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The People of Treforest in the 1880’s 

 

Research into the past century in Treforest reveals a fascinating story about its people.  They lived a very 

different life style than that of the present time.  A hundred years ago when Pontypridd was a mere cluster of 

houses with a few scattered farms Treforest was industrial with houses built by the Crawshays for 

employees in the Iron Works and Tin plate Works at Treforest with a shopping centre of traders and 

craftsmen. 

 

All that remains today of the renowned Crawshay Ironworks are the ‘White Tips’; the white slag a residue of 

limestone used to purify iron ore.  The Works were erected by William Crawshay of Cyfartha (Cyfarthfa) 

and carried on by his son, Francis Crawshay, who resided at Forest House – now part of the Polytechnic of 

Wales (later, the University of Glamorgan). The Iron Works closed in 1897. 

 

The houses constructed from local stone were those of Park Street, Forest Road, Castle Court, Station 

Terrace, Fothergill Street, Bridge Street and Long Row below which was one large meadow as far as the Tin 

Plate Works.  At the bottom of Park Street was a well which supplied all the houses of Treforest with 

drinking water.  There were no taps in the houses. 

Broadway was the Tram Road where trams were hauled along a narrow gauge track to Dan’s Level to be 

loaded onto barges on the Glamorgan Canal at Treforest.  A team of three or four horses driven by Mr 

William Gould could have eight or ten trams along the Tram Road.  (Mr Gomer Rees, Observer Leader 

1957). 

 

Records concerning Treforest and St Michael’s School in particular were examined such as: Census returns 

in Glamorgan Record Office; documents and letters written by Bishop Hedley in the Diocesan Archives at 

St David’s; newspapers of 1880’s at Cardiff Library and Kelly’s and Worrells Directories for 1884 at 

Pontypridd Library; school log books; early maps and books also copies of deeds.  From these some attempt 

can be made to extract the essence of the economic and social conditions of the end of the nineteenth 

century.  A hundred years after a census of the population has been enumerated it can be viewed by a 

member of the public.  That of Treforest taken in 1881 was viewed on microfilm at Glamorgan County 

Record Office.  The section I recorded was of ‘Glyntaff’ along the centre of the Taff Vale Railway Station 

near Treforest Tin Plate Works to a point opposite and including Aston’s House on the Tram Road, 

Cyplygwas Road (should this read Cwrch y Gwas?), Fothergill Street, Park Street, Castle Street, Forest 

Road and the Tin Plate Works. 

 
No. of 

Schedules 

Inhabited 

houses 

Uninhabited 

houses 

M F Total 

287 283 5 712 710 1422 

 

The occupants of Forest House were Francis Crawshay (age 32) with his wife Isabella, two children Francis 

and Laura, two housemaids, a cook, a laundrymaid, a footman and a coachman.  At Forest Uchaf the 

Crawshays housed a shepherd with his wife and six children, also a gamekeeper.  A stonemason lived in 

Mountain Cottage.  Obviously a valued craftsman.  Every occupant of Long Row houses, Forest Road 

houses, almost all of Castle Court and many of Park Street were employed in various occupations in the Tin 

Plate Works.  Men and women employees ages ranged from 14 years – 80 years.  Many cottages in Long 

Row housed families of eight or nine people.  In number 26, for example, lived Thomas Jones, a Tinplate 

Shearer, with his wife and six children: Eleanor (19), Mary Ann (16) both Tinplate Openers; Sarah Jane 

(14), Margaret (18)  a Tinplate Dipper with her (Thomas’s wife’s?) two sons aged aged seven and five.  Next 

to them Evan Davies a Tin Noaler with his wife and 4 children.  Then in no.28 Benjamin Nurse a Tinplate 

Parter with his wife, four children, a lodger with his wife.  At no. 30 Long Row lived a gardener, a Mr Baker 

with his wife and five children two of them employed in the Tin Works. 

 

For the majority of the population the Tin Works was the place of employment.  For others; the Taff Vale 

Railway; colliery; or Brown Lenox Chainworks.  A few women were in domestic employment such as 

‘cleaner of the board school’.  A Pupil Teacher lived in Park Street and in 44 Station Terrace Mr John 

Davies son was a student at University College, Bristol.  Traders in Park Street were: three grocers, an 

ironmonger, a drugstore, a greengrocer, a butcher and no. 10 was the Company Shop House where Mr John 



Rowbottom was general merchant.  Craftsmen in Park Street were a painter, two shoemakers, two 

stonemasons, a hairdresser, two tailors, a tailoress and a dressmaker.  Emily McDonald, a comedienne, lived 

in Birds Terrace and Griffith Thomas, the Workhouse Superintendent at no. 1 Forest Road. 

 

The Tin Plate Works originated as a tin mill purchased in 1794 by William Crawshay I.  Land around Forest 

House or Forest Isaf was purchased for its river Nant y Fforest which flowed through this farm from the 

Graig Mountain.  The water was the power source for water wheels to turn the machinery. 

 

In July 1831 the tin mill was greatly extended by William Crawshay II to a refinery, hollow fires, 21 

furnaces and 3 coking ovens, 2341 yards of tram road were laid.  All the machinery was run off eight 

waterwheels.  The water from Nant y Fforest was supplemented by water from the Taff.  A weir was built 

across the Taff 500 yards upstream at Glyntaff.  Water was taken from here by a sluice into the mill race 

which led to the site and along the eastern side of the building.  No steam engines were used despite the 

coming of the steam age at that time (1830s).   

 

Pig iron and bar to be plated travelled from Hirwaun via the Aberdare and Glamorgan Canals to be unloaded 

at Glyntaff at the weighing machine from which the ‘Machine’ Bridge received its name.  After being 

unloaded onto the tinplate works trams it was pushed along the tramroad as far as the weir at Castle Inn 

Bridge.  From here the trams continued along a route above and alongside the feeder to the Tin Works.  

After being plated with a rust proof coating of tin the finished sheets were transported along another 

tramroad which led over the Julia Bridge to Dr Griffiths Canal at Rhydyfelin.  The canal linked up with the 

Glamorgan canal.  The sheets continued their barge journey to Cardiff Docks.  The Tin Plate Works was 

worked until 1946. 

 

These tin workers worked among the glare and heat of furnaces and molten metal, carrying out dangerous 

processes with very little or no protection.  Clothing consisted of thick knee length stockings and long 

underpants to protect knees from heat, moleskin trousers and wooden soled leather clogs.  A collarless short-

sleeved flannel shirt was worn with a sweat cloth around the neck, which could be used as a facemask.  The 

freshly laundered ankle length white canvas apron was a source of pride. 

 

Thus the discovery of iron, an older industry than coal, peopled the valleys, changing the rural landscape 

into an industrial one.  The 1881 Census confirms that the people from rural areas such as Ystradfellte, 

Carmarthen, Gloucester, Devon, Somerset and Ireland.  They came to live in these overcrowded conditions 

with barely enough food and clothes.  The houses were well built but streets badly paved, unlit, full of refuse 

and badly drained.  The riches under the earth destroying those above.  We may reflect on the words of 

Charles Wilkins (1903): 

‘If man was still a romantic being, a tiller of earth and a caretaker of sheep, the only indication he 

would have of the earth’s riches would be the vastness of the woods and the beauty of the foliage and 

flowers with the mingling of wildlife’. 

 

 

The Catholic Home, Church and School at Treforest 1849 – 1984 

 

For Catholics, Home Church and School have always been linked.  In the history of the Catholic population 

of Treforest it is strongly so.  Searching through microfilms, documents, newspapers and books for evidence 

of this history has been exciting and rewarding, sometimes disappointing but extremely interesting for me 

and I hope for you who take time to read these findings.   

 

St Michael’s Home, Treforest 

 

St Michael’s Home, situated in Treforest, was fitted for the reception of boys and girls under ‘An Act to 

provide for the education and maintenance of pauper children in certain School and Institutions’.  It was 

certificated on 25
th

 September 1878, the certificate withdrawn on 4
th

 December 1905 to be reissued for the 

reception of boys only on the same day.  The Superintendent at this time was Sister Illtyd Morgan of the 3
rd

 

Order of St Dominic.  In a letter to Bishop Hedley concerning the sale of the Home in 1907 to the Sisters of 



Nazareth, she mentions Lord Bute: ‘Before Lord Bute gave the first donation for this building, he wrote 

saying that before he gave £750 to begin the work, he required to know what she would do with the money 

in the event of her death.  Lord Bute distinctly understood that the 3
rd

 Order of St Dominic or another 

community of that Order would eventually have it’.  Therefore, she thought that her interest should go to the 

Order of St Dominic at Harrow where they had a similar home with boys on one side and girls on the other, 

who attended the Mission school.   

 

Sister Illtyd Morgan corresponded frequently with Bishop Hedley (Bishop of Newport and Menevia 1881 - 

1917).  On one occasion she wrote concerning the apparitions of Our Blessed Lady, St Dominic and St 

Catherine seen from November 1876 to the early 1880s, by more than a dozen people, and attested on oath 

to Father Bertrand Wilberforce of the Order of St Dominic.  Most of her letters either ask for financial 

assistance or thank him for assistance.  They indicate the great financial problems in maintaining the 

children and pressures from the trades’ people to pay unpaid bills.  In 1905 she heard that the Sisters of 

Nazareth had decided to ‘take the place’. 

 

An inspector’s report on 1905 describes the extreme poverty of the Home (18
th

 February 1905).  The boys’ 

clothing was patched and worn with one pair of boots each, and no new clothing for eighteen months.  The 

bedclothes were patched and torn with just sufficient blankets.  No knives and forks were available and the 

cracked oddments of crockery were supplemented by jam jars and treacle tins.  Oil cloth strips were used to 

cover the tables.  The children went to bed in the dark since there were no lights in the passage or bedrooms.  

To reach the toilets and basins and four bedrooms they had to go out in the open.  There was no proper 

bathroom for the girls, and no playroom.  However, Mr Smith of the Boys’s Department, reported the boys 

as having three suits each, a reserve of boots and good beds.  

 

In a letter of 1907, addressed from 1, Victoria Road, Barry, Sister Illtyd Morgan indicated that she expected 

to go through the bankruptcy court.  The Bailiff had visited her after dark, ‘so that people may not see him’, 

in the hope that something may be settled without exposure.  He says that the agent who is a bitter Protestant 

insists on his putting ‘Sister Illtyd Morgan’, ‘Catholic Homes’ on the bills to make as much scandal to the 

religion as possible. 

 

Bishop Hedley, a Benedictine, was enthroned on St David’s Day in Belmont, 1881.  He died at Llanishen in 

1915 aged seventy-nine years.  Father Daniel Hickey wrote of him:  

 

‘When anyone went in trouble to him for counsel, for comfort, even for expected and deserved 

rebuke, he had revealed to him the warm and tender heart of a true father in God.  Affectionate 

solicitude, sound advice, generous encouragement, delicate courtesy, all were there....... his love for 

the people God had given into his hand was genuine and deep............. nothing that affected their 

welfare, spiritual and temporal, did he hold of little account.  His flock was ever his main thought.  

For them he studied and wrote and preached.’ 

 

A literary man and a man who loved children, the name of Hedley will never be forgotten while there are 

Catholics in Wales. 

 

The Sisters of Nazareth took charge of the Home from the 1
st
 September 1908 until 1924 when they moved 

to Swansea.  A report from October 1908 stated that, of the 60 boys in the Home, 52 were pauper children 

aged 5 to 14 years old.  Some 17 of them were aged 7 years and under.  The majority of them were of poor 

physique and constitution and improperly nourished, with milk fats substituted for meat.  The boys were 

very badly flea bitten and beds extremely dirty.  Such was the quality of life for these children, enforced by 

general social conditions of the time. 

 

  



The Catholic Church and School at Treforest 

 

The exertions of the Fathers of Charity were responsible for setting up missions where the immigrant Irish 

populations had settled.  The Catholic labourer craved for the bread of spiritual life.  Deprived of the 

Sacraments they would forget practices of piety, lose interest in religion, neglect the training of their 

children and acquire habits of sin and drunkenness.  Thus, they were found in a state of religious and social 

degradation by the priest who had found a mission among them.  The new charges were all labourers, none 

of them shopkeepers or respectable tradesmen for the towns were too new.  They lived in rows and ranks of 

cottages.  The mission had to set up a portable altar, usually in the club room of a public house.  This was 

the beginnings of many of the missions in the Welsh mountains.  Missions were often built hastily without 

architects; wretched buildings put up by one generation to be repaired by the next.  Congregations were of 

labourers whose wages were 12s.0d/18s.0d per week. 

 

Referring to copies of leases (thanks to Williams & Pritchard, Solicitors, Park Place, Cardiff) a land lease 

was taken on 72 and 73 Wood Road for a property to be known as ‘Old St Dubritius and Catholic Hall’, by 

Bishop T J Brown in 1849.  Treforest was one of three missions started in 1853 from the already existing 

mission of Newbridge and a Chapel school was provided 4 years later (1857).  Because of bad repair, it was 

closed from 1875 – 1879, then re-opened in an iron building in 1879 (Fr A van den Heuvel, 1883). 

 

The document ‘Elementary Schools in the Diocese of Newport and Menevia’ 1881 (Archdiocesan Records) 

records a Catholic School at Treforest with as Head, Mrs Riley, one Pupil teacher and 111 pupils on the roll; 

of these 36 infants and 48 standards were presented for religious examination. 

 

The 1881 Census records:  ‘Mary Riley, Catholic School Teacher, aged 32: two daughters, Mary (aged 6), 

Margaret (aged 4) and son James (aged 7 weeks).   At the same address, 17 Saron Street, a nurse, Ellen 

Coakley (aged 17) and washer woman, Mary Sullivan (aged 46).   

Kelly’s Directory for 1884 lists St Dubritius Chapel ‘Sunday masses 8.30, 10.30, 6.30.  Daily 7.30am, 

Thursday 7.30pm’ and St Michael’s Catholic School, Wood Road, with Headmistress Mrs M Riley.  It 

appears that Mrs Riley, Headmistress of the chapel school in the iron building became the first headmistress 

of the stone building known as St Michael’s.  Children from St Michaels’ Home were sent to the mission 

school then to St Michael’s School, to be educated with the other Catholic children from the Pontypridd 

area. 

 

It was on 5
th

 July 1883 when Francis Crawshay signed the lease for the Wood Road site for St Michael’s 

School for 99 years in effect from 24
th

 June 1882.  Rent was £8.10s.2d. payable half yearly and leased to 

Bishop John Cuthbert Hedley.  The school was described as ‘a spacious stone building’ (Fr van den Heuvel, 

1883).  Later, ‘built from stone hewn from the hillside by Catholics who were Irish or of Irish descent’ (Fr 

Cornelius Cronin, 1916). Those impoverished Catholics were an oppressed minority with a strong faith and 

religious conviction.  This arduous task was accomplished by union, unwearied exertion and considerable 

sacrifice, in a climate of anti-Catholic prejudice.  The school was built on a steeply sloping site at Wood 

Road, to accommodate 210 children (165 on upper and 80 on the lower).  The Upper Story entered from 

Wood Road, comprised three classrooms end to end, with one door for entry and exit at the front end only.  

A steep flight of steps led down to the lower storey where there were two rooms, a lobby and toilets.  

Maintenance was almost impossible since there was so little money available.  By 1891 there were 133 

infants on the lower storey. 

 

In 1884, Voluntary or Denominational Schools did not receive the whole of the education rate as did the 

Board Schools.  The Bishop of Salford and Nottingham resolved the forming of the ‘Voluntary Schools 

Association’ for securing parental and civil rights in Public Elementary Schools.  The fairness and justice of 

the educational claims were to be made clear to the public.  St Michael’s received no government grant until 

1885 when the Llantwit Fardre School Board declared ‘the census recently taken of children of school age in 

the parish shows insufficient school accommodation; it was decided not to oppose the Government Grant to 

the Roman Catholic School at Treforest’.  (Pontypridd Chronicle, 1885) 

However, Catholic schools continued to receive only one third of the rate per child received by the Board 

Schools. 



 

In 1902 the Intermediate Education Act caused Bishop Hedley to say that for the first time in the history of 

British Educational legislation all schools were to be placed on the same level.  Education of people was to 

be free and universal, since religion was to be taken into consideration.  For 32 years Catholics had had to 

pay heavy taxes for schools they could not use.  They could not take their religion into the sumptuous Board 

Schools.  Bishop Hedley said that these schools would starve the child from being brought up in his own 

faith.  Catholics were ready to conform to any curriculum or inspection but inspection on the right to have 

religion taught and retain the management of schools so as to appoint the right sort of teachers.  If this right 

was not safeguarded, they were prepared to build and maintain their schools as they had before 1902.  

Bishop Hedley urged every Catholic to ‘do his duty in the place where he lived and on the spot where he 

stood to fight for their laws and their lives, like the Hebrews of old’.  During 1903 and 1906, many new 

Catholic schools were built. 

 

The population of Treforest in 1901 was 5,137, and the Catholic population in 1906 was 800.  From 1
st
 May 

1912, a site on Broadway was leased to build the new St Dubritius Church (St Dyfrig’s), Presbytery and Hall 

(which remains as the present site, 2011).  The land was assigned to Father Michael Joseph McManus in 

1919 and the foundation stone of the Church laid on 4
th

 November 1926 by Bishop Mostyn, and to the great 

joy of the people, opened on 14
th

 November 1927.  Canon McMannus, who was much loved, retired three 

weeks later.  Old Dubritius became known as the Institute and was used by the Catholic Young Men’s 

Society (CYMS). 

 

From 1884 – 1892 the Junior Mixed and Infants were taught under one Head.  Then in 1892, were separated 

and then united again in 1938.  The school came under the Local Education Authority (LEA) in 1903.  In 

1932, the LEA stated that no children outside the Pontypridd Urban District Council could be admitted.  

During this time, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate reports described worsening conditions of the building.  By 

1938, it was deemed totally inadequate for school purposes.  It had become a financial drain and nightmare 

for the parish.  The woodwork and floors were worn and decayed, toilets were often flooded and, in winter, 

blocked by snow drifts.  The coal fires were not maintained and the walls were not weatherproof.  In 1945, 

St Michaels’ became a Voluntary Primary School under Glamorgan Education Authority.  In 1955, gas 

radiators were installed followed by a telephone in 1956.  A Science bench was installed in 1961 – St 

Michael’s had moved into the 20
th

 century. 

 

The number of children attending St Michael’s began to increase.  In 1964, the Glamorgan Education 

Authority agreed to meet the full cost of transporting children to Voluntary Schools.  That year children 

were bussed from Senghenydd to St Michael’s.  Then in September 1965, 308 children were on roll, so that 

some classes had to be accommodated in the Catholic Memorial Hall, Broadway and some in the Annexe 

(Old St Dubritius Church, Wood Road). (This seems to refer to the building then in use as the ‘Institute’, not 

the Annexe of the new Memorial Hall).   From September 1966, the School Managers provided transport 

along the route from Pontyclun. 

 

July 1967, saw the end of an era for St Michael’s when it ceased to be an all age school and became a 

Primary School.  In the autumn of that year, senior children attended the newly opened Cardinal Newman 

Comprehensive School at Rhydyfelin.  It was officially opened on the 4
th

 April 1968.  A replacement school 

for St Michael’s was programmed for 1968/69.  The very first meeting organised by the Parent Teacher 

Association was for the Headmaster, Mr Cornelius McCarthy, to talk to parents on ‘The New School and 

Methods to be employed’ in October 1969.  

 

Teaching commenced at the new St Michael’s School, John Place, Treforest when Mass was celebrated in 

the school hall for the ‘Past and Present Staff and Pupils of St Michael’s School’.  His Grace, Archbisop 

Murphy of Cardiff, officially opened the School on 3
rd

 June 1971.  By September 1974, Mid Glamorgan 

County Council became responsible for School transport.  Also in 1974, an extension was added to the 

School.  St Michael’s Parent Teacher Association provided changing rooms and showers in 1983.  Within 

the Advent of 1984, the most recent addition the ‘Centenary chapel’ will be completed and officially opened 

by the Very Reverend Thomas Keane, Parish Priest of St Dyfrig’s, on 19
th

 July 1984. 

 


