
UNIT 3 : Changes in Patterns of Migration c.1500 to the present day

The Settlement of Patagonia

The reasons for the creation of the colony

Patagonia was chosen as the place for a new colony for a 
number of reasons:- 

• As Wales industrialised many Welsh people became 
concerned that the Welsh language and culture was being 
lost in its homeland. In 1861 Michael D. Jones of Bala 
held a meeting in his house to discuss the need to find 
a new Welsh colony as a way of preserving the Welsh 
heritage.  He was the driving force behind the idea, though 
it was Lewis Jones who went on a preparatory visit to 
Patagonia and did a lot on his return to encourage people 
to settle there.

• Attempts to preserve Welsh language and culture among 
Welsh emigrants in America had failed.  In “Welsh’ 
towns such as Utica in New York State and Scranton 
in Pennsylvania, Welsh emigrants came under great 
pressure to adopt the American way of life and use 
English in everyday life. This was difficult to resist and 
most Welsh immigrants soon became “Americanised”.

• Patagonia had huge areas of unfarmed land and no other 
immigrant groups had yet settled there.  This made it 
the ideal place where “a strong and self-reliant nation will 
grow in a Welsh homeland”.

• The plan also had the support of the Argentinean 
government, as this would give them control of a large 
area of land which was also claimed by Chile. They, in 
turn, accepted that Welsh immigrants would be allowed to 
retain their language and religion.

The early problems faced by the colony

The early colonists in Patagonia faced a number of problems;-

• When they arrived in Puerto Madryn in 1865, the first settlers had 
to live in shelters cut out of the soft rock of the cliffs in the bay. 

• The land was not the green and fertile farmland, like lowland 
Wales, that they had been promised.  It was, in fact, barren and 
inhospitable. It also lacked water, had very little food and no 
forests to provide building materials for shelter. 

• Most of the early settlers were industrial workers and included 
tailors, cobblers, carpenters, brickmakers, and miners.  There were 
only 2 farmers, which was far from ideal, particularly when they 
were being settled in what was supposed to an area suitable for 
farming.

• Despite receiving help from the native Tehuelche Indians who tried 
to teach the settlers how to survive, the colony looked as if it were 
doomed to failure from the lack of food.  However, after receiving 
several mercy missions of supplies, the settlers persevered 
and finally marched the 40 miles to reach the proposed site for 
the colony in the Chubut valley. There they established the first 
permanent settlement of Rawson, at the end of 1865.

• But their trials were not over.  In the early years floods, crop 
failures, arguments over the ownership of land and the lack of a 
direct route to the ocean where they could export their goods and 
import necessities made life very difficult. This was overcome 
by the building of a railway to Puerto Madryn, but this was not 
completed until:1888.

However, by the end of the century the settlers had transformed the 
inhospitable scrubland into one of the most fertile and productive 
agricultural areas in the whole of Argentina.  They had also expanded 
their colony into the foothills of the Andes with a settlement known as 
Cwm Hyfryd.  A Welsh language newspaper, Y Drafod was set up in 
1893 to maintain the language and culture.

The colony in the 20th century

During the early 20th century the colony in Patagonia came under pressure 
and there were concerns that its Welsh identity would be lost completely.

• The Argentine government imposed direct rule on the colony. This 
brought the speaking of Welsh at local government level and stated that 
all teaching in schools should be in Spanish.

• The Argentine government also introduced conscription and insisted 
that males of military age should do military drill on Sundays, which 
went against the religious beliefs of the colonists.  Some settlers left for 
Australia or Canada as a result.

• After 1914, the productive lands of Patagonia attracted new immigrants 
e.g. from Italy.  By 1915 the population of Chubut had grown to around 
20,000, with approximately half of these being non-Welsh.  This meant 
that Welsh was now a minority language in Patagonia.

• The cooperative society - Cwmni Masnachol Camwy – which acted as 
a bank for the settlers, went bankrupt in the Great Depression of the 
1930s. This had an adverse effect on the economy of Patagonia.

The Welsh utopian dream of Michael D Jones appeared to be 
disintegrating.  Welsh however remained the language of the home and 
of the chapel, and despite the Spanish-only education system, the Welsh 
language and community survives to this day. Lately the language has had 
a revival.  In 2016, 1,270 people undertook Welsh courses in the region, the 
highest number on record for the project.  There are three bilingual Welsh/
Spanish primary schools in the province of Chubut, so the language is 
being promoted among the younger generation.


