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EDITOR’S WELCOME 
 

 
 

Tempus fugit may be an old maxim, but it seems especially true at the moment. How 

quickly this year feels to have gone now that life has begun to resume a more normal 

aspect! This month we have the Lord Lieutenant to look forward to, who will be talking 

us through some of the various aspects of this ancient office. The lieutenancy is one 

of those titles which directly connects us with the past and it is sure to make a 

fascinating topic for our talk. 

 

In the meantime, I hope you will enjoy this edition of the newsletter, which begins a 

wonderful series of articles on Barry by our chair, Gareth Brown. As a born-and-bred 

Cardiffian, I am rather ignorant of anything in Barry other than the island and 

Porthkerry in the summer months - but these South Wales port town rivalries ought not 

to be indulged to excess, and I greatly look forward to learning more about our former 

enemies! 

 
À bientôt, 

 
Geraint Denison-Kurg 

  Honorary Secretary 
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As you will know, the Society depends on volunteers in order to 

continue to run. Unfortunately, our longstanding Treasurer has 

decided to step down after many years of service, and a 

replacement has not been forthcoming. While all the officers of the 

Society serve a vital role, the position of Treasurer is especially 

important. Without this position being filled, it is hard to see how we 

can continue to function. As an emergency stop-gap measure, the 

Secretary has agreed to serve as Acting Treasurer, but this 

arrangement is far from ideal. The role of Treasurer, while important, 

is not onerous, and their level of involvement in the running of the 

society can be adjusted to fit around other commitments.  If you 

think you might be able to step in and would like to discuss the role 

further – and save the day! – please do contact Geraint at Denison-

kurg@outlook.com. The importance of filling this role to the 

continued viability of the society really cannot be overstated!  

mailto:Denison-kurg@outlook.com
mailto:Denison-kurg@outlook.com
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For your interest, LIVING LEVELS are offering an excellent, online lecture 

this November. 

 

•  Please note, it is free, but you need to REGISTER NOW with Eventbrite. 

•  Nearer the time, you will then receive the LINK to the live LECTURE. 

 

Hunter-gatherers In the Seven Estuary:           

Ice Age to 4000 BC 
LIVING LEVELS are offering a free online lecture with Professor Martin Bell 

from the University of Reading. 
 

Friday, 18 November 2022, 19:00 – 20:00 GMT 

 
Professor Bell has spent decades doing archaeological work on the foreshore 

of the Severn Estuary and Gwent Levels and is an entertaining speaker.  He 

has found Mesolithic footprints, remains of huts, fish traps and petrified trees 

out in the mud. 

 

REGISTER NOW with Eventbrite on:  

https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/hunter-gatherers-in-the-seven-estuary-iceage-to-

4000-bc-tickets-425143705267  

INFORMATION on how to LOGIN to this online event,  will be 

sent via email closer to the date.  

 
We will consider how the Severn Estuary has evolved over the ice ages, from a narrow and deeply incised valley 

discharging into the sea west of Lundy during periods of glaciation, to a wide estuary during interglacials. During 

the ice ages, the valley was periodically visited by hunting parties whose hand axes are found in the river gravels 

and who occupied the caves of the Wye Valley, Mendips, and Gower. Once the estuary formed in the present 

interglacial, about 9000 years ago, there is extensive evidence of communities who exploited the wetlands for 

hunting, gathering and fishing at Uskmouth, Magor and Goldcliff. At the latter, several seasonal campsites with 

stone tools, bones and evidence of the plants used have been excavated, along with human footprints preserved 

in the estuary mud. The most significant recent discovery is the first Mesolithic fish trap to be found in Britain. 

We will discuss evidence that enables us to reconstruct the lives of these communities and the ever-changing 

environment that supported their way of life and preserves unique evidence of their activities. 

https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/hunter-gatherers-in-the-seven-estuary-ice-age-to-4000-bc-tickets-425143705267
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/hunter-gatherers-in-the-seven-estuary-ice-age-to-4000-bc-tickets-425143705267
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/hunter-gatherers-in-the-seven-estuary-ice-age-to-4000-bc-tickets-425143705267
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/hunter-gatherers-in-the-seven-estuary-ice-age-to-4000-bc-tickets-425143705267
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TIGER BAY, ST DAVID’S DAY AND THE WAR 

Ted Richards 
 

 

We recently received this enquiry via the website. If anyone can 

help with this project on St David’s Day during the war, and Tiger 

Bay, please e-mail Ted on RoathHistoryWebsite@gmail.com who 

can put you in touch with Diana. 

 

My name is Diana Atuona and I am a playwright working on a play 

set in Tiger Bay during the war (1943). My play is set on St David’s 

Day and I would like to have some sort of celebration take place 

but all the research I have done, suggests this never happened in 

1943. I was hoping you could assist me with letting me know if 

people (thinking children) wore traditional Welsh dress in 1943. If 

they did things like singing in chapel etc. I really want to make sure 

this is historically accurate so your assistance would be greatly 

appreciated. Many thanks.   

mailto:RoathHistoryWebsite@gmail.com
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A WALK AROUND BARRY 

Elizabeth Morgan and Gareth Brown 
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BARRY: AN INTRODUCTION 

Gareth Brown 

 

This is the introduction to the Barry Walk, which is in reality a potted 

history of Barry since its development as a coal port in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries. I would describe it as a virtual walk and 

talk for those who were unable to go to Barry for the actual walk, 

Sand it is an extended version of what I said at Barry Station before 

we started walking. 

 
I am going to issue a disclaimer right at the start. I am no expert on Barry and 

its history. Although I started working here in June 1983 and have lived here 

since a few months later, I know more about the history of Roath than I do of 

Barry. What I know comes mainly from books and online. I shall stop at various 

places on this walk and talk about the particular place and a general theme 

relevant to it. Please feel free to ask me any questions and I will do my best to 

answer them. Some of you will know a fair amount about Barry so I apologise 

for going over well-trodden ground but I will assume that for others your 

knowledge of Barry is confined like mine was before coming here to memories 

of trips to Barry Island as a child and maybe also Cold Knap and Porthceri. 

  

Let us start here. What do you see? Buildings built in the 1890s across and just 

along the road which have seen better times. A railway station with trains on 

the Merthyr to Barry Island and Aberdare to Bridgend services. What would you 

see if you were standing at this spot 140 yrs ago? Not a lot looking that way, 

some fields , sheep maybe , walls , fields , St Nicholas church up that hill- 

basically quite a nice tranquil rural scene . Behind us would be a low cliff I 

believe then depending on the state of the tide you would see the sea or a 

slimy muddy partly sandy sound between this side and Barry Island. There 

would be a causeway of rocks or stones from not far away from here to the 

Island passable at low tide. You may have seen a boat going to the island but 

not as often as would have been taking people there 10 or 20 years previously. 

There would be no buildings here. Barry was a village just up the hill comprising 

just a few houses and there were some scattered farms. In the 1881 census 

there were 85 inhabitants of Barry. Barry gets its name according to one chain 

of thought from St Baruc, a Celtic saint from the so called Dark Ages whose 

body is reputed to have been interred on the Island about 700 AD- of more 

later. 

 

 At first Barry was the name of just the island, then the whole area became 

known as Barry but probably from Norman times and certainly 140 years ago it 

referred to the village of Barry and surrounds in this part of modern Barry. A 
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homestead of East Barry not to be confused with the east of present day Barry 

would have been just along here and further on was the hamlet of Holton from 

which Holton Road is named. In the Millwood above present day Porthkerry 

Park was the village of Cwm Cidi which had seen better days and had its own 

church in the early middle ages and had a working saw mill on the stream the 

Nant Talwg in Victorian times. The remains can be seen these days. There was 

also at least another mill in this part but Cwm Cidi had to take their crops to 

the lord of the manor’s mill in Penmark when the village was founded. In the 

area behind where Tescos and the fire station are now was the village of 

Uchelolau or Highlight.  Farmland here is now a housing estate built in the 1970s 

called Highlight Park.. It was owned by the Lakin family of Cardiff rugby fame. 

It also had had a church, a manor type farmhouse and its own corn mill on the 

river Weycock at Lidmore. Then there was the village of Merthyr Dyfan also with 

its own church . There probably was a court or grange here at Colcot. 

Cadoxton was to the east of the area. Its population was slightly greater than 

Barry but it too was a rural village with its parish church.  

 

These days Barry means the whole of the area just described and has a 

population of over 50000 and is reputedly the biggest town in Wales. So what 

happened to produce what we see now- a built up town where once was a 

sleepy insignificant rural village near the sea. In one word COAL.  

 

In November 1884 the first sod was dug by Lord Windsor at Castleland Point 

and the urbanisation and industrialisation of Barry began. In many ways Barry 

followed the same trajectory as Cardiff did but around half a century later. It 

was in fact Cardiff’s inability to efficiently handle the amount of coal funnelled 

down to it from the valleys that prompted the development of Barry into a coal 

exporting port par excellence.  About 200 different collieries were serviced by 

Cardiff docks but the docks at Cardiff could not get the coal on board ships 

and out of the port of Cardiff quick enough so that ships were delayed in 

entering. Also coal trains were backed up waiting to unload, storage sidings 

were full so that access lines were occupied, empty coal trucks were delayed 

for days getting back to the pits and mining therefore had to cease. The coal 

owners were frustrated as were the ship owners and to add to this the coal 

owners had to pay more to use the TVR and Cardiff docks than owners whose 

coal went to other ports. The 2nd Marquis of Bute had opened the Bute West 

dock and basin in 1839 but he died in 1848. The Bute East dock was opened 

by the Bute trustees in 1855 as were extensions to it in 1857 and 1859. The Roath 

Basin was opened in 1874 under the 3rd marquis of Bute who was an infant 

when his father died. As predicted it was too small for the increasing amounts 

of coal being mined. In that year a Bute Dock Act allowed an additional dock 

but Bute was in no hurry to start building it. Other docks had been built at 

Penarth, added to by the Windsor Clive family and at Newport, Swansea and 

Porthcawl . All handled coal but these were not enough for the increasing 
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volume of coal being extracted particularly as the Rhondda valleys were 

exploited.  

 

A dock at Barry had been suggested in the 1860s by a retired farmer from Barry 

Island with a train line from Pencoed through Cowbridge along the coast to 

Barry and onto Cogan  

 

But this did not materialise along with various other proposed railway 

constructions to transport coal to a dock at Barry. There were many bills 

presented to Parliament for proposed railway lines, harbour development etc, 

some were passed but for various reasons did not come to fruition. The fact 

that the GWR and the Ely valley railway used Broad gauge and other lines from 

the valleys used narrow gauge complicated issues. Whoever owned Barry 

Island in these years was keen on getting a railway either to exploit Barry as a 

place to holiday, live or build a dock to export coal or a combination of all 

three. When Captain Jenner of Wenvoe Castle owned the island he was 

involved along with landowners on land through which a railway could be built 

in planning a  

 

railway and dock. Sir Ivor” Bertie” Guest son of Sir Joseph Josiah and Lady 

Charlotte Guest of Dowlais, later 1st Baron Wimborne, in 1880 owned the 

manor of Sully so he was a proposer in a couple of schemes with Jenner.  

 

In the midst of his scheming Jenner had bought Barry Island from Francis 

Crawshay in November 1865 in order to avoid Crawshay objecting to the 

plans.  He proposed a railway on a wooden viaduct to the island, a swing 

bridge over the River Cadoxton and he succeeded in an Act of Parliament, 

the Barry Harbour Act 1866 to have approval to build a tidal harbour between 

the island and the mainland. He even envisaged 2docks and an entrance 

basin as came to pass and planned turning the Cadoxton river into a barge 

canal. He also planned various railway routes .But his plans did not attract 

support from the coal owners and he wound up his Barry railway company in 

1874 . The Plymouth Estate Trustees Ltd (later the Windsor Estate trustees) 

proposed a railway from Grangetown then Cogan to develop their coastal 

property, Sir. Ivor Guest's at Sully and that of John Davies Treharne the new 

owner of Barry Island for residences. They also wanted to extend their docks at 

Penarth with one at Grangetown but Guest and Treharne withdrew and the 

trustees went on to establish the Cogan/Penarth line connecting Penarth to 

Cardiff in 1878. The TVR ran it for them and it used GWR track to connect.  

 

JD Treharne decided to promote another line to Barry Island himself while 

developing the Island as a destination for visitors and holiday makers as well as 

building houses and a dock. After Bute refused to build a new dock in Cardiff 

in 1876 a number of proposals for railways and a dock at Barry involving 
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Treharne, Jenner, Lewis Williams, J.O Riches, other coal owners inc A Hood and 

D. Davies were discussed but various events and problems meant they came 

to nothing. Treharne failed to sell the freehold of Barry Island at auction in 

October 1877 and Mary Clive on behalf of the Windsor Estate bought it in 

January 1878. It has been presumed that she did it so the Windsor Clives could 

thwart a dock development at Barry which would threaten the viability of their 

own dock in Penarth and their development of that town  

 

 TVR and the Bute empire opposed these schemes by various means, 

opposition to Bills in Parliament or producing their own counterproposals to 

shadow other developers plans and delay progress in Parliament.  

 

The leaseholder of Barry Island S. A. Tylke who Treharne had leased the surface 

of the island to on the condition that he formed a company to develop the 

island ,sold it along with Henry Marc Brunel’s plans for a dock to the Windsor 

estate in summer 1878. The Windsors now would have a vested interest in 

developing the Island not in thwarting any development which would 

compete with Penarth docks.  

 

By 1881 a group of coal owners and other interested parties had had enough. 

They were paying 1d a ton more than others who were exporting coal from 

ports other than Cardiff and the Bute owned docks and the TVR were 

inadequate. In October1880 a joint committee of Cardiff Corporation and 

Cardiff Chamber of Commerce was set up to persuade Bute to sell or lease his 

docks or to build another large dock at Cardiff. A subcommittee including coal 

owners was told in December by Bute that he was not going to sell his docks, 

he would build another one only if his revenue would be increased and 

working costs reduced. He intended building a smaller dock than the 1874 Act 

allowed and charge more than was agreed in the 1874 act for the use of the 

dock. Talks broke down as these proposals were unacceptable to Hood. So in 

1881 some prominent coal owners organised themselves as a group to 

develop their own railway to their own dock at Barry. They felt that the 

proposed Roath dock of Bute in Cardiff was too small to alleviate the difficulties 

they had exporting coal from Cardiff and David Davies, Archibald Hood and 

Lewis Davies led the opposition to the Bill to allow the Roath Dock but it gained 

parliamentary approval in 1882. What aggravated them further was that Bute 

was going to add to their costs by charging them an additional 1/2d per ton 

of coal transported for using his railway lines at Roath dock and another 1/2 d 

for shunting and other services there. Apparently there was a saying that “ 

Barry was built for just a penny!” The Roath dock of the 3rd Marquis opened in 

1887 and although this extra penny was authorised it was later withdrawn.  

 

The Barry group which included officers of the Windsor Clive estate had walked 

around Barry Island in Autumn 1881 and made a decision which has had a 
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profound influence on the development, ambience and appearance of Barry 

to this day. They decided to alter the entrance point to the docks from the 

west at the old Harbour to the east of Barry Island allowing the sea to continue 

to come in with the tide into the harbour and for the subsequent industrial 

landscape not to appear on the west side. In November 1882 the promotors 

signed Heads of Agreement with local landowners; Lord Windsor. RFLJenner, 

the Romilly estate and Lewis Williams and TJ Evans of East Barry farm for 

payment to them of an annual rent of £1 15s per acre, royalties of 1/2 d per 

ton on minerals and building materials shipped or landed there and 5% of 

receipts on other traffic including passengers  

 

The Barry Dock and Railways Bill failed to get approval at the first attempt from 

the House of Lords with opposition from TVR and Bute interests in Parliament but 

gained approval and received Royal Assent on 14 /8/1884. Connections with 

the GWR and TVR were secured.  Other companies would have the expense 

of taking the coal to these various junctions and taking the empty wagons 

back to the pits. The Barry company would have uninterrupted runs of already 

assembled trains from the junctions to Barry Docks and bringing the empty 

wagons back to the junctions. The estimated cost was £ 1, 520,000 including 

the cost of a Penarth branch railway. The history of the developments of 

railways connected to Barry is a complicated matter and further details can 

be found in the sources listed below. Three months later on 14/11/1884 the first 

sod was dug by Lord Windsor and the next two by David Davies . The 

development of Barry into a town was underway.  

 

Who were these people behind this development and why were they 

involved? Archibald Hood and J Osbourne Riches were two Rhondda coal 

owners who had been in every scheme to build alternative docks and railways 

separate from the Bute and TVR organisations either in or outside Cardiff since 

the 1870s. Hood was a Scot from Kilmarnock who had worked in a coal mine 

at the age of 13 where his father was a colliery foreman. When his father 

became the manager they were able to afford Archibald gaining 

qualifications in mining engineering . He rose to become a manager then 

owner of coal mines in Scotland. He looked after his workers and built houses 

for them. At Rosewell, a ‘veritable village’ was built by him. It was said that only 

the Church and school were not his buildings. He came to Wales supposedly 

to scout out opportunities for fellow Scots in the rapidly developing S Wales 

coalfield. He liked what he saw and he joined the Ely Valley Coal Company at 

Tonyrefail in 1860 and lived at at Gilfach House at Gilfach Goch where he 

developed a mine. Some of his miners from Scotland came there to work for 

him. He sunk a deep mine at Llwynypia and quickly reached the no 2 and 3 

Rhondda coal seams. He sank a series of further pits and built coke ovens and 

a brickworks,. His coke was regarded as first class as was the steam coal he 

produced from the later pits and was the preferred choice of the Royal Navy. 
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He replicated his benevolence in Scotland with excellent facilities for the 

mineworkers and the workers in the brickworks. He built a library and swimming 

pool, houses with gardens known as the Scotch houses as many fellow Scots 

came to work for him . This enabled the coal workers to grow vegetables . He 

set up a number of bowling greens.He expanded his mining interest further up 

the Rhondda valleys. He lived at a house described as a mansion called 

Sherwood on Newport Road, Cardiff . It was next to the now disused St James 

Church.  We can therefore almost claim him as one of ours. He died there on 

27/10/1902 and such was the high regard in which he was held by his miners 

at Llwynypia that they contributed £600 or so to erect a statue of him there.  

 

John Osbourne Riches was born in Norwich and died in S Wales in 1886 before 

Barry Docks was completed. He had retired from business not long before his 

death. He was a president of the Cardiff Chamber of Commerce. He had 

worked in the offices of David Davies Ocean Collieries and rose to become 

Commercial Manager of Ocean Steam Coal Collieries which became the 

largest coal enterprise in South Wales. While manager of this he also owned or 

part owned his own coal mines including one at Clydach Vale ,the Cambrian 

colliery  

 

Along with Archibald Hood, John Cory was a leading proponent and 

propagandist for the development. He was a coal owner and ship owner who 

was setting up coal stores along the major British shipping routes across the 

world. He was a great philanthropist whose benevolence extended to Barry as 

well as the enormous donations to good causes he made in Cardiff. More 

details about Cory and some of the other major personalities can be found in 

searches of the internet and in other articles I shall write.  

 

David Davies from Llandinam in Mid Wales is known as the father of Barry but 

according to Hood at least , he was disinclined to become involved until 1881. 

Although well aware of the plans of Hood and Riches it seemed he was weary 

and wary of battles with the Bute and TVR powers. He had explored the 

possibilities of extending the dock facilities in Newport and of building a dock 

at the mouth of the river Ogmore. Thankfully the latter never came to fruition. 

What an environmental disaster that would have been not withstanding the 

destruction of natural beauty and scenery and a whole cleaner future here in 

Barry! Barry was the most sensible site to develop economically and Davies 

joined the party . He was vital to the success of the venture. He was an MP for 

Cardigan boroughs so was inside Parliament, a proven long experienced 

railway developer and a mine owner. He was enthusiastic , determined and 

confident, a quality he ignited in people he worked with. He became the 

deputy chairman of the board and took the lead in the development after he 

and the others were rebuffed by Bute. He predicted that grass would grow on 

the streets of Cardiff when The Barry Docks were established.  
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As Barry Island was integral to the whole scheme the owner of the island had 

to be brought on board. This was a young man in his twenties, Lord Windsor of 

the Windsor Clive family and the future Earl of Plymouth of St Fagans. He had 

been gifted Barry Island by his mother Mary Clive as a twenty first birthday 

present! She had bought it when it came up for auction and as previously 

mentioned it is likely that the Windsor Clives had bought it to prevent a dock 

being built at Barry which would rival their dock at Penarth which they had 

extended and also to ward off the threat to their further development of the 

town. They also owned land near to the mouth of the river Ely in Grangetown 

which they wanted to sell to developers to build a dock to be part of their dock 

complex. The TVR refused to build a dock there as it would break a covenant 

made with the Bute Estate in 1849 and a later one, the effects of which would 

make any such TVR dock operate at a loss. In 1881 Bute was not interested in 

building a dock there either when offered. It would have been expensive with 

a large amount of excavation work involved. Despite initial reluctance Lord 

Windsor agreed to develop his island as one side of the dock even though it 

would endanger the profitability and viability of Penarth dock. The developers 

also were left with just this one venture to overcome the dominance of the 

Butes. Lord Windsor became the chairman of the company. Landowners on 

the mainland over which the railway would run and where the docks would 

be were agreeable. The major landowner this side of Barry was the Romilly 

estate and Lord Romilly joined forces with Windsor and the others. There were 

far more backers of the scheme than I have mentioned including the Insoles 

apparently. This was told to me by John Prior-Morris of the Llandaff society on 

our recent guided tour of Llandaff.  

 

Another of the main developers was TR Thompson . He was a shipowner of 

Cardiff and was instrumental in gaining the support of other shipowners there 

to use this new dock, without which Barry would be less successful.  His name 

was perpetuated in Thompson Street which became the Barry equivalent of 

Bute Street in Cardiff and just as notorious . It is much tamer now.  

 

Why was Barry chosen to be the site of a dock?  

It was further down channel from Cardiff so would have an extra hour either 

side of high tide for vessels to enter and leave the dock.  

Less excavation work would be needed. Mother nature had given the sound 

between the island and the mainland so a lot of the work was done already 

Barry was near to the coalfield like Cardiff.  

 

How was the dock built?  

The chief civil engineer for the work was James Wolfe Barry the Windsor estate 

engineer who had already prepared the Penarth development plan in the 

1870s and was the engineer involved in the building of Tower Bridge. His 
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assistants were his long associate Henry Marc Brunel son of Isambard Kingdom 

Brunel and Thomas Forster Brown. The contractor for building the docks was 

Thomas Andrew Walker an experienced constructor who had completed 

projects across the world and had been working on the construction of the 

Severn tunnel for 7 years by the time it was completed in 1887. He also was 

responsible for the stretch of the Barry railway northwards to St Nyll near Capel 

Llanillterne, near where J33 of M4 is now situated.  

 

Dams were built between the mainland and the island at the eastern end of 

the sound. One was at the east , one at the west where the original causeway 

between the island and the mainland was built and one in the middle.  The 

central dam was built by tipping earth to form an embankment. The western 

dam was a lot more difficult to build as it was built on mud up to 40ft in depth 

and the central part was often washed away by the tide. A system using 

shutters to prevent the sea water ingressing at high tide brought success and 

water drained out through a pipe, the remaining water being pumped out by 

a large Cornish beam engine pump latterly used by Walker in the Severn 

tunnel. This pump could pump out 120, 000 gallons of water per hour, 

according to Wikipedia or 270 000 gallons an hour according to another 

source The eastern dam was made of piers of masonry with marl foundations. 

The whole area involved was 200 acres. Once the water was cleared the dock 

could be excavated and the area made as flat as possible so that railway 

sidings could be made. The material excavated was used in building 

breakwaters and embankments including ones for railway lines to the coal tips 

into ship holds . It was found that firm foundations on the Barry Island side of 

the dock could only be gained by excavating further inland than planned so 

that the dock was almost half as wide again than was originally intended. A 

“mole” could then be built out from the western end allowing more coal hoists 

to be stationed and extra berthing spaces for ships.  The southern quay could 

then be used for imports.The dock was finished with a lining of limestone and 

granite. At its peak 3000 navvies were working day and night building the dock 

which came to be known as No 1 dock and was the largest single dock in 

Britain with a surface area of 73 acres . Including the deep water entrance 

basin when this dock opened there was a total enclosed surface area of water 

of 107 acres. Ships could enter at any state of the tide .The estimated cost prior 

to building was £1, 520, 000 including the cost of a branch railway line to 

Penarth.  

 

The dock was opened with great ceremony and celebrations on 18 July 1889 

by David Davies as Lord Windsor could not be present due to a bereavement. 

Over 200 distinguished guests along with members of the general public were 

in attendance. Very soon the first ship to enter the dock ,SS Arno was berthed 

and being loaded with coal and all 6 coal hoists or staithes were in use loading 

6 ships that first day. In the first full calendar year after opening ie 1890, 3.192 
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million tons of coal were exported from Barry , exceeding that by Penarth 

whose coal exports were more than halved. Once the no1 dock was 

completed the army of navvies largely left and many houses were left empty. 

Often people working in Barry preferred to live in Penarth or Cardiff and come 

to work in Barry on the train.  

 

David Davies died in 1890 and Hood became the driving force ensuring the 

construction of No 2 dock to the east of No 1 between 1894 and 1898. 2000 

navvies were needed, the houses were occupied and this dock of 34 acres 

was opened with no ceremony on 10/10/ 1898 and including the Lady Windsor 

deep water lock opened 4/1/1898, the Barry docks were reputedly the largest 

enclosed built area of water in the world. The first ship to enter No 2 dock was 

the SS Solent. Both Arno and Solent along with Wolfe and Brunel are names of 

streets or roads on the housing estate off Langlands Road, Coldbrook. The 

Manchester Guardian predicted that Barry would overtake Cardiff in 

importance and the Bristol Post said that Barry was the biggest threat to the 

economic health of Bristol. I have read in the Barry Centenary book that Barry 

exceeded Cardiff’s exports of coal itself in 1901 but it is generally accepted 

that it was in 1913 that Barry overtook Cardiff and exported 11.049 million tons 

of coal, coke and patent fuels and Cardiff 10.7 million ton s. I believe Barry was 

the world’s single greatest exporter of coal and coke, only a few million tons 

less than Cardiff and Penarth’s combined total of 14.135 million tons which was 

only 3.115 million tons more than in 1888.  By 1918 there were a total of 41 

tipping appliances,- staithes or hoists at Barry tipping coal into the holds of 

ships. Hydraulic power worked the tips, cranes, dock and lock gates.  

 

Like Cardiff but to an even greater extent Barry Docks was overwhelmingly 

dependent on the economic viability of the export of coal. Steam ships 

increasingly changed to oil products for fuel. Other countries developed their 

own coal fields and used modern machinery to extract it from easier 

geological locations. In the economic depression of the 1930s many countries 

imposed import duties. All this made South Wales steam coal less in demand. 

Our pits became more difficult to work with some being exhausted and 

investment lacking. As the coal field declined so did the export of coal from 

Barry. To give just a few figures, from the peak of just over 11 million tons in 1913 

coal shipments were 8.74 million tons in 1929 and down to 1.96 million tons in 

1947. Even in 1947 at the nationalisation of ports and railways, coal represented 

80% of the trade of the port of Barry. In 1963 coal exports in South Wales were 

concentrated in Swansea and Barry. Coal was increasingly from opencast sites 

and mines were getting unprofitable. The last shipment of coal from Barry was 

in 1976 and the last coal tip taken down in November 1981. I can well 

remember seeing these from the train to Barry Island in the fifties and sixties.  
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The import trade of Barry was always small and limited and included pit props, 

mining timber, small amounts of iron ore, sand dredged from the Bristol channel 

and building materials for local houses. Grain was also imported and J Arthur 

Rank built a mill on the south side of no2 dock to produce flour and animal 

foodstuffs having received many inducements to build at Barry instead of 

Cardiff. His Atlantic Mills was built in 1906 for the Hovis Bread flour Company 

which became Rank Hovis. After WW2 Geest imported bananas from the West 

Indies via Barry Docks from 1957 to 1981 when they moved operations to Bristol. 

They returned to Barry in 1984 before leaving for Southampton in 1993. Some 

imports have included materials for the chemical industry companies set up 

post war.  

 

The world wars saw an increase in activity in the docks. In WW1 railway 

companies and docks were  taken over by the government. Coal exports were 

needed to earn foreign currency for food, raw materials and munitions coming 

into the western ports of Britain. South Wales coal was needed by France as 

the Germans had overrun their coal producing region and also by the Allied 

armies. Thousands of troops embarked here.  Huge stores for pit timbers and 

for hay for abroad and grain stores were built.  Thousands of naval and military 

transports were loaded with raw materials, equipment and munitions. After the 

war French occupation of the Ruhr coalfield meant  

 

Welsh coal was still in demand for a while.  

 

In WW2 petroleum and oil products were stored at Barry mainly for re-export to 

American troops abroad. Whale oil and other oil derivatives began to be 

stored at the docks. Large tonnages of coal and war materials were sent to 

France until it fell.  

 

The Americans imported many supplies for their troops and operations through 

Barry, set up a camp for this at the docks as well as other troop camps in the 

area prior to DDay . It is thought that 50% of supplies sent to American forces in 

Europe were exported from Barry. During WW2 Barry dealt with 20,000 ships 

exported 13 1/2 million tons of coal and 4 1/2 million tons of other goods, all 

these exports mainly for the war effort. In 1938 5.57 million tons of coal were 

exported and in 1945 just 1.57 million tons  

 

Of course while the docks were being built the railway system was being built 

simultaneously but as I have said the details are a little too involved to 

comment further on here. Suffice to say that the main line of the Barry railway 

started at Hafod near Porth known as Trehafod since 1905 to avoid confusion 

with Hafod in Swansea. The line proceeded via Creigiau , St Fagans through a 

tunnel at Culverhouse Cross in which the royal train sheltered at night in WW2 

when the Royal Family were visiting the area, Wenvoe, Palmerstown, 
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Cadoxton, Barry docks to a final station here at Barry . There were vast sidings 

and marshalling yards at Palmerstown, Cadoxton and high and low level 

sidings at the area known as Barry docks. Eventually Barry trains could travel 

beyond Cogan on TVR track to Grangetown and in 1893 on GWR line to 

Riverside station and then in 1894 to Clarence Road. In the valleys connecting 

lines serviced pits further up the Rhondda valleys. A line to tap into coal from 

the Rhymney valley travelled over the Taff valley at Taffs Well via the Walnut 

tree viaduct and continued with viaducts at Llanbradach and Penyrheol. 

Eventually after some false starts the Vale of Glamorgan railway from Coity 

Junction Bridgend on the GWR, via Southerndown Road Llantwit Major, 

Gileston. Aberthaw and Rhoose to Barry was opened in Dec 1897 so coal could 

reach Barry from the valleys north of Bridgend.  

 

At first Island road ( the western dam )was the only access to Barry Island 

through the dock property but visitors demand for better access to Barry Island 

led to a railway being built across a causeway after the idea of a tramway 

from Harbour Road to Whitmore Bay passed by an Act in 1893 was abandoned 

as impractical as the number of trams would be inadequate to transport the 

number of people wanting to visit .  An Act of Parliament in 1894 allowed a 

railway causeway to be built and demands for a road in addition were 

successful. The area between the west dam and the new causeway became 

the West Pond . Barry Island station was opened on 3/8/1896. The road across 

was ready in 1897 and the Island road was then officially used only for dock 

business. In 1899 a pier was opened inside the western breakwater of the docks 

so people could depart from Barry on trips across and up and down the 

channel and the railway was extended from Barry Island Station through a 

tunnel to Barry Pier Station.  

 

The Railway Act of 1921 led to the grouping into 4 railways. The Barry railway 

along with others was absorbed into the GWR into which previously other 

railways eg South Wales Railway had become components. This obviously 

meant that management was no longer local and became even more 

remote after nationalisation of the railways in 1947. Note that docks and 

railways were often owned by the same company as was the case in Barry. 

The decline of the coal industry in South Wales and the Beeching cuts in the 

1960’s led to Barry only being connected to Cardiff as the direct line to the 

Rhondda was dismantled and the Vale of Glamorgan line was closed on 

15/6/64 to regular passenger services. It was used for coal trains to Aberthaw 

power station and cement from Aberthaw cement works and also as an 

alternative passenger route when the main line was undergoing engineering 

works usually on a Sunday. A line from it to the Ford works at Bridgend was 

constructed. The last boat train left Barry Pier as late as 11/10/1971 and Barry 

Pier station was closed a week later.  
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What about the development of the town?  

Thousands of people poured into the town as the docks and railway were built, 

workers and their families, people employed in related industries, shop keepers 

etc. Large numbers as in Cardiff were from the West Country and Ireland and 

also from Scandinavia and seamen from around the world began to settle in 

Barry. People were having to sleep in outhouses, stables, sheds etc Barry was 

very much a wild west town. Whereas Walker built houses for his workers with 

running water and drainage, elsewhere houses were thrown up with water 

supplied from wells and no drainage. In parts of the town mud was ankle deep 

in summer and knee deep in winter with sewage running down the streets. 

Some streets like Gueret Street were dens of iniquity, full of vice and crime with 

brothels and illegal drinking houses. It was compared to Mary Ann Street in 

Cardiff. Thompson Street also had a bad reputation and kept it for a longer 

time . At first there was confusion as to the name of the town with Cadoxton 

feeling it was the senior partner and the Barry docks area having Holton Road 

the main shopping street but it was inevitable that as the dock was called Barry 

docks the whole town would take the name Barry but even in the sixties as a 

visitor and eighties as a resident I was struck by how people would stick to these 

area names plus the Island to say where they lived or worked.  

 

Barry arrived on the scene just a little too late to rival Cardiff in size and 

influence. It has always been in Cardiff’s shadow. In its early days business 

people complained that its inhabitants preferred to spend their money in 

Cardiff rather than in their own town and this still happens. When Barry was in 

the county of South Glamorgan with the rest of the Vale and Cardiff it was felt 

that Cardiff had more than its fair share of development to Barry’s detriment. 

Also in the early days it was felt that the developers of Barry had used it to make 

their fortune but showed no interest in the living conditions and development 

of the town. Only John Cory was exempt from this criticism. His charitable 

donations did not only extend to Cardiff and he was a councillor for a ward in 

Barry and an alderman for a while.  

 

After its chaotic beginnings Barry got its act together. A Barry Nursing 

association was set up to visit patients in their homes and soon houses were 

used as small hospitals. Walker helped with this and supplied a pharmacy. He 

died on 25th November 1889 not long after the opening of No 1 dock in July 

of that year. The Barry surgical and accident hospital was built and the lead 

nurse of the BNA after a dispute with the hospital left it and set up her own Amy 

Evans hospital in Holton Road in a hotel which was surplus to demand. In fact 

other hotels were surplus to requirements, one became a YMCA building, 

another eventually became Cadoxton Conservative Club and a building 

across Weston Square I believe also was a hotel. It became the South Wales 

Bible College where amongst others Ian Paisley was educated. It later became 

an Islamic Centre Schools were built to a more modern standard than those 
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already in Cardiff with a broader education and curriculum and developed a 

good reputation. A teacher's training college was established and a popular 

summer school existed for adult education. A library funded by Carnegie 

appeared along with other accoutrements of a modern town.  

 

As the wealth associated with the docks and coal exporting decreased it was 

partly offset by money brought into the town by visitors. The extensive railway 

connections from the valleys built for transport of coal now brought many 

thousands of day trippers to Barry Island. One Bank holiday weekend over 150 

000 visitors arrived mainly by trains which arrived every 10 minutes and 

departed at the same rate in the evenings. The Butlins holiday camp in the mid 

to late 20th century also brought many holiday makers and their money to the 

town.  

 

However after WW2 there was little development or increased employment 

facilities in the town, only the chemical factories on Sully moors at the east end 

of No2 dock eg BP, Dow Corning and Dow Chemicals were some of the firms 

involved in providing new employment possibilities. Dow Corning bought its site 

from Midlands Silicones and in 2006 employed 600 people on its 16 acre site. 

Barry was not felt to be a deprived area so was left out of Government 

initiatives to rejuvenate old industrial towns. There was no good road 

connection to the A48 until 1984 and a similar scenario when the M4 was built. 

The oil industry became based in Milford Haven and the steel industry in Port 

Talbot. Barry was very much a town the late twentieth century has passed by 

and left behind.  

 

But that said, when I moved to Barry in 1984, having only visited Barry Island, 

Porthkerry and the Knap before, I was impressed by the variety and quality of 

the many independent businesses in Holton Road with very polite and helpful 

shopkeepers which contrasted to the rather chippy attitude I found in some 

people here ! ‘The town had its own department store -Dan Evans’ a son of 

whom was Gwynfor Evans the first Plaid Cymru MP. There was also a 

Woolworths. What a contrast to now when banks and post offices have closed, 

there are a large number of charity shops, tattoo parlours etc.Barry has a drug 

problem like many towns in the UK. A walk along Holton Road is not such a 

pleasant experience as it was even in the 1980s. Woolworths closed in January 

2009 and Dan Evans in 2006. There was no large anchor store such as Marks 

and Spencer to attract outsiders to shop in the town. Barry is not alone in the 

slow death of the high street with out of town retail parks, online shopping and 

the dominance of large multinational companies and large supermarket 

chains to blame and in the case of Barry its near neighbour Cardiff. Premier 

Foods who made Hovis bread and Mr Kipling cakes closed the Rank Hovis 

Atlantic mills flour mill in Oct 2013 after 109 years with a loss of 43 jobs. The 

building was demolished in Oct 2014.  
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According to the Barry Centenary book, in 1984, the largest source of 

employment in Barry was the docks and related surrounding factories and 

industries. I cannot find out where most people are employed now but I would 

imagine the Vale of Glamorgan council must employ a large number of 

people in their many guises. Its headquarters are in Barry.  

 

Barry is very much a commuter town. Outwards many people travel to Cardiff 

to work and certainly pre covid at rush hour the trains were overfull. It was just 

about possible to find an empty seat at Barry on the Bridgend to Aberdare 

service but almost impossible by Barry docks and Cadoxton. The Barry Island to 

Merthyr service was better as Barry was the second stop but was often full after 

Cadoxton.  

Many people also travel into Barry by road to work here judging by the road 

traffic, not all school bound, at rush hour. Barry has seen better days no doubt 

but signs of recovery had appeared. Barry Island was smartened up. A new 

owner took over the funfair. The rail line to Bridgend opened to passengers 

again in 2005. Housing associations and the council improved the appearance 

of old terraced streets. High Street became an attractive street to shop with 

many small independent businesses. The waterfront development of houses, 

flats and some shops had given a new purpose to the area around no 1 dock 

but which still has not found a large space using purpose . Gavin and Stacey 

brought new tourism to the town and a feel good factor. In even more recent 

years the Academy coffee bar and gym at the old pump house and the good 

sheds restaurants brought a degree of big city sophistication. Then Covid 

struck. Some businesses have failed and most are in survival mode.  

 

Barry is still growing though. The population of the whole Barry area was 500 in 

1881 and 33,763 in 1911.It was 39000 in 1921 and from 1961 to 1981 stayed in 

the low 40 thousands as it was when I moved here in 1983 and it stayed much 

the same for a number of years. The population of the built up area of Barry 

had reached 50,000 at 50,950 in the 2001 census, was 54,673 in 2011 and 

estimated as being 58, 486 in June 2020. People say it is the largest town in 

Wales. Wrexham and some other towns may have disagreed but Wrexham 

has lately been made a city . So Barry may be the biggest Welsh town. It all 

depends on what you include as being in the town.  

 

The ghosts of the developers of Barry live on in the names of roads, streets, 

parks, schools and other buildings. Romilly Road, Romilly Park, Romilly School 

and other buildings commemorate the landowners of this area. The Sir Samuel 

Romilly pub may be in the building of Romilly Hall. I shall hopefully confirm this 

on a walk of the Romilly estate during the Valeways walking week on 9th 

September. The Jenner family of Wenvoe Castle now Wenvoe golf club are 

remembered by Jenner Park, Jenner Park school, Jenner Road and Jenner 
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Street, there are David Davies Road and Cory Way around no 2 dock and 

Hood Road around the Goodsheds area. There is a Walker Road, Thompson 

Street and Windsor road not far from here. There are Plymouth Road, Clive 

Road, Paget Road, Archer Road, Ivor street, Earl Crescent all with Windsor Clive 

/ Earl of Plymouth connections on the Island and echoing street names in 

Penarth and Grangetown.  

 

Prominent councillors in the early days and other worthies are also 

commemorated in this fashion  

 

I like living in Barry. I can walk to Porthceri or Barry Island or have a coffee at 

Cold Knap in less than half an hour or drive to these places in just a few minutes. 

It is home now although at heart I am still a Roath boy. 

  

Now to end again with King Coal.  

Coal made Barry.This area where we are standing was adjacent to where coal 

was exported and this was originally the end of the line. It is fitting therefore 

that this area was where steam engines powered by coal came to their end 

,in their final days, to be scrapped - to their and steam coal’s graveyard ie Dai 

Woodhams scrapyard. . Dai Woodham’s grandfather founded the firm in the 

very early days of the dock when they dealt with rope and other packing 

materials as scrap and offered a portering service, carrying machinery round 

the docks to where needed at a particular time. In the late 1930s the firm 

became more interested in road transport and scrap. But the 1955 BR 

modernisation plan altered that. 16 000 steam locomotives were to be 

scrapped and the wagon fleet dating back many years and to many 

companies was to be decreased from 1 1/4 million to 600,000 . In 1957 

Woodhams began scrapping railway wagons. By 1958 a decision was made 

by BR to accelerate the demise of steam engines and very soon the BR works 

and storage sidings could not cope with the amount arriving to be cut up. It 

was decided to put out to tender the majority of the locomotives to private 

scrap yards and Woodham brothers became the first customers. The first batch 

of engines was despatched to Barry on 25/7/1959 and the size of deliveries 

gradually increased. Between Nov 1960 and April 1961 40 locomotives were 

acquired from Swindon, most scrapped soon after delivery. Sidings were used 

to store engines and rolling stock at Barry dock and additional storage was 

found at the low level sidings adjacent to the oil terminal and on sidings built 

on the filled in west pond. These additional sidings were needed for the number 

of SR engines purchased from mid 1964. In 1965 65 engines arrived and in the 

first half of the year 28 were dismantled but cutting virtually ceased from the 

autumn as the scrapmen concentrated on the freight wagons and brake vans. 

These were easier to do. The wood was stripped off and burned and the metal 

cut up and sent to be used in steel works such as Port Talbot. Dai Woodham 

was still buying locos from BR though and continued till the end of steam in 
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1968 with many of the last delivered being of BR standard design. From 1959 

to1968 Woodham bought 297 locomotives and by Aug 1968 217 remained 

rusting away. At that time locomotive enthusiasts realised that Dai Woodhams 

yard was the only source of steam locos for the future as there was just the 

national collection, a small number of privately purchased locos such as the 

Flying Scotsman and many classes were now extinct. The railway preservation 

boom began and took off in the 1970s. But very soon no unpreserved class was 

in the yard and wagons were in short supply and there were 100 locos still not 

taken. The Barry Steam Locomotive Group was formed in 1979 to facilitate the 

purchase of the locos by publicising them and liaising between railway 

preservationists and the yard. Eventually 213 locomotives had found new 

homes  

 

Sources  

 

Barry the Centenary Book Editor Donald Moore. A superb, comprehensive and 

erudite history composed of chapters by leading academics from Barry.  

Barry- its railway and port before and after Woodham’s scrapyard by John 

Hodge. A generously illustrated book with many photographs of steam trains 

which will appeal to railway devotees.  

Barry Island & Cold Knap by Barry A Thomas. An excellent account of the 

development of these areas principally dealing with tourism attractions and 

with some interesting old photographs from the early days of the resorts.  

Walking the rocks - six walks discovering scenery and geology along the 

Glamorgan coast by Stephen Howe, Geraint Owen and Tom Sharpe. Includes 

the geology of the Barry coastline. A good reminder and improver of my 

previous knowledge.  

A leaflet concerned with the development of All Saints Church, text by Alun 

John and including the history of St Nicholas Church by Howard Thomas.  

The latter two sources relate to the remainder of my walk and talk which I shall 

submit as emails or on the Enewsletter in the near future. The third source mainly 

relates to material not covered in this potted history also.  

I have also relied heavily on internet sources particularly for accounts of the 

lives of the characters mentioned in the talk. 
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GET IN TOUCH 
 

 
 

For general society enquiries, newsletter submissions and to request 

loans from the R.L.H.S. Archive, contact: 

Geraint at Denison-Kurg@outlook.com or on (029) 2048 8358. 

 

For membership or events and programming enquiries, contact: 

Elizabeth at RoathHistory@gmail.com or on (029) 2048 2658. 

 

For website enquiries, contact: 

Ted at RoathHistoryWebsite@gmail.com. 
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