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KQ7: Industrial Merthyr in the 19th century 

Merthyr had some of the worst living conditions of any industrial 
town in Britain in the early 19th century.
From a village of just 40 houses in 1760 Merthyr had grown into a 
town of 8,000 inhabitants by 1801. By 1851 it had 46,000, making 
it the largest town in Wales. This rapid expansion created dreadful 
living conditions for many of its inhabitants.
• There was serious overcrowding in low quality housing. 

Insanitary contributed to the rapid spread of diseases such as 
cholera, typhus and TB.

• The worst area was the slum area called “China”, which was 
also known as “Little Hell”. Its narrow, badly ventilated and 
overcrowded streets  had some of the most squalid living 
conditions in Britain. It was a ‘no go’ area, the most notorious 
district in the whole of Wales – “a den of drunkards, thieves, 
rogues and prostitutes”.

• In his 1845 report, Sir Henry de la Beche noted that there were 
few privies (toilets),  particularly in the poorer areas, so the 
inhabitants threw their waste into the streets which were like 
open sewers.  The very poorest slum dwellers lived in cellars, in 
the worst conditions of all.   

• By the 1840s Merthyr had the highest mortality rate of all 
Welsh towns (and the third highest in the UK). Many children 
died before the age of five.

• These conditions bred discontent and criminality. When the 
new Glamorgan Constabulary was created in 1841, 12 out of 
the 34 constables were placed in Merthyr – an indication of 
Merthyr’s criminal reputation.

• In the early 19th century Merthyr had the reputation of being the 
most lawless town in Wales. As the town grew, the old system 
of law and order – based on the roles of the J.P. and the parish 
constable – was unable to deal with the rise in crime. 

• After the 1831 rising, three former Metropolitan police officers 
were appointed. However, in 1834 the number was reduced to 
two as ratepayers complained about the expense. This again 
proved insufficient to control crime.

• In 1841 the Glamorgan County Constabulary was founded 
and 13 of its 34 officers were posted to Merthyr – a sign of 
the poor reputation of the town. In 1844 a police station was 
opened. Superintendent Davies, a former Metropolitan Police 
sergeant, was in charge. However, even a force of 13 men 
found Merthyr challenging in terms of policing.  Finding men 
who were literate in both English and Welsh and possessed 
“honesty, sobriety and a sound constitution” was also difficult – 
particularly as they could earn more in the ironworks.

• In the 1840s the police only went into areas like China in 
strength, but by the 1850s these areas were part of regular 
beats. 

• By the 1860s Merthyr was becoming far more law-abiding, 
partly due to its police force and partly due to the increasing 
influence of the chapels and the Temperance movement. By 
the last quarter of the 19th century Merthyr had become a 
much more law-abiding town.

Bad working conditions also took their toll on inhabitants, as did 
the pollution from the iron works and river. 
• Workers in Merthyr had no employment protection. They might 

be sacked or be forced to take a pay cut at any time.  It was the 
sacking of 84 puddlers in 1831 that sparked the Merthyr Rising 
in that year. 

• Workers often found themselves in debt, which affected their 
ability to buy food for their families. A special court, the Court 
of Requests, had the power to collect debts by confiscating the 
property of workers. This added to the discontent. During the 
riots, the Court was targeted by the workers.

• Some ironmasters paid their men in tokens. These could only 
be spent in company shops, where prices were higher and 
goods often of poor quality. This “truck system” was hated by 
the workers. Workers were encouraged to “buy on loan” until 
payday, pushing them further into debt and adding to their 
misery.
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