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Key Question 4: Why did the Merthyr Rising break out in 1831?

Timeline of events

1829 – the beginning of economic depression in the iron industry

1830 – the Whigs won the general election

1831 – the Whigs introduced the Reform Bill but it is was defeated in the Lords

1831 – the Merthyr Riots in May and June

By the early 19th century Merthyr was the largest town in Wales. It had grown 
up beside the four great ironworks – Penydarren, Plymouth, Dowlais and 
Cyfarthfa. Like many industrial towns, living and working conditions were 
harsh. Relations between the workers and the ironmasters, particularly 
William Crawshay, were often strained and occasionally violent. Merthyr had 
already experienced riots in 1800 and 1816 which had required troops to 
restore order. However, the rising of 1831 was to be more serious.

Important concept

Key words

 “It is like a vision of Hell, and will never leave me, that of these poor 
creatures broiling, all in sweat and dirt, and their furnaces, pits and 
rolling mills.”
A description of Merthyr by the 19th century historian 
Thomas Carlyle.

cholera

typhus
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mortality rate
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the truck 
system
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a disease spread through contaminated water

an infectious disease spread by human lice or fleas

the most notorious slum in Wales, a haunt of criminals

The number of deaths per year in a given population, 
usually measured in deaths per 1,000

skilled iron workers. Puddling was vital for producing high 
quality iron

payment of wages in tokens which could only be spent in 
company shops

a company shop, often the only one in which workers 
could spend the tokens in which they were paid

a court official who ensured that court decisions are 
carried out e.g. that debts were paid
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Long-term causes of unrest in Merthyr

Merthyr had some of the worst living conditions of any industrial town in 
Britain in the early 19th century.

• Merthyr grew from a small village in 1760 into a town of 30,000 inhabitants 
by 1831.

• This rapid expansion created serious overcrowding in poor housing and 
insanitary conditions. Epidemics of cholera and typhus were common.

• The narrow, badly ventilated streets of the slum area known as “China” 
had some of the most squalid living conditions in Britain. The very poorest 
slum dwellers lived in cellars, in the worst conditions of all. 

• There were few privies (toilets), so people threw waste into the streets.
• 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.

Working conditions were equally bad.
• Workers could be sacked or have their pay cut at any time. It was the 

sacking of 84 puddlers in 1831 that sparked the Merthyr Rising. 
• 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 property. This added to the 
discontent. During the riots the Court was targeted by the workers.

The truck system

The truck system also caused discontent. Some ironmasters paid their 
men in tokens. These could only be spent in ”Tommy shops” owned by the 
ironmasters, in which prices were higher and goods often of poor quality. The 
truck system was hated by the workers. Workers were paid once a month, 
making it hard for them to manage. They were encouraged to “buy on loan” 
until payday, which pushed them further into debt and added to their misery.

The workers hated the truck system and the monthly pay as it increased the 
control the ironmasters had over them.

Short-term causes of unrest

By the late 1820s the situation in Merthyr was already tense.  
In 1829 a fall in the demand for iron led to a three-year depression in the 
industry. This was also a time of rising prices, so hardship increased. Many 
more families got into debt and had property confiscated by the Court of 
Requests.

Against this background the Whigs introduced the Reform Bill in March 1831. 
Merthyr, the largest town in Wales, had no MP and Merthyr’s workers hoped 
to win the vote so they could elect someone who would help improve their 
lives. They were encouraged to demonstrate by Crawshay, who hoped to 
become Merthyr’s MP in a reformed parliament.  

The events of the Merthyr Rising

The defeat of the first attempt to pass the Reform Bill in April 1831 only 
heightened the tension. At this point events in Merthyr moved quickly.
May 23rd - Crawshay cut wages and sacked 84 puddlers the next day. 
May 30th - a mass meeting of workers demanded a wage increase and the 
closure of the Court of Requests.
May 31st - bailiffs tried to take goods from the home of Lewis Lewis (Lewsyn 
yr Heliwr). A crowd gathered and only a trunk was taken. 
June 1st - a large crowd, led by Lewis Lewis, took back goods seized by the 
Court.
June 2nd - the crowd went to the house of Joseph Coffin and destroyed the 
records of the Court of Requests. At this point the magistrates became 
alarmed and sent for troops from Brecon.  
June 3rd - the troops arrived and went to the Castle Inn, where the 
ironmasters were meeting. A large crowd gathered. A scuffle broke out and 
the troops opened fire. 20 demonstrators were killed and one soldier was 
stabbed in the thigh. 
June 4th - the Swansea Yeomanry were ambushed on their way to Merthyr. 
On June 6th another huge crowd met on the Waun. This time the Riot Act was 
read and workers dispersed. The authorities then sent troops into Merthyr to 
restore order. 18 of the leaders were arrested.


