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His Royal Highness, Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh (1921-2021) 

 

Gelligaer Historical Society joins other similar bodies across the 

country in expressing sincere sympathy to Her Majesty The Queen 

and members of the Royal Family in the passing of husband, father, 

grandfather and great grandfather, His Royal Highness, Prince Philip, 

Duke of Edinburgh.  

We can reflect on his life and legacy as we look at this photograph 

taken when he accompanied Her Majesty The Queen on an official 

visit to International Greetings UK Limited, Penallta Industrial Estate, 

Ystrad Mynach in April 2014.  

 

G.H.S. first “virtual meeting” by ZOOM 

At the end of March, the Society held its first Zoom meeting when Dr Stuart Broomfield spoke 

about Pontlottyn in the 1880s - the view of Edmund Stonelake. Over thirty people attended the 

event and society officers were really pleased to receive several positive comments about the 

talk and the organisation, so once again, our thanks again to Stuart and Sandy.  

 

We were, perhaps, over-cautious in our first attempt at Zoom, and did not allow enough time 

for what was a fascinating talk by Stuart, or for questions afterwards. We also appreciate that 

at least two Society members are unable to access Zoom and one person (name withheld, I 

promise!) “nodded off” while waiting for the event to start, but hope that Stuart’s document, 

which is included as an appendix to this newsletter, will compensate for missing the live 

experience. We have not received any negative comments - yet - but would appreciate any 

constructive comments on how we can improve our Zoom events. 

 

Three unidentified people who attended were labelled “Ipad”, “Galaxy” and “owner”. Please 

could everyone check that their names are displayed – particularly for the AGM. 

 

The next talk will be at 7pm on Wednesday, 28th April when Peter Strong will give a talk 

about ‘The Newport Naval ‘Mutiny’ of 1921’. His talk will last for about forty minutes and 

Peter is prepared to answer a few questions or discuss comments afterwards. 

Judith Jones  
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A new project on Troedrhiwfuwch  

The society has been contacted by Carys-ann Neads who is co-ordinating a project to record 

and make available data on the village of Troedrhiwfuwch. The project is receiving advice and 

assistance from Swansea University. Work has already begun, Carys-ann emailed to say:- 

Vincent Davies (Troedrhiwfuwch resident) & I have collected information such as the social 

history of the village, both places of Worship, along with living memories of growing up and 

living in this close-knit community. As an ex-serviceman – Vince is specialising in WWI, WWII, 

the 16 fallen & soldiers who left Troedrhiwfuwch to fight for King & Country and returned 
home.   

This was followed by another e-mail :- 

We have an update for you from our meeting yesterday (13th April) with Prof Alan Dix and Dr 

Elizabeth Jones, of Swansea University.  We have decided to focus on WW1, the War Dead, 

soldiers, war memorial, church, and memorial garden, as a firm theme for this initial small-

scale project. We are then hoping that this will be expanded to wider themes in the history of 

Troedrhiwfuwch, as part of a much bigger project 
 

 We are now making plans for Prof Dix & Dr Jones to visit mid-May, for a walk around tour 

to map a footprint of the village and meet with some previous residents (if COVID restrictions 

allow). We would also like to involve the local press to publicise the project, raise awareness 

and galvanize public support to enable a wider gathering of information on Troedrhiwfuwch 

that may be available from people in surrounding communities. 

  
Professor Dix specialises in human/computer interactions and will be looking at useful and 

innovative mechanisms to research and build a Troedrhiwfuwch archive. If any reader has  

memories, photographs, or documents or wishes to get involved then please contact Carys-ann 

via: xcarysannx@hotmail.com 

 

Chartist Convention 

The latest edition of the Chartist e-magazine., available free of charge by visiting 

http://thechartists.org/magazine.html , contains details of the next talk as part of the Chartist 

Convention which has had to be adapted to cater for the restrictions caused by the Covid 

pandemic. The talk by Newport historian Ray Stroud, entitled JENKIN MORGAN, PILL’S 

CHARTIST MILKMAN, is available at any time on the Newport Rising website, 

www.newportrising.co.uk/news. Ray Stroud reveals not only a story of revolution, 

betrayal, retribution, and suffering, but also a Man, who despite such experience, remained a 

Chartist, a committed champion of liberty to his end.  His life was undoubtedly cut short by 

the years of ‘hard labour’ and solitary confinement experienced at Millbank, the largest and 

grimmest of European prisons at the time. Morgan, a devoted disciple of Henry Vincent, was 

hell-bent on political revolution.  A relatively prosperous milkman, tallow chandler and soap 

boiler, he spent his working day delivering milk on the streets of Pill, where the Newport Dock 

was under construction (opened 1842).  His power base was the closed, working-class 

community of Pillgwenlly with its beer shops, Chartist lodges and pike-making factories. 

mailto:xcarysannx@hotmail.com
http://thechartists.org/magazine.html
http://www.newportrising.co.uk/news
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The Newport Rising link will also allow you access to the first talk given as part of the virtual 

Chartist Convention, it is by Peter Strong who will deliver a zoom presentation to G.H.S. on 

28th April 2021. In his talk to the Convention Peter analysed the letters sent by the Chartist 

orator Henry Vincent whilst he was held in prison at Monmouth.  

 

FLY ON THE WALL 
This is based on a report in South Wales Daily News 8 August 1894 page 5. 

 
Just looked at my great, great, great, great, and many more greats, grand fly’s 1894 diary 
and read Monday 6 August 1894, I am off to Bedlinog for the festivities.  Our ancestors certainly 

had fun around the humans of the time, not like us poor flies in 2020 and 2021 who never see 
human beings within less than two metres of each other, and certainly not having festivities, or, at 
least if they do, they are well hidden!  
Now, I share with you the rest of that diary entry, shedding light on Bedlinog, the event and the 
people of 1894: 

Bedlinog is looking its best, decorated with colourful flags and bunting. And the people are clearly set to have a 
good time. It is approaching 2 p.m., and the procession is forming. It is headed by Dowlais Company’s local 
officials; behind them are the local ministers of religion; and, to make music, Bedlinog Rechabite Brass Band; and, 
following along, is a long procession of excited school children. I buzzed around the important men at the head of 
the procession as it paraded the main streets of the village. The procession ended at the Board School where everyone 
enjoyed tea, and I appreciated the peace and quiet while they were eating. After tea, it was all outside for sports, 
with much keen competition for the prizes for racing and jumping. I remained buzzing around until late in the 
evening when a huge bonfire was lit and hundreds of spectators watched the beautiful display of fireworks. 

So, being a bit of an amateur fly historian, I decided to find out the reason for this day of festivities 
in Bedlinog. It was all organised by a committee headed by Bruce Jones, then Bedlinog Colliery’s 
recently-appointed manager. He was a young man with plenty of ambition and ability, and I was 
not surprised to learn that he went on to have a successful career (but that is a separate story for 
another day, and probably a different history society).  This event in Bedlinog, a little coal mining 
community in Wales, was to celebrate the coming of age of Hon. Ivor Guest, a man, who, as far 
as I can see, lived all his life in England.  
I am a mere fly, and will never understand humans: in 1894, Bedlinog people enjoyed a day of 
festivities, but today, in 2021, I hear humans say they cannot go into their granny’s house to help 
her blow out the candles on her 90th birthday cake! 

 

WOMEN WORKING IN PITS by David Mills 

This appeared  in The Western Mail of  27th March 1897 which somewhat surprised me because 

I had assumed, wrongly as it turns out, that girls and women had 

by that date stopped working in the pits.  

The press account starts by referring to an account published the 

previous week which had stated that women were no longer 

employed on the surface of pits. It was however pointed out that 

that statement was far from correct. The correspondent wrote that 

we should not congratulate ourselves on the emancipation of girls 

and women from the thraldom of what may be termed manual 

labour. 
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Although, that comment was qualified by stating the numbers  of “female labourers” had 

decreased but some were still in the employ of King Coal.  

Mention was made of a visit to Merthyr Tydfil when the correspondent saw a “tip girl” on her 

way home for food; but moments later he was told by a man standing close by, that female 

labour had been abolished in the collieries. He went on to write There are half a dozen or so 

working at the Cwm pit of Messrs. Crawshay,  at Nantwen (Bedlinog), at the Dowlais collieries 

and at the screens at Cyfarthfa works where coal is brought from the mountain levels in the  

vicinity. 

 Some examples were given of women working in pouring rain. Visits were made to some 

mines by the reporter and an artist where they observed women working in the pouring rain 

pushing trams about the yard, oiling the tram wheels, and keeping the roads clear. Some 

however were sheltered from the rain when standing nearly knee-deep in small coal wagons 

which were in  sheds, their duty was levelling the surface of the load. The reporter also 

commented that the nature of the work was varied but it  was pointed out to him rather 

ungallantly by one workman that tending the fires and cleaning up is more in a woman’s line. 

Sketches from the newspaper 

             

The  Mines Regulation Act recognised the employment of women at pit-tops and restricted 

employment of boys of 13 and upwards, girls of 13 and upwards, and women as follows: -Not 

for more than 54 hours in one week, and 10 hours in one day --Boys, Girls and Women: - 

a. Not to be employed between nine 9 p.m. and five a.m. Not on Sunday, Not after two 

p.m. on Saturday. 

b. Eight hours interval between the period of employment on Friday and that of Saturday 

to be allowed. Twelve hours interval between each other period of employment 

c. A week to begin at mid-night on Saturday, and to end at mid-night on the succeeding 

Saturday. 

d. If employed continuously for more than five hours  an interval of half an hour to be 

allowed for a meal. If employed continuously for more than eight hours an interval or 

intervals for meals amounting to not less than an hour and a half to be allowed 

e. Not to be employed in the moving of railway wagons. 

The correspondent wrote that subject to these conditions there are still scores if not hundreds 

of girls and women at work at pit tops in both South Wales and Monmouthshire. 



5 

He then moved on to the regulations covering sanitary conditions which were the subject of 

control by local authorities. Basically, the regulations covered mines where persons of both 

sexes were employed above ground. If the local authority so decided they had power to serve 

a notice on the mine owner requiring the construction of a sufficient number of water closets, 

earth closets or privies and ash pits for the separate use of each sex. Armed with this detail the 

correspondent decided to make enquiries because he suspected there was a rather lax approach 

by local authorities. On his first enquiry the informant shrugged his shoulders and said, “I don’t 

know they are wanted; I have never seen any provided” .When pressed further on whether the 

sanitary conveniences were provided, he was told “There is a wood close by”. In another case 

he was met with the retort “that women could ask for half an hour off, if they liked, to go home. 

The reporter concluded his article by writing  

Yet under these conditions the woman collier still flourishes, and  it is a strange comment that 

on the traditional bondage of servantgalism that in Merthyr and Aberdare and the other valleys 

alluded to there is no such thing as to get servants. 

 

Women pit workers queueing for their pay Wigan -1890 
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                At a Welsh pit                                                At Tredegar in 1860s 

     

 

Fochriw to China 

This newspaper cutting is from the Western Mail of 9th August 1869. However, do not be 

misled; William Jones did not travel far to get to the “celestial city”. In fact, he only had to 

travel a few miles to Merthyr Tydfil to reach the delights of an area known as China. The  report 

is somewhat discreet because it mentions that William Jones “fell asleep” in the house of 

Henrietta Jones, who was a known prostitute. 
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Unusual first names 

It seems that the fashion of giving children unusual or novel names is not a modern one. Annie 

Owen came across this extract from the civil registration index for September quarter 1870. 

The boy registered as One Too Many Gouldstone, was later baptized as Robert William 

Gouldstone. Perhaps that relieved the parents of having to name the next child as Two Too 

Many. 

Readers may have recollections of other unusual names, if so please submit them for inclusion 

in the next newsletter. Editor’s note: this brought to mind an episode of the TV series 

Blackadder when Edmund Blackadder (Rowan Atkinson) asked his trusted servant, known 

simply as Baldrick (Tony Robinson) if he had a first name; to which Baldrick replied “Sodoff”. 

Blackadder was not amused by his servant saying this and told him so. However, Baldrick 

explained it was his first name because, when he was a child, his mother and other children 

used to say, “Sod off Baldrick” whenever they saw him. 

A coded post card ~ David Mills 

Some years ago, I bought the post card below. The reason being that there are not many 

photographs/ post cards of the north side of St. Sannan’s Church, Bedwellty. I was surprised 

when I saw what was written on the reverse of the post card and it took some time for me to 

work it out; even the Rector at the time was puzzled. Rather than wait until the next newsletter 

to find the de-coded message you will find a transcription at the end of this one. 
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Reverse of Postcard 

 

 

 

 

More nostalgic photos ~ at least to readers of a certain age 

With thanks to Lyn Pask 
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Can anyone please help populate this photograph ? 
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How to walk 20 Yards and reduce the distance to quakers yard by ½ mile 

Sign at the western end of Hengoed viaduct 

 

20 yards away to the west 

 

 

 

THE CODED POST CARD 

Dear Lizzie I am sending you the view of Wilfreds  grave hope you will like it I  will write soon 

am very busy love to you both from Bessie 
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APPENDIX WITH Dr. Stuart Broomfield’s notes on his Zoom Talk 

Pontlottyn in the 1880’s – the view of Edmund Stonelake. 

Who was Edmund Stonelake? When was his autobiography written and what was his 

connection to Pontlottyn?  

Edmund (Ted) Stonelake was born in Pontlottyn in 1873 and lived there until 1889, when at 

the age of 16, he left and went to live in Aberdare where he stayed for the rest of his life. He 

worked as a miner for about twenty-five years and then spent thirty-two years as a mine’s safety 

examiner paid for by the miners. He was an active trade unionist and supporter of the Labour 

Party. Over a period of 50 years, he was variously a Labour Councillor, secretary of the 

Aberdare Trades and Labour Council, secretary of the Divisional Labour Party and a JP. In his 

early seventies he decided to write his autobiography. He wrote in pencil and completed it in 

1951 when he was 78. It was never published. Shortly after his death in 1960 his papers, 

including his autobiography, were deposited in the archives at the University College of 

Swansea. In the 1970’s it was discovered by a young historian researching the history of 

Aberdare, Antony Mor-O’Brien. Antony transcribed the manuscript and added footnotes, 

explanatory notes and historical introductions to each chapter. Given Ted Stonelake’s active 

involvement in the Labour Party for over 50 years the Mid-Glamorgan Education Committee 

agreed to publish his autobiography in 1981. 

Ted Stonelake was largely self-educated, apart from five months in Ruskin College in 1901. 

His is one of the few autobiographies written by a member of the working class and he gives 

us a valuable insight into the community of Pontlottyn in the 1880’s. Before going into detail, 

however, there are two provisos that have to be born in mind. Firstly, it was a memoir, written 

sixty years after the time being described. There are, undoubtedly, some inaccuracies, but by 

and large much that he has written can be verified. Secondly, in his preface he refers to ‘the 

miserable story of my young life.’ His reflection back on his time in Pontlottyn is largely 

negative. The first five short chapters relate to his time there, one of which is titled ‘Unsavoury 

Surroundings’. 

What do we know about the Stonelake family? 

In the 1881 census the Stonelake family were living at No. 3 Merchant Street, Pontlottyn. Ted 

was 8 years old and the head of the household was his widowed mother, Hannah. Three older 

brothers and an older sister were also living there. As all three older boys were working it can 

be assumed that they provided the family income. Ted describes the house as having four little 

rooms, two up and two down. The uneven stone floors were scrubbed by his mother every day. 

In 1871, two years before Edmund’s birth the family were living in 73 Merchant Street. Hannah 

Stonelake was head of the household and there were eight children there. There was no Mr. 

Stonelake and it is interesting that Ted never mentions his father in the account of his 

childhood. 

In 1861 the family were living near Quaker’s Yard. The father, George Stonelake is described 

as a railway labourer. As the birthplaces of the children indicate 9 different locations it would 

seem that they had had an itinerant lifestyle following the father’s work. At some point in the 

1860’s, however, the family moved to Pontlottyn, where Mrs. Stonelake, at least, decided to 

stay for about twenty years.  
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Both Ted’s parents came from rural English villages. His mother came from a village near to 

Newent in Gloucestershire and his father from Devon. Ted Stonelake was their tenth and 

youngest child. Hannah was 48 at the time of his birth. 

Pontlottyn and Merchant Street 

Merchant Street as the name suggests was the main shopping street in the village and is still 

the main road as you drive through Pontlottyn today.  

Pontlottyn came into existence as a result of the development of the iron industry. The Bute 

iron works were to the north of the village and scarred its landscape. Ted wrote that ‘the village 

I was born in was closed in on two sides by cinder tips from the ironworks and on one side by 

rubbish tips from the pits.’  

‘At the end of the street (Merchant Street) about thirty feet from the houses was a cinder tip 

eighty feet high surrounded by a boundary wall.’ 

This is illustrated in the picture below. 

 

(This photograph is the one used by Antony Mor-O’Brien to illustrate Pontlottyn in ‘The 

Autobiography of Edmund Stonelake’. It was inserted courtesy of Mr. Albert Day of 

Pontlottyn). 

Racial, religious, economic and social divisions 

Ted’s account illustrates well the divisions that existed in the village – racial, religious, 

economic and social.  

He states that the population was about 3,000, of whom a third were Welsh and spoke the 

language, a third were English like his own family and a third were Irish. His comments about 

the Irish might be considered racist today but must be taken in the context of the times. He 
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refers to them as ‘immigrants’ even though many would have been third generation by the 

1880’s. It is clear that the Irish were almost ghettoized living mainly in King Street and Chapel 

Street in the north of the town. These are exactly the same streets that had been vandalized 

during the Welsh/Irish riot of 1869. Twenty years later it seems that there was still little 

integration of the Irish community. He writes that if an English or a Welsh youngster passed 

down King Street, he would probably have a fight before reaching the bottom.  

The street where the Irish lived is described as being filthy with the houses being overcrowded. 

They had little furniture and rarely a bed. The substitute was a bed sheet that once a year was 

filled with kind of flax that grew on top of the mountain known as ‘mountain feathers.’ The 

majority of their children were barefooted, yet ran about, apparently painlessly over the roads 

covered with loose stones and cinders. Stereotypically, the Irish are further described as lovers 

of drink and of a fight.  

The Irish population were clearly at the bottom of the economic ladder. Most had to rely on 

labouring jobs and were usually excluded from the skilled work. Poverty, however, was fairly 

general across the village, ‘the working classes of my childhood were without exception very 

poor, they worked long hours for little pay.’ During a strike that took place in 1881 Ted recalls 

the indignity of going to a soup kitchen, ‘I felt like a little serf waiting in the queue for a basin 

of soup.’  

The fortunes of the inhabitants were closely allied to that of the Rhymney Iron Company. 

Prospects for the Company had been bright at the start of the 1880’s following the introduction 

of the steel making process. The year 1885, however, saw a deep recession and the iron and 

steel side of the company struggled throughout the rest of the decade before eventually closing 

in 1891. These were years of uncertainty of employment for the workforce and consequently 

impoverishment for their families when work was limited or not available. Tradesmen in 

Pontlottyn suffered too as several went bankrupt during these years. Even though the poverty 

was widespread there were differentials within the population and there was what he calls 

‘snobbery’. He wrote, ‘The eighteen-shilling clerk would not look at or associate with the 

fifteen-shilling manual worker. The woman who lived in the main road would not admit even 

nodding acquaintance with an equally respectable person living in a side street.’ 

On the main road there were half a dozen houses which possessed bay windows, brass 

doorknobs and letter boxes, and had windows and doors which were grained. People living in 

these houses were regarded as the pillars of the society. It is likely that most of these people 

would have been shopkeepers, who were generally the most well-off people in the village. 

Amongst the wealthiest were the publicans – ‘The leaders of fashion were sons and daughters 

of successful publicans. How we poor boys and girls envied them, as, nicely dressed they 

walked through the street on a Sunday morning on their way to church.’  

Religion was another differential. On the one hand there was St. Tyfaelog’s the Anglican 

church which was the sponsored by the Williams family, the former landowners and now 

leaseholders of the majority of houses, and on the other five non-conformist chapels. Zoar, the 

Welsh Baptists, Bethel, a scion of Zoar which was English Baptist, Bethlehem, the Calvinistic 

Methodists, Nazareth, the Congregationists and Mount Zion, the primitive Methodists. The 

minister of Zoar, Rev. John Penry Williams and the minister of Bethlehem, Rev. Aaron Davies 

were the two most prominent citizens of Pontlottyn in the 1880’s. As well as their roles as 

ministers they were active members of the Liberal party which dominated local government in 
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Wales at this time. They were county councillors, local councillors, members of the Gelligaer 

School Board, sat on the Board of Guardians and various other committees that dealt with 

matters relating to Pontlottyn and Gelligaer parish as a whole.  

Ted Stonelake was not impressed, however. His attendance at an unspecified non-conformist 

chapel left him with memories of ‘lurid descriptions of hell where the flames, rolling at a 

terrific heat waited to engulf those who failed to remain faithful and righteous to the end………. 

I was terribly frightened at the thought of getting into that fire.’ He later states that he heard 

little about the love and tender mercies of a good God. One of the preachers, he describes as ‘a 

tall well-built man with a magnificent long beard. When he wore a top hat it both increased 

his height and his vanity. He strutted the street on his way to chapel with his nose in the air as 

though the populace were dirt not fit to share the same atmosphere.’ 

Not everyone went to church or chapel, of course, and perhaps the greatest division of all was 

in social behaviour. There were four public houses in Pontlottyn in the 1880’s. Remarkably 

two are still open today – the Nelson Inn and the Blast Furnace Inn, a third the Picton Hotel is 

still standing whilst the fourth, the Railway Inn that was built beneath the Viaduct was 

demolished about thirty years ago. In addition, there were probably a number of illegal drinking 

houses. Pontlottyn had a reputation for its drinking. 

Ted tells a story about the day that the Welsh Sunday Closing Act of 1881 came into operation 

which in some ways provides the epitome of the society of contrasts that was Pontlottyn. On 

the one hand the religious community would have been in attendance at five thriving chapels 

and churches and on the other a brethren of working men whose main solace was in beer and 

the public house were assembling at the bridge across the river that lay between Pontlottyn and 

Lower Rhymney. At noon a crowd of men crossed the bridge and took the three-minute walk 

to the nearest pub in Monmouthshire. According to Stonelake they were ’carrying every 

conceivable size of vessel that would hold liquid. There were tin jacks, large and small, open 

bowls and basins and even large earthenware pans. The traffic kept moving throughout 

opening hours.’  

The Welsh Sunday Closing Act had been a victory for the nonconformist temperance 

movement in which the Rev. Aaron Davies had been a prominent campaigner. Monmouthshire 

was excluded from the Act because it was categorized as part of England, at that time. 

Pontlottyn, of course, was on the border between Wales (Glamorganshire) and Monmouthshire.  

Education and early work experience 

In 1870 the Forster Education Act was passed which gave local authorities the right to establish 

non-denominational schools for five- to twelve-year-old children to be paid for out of the rates. 

Gelligaer parish was at the forefront of establishing these schools across its area. The two afore 

mentioned ministers were predominant, pressing ahead against the resistance of the Anglican 

Church. In Pontlottyn the first Board School was built in the streets that became known as 

Board Street and School Street and are still known by these names today. In 1883 Pontlottyn 

Higher Grade School for Girls, the forerunner of Lewis Girls School, was opened which 

provided an education for girls between the ages of 13 and 16. Gelligaer parish could be 

considered as one of the most progressive in Wales as regards education. However, this is not 

the picture painted by Ted Stonelake. 

He wrote the following: - 
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‘In the early 1880’s a typical elementary school in all industrial areas would have a few 

hundred children, most of them ill-clothed, ill-fed, reared in squalid insanitary housing and 

suffering various chronic diseases, asthma, bronchitis and tuberculosis. 

In Pontlottyn the teaching part of the premises consisted of one long main room with a small 

low platform at one end for the master’s desk. Most of the teaching – or efforts to teach – took 

place in this room where three or four different classes were assembled. In this babble teachers 

competed with each other for the attention of their scholars.  

The headmaster must have had some qualifications but I don’t think the other teachers had any 

training apart from the instruction of the headmaster after school hours. These young 

untrained teachers, male and female, had a difficult and unenviable task, as in those days few 

of the children knew what discipline meant, and this frequently led to a fierce application of 

the cane.’ Ted is describing the monitorial system. He goes on ‘I cannot look back upon my 

few years in school with any pleasure. We boys all looked forward to the day of our 

emancipation. Our keenest desire was for freedom; freedom from boredom and imprisonment 

provided by the four walls of a cell, called school.’ A child could leave school in those days at 

the age of ten provided he had passed a certain standard. ‘I reached this eminent standard at 

the end of the summer term when I was ten and a half.’ 

Whilst able to leave school at ten it wasn’t legal for children to work before the age of 12. Ted 

spent his time at the local gas works and learned about gas production. By the time he was 11, 

however, he had become fed up with idleness. His mother got a copy of his birth certificate and 

changed the date of his birth from 1873 to 1872. With this forged certificate he got a job at a 

small mine working with a man he describes as ‘a drunken illiterate Cornish miner’. After a 

month, however, the manager of the pit discovered his true age, and he was instantly dismissed. 

During the rest of year, until he was 12, he wandered around the Ironworks, ‘learning much 

more than the best school could have taught me.’ 

Ted’s mother found him a respectable collier with whom he could work as a ‘butty’. The 

colliery was a two-mile walk from his home. Sometimes he came home with other boys and 

occasionally with Thomas, his mentor. They would go into the pub which they passed, and 

Thomas would buy two pints. Ted was allowed to take the first drink from each pint.  

Just after he was 14, he was buried under a fall of coal and was dragged out, escaping with a 

broken leg. In sixty-two years underground this was the only serious accident that he had. He 

was idle for fifteen weeks afterwards and this would have led to a reduction in the family 

income. 

In the late 1880’s the coal trade was in a bad state. ‘Men rose at 5.30 in the morning and walked 

two or more miles, to find that there was no work for them that day. Three days, or four days 

was the rule, five days per week was the exception.’   

In 1889 at the age of 16 he moved from Pontlottyn, with his mother, to Aberdare to live initially 

with an older brother who was working there. 

‘I was projected into a new world………I found myself in a far brighter physical and cultural 

environment………here housing conditions were better than where I came from, and there was 

a fifty acre public park………….. 
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‘…….I was now settled in a town where rubbish and cinder tips were distant, and I was 

surrounded by nice open country with a twenty mile view looking East and West, at the very 

foot of the beautiful Brecon Beacons.’ 

Conclusion 

Ted Stonelake’s autobiography is a valuable resource for anyone wishing to rediscover the 

history of Pontlottyn in the 1880’s and indeed, industrial communities in South Wales during 

this period, especially those that sit along of the Heads of the Valley road. His accounts add 

flesh to the bones of the bare historical record.  

 

  

    

 

 

 


