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I must pay many thanks to my wife, Violet, who must have thought I had given up retirement and gone back to work.


Also, to my son, Barry, for his support in writing this book. He was the deputy general manager of the Tower/Maerdy Colliery complex, and manager of the Maerdy Colliery when it closed in 1990; the last mine in the Rhondda Valleys.
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Introduction


This book is to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the Mines Rescue Service in the Rhondda Valleys and South Wales, at the Dinas Mines Rescue Station, where many thousands of volunteer miners were trained to become members of their Colliery Rescue Team, dealing with hundreds of emergencies; many resulting in loss of life.


All coal fields in Britain and Europe, as well as most worldwide, recognised the importance of a trained Mines Rescue Service.


This book begins at the start of the coal mining era, which brought fame but not necessarily fortune to the Rhondda Valleys, and ends with the Mines Rescue Station in the Rhondda still operating, under the guise of a private company.
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The beginning of the industrialisation of Rhondda


In the 1801 census, Old Rhondda, in the parish of Ysradyfadog and with records dating back to the 13th century, had a population of 542, who made a living solely from the land.


Location of the main villages in Rhondda – 1880
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During the following decade, life in the twin valley gradually became less tranquil, particularly in the lower part of the Rhondda Fawr, because of the industry of Walter Coffin, which began prospecting for coal in 1809; starting the first industrial enterprise with the Coffin drifts, followed by a shallow pit in Dinas.


The coal was mainly for export and was transported by horse-drawn tram down the valley for one mile, to Hafod. There it joined Dr Griffiths tram road for a further two miles to Pontypridd, and then on to his one-mile canal, connected to the Glamorganshire canal at Treforest. The Glamorganshire canal from Merthyr to a sea lock at Cardiff was opened in 1798.


The colliers working at Dinas mine were paid once a month on a Tuesday and following payday their wives would travel to Pontypridd Market on a Wednesday, riding the horse-drawn trams full of coal and return with their goods in the empty trams at a cost of three old pence.


Coffin’s celebrated Dinas coal was supplemented with the working of the famous No 3 Rhondda coal seam by a shaft, sunk in 1832, only 500 yards further up the valley from the first Coffin pit.


The new shaft was later known as Middle Dinas Colliery.


Middle Dinas Colliery, 1832
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The wages of the colliers constantly fluctuated, but the deductions from their wage packet did not. These included deductions for rent, sharpening tools and a penny to the doctor.


Copy of wage slip, 1884
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Probably the earliest colliery school in South Wales started at Dinas, promoted by Walter Coffin, and was maintained by deducting a further penny from wages. The middle Dinas pit in 1841 then employed 301 men and 113 boys, most under the age of 13 years.


The first Calvinistic Methodist Chapel in the Rhondda was established at Dinas in 1830, with Sunday school and services conducted in Welsh.


The importance of coal provided the opportunity for the Taff Vale Railway Company to extend their steam train line from Pontypridd to Dinas, Rhondda, in 1841.


By 1851, the population of the Rhondda Valleys rose to over 950, mainly due to the mining activities at Dinas, with the immigration of experienced shaft sinkers from Llansamlet, near Swansea, and collieries from the neighbouring Aberdare valley. There were seven collieries in the Rhondda Valleys in 1851.


Pit disasters struck the valleys many times, particularly mining explosions, which killed 114 and 178 men and boys at two different collieries in 1856 and 1867 respectively. None were more famous than the flooding of the Tynewydd Colliery, Porth, in April 1877, when 14 miners were trapped by an inrush of water from old adjacent workings of the Cymmer Colliery. Five of the men lost their lives and four were rescued some 18 hours later, leaving the remaining five, who had taken refuge in a rise heading; a tunnel with a blind end and no escape. Their presence was discovered four days after the inundation, when rescuers heard knocking through a 40ft wall of coal. The miners began the difficult work of cutting a small tunnel through the coal barrier in appalling conditions.


Eventually, on the 10th day, fully aware of the danger of the air in the rise heading (chamber) beyond, which was being compressed by the pressure of the water, the rescuers broke through. They found four men and a boy, weak and bewildered, and by forming a human chain, quickly removed them before the flood water (previously held back by the trapped air) moved again.


Tynewydd Colliery, Porth, 1877
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The courage and determination of these Rhondda miners was quickly recognised throughout Great Britain; so much so that four Albert Medals (first class) and 21 (second class) were awarded. This was the first time the medal had been awarded for bravery on land. One of the heroes was Isaac Pride, who received his medal at Buckingham Palace.


However, the mining people of the Rhondda and neighbouring valleys wanted to see such a presentation for themselves. So, the Lord Mayor of London and the First Lord of Aberdare repeated the ceremony on the common at Pontypridd.


It is reported that more than 20,000 people passed over the ancient stone bridge at Pontypridd to witness the ceremony, where it was proclaimed ‘A FO BEN BID BONT’; meaning ‘he would be a leader, let him be a bridge.’


At this time, in 1877, there were 42 collieries in the Rhondda, all privately owned.


Old Bridge – footbridge built by William Edwards in 1756
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Photo by M. Black 1908




The middle phase of industrialisation


By 1881, the pace of industrialisation in the valleys had accelerated and a population of 55,632 was recorded in that year. Statistics show that, in South Wales, the output of coal in 1874 was just over two million tons and, in the year 1884, no less than five and a half million.


By the year 1900, the railways had extended to the top of both Rhondda Valleys, as there were 53 major collieries operating in the Rhondda, employing 41,000 miners.
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