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Between the late 18th century and early 19th century, rural industrialisation in South Wales grew to meet the domestic demands and military requirements of England, particularly for coal and wood.  Pockets of industrial activity developed within farming communities and on the outskirts of towns.  With the movement from pastoralism to industrialisation, life was precarious and hardship was experienced within many farming communities.  The Enclosure movement at the beginning of the 19th century and a doubling of the price of corn caused civil unrest and hardship. Rising tenancy rates meant that many poorer tenant farmers were forced to become labourers.  Many combined working on the land with working at sea.

This paper will explore the impact of poverty on people living in rural Carmarthenshire between the 1780s and 1830s.  The lives of individuals, families and communities will be explored, with a focus on the uncertainty of life at this time.  The term ‘poor’ is a relative concept and there are varying degrees of poverty.  While not all inhabitants of Carmarthenshire’s rural towns and villages were extremely poor by the values of their time, a life lived without the benefit of state health care and social security meant that people could fall into poverty very quickly.  Life was a constant strain to ensure that this did not happen.  This paper will therefore not only refer to the poorest members of the community, but also to those others whose lives were not financially secure.  

LLANFIHANGEL ABERCYWYN

The village of Llanfihangel Abercywyn is situated at the confluence of the Tâf and Cywyn Rivers.  In 1801 the population of the parish was only 607 people, made up of 125 families living in 118 houses. (Evans, 1975, 49).   The parish comprised quality agricultural land used for mixed farming.  At the hiring fairs in May and October, the larger farmers hired live-in servants for a year, as well as day labourers who were hired for short periods to do specific jobs.  While some workers would stay with a farm for many years, ‘tied cottages were a mixed blessing as the tenants could be evicted when they were too old to work’ (Rees, 2001, 27)

Provision was made for the poor in charitable bequests such as wills.  There was also an overseer of the poor who administered the Poor Law from 1601 until after 1834.  The poor were a burden on the parish, which provided relief to the most destitute and legal restrictions were in place to ensure that the parish would not incur extra charges if poor people moved into the parish.  

While some in the parish were relatively wealthy, the living conditions of others were primitive.  Evans (1975, 128) writes that some houses in the parish in 1800 were ‘built of stone and mud, roofed with fern, reeds and turf, and were without chimneys; the doors were low; there were holes instead of windows, and these were often covered with wood filled with straw and rags.  There were some old cottages of clay that could be entered by chickens scraping under them’.

Bad harvests in Carmarthenshire in 1799 and 1800 saw the price of corn double, and food was scarce.  Farm rents were frequently raised, and many poorer farmers were forced to become labourers. Some farmers had to pay yearly tenancies, which enabled landowners to increase rent regularly.  The parish’s ‘Register of Poor Apprentices’ records children who were compelled to become apprenticed in order to ease the parish’s financial burden’ (Evans, 1975, 126.)

Another major impact on the rural population was the enclosure movement.  While the parish of Llanfihangel Abercywyn was largely enclosed by 1794, there was still great antagonism over the enclosure of lands within the area.    There was rioting on 19 June 1809, “with force and arms at the parish of 
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Llanfihangel Abercowyn being rioters, routers and disturbers of the peace – assembled together then and there unlawfully and with force and arms with mattocks, shovels and spades did fill up demolish prostrate and destroy a certain ditch or fence of one Rees Wm Thomas”.  The rioters included Mary Rees.  Evans (1975, 124) notes that, ‘It was not uncommon for women to join in rioting.  Life was a struggle, and the woman worked as hard as the man.  To the rank and file in this parish in 1809, Mary Rees was a heroine.  The common that all struggled stubbornly to defend, was the land they had grown their food on, and to have it taken away to be converted into severalty spelt out hunger and want.  There had been hard cheese daily; oat-flour boiled in water daily, but now, precious little else’.

Prior to 1834, parishes in Wales mainly dispensed poor relief as ‘out-relief’ in the form of money, food, clothes, etc, rather than ‘indoor’ relief through workhouses.  In 1832 the British Government appointed a Royal Commission to review the whole poor relief system.  The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act established a Poor Law Commission which divided the English and Welsh parishes into Poor Law Unions.  The parish of Llanfihangel Abercywyn became part of the Carmarthen Union.  While there was only one person from the parish in the Carmarthen workhouse in 1836, 28 pauper parishioners unable to work received out-relief in the first half of the year and 74 in the second (Evans, 1975, 127).

Evan Griffiths was born about 1808 in the village of Llanfihangel Abercywyn.  In 1830 he married Anne Williams in the neighbouring parish of Llansteffan and the couple baptised eight children.  Evan’s life appears to have been similar to many of his neighbours in that he worked at a variety of jobs in order to support his family. At the birth of his fifth child in 1840, Evan was described as a labourer. Anne registered her son’s birth and signed with her mark as she was illiterate. For much of Evan’s life he was also a mariner, and the fact that he spent the night of the 1841 census in a seamen’s’ boarding house in Liverpool suggests that his voyages were not confined to the coastal trade in Carmarthenshire.  While Evan was at sea, Anne looked after their large family, never certain that he would return from his voyages.

LLANSTEFFAN

The village of Llansteffan and its 12th c Norman castle overlook the estuary where the River Towy joins the Tâf and Gwendraeth Rivers.

Analysis of the baptismal records for Llansteffan Parish Church for the years 1813-1830 helps paint a picture of the local community.  

Table 1: Occupations of fathers & spinsters baptising children,         Llanstephan Parish Church, 1813-1830

	Gentry & professional
	10
	Skilled workers
	59
	Unskilled workers
	32
	Others
	21

	Gentleman
	6
	Farmer
	11
	Labourer
	28
	Spinsters
	21

	Army officer
	3
	Gardener
	1
	Servant
	2
	
	

	Clergyman
	1
	Smith
	4
	Gentleman’s servant
	2
	
	

	
	
	Carpenter
	6
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Mason
	5
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Shoemaker
	8
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Hatter
	1
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Weaver
	1
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Umbrella maker
	1
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Mariner
	18
	
	
	
	

	

	TOTAL       122



William Duggan – Bailiff and ostler

William Evan and Morris Morris – carpenter and mariner

Thomas Davies – Mariner and butcher

Griffith Davies – Tailor and victualler

Henry King – gardener, basket maker, labourer and shopkeeper

There is a small local gentry, but the majority of men are working in agriculture, trades or are at sea.  Although eleven men have identified themselves as farmers, this figure should be treated with caution as it was not unknown for farm labourers to raise their status to that of ‘farmer’ on official documents.  Note the relatively large number of unmarried women baptising their children.  Their occupations are not recorded in the parish register, but it is possible that many of them were working as servants.  Fathers of illegitimate children were made to pay maintenance if identified, but of course that was not always possible.

Most of the people in this table would have led lives of hard physical work, either on farms, in trades, or at sea.  For those working on farms, ‘harvesting began at dawn and ended at dusk, with half an hour off for breakfast, and one hour for dinner’ (Evans, 1975, 119).  Women were employed in positions such as dairy maid and house servants, worked with their husbands on their own farms, or undertook work such as dressmaking, particularly before marriage.  .  With limited access to medical help, accidents on farms and in the home could lead to disability or death.  The loss of the breadwinner could reduce a family’s circumstances dramatically, particularly if they did not have extended family to assist them.  For women, maternal mortality was much higher than today, and although not confined to poorer women, they had less access to medical help, and had led lives of physical hardship and poor nutrition which disadvantaged them.

An analysis of the burial records of Llanstephan Parish Church for 1813-1830 shows the average age of death that time.

Table 2: Analysis of death statistics, 

Llansteffan Parish Church, 1813-1830

Female

· 110 females died

· Average age at death = 45.2 years

· 16 females were aged 2 years or less

· 9 females were aged in their 80s

· 9 females were aged in their 90s

Male

· 105 males died

· Average age at death = 41.4 years

· 24 males were aged 2 years or less

· 11 males were aged in their 80s

· 3 males were aged in their 90s

PEMBREY

While the parishes of Llanfihangel Abercywyn and Llansteffan were predominantly agricultural well into the 19th century, the parish of Pembrey, a short distance to the southeast, was part of the industrial development that burgeoned along the Carmarthenshire coast during that time. The population of the parish in 1801 was 1455 and Pembrey village centred on the 12th c St Illtyd’s church.  

At the end of the 18th c there was small-scale iron-working and coal mining, as well as agriculture.   The uncertainty of life at that time can be illustrated by the lives of Thomas Thomas, an agricultural labourer, and his wife Susannah David, both born in the 1790s.  Thomas and Susannah baptised 6 children, of whom only one – or possibly two – lived to adulthood.

Table 3: Children baptised by Thomas and Susannah Thomas, Pembrey 1824-1839

	Child
	Born
	Died

	John
	1824
	1827

	Ann
	1827
	1829

	John
	1829
	1899

	Mary
	1832
	Still alive in 1841

	Thomas
	Jan 1835
	Feb 1835

	Ann
	1839
	1854


Yet even though at least 4 of their six children did not live beyond their teens, Susannah lived on until aged 73 and Thomas 88, illustrating again that those who survived childhood and childbearing had a reasonable chance of living to old age.

To the west of the village lies a long stretch of sand hills and Cefn Sidan beach, the outer reaches of which are made up of the tidal Cefn Sidan sands.  This treacherous area claimed at least 33 ships in the 19th century, deflected by storms or poor navigation into the nearby Burry Inlet.  When this occurred, they could be at the mercy of the Gwyr y Belli Bach, or the Men of the Little Hatchets.  Local men carried hatchets with a blade on one side of the head and a claw on the other.  The hatchets were used to smash through rigging as well as through cabins, boxes and trunks.  However, they could also be used against hands, fingers and ears for the removal of precious jewellery.  

While this way of life may seem abhorrent today, Bowen acknowledges that ‘To these coastal people, existing rather than living in remote cottages and farms along this desolate coast, the pillaging of ships was an acknowledged way of life.  The cargo had priority over saving souls and was disposed of miraculously before the Lord of the Manor exercised his legal foreshore rights or the customs men exercised theirs’ (Bowen, 2001, 12).

One of the ships wrecked off Pembrey was La Jeune Emma out of Martinique, bound for Le Havre.  In 1828 the ship was caught in a westerly storm and foundered on Cefn Sidan sands, where she was plundered by the Gwyr y Belli Bach.  Thirteen of the 19 aboard drowned, including 12 year old Adeline Coquelin, the niece of the Empress Josephine Buonaparte. (Some Bristol Channel Shipping Accidents).  Adeline was buried in St Illtyd’s churchyard where her memorial stone can still be seen.  

Sacred to the memory of Lt Col. Coquelin, aged 45 years and Adeline his daughter aged 12 years.

Both native of France who lost their lives by the wreck of the ship “La Jeune Emma” on Cefn Sidan sand as they were returning home from Martinique in the West Indies and were interred in this ground on the 25th of Nov 1828.

The above named Lady was niece to Josephine, Consort of that renowned individual, Napoleon Buonaparte.

KIDWELLY

Kidwelly is an ancient market town and Royal Borough at the junction of the rivers Gwendraeth fach and Gwendraeth fawr.    During the 18th c, Kidwelly saw the development of tin-plate mills, iron works, lime kilns and the construction of canals.  There was a growth in the import and export trade and the mouth of the Gwendraeth was dredged.  However, by 1835, Kidwelly ‘was economically, in a state of decay.  Its commerce had declined with the silting-up of the river and with the growth of the neighbouring towns of Carmarthen and Llanelly.  Its iron works had been abandoned, and its tin works operated on a very limited scale’ (Williams nd).  A contemporary account described Kidwelly as being ‘almost entirely sunk in decay’, with most of its houses being ‘thatched cottages of very inferior appearance’ (Lewis,1833 quoted in Williams, nd)

The problem of enclosures also caused considerable trouble, as grazing on the unenclosed common became monopolized by a small group of the more substantial farmers.  They resisted any attempt at an equitable division of the common and contrived to purchase the best pieces of land on 99-year leases.  This prohibited the poor from turning out their cattle and poultry on the common.  It was said that ‘This deprivation has added much to the general poverty of the Industrial classes and contributed of course to destitution’. (Williams, 1847)

In 1847, in a report to the Home Secretary complaining about the maladministration of the Borough, local lawyer Hugh Williams described the town:

The streets have been seldom or never swept...  Dung heaps are gathered up, about a dozen pigsties are situate thereon and night soil thrown thereto – the scourings from all of which flow into the open gutters.

Although this description of Kidwelly is written a while after the period we are discussing, it seems reasonable to assume that the conditions would have been similar at the beginning of the century.

It was into this environment that John Williams was born in about 1776.  John and his wife Margaret baptised five children, two of whom died in infancy.  John worked as a shoemaker for at least 40 years.  Surprisingly, he also spent many years as an elected alderman and sometime Mayor of the Borough of Kidwelly.  While we may not usually associate this with poverty, descriptions of John and his life show that these official positions did not necessarily bring wealth and that they were filled by working people with little financial security.

In Hugh Williams’ report, he denigrates in great detail each of the 24 members of the Kidwelly Council.  His description of John Williams illustrates the social complexities of the time – the disdain felt by people such as the wealthy land-owning lawyer Williams for poorer working people, particularly those who were illiterate and Welsh-speaking.  

This person is a Working Shoemaker of no substance or responsibility and subsisting solely by manual labour in his vocation and in hawking Garden seeds about the Country for which this locality is noted - His calling affords him no spare time save for occasional libations - Is quite an illiterate character imperfectly acquainted with English - cannot write a sentence of it nor indeed of his vernacular tongue…

…occasionally keeps an unlicensed Beer Shop wherein he and his wife personally act as vendors - Keeping neither a Waiter or Servant on any occasion

So John Williams subsisted by manual labour, not only kept an unlicensed beer shop but worked in it himself, and was illiterate in both Welsh and English.

LLANDEILO

On 12 November 1834, the village of Rhosmaen, near the town of Llandeilo in eastern Carmarthenshire, saw the brutal murder of army pensioner, David Jonathan.  David was a 19 year-old trader when he signed up with the 36th Herefordshire Regiment of Foot in 1797 and in 1810 he  transferred to one of the Royal Veteran Batallions which were formed during the Napoleonic War.  David was discharged from the army in 1814 on a pension due to partial hemiplegia, or paralysis.  He was still a young man at this time (about 36), so it is possible the hemiplegia was caused by injury rather than illness.

On the evening of the 12th, David had stopped at the Plough Inn on his way home from the Llandeilo fair.  He left with 4 other men and the next morning his body was found in a nearby field.  David had been killed and robbed of his stockings, shoes and coat.  After a wide-ranging search, the four men were found – James Richards (alias Schemer), John Devonald, William Hughes (Will Bach) and William Insole.  They were all acquitted of murder, but three were found guilty of highway robbery and sentenced to death, commuted to transportation to Australia.

In the trial, reported in The Cambrian newspaper, the major evidence was the victim’s clothing which was found in the possession of the accused.  David’s mother Margaret stated that he had made her coat himself.  A local shoemaker and a nailer identified the shoes.

CARMARTHEN ASSIZES

Margaret Jonathan examined: Is mother of the deceased, David Jonathan, who had lived with her for 18 years previous to his death.  He had a pension, and had the palsy while a soldier; he could only speak a few words distinctly, but not loud.  On the morning of the 12th November he went to Llandilo fair; he was then in good health; he was never subject to fits.  When he went from home he had on a nearly new hat, a blue coat, and worsted stockings; his shoes had been newly tapped and nailed; his business at the fair was to buy a pair of shoes.  The coat produced is the one worn by her son when he went to the fair, and was made by himself; the shoes produced were the shoes of her son, and those worn by him on the morning of the fair.  Her son was 57 years of age when he died.

The Cambrian, 14 March 1835

The case of David Jonathan provides an insight into the uncertainty of life in the early 19th century.

· People made their own clothes and repaired their shoes to make them last longer.

· Clothing was valuable enough to steal, at the risk of severe penalties.

· David was probably fortunate to have his army pension, though it was only paid quarterly and he would have to eke it out over this time.

· David’s mother was probably in her late 70’s or 80s when he died – how did she cope after his death?

This has been a brief glimpse into the lives of some of the communities and people living in Carmarthenshire at the beginning of the 19th century and has hopefully  provided an insight into the poverty and insecurity of life at that time.

Gail Thomas, Perth, Western Australia, December 2011. Great Great Great Granddaughter of Evan and Anne Griffiths, Thomas and Susannah Thomas, and John and Margaret Williams, and a relative of David Jonathan.
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