthracite mine was opened. As a consequence his father, who was the village blacksmith, had to adapt his business to the sharpening and tempering of collier’s mandrels and hobnails.  (J. Griffiths, Pages From Memory, Dent, 1969. p.5). neither did the communities around the anthracite mines have the same density of population, or employment as in the Rhondda. Thus in 1910, the Home Office List of Mines, recorded that of the 78 mines registered in Carmarthen, 4 employed more than 500 men underground, one more than 400, three more than 300, and 37 less than a 100. (H.O. List of Mines in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and the Isle of Man, 1910. London, 1911. pp. 219-222).
In south Wales coal companies built few houses when compared with other British coalfields. As early as 1873, a Royal Commission ‘found that housing involved the coal owners to only a very minor degree’. In 1919, the MSWCA submitted figures to the Royal Commission suggesting that 23.3% of houses in the coalfield were owned by colliery companies, 19.3% owned by colliery workmen and 57.4% by private landlords. (M.J.Daunton, ‘Miners’ Houses: South Wales and the Great Northern Coalfield, 1880-1914’, Internationl Review of Social History, 25, 1980. pp. 145-6.). the provision of company housing in south Wales was higher where the mines were established in more isolated, sparsely populated sections of the coalfield. Therefore the western anthracite district had the larger number of company houses. The miners were keen to become owner-occupiers and the western anthracite district as well as having the highest number of company houses, also had the greatest number of owner-occupiers, the majority of whom owned their semi-detached houses.( See Daunton,). The best path to owning a house was via a building club. These were made up of potential owner-occupiers, as well as ‘men of substance’, who would add prestige to the project, and sometimes be a part of the scheme as a means of securing houses for rent. The clubs were financed by the payment of monthly shares which, when they reached a certain level, would be advanced to a builder, who would build the houses. The leases on these were held by the trustees of the club, who negotiated a mortgage with the banks. The occupant would then gradually pay this figure off, eventually becoming the owner – something that could take anything from five to twenty years. (See Daunton, pp.147-8). These building clubs remained important until the First World War but declined sharply after. (Daunton, p. 169).
The majority of housing was provided by private landlords. These ranged from wealthy individuals to joint stock companies who usually built terraced settlements. The standard of these varied greatly, and there is also evidence of private landlords attempting to assert their control over tenants – key money and tenants agreeing to buy goods in the landlord’s shop. While the coalowners did not own these houses, they were well aware that class interest gave them a degree of influence, especially when there was industrial conflict. House ownership was a means to oppose any attempt by the coal owners to impose their will from the top. This was also true of social facilities although some owners opted for philanthropic acts, whatever the reason. Chapels and churches were the most common examples of such acts, as well as schools, libraries, hospitals and workmen’s institutes. (E.D.Lewis, The Rhondda Valleys, Phoenix House, 1959. p.152) However, on the whole, provision was not over generous. (see also L.J.Williams, ‘The Coalowners’ in D. Smith (ed), A People and a Proletariat: Essays in the History of Wales, Pluto Press, 1980. p.106).
This ‘empowerment’ by the workers gave the developing mining communities a chance to create their own structures, and develop their own culture. Even in the sphere of local government and administration, the coal owners’ influence began to decline after the reforms of the 1880s, and the twentieth century saw the political manifestations of the developing confidence of the new communities. Even though the wider framework was not impartial, the coal owners did not and could not attempt to control the structures of civil society. Their attention was turned to the control of the workplace and the production process, something that was challenged by the strength of the union and, to a lesser extent, the imposition of government legislation on the mining industry.

The assimilation of migrants into the coal communities, and the synthesis of values that resulted, was relatively smooth. This was in part due to the fact that they became part of an established, though ever changing, culture. However, by the beginning of the twentieth century the sheer size of the non-Welsh migration in certain areas meant that, as with language, culture was being remade and reconstructed. The spread of Nonconformity throughout Wales in the nineteenth century was dramatic, and it became enmeshed within the fabric of life in mining communities of the south. As K.O.Morgan has suggested, Nonconformity ‘was surging on into the industrial valleys simultaneously with the industrial process itself. Places like Merthyr Tydfil, Aberdare, Neath and Llanelli were, by the eighties, citadels of dissent, their ministers and deacons a new elite of popular leadership’. (K.O.Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation: Wales 1880-1980, OUP, 1981.p.14). Alongside a leadership role, the chapels provided a meeting place, sponsored debates and cultural activities and through their campaigns for disestablishment, temperance, and land reform they made a significant contribution to the political hegemony of the Liberal Party. All of these were supported by a clear moral approach to life and faith, presented in the most forceful manner. Although by the beginning of the twentieth century there was a drift away from Nonconformity in certain communities this was partially halted by the explosion of religious fervour in 1904-5. However the revival rather than herald a new growth of spirituality did quite the opposite. As the dominance of the chapel was being undermined, the space created was filled by more worldly pursuits or by the ILP. Although its influence declined, its importance was still felt throughout the period up until the First World War Many of the emerging miner’s leaders were trying to wed Christianity to Socialism only to move ultimately to socialism.
The workmen’s institutes and libraries of the mining towns are one of the best examples of self-organisation and voluntary association in the south Wales coalfield. They provided everything from a meeting place, to leisure activities, to a welfare role within the community. Traditional Welsh culture was supported by the eisteddfod, with special committees established for the purpose. Less traditional than the eisteddfod were the sporting activities – billiards, gym clubs. There were theatre and variety shows, film shows, there was library provision and rooms for working-class education. In the libraries there were a large variety of books and magazines. The appetite for learning was reinforced by the education classes of the County Education Authorities, the WEA, and the CLC. Alongside the prominent role in the provision of facilities for leisure and education, the institutes were also a focal point for welfare provision, sometime linking together different parts of the community. The most obvious example of this occurred during strikes and lockouts.
All this resulted in south Wales developing a homogeneous and collective culture, directly related to the industrial world of the coalminer which helps to explain the form of industrial protest in Wales.
