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“Coal in truth, stands not beside, but entirely above all other commodities.
It is the material energy of the country...... and commands this age -
The Age of Coal.”

W.S Jevons
The Coal question (1865)

ii



Summary

During the nineteenth century the British coal industry fuelled industrial growth to
such an extent that Great Britain was acknowledged as the most powerful
industrial country in the world. Although the coal industry was dominated by the
larger regional coalfields, e.g. south Wales, the smaller coalfields also made an
important, albeit largely local, contribution. This contribution has, however, often
been ignored; most histories either concentrate on the larger coalfields or, if
examining small coalfields, they have centred on a particular event or town rather
than on examining the contribution of each coalfield as a whole. This thesis will
partly redress this imbalance by undertaking a ‘case study’ of a small, county
coalfield, Denbighshire. For official purposes, Denbighshire was never
considered a coalfield in its own right, it was merely recognised as part of the
north Wales ‘coalfield’. It is, however, argued in this thesis that geological factors
and its significance within the north Wales coalfield, mean that Denbighshire
warrants consideration as a small coalfield in its own right.

This thesis attempts to develop, for the first time, a definitive history of the
coal industry in Denbighshire, 1850-1914, through the use of an archival
approach. Source material, including company records, newspapers, personal
letters and official statistics, was examined. The thesis considers not only the
performance of the coalfield in terms of productivity and profitability but also the
various stakeholders in the coalfield, i.e. those people who, either directly or
indirectly, influenced, or were influenced by, the development of the
Denbighshire coal industry.

Apart from establishing that Denbighshire should be treated as a small
coalfield in its own right, it is concluded that the performance of Denbighshire
was comparable to that of other ‘small’ coalfields and that, although affected by
similar influences to other coalfields, the extent of their impact could be different.
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Introduction

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the economic history of the
Denbighshire coalfield between 1850 and 1914 with a view to providing as
comprehensive a picture as possible of the coalfield’s development over this
period, in particular, establishing how and why the coal industry was able to
develop in the county and examining some of the problems that had to be faced
along the way. This thesis will establish the economic conditions which prevailed
in the region in the period up to 1850 before carrying out a detailed examination
of the people and events which allowed the coal industry to become the most
important industrial employer in Denbighshire in 1914, employing 12,982 men
working in 26 collieries (British Library, hereafter BL, BL/BS/27/1). The vast
majority of these collieries were located in Wrexham and its immediate environs,
and the growth of the coal industry had an enormous impact on the town.
Between 1841 and 1911 the population of Wrexham grew from 5,854 to 18,377,
an increase of 214 per cent (WA Williams, 2002) and, according to Dodd (1957:
145), it was the expansion of the coal industry that was chiefly responsible for the
growth of the town.

Rationale

When one thinks of the coal industry in the United Kingdom the areas that are
automatically associated with this industry are probably south Wales, Yorkshire
and the north east of England. Smaller coalmining regions, such as north Wales,
are not, generally, considered as being of any significance in the national
context, though, within their own own regions/localities, the coal industry could be
a major ‘player’ in the industrialisation process. This was the case in north Wales
where the coal reserves are concentrated in the north east of Wales, in Flintshire
and in Denbighshire. However, the coal reserves of north Wales are not shared
equally by both counties, the ‘Bala fault’ acting as a major geological barrier



between them and, in effect, creating two coalfields completely independent of
each other (see Chapter 1, page 27 for further details).

From 1850, the growth of the coal industry in north Wales is essentially a
story of the growth of the Denbighshire coalfield. Hence this thesis focuses on
developments in Denbighshire where coalfield activity centred around the towns
of Wrexham and Ruabon. It is important, at this point, to recognise that, for
official, statistical, purposes the ‘Denbighshire coalfield’ was never considered a
coalfield in its own right, it was simply a region within the north Wales ‘coalfield'.
It is the contention of this thesis that the term ‘the north Wales coalfield’ does not
reflect the ‘reality’ of the coal industry in north Wales, it was simply a convenient
‘badge’ for the region and it is more ‘useful’ to discuss the individual coalfields,
Denbighshire and Flintshire, as distinct entities that come within the ‘north Wales’
umbrella. As a consequence this thesis will only uée the term north Wales
‘coalfield” when it is impossible to break down official statistics into their
‘component parts’ because of the way the statistics were compiled.

In 'coal' terms north Wales has always been a "minor region" (Church,
1986), barely worth a mention in the many books written on the UK coal industry.
Indeed, for statistical purposes, compilers often included the north Wales figures
with those of ‘Lancashire and Cheshire’, which illustrates the ‘unimportance’ of
the region on a national level. It therefore follows that, being only part of an
already marginal region, Denbighshire has received little or no detailed attention
by previous historians. Given the importance of the coalfield to Denbighshire’s
industrial past, however, it is surprising that very little has been written
specifically on the Denbighshire coalfield. Although north Wales-wide studies
have been carried out by Rogers (1928) and Gildart (2001), the only major study
of the Denbighshire coalfield conducted to date is that carried out by the locally
acclaimed historian GG Lerry in the 1950s. However, despite its importance in
recording the various mines, their history and chronology, he did not attempt to
explain why the Denbighshire coalfield was able to expand as it did, neither does
his work consider who invested in the coalfield, who were the other major

stakeholders or how the coal companies that were founded actually performed.



This thesis is an attempt to redress this imbalance and seeks to provide the most
comprehensive study of the Denbighshire coalfield to date.

As mentioned above, smaller coalfields have tended to be ignored by
writers and historians of economic and industrial history. However, it is the
contention of this thesis that a detailed study of a small coalfield allows insights
to be made into issues that might not be apparent in a broader study. For
example, it can illustrate how specific events, such as strikes, or problems with
sinking, impact on the profitability of particular companies within the coalfield. In
addition, such a focused study will allow comparisons to be made with larger
coalfields which will demonstrate whether issues that were important in these
regions were of the same significance in smaller coalfields, or whether

completely different, localised issues dominated.

Aims

The main questions that this thesis will attempt to throw light upon are:-

e Can Denbighshire be considered a coalfield in its own right?

o What were the obstacles to economic and industrial development that faced
the Denbighshire coalfield in the early nineteenth century and how were these
overcome?

¢ Who were the coalowners and shareholders who invested in the coalfield and
were they similar in background to shareholders in coal companies
elsewhere?

¢ Who were the other major stakeholders in the coal industry in Denbighshire
and what was the nature of the relationships between these stakeholders and
the coal companies?

e How did the coal companies of Denbighshire perform? In this context we will
look at two measures of performance, productivity and profitability, to
determine how Denbighshire ‘performed’ in comparison with other coalfields.



e Does examining a small coalfield offer insights into issues that might not be
revealed by studying a larger coalfield and were these issues different from

those being raised in larger coalfields?

Methodology

Approach

Before outlining the methods used to achieve the aims of this thesis, it is
necessary to establish what ‘type’ of research has been undertaken. Research
has many connotations, not least the belief that it means that something new will
be ‘discovered’, such as a new planet or a new miracle drug, or that surveys and
questionnaires need to be completed to allow new conclusions to be drawn.
However as Jordanova (2006: 23) explains, ‘research’ “is rather loose and under-
determined in its meaning”. To some, research, even historical research, is not
research unless it is ‘scientific’, or ‘positivist’, and involves empirical methods
which test one hypothesis or another. Essentially it is about facts and figures
which should not be ‘coloured’ by the preconceptions of the author (Tosh, 1991:
131). To others, historical research is equally valid when it is ‘idealistic’, i.e.
‘interpreted’ by authors who have an “imaginative identification with the peoples
of the past” (Tosh, 1991: 132). However, research methods are not always
mutually exclusive and it is often difficult to allocate research simply to one
category or another. Consequently, as with this thesis, a ‘mixed’ approach has to
be taken. While a wholly scientific approach has not been possible, due to the
limited data available and hence the need to interpret certain data, some
quantitiative data has been extracted which has allowed the author to ‘measure’
Denbighshire’s performance against hypotheses produced by other historians, to
establish whether Denbighshire accords with ‘accepted’ views. However, as
Jordanova (2006: 51) explains “it is unfortunate to isolate quantitative from
qualitative work; they are best seen as complementary”. As a result, the author
has had to, in some cases, interpret facts or events and make suppositions that



can in no way be seen as definitive conclusions, but are acceptable if using an
idealistic approach.

According to Marwick (1989: 199) historical research involves “diligent and
systematic investigation .......... to address precise problems and extend human
knowledge in a particular area”. This thesis, by means of such investigation, will
attempt to determine the factors that help explain the development of the
Denbighshire coalfield which, it is hoped, will add to the body of knowledge of
small coalfields by providing a comprehensive study of an, hitherto, un-
researched area, namely, Denbighshire.

Having established that the research undertaken to achieve the aims of
this thesis falls into the ‘mixed’ category, we can now turn to the sources and
methods used.

Sources

According to Jordanova (2006: 32) “when we talk about sources it is conventional
to divide written ones into ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’”. Primary sources are usually
considered to be sources that “came into existence during the actual period of
the past which the historian is studying......... while secondary sources are those
accounts written later by historians looking back upon a period in the past’
(Marwick, 1989: 199). However this distinction is not always clear cut and “what
is a primary source for one project might be a secondary one for another, and
vice versa” (Jordanova , 2006: 101). Jordanova (2006: 101) cites journalism as
an example; she explains that newspapers can be seen as secondary
commentary for historians, but to historians of journalism they would be primary
sources. This view, however, does not coincide with that of Tosh (1991: 37) who
considers the press to be “the most important published primary source for the
historian”. According to Tosh (199: 37-38) “newspapers have a threefold value”;
they “record the political and social views which made most impact at the time”,
they “provide a day to day record of events” and they “from time to time present



the results of more thorough enquiries into issues which lie beyond the scope of
routine news-reporting”.

An additional source that can be disputed as primary or secondary is what
Saunders et al. (1997: 160) describe as “documentary secondary data”. This
includes “notices, correspondence, minutes of meetings [and] reports to
shareholders” (Saunders et al., 1997: 160). For a student studying a business
issue, for example, human resource practices, such documents might indeed be
considered a secondary source, but for the historian studying the business itself,
then these documents would be seen as primary sources rather than secondary.

For the purposes of this thesis, newspapers have been treated as a very
valuable primary source, as have company archives consisting of minute books,
financial statements, official government returns, correspondence etc. Additional
archival material treated as primary sources includes the minutes, reports and
correspondence of various Denbighshire mining unions, the autobiographical
notes of Edward Hughes, union leader, various Acts of Parliament and official
returns such as the List of Mines. Much of the archival material relating to the
coal companies and the unions is available at the Denbighshire and Flintshire
County Archives at Ruthin and Hawarden respectively, however some of the
archival material relating to the coal companies is also held at the National
Library of Wales, Aberystwyth. The official returns to the Board of Trade can be
found at the National Archives, Kew, while the List of Mines are housed at the
British Library.

These sources provide a mixture of qualitative and quantitative data. The
quantitative data, for example, such as figures relating to turnover, employment
or Output per Man Year (OMY), allows various performance trends to be
analysed. These have then been underpinned by the qualitative primary
information that was available or by the secondary sources which has included
books, journal articles and web-based sources.



Comparators

Throughout this thesis comparisons will be made with other UK coalfields that
are considered ‘small’ which, for the purpose of this thesis, are those that contain
fewer than three per cent of the total number of collieries in the UK (see page 51
below). In addition, south Wales will be used as a major comparator throughout
the thesis; not only is there an abundance of literature on south Wales but both
coalfields began to develop at about the same time, faced many of the same
problems throughout the period under review, and were subject to certain,

common ‘Welsh’ influences, such as ‘non-conformism’.

Caveats

One of the main ‘stumbling blocks’ to studying a coalfield such as Denbighshire
is that, as outlined above, it was never considered, for official returns purposes, a
‘coalfield’ in its own right, it was only part of another insignificant coalfield. Output
and employment figures were compiled for north Wales, from 1874, in Hunt's
Mineral Statistics, however, statistics relating simply to Denbighshire are often
more difficult to come by. From 1894 employment figures for individual collieries
are available from the annual List of Mines and from this it has been possible to
calculate annual totals for the coalfield itself. Although Hunt presented OMY
figures for Denbighshire, these were calculated using the output and employment
figures given in his Mineral Statistics, and the employment figures sometimes
differ from those extracted from data in the List of Mines. Consequently, the OMY
figures for Denbighshire that are included within this thesis are those calculated
by the author from the employment figures given by the List of Mines.

Another problem relates to the availability of archival material. As Tosh
(1991: 134) explains, “the primary sources available to the historian are an
incomplete record... [either by]..... accident or design”. When the original
proposal for this thesis was put forward the intention was to develop ‘case
studies’ of the major coal companies in Denbighshire to illustrate the issues



raised throughout the thesis. It had been hoped that financial and other archival
records would provide sufficient evidence to allow ‘company histories’ covering
20-40 years to be written. However, despite extensive investigation, only one
coal company’s records survive to this extent (and even then with gaps), while
records for other companies are intermittent and limited to say the least. This
means that these archival records will be ‘pooled’ on a company by company
basis in order to provide evidence relating to specific issues, and to inform the
analysis as and when they are relevant, rather than trying to cover all issues for
each company.

An additional consequence of the limited nature of the archival sources is
that this thesis cannot cover developments in all the areas that might be
expected to be considered in the history of a coalfield. While the thesis attempts
to be as comprehensive as possible from an economic perspective, some issues,
for example, changes in technology are not considered in detail due to the dearth
of relevant material. Furthermore, although social issues are touched upon within
this thesis, they are only discussed if they arose as a consequence of an
economic issue since this thesis is an attempt to examine the economic, rather

than the social history, of the Denbighshire coalfield.

Structure

Chapter 1 begins by providing an insight into the coal industry in Great Britain in
the period up to 1850. Attention is then turned to Wales, both north and south,
before finally looking at the economic conditions in Denbighshire prior to 1850.
This provides the context for Chapter 2 which presents evidence relating to the
overall development of the Denbighshire coalfield in the period 1850-1914. In this
chapter we examine changes over the period in the number of mines in
Denbighshire, their size, output and employment. This allows us to place
Denbighshire into its context within north Wales and the UK as whole. Against
this background Chapter 3 examines how this expansion was financed, looking in



particular at the capital needs of coal companies and how Denbighshire coal
companies raised and spent capital.

Chapters 4 to 7 look in detail at the ‘stakeholders’ in Denbighshire coal
companies; the owners and shareholders, the mineral owners, the employees
and finally the customers. In Chapter 4 profiles of the major coalowners and
shareholders are provided, as are analyses of shareholder occupations and
locations. Chapter 5 then turns its attention to the mineral owners and examines,
in detail, relations between the landowners and coal companies in Denbighshire.
Possibly the most important stakeholder in any coal company was the miner
himself, and Chapter 6 provides a detailed examination of relations between
miners and owners, looking especially at the development of trade unions, both
national and local. Chapter 7 then looks at the markets available to the coal
companies of Denbighshire, the methods they used to sell their coal and the
people who bought it.

Finally, Chapter 8 attempts to measure the performance of Denbighshire
coal companies. Performance can be measured either in terms of productivity or
profitability and therefore this chapter considers both. First the chapter looks at
productivity; how it can be measured and the factors affecting it, before
examining the productivity of Denbighshire as a whole and that of individual
companies in the coalfield. The chapter then turns its attention to profitability; it
looks at the income of coal companies and the factors affecting the price of coal
before considering the main cost elements and the various methods used by

companies to control these costs as a means of improving profitability.

Conclusions

The detailed conclusions to this thesis can be found in the final chapter but a

brief summary of the main findings is presented below:

i We show in Chapter 2 that Denbighshire was a coalfield in its own
right;



The history of the north Wales ‘coalfield’ between 1850 and 1914 is, to
all intents and purposes, the history of the Denbighshire coalfield. The
Denbighshire coalfield was found to be a distinct geographical ‘entity’
separated from Flintshire by the ‘Bala’ fault and between 1875 and
1914 Denbighshire’s share of north Wales' output increased from 60
per cent to 80 per cent. More significantly, over this period, while the
output of Denbighshire more or less doubled from 1.38 million tons to
2.64 million tons, the output of the rest of north Wales fell from 0.97 to
0.67 million tons.

It would appear, from this study of the Denbighshire coalfield, that the
issues that dominated the coalfield, for example, wage rates and
royalty rates, were not specific to the region. Indeed, this study has not
been able to establish, in any major way, that the Denbighshire
coalfield was ‘different’ to other coalfields. What it has made possible is
an in-depth study of how the universal issues affecting the coal
industry impacted on a single small coalfield. Treating the
Denbighshire coalfield as a ‘case study’ of a small coalfield, has
allowed the national issues to be put into a local context.

Summary

For a thesis to be successful it must add to the body of knowledge currently
existing, in other words it must find things out that were not known before. This
thesis has brought together archival and other material that has allowed the
development of the Denbighshire coalfield to be chronicled in a way that has
never before been undertaken; this in itself constitutes an addition to knowledge.
While this thesis has not been able to establish that Denbighshire was different to
other small coalfields in any significant sense, it has allowed us to gain an insight
into how various issues, applicable across the UK coal industry as a whole,
affected individual companies on a coalfield level, an approach that has been

10



applied by historians such as Wale (1990). This approach has allowed us to

determine whether issues which were considered important on a national level

were given the same emphasis at a local level and vice versa.

If we consider the specific conclusions of this thesis, some of the more

interesting findings, which enhance our current knowledge of small coalfields in

the nineteenth century include the following:

Without the railways, Denbighshire would not have developed as it did,
but this, given that Denbighshire was not the only ‘landlocked’ coalfield in
the UK, does not make Denbighshire unique.

‘lImmigrant’ coalowners were far more important to the development of the
coalfield than ‘indigenous’ coalowners. This, again, is not particularly
unusual. For example, in south Wales ‘outsiders’ were important, though
there were some important local ‘players’. In Denbighshire, on the other
hand, there is no evidence to show that there was any significant local
involvement in the coal industry which may have been because the
coalfield was never large enough to generate an indigenous pool of
entrepreneurial talent.

While ‘gentlemen’ made up the majority of shareholders, women
constituted a significant proportion of shareholders in some Denbighshire
coal companies. This latter fact might, initially, appear to be surprising.
However, recent research undertaken by, for example, Freeman et al
(2006), suggests that women took a more active role in share-owning in
the nineteenth century than has hitherto been thought.

Performance-wise, OMY in Denbighshire was not out of line with that of
other small coalfields and Denbighshire was able to more or less maintain
its contribution to the overall UK output. However, profits in Denbighshire
were found to be volatile and, even during relatively good times, marginal.
The volatility of profits is not unusual, it was a feature of the coal industry
as a whole but, it would appear, from the evidence available, that even
the large coal companies in Denbighshire never made significant profits,
unlike the larger companies in, for example, south Wales.

11



This research allows us to conclude that a study of a small coalfield, such as
Denbighshire can offer an in-depth insight into how a coalfield develops, the
obstacles it had to overcome and the stakehoiders that combined to ‘back’ its
development. This, when combined with national studies of the coal industry
and studies of the larger coalfields, enhances our understanding of the
issues that faced those involved in the nineteenth century coal industry.
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Chapter 1

THE COAL INDUSTRY IN BRITAIN, WALES AND DENBIGHSHIRE TO 1850

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to put into context the subsequent study of the
Denbighshire coal industry from 1850. Denbighshire was a small, and
insignificant coalfield in the context of late nineteenth century British coal industry
but, in the context of north Wales, in the period after 1850, it developed
significantly, employing large numbers of men. This chapter will therefore briefly
examine developments in the coal industry up to 1850. We examine first the
British coal industry as a whole, then Wales, both north and south, before finally
looking in detail at developments in Denbighshire.

Britain

In the nineteenth century, "the British coal industry came to be regarded as one
of the three or four staple industries of the country” (Mitchell, 1984: 1), but before
1800 it had played only a minor role in the industrial history, to the extent that
there was an industrial history, of Britain.

On the whole, until the seventeenth century, any coal that was mined was
usually dug from surface deposits (Griffin, 1977: 16), and any ‘coal industry’ that
existed was centred on the north east, where the Tyne Valley had a “virtual
monopoly of the coal trade” (Buxton, 1979: 3). The reason for this predominance
was the relative ease with which the coal could be transported to its main market,
London and the south, by sea. Buxton (1979: 3-4) claims that 40 per cent of the
British output in 1700 was carried by water (sea and/or river), and it was not until
the means of transportation began to improve in the mid to late eighteenth
century, that the “overwhelming dominance” of the north east region began to

weaken.
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By 1700, “England had almost certainly become the largest coal producing
and consuming country in Europe” (Buxton, 1979: 6), Mitchell (1984:1) believing
that this had little to do with developments in the coal industry itself, but
everything to do with technological changes in other industries, which
increasingly needed coal as a source of power. This view is upheld by Buxton
(1979: i) who asserts that the coal industry did not suddenly make the Industrial
Revolution start, but “facilitated and speeded up the growth process”.

A big impetus in the increasing demand for coal came in 1709 when a new
method of smelting iron, using coal rather than charcoal, was developed at the
Coalbrookdale furnace, Shropshire, by Abraham Darby. However, the use of this
method was very slow to spread, and even in the early 1750s “knowledge of his
invention was still confined to Shropshire and Denbighshire” (Lewis, 1971: 16).
Buxton (1979: 9) believes that this was largely due to the old method of using
charcoal in the smelting process being cheaper than Darby’s innovation, but
ultimately “by the late 1750s the superiority of mineral fuel smelting was
established and iron masters rapidly effected the changeover” (Buxton, 1979: 9).

Another technical innovation that not only helped to increase the demand
for coal, but also made getting the coal easier, was the development of the first
steam engine by Thomas Newcomen in 1705. This was not only powered by
coal, but helped overcome one of the main problems of sinking mines to any
depth: drainage. Until the introduction of the steam pump, hand pumps and
horse-gins were widespread, and although the take-up in the use of engines was
slow, due to their cost and relative inefficiency, as other industries developed and
needed coal, they became increasingly necessary as pits got deeper (Buxton,
1979: 17).

As the Industrial Revolution progressed, the coal industry was in a position
to capitalise on the new opportunities, and was soon to become “the lifeblood of
British industry” (Buxton, 1979: 58). Table 1.1 illustrates how the output of coal
increased in the period 1750-1850 but the expansion, according to Buxton (1979:
59), was “evolutionary, rather than revolutionary” and it was to be a long time

before coal used for domestic purposes stopped being the biggest consumer of
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coal; indeed, as can be seen from Table 1.2, domestic coal accounted for the
biggest share of UK output until the 1850s.

Table 1.1: Annual average tonnage, by decades, of coal output in Britain

Decade Average % increase
(000 tons) on previous
decade
1750-1760 4,356
1760-1770 5,235 20
1770-1780 6,435 23
1780-1790 8,059 25
1790-1800 9,980 24
1800-1810 13,927 39
1810-1820 17,563 26
1820-1830 22,659 29
1830-1840 32,379 42
1840-1850 46,337 43

(Source: Pollard, 1964 229)

Table 1.2: Estimated consumption of the output of the main British coalfields by uses, 1816-1855

(in_million tons)

1816 1830 1840 1855

Exports 0.3 0.3. 1.6 4.4
Coastwise 3.5 4.8 6.7 8.3
Ironworks 2.8 4.8 7.3 156.7
General

manufacturing 3.5 52 7.9 15.0
Domestic 5.4 7.2 8.2 10.4

Manufacturing &
domestic railed

south 1.4
Railways 0.1 1.2
Steamships 0.6 1.7
Collieries 0.9 1.3 2.2 3.8

(Source: calculated from figures in Mitchell, 1984 16)

Table 1.2 also illustrates how the iron industry’s consumption of coal
increased between 1816 and 1855, a development which Buxton (1979: 63)
believes to be “the most important single factor in the expanding demand for
coal’; as technological changes occurred in the iron industry, not only did this
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mean that the demand for coal increased, but it also meant that the iron industry
relocated to areas where coal was plentiful, and the history of the two industries
became inextricably ‘entwined’. The needs of these two industries also helped to
spur on further technological changes; as the demand for coal and iron grew, so
did the necessity to transport the commodities further afield. This helped
stimulate road development schemes, the development of canals and, ultimately,
of railways, as industry demanded an increasingly sophisticated infrastructure to
meet its demands.

By the start of the nineteenth century, industrialisation had transformed
the structure of the British economy (Buxton, 1979: 69), and the coal industry
was an increasingly important foundation block for further developments.
However, “when one talks about the British coal industry in the nineteenth
century in the singular, it is often straining reality, for there was, in fact, a large
number of British coal industries in separate districts, more or less loosely
connected” (Mitchell, 1984: 10). The main reason for this is that coal is not a
“homogenous product” (Benson, 1980: 7); different regions have different types
of coal with different markets and geological conditions etc. According to Benson
(1980: 9), Great Britain's coalfields can be split into three main categories:-

i) the major coalfields of the north east, Lancashire, Yorkshire, the Midlands and
south Wales;

if) the smaller fields of the west Midlands and east and west Scotland,;

iii) the minor fields of Cumberland, Kent, the south west, north Wales and
Northern Ireland.

The coalfields developed at different speeds according to local conditions
and especially the ease with which their mineral wealth could be transported
around the country. According to Church (1986: 17) the changes in the relative
importance of the various coal regions of the UK throughout the nineteenth
century was determined not only by the quality of the coal, but by the state of
communications. The dominance of the north east coalfield until well into the
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nineteenth century was due to the fact that it had three navigable rivers, the
Tyne, Wear and Tees, which enabled the coal to be carried by sea to London
(Church, 1986: 37). It was only when inland communications improved that the
inland coalfields would be able to expand, and only then if communications
extended to London and the south east, because this market was “crucial to the
expansion of the inland coal fields” (Church, 1986: 38).

Methods of transporting coal

Improvements to road transport brought about by the Turnpike Trusts went some
way to enabling coal to be carried further afield, but it was only with the advent of
canals that inland coalfields were able to open up to non-local markets. Until the
development of canals, the sites of industries had been dictated by nature,
especially the presence of raw materials; canals now meant that transport could
dictate these sites, because “their [the canals] technology freed them [industries]
from the tyranny of natural hydrology.” (Turnbull, 1987: 539). Canals meant that
resources could be carried further and more cheaply and, according to Griffin
(1977: 131), “the central importance of the canal system to the expansion of the
mining industry in the period 1770-1830 cannot be overstated”.

The coal industry in the late eighteenth/early nineteenth century was still
to a large extent dominated by iron-masters who were either simply exploiting
coal for use in their own industry, or had recently recognised the merits of
developing the industry in its own right; for this reason “colliery and mineral
owners were prominent among the canal promoters and investors”. Indeed, most
of the canal bills between 1770 and 1800 related to mining districts (Griffin, 1977:
132). This benefited areas where the iron and coal industries were working ‘hand
in hand’. However, those regions that either had no iron industry, or where
natural conditions made it impossible for canals to reach the centres of coal
production or other industries, remained ‘isolated’ from potential markets and

would remain so until the coming of the railways.
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Turnbull (1987: 537-40) recognises this when he says that, although
“canals played a central role in Britain's industrialisation, [their] impact was
heavily local and regional”. The network took a long time to build, there being
“100 years between the first and last constructions of the ‘canal age’ - and there
was no country—wide network in any sense until 1810 (Turnbull, 1987: 543). This
meant that canal transport was confined to a limited number of areas and routes;
these were built and operated primarily by local enterprises, therefore a coherent,
national infrastructure was never achieved. Most canal companies remained
parochial, the bulk of the traffic was local, and although coal was usually the
most important cargo, it was not carried any great distance, perhaps 10-20 miles
(Turnbull, 1987: 543). Turnbull (1987: 544), further asserts that being even only a
short distance away from a canal prevented an industry or locality from taking
advantage of its benefits: “the path of a canal would create a narrow corridor of
superior locational space, yet impart little benefit to sites only a short distance
away”. However, despite these shortcomings transport became cheaper, new
sources of raw material became accessible, labour and products could move
cheaply and further afield which meant that “the ties of location, which had
previously bound the economy [were] broken down” (Turnbull, 1987: 544).

According to Pollard (1964, cited in Turnbull, 1987. 549), the coalfields
that were most influenced by the ‘canal age’ were those of south Wales, the east
Midlands and Lancashire. However, although the canals “did materially alter the
geography of industrial growth” by helping inland coalfields to be opened up, it
was only with the development of the railways that other areas, including north
Wales, were able to take advantage of the transport revolution. Griffin (1977:
137) believes that “the railway made it possible for the inland coalfield to
challenge the monopoly of the London market previously enjoyed by the sea-
borne coal of the North East”. However, this development took time; canals were
still able to compete successfully until the 1840s (Buxton, 1979: 76), and it was
not until 1845 that the first rail-borne coal reached London (Mitchell, 1964: 329).
During the 1840s “the railway began to revolutionise the fabric of the coal
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industry”, and by the 1850s it was dominating the transport industry (Buxton,
1979: 39).
According to Mitchell (1964 315) the railways made an impact in three

significant areas:-

i) they lowered transport costs and brought new areas and products into the
market;
ii) they helped develop a new export sector; and

iii) they led to the development of modern coal, iron and engineering industries.

In terms of the coal industry, it was not so much that the rail industry was a big
consumer of coal, only a small percentage of production was actually used by
trains (see Table 1.2 above), but that they made transporting coal much easier
and more efficient. It was in this provision “that railways exerted their most
profound influence on the coal industry” (Buxton, 1979: 76). According to Mitchell
(1964: 316), the “industry which stood to gain most from the diffusion of cheaper
transport services” was the coal industry, and the main beneficiaries within the
industry itself were the inland coalfields. Where previously coal pits tended to be
sunk in areas of iron production or where access to water transport was easy,
they were now sunk to take advantage of proposed new lines which promised to
open up markets which would never previously have been available, so making
the sinking potentially worthwhile. One of these regions, the growth of which
became synonymous with the success of the British coal industry in the second
half of the nineteenth century, was south Wales.

Wales
When one talks of the ‘Welsh’ coal industry, it is automatically assumed that it is
south Wales that is being discussed; because of that region’s domination of the

industrial ‘face’ of Wales, coal mining and the south Wales ‘Valleys’ are almost
synonymous when discussing the industrialisation of Wales, with north Wales
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almost always ignored. Authors tend to dismiss north Wales as a “minor region”
(Church, 1986: 11), but this is hardly surprising given that “of all the success
stories of nineteenth century Wales, none could compare with the dramatic
expansion of coal” in south Wales (Jenkins, 1992: 233). Yet, in the eighteenth
century, in coal producing terms, “the North [was] considerably in advance of the
South” (Jenkins, 1992: 233), but geography and geology conspired to ensure that
the latter region was to achieve unprecedented success and leave its northern
neighbour languishing in obscurity throughout the nineteenth century.

In the eighteenth century, Wales, both north and south, “was essentially a
peasant economy” (John, 1995: 4); any coal that was worked, because it
outcropped, was worked by farmers for their own agricuitural and domestic
needs, and it was only when the metallurgical industries began to develop that
coal began to be worked for ‘industrial’ use. The fledgling industries that did exist
in Wales tended to be localised along the coasts of Carmarthen and Swansea
Bay in the south, and Flintshire in the north. It was their very proximity to the sea
that allowed the industries to start developing, because any trade that did exist
had to be sea-borne owing to the appalling state of internal communications
within Wales (John, 1995: 7). This meant not only poor trading links but also that
Wales was ‘insulated’ from the industrial changes taking place in England. As
John (1995: 2) observes, to the Englishman of the eighteenth century, Wales
“was a remote part of the Kingdom in which he had little interest”. However, this
situation was to change dramatically over the next century, especially in south
Wales.

South Wales

“A country of barren upland and bleak moor, interspersed with deep and narrow
valleys”, is how Phillips (1925: 112) describes eighteenth century south Wales;
an area where “the fingers of industry have as yet touched lightly on the
landscape” (Minchinton, 1969: ix), and there was little sign that the region was to
develop into a major industrial centre. It was, however, the topography of the
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land, and the riches it bore below the surface, that was to make the region its
fortune in the nineteenth century. Hull (1897: 62) explains that “the coal basin of
south Wales is, with the exception of that of the Clyde valley, the largest in Great
Britain”; it stretches for approximately 90 miles and has a width varying from 2 to
20 miles (North, 1931: 159) (See Map 1.1, page 28). Its geology and geography
has also been kind; the coal measures are crossed by what Hull (1897: 62)
describes as a “remarkable anticlinal axis”, the effect of which is to bring much of
the lower coals to within an easy working distance of the surface. Coal working
was further facilitated by the terrain of the region; the deep, narrow valleys made
accessing the coal seams much easier than in other regions, and their proximity
to the sea, once decent transport links had been developed, enabled these
resources to be exploited quickly and efficiently (John, 1995: 1).

According to Minchinton (1969: xi), and John (1995: 163), the pre-1914
economic history of south Wales can be broadly split into two phases, 1750-1850
and 1850-1914. In the first phase the metal industries dominated the industrial
face of the region, but they were overtaken by coal in the second phase and,
according to John (1995: 23), “it was not until the remarkable growth of the coal
trade that industrialisation embraced the entire [region]”. This view is upheld by N
Evans (1989: 215), who ascertains that the industrial development of south
Wales is “largely the story of the shift from one staple (iron) to another (coal)”.

1750-1850

At the start of this period, industry in south Wales was localised into ‘pockets’
that, due to the paucity of transport facilities, were of necessity located along the
coast of the region. The most important industries were copper and iron works,
with the former, based mainly in the Swansea-Neath area, initially being the more
significant; some works were of a considerable size, and employed between 30 -
70 people (John, 1995: 7). Coal was exploited by these industrialists, and other
individuals, but it was only on a very small scale, and any trade that did exist was
either land-based or sea-borne via Swansea (John, 1995: 14).
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A big impetus to both the iron and coal industries of south Wales was the
adoption of Darby’s method of smeiting, which was increasingly used after 1780
(Jones, 1984: 163). This meant that the iron industry, boosted by the demand
generated by an almost continuous thirty year period of war, required increasing
amounts of coal. It was thus that the iron masters of south Wales became
increasingly involved in the development of the coal industry.

The increase in demand, along with technical changes, starting with the
Coalbrookdale method of smelting, and the development of steam engines,
provided two of the three factors that Minchinton (1969: xi) asserts were required
to effect the transformation of south Wales. The third factor was transport;
markets could only be opened up if there were effective means of transport for
the products of the iron industry. However, at this time the only method of
transport was either via mule or packhorse, or coast-wise; both were very slow
and subject to the vagaries of the weather and Welsh geography.

The initial impetus for the development of an effective and efficient
transport infrastructure came from those entrepreneurs invoived in the copper
and, increasingly, the iron industries. But who were these men? A number of
authors (Minchinton, 1969: xvii; N Evans, 1989: 201) have theorised that, when
looking at the economic development of south Wales, the region should be
viewed as ‘semi-colonial’ because it developed only as a result of outside,
English investment. Indeed, N Evans cites Harold Perkin as describing the region
as being “handicapped ... by [a] lack of capital, [a] lack of entrepreneurs, and [a]
lack of a potential proletariat’ to the extent that “industrialism had to be induced
from outside” (1989: 201). While to a great extent Minchinton’s view (1969: xvii)
that “the initial source of finance was largely external’, is true of the early
beginnings of industry in south Wales, as industrialisation continued apace, more
‘indigenous’ entrepreneurs became involved, especially in the coal industry.
Indeed, Morris & Williams (1958: 138) assert that, after 1840, investors were
mainly drawn from within the coalfield itself, partly because local knowledge was
very important, and partly because the industrialisation that had already taken
place gave newcomers the impetus to ‘have a go'.
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The early need for ‘external’ finance had much to do with the ‘remoteness’
of the region and the fact that, due to poor communications, it was a ‘late
developer’ in industrial terms, compared to some of the English regions. In
addition to this, although there were entrepreneurs in south Wales, they were
usually ‘small-time’, their sources of funds restricted to what could be raised
either from their own resources, or by approaching their acquaintances among
“the only monied classes on the coalfield, the larger yeomen and the landowners”
(John, 1995: 7).

However, as opportunities for expansion began to increase, these
relatively restricted sources of capital became insufficient, and external sources
were required. According to John (1995: 23), this local inability to provide capital
“made its immigration into the area a pre-requisite of industrial expansion” and
much of the capital required was introduced by “English businessmen ...who saw
the possibility of exploiting the natural resources” of the region (Chambers Jones,
1978. 17). Englishmen such as Anthony Bacon and Richard Crawshay, both
London merchants, were important in the initial development of the iron industry.
In 1765, Bacon and William Brownrigg set up the Cyfarthfa furnace in Merthyr
Tydfil, and other furnaces in 1777 and 1780. In 1776, Bacon joined forces with
Richard Crawshay, whose family was to play an extremely important role in the
future industrialisation of the region (John, 1995: 24).

As the pace of industrialisation increased, local capital became more
involved; the costs of developing iron works were considerable, and many of the
opportunities available within that industry had already been grasped, so it was to
coal that aspiring entrepreneurs turned to make their fortune. Among such men
were “‘mineral agents and mining engineers, who were very prominent amongst
the pioneers of the steam coal industry” (Walters, 1977: 51). One such engineer
was Thomas William Lewis, engineer at the Plymouth Works, Merthyr Tydfil,
whose son, William Thomas Lewis (1837-1914) became the 1% Baron Merthyr of
Senghenydd. This development did not, however, mean that south Wales
became ‘self-sufficient’ in producing its own entrepreneurs; it still attracted
Englishmen, for example, John Nixon and George Elliot, the latter of whom
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formed the Powell Duffryn Steam Coal Company in 1864, from the traditional
‘coal’ areas of England: Durham and Northumberland. Such men were attracted
by the potential riches to be made from the, as yet, unexploited coalfield; a
coalfield that could not be fully developed until an effective transport
infrastructure was in place.

Methods of transporting coal in south Wales

Throughout Great Britain, as has already been explained, the main means of
transportation in the eighteenth century were either coastal waterways or the
road network. Discussing the situation in the UK as a whole, Dodd (1925: 121),
commented on “the deplorable states of the roads in general” adding that, “those
of Wales fell below the in-exacting standards of the time”. This, according to
Jones (1984: 178), was mainly due to the geography of Wales which meant that
the roads that did exist were often simple rights of way and, even if on an
important route, were often so churned up by the mules and pack horses as to be
virtually impassable.

This situation made coastwise traffic all the more important, but this too
was an unreliable method, reliant as it was on the tides and the Welsh weather.
“Such primitive communications were an obvious deterrent to industrial
expansion” (Jones, 1984: 177), and the industrial ‘pioneers’ of south Wales
became enthusiastic sponsors of a canal network in the region. A group of iron
masters including Crawshay and Guest applied, in 1784, to build a canal from
Merthyr to Cardiff. An Act of Parliament was secured in 1790, and the
Glamorganshire canal was completed in 1798. This canal was very successful
and “gave the first great impetus to the rise of Cardiff as a sea port” (Phillips,
1925: 113). Another three major canals, the Monmouthshire, the Swansea and
the Neath canals, were built in south Wales, and these enabled areas that had
hitherto struggled to open up markets for their industrial output to be exploited.
According to DG Evans (1989:. 36), “the main contribution of canals to the
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economic development of south Wales was that they released the iron-smelting
industry from the constraint of its location”.

All four canals had been built to connect the northern parts of the coalfield
with the coast, “thus enabling the mineral resources of the upland districts to be
effectively exploited” (DG Evans, 1989: 37). One of the main results of the
development of a canal infrastructure was that the cost of transporting heavy,
bulk products was reduced: this acted as an impetus for the local coal trade and,
according to DG Evans (1989: 37-8), “initiated a vibrant coal trade” which helped
“usher in the Industrial Revolution in south Wales”. However, the coal industry
was still “the handmaid to iron” (Jones, 1984. 161), in that rather than being an
important industry in its own right, the coal industry played ‘second fiddle’ to the
iron industry and was heavily reliant upon it for its own development. This meant
that throughout the early decades of the nineteenth century, the coal and iron
industries developed ‘in tandem’, because wherever ironworks had been
established, there was a “corresponding stimulus to the development of coal
mining” (Morris & Williams, 1958: 10). This was largely due to the fact that “the
prosperity of the iron industry was dependent upon an abundant supply of cheap
coal” which meant that the iron masters had to open new levels and pits (D
Williams, 1977: 215). This trend continued, especially during the 1830s, when it
was discovered that anthracite coal could be used in the smelting of iron ore (D
Williams, 1977: 214), which led to the development of an iron making industry in
west Glamorgan. At the same time there was a rapid expansion in ironworks
around Merthyr, for example, at works such as Dowlais and Cyfarthfa, and in
Monmouthshire, where there were significant iron works at, for example, Ebbw
Vale, Tredegar and Rhymney. However, Merthyr was the leading ‘iron town’, and
was so “phenomenally successful” that, by 1840, Dowlais was the largest iron
works in the world (N Evans, 1989: 215).

As the industrial demand for coal in the region increased, so did the
demand for ‘sale-coal’: coal used for other purposes. In 1830 the first Welsh coal
(from Merthyr via Cardiff) was sold in London (D Williams, 1977: 216) but still, as
Morris & Williams (1958: 2) point out, “in the great market of London, Welsh
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supplies played little part....the north of England reign[ed] supreme”. However
the sale of Welsh coal in London “did mark a crucial expansion in the horizon of
the Cardiff coal trade” (Morris & Williams, 1958: 20). Despite this increasing
importance, the resources of south Wales could still not be properly exploited
until the region had an efficient means of transporting the coal to its potential
markets. This arrived in 1839 when the West Bute Dock was opened in Cardiff,
and was further boosted by the completion of the Taff Vale railway in 1841
(Morris & Williams, 1958: 20). This railway had been promoted by Merthyr's iron
masters, especially John Guest of Dowlais, to reduce congestion on the canals
(DG Evans, 1989: 39). The railway gave the coal of the valleys access to the sea
and the facilities of the new docks at Cardiff, an event which “many would
argue... was the great turning point in Cardiffs modern history” (DG Evans,
1989: 39).

According to Morris & Williams (1958: 1), 1840 was a “definite turning
point in the economic development of south Wales”. The development of good
transport links enabled the region to exploit its natural advantages; it had a large
coalfield, with abundant seams, which “made its resources seem almost
boundless”; no coal for shipment had to travel more than 30 miles to reach the
nearest port and the lie of the land made the sinking of pits and construction of
railways easier than in other regions (Morris & Williams, 1958: 15). Once the
infrastructure was in place, not only was it easier for the goods to flow out of the
region, but it also made the region more attractive to inward investment, and the
1840s saw the pace of the influx of capital start to quicken (John, 1995: 40).

According to Minchinton (1969: xvii), by 1850, the dominance of iron in
south Wales was fast coming to an end, and it was soon to be overtaken by coal
as the “driving force of industrialisation” in the region (Jones, 1984: 171). Within
the south Wales coal industry it was the demand for steam coal that provided the
main impetus for this expansion. Morris & Williams (1958: 18) explain that “the
outstanding development in the ....decades after 1840 was the growth in the
shipments of coal, particularly of steam coal’. It was the increased demand for
steam coal, and the impact that this had on the whole economy of the region,
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that dominated south Wales in the decades after 1850 and, by the end of the
nineteenth century, the south Wales coalfield was the most significant coalfield in
Britain.

North Wales

Writing in the late nineteenth century, JE Thomas (1889: 11) opined that “the
north Wales coalfield is not to be compared with the south Wales field as regards
area or capacity. Still, it is an important area, situated as it is so near to the
estuaries of the Dee and Mersey”. This statement highlights the fact that, when
discussing the north Wales coal industry, the region under discussion is actually
concentrated in north east Wales. Although there are coal deposits in Anglesey
(see Map 1.1) which form a small, separate, coalfield in north west Wales, these
had been mined extensively in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and had
become of negligible importance by the nineteenth century (North, 1931: 195).

In the north east Wales coalfield, “the coal measures extend in an
uninterrupted tract from the slopes of the Severn Valley, south of Oswestry to the
Point of Ayr at the mouth of the Dee”, a total length of 45 miles (W Gibson, 1927:
240). The coal measures of the region fall into three broad subdivisions: the
Lower, Middle and Upper measures. The Lower measures, which attain
maximum development in Flintshire, “contain no coal seams of commercial
importance” (Flintshire Record Office, hereafter D, D/DM/996/12). The Upper
measures, which are “more conspicuously developed in Denbighshire are
likewise devoid of commercially important seams” (D/DM/996/12). The chief of
the region’s seams, which can be found in the Middle measures, is the Main
seam, also known as the Five Yard or Six Foot seam (D/DM 996/12). However,
the coalfield is not shared by both counties as the ‘Great Bala fault’, “produces a
complete break between the Carboniferous strata of Denbighshire and Flintshire”
(Hull,1897: 68), forming two distinct coalfields, those of Denbighshire and
Flintshire, each of which has different characteristics, and can be discussed

separately. As a result of the faults in the region, the coal deposits “are very
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variable [and the faults] completely sever and change the dip and quality of the
seams of coal" (Nixon, 1865: 46). The commercially important seams are
generally thinner than those in south Wales and not as easily accessible (North,
1931: 193).

Mao 1.1;,The cpalfield? <t Wales

North East
HOLYHI Wales
South Wales-
Pembrokeshire & ABERYSTWYTH
Carmarthenshire
SOMILES
South Wales

coalfield

Source: North, 1931:12)
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Notwithstanding this, the Flintshire coalfield, with its easy access to the
sea, was able to exploit its coal resources, and the first evidence of coal working
at Ewloe was as early as 1322 (D/DM/996/12). In the seventeenth century much
of the production in Flintshire was directed at the export market to Ireland, and
especially Dublin. “By 1638-9 [Flintshire] had emerged as the major west coast
exporter”, with 4,355 chaldrons being shipped across the Irish Sea; an amount
that was twice that exported from Liverpool, and four times that from south Wales
ports (Lloyd Gruffydd, 1996: 55-59). At this time Denbighshire “lagged far behind
its precocious neighbour [its] remoteness from the sea, combined with the
deplorable state of the roads, cut it off from those populous markets which had
fostered the early developments of districts like Hawarden and Mostyn [and] the
only demand [that] it could serve was highly localised” (Dodd, 1929: 200). In
much of Denbighshire, outside the immediate vicinity of the coal producing
villages, the main source of domestic fuel was peat, and even “in manufactures
the demand [for coal] was negligible” (Dodd, 1929: 201).

Flintshire could not sustain its competitiveness in the export market, but
the smelting of lead using coal became increasingly important after 1692, and
this gave the coal industry of the county an important fillip (Dodd, 1929: 202).
Other industrial developments in the metallurgical sector and other industries
also boosted coal production in Flintshire; iron works, copper works, brick works
and potteries were established throughout the county in the latter half of the
eighteenth century, and “the proprietors of the new undertakings soon found it
convenient to ensure their supply of fuel by sinking new coal pits or buying old
ones” (Dodd, 1929: 205), and thus the coal industry flourished. However, by the
1820s many of Flintshire’s mines were showing signs of exhaustion. This,
coupled with an economic slump, and the fact that at 10 shillings per ton, the
county’'s coal was “the most expensive fuel in north east Wales” (Pryce, 1971:
49), meant that many concerns ‘went to the wall’, and the county began to be
eclipsed by its neighbour, Denbighshire.
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Denbighshire

Background

The original ‘industry’ in Denbighshire was lead mining and smelting; the
Romans had mined for lead in the hills behind Minera and, by the late eighteenth
century, a small but fairly vigorous industry existed to the north west of Wrexham.
However, “the Denbighshire coal field owes more to iron than lead” (Dodd, 1929:
203) because, as Pryce (1971: 46) explains, “the expansion in coal mining [in the
region] was intimately related to and largely dependent on developments in
[ferrous] metallurgy”. According to Dodd (1971: 24), it was not until “the
development... and the reorganisation of the Bersham ironworks [in the mid
eighteenth century].... [that] the real Industrial Revolution [began] in the mining
and metal industries of North Wales”. Until this date industry had been held back
by a number of factors, the most important being that the topography of the
region meant that transporting goods was extremely difficult and therefore any
markets were restricted to the local area. This isolation hindered not only the
demand for products that might be manufactured, but more importantly
discouraged inward investment; capital was required if industrialisation was to
take off, but this commodity was scarce in eighteenth century north east Wales.
To attract industry “it was necessary to have capital, raw materials, [a]
means of power, labour and communications” (Chambers Jones, 1978: 17) and
although north Wales possessed some of these in plenty, namely raw materials,
power and labour, it lacked the means by which to exploit them: capital and
communications. According to Dodd (1971: 305), in England, the move toward
capitalism and entrepreneurship had started long before the Industrial Revolution
began, so the foundations for further development had already been laid. “North
Wales had been disqualified by its history from participating in these earlier steps
toward capitalism” (Dodd, 1971: 306) and was thus severely disadvantaged.
Dodd (1926: 16) argues that one of the reasons for this was that historically,
going back to the wars of Independence, the ‘Welshry’ were excluded from
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skilled trades and municipal positions, and even when ‘allowed’ to become
involved, it was to England that any ambitious Welshman turned to make his
fortune. It was not that there was no capital in north Wales, there was, but it was
in the hands of landowners and agriculturalists who often had littie interest in
expanding into industry, “largely because of ..... their reluctance to incur risks”
(DG Evans, 1989: 32).

The merchants of the region were often unable to exploit any industrial
opportunities that they might come across, largely because the lack of an
entrepreneurial tradition in Wales meant that the merchants often lacked the
requisite skills to pursue potential opportunities, even if they had access to
capital. These factors meant that when industrialisation did come to north Wales,
“the capitalists who financed the bigger undertakings were almost all
Englishmen” (Dodd, 1971: 30).

Lead and Iron

Two Englishmen who recognised the potential in Denbighshire were Isaac
Wilkinson, and Richard Kirk (later Kyrke), both from Derbyshire. Wilkinson
purchased the Bersham ironworks in 1753, and Kirk moved to Denbighshire in
1775 from Chapel en le Frith (Ellis Hughes, 1946: 85) to “seek his fortune in lead
mining at Minera” (Dodd, 1929: 203). Wilkinson purchased an ironworks that,
since 1721, had been smelting iron using coal rather than charcoal. The pioneer
of the Coalbrookdale method in Wrexham was Charles Lloyd who, AH Dodd
asserts (1971: 23), was actually taught the methods by Abraham Darby, “his
friend and co-religionist” (Dodd, 1929: 203), “for there were no other works
outside Shropshire, where coke-smelting came in until another generation had
passed” (Dodd, 1971: 23).

Isaac Wilkinson did not make a success of the ironworks and, in 1761, it
was taken over by his sons John and William; John Wilkinson “was to make it
one of the most famous [iron works] in the land” (Dodd, 1971: 23). John
Wilkinson took over Bersham “just in time for the great Industrial boom of George
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lI's early years” (Dodd, 1989: 215) and, by 1813, in his Cambrian Travellers
Guide, Nicholson (cited by Palmer, 1899: 14) described it as “among the finest in
the kingdom”. This success was largely down to the opportunities opened up by
war; Wilkinson was able to expand the munitions side of his business, and they
“were turned out in unheard of quantities” (Dodd, 1971: 135). He took advantage
of the seemingly unceasing wars of the late eighteenth century, especially the
Napoleonic wars; indeed, he was suspected of supplying ordnance to both the
British and French armies! Such was his success that “before long the Wrexham
district became known through the land as a centre for the manufacture of
ordnance” (Dodd, 1989: 215). In addition to munitions, in 1775, Bersham began
to produce cylinders for the steam engines of James Watt and Mathew Boulton,
and “for twenty years all but three or four qf the engines had their cylinders made
at one or other of Wilkinson's works” (Dodd, 1971. 137). This relationship,
however, broke down in the mid-1790s due to the fact that Wilkinson was found
to be infringing Boulton & Watt's patent by manufacturing his own engines.

By 1795, John Wilkinson had split acrimoniously from his brother and was
running the ironworks alone. He died in 1808, having “extended [his] financial
activities far beyond the [industry] with which [he] was directly concerned and
[had].....amassed [a] great fortune” (Dodd, 1971: 133). He died leaving no direct
heir to take over, and “his estates melted away in litigation” until they were
eventually sold by the Chancery in 1812. Despite this sale, “sixteen years later
[the Bersham ironworks] lay in ruins” and the village of Bersham had reverted to
its original rural state (Dodd, 1971. 141). However, despite this ignominious
ending to his story, according to Buxton (1979: 68), “Wilkinson was....the pioneer
who confirmed the relationship between steam power (and hence coal)
ironmaking and engineering”. He was the first to blow the blast at Bersham in
1776, the first to use steam to power a forge-hammer in 1776, and the first to use
steam in a rolling mill in 1784 (Buxton, 1979: 68).

When Bersham began using coal rather than charcoal to smelt iron in
1721 the production of iron was approximately 5 tons per week or 250 tons per
year; by 1806, the combined annual production of the 3 furnaces in Wrexham
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was 2,075 tons and there had been little improvement in the figures since 1795/6
(Dodd, 1971: 141-3). The Napoleonic Wars helped maintain the demand for iron
but, once it was over, there was a long depression in the industry. This was
followed by the “great boom of 1824-5" (Dodd, 1971: 141-3) and “east
Denbighshire, with its rich deposits of coal and iron was well blessed” (DG
Evans, 1989: 28). However, despite this, in 1826 north Wales produced only
16,000 tons of pig iron per annum from seven furnaces (I Edwards, 1965: 151).
Although the number of furnaces had increased to twelve and production to
24,000 tons by 1828, the iron produced by north Wales accounted for only 3.5
per cent of the total output for England and Wales (DG Evans, 1989: 28) and
north Wales was far outstripped by other iron producing regions: for example, in
1828 Shropshire produced over 81,000 tons while south Wales produced a
phenomenal 280,000 tons (I Edwards, 1965: 151).

An upsurge in the demand for iron was created by the railway boom of the
1840s, but the north Wales iron works were unable to capitalise to any great
extent. In 1848 the output from the five furnaces in existence in Denbighshire
was less than that of 1827, while in south Wales between 1830 and 1845
production increased by 150 per cent (Dodd, 1971: 152). One of the reasons for
this, according to Dodd (1971: 152), was that the region was the least productive
of all the iron manufacturing districts, and “the old difficulties - lack of capital and
the awkward lie of country prevented North Wales, at the critical moment from
devising a railway system suited to her needs”. So, by 1850, the iron industry,
which had played so important a role in developing industry in the Wrexham
area, had dwindled to such an extent that it played only a negligible role in the
continuing industrial development of the region. Iron had, however, played an
important part in creating a demand for coal in Wrexham, and it was the coal
industry, along with, later, the steel industry at Brymbo, which would drive
industrialisation in the region throughout the rest of the nineteenth century.
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Coal

“The story of coal mining in Denbighshire goes back more than five hundred
years” (Lerry, 1958: 41), but “mining in those days meant little more than surface
digging for coal’ (Lerry, 1968: 9). It was only in the eighteenth century that the
Denbighshire coal industry began to develop, and this happened only because
the iron industry provided an impetus. Despite this, “the method of raising coal
was primitive and the means of communication to centres was so poor that in
winter, owing to the bad state of the roads the coal was stacked in the field and
carted away in the summer” (Dodd,1971: 42-3).

The county’s access to the sea was also restricted which, when combined
with the dreadful roads, meant that the market for coal was largely for domestic
consumption (Dodd, 1929: 200), and it was only when “immigrant iron masters
[were] attracted to the region by its wealth of ironstone and coal” (Dodd, 1971:
190), that the mineral began to be exploited for industrial purposes. This
development was initiated by ironmasters such as John Wilkinson; he was
unhappy that he had to purchase the coal to smelt his iron from others, “so he
gradually acquired various estates in iron and coal” (Palmer, 1899: 18). For
example, he purchased Brymbo Hall in 1793; here “he would have coal
resources, almost untapped, at his command” (Dodd, 1971: 137), and by 1829
there were 41 pits sunk on the estate (Palmer, 1899: 20). Dodd (1929: 210)
explains that it is difficult to actually assess the growth of the coal industry in
terms of output in this early period; according to Wilkinson (cited in Paimer, 1899:
32), in 1799 one of his pits was producing 200 tons per week; but truly reliable
figures of production for the region are not available until the second half of the
nineteenth century.

The 1820s saw coal mining become an increasingly popular venture in
north Wales, and speculators began to “brood over the unchartered waters of the
Welsh mountains” (Dodd, 1971: 131), but many of these ventures were “too
much tainted with the prevailing policy of ‘get-rich-quick’ with all its recklessness
and extravagance” (Dodd, 1929: 216). This meant that “the most accessible
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seams were worked at a furious pace and then abandoned” (Dodd, 1929: 216),
and many ventures failed, mostly through a lack of expertise and capital. By 1830
there was a general trade depression and, one after another, the industries within
the region that required coal, moved to other parts of the country, especially
south Wales, “with the result that North Wales fell behind in the race” (Lerry,
1968: 21). This view of there being a race between regions is reinforced by Dodd
(1971: ix), who explains that “there were still those who believed on the eve of
the repeal of the coal tax in 1831, that with this obstacle removed, the industries
of the North Wales coalfield could hold their own” with other regions. However,
such hopes were elusive because “the leeway to be made up was abnormally
heavy” (Dodd, 1971: vii).

The inherent problems of the region and competition from other areas
“seemed to indicate that the coal and iron industry of Denbighshire... might soon
be a thing of the past” (Lerry, 1968: 21) but those involved persevered
throughout the 1830s, and were reinforced by an influx of ‘immigrants’ such as
Robert Roy (1795-1873) and Henry Robertson (1816-1888) who arrived in the
late 1830s and early 1840s. The influence of such men meant that “a new
chapter in the history of the Denbighshire coalfield was opened” (Lerry, 1958:
46), but their contribution would have been made a great deal more difficult had
not improvements in the methods of communication given the coal industry an

additional and extremely significant impetus.

Methods of transporting coal in Denbighshire

Roads

Many areas that possessed plentiful raw materials, such as Denbighshire, were
hampered by being landbound; this meant that markets for any industrial output
in the region were of necessity local, and reliant on the road network, which was
generally in a deplorable state. According to Copeland (1968: 1), “complaints
about their [the roads] shocking condition were frequently made, particularly
during the winter months when the highways became impassable in a sea of
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mud”. As Dodd (1925: 122) remarks, “such conditions did not foster traffic”,
indeed, a comment that was included in an Act for widening and repairing the
road from Pool, in Montgomeryshire, to Wrexham (via Chirk and Ruabon) in 1755
states that “by reason of the many heavy carriages passing thereon [the roads]
are become too deep and [so] ruinous that travellers cannot pass without great
danger” (D/DM/101). Dodd (1925: 124), further observes that the Denbighshire
coalfield, because it was dependent on land transport, “was a full century later in
developing than its Flintshire neighbour” which had access to the Dee Estuary
and, therefore, coastal markets.

Nationally, very little was done to improve roads, and it was left very much
to the locality, i.e the parish, to maintain them. This parochial view meant that no
thought was given to ‘through’ routes. Travel was not a necessity or priority for
many, and it was only when demands for improvement were made by those who
wanted to travel further afield in comfort, and those who wished to exploit the
industrial potential of their land, that improvements occurred (Dodd, 1971: 125).
However, according to Copeland (1968: 28), the turnpikes occasionally faced
opposition in areas where industry had begun to develop “because of fears that
better roads would bring increased competition from other areas”.

After 1750 new roads were built by both private enterprise and by public
subscription, and “finally these methods were merged in the work of the Turnpike
Trusts” (Dodd, 1971: 126). It was in this period that Trusts began to appear in
north Wales; the first, in 1752, managed the road between Wrexham and
Shrewsbury, and communications from Wrexham were further improved by the
creation of a Trust to cover the route to Chester in 1756. By 1800, “North Wales
could boast a thousand miles of turnpike road” (Dodd, 1971: 133), but this did not
effect an “immediate and magical improvement in the state of the roads” (Dodd,
1971: 93). Mismanagement, the cost of tolls and a reluctance to change were
some of the main defects, but the main problem was that parochialism continued;
this meant that long journeys were difficult to co-ordinate, for example, there
were twenty three trusts involved in the journey from London to Holyhead (Dodd,
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1971: 94), and in Denbighshire and Flintshire alone, there were eighteen trusts
responsible for almost 300 miles of road (Dodd, 1925: 137).

Yet, despite this, communications were much improved and regular coach
and postal routes were established; road building in the mining region around
Wrexham eased transportation problems, and trade was stimulated. Goods could
now be transported further, and more quickly, which helped open up hitherto
isolated regions, but journey times were still very slow; and although
communications had improved there was still a long way to go before the
Denbighshire coalfield could be fully accessible; an important development in this

process was the development of a national canal system.

Canals

A major reason for the development of the canal system was the need to be able
to transport bulky materials, such as coal and iron, further afield; and iron
masters and, to a lesser extent, coalowners, were important “pioneers of the
canal network” (DG Evans, 1989: 32). In Flintshire, a canal was dug as early as
1768 with the express intention of carrying coal from Hawarden to the Dee but
this proved a failure, and no other attempts were made in that county (Dodd,
1971: 101). In Denbighshire, two canals, the Ellesmere and the Montgomery
canals, helped link the coalfield to important markets in England and elsewhere
in Wales.

When the idea of a canal to link Chester with Liverpool, which would give
Chester access to Lancashire coal was first mooted, the pioneer industrialists of
North Wales decided to form the Ellesmere Canal Company to promote a route
that was more beneficial to their interests. The shareholders included the Earl of
Bridgewater, a prominent backer of canals, John Wilkinson and Richard Kirk.
Wilkinson and Kirk wanted to open up additional markets for their iron and coal,
and were described as “assiduous attendants on our early labours.....who not
infrequently gave us their aid and countenance” (Dodd, 1971: 102-3). Indeed,
Wilkinson was one of the earliest subscribers in 1792, and was appointed to the
Committee of directors of the company in 1805 (D/DM/101).
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There was a great deal of debate about the route, (see Map 1.2 for the
various alternatives), but they finally settled on “the making and maintaining [of] a
navigable canal from the River Severn at Shrewsbury ...to the River Mersey at or
near Netherpool ... through, by or near the towns of Ellesmere and Wrexham”.
The importance of the industrialists to the project is underlined by the Act itself,
which states that the canal “will open a communication for the cheap and easy
conveyance of goods, wares, provisions and merchandise, and all heavy
commodities [which] will greatly promote and facilitate the intercourse of trade
and commerce between the several places...[and] will tend very much to reduce
the price of coals in the neighbourhood thereof’ (Denbighshire Record Office,
hereafter DD, DD/PP/600).

The Act was passed in 1793 (33 Geo.3, Cap XCI) and, with a capital of
£400,000 raised from 1,238 shareholders, building began. By 1805 most of the
work of constructing the canal was complete; it was at that date 83 miles long
and linked “Liverpool, Manchester and the whole of the extensive country
through which the canal passes” (DD/PP/600). This did not mean that the project
had proceeded as planned; as a report to the Ellesmere Directors states in
November 1805: “it was originally intended that the main line of [the] canal
should be carried from Wrexham to Ruabon and Pontcysyllte, but upon mature
consideration, the great quantity of lockage which would have been required
upon this part, and the difficulty and expense....made it evident that ...canal
navigations through the district would be perfectly unadvisable” (D/DM/101). This
was obviously unfortunate for the industrialists around Wrexham, as was the fact
that the canal “for some, undetermined, reason, .....was cut short rather less than
half way between Ellesmere and Shrewsbury” (Wilson, 1975: 9) and was never
extended as far as the latter (See Map 1.2). Given the latter’s potential, not only
as a market itself, but as a ‘gateway’ into new markets in mid-Wales and the
Midlands, this was a bitter blow to the industrialists of Wrexham.
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Map 1.2: Ellesmere Cgnal showing actual and proposed, routes

(Source: Wilson, 1975: 4)



A further blow to the interests of Wrexham occurred when a start was
made on a branch of the Ellesmere canal which would connect the collieries and
ironworks of Kirk and Wilkinson in Ruabon to the canal; it was found that water
would not stay in the canal and, after many failed attempts, “the whole of the
Chester-Ruabon section was given up as hopeless” (Dodd, 1971: 104). It was
unfortunate that the geography of the region made road building, and later canal
and railway building much more difficult than in other regions. The topography of
the region is described as “horrendous” by Jones (1984: 178) and, unlike in south
Wales, where the topography actually facilitated the construction of an effective
communications infrastructure, in north Wales, it was always an obstacle that
had to be overcome.

However, despite this, the canal opened up new markets for the
Denbighshire coalfield. Coalowners now had access to markets which were
much further afield than those previously available and, according to Dodd (1971:
109), “it would be difficult to overestimate the effect on North Wales of the
improved communications brought about by canals and turnpike roads”. One of
the most important effects was to make the area more attractive to outside
capital; this helped attract new industrialists, which gave a further boost to the

development of the area, which in turn attracted more inward investment.

Railways

Wales, both north and south, was a ‘late starter’ in terms of building railways, and
the rail infrastructure in Denbighshire was still in the developmental stage in the
late 1840s. Prior to this, any railways in the county had been simple tram roads
that carried goods to the canals to await distribution; for example, since 1757 a
three and a half mile ‘railway’ linked the Ellesmere canal to Trevor, which gave
the Ruabon collieries limited access to markets further afield (DD/NTD/144 aa).
However, the “failure to construct the Ellesmere canal along its intended line
through the coalfield, effectively ruled out that waterway as an outlet for the raw
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materials and finished goods of the Bersham, Ffrwd, Ponciau and Ruabon
industrial areas” (DD/NTD/142).

There was therefore, in industrial terms, an “urgent need” (DD/NTD/142)
for railways if the potential of the region was to be exploited but, according to
Lerry, in some unpublished notes, “when railway enterprise was first undertaken
in the Wrexham district ... there was considerable opposition to the initial
schemes, especially [from] landowners’ (DD/NTD/144ab'). In 1839, George
Stephenson was engaged as the engineer on a proposed line from Wrexham to
Chester, a project promoted by “the gentlemen of Chester’, who “saw the
immense advantages to be derived from opening up the rich coal fields of
Wrexham and Ruabon”. These initial plans, however, came to nothing due to the
“commercial depression which soon commenced’. Various attempts were made
to revive the scheme; for example, the idea was resurrected in 1842 but, “owing
to opposition and apathy, the scheme had to be abandoned”. After his arrival in
Wrexham, the Scottish railway engineer, Henry Robertson, became involved in
the project but, in 1843, he and his colleagues again met failure, “through the
opposition of rival mineral proprietors”. Finally, in 1844, Robertson and his fellow
promoters succeeded in getting the agreement of all parties involved, and the
North Wales Mineral Railway Act was passed, which provided for a line from
Wrexham to Chester, with a branch from Wrexham to Brymbo, and then an
extension south to Ruabon (DD/NTD/142). In 1846 the North Wales Mineral
Railway Company amalgamated with the Shrewsbury, Oswestry and Chester
Junction Railway to create the Shrewsbury & Chester Railway Company (Boyd,
1991: 218).

When the main London-Holyhead route was being planned, it was decided
that the easiest route would be via Chester and along the North Wales coast
rather than via Shrewsbury. This latter route had been favoured by the principal
owners of mines and ironworks in Wrexham and, from 1836, they had been
petitioning strongly for this route, but “the lie of the country prescribed to the main

" All further quotes in this paragraph, unless otherwise stated, are taken from DD/NTD/144ab
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railway lines a course which precluded them from serving the chief .....
industries” of the region (Dodd, 1971: ix).

By 1848, the line from Chester to Shrewsbury, via Wrexham and Ruabon,
was opened and this, especially when branch lines were laid to specific mines,
made North Wales coal available to areas which hitherto it had been impossible
to supply (Lerry, 1949). The Shrewsbury to Wrexham section of the Shrewsbury
and Chester Railway was opened on 12 October 1848, after three years of work,
(the Chester, Wrexham, Ruabon section had opened on 4 November 1846).
According to an article in the Wrexham Recorder (no date), “we are now within
easy access of the two largest towns in our neighbourhood... and within a very
few months, by the opening up of the Shrewsbury and Birmingham Railway to
Stafford, through Shrewsbury will again be our route to London” (quoted in
DD/NTD/142). This development of the railway did open up north east Wales to
industrial expansion, but it arrived here later than in some other regions, and it
thus meant that “while she [north Wales] was still struggling forward, the
industrial centres of the North and Midlands were steadily consolidating their
position” (Dodd, 1971: 119). However, this is not to say that the coal industry did
not make rapid progress once the railways arrived, and the period 1850-1914
was to see coal play an increasingly important role in the industrial expansion of
Denbighshire.

Conclusion

The period 1750 to 1850 saw coal becoming increasingly important to the British
economy; it helped fuel the technological changes of the Industrial Revolution
and, with the coming of the railways, allowed areas that hitherto had had little in
the form of industry, due to the lack of natural resources, to take advantage of
the new opportunities being opened up. Until the mid-nineteenth century, the
demand for coal and, therefore, the price, was closely linked with the demand for
iron, and it was not until the second half of the nineteenth century, when
domestic and imperial requirements increased significantly, that the coal industry
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became the ‘dominant’ partner; it no longer ‘relied’ on iron to boost demand and
price because there were sufficient other ‘customers’.

It was the improvements in the transport infrastructure that allowed coal to
become “all-powerful’ (Jevons, 1865: viii). As the demand for coal increased,
methods had to be found to transport it to the places which needed it; first the
roads were improved, then the canals were dug and, finally, the railways were
laid. Jevons (1865: 91) explained that “the rapid extension of railways is mainly
due to the traffic and wealth occasioned by the use of coal in manufactures” but,
once the railways had been laid, the engines themselves needed coal as fuel and
so coal and railways became inextricably linked in the second half of the
nineteenth century. This close relationship is demonstrated in Denbighshire;
without the railways Denbighshire, being a land bound coalfield, was heavily
constrained in its development of an ‘external’ market. All of this changed after
1850, the coming of railways enabling significant developments to take place.

It is these developments that form the focus of the remainder of this
thesis. We commence our examination of these developments in the next
chapter by providing an overview of the Denbighshire coalfield and its
development after 1850, explaining how it fits into the context of, first, north
Wales and, secondly, the British coal industry.
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Chapter 2

PROFILE OF THE DENBIGHSHIRE COALFIELD

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is, first, to explain how the Denbighshire coalfield fits
into the context of the north Wales coal industry before looking at the coalfield
within a UK context. A detailed review of the development of the Denbighshire
coalfield over two periods, 1854-1873 and 1874-1914 will then be carried out.
This review covers the numbers of mines, their size, their output and the number
of men they employed; these statistics will then be used to compare and contrast
Denbighshire with other coalfields in the UK and to provide a backcloth against
which the developments of the coalfield can be discussed in later chapters.

The Denbighshire coalfield was never designated a ‘coalfield’ in its own
right when official statistics were gathered; it was always simply a ‘region’ within
the north Wales ‘coalfield’. This means that much of the official data, on which
this chapter is based, relates to north Wales, but a number of sources, mainly
Hunt's Mineral Statistics, (Mineral Statistics from 1884) and the List of Mines,
(BL/BS/27/1) do provide statistics relating to Denbighshire which has allowed

conclusions about this coalfield to be drawn.

The north Wales coal industry

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the north Wales ‘coalfield’ is split between three
counties: Anglesey, Denbighshire and Flintshire. Anglesey comprised a small,
geographically isolated field which had been so worked that by the mid-
nineteenth century it was of little significance; in 1854, it had only 5 mines
(Dickinson, 1854: 72), and its contribution in terms of the output of north Wales
was also negligible (approximately 1 per cent). As for Denbighshire and
Flintshire, W Gibson (1927: 240) explained that “the Western rim of the crescent



of coalfields surrounding the Cheshire Triassic and Dirift filled plain is occupied by
[the] coalfields of Denbighshire and Flintshire". Geologically, the coal measures
of north east Wales are traversed by the “the great Bala fracture" (FA Gibson,
1922: 241) which runs north east to south west from Caergwrle to Minera (North,
1931: 189), creating two distinct coalfields which can be studied separately (see
Map 2.1). The Denbighshire coalfield is centred on the towns of Wrexham and
Ruabon and, to a lesser extent, Chirk; whereas the Flintshire coalfield is located
mainly around Mold, Hawarden and Buckley, but extending to the coast at Point

of Ayr.

Map 2.1: The geology of north-east_Wales..showing the main centres of the Denbighshire and

Flintshire coalfields

Prestatyn

Millstone Grrit

Silurian

(Source: Kelly, 1990)
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In the eighteenth century, as was noted in Chapter 1, it was the Flintshire
coalfield that dominated the output of the north Wales ‘coalfield’; the proximity of
coastal ports such as Mostyn (see Map 2.1), and therefore the coastal trade to
Ireland, meant that coal was exploited for commercial reasons from a much
earlier date here than in Denbighshire. Denbighshire was a land-locked county,
but “with the aid of the new markets provided by industry and agriculture, and the
cheaper and speedier means of reaching them afforded by turnpike roads, canals
and mineral railway, coal mining made rapid progress” in the second half of the
nineteenth century (Dodd, 1971: 195).

The north Wales ‘coalfield’ in the context of the UK

In this section, and the subsequent one on Denbighshire, which look at the profile
of north Wales and Denbighshire within a UK context, we will split the period
between the middle of the nineteenth century and the First World War into two:

i) 1854-1875

ii) 1875-1914.

The reasons for this are twofold. Firstly, the accuracy of the figures in the first
period is in doubt; the main source for this period is the statistics compiled by
Hunt from the returns voluntarily made by mine owners. However, many of these
figures are likely to be estimates and, since the accuracy of figures for individual
years can be questioned, any calculations based thereon can only be used to
establish trends. According to Taylor (1955: 48) “these statistics [Hunt 1854-
1873] are of dubious value” and it is only from 1874 that the official, published
statistics for a region’s output can be used with confidence. The reason for this is
that there was no compulsion on colliery owners to make returns until after the
implementation of the 1872 Mines Act and consequently, until this date, the data
produced was incomplete. However, for the purpose of this thesis they are useful
as a starting point because they are the only figures available for this period. The
second reason for the chronological split in our analysis is that the main collieries
that were to ‘power’ the Denbighshire coalfield in the late nineteenth century were
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not sunk until the late 1860s/early 1870s and so their impact was only felt in the
period 1875 -1914.

1854-1875

In relation to the UK as a whole it is obvious that north Wales was an insignificant
region in terms of output and numbers employed (see Table 2.1). In 1854 the
output of north Wales was approximately 1.8 per cent of the total for the UK, and
the percentage of workers employed in north Wales was 2.1 per cent.

Table 2.1: Statistics re the UK and north Wales 1854-1875

1854 1860 1865 1870 1875
UK
Output- ‘000 tons 64,661 84,042 98,151 110,431 133,306
No. of collieries 2,397 3,009 3,256 2,851(b) 4,445(b)
% increase in output 24.3 16.8 12.5 20.7
Numbers employed 217,356 (a) (a) (a) 510,523
North Wales
Output -'000 tons 1,143 1,750 1,983 2,329 2,349
No. of collieries 60 84 84 53(b) 124(b)
Amount carried by
rail - ‘000 tons 122 930 1,023 1,227
Numbers employed 4,623 (a) (a) (@) 13,593
% Increase in output 53.1 13.3 17.4 0.9
NW output as % of
UK 1.8 2.1 2.0 21 1.8
NW employees as %
of UK employees 2.1 2.7

(Sources: 1854-1870: Hunt's Mineral Statistics: D/IGR/1545-1570; 1875: Gibson (1922): 11 and

29-30)

Notes:

(a) no figures are available for these years;

(b) the fluctuations in the number of collieries between 1870 and 1875 are likely to be due to
changes in the way in which collieries were classified. It would appear that, in 1875, collieries
which had, for example, No. 1 & No. 2 pits, may have been counted as two separate collieries,
whereas they had only been included as one colliery in 1870. If the comprehensive list of
collieries for Denbighshire (Appendix A) is studied, this would indeed appear to be the case - only
a handful of collieries being opened between 1870 and 1875.

By 1860 the output of north Wales accounted for 2 per cent of the UK total
output which was slightly higher than its neighbours, Cheshire and Shropshire

47



see Table 2.2), two other coalfields that are generally classified as small.
However, while the share of UK output produced by both Cheshire and
Shropshire fell greatly between 1854 and 1875, that of north Wales remained
roughly constant, being 1.8 per cent in both 1854 and 1875. In terms of
employment, by 1875, north Wales was employing a higher proportion of the
UK’s colliers in its collieries, the proportion having increased to 2.7 per cent (see
Table 2.1).

Table 2.2: Number of collieries and output, Cheshire & Shropshire 1854-1875

Cheshire Shropshire
Year No. of | Output- Output as | No. of | Output- Output as

collieries ‘000 tons % of UK collieries ‘000 tons % of UK
1854 30 786 1.2 48 1,080 1.7
1860 35 750 0.9 68 850 1.0
1865 39 850 0.9 69 1,135 1.2
1870 29 929 0.8 59 1,343 1.2
1875 37 659 0.5 64 1,230 0.9

(Sources: Hunt's Mineral Statistics: D/GR/1545-1570)

1875-1914

In the years 1875-1914 the coal output of the UK increased from 133.3 million
tons to 265.6 million tons, an increase of almost 100 per cent (output had peaked
at 287.4 million tons in 1913, see Table 2.3), and there was a corresponding rise
in the numbers employed (above and below ground) from 510,523 to 1,124,301,
an increase of 120 per cent (see Table 2.3). According to Kirby (1971: 5), much
of this increase was due to the expansion of the export market, but Buxton (1979:
7) points out that domestic consumption also increased considerably in this

period.
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Table 2.3: UK and north Wales (NW) output (to nearest million tons) and employment figures,
1875-1914

Output Employment
Year UK NW UK NW
Million Million
tons tons

1875 133.3 2.3 510,523 13,593
1876 134.1 2.4 489,100 11,981
1877 134.2 2.5 469,954 10,796
1878 132.6 2.2 453,833 9,644
1879 133.7 2.2 455,345 10,142
1880 147.0 2.4 461,774 10,208
1881 154.1 2.7 471,733 10,176
1882 156.5 24 481,087 10,098
1883 163.7 2.7 492,422 10,095
1884 160.8 2.6 499,595 10,175
1885 159.3 2.3 500,369 9,314
1886 157.5 2.6 503,868 9,305
1887 162.1 2.7 510,284 9,780
1888 169.9 2.7 518,797 10,151
1889 176.9 2.9 552,855 10,759
1890 181.6 3.0 606,509 12,274
1891 185.5 3.2 642,210 12,789
1892 181.8 3.0 658,676 12,728
1893 164.3 2.2 663,385 12,649
1894 188.3 3.2 693,467 - (a)
1895 189.7 2.8 693,935 - (a)
1896 195.4 2.9 685,881 11,536
1897 2021 2.9 688,102 11,664
1898 202.0 3.2 699,724 11,533
1899 220.1 3.2 721,624 12,008
1900 225.2 3.1 772,759 12,629
1901 219.0 3.1 800,035 13,377
1902 227.0 3.2 835,743 13,342
1903 230.3 3.2 834,766 13,248
1904 232.4 3.0 839,821 12,949
1905 236.1 2.9 850,390 12,743
1906 251.0 3.2 874,161 12,970
1907 267.8 3.5 932,104 14,370
1908 261.5 3.4 979,026 14,863
1909 363.8 3.3 1,004,945 14,908
1910 264.4 3.4 1,039,986 15,171
1911 271.9 3.4 1,057,699 15,424
1912 260.4 3.3 1,079,926 15,699
1913 287.4 3.5 1,118,453 15,948
1914 265.6 3.3 1,124,301 16,257

(Source: Gibson (1922): 11 and 29-30).

Note
(a) No separate figures given for these years
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Buxton (1979: 7), claims that in 1900 consumption per head of population in the
UK was 4.05 tons, “higher than in any other country of the world”. However, it
was the export industry that made the UK coal industry pre-eminent for much of
the period under review; in 1870 the UK exported only 14.3 million tons, which
constituted 13 per cent of its total output; this had risen to 58.4 million tons or 26
per cent of total output by 1900 (Buxton, 1979: 97), and “by 1910, Britain was still
by far the largest coal-exporting nation in the world”. Indeed, by 1913, 34 per cent
of the total UK output was exported (Asteris, 1986: 38).

During the period 1875-1914, in absolute terms, the output of north Wales
increased from 2.349 million tons in 1875 to 3.315 million tons in 1914, an
increase of 41 per cent (see Table 2.3); within this period, 1893, a year when a
significant strike took place, constituted the ‘low’ point (2.206 million tons), and
1913 the high point (3.505 million tons). However, with UK output more than
doubling between 1875 and 1914, north Wales’ output as a proportion of UK
output fell from 1.7 per cent in 1875 to 1.2 per cent in 1914, which represented a
30 per cent decline in north Wales’ contribution to UK output as a whole. The
north Wales coalfield was therefore less significant in UK terms in 1914 than it
had been in 1875.

In terms of employment, Table 2.4 below demonstrates that, as for
output, north Wales’ importance to the UK as a whole, in terms of the proportion
of men employed, also declined. By 1885, the proportion of UK colliers employed
in north Wales had fallen to 1.9 per cent, and in the years to 1914, after a slight
recovery in 1890 (no employment figures are available for north Wales for 1895),
the proportion continued to fall, reaching 1.4 per cent in 1914,

Table 2.4: North Wales employment as a proportion of UK total, 1875-1914.

Year Percentage | Year Percentage |
1880 22 1900 1.6
1885 1.9 1905 1.5
1890 2.0 1910 1.5
1895 - 1914 1.4

(Source: calculated from data in Gibson (1922): 11 and 29-30)
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Comparisons with other ‘small’ coalfields

It is clear, when assessing north Wales’ contribution to the UK coal industry, that
the north Wales ‘coalfield’ was a small coalfield which, for comparative purposes,
should be compared with other ‘small’ coalfields. For the purpose of this thesis a
‘small coalfield’ has been defined as one which contained less than 3 per cent of
the total number of collieries in the UK in 1913. Using this criterion, it is found
that the following coalfields can be categorised as small (see Table 2.5):
Nottinghamshire; Leicestershire; Warwickshire; Cumberland; Cheshire,
Shropshire; and Gloucestershire; for consistency with recent studies of the British
coal industry, Ireland has not been included in our detailed analysis since it does

not constitute a part of Great Britain.

Table 2.5: Number of collieries in the coalfields of the UK in 1913

Coalfield Number of Proportion of UK

collieries total

%

Scotland 551 16.1
Northumberland 134 3.9
Durham 305 8.9
Yorkshire 444 13.0
Derbyshire 162 4.7
Nottinghamshire 58 1.7
Leicestershire 30 0.9
Warwickshire 29 0.8
South Wales and 621 18.2
Monmouthshire
North Wales 4 1.3
Cumberland 39 1.1
Staffordshire & Worcestershire 452 13.2
Lancashire 348 10.2
Cheshire 20 0.6
Shropshire 67 2.0
Ireland 27 0.8
Gloucestershire, Somerset 89 2.6
& Devon
UK total 3420 100.0

(Source: Boyns, 1982: 135)
In the years 1875-1914, north Wales’ contribution to UK output fell from
1.7 to 1.2 per cent but if the coalfield is compared with the new small coalfields
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(see Table 2.6), it can be seen that its contribution was more significant than that
of Leicestershire and, until the 1890s, it contributed a similar proportion to the
UK’s output as Warwickshire. Of the older smaller coalfields it maintained a
similar share of output as Cumberland and Gloucestershire, while the coalfields
of Cheshire and Shropshire became increasingly insignificant. Nottinghamshire,
however, another new coalfield, grew very rapidly throughout this period and its
contribution towards the UK’s output increased from 2.4 per cent in 1875 to 4.3
per cent in 1914.

Table 2.6: Output of ‘small’ coalfields as % of UK output

Notts Leics Warw Cumb Chesh Shrop Gloc North
Wales
% % % % % % % %
1875 2.4 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.5 0.9 1.4 1.7
1880 3.0 0.7 0.7 1.1 0.5 0.6 1.3 1.6
1885 3.3 0.7 0.8 1.1 0.4 0.5 1.4 1.4
1890 3.8 0.8 1.0 1.0 0.4 0.4 1.3 1.6
1895 3.5 0.8 1.1 1.0 0.4 0.4 1.1 1.4
1900 3.8 0.9 1.3 0.9 0.3 0.3 1.2 1.4
1905 3.9 1.0 1.6 0.9 0.2 0.3 1.0 1.3
1910 4.3 1.0 1.7 0.8 0.1 0.3 1.0 1.3
1914 4.3 1.1 1.9 0.9 0.1 0.3 1.0 1.2

Key: Notts - Nottinghamshire; Leics - Leicestershire; Warw — Warwickshire; Cumb — Cumberland;
Chesh — Cheshire; Shrop — Shropshire; Gloc — Gloucestershire

(Source: Gibson, 1922).

If north Wales’ employment figures are compared with those for the other
small coalfields (see Table 2.7), we can see that the comments made regarding
output apply equally to employment. Warwickshire was growing steadily; it
employed an increasing number of the UK'’s colliers and, by 1914, was employing
more men than north Wales. Cheshire and Shropshire became increasingly
insignificant in terms of the numbers employed while Leicestershire and
Cumberland’'s share of total employment remained below that of north Wales
throughout the period. Gloucestershire, like north Wales, saw a fairly significant
drop in the proportion employed; between 1875 and 1914 the numbers employed
as a proportion of the UK total fell from 2.5 per cent to 1.4 per cent, which put
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Gloucestershire and north Wales on an equal footing. It can therefore be
concluded that, in terms of the numbers employed, as was the case with output,
north Wales was as important to the UK coal industry as Leicestershire and
Gloucestershire and was only slightly less important than Warwickshire.

Table 2.7: Employment of ‘small’ coalfields as a % of UK employment.

Leics Warw | Cumb | Chesh Shrop Gloc N.W
Year % % % % % % %
1875 0.99 0.90 1.27 0.54 1.51 2.50 2.70
1880 0.92 0.91 1.29 0.54 1.03 2.39 2.20
1885 0.98 0.87 1.36 0.47 0.79 2.40 1.90
1890 0.88 0.92 1.18 1.18 0.59 2.12 2.00
1895 1.29 1.55 1.54 0.52 0.79 2.46 -
1900 0.92 1.23 1.1 0.34 0.48 1.69 1.60
1905 0.97 1.44 1.06 0.15 0.44 1.54 1.50
1910 1.01 1.51 1.01 0.11 0.35 1.42 1.50
1914 0.91 1.70 1.02 0.12 0.33 1.40 1.40

Key: Leics - Leicestershire; Warw — Warwickshire; Cumb — Cumberland; Chesh — Cheshire;
Shrop — Shropshire; Gloc — Gloucestershire

Note: Nottinghamshire has been excluded because, in terms of output it was so much larger than
the other small coalfields.

(Source: Gibson, 1922)

Having examined north Wales and its place within the British coal industry
we will now turn our attention to Denbighshire. Thus, in the next section, we will
consider Denbighshire’s position within north Wales and attempt to assess its
position relative to the UK coal industry as a whole.

The Denbighshire coalfield

The Denbighshire coalfield had two main centres: Wrexham and Ruabon.
According to a report by the surveyor, William Lowe, in 1862, “the coal of these
districts although one and the same field [are]... perfectly distinct” (National
Library of Wales, hereafter NLW, NLW/HR/76/117). Three of the main seams
in Denbighshire are the Main, Two Yard and Brassey. These are described in
turn by Lowe, as follows (NLW/HR/76/117):

53



o “the Main coal seam is the principal and most valuable seam in the district,
most valuable steam coal, excellent household, good gas, good coking”;
e Two Yard - “excellent fuel burning quick steam coal, an inferior house coal,
soft”;
e “Brassey (also known as Quaker) - first rate smelting coal, very hot, part of
the seam a good household coal, part an excellent gas coal and very good steam
coal - this seam would be most valuable but it has a vein of black and yellow
sulphury particles running through it and its from this it derives its name of
Brassey”.

Additional types of coal were described by Wedd as follows (D/DM/996/10,
and 1928: 41):
e Crank - very good house coal (possibly named after a ‘crank’ fitting that John
Wilkinson developed for Watt’s engines (DD/NTD/155))
e Cannel - good house coal
o Powell - very good steam coal (named after a local family involved in coal in
the seventeenth century (DD/NTD/155))
e Lower Yard or Ruabon - the best house coal but very bituminous

o Wall & Bench or Queen - very good gas coal.

The depth at which these seams were found depended on the location of
the colliery on the coalfield and its proximity to the various faults; an example of
the depths of various coal seams is illustrated in Table 2.8, and the locations of
the main collieries and faults can be seen on Map 2.2. Map 2.2 shows that there
are several faults crossing the coalfield, the most significant being the one
labelled ‘the Wrexham fauit’ which runs through the middle of Wrexham and to
the east of Ruabon. The Wrexham fault has a downthrow (|) of approximately
300 metres to the east which means that the Main coal measures are much
deeper to the east of this fault. Thus, for example, at the Gresford and Llay Main
collieries, the Main coal seam was struck 833 yards below the surface
(DD/NTD/155) whereas at Liay Hall, which lies to the west of the Wrexham fault,
the Main coal was only 245 yards from the surface (see Table 2.8).
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2.2: The main collieries and faults of the Denbighshire coalfield
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Map 2.2 also shows, in the west, the Minera fault with a downthrow, to the east,

of approximately 370 metres. It was the area between this fault and the Wrexham
fault that saw most of the coal mining activity in the Denbighshire coalfield. As a
general rule, as one travels from west to east between these faults the coal
measures are found further from the surface. Hence, in most cases, the collieries
further to the east were sunk at a later date to those to the west. For example, of
the collieries highlighted on Map 2.2, Plas Kynaston was in existence before
1854, while sinking began at Wynnstay in 1856, Vauxhall in 1857 and Hafod in
1863. As one travels north and the distance between the Minera and Wrexham
faults widens, the coal measures become deeper and the collieries become
‘newer’. An additional fault, the Brymbo fault, which is found south of the Bala
fault and between the Minera and Wrexham faults, adds to the geological ‘mix’ of
the coalfield as it provides a 60 metre downthrow to the west. In the Vron and
Plas Power collieries, which are situated to the west of the Brymbo fault, the Main
coal was found at greater depths than in those collieries to the east of the fault.
At Vron, the Main coal was found at a depth of 240 yards (>NLW/HR/76/117) while
at Westminster it was 168 yards and at Llay Hall, 87 yards (see Table 2.8).

The most significant fault to traverse the Denbighshire coalfield is the East
fault which lies to the east of the Wrexham fault and can be seen as a ‘boundary’
to the coalfield. It is interesting to note that there are only two collieries lying
between the Wrexham and East faults, Llay Main and Gresford. As was
explained earlier, the coal is at much greater depths on this side of the Wrexham
fault and it is no coincidence that these were the last collieries to be sunk in
Denbighshire, Gresford in 1908 and Llay Main in 1914. Once the coal in the area
between the Minera and Wrexham faults had been ‘claimed’ by the existing coal
companies, any new ventures had to ‘prospect’ outside this ‘channel’ which made
finding and getting the coal an infinitely more expensive business. Indeed a
report on the prospects of the Liay Main colliery, prepared in 1911, estimated that
£250,000 initial capital would be required because the colliery was situated “on
the deep end of the Northern Denbighshire coalfield” (DD/LH/263).
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Table 2.8 further illustrates the varying thickness of the seams at the
various collieries; the seams of Main coal varied in thickness from 6 2" in the
Vauxhall colliery to 10’ 6” in Llay Hall, while the Drowsall seam was only 3’ 0" in
Westminster but 7’ 6” in Llay Hall. Such variations obviously had an impact on
the working of the mines as it can be assumed that, ceteris paribus, the thicker

the seam, the easier, and cheaper, it was to get the coal.

Table 2.8: Depth and thickness of various seams at the Bersham, Westminster, Llay Hall and
Vauxhall collieries on the Denbighshire coalfield

Depth from surface (yards) | Seam Thickness
Colliery Bersham | West- Llay Hall | Vauxhall | Bersham | West- Llay Hall | Vauxhall
minster minster
Coal seam
Cannel 344 87 4' 8" 2'6
Drowsall 97 159 30 7' 6
Powell 107 167 4'4 33
Two Yard 365 115 182 26 50 6'0
Crank 365 124 186 2’4 2’8 4'8"
Quaker/ 384 135 209 60 56 56
Brassey
Main 423 168 245 472 9'0 99 10' 6" 62
Nant 485 77
Yard 499 30
Wall & Bench/
Queen
Upper Queen 344 2'3"
Queen 369 515 2107 33
Lower Queen 396 19

(Source: Bales Gregory & Price, The North Wales Coalfield -map I, no date).

1854-1875

While it is difficult to establish Denbighshire’s relative position re. output in north
Wales before 1860 due to the lack of information, figures are available for the
number of collieries and the men employed therein, which allows us to assess its
importance. According to Hunt (Mineral Statistics) there were 60 collieries in
north Wales in 1854, 25 of them in Denbighshire, 30 in Flintshire and 5 in
Anglesey. These figures would seem to imply that Flintshire was the dominant
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area within the region in terms of output, but when the employment figures are
examined and average employment per colliery is calculated, it is clear that the
collieries in Flintshire were, on average, much smaller than those in
Denbighshire. The numbers employed, both above and below ground, were as
follows (Hunt's Mineral Statistics):

Total As % of total
Denbighshire 3,017 65.3
Flintshire 1,555 33.6
Anglesey 51 1.1
4623

The average number of employees per colliery in Denbighshire was
approximately 121, while in Flintshire and Anglesey the averages were 52 and 10
respectively. Given the high correlation coefficient between output and
employment in the coal industry at the time (Boyns, 1982), the relative
contribution of Denbighshire to the output of north Wales as a whole is likely to
reflect its importance in terms of the numbers employed. This dominance was
largely due to the fact that many of the collieries in Flintshire had worked the
readily accessible coal and the remaining coal was affected by many fauits that
made extraction difficult (W Gibson, 1927: 245).

During the third quarter of the nineteenth century, the Denbighshire
coalfield came to dominate the north Wales ‘coalfield’ to such an extent that, by
1865, Denbighshire coal accounted for over 70 per cent of the coal output of
north Wales (see Table 2.9). Table 2.9 also shows that, although this proportion
had fallen to less than 60 per cent of total output by 1875, Denbighshire was very
much the dominant region within north Wales at this date, indeed, by 1875,
Denbighshire accounted for 65 per cent of all the coal carried by rail from north
Wales.

What of Denbighshire’s position in relation to the UK coal industry? As has
already been explained above, for official, statistical purposes, north Wales was
the designated coalfield and Denbighshire was simply a ‘region’ within this
coalfield. However, it has been contended, on geological grounds that
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Denbighshire should be considered a coalfield in its own right and, if one looks at
Denbighshire’s output as a proportion of the UK'’s output, as outlined in Table 2.9,
we can see that Denbighshire, between 1854 and 1875, contributed at least 1 per
cent of the UK's total output throughout the period. This constituted a higher
proportion than that contributed by either the Cheshire or Shropshire coalfields
(see Table 2.2 above).

Table 2.9: Statistics re. Denbighshire 1854-1875

1854 1860 1865 1870 1875

Output- ‘000 tons 1,139 1,395 1,380
No of collieries 30 39 36 29 50
Amount carried by

rail -‘000 tons 803
Amount carried by

rail as % of total

carried from NW 65.4
% increase in output 22.5

Denbs output as % of

UK output 1.4 1.4 1.0
Denbs output as % of

NW output 65.1 70.3 59.0

(Source: Hunt's Mineral Statistics D/GR/1545-1570; figures re north Wales extracted from data in
Table 2.1 above).

1875-1914

Denbighshire’'s dominance of the north Wales ‘coalfield’ increased throughout
much of the 1875-1914 period. Between 1875 and 1914, Denbighshire’s output
increased by 91 per cent and, by 1914, Denbighshire was producing 80 per cent
of the coal raised in north Wales (see Table 2.10). In relation to the UK as a
whole, Denbighshire’s output as a proportion of the UK’s output can be seen in
Table 2.11. These figures reveal that, in the period 1875-1914, there was very
little fluctuation in Denbighshire’s contribution to the UK’s coal output. In a period
which saw UK coal production double, the fact that the Denbighshire coalfield
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was able to ‘keep up’ with national growth demonstrates the extent of the region’s
expansion in this period.

Table 2.10: Denbighshire's output as a percentage of north Wales output, 1875-1914

Denbigh- north Wales Denb as % of

shire NW
1875 1,379,560 2,349,118 59
1880 1,555,238 2,429,315 64
1885 1,710,276 2,312,391 74
1890 2,221,497 2,975,046 75
1895 2,206,993 2,848,072 77
1900 2,447,092 3,109,615 79
1905 2,368,259 2,901,998 82
1910 2,598,370 3,410,876 76
1914 2,644,996 3,315,092 80

(Source: FA Gibson, 1922: 11 and 29-30)

Table 2.11: North Wales and Denbighshire output as % of UK output, 1875-1914

NW as Denbs as Denbs as

% of UK % of N W % of UK
1875 1.7 59 1.0
1880 1.6 64 1.0
1885 1.5 74 1.1
1890 1.6 75 1.2
1895 1.5 77 1.2
1900 1.4 79 1.1
1905 1.2 82 1.0
1910 1.3 76 1.0
1914 1.2 80 1.0

(Source: FA Gibson, 1922: 11 and 29-30)

If Denbighshire’s output as a proportion of the UK'’s output is compared
with that of the small coalfields detailed in Table 2.6 above, we can see that, in its
own right, the Denbighshire coalfield, although outstripped by the
Nottinghamshire and Warwickshire coalfields, was more significant than
Cheshire, Shropshire and Cumberland, and contributed approximately the same
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proportion of coal as did the Leicestershire and Gloucestershire coalfields.
Taking this evidence, in conjuction with the geological details already presented,
leads us to conclude that Denbighshire can be deemed worthy of study in its own
right, as a small coalfield.

Having considered the Denbighshire coalfield in relation to north Wales
and the UK as a whole, we now turn our attention to the individual collieries
within the coalfield, with a view to making comparisons with other coalfields as
regards average colliery size. Ideally, when trying to establish the size of an
individual colliery, one should examine output figures, however, due to the
paucity of archival material available, this has not been possible. It has therefore
been necessary to use employment figures as a ‘measure’ of colliery size but,
these too have their limitations. Prior to 1894 there was no official collation of
individual colliery statistics but from this date every colliery had to supply average
annual employment figures to the Board of Trade. While this means that
individual collieries can only be ‘monitored’ for twenty years, the period is long

enough to allow trends to be established and conclusions to be reached.

Colliery size

The output of a region was to a great extent related to the number of pits therein,
there being a high, positive correlation between the number of pits in a coalfield
and its output. However, amongst some of the smaller coalfields, this correlation
was less strong (Boyns, 1982). The figures in Table 2.12 show that the
percentage of pits in north Wales corresponds very closely to its proportion of UK
output, but for other, smaller regions such as Gloucestershire and Shropshire,
they had a far higher proportion of pits than output, whereas Nottinghamshire had
a higher proportion of output than pits. This implies that there were many small,
less productive pits in regions such as Cheshire and Shropshire, whereas
Nottinghamshire had fewer, larger and more productive mines.
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Table 2.12: Percentage of total UK collieries in each region

1894 1899 1913

No. % No. % No. %
Scotland 565 15.6 533 15.7 551 17.0
Northumberland 121 3.4 123 3.6 134 4.1
Durham 275 7.6 285 8.4 304 9.4
Yorkshire 423 11.7 432 12.7 379 11.7
Derbyshire 195 5.4 187 5.5 115 3.6
Nottinghamshire 55 1.5 56 1.7 35 1.1
Leicestershire 33 0.9 35 1.0 30 0.9
Warwickshire 30 0.8 36 1.1 29 0.9
South Wales &
Monmouthshire 627 17.4 551 16.3 621 19.2
North Wales 68 61 1.8 44 1.2

1.9

Cumberland 40 1.1 42 1.2 39 1.2
Staffordshire and
Worcestershire 460 12.7 383 11.2 452 14.0
Lancashire 457 12.6 423 12.5 303 9.4
Cheshire 22 0.6 23 0.7 15 0.5
Shropshire 96 2.7 109 3.2 67 2.2
Ireland 20 0.6 27 0.8 27 0.8
Gloucestershire 125 3.5 88 2.6 89 2.8 |
Total 3612 100.0 3394 100 3234 100.0

(Source: Boyns, 1982: 194)

In his study of the British coalfield, Boyns (1982: 153) concluded that the
average colliery size, measured by the numbers employed, “significantly
increased” between 1894 and 1913, although he also concluded that “whilst
average colliery size did increase over this period, the most numerous colliery
size group in 1913 was still the same as it had been in 1894, i.e. the 10-99 size
group”. To see whether Denbighshire fits into this pattern, an analysis of the
numbers employed and the size of collieries has been carried out for 1894, 1900,
1907 and 1914. All the statistics have been extracted from the annual List of
Mines which, from 1894, gives details of numbers employed in the individual pits
of a region, and details relating to those who owned the pits. The main problem
when using the List of Mines, as highlighted by Boyns (1982: 132), is the way the
list defined a colliery; for example, from 1894 to 1902 the Bersham colliery was
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listed as two pits - Bersham 1 and 2, even though only one set of employment
figures was given, and despite the fact that the pits were run as a single concern;
from 1903 it was listed as a single colliery. This problem of categorisation also
applies to the Hafod, Wrexham, Westminster and Wynnstay collieries; the
Wynnstay colliery was categorised as a single colliery from 1907 while it was not
until 1913 that Hafod, Wrexhan and Westminster were listed as single collieries
rather than two or three separate pits. Treating them as one concern is consistent
with surviving records which reveal that, as far as the companies running these
collieries were concerned, they were running a single operation, even though
several collieries may have been involved.

For the purpose of the initial analysis, however, the collieries have been
treated as they were given in the List of Mines, and therefore if two separate
collieries were listed, but only one employment figure was given, the employment
figure has been split equally?. In other cases where three separate underground
figures have been given, but only a single figure for above ground employment
(because the collieries were run by a single company) for example, Gwersyllt and
Westminster 4 & 5, the above ground figure has been split in the same proportion
as reflected in the figures of those working underground. This approach is
consistent with that advocated by Boyns (1982: 133), and allows the total number
of collieries to agree with that given by the List of Mines; this prevents confusion
and the necessity for reconciliations to the List of Mines figures. Using this
approach the size distribution for the selected years is as presented in Table
2.13.

The analysis presented in Table 2.13 shows that, in Denbighshire, the
proportion of collieries employing 500 or more persons grew slightly from 14 per
cent in 1894 to 16 per cent in 1900, rose rapidly to 37 per cent in 1907 and to 42
per cent in 1914, The higher figures in 1907 and 1914 partly reflect the fact that,
in 1907, the Bersham and Wynnstay collieries are each listed as single collieries
rather than as two separate collieries (each less than 500 persons), and by 1914
all linked pits are included as single collieries. To overcome this problem, in

? While this is unlikely to accurately reflect the true position, a lack of knowledge means that this is the
only logical approach that can be taken if conclusions are to be drawn.
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Table 2.14 we present the same data, but after treating all the collieries as single
entities for each of the years under review. Using this method it can be seen that
while there is a significant increase in the size of collieries, it is not so dramatic,
the increase in collieries employing 500 or more persons being from 24 per cent
in 1894 to 33.5 per cent in 1907 and 42 per cent in 1914.

Table 2.13: The size distribution of collieries in Denbighshire- 1894, 1900, 1907 & 1914

Size 1894 1900 1907 1914

No. % No. % No. % No. %
0 - - 1 3 - - -
1-9 4 12 3 8 4 12 2 8
10-99 7 21 11 30 11 33 7 24
100-249 7 21 4 11 3 9 2 8
250-499 11 32 12 32 3 9 4 15
500-999 5 14 5 13 10 30 8 31
1000-1499 - - 1 3 2 7 2 8
1500> - - - - - - 1 3
Total 34 100 37 100 33 100 26 100

(Source: List of Mines BL/BS/27/1).

Despite this increase in the larger collieries, it was the small colliery,
employing less than 100 persons, that remained the largest group (see Table
2.14); 38 per cent of the collieries in Denbighshire fell into this category in 1894,
this figure rising slightly to 43 per cent in 1900 and 50 per cent in 1907, before
falling to 35 per cent in 1914. However, although this size category may have
been the largest in terms of the number of collieries, it was insignificant when the
numbers employed by the collieries falling into this category are studied. A study
of the numbers employed by the various sized collieries reveals that throughout
the four sample years the collieries employing less than 100 persons consistently
employed only about 3 per cent of those employed in the coalfield as a whole
(see Table 2.15).
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Table 2.14. The size distribution of collieries in Denbighshire treating all collieries as_single

entities

No. of employees | 1894 1900 1907 1914

No. % No. % No. % No. %
0-99 11 38 13 43 15 50 9 35
100-249 6 21 41 135 4| 13.5 2 8
250-499 5 17 6 20 1 3 4 15
500-999 6 21 4| 135 6 20 8 31
1000-1499 1 3 3 10 41 135 2 8
1500> - - 1 3
Total 29 100 30 100 30 100 26 100
(Source: List of Mines, BL/BS/27/1).
Table 2.15: Numbers employed in the various sized collieries of Denbighshire

1894 1900 1907 1914

Numbers employed No. % No. % No. % No. %
0-99 238 3 286 3 303 3 347 3
100-249 1375 15 690 7 834 8 291 2
250-499 5097 54 4724 48 1311 12 1469 11
500-999 2647 28 3037 31 5814 56 6528 50
1000-1499 - - 1048 11 2262 21 2425 19
1500> - - - - - - 1922 15
Total 9347 100 9785 100 10524 100 12982 100

(Source: List of Mines, BL/BS/27/1).

Table 2.15 is calculated using the same basis as for Table 2.13, i.e,
treating collieries such as Hafod and Wrexham as two separate collieries in 1894,
1900 and 1907. Table 2.15 reveals that the most important category in terms of
the numbers employed in 1894 and 1900 was that of the collieries employing
250-499 persons. By 1907 and 1914 it was those collieries employing between
500 and 999 persons that was the most important size group, though collieries
employing 1000 or more had increased their ‘share’ most significantly from 11
per cent in 1900 to 21 per cent in 1907 and 34 per cent in 1914. Recalculating
the figures on the basis of single collieries throughout, i.e, consistent with Table
2.14, gives the results presented in Table 2.16. This provides a very different

picture.
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Table 2.16: Numbers employed in Denbighshire treating all collieries as single entities

1894 1900 1907 1914
Numbers employed No. % No. % No. % No. %
0-99 238 3 286 3 303 3 347 3
100-249 1375 15 690 7 834 8 291 2
250-499 1882 19 2297 24 480 4 1469 11
500-999 4585 49 3101 32 4070 39 6531 50
1000-1499 1267 14 3411 35 3325 32 2425 19
1500> - - - - a1512 14 1922 15
Total 9347 100 9785 100 10524 | 100 12982 100

(Source: List of Mines, BL/BS/27/1).

Note

(a) In the 1907 List of Mines (Table 2.14), the Hafod colliery was treated as two separate
collieries with the total number of employees falling into the 500-999 category, however, when
treated as a single entity, the combined employment figure was over 1500.

Given that the companies owning the collieries treated them as single
entities, this revised approach would appear more realistic than trying to make
the employment figures ‘fit' into the List of Mines approach. Recalculating the
figures reveals that, whereas only 28 per cent of those employed in Denbighshire
in 1894 under the initial analysis were employed by collieries employing 500 or
more, under the revised analysis, the figure is 63 per cent. The revised figure for
the other sample years also reveals much higher proportions of employment in
the larger collieries (those employing 500 or more), 67 per cent, 85 per cent and
84 per cent for 1900, 1907, and 1914 respectively. Table 2.16 also reveals that
collieries employing over 1500 men emerged in Denbighshire in 1907; 1907 was
a boom year for the coal industry, and that year saw collieries with a workforce of
1000 or more men employing 46 per cent of the total workforce in Denbighshire.
Although this had fallen back to 34 per cent by 1914, this was not a ‘typical’ year,
the outbreak of war having caused many miners to volunteer and thereby reduce
the workforce available to collieries. Comparison with the 1913 figures (see
Appendix D, p.363) is likely to be more useful and these reveal that 42 per cent
of the Denbighshire workforce was employed by collieries employing 1000 or
more men. |t is interesting to note that, in 1913, there were only 4 collieries in

Denbighshire employing 1000 or more men which, if considered as a proportion
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of all the collieries in that region, accounted for 15 per cent of the total®. This is to
be contrasted with the picture in the coal industry nationally where these larger
collieries “only accounted for slightly less than one-tenth of the total number of
collieries within the industry” (Boyns, 1982: 137). The Denbighshire percentage is
greater than that for many of the other coalfields of the UK. Table 2.17 shows
that only four other regions in the UK, namely Northumberland, Durham,
Nottinghamshire and Warwickshire, had higher proportions of mines employing
more than 1000 men while the Denbighshire proportion exceeded that for major
coalfields such as south Wales and Scotland.

Table 2.17: proportion of collieries employing more than 1000 men in 1913

Region Proportion of collieries
employing >1000 men

Scotland 3.3
Northumberiand 17.2
Durham 17.0
Yorkshire 11.2
Derbyshire 7.4
Nottinghamshire 22.4
Leicestershire 3.3
Warwickshire 27.6

S. Wales & Mon. 11.6

N. Wales 9.0
Cumberiand 5.1
Staffs. & Worcestershire 2.6
Lancashire 3.2
Cheshire 0
Shropshire 0
Ireland 0
Gloucs., Somerset & Devon 0

(Source: Boyns, 1982: 135)

Average colliery size

Rather than looking at the proportion of collieries employing various numbers of
men, a more meaningful measure of a colliery’s size might be gleaned from
looking at the average colliery size. Using the data on employment, and number

* If the Wrexham colliery with a workforce of 998 men is included
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of collieries as presented in the List of Mines (see Table 2.18), the average size

of colliery (total employees/ number of collieries) in Denbighshire increased from
274.9 in 1894 to 499.3 in 1914. The figures for 1913 and 1914, however, are so
much higher than those for any of the other years during the 1894-1914 period,

due to the practice in those years of treating as a single colliery, pits which were

previously treated separately. If the figures for 1913 and 1914 are re-calculated
on the basis used for 1894-1912, then the figures become 419.2 and 447.7
respectively, a significant increase, but not as marked.

Table 2.18: Average colliery size (workers) in Denbighshire 1894 -1914 per List of Mines, and
average size excluding clay pits

Per List of Mines Excluding clay pits ]
Year Workers Collieries Average Workers Collieries Average
1894 9,347 34 274.9 9,245 28 330.2
1895 9,365 33 283.8 9,263 27 343.1
1896 8,900 33 269.7 8,786 27 325.4
1897 9,031 33 269.4 8,913 27 330.1
1898 9,091 33 273.7 8,957 26 344.5
1899 9,521 35 272.0 9,385 28 335.2
1900 9,785 37 264.4 9,614 29 331.5
1901 10,460 38 275.3 10,298 30 343.3
1902 10,805 37 292.0 10,633 29 366.7
1903 10,754 35 307.2 10,602 27 392.7
1904 10,359 35 296.0 10,213 27 378.3
1905 10,006 33 303.2 9,864 25 3946
1906 10,739 34 315.8 10,610 26 408.1
1907 10,524 33 318.9 10,367 25 415.8
1908 11,300 35 322.9 11,155 27 413.1
1909 11,514 35 329.0 11,378 27 421.4
1910 11,673 35 335.5 11,545 27 427.6
1911 11,934 34 351.0 11,806 27 437.3
1912 12,394 32 387.3 12,276 26 472.1
1913 12,577 26(30) 483.7/ 12,466 21 (25) 593.6
(419.2) /(498.6)
1914 12,982 26(29) 499.3/ 12,868 21 (24) 612.8
(447.7) /(536.2)

(Source: List of Mines BL/BS/21/1) — for breakdown see Appendix D.

Note: the figures in brackets for 1913 and 1914 are the recalculated numbers based on the way

the List of Mines categorised collieries until 1912.
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It is interesting to note that these average figures are significantly higher
than the UK averages discussed by Boyns (1982: 140). In his examination of the
average size of colliery in the UK in 1894 and 1913, Boyns (1982: 140) gives the
figures of 235.4 and 381.2 respectively for the UK as a whole, and only in
Northumberland, Durham, Nottinghamshire and Warwickshire were the averages
in 1913 higher than in Denbighshire (see Table 2.19). A possible explanation for
this is that the seven largest pits in Denbighshire: Plas Power, Wrexham & Acton,
Hafod, Bersham, Brynkinallt, Westminster and Wynnstay accounted for
approximately 76 per cent and 63 per cent of total employment in the coalfield in
1894 and 1914 respectively, a factor which may bias the average. Another
problem with the data from the List of Mines is that it includes all mines that were
covered by the relevant Coal Mines Act, which covered mines that extracted coal,
even when coal production was not the main occupation, for example, clay pits.
In Denbighshire, as in most coalfields, such concerns were usually very small
and were all in the 0-100 employees category. As such, their inclusion in the
calculation of an average sized colliery may skew the results; to see whether this
is indeed the case, the average figures have been recalculated excluding the clay
pits and their employees (see the final three columns of Table 2.18). These
figures reveal significantly higher averages and show that average employment
in Denbighshire increased from 330.2 employees per colliery in 1894 to 536.2 in
1914, an increase of 62 per cent.

It would thus appear that if we measure growth either in terms of average
colliery size or the number of collieries employing more than 1000 men, growth in
Denbighshire was significant in the period 1894 to 1914. As will be discussed
further in Chapter 7, the main impetus behind this growth was the development of
a comprehensive railway system. In 1854, Wrexham was linked to both Chester
and Shrewsbury but much remained to be done to further extend the railway
network. At this date, Denbighshire had 30 relatively small collieries, and it was
only when the railway system developed that larger pits were built. Indeed, of the
seven largest pits named above, only one, Westminster was sunk before 1850
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(1846), the others being sunk between 1856 and 1875 as the railway network

was extended.

Table 2.19: Average colliery size (workers) in the coalfields of the UK, 1913

Region Average
colliery size
(workers)
UK 327.0
Scotland 267.8
Northumberiand 455.3
Durham 543.7
Yorkshire 363.1
Derbyshire 372.6
Nottinghamshire 698.0
Leicestershire 348.6
Warwickshire 662.2
S. Wales & Mon. 375.4
N. Wales 362.5
Cumberland 283.0
Staffs. & Worcestershire 139.5
Lancashire 306.8
Cheshire 62.5
Shropshire 55.5
Ireland 28.8
Gloucs., Somerset & Devon 174.6

(Source: Boyns, 1982: 139)

Conclusion

In the period 1850-1914 the Denbighshire coalfield clearly established itself as
the dominant coalfield within north Wales. By 1880 it accounted for over 60 per
cent of the total output of north Wales and, by 1905, 82 per cent of the coal
extracted in north Wales came from Denbighshire. Although never categorised as
a coalfield in any statistical returns, north Wales being deemed the official
‘coalfield’, Denbighshire, in its own right was, in terms of output, comparable with
many of the other small coalfields of the UK. In the period 1875-1914
Denbighshire maintained its production as a proportion of the UK's output at
around 1 per cent, and although this proportion had possibly been higher in the
1860s, Denbighshire’s growth after 1875 clearly kept pace with that of the
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industry as a whole. When compared with other small coalfields, Denbighshire’s
output ranked alongside that of Leicestershire, Cumberland and Gloucestershire,
and above those of Cheshire and Shropshire, coalfields that had virtually
disappeared by 1914,

If we consider the size of collieries in Denbighshire we see that, treating all
collieries as single entities, there were only 7 collieries employing 500 or more
men in Denbighshire in 1894 (see Table 2.14). This had increased to 10 in 1907
and 11 in 1914. When considered as a proportion of the total number of collieries
in Denbighshire, treating all collieries as single entities, these larger collieries
represented only 24 per cent in 1894 and, although this proportion had increased
to 33.5 per cent in 1907, and 42 per cent in 1914 (see Table 2.14), the coalfield
was still dominated, numerically, by smaller collieries. This fact clearly influences
average colliery size which in Denbighshire increased from 274.9 employees per
colliery in 1894 to 447.7 in 1914 (see Table 2.18). Clearly, the collieries in
Denbighshire were becoming larger, a fact which is reinforced if we consider the
proportion of the workforce which worked in the larger collieries employing 500 or
more men; in 1894 these collieries employed 63 per cent of the workforce, a
figure which had risen to 85 per cent in 1907 before falling back to 84 per cent in
1914. Indeed, by 1914 15 per cent of the collieries in Denbighshire employed
more than 1000 men and only in four other regions of the UK was the proportion
higher. The collieries involved, Hafod, Wynnstay, Wrexham & Acton and Plas
Power were sunk in 1856, 1863, 1869 and 1875 respectively. Given the
geological considerations discussed earlier these collieries were deeper than
their predecessors and given their relative ‘newness’ were able to take
advantage of technological innovations which allowed them to access coal on a
far greater scale than had hitherto been possible. Furthermore, being deeper
and, consequently, more expensive to operate, it is likely that they had to be of a
large size in order to operate in a profitable manner.

It would thus appear that if we measure growth either in terms of average
colliery size or the number of collieries employing more than 1000 men, growth in
Denbighshire was significant in the period 1894 to 1914. It can thus be concluded
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that by the end of the nineteenth century the Denbighshire coalfield was
dominated by a few large collieries which were newer and deeper than those
sunk earlier. The period from 1900 to 1914 saw collieries employing over 1000
become the most important in terms of the proportion of men employed and also
saw the emergence of one colliery employing over 1500 men. It was the growth
of these larger collieries which helped to sustain the growth of output in
Denbighshire and help maintain the coalfield’s share of British coal output at
around 1 per cent between 1875 and 1914. Since such large collieries had far
higher capital requirements than small collieries, the next chapter will consider
the ways in which colliery companies in Denbighshire financed the development
of their collieries in the period 1854-1914.
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Chapter 3

FINANCING COAL COMPANIES

Introduction

in Chapter 2, when discussing the relative size of collieries in Denbighshire, we
noted that, in 1894, 76 per cent of the total Denbighshire colliery workforce was
employed by seven collieries, namely, the Plas Power, Wrexham & Acton, Hafod,
Bersham, Brynkinalit, Westminster and Wynnstay collieries. With the exception of
Brynkinallt, which was run as a partnership until incorporation in October 1895,
these collieries were run by limited companies as detailed in Table 3.1. These
collieries were all sunk after 1850 when technological changes meant that pits
could be deeper and the coal could be transported further. However, with these
benefits came additional competition and coal companies were often forced to
expand in order to maintain their profits. This expansion required finance and
this chapter will therefore discuss the capital needs of colliery companies and the
main sources of this capital.

Table 3.1: Details of ownership of the largest Denbighshire collieries in 1894

| Name of colliery Name of company
Plas Power Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd.
Wrexham & Acton Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd.
Hafod Ruabon Coke & Coal Co. Ltd.
Bersham Bersham Colliery Co.Ltd.
Westminster Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Ltd.
Wynnstay Wynnstay Collieries Ltd.

According to Cottrell (1980: 19), “the industrial revolution did not take
place uniformly either geographically or across the manufacturing sector of the
economy. It was essentially a process of regional economic growth and of the
transformation of a limited number of industries”. However, there was one

common denominator across all the regions and the industries therein: the need
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for coal to fuel production. This meant that coal was an increasingly important
resource and the industry had to develop methods to ensure that it could meet
demand.

Once the period when outcropping and more primitive methods to satisfy
local needs was over, more intensive production methods were required. This
obviously required innovation and the use of the new techniques being
developed throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but these
required far more investment than had hitherto been necessary. This chapter will
therefore consider what form this investment took. The sources we look at will
include internally and externally generated sources of finance. For the purposes
of this thesis internally generated finance is that generated from the sale of
shares. Share capital is deemed ‘internal’ rather than external because it is
generated from the owners of the company rather than from banks or other
external sources. Throughout the period from 1850-1914 most coal companies
were what we could term ‘private family companies’ which often resembled
partnerships and saw shares being sold to a small circle of family, friends and
associates, rather than to the public at large.

Having looked at the sources of finance on which coal companies in
general relied, we will turn our attention to the coal companies of Denbighshire
and, using the archival material still extant, try to come to some conclusions as to
their main methods of raising finance. We will then examine how this finance was
utilised by analysing the surviving balance sheets of some of the coal companies
in Denbighshire.

Capital needs

The capital needs of coal companies can be divided into two elements: fixed
capital and working capital. Fixed capital is the investment in the colliery
infrastructure and can be defined as “all costs incurred in the sinking, equipping
and initial opening out of collieries including the value of shafts and all surface
arrangements that assist in the production, preparation and transport of coal’
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(Church, 1986: 101). On the other hand, working capital is the capital generated
and expended in the day to day running of the colliery. Due to the nature of a
colliery, fixed capital makes up the bulk of its total capital simply due to the
expense involved in sinking and equipping a pit. It is very difficult, if not
impossible, to say that the parameters for fixed capital should be between
particular percentage rates, due to the fact that each colliery was unique and
would encounter different circumstances when sinking; the depth at which the
coal lay or the specific geological conditions prevalent in a region, would have a
significant impact on the time and costs involved. According to the Colliery
Guardian (2 June 1851, cited in Church, 1986: 104) sinking could take 10 to 38
months if no problems such as water were encountered, and 18 to 48 months if
they were. These time-scales only cover the actual sinking of the shaft; opening
the pit out and completing necessary building work on the surface could take an
additional 12 to 18 months. It was not unusual for 5 to 10 years to have passed
before full scale production was realised.

The capital required for such undertakings was often far more significant
than was originally estimated by those involved as conditions were encountered
that had not been expected. The extent to which this applied to collieries in
Denbighshire will be discussed later in the chapter, but it is important to note that
this initial optimism was not restricted to any particular region or period. Walters
(1977: 240), in his study of the south Wales coal industry, demonstrated that
between 75 per cent and 89 per cent of a colliery company’s capital was fixed; in
north Wales an analysis of those balance sheets that are available for coal
companies shows that for the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. the proportion of assets
that were deemed fixed varied from 87.9 per cent in 1869 to 94.2 per cent in
1872 to 88.6 per cent in 1876 (D/DM/424/1-2). The fact that the Wrexham
Colliery Company'’s figures are at the top end of, or even exceed Walters’ scale,
can be explained by the fact that fixed costs were expected to be higher in the
years of sinking; this colliery started sinking in 1869 and thus the figure for 1876,
when production was fully underway is probably nearer to a ‘normal’ proportion.
The United Westminster & Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. also had extremely high
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proportions of fixed capital in the years when it was sinking the Gresford colliery;
in 1911, the year sinking was completed, fixed capital constituted 98.2 per cent of
the balance sheet total, but by 1914 this had fallen to well within Walters’
parameters, at 79.2 per cent (National Archives, hereafter NA, NA/37495/85251).
The Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd.’s balance sheet for 1887 revealed
that fixed assets made up 85.9 per cent of the company's total capital; this had
increased to 87.3 per cent in 1893, but by 1901 it was down to 74.1 per cent and
had fallen further to 62.1 per cent by 1910 (D/DM/309/3-7).

Such figures might indicate that, after the initial investment in plant,
workings, etc., a company merely failed to invest the required amounts in its
collieries, or it might indicate that the company had a ‘flexible’ attitude to the way
it categorised expenditure, with items going to the profit and loss account which
perhaps should have been allocated as capital expenditure. It was usual for
colliery companies to charge what would be categorised, in the twenty first
century, as capital expenditure to revenue once the capital account had been
‘closed off.* This is contrary to modern accounting conventions and it is therefore
difficult to analyse nineteenth century balance sheets without knowing what was
the policy of the individual company.

Sources of capital

In the nineteenth century finance for colliery companies generally came from one
of two sources; it was either raised by the owners themselves, either alone or in
partnership with others, or it was borrowed from external sources such as banks.
Even when limited liability companies became the norm in the coal industry in the
second half of the nineteenth century, they remained, in character, very much like
partnerships; very few shares were sold to those who had no connection with the
company or its existing shareholders, and many of what Jeffreys (1946: 346)
calls the “tradition(s) of partnership” continued long after the partnerships had

* When a colliery was sinking a pit all the costs associated with that sinking were put to the capital account
but, once the colliery was in production, the capital account was ‘closed off” which meant that from that
date a separate balance sheet and profit and loss account were prepared and only items of a capital nature
were posted to the balance sheet via fixed asset accounts.
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been converted into limited liabilty companies. Even when public limited
companies® became more prevalent in the late nineteenth century, they only
accounted for between 5 and 10 per cent of the total number of business
organisations in the UK; and only in shipping, iron and steel, and cotton was their
influence considerable (Payne, 1962: 520).

Internally generated finance - Share capital

Throughout the nineteenth century most businesses, including collieries, were
small family businesses (Payne, 1962: 252) and in the early part of the century
their financial needs were often satisfied by “filial and personal connections”
(Cottrell, 1980: 7). It was only when the railways began to open up the markets in
the late 1840s, that coalfields such as Denbighshire began any large scale
colliery developments, and it was only in the 1850s and afterwards, when the
improvements in communications coincided with a change in the laws of limited
liability, that the sole trader and small partnership began to be supplanted by the
limited liability colliery company. Before the 1855 and 1856 Companies Acts, the
limited liability company had been almost unheard of as a business entity in the
UK for at least a hundred years. The fiasco of the South Sea Bubble and the
subsequent Act of 1720 had severely hindered the development of limited liability
companies because, as Carleton-Hunt (1936: 9) comments, “Parliament
deliberately placed the corporate form under lock and key”. The fear was that if
entrepreneurs were using capital other than their own, they would not look after it
as if it were their own, and in the event of a business’s failure there was “serious
public concern over the difficulty of fixing the responsibility of shareholders in an
incorporated company in the event of financial embarrassment” (Carleton-Hunt,
1936: 27). It was also felt that limiting shareholders’ liability would stifle the
‘entrepreneurial spirit’; individuals would not strive as hard to succeed if the fear

of failure was cushioned by limited liability.

5 Technically, the distinction between ‘private’ and ‘public’ companies did not come about until the 1907
Companies Act. However, many of the early joint-stock limited companies were essentially private in that
their shares could not be freely traded, while other companies increasingly relied on public subscription.
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However, this institutionalised fear of limited liability restrictions meant that
unless an undertaking could obtain a Royal Charter or ensure the passing of an
Act of Parliament, business entities had of necessity to be sole traders or set up
partnerships. According to Cottrell (1980: 10), this was “not a major check to
industrial development” because most businessmen involved in the
manufacturing and extractive industries could get enough capital from small
partnerships. However, the need for large amounts of capital to build canals, and
later railways, helped relax the views of many because “it was cumbrous and
expensive for such enterprises to obtain incorporation by Act of Parliament”
(Farrar & Hannigan, 1998: 19). In the early nineteenth century such a
cumbersome route was obviously unattractive to those who required only
comparatively modest sums, and entrepreneurs relied on partnerships to finance
their ventures (Cottrell, 1980. 10). However, by the 1840s, businessmen,
realising that partnerships might not be able to provide their future financial
needs, began to pressurise the government into relaxing the law and allowing
them access to a larger pool of potential investors. The Joint Stock Company
Registration and Regulation Act of 1844 “marks an epoch in the history of English
company law” (Carelton-Hunt, 1936: 96) because it brought incorporation a step
closer. However, “the companies formed under [the Act] ...were unlimited in the
sense that their shareholders still had unlimited liability for the debts of the
company”, but the shareholders were able to negotiate, via individual contracts,
limited liability with their creditors (Farrar & Hannigan, 1998: 20). Thus, limited
liability companies had become in substance, if not in form, more acceptable to
those involved in business. However, there were many complexities involved in
creating such relationships and, increasingly, as businesses required more
money, and as smaller investors began to explore new avenues for investment,
pressure for full incorporation was exerted by the business community.

Limited liability was introduced in the Limited Liability Act of 1855; apart
from the fact that it allowed for a widening of investment opportunities, one of the
main reasons it was introduced according to Farrar & Hannigan (1998: 20) was

that “it prevented prudent men from becoming members of companies which
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were...... formed by the rash and reckless”, a situation that had arisen in the
1840s with ‘Railwaymania’. The 1855 Act offered limited liability on the proviso
that certain conditions were met; these were removed by the Joint Stock
Companies Act, 1856, which “introduced the modern form of constitution
consisting of Memorandum and Articles of Association and separate winding up
procedures” (Farrar & Hannigan, 1998: 20). As long as a company could find at
least seven subscribers they could achieve limited liability but, as will be
demonstrated, although limited liability companies were created, it was to be a
long time before the attitudes and principles of partnership receded, and many
companies remained little more than ‘partnerships cum company’ for many years.

One of the main ways in which companies continued the traditions of
partnership was in the way shares were issued. According to Jeffreys (1946:
344), there was a reluctance by many involved to embrace limited liability
wholeheartedly; the concept that those involved in business could limit their
liability was an alien one to those “in commercial and industrial circles schooled
in the concept of partnership liability”. This did not stop a “substantial number of
limited companies” (Cottrell, 1980: 80) from being formed, but many issued high
denomination shares which usually had a significant amount uncalled. According
to Jeffreys (1946: 345), “shares only partly paid up were a feature of the opening
years of limited company finance”. He then points out that in what can be termed
the ‘heavy’ industries, i.e iron, coal, shipbuilding etc., high denomination shares
remained the norm for much of the nineteenth century, even when £1 shares
were becoming prevalent in other industries. An examination of the denomination
of shares issued by colliery companies incorporated in Denbighshire between
1850 and 1900, as detailed in Table 3.2, illustrates Jeffreys’ findings. Indeed, it
was not until the twentieth century that we see companies being created with
nominal shares of £1. Jeffreys (1946: 355) believes that the reason for this is that
‘the shares were taken as long term investments and high denominations
presented no obstacles” to investors, furthermore, despite the boom of 1871-

1875 leading to the creation of smaller companies with lower share
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denominations, “the large semi-private company continued to dominate these
[heavy] industries until the late eighties” (Jeffreys, 1954: 355).

Table 3.2: The denomination of shares for colliery companies in Denbighshire 1850-1914

Name of company Year of incorporation | Denomination of
shares- £ (a)

Ruabon Coal Co. Ltd. 1856 (b) 50

Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke 1858 25

Ltd.

Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. / Wrexham | 1863 100 / 25(c)

& Acton Collieries Co. Ltd. (¢)

Minera Coal & iron Co. Ltd. 1865 ?

North Wales Coal, lron & Firebrick 1866 ?

Co. Ltd.

Bersham Colliery Co.Ltd. 1868 50

Vauxhall Colliery Co.Ltd. 1871 20

Ruabon Coke & Coal Co. Ltd. 1880 100

Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. 1881 10

Ltd.

Vron Colliery Ltd. 1887 10

Wynnstay Collieries Ltd. 1889 10

United Westminster & Wrexham 1905 1

Collieries Co. Ltd.

Black Lane Colliery (Brymbo) Ltd. 1909 1

Llay Main Collieries Ltd. 1913 10

(Source: the individual company records at the National Archives)

Notes
(a) The evidence available suggests that, except where noted, the share denominations
remained the same from the date of incorporation to 1914.
(b) This company went into liquidation in 1880 having converted the majority of its shares
into debentures.
(c) In November 1872 the company changed its name to Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co.
Ltd and reorganised its capital into £25 shares.

Why did colliery companies have such high denomination shares, and why
did they have such a high proportion of their share capital uncalled? According to
Jeffreys (1946: 347), one of the reasons was that many of the new companies
were conversions of existing partnerships and “many early joint-stock companies,
although they had a wider basis than a partnership, were established on similar
lines and followed similar traditions”. This was often due to the mistrust of limited
liability that had been inherent in many business circles since the South Sea
Bubble debacle; many viewed the fact that shareholders could limit their liability
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as an “immoral” concept (Cottrell, 1980: 41). Another factor was the need by
companies to give the impression that they were financially stable; in the years
running up to the introduction of limited liability, it was widely felt that it would
“lead to wild speculation, panics and a decline of commercial morality” (Jeffreys,
1946: 347). If the shares were of a high value this might deter speculation
because the investor “incurred a large degree of potential liability as a result of
the extent of the unpaid capital” (Cottrell, 1980: 84). By having a large reserve of
uncalled capital, it was hoped that, “the greater a limited company could
approach to the partnership system of responsibility, the greater would be the
security, and the higher its standing” (Jeffreys, 1946: 348). Jeffreys further
asserts (1946: 349) that this view “was due more to the strong insistence” of
creditors than to any other factor. It was the creditors who wanted uncalled
capital to be a “reserve which could be drawn on in an emergency” (Jeffreys,
1946: 349-350), i.e. if the company was on the verge of bankruptcy or in the
throes of a financial crisis.

As experience of limited liability deepened, and especially after the
financial crisis of 1866, it was found that “the calling up on unpaid portions of
shares was a clumsy and disquieting method of obtaining capital at a time of
emergency” (Jeffreys, 1946: 351). Shareholders began to question their position;
despite their official limited liability status the existence of a significant uncalled
element to their shares meant that their liability was not limited simply to what
they had paid for the shares. If necessary, they would have to find the funds to
pay for the uncalled portion should the need arise, and this portion could prove to
be substantial. Indeed in south Wales, the Powell Duffryn company shares were
£5,000 each with £200 uncalled, the latter amount only to be called up in the
event of the company being wound up. One consequence of the Overend &
Gurney-inspired financial crisis of 1866 was that, by the 1870s, there was a
noticeable move towards lower denomination shares in general, although the
comments of Jeffreys above re. colliery companies must be borne in mind, and
many of these shares were fully paid (Cottrell, 1980: 81); this lower denomination
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of shares made it easier for members of the ‘middle classes’ to enter the market
for shares and increased the amount of capital available to companies.

Another consequence of ‘living’ with limited liability throughout the 1850s
and 1860s was that “the need to keep part of the shares uncalled in order to
secure the goodwill of creditors became less imperative as the limited form
proved its efficiency and stability” (Jeffreys, 1946: 353). Rather than rely solely on
part-called ordinary shares, companies were now able to issue debenture loans
and preference shares® which offered lenders security in a form other than the
‘uncalled reserve’ and these sources of finance became increasingly popular in
the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Another important factor in the
increased popularity of debentures and preference shares (loan capital), was the
fact that by issuing such financial instruments, rather than shares, control was not
diluted; in short, by choosing a financial structure that included loan capital,
companies “provided themselves with the additional capital that was essential for
the survival of their business, and yet managed to avoid any substantial change
in their mode of operation” (Watson, 1996: 66).

External finance

Finance, other than from selling ordinary shares, generally came either from the
banks, in the form of loans or overdrafts (although it must be noted that banks
were often reluctant to offer anything other than short term finance), or from
issuing preference shares or debenture loans. The type of finance sought by
companies depended on what it was to be used for; as already discussed, the
initial fixed capital needed to finance the sinking of a mine was generally raised
by the issue of ordinary shares, as were any major future expansions; once a
company was up and running internally generated profits could be used, but
these were often insufficient to finance anything other than short term working
capital needs. If any additional fixed capital was required, and the company did

® Preference shares are considered more in the form of a loan if they are redeemable; they offer holders
‘preference’ in the form of fixed dividends which are payable before ordinary dividends and rank higher
than ordinary shares when a company is wound up.

82



not wish (or was unable to) issue additional ordinary shares, it had to raise longer
term finance in the form of a mortgage, preference shares or debentures. More
short term needs to meet any shortfalls in working capital, or any unexpected
expenses, were usually met by arranging an overdraft or short term loan from the
bank.

Banks

Until the late eighteenth century, Wales was largely an “agricultural economy
consisting of a few large, almost autonomous country estates, small self-
supporting farms.... and a craft workforce” (Rhys-Williams, 1990: 94). This
society was largely self-sufficient and the only people who had any sizeable
reserves of capital available for spending and [for] investment were “estate
owners, large farmers and substantial traders” (Roberts, 1993: 291) who would
occasionally lend capital to fledgling industrialists (Rhys-Williams, 1990: 95).
However, as industry developed “and the resources of Wales [began] to attract
adventurers from across the border” (Dodd, 1926: 23), the need for ‘ready’ cash
increased. This development led to the first private banks being formed. The first
banks in north Wales were established in the industrial towns of Wrexham, Mold
and Holywell (Chambers Jones, 1978: 70) but many of these smaller banks failed
to survive the crisis of 1825-26, and although private banks continued to exist
until 1850, from this date banking facilities in Denbighshire and north Wales were
to be provided by the larger, more stable joint stock banks.

By 1850 banks had, therefore, become established in Denbighshire, but
how useful were these banks to emerging businesses, especially those involved
in the coal and iron industries? Were loans and overdrafts readily available, or
were coalowners forced to rely on internally generated funds? In a paper written
during the First World War, Foxwell (1917: 508-9) asserts that “banks prefer
financial to industrial banking” because “our great banks are too timid to take
primary risks” and thus industry in the UK was not well served by the banks
“which deprive our industrialists and merchants of trade”. He explained that the

long and large loans that some industrialists wanted were not available from the
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banks, thus “the only alternatives are to resort to the company promoter or the
sale of debentures.....[which] are mere makeshifts, utterly inadequate”. Foxwell
also believed that as a result industry was under-capitalised and consequently
less competitive than in countries such as Germany or the USA, where banking
was much more ‘liberal’ (Foxwell, 1917: 510). More recent research, for example
that done by Capie and Collins (1996: 26), while not as condemnatory of the
banks, shows that “there remains a fair degree of suspicion that, in the years
before 1914, British banks - which were amongst the most stable and richly
resourced in the world - failed to support adequately the development of British
industry” (Capie and Collins, 1996: 26).

Cottrell (1980: 210), disagrees with these views; he states that “a
substantial amount of evidence has now accumulated showing that banks, during
the early phases of the industrial revolution.....did provide long term loans to
industrial firms which often financed investment in fixed capital”. He cites
examples of long term loans being extended to colliery companies in south
Wales in the 1840s and 1850s, and to iron companies in that region in the 1870s.
He also explains that banks, in the second half of the nineteenth century, were
more willing to allow overdraft facilities to cover short term shortages (Cottrell,
1980: 212). Recent research carried out by other authors has suggested that, in
many instances, such short term overdrafts were often rolled—over, in effect
making them into longer term loans averaging nineteen months duration (Capie &
Collins, 1999).

Financing coal companies in Denbighshire

Share capital

The main way in which the companies in Denbighshire raised capital was through
issuing ordinary shares. It would appear that very few of the companies in

Denbighshire, in common with many throughout the country, actually made
realistic estimates of how much capital would be needed to sink and work their
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pits. The initial estimates were invariably over optimistic and there are continual
references to companies having to increase their share capital. A good example
to illustrate this is the sinking of the pits by the Bersham Colliery Co. Ltd. The
company was incorporated with capital of £20,000 (400 shares of £50) in October
1868, to sink and work pits on land leased from the Plas Grono Estate
(D/DM/309/1). Work on sinking started in June 1869, but a bore-hole sunk to see
what conditions might be encountered when sinking proper began, showed that
“from the bottom of the pit there was 15 to 18 yards of very bad ground consisting
of sand, sandy loam, sand and gravel and between these, beds of stony clay”’; in
addition there was also a great deal of water (D/DM/309/1, 29 June 1870). Such
obstacles were obviously expensive to overcome and the accounts for the year to
June 1872 state that net expenditure to date on pits, plant, buildings, etc., was
£13,616. It was anticipated that further expenditure of £10,000 would be required
to complete sinking, open up the underground roadways and erect railway
sidings (D/DM/309/1, 19 August 1872). The report of the Managing Director to
the AGM (19 August 1872) stated that “there is yet £4,500 uncalled
capital ...[but].. as it is not advisable to go into debt or borrow, | (James Barnes)
suggest that the capital be increased by £10,000 which will more than cover the
work unless unforeseen difficulties arise” (D/DM/309/1, 19 August 1872).
Unfortunately, such unforeseen difficulties did arise; in his report to the
shareholders on 5 October 1874 (D/DM/309/1), James Barnes explained that,
despite the fact that the company had started working the coal and that the
railway facilities were almost finished, the company was still encountering
problems: “the seam of coal has turned out very fiery and the safe ventilation has
been a cause of much anxiety”. To counter this problem the company invested in
a Guibal fan which was “very expensive but economical in the long term and the
safest” (D/DM/309/1, 5 October 1874). Mr Barnes explained that the £12/10/-
uncalled per share would cover the cost of the fan and an air-compressing
engine for pumping water out, but still additional capital was required. He
proposed that the company’s capital be increased from £30,000 to £60,000, and
the request was duly endorsed (D/DM/309/1, 5 October 1874).
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The Main coal seam was eventually reached in both Bersham pits in 1878,
but delays in driving, a fire in September 1879 and an explosion in August 1880,
meant that the pits did not start fully working the coal until late 1880/early 1881, a
full twelve years after the company had been incorporated. The company was
forced to increase its capital from £60,000 to £80,000 to deal with a balance
owed to the Managing Director, James Barnes. At 30 June 1880 (D/DM/309/1, 30
June 1880) the company owed Barnes £32,042, and in his report to the
shareholders on 15 November 1880, he explained that “it is very advisable that
the cash balance (owed to him) should be dealt with and till it is the shareholders
cannot have a dividend, and to meet this | am willing to convert it into either
shares or a loan”; the company chose to issue him with 600 fully paid shares
worth £30,000. The financial difficulties the company encountered due to the
problems of sinking the pits is further illustrated by the fact that the company had
to negotiate extensions to the debentures issued in 1876 (D/DM/309/1, 2
November 1881), and a second debenture issue had to be made to repay the
first, which in turn had to be extended due the company’s difficulties in meeting
the repayments of this loan.

Bersham Colliery Co. Ltd. was not alone in needing to increase capital on
several occasions; the Ruabon Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. was incorporated with
capital of £30,000 in July 1880, but between this date and 1890 the capital had
been increased to first £560,000 and then £80,000; it was further increased to
£120,000 in 1892 and again to £150,000 in 1893 (NA/38192/14301); the exact
reasons for these increases are not known, but given that the company worked
Hafod, one of the largest collieries in Denbighshire in terms of the numbers
employed, it would seem reasonable to assume that the money was needed to
extend the working of the pit and to finance technological innovations in haulage,
working, ventilation etc.

The Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. also experienced great difficulties when
sinking its pits; it was incorporated in December 1863 with capital of £25,000
(NA/14345/821C) which had been increased to £60,000 before sinking in
Rhosddu began in 1869. Initially there were few problems and the Main coal was
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reached in October 1870 (NLW/HR/ 76/79), but when the company began driving
into the coal, the pit flooded in January 1871 (NLW/HR/76/469), and it was not
until the end of 1873/start of 1874 that the pits were cleared and working could
resume (D/DM/424/1). Such were the difficulties encountered that a director,
John Jones, in a letter to Thomas Brassey, a shareholder, (NLW/HR/76/155, 21
December 1872) described the operation as “this hitherto uniucky adventure”. To
meet the costs of sinking and to deal with the problems encountered, the
company issued £15,000 worth of 10 per cent preference shares in June 1870,
and in December 1872 it issued a further £30,000 of the same shares. The high
dividend rate might be indicative of the company’'s desperation for additional
funding; it might have had to make the dividend high to attract the level of finance
it required, given the obvious problems it had encountered in sinking its pits. The
high dividend rate may have been offered to make the preference shares more
attractive to the ordinary shareholders who were given the option to convert their
ordinary shares into preference shares (NA/14345/821C). This may have been a
means of ensuring that they received a dividend (they were unlikely to receive
dividends on their ordinary shares). £7,000 of the preference shares were taken
up by the Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd, which owned an adjoining
colliery and was experiencing identical problems with water. This latter company
also had to increase its share capital to raise additional finance. Incorporated in
1858 with capital of £30,000, by October 1872 this had increased to £80,000,
and by October 1875 it had reached £120,000; again the reasons for this appear
to stem from the need to deepen pits, or to update transport facilities and working
methods.

Overdrafts
The main problem with trying to establish how reliant companies were on bank
support “is the lack of the necessary source material” (Cottrell, 1980: 212). This

problem is highlighted by the records of the coal companies of Denbighshire;
although the surviving information is very patchy, it would appear that overdrafts
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were available but that they were used only to meet the needs of working capital.
Any longer term funds required were raised either through increasing share
capital, or by issuing debentures.

That overdrafts were readily used is evidenced by some of the records
that are available; a letter from Dixons & Co, Bankers of Chester, to the
Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd., dated 30 June 1876, states “[we are] willing to allow a
floating overdraft at anytime of £10,000 or £12,000, and if the present balance
can be reduced to that amount by the end of present month we shall be glad”
(NLW/HR/76/182). There is also evidence that the Broughton & Plas Power Coal
Co. Ltd. relied heavily on its overdraft; throughout the period 1881-1914 the
company banked with Parr's Bank, which had its Head Office in Warrington and
branches throughout Cheshire and some in north east Wales. The minutes of the
directors’ meetings show that, intermittently, the company put pressure on the
bank to improve its terms; on 24 February 1892 (D/DM/309/4) the company notes
the “very heavy charges” made by the bank, and decided to investigate the
possibility of moving its account. With this in mind it approached the North &
South Waies Bank which offered a temporary overdraft of up to £3,000 charging
half a per cent above base, with a minimum of 4 per cent; it also offered other
terms relating to commission on turnover and interest payable on deposits
(D/DM/309/4, 23 March 1892). Parr's countered with their own offer which was
“‘deemed excessive” because the minimum rate on the overdraft was to be 5 per
cent. The company finally agreed terms with Parr's which gave it an overdraft of
up to £5,000 without security. If the overdraft was temporary the interest would
be half a per cent above base with a minimum of 4 per cent; if permanent the
minimum was to be 5 per cent, any overdraft lasting longer than six months being
deemed permanent (D/DM/309/4, 30 November 1892).

The extent to which the needs of the coal companies changed over the
years can be illustrated by the fact that the minutes for Broughton and Plas
Power Coal Co. Ltd. for 10 June 1914 (D/DM/309/5) state that, in the
negotiations for an overdraft of £30,000, the bank had asked the company to

deposit with it as security the share certificates of those companies in which it
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had invested. In the event, the company did not have to do this as its overdraft
was far below this limit, the balance sheet for 31 December 1914 (DD/PP/620)
showing an overdraft of £17,160. An analysis of the balance sheets of other coal
companies also shows that many of them had sizeable overdrafts; between 1865
and 1876 the accounts of the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. show that its overdraft
varied from £5,997 in 1867 (D/DM /424/1) to £17,845 in 1875 (D/DM/424/2), and
the United Westminster & Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. had an overdraft of £15,503
at the end of June 1911 (NA/37495/85251). It would appear that this latter
company later decided, or was pressurised by its bankers, not to rely on an
overdraft but rather to pay off the overdraft by issuing debentures. Thus the
balance sheet for 30 June 1912 shows the company having no overdraft but
debentures of £42,500, a figure which had risen to £48,750 by June 1914.
Another reason for this change in financing may have been that the company
decided that, in the long term, given that debenture interest was at a fixed rate
while bank rates fluctuated, that debentures offered the more stable option.

The above evidence, although sparse, appears to show that, in
Denbighshire, companies were able to avail themselves of often significant
amounts of money from banks which, as Watson (1996: 70) found in her study of
the brewing industry, were flexible in meeting the needs of individual companies.
Watson (1996: 71) points out that, in many cases, what started out as short term
facilities often turned into long term arrangements, as can be seen by the fact
that the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. had a continuous overdraft in the period 1867-
1876 (NLW/HR/76/1342 & 1346; D/DM/424/1-2). However, more significant, or
long term finance was usually raised via debentures.

Debentures
It would appear that issuing debentures was a popular source of long term
finance in Denbighshire. In his work on capital formation in the south Wales coal

industry, Walters (1980: 252) states that a “significant contribution to the capital
requirements of coalmining in south Wales came from the issue of mortgage
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debenture stocks which enabled risks to be spread”. The surviving financial
records in Denbighshire show that this statement could equally have been made
about this region, which also conforms to the view put forward by Cottrell (1980:
87-88) that “the practice of issuing debentures...grew steadily from the 1870s".
According to Church (1986: 52) this increased popularity was due to the fact that
debentures “offered greater security at lower interest rates than could be
obtained from the banks.....[they] also carried the option of liquidation, or
possible renewal on improved terms”. Watson (1996: 64-65) believes that
debentures were attractive to the issuing company, not simply for their fixed
interest rates, but because they allowed companies to raise additional fixed
capital without diluting control. They were also attractive to lenders in that they
offered guaranteed interest payments, as opposed to dividends which fluctuated
according to the performance of the company, and also, if secured on specific
assets, allowed them to recoup the capital invested in the event of a liquidation.
The importance of debentures to coal companies in Denbighshire can be
determined by looking at a number of the individual companies. Thus, the
Ruabon Coal Co. Ltd., which was incorporated in July 1856 (NA/BT/31/1/2),
issued £10,000 worth of debentures in March 1866 and a further £40,000 in
November 1867. By March 1877 the company had converted share capital of
£79,150 into debenture stock of the same value; it thus had £129,150 of
debentures in issue. The reasons for the conversion are not given; it may have
been done to pacify shareholders who had not received dividends due to the
poor performance of the company, or, it may have been done to consolidate
control in the hands of a few shareholders; whatever the reasons, unsurprisingly,
given the consequent burden of interest payments, the company was wound up
in July 1878 as a result of its failure to pay debenture interest (NA/BT/32/1/2).
Debentures were important to the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd.
from its very incorporation in January 1881; as part of the agreement drawn up to
purchase the two collieries, Plas Power and Gatewen, £30,000 was to be
borrowed on S5 per cent debentures repayable at five or seven years
(D/DM/309/3, 10 January 1881). Of these debentures, £16,400 were issued to
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the public, and those not issued by 23 March 1881 were to be taken up by Henry
Robertson (the founder and major shareholder) or his nominees (D/DM/309/3/ 23
March 1881). The debentures were secured on a mortgage to Henry Robertson
and CE Derby of freehold and leasehold property and by a charge on the
uncalled capital of the company (D/DM/309/3, 17 January 1881). An analysis of
later balance sheets shows that the company continued to have fairly substantial
debenture loans, although after 1893 it began to pay them off. When the
redemption date arrived the company gave the debenture holders the choice of
redemption or a renewed term; for example, in December 1893, it offered to
renew the 5 per cent debentures for another 5 years but at a lower rate of 4%z per
cent; of the £5,300 debentures due for redemption, holders of stock worth £4,500
took up the offer to renew (D/DM/309/4, 20 December 1893).

Most of the other companies for which records survive resorted to issuing
debentures at one time or another. The Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. issued
debentures worth £21,000 in 1876, probably to finance the sinking of a new shaft
on land at Acton (D/DM/424/2), while the Ruabon Coal & Coke Co. Lid. issued
£40,000 worth of 5 per cent debentures in March 1898, to ‘replace’ £25,000 5 per
cent preference shares issued in February 1894 (NA/38192/14301). In March
1903 the directors of Wynnstay Collieries Co. Ltd. wanted to increase the
company’s debentures from £15,400 to £30,000 because “[we] have for a long
time been endeavouring to prove the existence of coal to be worked.... for the
purpose of greatly extending the life of the colliery. This area has now been
proved beyond all reasonable doubt. To open out this coalfield it will be
necessary to incur considerable outlay” (NA/14998/ 29254). The company issued
a further £20,000 of debentures in October 1904 because, to access the coal
discussed above, it required an electric haulage system (NA/14998/ 29254). The
Bersham Colliery Co. Ltd. had to negotiate the issue of £15,000 5% per cent
debentures in October 1876 to meet the costs of sinking (see page 86 above)
and the United Westminster & Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd had debentures of
£48,750 in issue in 1914 (NA/37495/85251).
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Mortgages

Additional long term financing was sometimes accessed via mortgages; for
example, in September 1895 the Bersham Colliery Co. Ltd. purchased the Plas
Grono Estate for £12,000 with a mortgage from the Adelphi Bank in Liverpool
(D/DM/309/1/ 16 October 1895), and the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. steadily
increased its mortgage from £7,500 in 1867 to £12,500 in 1869 and £18,800 in
1875 (NLW/HR/76/1342 & 1346; D/DM/424/1-2). The Broughton & Plas Power
Coal Co. Ltd also had a mortgage of £8,200 in 1897 (NLW/HR/10/25-37).

Having looked at the ‘generalities’ of financing coal companies in Denbighshire,
we can now consider, in more detail two companies, Broughton & Plas Power
Coal Co. Ltd., and the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. to establish how the ‘financing’
element of the balance sheet was broken down. We shall then examine how this
capital was ‘spent’ by examining how the assets of the two companies were
distributed.

Two case studies: Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. and the Wrexham
Colliery Co. Ltd.

Sources of finance

If we examine the breakdown of ‘Capital & Reserves’ for the Broughton and Plas
Power Coal Co. Ltd. for 1887-1914 (see Table 3.3), we can see that although
share capital was always the most significant element of the finance available to
the company, reserves, and especially, what we shall call, the Capital Reserve
(on the company’s balance sheet this is described as ‘amount appropriated from
profits’), were also important. This reserve was built up between 1891 and 1904
by transferring various amounts from profits and, by 1904, it amounted to
£122,300.
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Table 3.3 : Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., Breakdown of capital, reserves and liabilities,

1887-1914
Year | Share | Debs | Mortg/ | O/D | Creds | P&L | Capital | NWCOA | Wagon | Gen. Balance
Capital Loans (1) Res Reserve | repairs | reserve | sheet
reserve total

% % % % % % % % % £
1887 62.7 | 11.2 1.9 -1 11.2]13.0 - - - - | 269,016
1891 57.8 9.9 1.1 - 70| 56 18.6 - - - | 291,857
1892 59.6 9.5 0.2 - 55| 4.2 21.0 - - - | 283,129
1893 61.5 8.6 0.2 - 50 1.0 23.7 - - - | 274,540
1894 59.6 7.4 0.2 - 66| 3.2 23.0 - - - | 283,095
1895 58.6 6.2 0.2 - 79| 34 23.7 - - - | 288,150
1897 57.56 5.3 2.8 - 52| 26 26.6 - - - | 293,639
1901 48.9 - - - 6.3 142 30.6 - - - | 344,743
1904 49.0 - - - 59| 7.5 35.5 1.5 0.6 - | 344,623
1910 76.7 - - - 93| 35 - 24 1.3 6.8 | 219,946
1913 67.5 6.7 -1 56| 100]| 47 - - - 5.5 | 274,069
1914 68.3 6.9 -] 6.2 9.0 41 - 5.5 - - |1 270,672
Notes:

1.

Key

Debs - debentures; mortg — mortgage; O/D - overdraft; Creds — creditors; P & L — profit and loss

There is sufficient information available to reconcile the trading profits and balance sheet

figure for 1891-1897; but this has proved impossible for the remaining years

account; Res — reserve; NWCOA - North Wales Coalowners Association; Gen - general

(Source: DD/PP/618-620; D/GR/682; D/BC/2249; D/BC/2289; NLW/HR/10/25-37).

This suggests that the company was generating fairly substantial profits

which it did not want to distribute to shareholders, but instead wanted to ‘plough
back’ into the company. Unfortunately there are no balance sheets, profit and
loss accounts or minutes available for the years 1905-1909 and there is therefore
no explanation for the disappearance of the capital reserve by 1910. It would
appear that the remaining balance on this account was ‘converted’ into
depreciation and deducted from the carrying value of fixed assets. This would
have the effect of reducing the balance sheet total and also reducing the carrying
amount of fixed assets, which, if one examines Table 3.5 below, fell, as a
proportion of total assets, from 77.3 per cent in 1904 to 62.1 per cent in 1910.
(For further discussion of accounting for depreciation see Chapter 8 below).

The Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. was not particularly
reliant on ‘external’ funding; although debentures and mortgages were present in
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all but three of the featured years, together they never constituted more than 13.1
per cent of total capital (see Table 3.3). Throughout most of the period from
1887, the company did not rely on an overdraft facility, but this position changed
in 1913, the company recording an overdraft of £15,331, which constituted more
than 5 per cent of the balance sheet total. In 1911 the company had purchased
the Bersham Colliery Co. Ltd. for £42,121 and the company may have decided
that an overdraft, combined with a new share issue of £15,000 and a debenture
issue for £18,000, was, in the long term, the cheaper option, especially if it was
able to negotiate the interest rate with the bank, as it had done in the past.

The profile of the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. was not dissimilar to that of
the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. (see Table 3.4). It too was most reliant
on ordinary share capital but, unlike the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., it
also issued preference shares which, in 1873, constituted 10.9 per cent of the
balance sheet total. As discussed above (page 87), these were probably issued
because of the problems encountered when sinking the pit, and at 10 per cent,
they were an expensive form of finance, which may explain why the company
had redeemed all but £1,500 of the £15,000 shares in issue, by the start of 1875.
During the years under review the company did not generate significant profits,
indeed no profit and loss figure was recorded on the balance sheet until 1874.
The reason for this is that, as already discussed, not only did sinking take a long
time (during which time we would not expect to see a profit figure) but the
company was plagued by problems with water which prevented it from working
properly until the beginning of 1874.

The Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. was more reliant on ‘external’
funding than the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. Classifying preference
share capital, mortgages, loans and overdrafts as external, in 1869, 41 per cent
of the company’'s capital came from external sources. This was a significant
proportion but, given the problems encountered, it was understandable, because
the company was unable to trade properly and generate its own funds. Once the
company had begun to trade properly, it was able to reduce this reliance on
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external sources and, by 1876, the proportion of external capital had fallen to 23

per cent.

Table 3.4: Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd., Breakdown of capital, reserves and liabilities, 1867-1876

Year | OSC | PSC | Mortgage | Debs | Creds | O/D | Bank | P&L | WMCQR | CRR | Depn. | Balance
loan Provn | sheet
total

% % % - % % % % % % £

1867 | 67.3 - 13.4 - 8.6 ] 10.7 - - 56,105

1869 | 59.0 - 14.5 - 511185 - 2.9 - 86,081

1872 | 45.2 | 12.1 13.3 109 | 13.7 2.8 2.0 124,188

1873 | 64.1 | 10.9 10.3 - 75| 7.2 - - - 150,739
(a)

1874 | 67.5| 84 7.9 - 68| 86 05| 03 - - 195,768

1875.| 748 07 8.4 - 44| 80 32| 0.2 - - 0.3 | 223,348

1876 | 740 06 7.9 8.8 391 138 -] 22 -1 0.3 0.5 | 237,774
Key:

OSC = Ordinary Share Capital; PSC = Preference Share Capital, CRR = Capital Redemption
Reserve for redemption of preference shares; WMCQR = loan from the Wrexham, Mold and
Connah's Quay Railway Co. Ltd; Depn Provn = Depreciation Provision; other items as per key to
Table 3.3.

Note:
(a)The Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. was reconstituted as the Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd.
at the beginning of 1873.

(Sources: NLW/HR/76/1342; D/DM/424/1-2)

Capital utilisation

Having examined the sources of finance for these two companies, we now turn
our attention to the other side of the balance sheet, to the assets of the
companies, to see how the capital raised was 'spent’. Table 3.5 gives details of
the balance sheets of Broughton and Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. for the years
1887-1914.
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Table 3.5: Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., Breakdown of assets, 1887-1914

Year | Fixed | Stock | Suspense | Debtors | Bank | Cash Inv. Shares Value
assets (b) in of

(a) Bersham | assets

% % % % % % % % £

1887 | 86.00 1.80 2.10 9.96 0.04 0.10 - - | 269,016
1891 | 82.10 2.00 3.10 9.60 0.60 2.60 - - | 291,857
1892 | 84.60 1.90 3.20 8.60 1.67 0.03 - - | 283,129
1893 | 87.40 1.80 2.10 8.49 0.20 0.01 - - | 274,540
1894 | 85.00 2.00 2.00 10.28 0.70 0.02 - - | 283,095
1895 | 84.40 1.00 2.20 10.28 2.10 0.02 - - | 288,150
1897 | 85.10 1.20 0.60 10.50 1.16 0.04 1.40 - | 293,639
1901 | 74.10 1.50 0.30 15.10 3.24 0.06 5.70 - | 344,743
1904 | 77.30 1.40 1.80 11.09 4.20 0.01 4.20 - | 344,623
1910 | 62.10 1.90 2.80 21.00 3.00 0.10 9.10 - | 219,946
1913 | 48.30 1.90 0.60 23.56 - 0.04| 10.20 15.40 | 274,069
1914 | 49.10 2.20 0.70 21.41 - 0.09 | 10.90 15.60 | 270,672

Notes:

(a) The fixed assets figure is after deduction of depreciation. This is negligible until 1913 and
1914; by this time over 50 per cent of the cost of the assets is being deducted
as 'appropriation from profits for the purchase of property and plant and for depreciation’.

(b) The suspense account relates to ‘balance of prepaid mineral rents etc’, what we would
now simply describe as ‘prepayments’.

(Sources: as for Table 3.3)

Table 3.5 shows that, for the years 1887-1904, the breakdown of assets
remained relatively stable. As we would expect, fixed assets is the most
significant category and, indeed, until 1910, fixed assets make up more than 70
per cent of total assets. In 1913 this proportion falls significantly to just under 50
per cent. The reason for this is that, until 1913, the fixed assets were recorded at
cost and any depreciation that was provided for was negligible. However, in 1913
and 1914 the company was deducting from the cost of fixed assets a significant
amount (in 1913 it was 49.9 per cent of cost and in 1914, 51.7 per cent) to
cover 'appropriation from profits for the purchase of property and plant and for
depreciation’. The issue of depreciation and the inconsistencies in its application
will be discussed further in Chapter 8, but it would appear that, given that the
company was recording all its assets at historical cost, this adjustment was
possibly for what modern accountants would call impairment, i.e. a devaluation,
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an adjustment of the carrying amount of an asset to a more realistic estimate of
its recoverable amount.

Table 3.5 illustrates that, from 1897, the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co.
Ltd. began to buy investments. These consisted of shares in the Broughton
Solvay Coke Co. Ltd., India 3% stock and shares in various railway companies.
In 1911 the company purchased the Bersham Colliery Co. Ltd. and in 1913 and
1914 this investment accounted for approximately 15 per cent of the company’s
net assets. Throughout the period under review stocks, prepayments, bank and
cash did not fluctuate significantly, but debtors increased as a proportion of total
assets, from 10 per cent in the years to 1897, to 23 per cent in 1913. This
increase is accounted for by the fact that, in absolute terms, the amounts owed to
the company increased from around £30,000 in the years up to 1897, to
approximately £50,000, while in 1913 and 1914 debts ‘due by Bersham company’
are also included on the balance sheet.

The balance sheets of the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd., for the years 1867-
1876, show that fixed assets account for a very high proportion of total assets
(see Table 3.6). As the company was in the process of sinking its pits in the
years 1867-1872, this was to be expected and, it was only when trading began
properly in 1873-4 that we see fixed assets falling and debtors rising. Until the
company started trading properly debtors would be negligible because,
obviously, the company would need to have had coal to sell on credit before it
could offer its customers credit terms.

Prepayments, or ‘dead rents’ as the balance sheet describes them, are
more significant for the Wrexham company than for the Broughton & Plas Power
Coal Co. Ltd. Again this is not unexpected given that the pits were being sunk
during this period. Chapter 5 explains, in detail, how dead rents work and these
balance sheet amounts relate to the ‘shorts’ that the company could recoup. Until
full working was achieved the company was unlikely to pay significant royalties
and the minimum dead rents would have had to be paid; any shortfall would be
reclaimed once coal was being produced and sufficient royalties were due to be
paid. Given that these ‘shorts’ were cumulative we can see that, even by 1876,
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the company had not produced sufficient coal to enable these shorts to be

recouped.

Table 3.6: Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd./Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd.(a), Breakdown of
assets, 1867-1876

Year | Fixed | Stock | Dead | Debtors | Cash | Suspense | Bank | Value
assets rents (b) (c) of
assets
% % % % % % £
1867 | 96.90 140 1.30 0.40 - - 56,105
1869 | 97.30 1.00] 162 0.02| 0.06 - 86,081
1872 | 97.10 1.10 1.30 0.50 - - 124,188
1873 | 94.20 1.30 | 4.20 025 0.05 - 150,739
1874 | 91.60 1.30 | 4.40 260] 0.10 - 195,768
1875 | 90.45 1.32| 4.90 1.90 | 0.03 1.30 | 0.10 | 223,348
1876 | 89.25| 2.40| 5.40 2.10| 0.05 0.80 - | 237,774

Notes:
a) The Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. was reconstituted as the Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co.
Ltd. at the beginning of 1873.
b) The suspense account relates to ‘Winning coal to be raised in future years’.
¢) The bank figure relates to ‘Bankers; redemption of preference shares’

(Sources: as for Table 3.4)

In his study of the British coal industry Church (1986: 112) attempts to give
a breakdown of ‘typical’ fixed assets. He readily admits that it is a very tentative
estimate given the disparities between companies but, nevertheless, it does give
us some indication of what we would expect to see when analysing the fixed

assets of a coal company. Church’s breakdown is as follows (1986: 112):

Shafts 40
Plant 35
Railways 11
Wagons 5
Coke works 4
Brick works 4
Horses 1

If we look at the analysis of fixed assets for the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co.
Ltd. (see Table 3.7) and that for the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. (see Table 3.8)
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we can see that if Church’s figures for shafts and plant are combined at 75 per
cent then the figure for ‘works’ is not too dissimilar to that for Broughton & Plas
Power Coal Co. Ltd. At the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. if the figures for Pits 1, 2
and 3 are combined, in the years of sinking, 1867 and 1869, they together make
up a higher proportion of fixed assets than Church’s estimate for shafts. In 1872
they indeed make up 40 per cent of the total, but this fell to between 30 and 35

per cent in subsequent years.

Table 3.7: Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., Breakdown of fixed assets, 1887-1914

Year | Works | Freehold | Railway | Locomotive | Horses | Total value
(a) land & wagons | plant of fixed
buildings assets (b)

% % % % % £

1887 | 79.30 6.60 13.20 0.40 0.50 231,624
1891 | 77.90 6.40 14.70 0.50 0.50 240,346
1892 | 77.80 6.10 15.00 0.60 0.50 240,356
1893 | 77.70 6.10 15.10 0.60 0.50 240,757
1894 | 77.60 6.10 15.30 0.50 0.50 241,933
1895 | 76.70 6.00 16.40 0.50 0.40 244,186
1897 | 73.50 10.00 15.60 0.50 0.40 255,022
1901 | 71.60 8.90 18.60 0.50 0.40 261,208
1904 | 71.10 8.70 19.30 0.50 0.40 272,806
1910 | 70.20 9.10 19.80 0.50 0.40 272,793
1913 | 69.80 9.50 19.80 0.50 0.40 274,337
1914 | 69.45 9.85 19.80 0.50 0.40 275,613

Note:
(a) Works is ‘pits, buildings, machinery and plant’.
(b) The total value of fixed assets used is before deduction of the provision for depreciation
because the provision is not allocated to the individual asset categories.

(Sources: as for Table 3.3)

Further analysis of the balance sheets for these two companies reveal that
railway wagons were more ‘important’ to the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co.
Ltd. than Church (1986: 112) estimates while they were of negligible importance
to the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd., and neither company owned as many horses
as Church would have expected. Given that the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. did
not come into production until 1873 it is not surprising that it owned few railway
wagons or horses before this date and once production started we see the
proportions of both wagons and horses rise. It would appear that the Broughton &
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Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. chose to purchase its own wagons, hence the relatively
high proportion of wagons within assets, however, other companies often chose
to keep ownership of wagons to a minimum and used the railway companies’
own wagons to transport coal. This might well be a further explanation for the low

proportion of railway wagons on Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd.’s balance sheet.

Table 3.8: Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd./Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd., Breakdown of fixed
assets 1887-1914

Year | L&B Pit Pit Pt | RWs | P&M [ H R Op | W Other | RS Value
No.1 No.2 | No. out
3

% % % | % % % % %l %% % % £
1867 | 22.0 19.1 ]| 244 - 0.1] 30.0 -] 0.4 - |- 3.8 0.2 54,362
1869 | 18.1 20.3 ! 30.0 - 0.3 214 -1 03 - |- 9.3 0.2 83,791
1872 | 13.6 16.6 | 24.2 - 08| 184 03| 16| 3.7| 6.4 |129 1.7 120,611
1873 | 13.0 146 | 21.2 - 08| 179 0.1 14| 3.210.3 [15.2 14 142,005
1874 | 12.8 116| 16.8| 2.9 08| 207 05| 12| 25148 |13.0 1.2 179,299
1875 | 14.2 10.3| 154 | 4.0 12 201 06| 11| 22134 | 152 1.1 202,004
1876 | 15.2 98| 142 | 47 18| 204 09| 10| 21127 | 144 1.0 212,199

Key:

L&B = freehold land and buildings; RWs = Railway wagons; P&M = plant & machinery; H =
Horses; R = roads; Op. out = this relates to costs of opening out Main coal; W = water, this
relates to the costs relating to two ‘irruptions of water’ in January 1871 and October 1872; Other =
‘preliminary expenses, law charges, general charges, interest and commission and redemption of
preference shares’; RS = railway sidings.

(Sources: as for Table 3.4)

It would appear that Church expected most companies to lease their land
because he does not include freehold land as a category, but this was a fairly
significant element on the balance sheets of both the companies studied. Neither
does Church (1986: 112) separately categorise buildings, either pit buildings or
workmens’ cottages. While buildings are not listed separately on the balance
sheets of Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., they are separately itemised on
the balance sheets of the Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. whose 1876 balance sheet
reveals that pit buildings accounted for 4.1 per cent of total assets while cottages
made up 4.6 per cent of the total (D/DM/424/2)

It would be impossible to give a breakdown of assets that would ‘fit' all
companies because each company was different and, given that the accounting
treatment of fixed assets was not standardised at this time, had the freedom to

100



capitalise various costs as it saw fit. This is illustrated by the Wrexham Colliery
Co. Ltd. which capitalised significant amounts under the headings ‘irruption of
water’; the company had two major irruptions in 1871 and 1872 and capitalised a
total of £26,642 on its 1874 balance sheet (D/DM/424/1)". Another item that the
company capitalised in 1875 was £8,375 as ‘redemption of preference shares’.
There are no explanations as to what this represents and it is difficult to see why
fixed assets have been debited; one would expect a ‘redemption of preference
shares’ account’, which would be found under ‘capital and reserves’ to be
debited. This transaction certainly does not appear to meet the modern definition
of fixed assets which not only requires an entity to own an asset but also to gain
benefit from it. It may be that the company felt that because it had had to issue
preference shares to cover the costs of problems encountered while sinking its

pits that it was justified in capitalising the cost of redeeming those shares.
Conclusion

From the above, albeit limited, analysis, it can be seen that the coal companies in
Denbighshire, for which records survive, availed themselves of a combination of
financial resources, but it would appear that the most significant, and the one
most relied on, was ordinary share capital. The comments made by Walters
(1977: 257) regarding south Wales, would once more appear to apply equally to
north Wales; he explains that the south Wales coalfield was “primarily financed
by partners’ subscriptions, calls on shares and retention of profit". According to
Walters (1980: 257) mortgages and debentures were used, but “it was rare for
whole new pits to be financed in this way”; and while bank credit facilities were
‘undoubtedly important” for working capital purposes, internally generated
finance or “privately derived” share capital, remained the most important source
‘of finance for coal companies throughout the period under review.

When we examine how this capital was ‘spent’ by the coal companies, not
surprisingly, we find that most of the capital employed was tied up in fixed assets,

7 This can be justified by the fact that these ‘irruptions’ occurred when the company was ‘driving’ into the
coal face and can thus be deemed part of the sinking costs allocated to the capital account.
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namely the pit itself and the machinery needed to work it. The companies we
examined revealed that the proportion of fixed assets fell during the period under
consideration. This was partly due to the fact that one would expect expenditure
on fixed assets to fall once the pit was fully working and also to the fact that, at
the beginning of the twentieth century, the concept of depreciation was becoming
increasingly important within accounting.

Having examined the types of finance that were used, we now turn our
attention to the people who actually provided that finance. The next chapter will
therefore examine the key individuals who invested in the coal companies of
Denbighshire, namely the coalowners.
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Chapter 4
THE COALOWNERS

Introduction

According to Mitchell (1984: 54), “by far the greater part of capital came from
sources local to each coalfield”, and the purpose of this chapter is to establish
whether the pattern of ownership in Denbighshire conformed to this view. Those
who invested in the coal companies will be examined, concentrating first on those
we will call the ‘entrepreneurs’ i.e. those who actually set up and/or developed
the coal companies, before trying to establish whether there were any significant
trends in the composition of the ‘other’ shareholders. This chapter will also
consider whether these trends were similar to those highlighted by authors
looking at the UK as a whole, for example, were the entrepreneurs ‘indigenous’
or ‘immigrants’ and to what extent were women involved in shareholding? We
first consider those individual entrepreneurs who were influential as coalowners
within the Denbighshire coalfield, before looking at the overall composition of the
shareholders, both in terms of occupation and where they lived.

Entrepreneurs

Before the 1840s most of the coal mined in Denbighshire was not raised for sale,
but as a vital ingredient in the iron-making process. Thus, the men who can be
described as the pioneers of the Industrial Revolution in Denbighshire were not
coalowners but iron masters, who took advantage of the abundance of coal in the
Wrexham and Ruabon areas to site their furnaces where supplies of coal were
plentiful. Into this category can be put Thomas Jones (Ponkey & Liwyneinion),
Edward Lloyd Rowland (Acrefair), William Hazeldine (Pontcysyllte) and, most
famously, John Wilkinson (Bersham) (Lerry, 1958: 57). These men all ran
successful iron foundries in the late eighteenth century but, by 1844, “only five
blast furnaces were at work instead of fifteen... 3000 were out of work,
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and...taking five persons per family, 15,000 people were deprived of the means
of subsistence by the stopping of the various works” (Lerry, 1958: §7).

It was the railways that breathed new life into industrial Denbighshire. Not
only did they open up the coalfield to markets that had previously not existed, but
they were also the reason why those who can be described as the pioneers of
the ‘Denbighshire coalfield’ came to the region. Among these men were Robert
Roy and Henry Robertson, Scotsmen who, according to Lerry (1958: 46), opened
up a “new chapter in the industry of the Denbighshire coalfield”. Before
proceeding to a broader analysis of investment in the Denbighshire coalfield, we

first provide a brief biography of some of the leading pioneers.

Robert Roy (1795 - 1873)

Roy was the first of the ‘pioneers’ to set up in Denbighshire when, in 1841, he
purchased, out of Chancery, the Brymbo Hall Estate. After the death of John
Wilkinson in 1808, a long and bitter legal dispute between Wilkinson’s nephew,
Thomas Jones Wilkinson, and his illegitimate family, to whom he had willed his
estate, saw it deteriorate significantly, such that by the time it was bought by Roy
it was in a very poor way. In order to buy the estate, Roy, from Fort George in
Invernesshire (Boyd, 1991: 46), approached the Scottish Bank for a loan (Ellis
Hughes, 1946: 148). This bank employed a young mining engineer to “survey
[the] mineral sources and commercial possibilities” of Roy’s venture (Lerry, 1949:
8). This young engineer was Henry Robertson and so favourable was his
assessment that the bank offered Robertson himself financial backing to move to
Denbighshire and exploit the opportunities there (DD/NTD/155).

Henry Robertson (1816 - 1888)
Robertson was born in Banff, Scotland, in 1816, the youngest of twelve children,

and trained first as a mining engineer in the Lanarkshire mines and then as a

railway engineer; during his career as a railway engineer he worked as assistant
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to Robert Stephenson and Thomas Brassey. An article discussing railway
building in east Denbighshire (DD/NTD/142) explains that “the designing of
overbridges on the Glasgow, Paisley and Greenock Railway, one of Brassey's
earliest contracts, had been Robertson’s baptism into railway engineering”. Once
he had moved to north Wales he became a passionate advocate of railway
building; he had realised that if Denbighshire was to achieve anything like its
industrial potential, it would have to improve its communications infrastructure,
because “communication within the Denbighshire coalfield itself and with the
outside world was confined to road and canal” (Lerry, 1949: 14). Not only did he
champion the expansion of the railway network into Denbighshire from his
position as co-owner with Roy, William Betts and Alexander Mackenzie Ross of
the North Wales Mineral & Railway Co., but he also worked as engineer to
Edward Betts, the contractor on the Chester-Wrexham section of the Chester to
Shrewsbury Railway (DD/NTD/142). He also designed what was described by
the Wrexham Recorder (October 12, 1848, DD/NTD/142) as “the stupendous
viaduct over the Dee”. Such was his influence over the development of the
railway in north east Wales that he became known as the ‘Railway King' in the
region, who, “by his energy and enterprise over a period of forty years gave a
new lease of life to the neighbourhood [for which, on his arrival] the commercial
outlook was black” (Lerry, 1949: 7-9).

Over the 45 years in which he lived in north Wales, Robertson became
increasingly involved in local industry. His initial relationship with Roy, which saw
them sink pits and develop the Brymbo ironworks, soured. After proionged legal
proceedings, which ended up in the Vice Chancellor's Court in 1856, the
business was split: Robertson had the Brymbo collieries while Roy retained the
Westminster colliery (D/DM/391/1). In 1856 Robertson sold the Ruabon colliery
to the Ruabon Coal Co. Ltd., but worked the Broughton Hall colliery himself, and
was later one of the major shareholders in the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co.
Ltd. which became one of the largest coal companies in Denbighshire. in addition
to his interests in railway and colliery companies, Robertson was a founding
partner in the firm Beyer, Peacock & Co., of Gorton Foundry, Manchester which
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built locomotives and, according to the Brymbo Works Magazine (March 1920),
“this business was successful from the start and soon became the largest
locomotive firm in England”. Later in his life he entered politics and was elected
three times as MP for Shrewsbury and once for Meirionydd (Lerry, 1952: 38).

In 1882, after the death of WH Darby (see below), Robertson was keen to
produce steel at Brymbo using the new techniques being used on the Continent;
with this in mind he sent JH Darby (1856 - 1919, WH Darby’s son) to the
Continent to study the new basic open-hearth process. The findings were
favourable and, in 1883, an experimental steel furnace was set up at Brymbo.
This was so successful that, in 1884, the Brymbo Steel Works Co. Ltd., the first
company in the UK to use the Semet Solvay system (Ellis Hughes, 1946: 132),
was incorporated and production started the following year (DD/NTD/155). At the
time of Robertson’s death in 1888 a good indication of his widespread interests is
given by a list of the companies in which he held directorships: Broughton & Plas
Power Coal Co. Ltd.; Vale of Llangollen Railway; Brymbo Steel Works Co. Ltd.;
Minera Lime Works; Corwen & Bala Railway; Llangollen & Corwen Railway; and
Brymbo Water Co.

William Henry Darby (?- 1882)

In 1845 Robertson met William Henry and Charles Edward Darby, who later
joined Roy and himself in the North Wales Mineral & Railway Co.. William and
Charles Darby were the sons of Richard Darby and grandsons of Abraham Darby
Ill of Coalbrookdale. From 1836 to 1841 William was apprenticed as a ‘broker’ to
Nicholas Waterhouse & Sons of Liverpool and, after completing his
apprenticeship, he started trading as a merchant and agent. Once he had met
Robertson, Darby became increasingly involved, first with the coal industry, but
more importantly with the iron industry in Denbighshire.

During the dispute with Roy, the Darby brothers sided with Robertson and
their relationship with him continued until their deaths in the 1880s. They were
partners with him in the Old Broughton Coal Co., and later were major
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shareholders and directors in the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., WH
Darby being one of the original subscribers. It is interesting to note that the
occupation given by WH Darby in the company’'s Memorandum of Association is
‘iron master rather than coalowner (D/DM/309/3, 1 Jan 1888). As Robertson’s
interest in politics grew, he relied heavily on the Darbys to help run his interests,
William Darby taking on the responsibility of the iron foundry at Brymbo, while
Charles Darby was more involved in the running of the collieries. After the deaths
of William in 1882, and Charles in 1885, their sons continued, along with
Robertson’s son, Henry Beyer Robertson, to run the businesses bequeathed to

them.

If Roy, Robertson and the Darbys were the first wave of immigrant entrepreneurs
into Denbighshire, perhaps the most significant of the second wave was Henry

Dennis.

Henry Dennis (1825-1906)

Born in Bodmin, Cornwall in 1825, Dennis trained as a surveyor before joining
the Cornwall Railway Co. as an engineer. In 1850 he joined John Taylor & Son,
mining engineers, who sent him to construct a tramway from the Llangollen Slate
quarries to the Shropshire Union canal (Lerry, 1952 (2): 33-45). Taylor & Son
owned the Bryn yr Owen colliery in Pentrebychan and appointed Dennis as its
manager. He left this position in 1857 and he and his partner, William Glennie,
traded as surveyors and mining engineers (Lerry, 1952 (2): 33-45).

Over the next forty years Dennis bought substantial interests in the
Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd., the Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co.
Ltd., the Ruabon Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. and the United Westminster & Wrexham
Colliery Co. Ltd. He became Chairman of the North Wales Coalowners
Association, represented north Wales on the district's Coal Conciliation Board
and, in 1901, was elected President of the Mining Association of Great Britain.
He died in June 1906, aged 81, and according to Lerry (1952 (2): 33-45) “the
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story of the later development of the mineral resources [of Denbighshire] in the
second half of the nineteenth century is closely associated with the manifold
activities of Henry Dennis.....which by the time of his death gave employment to
over 10,000 workmen”.

William Young Craig (1827-1925)

Among the other significant coalowners in Denbighshire in the late nineteenth
century was William Craig, born in Hoggerston, Northumberiand in 1827. After
managing collieries in Harecastle near Stroke on Trent, in 1870 he bought into
the Podmore Hall collieries, Staffordshire, and became sole owner in 1880. He
entered Parliament as an MP for north Staffordshire in 1880 and, in 1893, he
purchased the Brynkinallt colliery in Chirk, which he ran with his sons until his
death in 1925 (DD/NTD/155).

James Darlington- (1854-1933)

Another immigrant was James Darlington; the son of Ralph Darlington, one-time
mayor of Wigan, he was apprenticed as a mining engineer to his uncle, Alfred
Hewlett, at the Wigan Coal & Iron Co. Ltd. Subsequently he became colliery
manager at Preesgweene, Chirk, and later at Black Park where he was General
Manager and Secretary from 1877 until 1932 (Lerry, 1949: 27). Lerry also
comments that Darlington was an important member of the North Wales
Coalowners Association, and of the North Wales Permanent Relief Society;
indeed, he was “one of the most highly respected of all the leaders of the local
coal industry and a prominent figure in the public life of Denbighshire for very
many years” (Lerry, 1949: 27).

By looking at the backgrounds of these men, who each played a leading role in
the industrialisation of Denbighshire, we can see that they gained their initial
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experience of mining in major mining regions of the UK. The early pioneers, such
as Roy and Robertson were not attracted to Denbighshire in any entrepreneurial
sense until they had been brought to the region as employees, but once there,
they recognised the area’s potential and were prepared to risk their futures to
help develop the coalfield.

The experience of north Wales echoes that of south Wales, where the iron
industry was initially the dominant industry of the region and coal mining “was
merely a subsidiary section of the iron industry” (Morris & Williams, 1958: 10).
However, the size of the concerns in south Wales meant that when railways
opened up new markets for coal, those that were able to take most advantage
were those already producing coal on a large scale, namely, the iron companies;
and the “largest of all industrial coalowners were [in the 1840s], if considered as
a single group the south Wales iron and steel companies” (Walters, 1977: 78). In
north Wales, although the iron works were important users of coal, their failure to
keep up with their south Wales counterparts meant that by the 1840s, unlike in
south Wales, this sector had little influence.

As was mentioned in Chapter 1, Wales, both north and south, had to rely
heavily on immigrant expertise to kick start their development but, in south Wales
it appears that once that initial impetus had been given to the region, local,
indigenous’ businessmen joined in. In Denbighshire, however, throughout the
nineteenth century the major ‘players’ remained Scotsmen or Englishmen. What
does link these men with their counterparts in south Wales was that they all had
experience of the mining industry; as Walters (1977: 51) explains, “mineral
agents and mining engineers were very prominent amongst the pioneers of the
steam coal industry” in south Wales. In north Wales the pioneers were mining
engineers and people connected with the coal and iron industries in other
regions, but not mineral agents. Such men would not only have had experience
within the industry, but they would have developed links which would have
provided access to sources of capital. In north Wales, not only did local people
lack the necessary mining expertise but, due to the lack of an industrial ‘history’,
capital would have been more difficult to access.
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Prominent shareholders in Denbighshire coal companies

Even when investment in limited companies became more popular in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century, coal companies never attracted the ‘general’
investor in the same way as, for example, the railway companies had in the
1840s. Payne (1962: 526) explains that many of the businesses in the UK, not
simply coal companies, were themselves a barrier to ‘widening participation’ in
share ownership. Many owners who took advantage of limited liability had merely
transferred the original partnership into a company, and were reluctant to ‘share’
ownership with people other than their family and close associates. This was the
case in the coal industry and, when coupled with the fact that investment in the
coal industry was not likely to offer significant, or even guaranteed dividends, this
meant that the ‘new’ middle classes, keen to achieve a regular, additional
income, were not attracted to the coal industry. Hence, we find what Jeffreys
(1946: 356) describes as “semi-private” companies dominating the coal industry
until the twentieth century.

The term ‘semi-private’ is used because “the private company was not
recognised legally until 1900, and not defined legally until 1907 (Cottrell, 1980:
80). However, many of the companies that were incorporated were de facto
private companies in that their shares were not, and were never intended to be,
offered to anyone other than family and associates. All the companies that were
incorporated in the period 1850-1914 in Denbighshire conform with this definition
of semi-private, in that the shareholders were either made up of a small number
of closely linked individuals, all of whom had links with the coal industry, e.g.
Bersham Colliery Co. Ltd., or were made up of a larger, more disparate group,
many of whom had no direct links with the industry, but who were related to, or
acquaintances of, those who were, e.g. Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd.

In addition to those described above as ‘entrepreneurs’, there were some
prominent individual shareholders in Denbighshire companies; these men
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included Thomas Brassey, Sir Daniel Gooch, Richard Peacock and Sir Theodore
Martin. A brief biography of each of these, and others, will now be presented:

Thomas Brassey (1805-1870) was a significant shareholder in the Wrexham

Colliery Co. Ltd. and later the Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd. He was born
near Audlem, Cheshire, and trained as a surveyor, working mainly on road
construction, including the London to Holyhead road when he worked under
Thomas Telford. Later, encouraged by George Stephenson, he turned to railway
engineering and, by 1841, he had “laid the foundations of his career as a railway
builder” (Oxford Dictionary of National Biography). This was the beginning of an
impressive career which saw him engaged in the building of railways not only in
the UK, but across Europe, north America, south America, India and Australia
‘which made him the greatest international civil engineering contractor of his
time” (Oxford Dictionary of National Biography). Brassey was also one of the
original nine shareholders in the Powell Duffryn Steam Coal Co. Ltd. in south
Wales, formed in 1864, and his family continued to be involved as Powell Duffryn
grew into the largest colliery company in south Wales and a major force in the
British coal industry (Boyns, 2003).

Sir Daniel Gooch (1816-1889) was born in Bedlington, Northumberland where his
father was bookkeeper to the local ironworks. In 1831 his father took up a
position at the Tredegar iron works in south Wales, where Gooch started his
working life. He worked in a number of iron works throughout the UK before
coming to the attention of Isambard Kingdom Brunel. In 1837 he was appointed
locomotive superintendent to the Great Western Railway Co. (GWR) and, in
1866, he was made Chairman, a position he held until his death in 1889 (Oxford
Dictionary of National Biography). In 1856 he became chairman and majority
shareholder of the Ruabon Coal Co. Ltd.; Gooch had wanted the GWR to acquire
its own collieries in Denbighshire but this was prevented by a group of hostile
directors within GWR, “who wanted to....[expose the company] to market forces”
(Oxford Dictionary of National Biography). Gooch then decided to forge closer
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links with suppliers in Denbighshire and was instrumental in creating a company,
the Ruabon Coal Co. Ltd. which could have close links with the railway and
ensure supplies (Lerry, 1949: 32-3). Gooch was also a shareholder in the
Ruabon Coal and Coke Co. Ltd., which bought out the Ruabon Coal Co. Ltd in
1880.

Richard Peacock (1820-1889) was a shareholder in the Broughton & Plas Power
Coal Co. Ltd. and a partner, with Henry Robertson and Charles Frederick Beyer,

in Beyer, Peacock & Co. In 1838, at the very young age of 18, he became the
superintendent of the Leeds & Selby Railway before working briefly for GWR
under Daniel Gooch. In 1854, with his father Ralph, and Frederick Beyer, he
founded Beyer, Peacock & Co.; a couple of years later they were joined by Henry

“"

Robertson, and a great engineering centre” was  created

(www.beyerpeacock.co.uk).

Sir Theodore Martin (1816-1907) was an Edinburgh-born solicitor who became

famous as an author and translator, his most famous work being a five volume
biography of Albert, Prince Consort (Who Was Who 1897-1916, 1966: 477). He
was one of the subscribers to the Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. in
1858, along with Robert Roy, and he remained a shareholder until his death. He,
along with Henry Dennis, was also a subscriber and majority shareholder of the
United Westminster & Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. which was incorporated in 1905

with a view to sinking and working the Gresford colliery.
Having examined some of the key entrepreneurs and shareholders in

Denbighshire coal companies, we now turn our attention, where possible, to a

more systemic analysis of the subscribers and shareholders in such companies.
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Subscribers and shareholders in Denbighshire coal companies

Subscribers

The purpose of this section is to examine those who actually set up the coal
companies, the subscribers, in Denbighshire between 1850 and 1914, looking in
particular at their occupations and their geographical location. It is, however,
important to note that, as will be discussed at length later in this section, when
analysing the occupations of subscribers, a certain amout of ‘fluidity’ of
classification can make comparisons difficult. As people ascended the social
scale they often changed the classification of their occupation; this means that
the same person, who may have subscribed to a number of different companies
over time, may be classified differently over time.

A further problem is that when trying to compare and contrast trends over
time, one should use, for a number of benchmark years, the shareholder details
for each company for the various years. However, due to the paucity of the
underlying records this has proved impossible. Therefore, the data for different
companies relating to different years has been ‘pooled’, enabling us to construct
a table of occupations relating to the whole of the period 1856-1913 (see Table
4.1). Even so, within this period, details of subscribers and shareholders could
only be found for thiteen companies. However, given that the sample includes
the companies controlling the five largest collieries, in terms of the numbers
employed, by the end of the nineteenth century, it can be deemed to form a
representative sample.

Despite these problems the analysis nevertheless offers an insight into
the people investing in Denbighshire coal companies in the nineteenth century.
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Occupation of subscribers
As has already been explained, the companies of Denbighshire were all de facto
‘semi-private’ companies, and therefore the vast majority of the sharholders had
connections, however tenuous, with each other. It is, however, interesting to look
at the occupations and addresses of subscribers to see whether they differ from
general patterns. If one first looks at the occupations of the founders of
companies it comes as no surprise to find that, in his study, Church (1986: 451)
found that the majority of founders described themselves as coalowners,
ironmasters or those involved in business. The second most important category
was described by Church as ‘professional & private’. This included solicitors,
engineers and ‘others in the coal trade’. His final category of ‘Other covered
landowners, merchants and bankers. If one looks at the occupations of the
subscribers in Denbighshire coal companies (see Table 4.1), only 15 per cent of
the population described themselves as belonging to Church’s ‘Business’
category, with only 8 per cent describing themselves as coalowners. The biggest
sector represented in Denbighshire is ‘Professional’ with 40 per cent of all
subscribers falling into this category. However, the three broad categories used
by Church were deemed inadequate for the purposes of analysing the
subscribers of Denbighshire because the main occupation given in Denbighshire
was ‘gentleman’, which accounts for 29 per cent of the population. Although
these could have been categorised as ‘Other’, in line with Church, it was
considered important to create a specific category because ‘gentleman’ was the
single most important category used by the subscribers to describe themselves.
This self-classification is, according to Cottrell (1980: 95), the biggest
difficulty when trying to analyse shareholder occupations. Cottrell (1980: 95)
explains that the classification “has to be treated with some caution. Self-
classification probably introduces an ‘upward’ bias in the sense that some
significant proportion chose to describe themselves as ‘gentleman’ ..... for
reasons of social prestige”. This is illustrated by the case of Henry Dennis, who,
in the 1880 return of the Ruabon Coal & Coke Co. Ltd., was described as a

mining engineer; by 1890, however, when he had amassed some private wealth,
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he was described as a gentleman. In addition to this, there were those who
described themselves as having ‘no occupation’; due to the fact that these
obviously lived on private income in much the same way as those who described
themselves as gentlemen, these have been included under the heading of
‘gentleman’, as have those described as ‘Sir' or ‘Knight'. Once again there is a
problem with ‘progression’. Daniel Gooch, was initially described as a railway
engineer, then as a gentleman and finally as a Knight, while Henry Robertson
‘progressed’ over time from coalowner to MP to gentleman. Utilising the
descriptions given by individuals as separate classifications would therefore
mean that some shareholders ‘swapped’ categories from one return to another.
Combining some classifications, as has been done in Table 4.1, avoids some of
this ‘swapping’.

When the subscribers to Denbighshire coal companies are analysed (see
Table 4.1), it is interesting to note that women made up 5.8 per cent of the
subscribers. At a time when “many companies disliked shares passing into the
hands of women” (Pearson, 2003: 10), two companies in Denbighshire, the
Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd. and Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd.,
involved women as subscribers. In the former company, there was a single
female subscriber who owned 5.5 per cent of the subscriber shares
(NA/14299/1145), whereas, in the latter company, four women owned 47.5 per
cent of the initial shares issued (NA/14299/1145). Although women were not
specifically mentioned by Church in his analysis of founders, they may be ‘lost’
within his category ‘not gainfully employed’, because women owning shares was
not particularly unusual in the nineteenth century, despite the misgivings of some
companies (Freeman et al, 2006; Carlos & Neal, 2003).
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Table 4.1: Occupation of subscribers in Denbighshire coal companies 1856-1913

Occupation %
1. Business
Coalowner 8.10
Ironmaster 2.30
Other business 4.65
15.05
| 2. Professional
Legal 4.65
Other professional 10.50
Mining engineer 2.30
Other engineer 9.30
Shopkeeper/ tradesmen 5.80
Others in coal trade 8.10
40.65
3. Others
Landowners -
Merchants 7.00
Bankers -
4. Gentlemen 29.10
5. Women 5.80
6. Men in armed forces 1.20
7. Churchmen 1.20
100.00

Note: Categories 1-3 are as per Church (1986:451); categories 4-7 are per the author

(Source: returns for companies from National Archives records, namely:

Ruabon Coal Co. Ltd., 1857, NA/BT31/ 1/2; Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co.Ltd., 1858,
NA/14299/1145; Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd., 1863, NA/14345/821C; Minera Coal & lron Co.,
1864, NA/917/1107C; Vauxhall Colliery Co. Ltd., 1871, NA/14424/5486; Liay Hall Coal, Iron &
Firebrick Co. Ltd., 1873, D/BC/Clarke (addnl) 1/2; Ruabon Coal & Coke Co. Ltd., 1880,
NA/38192/14301; Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., 1881, D/DM/309/3; Vron Colliery Ltd.,
1887, NA/3931/24885; Wynnstay Collieries Ltd., 1889, NA/14998/29254; United Westminster &
Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd., 1905, NA/37495/85251; Black Lane Colliery (Brymbo) Ltd., 1909,
NA/128571/104122; Llay Main Collieries Ltd., 1913, NA/38330/130545).

Carlos & Neal (2003; 18), in their study of the Bank of England
shareholders found that, as early as 1720-1725, women “were clearly present in
the [stock] market” and owned approximately 20 per cent of the Bank’s stock
(Carlos & Neal, 2003: 31). Although women were not actively ancouraged into
share-ownership, according to Newton & Cottrell (2006: 16), women “were
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becoming more prominent as shareholders by the mid [nineteenth] century”. This
is borne out by Freeman et al (2006: 7) who, in their study of joint-stock
companies, found that in the sample studied, women constituted 5.4 per cent of
subscribers, a marginally lower proportion than in Denbighshire. This would
appear to show that Denbighshire was not alone in having female shareholders,
and the role of women as shareholders within individual coal companies in
Denbighshire will be discussed more fully in the section examining shareholder

occupations.

Geographical location of subscribers

It is equally important to examine where the subscribers came from if one is to
establish whether the main impetus for setting up coal companies came from
local or external sources. For the Denbighshire coal companies for which
information survives, the addresses given by the subscribers to the various

Memoranda of Association of the companies are summarised in Table 4.2.

Table 4.2: Analysis of subscribers' addresses in Denbighshire 1856-1913

Address given %
Wrexham/ Ruabon 15.10
Other Denbighshire 1.20
Other north Wales 4.65
20.95
Cheshire 3.50
Shropshire 8.10
Lancashire (inc. 8.10
Merseyside)
Herefordshire 7.00
26.70
London 40.70
Other England 7.00
Scotland 4.65
52.35
100.00

(Sources: as for Table 4.1).
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The most frequent address given by subscribers was London, which
accounted for 41 per cent of the total; however, as Cottrell (1980: 91) points out,
many people who gave a London address often had an additional address
elsewhere which makes meaningful analysis more difficult. Nevertheless, looking
at the information available, men ‘external’ to north Wales made up the majority
of the subscribers, as only 21 per cent of subscribers gave addresses in north
Wales. However, if one bears in mind the proximity of Cheshire, Shropshire,
Lancashire and Herefordshire to north Wales, the proportion of subscribers that
can be described as ‘local’ rises to 47.65 per cent, or almost half of all the
subscribers.

The value of analysing the subscribers of a company might be questioned
given that, in many cases, the subscribers often had little else to do with the
company once it was incorporated, and were often only included to ‘make up the
numbers’ needed so that the company could be incorporated®. To see whether
this was the case with the companies in Denbighshire the surviving lists of
shareholders were scrutinised to assess whether or not the subscribers remained

involved with a company five to ten years after incorporation (see Table 4.3).

Table 4.3: Percentage of shares held by subscribers five to ten years after incorporation

Company Year of Year of Subscribers % of shares

incorporation | analysis still involved? | held by
How many? subscribers

Plas Power 1881 1891 Yes -4 12.7

Westminster | 1858 1868 Yes —all 55.9

Ruabon Coal | 1856 1862 Yes -6 22.3

Co.

Wynnstay 1889 1894 Yes -2 00.2

Wrexham 1863 1869 Yes -6 29.0

Colliery Co

(Sources: returns for companies from National Archives and other records, namely:
Ruabon Coal Co. Ltd., 1857, NA/BT31/1/2; Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd., 1858,
NA/14299/1145; Wrexham Colliery Co. Ltd., 1863, NA/14345/821C; Broughton & Plas Power
Coal Co. Ltd., 1881, D/DM/309/3; Wynnstay Collieries Ltd., 1889, NA/14998/2925).

® A total of 7 subscribers were needed on the Memorandum of Association before a company could be
incorporated.
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Table 4.3 demonstrates that, apart from the Wynnstay company, a
majority of the subscribers in the, admittedly, small sample remained
shareholders in the company some five to ten years after incorporation and
continued to hold fairly significant proportions of the shares. None of the
Wynnstay company’s seven subscribers was local to north Wales, all coming
from London, and none was described as having anything to do with the coal
industry: there was a chartered accountant, a solicitor and five gentlemen
(NA/14998/29254). Given that, in 1894, these 7 subscribers only held 0.2 per
cent of the shares in the company, it would thus appear that, in this case at least,
the subscribers were merely people who facilitated the formation of the company
by signing the Memorandum of Association, rather than being substantive
investors in the business.

Shareholders

Having looked at the subscribers of the companies, the shareholders will now be
analysed to establish whether trends highlighted among the subscribers also
apply to shareholders more generally. Again the limitations of the analysis must
be pointed out. Ideally we should examine shareholder lists for the different
companies for the same year but this has proved impossible due to the fact that
only selective records for each company have survived. With this in mind it was
decided to examine the records within as narrow a period as possible while trying
to ensure that the most significant companies within Denbighshire were included
in the sample. This has left a sample of 6 companies from the period 1885-1895,
details for which can be found in Table 4.4.

Shareholder occupations

The breakdown of shareholders’ occupations for those individual coal companies
whose records have survived and for the aggregate of all such companies, can
be seen in Tables 4.4 and 4.5 below. Table 4.4 indicates the number of shares
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held in the individual companies, while Table 4.5 presents the information in

percentage terms.

Table 4.4: Analysis of shareholders’' occupations in Wrexham coal companies, 1885-1895- by

number of shares held

Occupation PP West Wynn| Ruabon| W&A Vron
Professional 4,440 140 798 116 884 10
Shipowners 32

Women 3,800 2,130 267 33 1,716

Members of HM 21,800 218 1,148 491

Forces

Civil engineers 12,680 412 1
Mining engineers 500 384 255
Gentlemen (inc. Lords 62,340 1378 3,467 301 3,186 1,252
Merchants and 1,020 104 1,300 50 261

tradesmen

Crown officials 327 220

Farmers 10 40
Government officials 117

Medical doctors 40 195

Bankers 590 170
Churchmen 10 600
Agents 34,620 88

Colliery employees 1,090 79 10

Ironmasters 250

Occupation Unknown 25,620

Total 168,750 4,800 7,000 500 8,077 1,863
(Key/Sources:

PP Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. Dec 1891 D/DM/309/4
West Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. Sept 1888 D/BC/2251

Wynn Wynnstay Collieries Ltd. Oct 1894 NA14998/29254
Ruab Ruabon Coke & Coal Co. Ltd. Aug 1890 NA/38194/14301
W&A  Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd. Apr 1889 NA/145345/821¢
Vron  Vron Colliery Ltd. Dec 1887 NA/3931/24885).

Two total columns have been included in Table 4.5 because the
Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd.'s issued share capital is so much higher
than that of the other companies in the sample that it distorts the totals, and
therefore the totals, excluding Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., might be
deemed to be more representative. Tables 4.4 and 4.5 show that, overall, the
most important occupational category in Denbighshire coal companies was
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‘gentleman’, who held 37.7 per cent of the shares issued by the companies in the
sample. If the totals in Table 4.5 including Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd.
are examined, the second most numerous category was ‘agent’ (18.2 per cent)
but, if that company is excluded, interestingly, women take second place, with

18.6 per cent.

Table 4.5. Analysis of shareholders’ occupation in Wrexham coal companies, 1885-1895- by

proportion of shares held

Occupation PP | West | Wynn | Ruab | W&A | Vron | Total% | Total%
inc. PP exc.
PP
% % % % % % % %
Professional 2.6 29| 100]| 232 10.9 0.5 3.30 8.80
Shipowners 0.4 0.01 0.10
Women 23| 444 3.8 66| 21.3 420 | 18.60
HM Forces 12.9 46| 16.4 6.1 12.40 8.40
Civil engineers 7.5 51] 0.05 6.90 1.90
Mining engineers 0.3 8.0 3.2 0.60 2.90
Gentlemen (inc. 369| 288 | 496| 602 394 67.25| 37.70| 43.10
Lords)
Merchants & 0.6 2.1 1861} 10.0 3.2 1.40 7.70
tradesmen
Crown officials 6.8 2.7 0.30 2.50
Farmers 0.1 0.5 0.03 0.20
Government officials 1.4 1.5 0.06 0.50
Medical doctors 0.8 2.4 0.10 1.00
Bankers 0.4 2.1 0.40 0.80
Churchmen 1.1 32.2 0.30 2.70
| Agents 20.5 0.1 18.20 0.40
Colliery employees 0.7 1.6 0.1 . 0.60 0.40
Ironmasters 0.1 0.10
Unknown 15.2 13.40
Total 100.0 | 100.0 | 100.0 | 100.0 | 100.0 | 100.0 { 100.00 | 100.00

(Key/ Sources: as for Table 4.4).

If one looks at the shareholders of individual companies in Denbighshire
(see Table 4.5), ‘gentlemen’ is the most important category for all companies
except for the Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. For this company
‘women’ formed the largest category and were also significant at the Wrexham &
Acton Collieries Co. Ltd, where they occupied second place. In other companies
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the group occupying second place varied: in Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co.
Ltd. it was ‘agents’, in Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. was
‘gentlemen’; in Vron Colliery Ltd. it was ‘churchmen’; in Wynnstay Collieries Ltd.,
it was ‘merchants & tradesmen’, while in Ruabon Coke & Coal Ltd. it was those
described as ‘professional’.

Recent studies of women shareholders in the nineteenth century (Carlos &
Neal, 2003: Newton & Cottrell, 2006; Freeman et al., 2006) reveal that women
often held shares, either because they had inherited them from a deceased
husband or, because they were spinsters who had been given the shares as part
of a paternal package that would provide them with an independent income for
the future. Few of the female shareholders in Denbighshire owned shares in their
own right once they were married, indeed, only a handful were described as
‘wife’, or ‘Mrs’®, they were usually ‘widow’ or ‘spinster’. This, according to Newton
& Cottrell (2006: 25) was “a direct consequence of the legal status of married
women'’s property” which became that of her husband upon marriage.

Freeman et al. (2006: 5) claim that there is “considerable evidence of
women holding shares in family clusters” which is certainly true of the
Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. where Barbara Ross, Anne Ross,
Helen Ross and Martha Ross were four of the original eleven subscribers in
1858. Freeman et al. (2006: 18) explain that most women were involved in “kin
dependent rather than individualistic investment” and it is highly likely that these
women were either related in some way to Roy or one of his associates. Earlier
in this chapter (page 104) we noted that one of the original owners of the North
Wales Mineral & Railway Co., in association with Roy and Henry Robertson, was
Alexander Mackenzie Ross. If we assume that when Roy split from Robertson in
1856 Ross remained close to Roy, it is not unexpected to find females of the
same name owning shares in Roy’s company and, indeed, three of the four
above-named women still owned 16 per cent of the shares in 1889. A review of
the surnames of female shareholders in Denbighshire reveals that they usually

share the same surname as one of the male shareholders so it is highly unlikely

° Six women shareholders in the Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd. were described as ‘Mrs’, in April
1889 (NA/14345/821C)
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that they were acting as “independent investors” (Newton & Cottrell, 2006: 28)
but, whatever the motivation behind their investment, women were certainly not
insignificant shareholders in Denbighshire coal companies.

In all of the companies sampled, those who actually describe themselves
as being involved in the coal or iron industries make up a very small proportion of
the shareholders. However, as mentioned earlier, prominent coalowners such as
Henry Dennis had, by the decade under review, ‘graduated’ from being described
as ‘mining engineer’ to being a ‘gentlemen’. In this way, the true background of

shareholders is often obscured by the method of self-classification chosen.

Geographical location of shareholders
To establish whether the share capital of the companies came from local
sources, the addresses of the shareholders were analysed. Unlike other studies
(Cottrell, 1980), the actual addresses have been analysed rather than the
distance from the Registered Office; this allows us to build up a picture of the
degree of ‘remoteness’ that existed between the shareholders and the collieries
they owned (see Table 4.6 for numbers of shares held in individual companies
and Table 4.7 for the respective percentages).

The overall ‘total’ figures in Table 4.7, for the entire sample of companies
would appear to support Mitchell's assessment (for the British coal industry as a
whole) that most of the capital came from local sources. However, the difference
in the volume of shares issued by Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. (see
Table 4.6), skews all the figures towards the pattern exhibited by this company
and therefore the figures excluding Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. have
also been presented (see penultimate column of Table 4.7). These figures
reveals that the highest proportion of shareholders for the other companies in the
sample, resided in London and the south east of England; these shareholders
accounted for 33 per cent of all the shareholders, and the only other region with a
significant presence was Scotland. Shareholders giving their address as being
either in Denbighshire or north Wales accounted for only 6 per cent of the total,
excluding Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. If Broughton & Plas Power Coal
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Co. Ltd.’s figures are included, the picture changes dramatically: 46.1 per cent
come from north Wales (excluding Denbighshire), 23 per cent from London and

the south East of England with 13.4 per cent ‘not known’.

Table 4.6: Analysis of addresses of shareholders in Denbighshire coal companies, 1885-1895 —

by number of shares held

PP West| Wynn| Ruabon| WZ&A Vron

Address
Denbighshire 1,840 727 84 93 346 10
Other north Wales 87,940 80
Shropshire 40 100 116 414
Cheshire 4,440 454 1,325 413
Lancashire (including 12,450 51 1,768 38
Merseyside)
Yorkshire 550 600
London & south east 36,460 1,510 2,284 291 3,288 3
England
Herefordshire 40
Staffordshire 60 125 120
Cumberiand 80
Warwickshire 73 150
Devon & Somerset 120 171 550
Hampshire 200 200 700
Scotland 1,685 25 2,873
Overseas 30
Lincolnshire 150 144
Gloucestershire 9
Rutland 150
Not known 25,620

168,750 4,800; 7,000 500 8,077 1,863

(Sources: as for Table 4.4)

If figures for the individual companies are looked at, a rather different story
emerges (see Table 4.7). Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. is the only
company where ‘control’ (more than 50 per cent of shares held) lies in north
Wales and, of the remaining companies, only Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke
Co. Ltd. and Ruabon Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. exhibit a north Wales holding
in excess of 10 per cent, the figures being 15 and 19 per cent respectively. In
almost all the other companies, shareholders in London and the south east of
England are the most significant category and, in two companies, Westminster,
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Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. and Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd.,
shareholders in Scotland have important stakeholdings. This latter finding can be

explained by the fact that both companies had close connections with Robert

Roy, who hailed originally from Invernesshire.

Table 4.7: Proportion of shareholders, analysed by address, 1885-1895 — by percentages

Address PPl West| Wynn| Ruab| WS&A Vron | Total | Total
exc. inc. PP
PP
% % % % % % % %
Denbighshire 1.1 15.1 1.2 18.6 4.2 0.5 5.7 1.60
Other north Wales 52.1 1.1 0.4 46.10
Shropshire 0.8 1.4 23.2 5.1 3.0 0.35
Cheshire 2.6 9.5 18.9 5.1 9.9 3.50
Lancashire (including 7.4 1.1 253 0.5 8.3 7.50
Merseyside)
Yorkshire 7.8 32.2 5.2 0.60
London & south east| 21.6 314 35.5 58.2 40.7 0.2 33.2 23.00
England
Herefordshire 0.5 0.2 0.02
Staffordshire 1.3 1.8 1.5 14 0.15
Cumberland 1.0 0.3 0.04
Warwickshire 1.5 1.9 1.0 0.10
Devon & Somerset 1.7 2.1 29.5 3.8 0.40
Hampshire 4.2 37.6 4.9 0.60
Scotland 35.1 0.4 35.6 20.6 2.40
Overseas 0.4 1.8 0.1 0.02
Lincoln 2.2 1.3 0.15
Gloucestershire 0.1 0.0 0.00
Rutland 2.2 0.7 0.07
Not known 152 13.40
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 | 100.00

(Sources; as per Table 4.4)

Table 4.7 also reveals that the shareholders were dispersed across the

UK and elsewhere.

If we take Shropshire,

Cheshire, Lancashire and

Herefordshire as coming within the definition of ‘local’, the local shareholdings for

each company are as indicated in Table 4.8. These reveal that only Broughton &

Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. can therefore be said to be truly locally owned,
although Wynnstay Collieries Ltd. and Ruabon Coke & Coal Co. Ltd. have a
significant local presence (47.9 per cent and 41.8 per cent respectively). It would
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thus appear that the Denbighshire coalfield does not conform to the “localised
capital market” outlined by Cottrell (1980: 93), and supported by the findings of
both Mitchell (1984: 54) and Church (1986: 145) in relation to the coal industry as
a whole. Rather, it relied on external funding, just as Church found in the case of
the west Midlands and south Wales. Church (1986: 145) explains that in the west
Midlands, “the existence of relatively large numbers of small and medium-sized
companies offered accessible forms of participant investment” which was likely to
attract those with smaller amounts to invest. This is possibly also the case with

Denbighshire.

Table 4.8: ‘Local’ shareholdings in Denbighshire coal companies, 1885-1895

Colliery PP West Wynn Ruab W&A Vron
% % % % % %

North Wales 53.2 15.1 2.3 18.6 4.2 0.5

Shropshire 0.8 1.4 23.2 5.1

Cheshire 2.6 9.5 18.9 5.1

Lancashire 7.4 1.1 25.3 0.5

Herefordshire 0.5

Total ‘local’ 63.2 26.5 47.9 41.8 15.4 0.5

(Source: based on figures in Table 4.7)

The majority of coal companies in Denbighshire fell into the small/medium
category and, given the ‘semi-private’ nature of the companies, most of the
shareholders would have had strong ties of family or acquaintance with each
other, as borne out by the analysis of individual lists of shareholders in
Denbighshire. Hence the ties were ‘local’ to the families but not necessarily ‘local’
to the actual colliery location. This is illustrated by the number of Scottish
shareholders in the Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. with ties to
Robert Roy, and the number of shareholders from London and the south east of
England in the Ruabon Coke & Coal Co. Ltd. The significance of London and the
south east to the latter company is due to the fact that Daniel Gooch, Chairman
of GWR, was instrumental in creating the company, indeed he was the major
subscriber and shareholder in the company, and he was based in London.
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In the larger coalfields such as south Wales, however, the reason for the
widespread geographical nature of shareholdings was somewhat different.
Church (1986: 145) believes that the growth of the steam coal export trade
“exercised a greater attraction for capitalists, the professions and mercantile
sections of the wider investing communities”. This meant that the shareholders of
coal companies in such regions were much more ‘remote’ from the other
shareholders. The companies were often much larger and ‘public’ ownership was
more of a possibility than in smaller coalfields such as Denbighshire where the
shareholders, although sometimes ‘remote’ geographically from the company in
which they held shares, were not remote from each other. In the smaller
coalfields such as Denbighshire, it is likely that the shareholders could all be
linked, however tenuously, through acquaintanceship with each other.

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter has been to, first, provide details of the major
‘pioneers’ in the Denbighshire coalfield in terms of entrepreneurs and major
shareholders, before trying to establish whether trends in Denbighshire, in terms
of shareholder occupation and geographical location, corresponded to those for
the British coal industry as a whole. A major problem with the analysis has been
the fact that the source material has not made it possible to conduct an inter-
company comparison for any specific year. This has meant that the data for
certain companies has had to be pooled across various periods. Athough such
an approach has obvious shortcomings, it has highlighted certain trends;
Denbighshire does not appear to conform to the views of either Mitchell (1984) or
Church (1986). Not only did most of the capital come from shareholders who
could not be categorised as local, but the shareholders themselves did not
categorise themselves as being involved in business.

In Denbighshire the majority of shareholders in coal companies, if
Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. is excluded from the analysis due to the

disparity in the number of shares issued, came from outside north Wales. Indeed,

127



the biggest proportion, 33 per cent, gave their address as being in London and
the south east, while the second largest ‘contingent’, 21 per cent, was from
Scotland. This latter statistic is not unexpected given that two of the most
important ‘pioneers’, Robert Roy and Henry Robertson, came to north Wales
from Scotland and Roy, in particular, retained strong ties with his homeland.
Given that north Wales is a small coalfield, the influence of characters such as
Roy and Robertson and the way the former encouraged the involvement of
Scottish shareholders in Welsh companies, is far stronger than it would have
been in other, larger coalfields where the network links of a ‘foreigner’ would
have been diluted by the scale of investment. Neither is the influence of London
as a shareholder-base particularly surprising; London was, after all, the financial
centre of the United Kingdom and “probably one of the wealthiest [regions] as
well” (Cottrell, 1980: 94).

When the occupations of the shareholders are considered, again
excluding Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., the most important categories
were ‘gentlemen’ and ‘women’ who made up 43.1 per cent and 18.6 per cent of
the total respectively. If the companies are considered on an individual basis
‘gentlemen’ remains the most important category for all but one of the companies
and, perhaps very surprisingly, in this company, the Westminster, Brymbo Coal &
Coke Co. Ltd., ‘women’ hold the highest proportion of shares, at 44.4 per cent.

Having examined the background of those who invested in the coal
companies, the next three chapters will consider the other major ‘stakeholders’ in
a coal company. Chapter five will consider the mineral owners, chapter six, the
employees and their unions, and chapter seven, the customers. All these had a
significant interest in the success of the coal companies and the relationships of
each of these stakeholders with the coalowners could often have an important

effect on the performance and, therefore, the profits of the coal companies.
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Chapter 5
MINERAL OWNERSHIP

Introduction

In this chapter we will discuss the issue of mineral ownership and the relationship
between the mineral owners, the lessors, and the coal companies, the lessees. In
this context, mineral owners are the landowners who owned the land, because
ownership of coal (the mineral) was vested in the owner of the surface land. As
mineral owners they were entitled to a ‘share’ of the income derived from the sale
of coal; this came in the form of a ‘royalty’. Royalties were part and parcel of a
coal company’s life because land was often leased, rather than held freehold,
and therefore maintaining a good relationship with the lessors was important.
This chapter will outline the means by which landowners received recompense
for allowing the companies to mine their land, and will look at the issues which
often caused conflict between lessors and lessees. In particular, we will discuss
royalties; what they are, how they were calculated and the reasons why they
caused problems between landlords and coal companies.

Leases

According to Mitchell (1984: 250), there are three factors of production within the
coal industry: capital, labour and land. Given that, without mineral-bearing land,
there is no need for either of the first two factors, buying or gaining access to land
was the single most important factor required by any ‘coal entrepreneur’. Due to
the fact that land was an expensive commodity, most coalowners relied on
leasing land to give them this access. For this reason, coalowners had to ensure
that they cultivated, and maintained, good relationships with the local landowners
because, without these, lease agreements could be difficult to come by or difficult
to re-negotiate if the need arose.
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The process of obtaining agreement over a lease between a coal owner
and the mineral owner(s) could be a very long and protracted affair, especially if
more than one mineral owner was involved, as was often the case (Morris &
Williams, 1958: 122). One of the most important elements concerning a lease
was its duration. This, according to Morris & Willams (1958: 117), was of
fundamental importance to the tenant; he required security from the knowledge
that the lease would be of long enough duration to ensure that there was ample
time to secure a return. This view is reinforced by Cockburn (1902: 271) who
stated that “ to enable the lessee to recoup his expenditure and to save him from
having to hasten the working out of mineral.....it is very desirable that the term
should be for as long as possible”.

The landlord on the other hand wanted the freedom to change his tenants
and have the ability to include new clauses or alter existing ones to his own
benefit, which meant he generally favoured short leases (Dron, 1928: 17). This
inherent conflict generally resulted in a compromise, with leases normally running
for between twenty to forty years in regions such as north Wales (Dron, 1928:
17). In especially successful regions, such as south Wales, leases were often for
between forty and sixty years duration. This was possibly due to the fact that, as
the nineteenth century progressed and the south Wales coal industry became
increasingly successful, the landowners became convinced of the success of the
coal industry and realised that if a successful coal mine was located on their land
they could anticipate a good income over a guaranteed period. This is not to say
that both parties to the lease remained happy with its terms for the whole period
of the lease, or that disputes did not occur, but generally the average length of
the leases in south Wales was a reflection of the strength of the industry in that
region because lease agreements were “the results of the circumstances and
expectations of the industry at the particular time [when the lease was
negotiated]” (Mitchell, 1984: 251). Landlords in other, smaller, coalfields may not
have been quite as confident and ‘hedged their bets’ when agreeing terms, which
generally meant shorter lease terms for the coalowners.
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Another important factor that could affect the length of the negotiations
over a lease was the number of lessors. If the land that a coal company wished
to mine all belonged to a single landlord, the negotiations could usually be
concluded quickly. If several landowners were involved, however, the
negotiations often became fraught, as different landlords vied for preferential
terms. The main contentious issue (in relation to a new undertaking) was where
the mine (buildings, shafts etc) were to be situated. Having a mine on a
particular piece of land, increased the value of that land, and also ensured that
the land was usually worked first. This meant that landlords might argue about
where the pit should be sunk, a process which might ultimately result in the pit

being sunk in a position that was less than optimal from other perspectives.

We will now consider the payments made to the landlords, what they were
made up of, how they were calculated, and what proportion of total cost per ton
they constituted, before examining in detail, for those Denbighshire coal
companies for which archival evidence is available, the relationship between coal

companies and their lessors.

Payments to Landlords

How then did the landlord receive a return for leasing his land to coal
companies? According to Soriey (1889: 6), “in this country, payments to landlords
consist of:

i) fixed / certain / dead rent

ii) royalty

iii) wayleave”.

Dead rent

A dead rent was a specified annual amount which was not charged in addition to
royalties, but was payable if royalties did not equal or exceed this specified
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amount (Sorley, 1889: 6). Any ‘shorts,” i.e the difference between the royalties
payable and the dead rent, could usually be carried forward into future years and
set-off against royalties which exceeded the fixed rent (Dron, 1928: 20). This,
however, did depend on the terms of the lease; most allowed for the recovery of
shorts, but some landowners did specify a time-scale for their recovery (Sorley,
1889: 6). The way shorts work is illustrated by the following example taken from
Dron (1928: 21) :-

Dead rent £600 p.a

royalties payable - year 1 £200
- year 2 £400
-year 3 £800
- year 4 £1,200

Year Dead rent Royalties Shorts Cumulative Paid to lessor
shorts
£ £ £ £ £
1 600 200 400 400 600
2 600 400 200 600 600
3 600 800 400 600
4 600 1200 - 800

The purpose of a dead rent, was, in part, a method of guaranteeing the
landlord a minimum amount per annum, especially in the early years of sinking
and opening out a colliery. An additional purpose of dead rent, according to
Cockburn (1902: 272), was for it to act “as an incentive to diligence of working”; it
prevented a lessee from renting land and then failing to work it (Mitchell, 1984
251), either because he wished to ‘lock-up’ the minerals and prevent his
competitors from gaining access to them (Cockburn, 1902: 272), or because he
wished to concentrate on working the land of another lessor who might be
charging less in terms of dead rents and royalties.

In Denbighshire the dead rents varied considerably depending on the size
of the colliery and the amount of land leased. For example, larger collieries such
as Westminster, which leased its land predominantly from the Duke of
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Westminster, agreed to a dead rent of £1,000 per annum in 1872 (D/GR/685),
while smaller collieries such as Pentrebychan and Gwernygo which leased land
from Colonel Meredith of Pentrebychan Hall had dead rents of £50 per annum in
1882 (D/DM/285/85 & 91).

Royalties

The main method by which landlords received recompense was by royalties, the
rates of which could vary significantly both between and within regions. Dron
(1928: 16-17) explained that the use of the word ‘royalty’ rather than ‘rent’ is
important; rent is paid for the use of something which lasts for a period of time,
whereas a royalty is paid for the commodity itself, which is removed once and for
all. In other words a royalty is a “charge for depletion” (Mitchell, 1984: 252).
According to Fine (1990: 50) this issue is not as clear cut as Dron and Mitchell
might make it appear, and he concludes that royalties cannot easily be
distinguished from rent because, within the royalty payment, an element of rental
payment exists “in so far as each (rent and royalty) represents the revenue that
accrues to the landlord in return for capital’s access to the land for mining or
farming”.

According to Cockburn (1902: 273-4), the main consideration taken into
account when setting the royalty rates were as follows:

a) the geographical position of the mine, “very important because in
seasons of depression, the mine best situated geographically gains the
trade”;

b) conditions for getting the coal: was the mine deep?, did it contain faults
or a bad roof?;

c) the facilities for getting coal to market: was the mine well positioned in
relation to the railways and ports?;

d) the number and thickness of the seams, and the quality of the mineral;
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e) the state of the trade at the date the lease and, therefore, the royalties

were negotiated.

Not only did the royalty rates vary significantly, but there were also
different ways of applying the rates. There were four main methods of applying
the royalty (Cockburn, 1902: 280):

i) according to acreage: x d per acre for the area of the mineral worked,;

ii) according to footage: x d per foot in thickness and per acre worked,

iii) according to tonnage: x d per ton of coal got;

iv) according to a sliding scale which varied “according to the price of

minerals gotten, and being the saleable value, or the price or value

appearing in any trade or market”.

Regardless of the method chosen, the main aim of the royalty was to protect the
landlord from rapid exhaustion of his asset (Sorley, 1889: 7), and especially with
regard to the first two methods, to protect him from wasteful methods of working,
which would deprive him of legitimate royalties (Dron, 1928: 20).

The method used, to some extent, depended on the region. Mitchell
(1984. 252) observes that “in most of the inland coal fields, it became common
early in the nineteenth century to lease mineral land by the acre and thickness of
seams”. However, in areas such as South Yorkshire, where the seams were fairly
uniform and the longwall system was in use, “simple acreage ...which made
intermittent measurement easy and reliable... was the normal unit’ (see Table
5.1). This contrasted with regions where the pillar and stall method was used, or
where faults were common; here, a fixed rate per ton of coal was more common,
probably because, by leaving the pillars unworked, establishing the area actually
worked was more complex.
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Table 5.1: British Mining Royalties for Coal

District Acreage rent Footage rent per foot | Tonnage rent- Sliding scale Rates of royalty per
thick per acre average pence fraction of selling price ton-pence
_per ton
max | min av
Northumberland 4 Average about 1/12" of [ 10 25 4
av.annual selling price at
pit
Durham 5 e 10 2.5 5
Cumberland & Westmorland 6 Some cases 1/7" to 1/12" | 8 3 6
nett sales
South Lancashire & Cheshire £40 to £150 (av.£72) | very few Sliding scale not 6
per foot thick per | tonnage rents customary
Cheshire acre of
10,240 sq. yds
South Yorkshire Thick coal £120 to | Silkstone seam £20 Sliding scale not 6
£400 (av.£275) per | to £60 (av. £30) customary
acre
West Yorkshire £50 to £300 beonomon 6
Derbyshire, Notts & £30 to £200 (av.£80) 6 4 4.75
Leicestershire
N.Staffs & Cannock Chase I £20 to £40 Few cases 1/12" to 1/16" 5.5
S Staffs, Worcestershire & | Thick mine at SW of { £10- to£40 (av £27.5) 6 Sliding scales not usual 8 3 6
Warwickshire Staffs £400 to £500 now
per acre
Shropshire 6
Somersetshire Mixed coal 9 Av. 1/10" of selling price 9 5 6
Gloucestershire, Bristol Field 6
& Forest of Dean
Monmouthshire & S Wales Steam coal, 1/10" to 1/12" of selling 9 4
large 6, small 3, | price at pit, with min of 6d
house coal 7. per ton
North Wales £15 to £35 (av 4 112" to 1720™ 10 4
£.22.5)

(Source: The Mining Royalties Report I., 203, 218 (P. P., C.6195, 1890); V.5 (P.P., C.6980, 1893). Cited in Cockburn (1902: 274))




In other areas, especially Scotland, Cumberland and Lancashire, a system
prevailed which related the royalty to the value of sales achieved. Dron (1928:
22) believes that royalties were much easier to calculate if based on sales
values. This view was reiterated by A Hewlett of the Wigan Coal & iron Company
during the inquiry undertaken for the Toynbee Trustees in 1889 (cited by Sorley,
1889: 34). Hewlett believed that such a system was to the benefit of the landlord
and the lessee; for the lessee, as prices fell so did the royalties payable, and for
the landlord “the gross royalty yield of a mine will be found to be much greater
than it is under the present system of fixed royalties”.

Mitchell (1984: 253) states that such agreements were popular in the early
to mid-1870s when landlords wanted to take advantage of the high prices being
commanded by coal, but that they fell out of fashion for a variety of reasons,
including the difficulty of ascertaining average prices when there was “a
multiplicity of markets”, and the reluctance of the coalowners to allow the
landlords access to their records and results. As a result no one system ever
prevailed, and lessors and lessees continued to use various combinations of the
systems available. |

In Denbighshire the method of royalty calculation was not ‘uniform’ and a
mix of lease terms is evident. Mitchell’'s comment (1984: 253) re. the popularity of
royalties based on sales being predominantly in the latter half of the nineteenth
century does not appear to apply. Even in the eighteenth century collieries in
Denbighshire were paying royalties as a proportion of the coal raised, for
example, leases agreed with Sir Watkin Williams Wynne of Wynnstay Hall in
1772 required royalties of “1/6 part of all coal’ to be paid (DD/WY/5178-9). In
Denbighshire landlords do not appear to have been ‘consistent’ in their preferred
method of royalty calculation and offered a mix of per acre and per ton royalties
to different tenants. This is illustrated by the Plas Power Estate; the royalties
charged to the Brynkinallt colliery from 1906-1911 were calculated on a per foot
per acre basis, but those charged to the Plas Power and Gatewen collieries in
the same period, were calculated as a proportion of coal sales. An illustration of a

royalty per ton calculation can be found in Table 5.7 below (p.151).
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Wayleaves

The final method of paying for the use of land was via wayleaves; it often
happened that, in order to access the seam being worked, or in order to remove
the coal from the face and move it to market, the land of more than one landlord
might have to be traversed, either underground, or on the surface. According to
Dron (1928: 17), there was an inherent conflict between the landlord and the
tenant; the latter wanted the freedom to work coal from any of his leases as and
when he wished, while the landlord wanted to ensure that as much of his land
was worked as opposed to those of his co-lessors. As a compromise to this
conflict, a wayleave, or fee of, for example, 1d per ton was paid for minerals from
adjacent lands which were carried over or below the ground owned by the
various lessors. Table 5.2 illustrates the different wayleave rates a landlord, R
Middleton-Biddulph, of Chirk Castle, charged the Brynkinallt colliery for the

different minerals or products that were carried by rail or tram over his land.

Table 5.2; Wayleaves agreed by Brynkinallt Colliery with R Myddleton-Biddulph, Chirk Castle, 23

June 1875, for tramways crossing the latter’s land

Mineral Rate
per ton of coal 3d
per ton of slack 1.5d
per ton of ironstone 3d
per ton of clay 2d
per 1000 bricks 6d

Source: DD/DM 473/1

Impact of royalties on colliery companies

From the evidence available in Denbighshire, it would appear that the
relationship between lessor and lessee was often a difficult one. Despite the fact
that leases often took an interminable amount of time to be negotiated and
agreed, disputes often arose before the ink had had time to dry. The arguments
usually centred on the rate of royalty and the perception, from the point of view of
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the coalowners, that the landlords were exploiting the relationship. The biggest
problem was that if the leases were agreed during the ‘good times’, lessees were
more than willing to agree to royalty rates which, when trade and, therefore,
prices dipped, they soon found it impossible to pay (Sorley, 1889: 32). This issue
is illustrated in the evidence given by Sir Lothian Bell to the ‘[Royal] Commission
on the Depression of Trade’ (cited by Sorley, 1889: 13), when he said that ‘it is
contended that should the present [1889] low prices continue, those engaged in
mining in this country must be reduced to bankruptcy, and a great industry must
be extinguished, unless the receivers of royalties are willing to abate something
of their legal right”.

This may be something of an over-dramatisation, but it does illustrate how
significant an impact coalowners felt royalties had on their results. This
perception was not borne out by the commission, which demonstrated “that
royalties formed a comparatively unimportant fraction of the total cost of the coal
industry in the nineteenth century” (Mitchell, 1984: 256). However, despite the
fact that “unambiguously ...over the long term, archival evidence suggests that
the burden of rents and royalties was downwards (from the mid 1870s to 1913)”
(Church, 1986: 506), the coalowners persisted with their view that “royalty
owners took an increasing proportion of the value added by the industry”
(Mitchell, 1984. 255), which contributed to feelings of great resentment and
meant that disagreements over royalties often became very heated and
protracted affairs. indeed it was the furore created by coalowners over the issue
of royalties in the coal industry and whether or not they were fair, that led to the
Royal Commission on Mining Royalties being set up in 1890. The Commission’s
remit was to investigate “the extent to which the separation of the ownership of
land and its minerals from the ownership of the working capital of the mines
impeded the progess of the industry, and in particular whether high coal royalties
disadvantages the industry” (Fine, 1990: 36). One of the issues discussed was
whether lessees tended to be naive when they agreed to the terms of a lease;
James Barnes, of Nantyglo, south Wales, when asked why he agreed to certain
terms if he disliked them, replied that “colliery people agree to many things that
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afterwards they find they should not have done” (BL/B/S/18). James Haslam, of
the Miners’ Federation of Derbyshire, when asked about the leases that were
agreed in the “high times of 1872" explained that “it is a well known fact that the
royalties entered into at that time...when everybody who had a bit of money was
rushing for coal, were up to an abnormal price, and a good many people have
had to go to the wall as a consequence” (BL/B/S/18).

Another issue discussed was whether royalties had a disproportionate
impact on profits, given that they were a relatively fixed element of cost. Evidence
was taken from a number of trades union representatives who, perhaps
unusually, sided with the coalowners in their condemnation of lessors. The trades
unions, however, were concerned with the welfare of their members and the
wages paid, unlike the owners who were concerned with their ‘bottom line’. The
unions, perhaps naively, felt that if the royalties were lower, the owners would
use the savings to pay increased wages. It was felt by Edward Cavesey,
President of the Yorkshire Miners’ Association, that because royalty reductions
took so long, when owners felt the need to cut costs they immediately looked to
cut wages first, as these were seen as the most negotiable cost (BL/B/S/18).
James Haslam agreed with this view; he asserted that “any cost imposed upon
the production of any commodity is a hindrance to it, and we look upon these
royalties as being very largely a cause of rivalry between the workmen and the
royalty owners as to which shall have, or which shall not have a certain part of
the profits” (BL/B/S/18). Haslam added that “we believe fairly that if the colliery
owner was not very often heavily handicapped with royalties...... the miner would
do better under his employer, and that the employer very often would be getting a
little profit where he does not get any now” (BL/B/S/18).

Whether reduced royalties ever induced coalowners to increase wage
rates, or avoid reducing them, is a matter of conjecture but, protracted disputes
with lessors in difficult trading conditions, when owners were looking to squeeze
costs, did make wage cuts more likely. It would thus appear that although
royalties appear insignificant in absolute terms, when looking at their impact on
the profit margins of coal companies, a small increase of perhaps half a pence
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per ton could mean the difference between the company recording a profit or a
loss per ton. During the Royal Commission on Mining Royalties, 1890, evidence
was presented that illustrated the significant differences in royalties charged by
lessors in the different regions. Table 5.3 shows that royalties per ton varied from
a low of 3d per ton in the Forest of Dean, to a high of 9d in Scotland. Given the
differing conditions that prevailed in the various coal mining regions of the UK, it
is difficult to make comparisons of the royalties per ton in absolute terms; the
Royal Commission therefore received evidence showing average royalties as a
percentage of the average selling price within a region (see Table 5.3). This
again shows some wide variations, but it can be seen that whichever method is
used, Scotland suffered the highest royalties. Fine (1990: 57-9) believes that this
has much to do with the concentration of ownership in Scotland. Much of the land
involved in mining was owned by relatively few landlords which meant that there
was less ‘competition’ with other lessors; in other regions where concentration of
ownership was less prevalent, if one coal company mined land owned by more
than one lessor, and received a concession from one lessor, the other lessors
might be expected to follow suit. This was less likely to happen in Scotland,
because “the landowner was in a powerful position to extract a monopoly-type
rent” (Fine, 1990: 59).

The Royal Commission did not give a figure for the royalty of Denbighshire
and Flintshire as a proportion of the selling price, but an indication of this can be
gained if the average price per ton per annum, as provided by FA Gibson (1922:
157) is used. For 1890 the average selling price was 8/3d which means that the
average royalty as a proportion of average selling price was 4 per cent and only
the Forest of Dean had a lower figure than Denbighshire (see Table 5.3). The
average royalty figure for Denbighshire and Flintshire has, however, been
calculated from the averaging of aggregated figures for two coalfields, each with
collieries of various sizes, paying royalties at different rates to different landlords,
and calculated by different methods. It is likely, therefore, to mask some fairly
significant differences. These differences are illustrated by figures extracted from
the records of the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. and the Wrexham &
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Acton Collieries Co.Ltd. which reveal that although the average royalties paid by
Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co.Ltd. between 1911 and 1914 were not much
higher than the average, either in absolute or percentage terms (see Table 5.4),
those for Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd., for 1883, were up to 50 per cent
higher in absolute terms, and were significantly higher in percentage terms (see
Table 5.5). It must be pointed out that these two sets of figures, however, relate
to periods which are thirty years apart and these thirty years saw royalties fall in
many of the inland coalfields (Mitchell, 1984: 261), such as Denbighshire.

Table 5.3: Average royalties per ton in the coal mining regions of the UK

Region Royalty per | Royalty as %
ton- d of selling
price
Northumberland 4-4% 6.18
Durham 5 8.09
Cumberland 6-7 8.67
South & west Yorkshire 6 8
Lancashire and Cheshire 6-6%% 7.14 -8
Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire and 4% -5 5.37 - 5.95
Leicestershire
North Stafforshire 5% 7.06
Shropshire 6 7.14
Cannock Chase 5% -6 -
Warwickshire, south  Staffordshire and | 6 7.08-7.8

Worcestershire

Forest of Dean 3 2.83

Bristol 6 5.66
Somerset 6 5.66
Denbighshire & Flintshire 4 -

South Wales & Monmouthshire 6 6.06-7.4
Fifeshire & Clackmannshire, and east and mid | 6 -7 10.83
Lothian

Central Scotland, Ayrshire, Argyll and Dumfries | 7 -9 9.09 -10.48

(Sources: Royal Commission on Mining Royalties, 1890 (cited by Mitchell, 1986: 261), and Royal
Commission on Mining Royalties, 1890, Appendix V (BL/ BS/18)).
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Table 5.4: Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., revenue, cost and profit per ton 1911-1914

6 months to | Dec. June Dec Dec. June
191 1912 1912 1913 1914
Average sales value per ton (including wagon
earnings) (s./d.) 8/4.34 9/0.26 9/2.28 10/8.25 10/9.00
Wagon earnings per ton (d.) 4.14 3.80 3.83 4.49 3.49
Total cost per ton (s./d.) 8/2.70 8/10.6 9/0.46 10/3.45 10/6.65
Profit per ton (d.) 1.64 1.64 1.82 4.80 2.34
Profit as a percentage of average seling price 1.6 1.5 1.6 3.7 1.8
Royalty per ton of coal sold (d.) 4.38 5.05 4.68 4.84 5.24
Royalty as percentage of total cost 4.4 4.7 4.3 3.9 4.1
Royalty as percentage of selling price 4.4 4.7 4.2 3.8 4.1

Notes:
i) Items in itallics have been calculated by the author
ii) No information available for the 6 month period to 30 June 1913

(Sources: 1911-1912, D/BC/2289; 1913-1914, DD/PP/620).

One of the main reasons why the average figure for Denbighshire and
Flintshire might mask significant differences relates to the preponderance of
small collieries in the coalfields, especially Flintshire. In 1894, the first year for
which such information is available, in Denbighshire, 54 per cent of the collieries
employed fewer than 250 persons (see Chapter 2 above) while, in Flintshire, the
proportion was 84 per cent (List of Mines). This would have obviously skewed the
average in favour of the smaller collieries which were likely to have lower royalty
rates than the larger companies, for a number of reasons. In particular, smaller
collieries were likely to pay lower royalties because they were usually older,
which meant that the better quality coal had been worked out. Additionally, their
leases may have been negotiated earlier, possibly before the boom of 1872
which caused royalty rates to increase significantly (Mitchell, 1984: 254).
Moreover, the older collieries were likely to have poorer facilities for getting coal
and had probably been sunk before the rail infrastructure was in place, which
made transporting coal that much more difficult. All these generic problems
affected the royalty rates paid by a colliery, but ultimately the rate finally
determined was down to the negotiation skills of the lessor and lessee, or their

agents.
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Fine (1990: 65) asserts that “the significance of royalties cannot be
measured by their absolute or relative size in revenue terms”, rather it is
necessary to look at their marginal impact on profits in order to assess whether
the coalowners’ complaints about royalties were justified. Before looking at the
detailed figures (Tables 5.4 & 5.5) relating to profits and losses per ton for
collieries in Denbighshire, it is first necessary to issue two caveats; not only is the
scope of the information used very limited, in that it relates to only two coal
companies in Denbighshire, but also this information is as provided by the coal
companies themselves and, as will be discussed more fully in Chapter 8, such
figures were often open to manipulation. However, this having been said, the
figures will illustrate the point being made, and also, given that the figures are a
contemporaneous record used for management purposes, they might be deemed

more reliable than figures that were produced for external reporting purposes.

Table 5.5: Extracts from monthly cost sheets, Wrexham and Acton Collieries Co. Ltd, January to
July 1883.

1883 Jan Feb Mar Apr May June July

Average Selling
price per ton 5/4.25 5/5.10 5/3.87 5/4.25 5/4.20 5/4.0 5/1.12
(s./d.)

Cost per ton 4/11.8| 5/478| 5/478| 56.37| 5624 5/88| 5/6.12
(s./d.)

Profit/(loss) per 4.45 0.32 (0.91) (1.12) (2.04) (4.8) (5.0)
ton (d.)

Profit as

percentage of 6.9 0.5 (1.4) (1.7) (3.2) (7.5) (8.2)
sales value

Royalty per ton 5.47 5.60 4.50 4.54 5.46 49 6.06
(d.)

Royalty as
percentage of 9.1 8.6 6.9 6.8 8.2 7.1 9.1
total cost

Royalty as 8.5 8.6 7 7 8.5 7.6 9.4
percentage of
selling price

Notes:
i) Items in itallics have been calculated by the author

(Source: NLW/HR/76)
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Table 5.4 shows how small the margins being earned by the Broughton &
Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. were in the period immediately prior to World War |,
and if wagon earnings are excluded from the figures, a profit would only be
recorded in one of the five 6-monthly periods for which figures exist, namely that
for the period to December 1913. The impact of an increase in royalties on profit
margins can be seen if we look at the 6 month period to 31 December 1911; if
the royalty had increased by 0.5d per ton from 4.38d to 4.88d per ton, an
increase of just under 12 per cent, the profit would have fallen from 1.64d to
1.14d i.e. a reduction of 30 per cent. Such a change would clearly have had a
serious impact on the results of any company. Thus, relatively small changes in
royalty rates could significantly impact upon a coal company.

Also available are some monthly cost figures for the Wrexham & Acton
Collieries Co. Ltd. from a much earlier period, 1883 (see Table 5.5). These again
show how difficult it was for colliery companies to achieve profits, although it
must be borne in mind that the 1880s was a period of depression for the coal
trade. If the figures in Tables 5.4 and 5.5 are taken to be representative of
royalties throughout Denbighshire, it can be seen that, as a proportion of total
cost, royalties were less significant in the years prior to World War | than they
were in the 1880s, a fall which Mitchell (1984: 261) maintains echoed a general
trend towards lower royalties in many inland coalfields.

It can also be seen, from Tables 5.4 and 5.5, that the average royalty per
ton, and the proportion of royalty per ton to average selling price per ton, for both
Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. and Wrexham & Acton Collieries Co. Ltd.
(although the figures are not for the same years as those provided by the
Commission), lie within the parameters given for average royalties in the UK,
issued by the Royal Commission in 1890. Although the proportion of royalty to
price for Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. is on the low side, this may be
because the figures for this company relate to 1912 and, as has been explained,
royalties had a tendency to fall in many areas after the 1890s (Mitchell, 1984:
261). However, the fact remains that, despite assertions by authors such as
Mitchell (1984: 262) and Church (1986) that royalties were a comparatively
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insignificant element of cost, colliery owners did not believe that this was the
case, and they continued, from time to time, to rail against the terms imposed by
mineral leases.

The relationship between coal companies and coalowners in Denbighshire

The two issues which caused most disputes were the desire of lessees to obtain
reduced royalty payments when trade conditions worsened, and the desire of the
lessors to ensure that the mines on their lands were being worked efficiently.
These problems, and many of the other issues discussed above, can be clearly
illustrated by looking at the correspondence that survives for a number of
collieries located on the Denbighshire coalfield. Such disputes were common
throughout the UK and, as such, Denbighshire will be used as an example to
highlight the main issues being disputed.

The major mineral owners in the Denbighshire coalfield were the Williams-
Wynns of Wynnstay Hall, the Myddletons of Chirk Castle, the Fitzhughs of Plas
Power Hall, the Yorkes of Erddig Hall, the Merediths of Pentrebychan Hall and
the Duke of Westminster of Eaton Hall. These families did not get directly
involved in investing in the coal industry; they conformed with the behaviour of
the maijority of landowners who “prefer{red] the role of royalty recipients to that of
entrepreneurs” (Church, 1986: 122). This meant that they were able to benefit
from the success of mining enterprises, but did not become involved in the highly
risky business of sinking mines and getting coal.

Most of the coal companies in Denbighshire mined land that was
owned by a number of landowners; an illustration of the numbers that could be
involved can be seen in Table 5.6 which lists the leases held, in 1912, by the
Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd., one of the largest colliery companies on
the coalfield. Table 5.6 shows that land was leased not only in very large parcels,
but also in parcels as small as two acres, a factor which made royalty
negotiations with lessors all the more difficult. Another factor which made
negotiations difficult was the fact that, as already discussed above, different
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lessors leased their land under different terms, while some landlords could apply
different methods to different tenants.

Table 5.6: Leaseholds held by the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. - 1912

DATE Lessor Land in Acres Term-years
leased
1880 P Fletcher & R Coed Eva Farm, 45 30
Curries Broughton

1889 T Fitzhugh Bersham & Broughton 897 42
1892 S.K Mainwaring Croes Newydd 32 21
1901 G Fitzhugh ‘ Broughton 19 30
1902 W.R Mainwaring Bryn Offa ? 12
1906 P Meredith The Court,Wrexham 73 21
1906 Misses Nickson Vron & Brymbo ? 25.5
1907 Miss Smith et al Hafod ? 21
1907 Duke of Westminster | Talwrn ? 21
1907 Trustees B.Piercey Wrexham 20 21
1908 Bishop of Minevia Plas Maelor 2 21
1908 T Hayes et al Gatewen 196 60
1910 C Jackson Felin Puleston 19 21
1910 P Yorke Erddig 381 42
1911 T James & P Brown Talwrn 4 21
1911 F Mostyn Adwyr Clawdd 6 21

(Source: D/BC/2289)

To illustrate the main issues that caused problems between coal
companies and their lessors, we examine below in greater detail, certain

individual colliery companies and the disputes that they had with their lessors.

Vron

The Vron colliery was run by Messrs Maurice and Low from 1850 to 1882. One
important lessor was Colonel Meredith of Pentrebychan Hall who had continuous
problems with the colliery. As early as 1866, in a letter dated 17 October to Mr
Bury (Meredith’s solicitor), Henry Dennis, the royalty agent for Pentrebychan Hall,
remarked that “the Vron royalties are a farce this half year... Low is a beautiful
promiser but a damn bad performer” (DD/DM/285/102). It appears that one of the

reasons for the poor royalties was the fact that the lessees were working
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adjoining lands “the coal from which is not chargeable with wayleaves”
(DD/DM/285/102, 17 October 1866), to the detriment of the Colonel’s royalties.
The surveyors, Dennis and Glennie, in a letter dated 26 April 1867, wanted to
enforce the clause that said that the lessees “shall at all times during the
term ....continue to work and carry on the said mines in a proper uninterrupted,
skillful and workmanlike manner” (DD/DM/285/102). They had urged the lessees
to work the seams (some of which had not been worked for over tweive months),
but they had made “lots of promises but no action”. The lessees “allege the
badness of the times as an excuse for not having done more” and “as might be
expected we have received promises of further progress during the winter, but
we cannot but fear that there would have been nothing done during the last half
year but for the letter you wrote to them, and we think it would be well that you
should remind them again” (DD/DM/285/102, 12 October 1867).

Their entreaties did not have much effect, and the same problem
continued for many more years; by 1874 “the [royalty] amount remain[s] very
small and there is little chance of any improvement at present” (DD/DM/285/102,
28 March 1874), due mainly to the difficulties of working the pit. These difficulties
persisted until, in 1878, the working of the colliery was suspended for four
months “owing to the depression in the coal trade”; this depression and the
consequent poor performance meant that the colliery had been paying only dead
rent to the Colonel for several years.

Colonel Meredith was not alone in his dispute with Vron. The Duke of
Westminster was also a significant lessor, and surviving correspondence outlines
that Messrs Maurice & Low were also disputing the royalty rates charged by the
Westminster Estate. In 1880/81 the company was asking the Westminster Estate
for a reduction in royalties because, as Mr Low explained to Isaac Shone, a
mining engineer and partner in Shone & Ault, a mining engineering consultancy,
in a letter dated 4 May 1881, there were “disadvantages under which we labour
as compared with neighbouring and competing collieries” (D/GR/681). He
continues, “as you are no doubt aware, the circumstances of the coal trade have

completely changed and competition has become so keen that a difference of 1d
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per ton will gain or lose orders and prices are so fine 1d per ton either way makes
profit or loss. It is therefore evident that no colliery can be carried on for any
length of time unless it is on an equality with competing collieries”. He felt that
“we are not on an equality with our competitors, our royalty is 1/4" higher ..... and
unless we are relieved by our lessors, we must succumb and stop working”
(D/GR/681).

Shone's advice to the Duke’s agent, George Hughes, was to “strongly
urge upon you ... not to go on with a proportional rate of sales, but rather alter
the manner of arriving at the royalties. You might charge so much per acre or so
much per statute acre for the full thickness of the mine. These royalties, |
consider would be even easier to the lessee than the reduced
proportion....suggested” (D/GR/681). This change was not adopted, but the Duke
agreed to reduce the royalty from 1/9" to 1/12" of sales value from May 1881.
This was after further advice from Mr Shone who, in a letter dated 6 May 1881,
pointed out that the great changes that had taken place in the coal trade in recent
years, made it “not only difficult but impossible, except in exceptionally favourable
situations for colliery proprietors to carry on their collieries to a profit” (D/GR/681).
He acknowledged that the shift from local to ‘foreign’ (non-local) markets meant
that Vron, due to its less favourable geographical position, was finding the royalty
“a formidable item of cost”, and that it should be reduced as requested
(D/GR/681). By 1882 the company was in liquidation, and a resolution was
proposed “that to enable the liquidator to keep open and carry on the colliery
during negotiations for its disposal as a going concern, the lessors will reduce
dead rents, royalties and wayleaves, one half from the 25" day of March last.
This reduction to terminate, if the colliery be meantime sold, or if and when the
average price of coal at the pit reaches 8/- per ton” (D/GR/682).

By 1884, a new company had been created by F Butler, who negotiated a
new 21 year lease. He wanted to move away from the proportion of sales royalty
to the footage royalty due to the number of lessors involved. As his solicitor
explained in a letter to George Hughes, dated 20 January 1885, “the number of
properties that will be worked...will render the keeping of the coals raised from
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the different estates separate to meet the proportional royalty covenants almost
an impossibility” (D/GR/682). The estate, however, would not agree unless all the
other lessors concurred and, as this was not forthcoming, the 1/12" royalty
continued.

A dispute soon developed and, by April 1886, the lessee was asking for a
reduction in the royalty rate; in a letter to Hughes, dated 21 April, Butler explained
that “there has been a very considerable fall in prices of shipping coal at
Birkenhead and | fear that if you cannot meet us in the matter of royalties we
shall be compelled to discontinue working one or both of the above seams
[Brassey and Two yard]” (D/GR/681). Hughes replied on the 2 May 1886,
expressing his disappointment at Butler's dissatisfaction, given that “a good deal
of trouble has been taken by the different lessors and their agents to arrive at a
reasonable and fair charge” (D/GR/682). He further explained that he was unable
to act unilaterally; Butler would have to gain the agreement of all the other
lessors (D/GR/681).

An additional dispute arose when the company was looking at taking over
the Talwrn colliery; it wanted to alter a clause so that the collieries could be
worked as one single concern. Hughes would not agree to this because it would
mean that the coal owned by the Duke was not being worked to the Estate’s
advantage. If the company wanted the Talwrn lease it “must be worked
independently of any adjacent collieries in the holding of the lessees and not in
connection with any other collieries, also that the Talwrn colliery must be fairly
and continuously worked” (D/GR/681). An agreement was eventually reached
(the terms of which are not available), and the takeover went ahead.

By 1895, of the original shareholders of the Vron Colliery Ltd., only Butler
was alive and the executors of the deceased shareholders wanted the company
to be released from its leases due to its extremely poor performance. One of the
shareholders, Mr FC Hyde, died in 1892 and his solicitor, in a letter dated 28
June 1892, explained to the Duke’s solicitors that “we are sorry to say that the
last half year has been more disastrous than ever. There is a temporary

improvement in prices just beginning but we have lost very heavily since we saw
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you nine months ago, and should only be too glad to be relieved of all our leases,
but fear there is no likelyhood [sic] of Mr Fitzhugh doing this with regard to his
lease” (D/GR/682). By 1895 “the colliery itself barely pays expenses” (D/GR/682);
it was badly in arrears of royalty and, in 1896, the shareholders’ representatives
made a formal case for a reduction in royalties via a Memorandum, because
“they have practically lost the whole of their capital [and] the share and debenture
holders have received neither dividend nor interest for several years...The
lessees have done all they believe possible in carrying out the terms of the
leases and have expended large sums with the object of working as economically
as possible, but owing to the extended nature of the old colliery, which they have
done all they can to consolidate; to the distance the workable coal is from the
shaft, to the extremely faulty nature of the ground necessitating an unusual
expenditure in drivings and other dead work; to the excessive consumption of
fuel consequent on the mine being so heavily watered, and to the geographical
position of the colliery resulting in higher railway rates in several instances than
are paid by other collieries in the district, the concern is unfortunately carried on
at a loss” (D/GR/682). The lessees continued to struggle under the terms of the
lease from which they were unable to extricate themselves but, by 1900 the
company had failed, mainly due to the continuing problems with water, and the
colliery was purchased by the Broughton & Plas Power Colliery Co. Ltd.,
principally as a shaft and a pumping station.

Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd.

The Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd was created in 1881 by the
amalgamation of two partnerships: The Old Broughton Company, and the Plas
Power Coal Company. It had two collieries, one at Plas Power and one at
Gatewen (D/DM/309/2). The amount of land held freehold by the company was
minimal (according to a mortgage deed of 1912, approximately 76 acres
(D/BC/2289)), and it relied heavily on leasing land for mining purposes. The
principal lessor for the Plas Power and Gatewen collieries was the Plas Power
Estate owned by the Fitzhugh family; of 1120 acres available to the Plas Power
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colliery, 98 per cent was leased from Plas Power, and of the 809 acres available
to Gatewen, the proportion was 54 per cent (D/BC/2289).

The leasehold arrangements with the Plas Power Estate had been entered
into by the original partnerships, which preceded incorporation, but were later
assigned to the company. These gave the mineral owner a fixed percentage
royalty based on the sales value of the coal raised. The royalties were calculated
on a 6 monthly basis in March and September untii 1897 and, June and
December thereafter. The sales value was reduced for royalty purposes by an
allowance of 2d per ton of coal and 1d per ton of slack raised; the value of the
coal supplied to the Estate was also excluded, as was a fixed amount of £21.7.6d
(per half year) for the maintenance of ‘pit supports’. Once the royalty had been
calculated, any tax due on it was deducted; a wayleave of 1d per ton was added
and the final balance was then payable in full (see Table 5.7 for an illustration of

such a calculation).

Table 5.7: lliustration of royalty calculation by Broughton & Plas Power Co. Ltd. for Plas Power
Estate, 1894

Coal Slack Sales Royalty
tons_cwt tons cwt 115
£s.d £sd
| Brassey 30361.50 679.19 | 11199.09.20
less allowance
coal 2d per ton (253.00.20)
slack 1d per ton 2.16.80)
10943.12.40 729.11.6
Main 34187.13 765.15 | 12610.17.11
less supplied to Fitzhugh (43.10) (14.07.00)
12596.10.11
less allowance
coal 2d (284.10.10)
slack 1d (3.03. 10)
12308.16.30 _820.11.9
1550.03.3
less allowance- pit supports (21.07.6)
a.rp 2.3.16 @£15 per acre
p.a
Add any wayleave -
Total due 1528.15.9

(Source: DD/PP/614 Royalties, payable for 6 months to 31.3.1894).
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Relations with the Plas Power Estate were generally good; the only time
tensions appeared was when the company faced financial difficulties, either due
to prolonged strikes or to a general downturn in the industry. When such an event
occurred the company negotiated for reductions in royalties; for example, in 1893
a prolonged strike from 29 July to 17 November badly affected the performance
of the company, and so the “directors deemed it reasonable to ask the royalty
owners to pay a share of the very heavy loss we incurred” (D/DM/309/4). The
cost of the strike was estimated at £1,900, of which £1,000 was ‘allowed’ by Mr
Fitzhugh on 29 May 1894 as a deduction from the amount of royalty due
(D/DM/309/5). However, the company continued to chafe against what it
considered very high royalties of 1/15; on 5 April 1899 a meeting was held with
representatives of the Plas Power Estate in an attempt to gain concessions due
to “the unprofitableness of the trade in general since the company began to work
and upon the disadvantages attaching to our trade in particular arising from the
position of the pits insisted upon by the lessor [no details available as to what
conditions were]...[and because the royalties paid]....by our neighbours [for
example Bersham and Westminster] are much less than those we pay”
(D/DM/309/5, 26 April 1899).

Concessions were finally gained at the end of 1902: not only did the lessor
agree to a reduction of the royalty from 1/15™ to 1/18"™, but he also agreed to
deduct a 10% ‘allowance’ from the total royalty, covering the half years from
December 1903 to December 1906. Continued pressure from the lessees
persuaded the Plas Power Estate to alter its policy from a ‘blanket’ royalty rate, to
separate rates for various coal qualities; from the half year to December 1905 the
royalty on Powell, Crank and Two Yard coal was calculated at 1/30™, while that
on Main and Brassey coal remained at 1/18", reflecting the poorer quality and
hence lower value, of the former coals compared to the latter.

At the end of 1912 the company applied for further allowances from the
Plas Power Estate, citing poor performance, legislation and the national strike as
mitigating factors (DD/PP/618). The company estimated that the national strike
had cost it £3,756 (D/DM/309/7, 24 April 1912) and since the introduction of the
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minimum wage meant that wages could not be squeezed, it turned its attention to
its royalty rates. While the directors did “not forget that Mr Fitzhugh has been
content to accept much less than the royalty originally stipulated in the lease,
recognizing the great change in the conditions of trade since 1881; ...they [did
not] think that he...[could] be aware of how great that change has been”. To
illustrate the extent of this change the directors pointed out that a royalty of 1/18"
in the years 1909-10-11 yielded 6 per cent more than in 1904-05-06, and that the
increased legislation recently imposed upon them had increased the selling price,
“although not to the extent ....it has increased the cost. This legislation
[especially the Eight Hours Act] has therefore told in favour of the royalty owner
under a sliding scale, by increasing the price” (DD/PP/618, 18 July 1912). The
directors further added that “the effects of the Minimum Wage Act and the
[National] Insurance Act whilst increasing the cost very largely will no doubt lead
to some further increase in the selling price of coal, and this again will raise the
royalties to a still higher figure to the advantage of the lessor, but judging from
our past experience, without any corresponding benefit to the lessees”
(DD/PP/618, 18 July 1912). The mineral agent employed by Mr Fitzhugh, Mr E
Lloyd Jones, was given the task of considering the Broughton & Plas Power Coal
Co. Ltd. application. In his opinion, “I cannot recommend a larger allowance
towards the strike cost than £150 in all” (DD/PP/618, 23 January 1913).

The company continued in its efforts and, in August 1913, asked the Plas
Power Estate’s solicitor if it could “let the payment of the royalty accounts stand
over for a while as we are for the time being very short of cash” (DD/PP/618, 25
August 1913). In a meeting in November the Plas Power Estate countered by
saying that “Mr Fitzhugh was under the impression that prices of coal were high
and coalowners were doing well [and that]....no other lessee had made an
application for an allowance” (D/DM/309/7, 29 November 1913). In its defence
the company cited the fact that water was badly affecting the Gatewen colliery
and that there was a “falling off in the supply of coal from the best seams which
could only be made up by coal from inferior seams at a higher cost [which] was a
disadvantage constantly increasing” (D/DM/309/7, 29 November 1913).
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Negotiations continued throughout 1914 and finally, in a report on the
issue, Mr E Lloyd Jones conceded that “there is no doubt from the figures in the
Balance Sheets that the company have (sic) done badly during that half year
[31.12.1914]". He cited as reasons the reduction in good coal which increased
the cost of getting, the increase in water, the increase of general costs and
wages, and the system of contracts which often meant that costs were not
covered by the selling price” (DD/PP/620, 3 July 1915). “The general result of the
rise in wages and materials over the last 20 years and particularly of late years,
has been to send up gradually the price [cost] of coal, whilst at the same time the
profits of the coal proprietors have been more restricted than they used to
be....The result of the foregoing circumstances alters the value of a proportional
royalty rate, and | think that the time has come when the lessor might reconsider
the royalty rate with a view to a fair adjustment between landlord and tenant”
(DD/PP/620, 3 July 1915). The ultimate result of this report was to reduce, from
the half year to December 1914, the royalty payable from 1/18th to 1/19th.

Westminster

The Westminster colliery was developed by the Brymbo Mineral & Railway Co.
from the mid 1840s (Lerry, 1958: 47), and was one of the main ventures in which
Robert Roy and Henry Robertson were involved. However, the relationship
between the two broke down, and by 1855 they and their other partners, R
Ellerton and WE & CE Darby, were proposing to split their interest in two; Roy
and Ellerton to take on the Westminster pits, leaving Robertson and the Darbys
with the Brymbo interests. To be able to do this they had to approach their main
lessor, the Duke of Westminster, for approval. In a letter to the Duke's agent,
George Hughes, dated 19 February 1856, the surveyor, William Lowe, remarks
that “under the circumstances, | would advise you to allow Messrs Darby and
Robertson to retire (although | should have preferred they had remained and the
others retire) as the two parties can never now work amicably and energetically
together again” (D/GR/686). He also strongly advised that the lessor ‘keeps an
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eye’ on the ‘new’ tenants (Roy & Ellerton) to protect his interest, “the work will
however require to be on the part of the Marquis, for some time strictly looked
into and the parties greatly urged to open out the works better than has been

done during the past six months, otherwise in a short time the royalty will be
down to the minimum rental” (D/GR/686 - underlining in the original). In a later
letter, he continues, “| have no hesitation in saying that [the work] only requires to
be carried out with energy and spirit to become by far the most valuable and
important colliery in the neighbourhood of Wrexham” (D/GR/687).

However, a dispute began over the terms of the lease, with the newly
incorporated Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co. Ltd. questioning the method
used by the Estate’s surveyor to calculate the royalty payable. The essence of
the initial dispute was the treatment of pillars; until 1855, no royalty was levied on
the pillars that the company left standing during the working of the pits but, from
that date, the surveyor, Isaac Shone, deemed that as it was the company’s
choice not to work the pillars, they could be accused of not working the pits
properly, as coal which should by rights have been worked, was not. This view
was reiterated by AH Maurice, surveyor, in a report to Mr Meredith of
Pentrebychan Hall, in 1868, over a similar dispute. “In ordinary cases all pillars
are to be worked or paid for whether worked or not unless there is some good
reason for leaving them, such as the support of buildings on the
surface....Oftentimes they become difficult or expensive to work owing to the
pressure of the roof or other causes, yet the lessee is in no way exempt from
payment for royalty on this account” (DD/DM/285/88 - underlining in original).

Thus began an extremely long and acrimonious dispute which covered
many issues including royalty rates: in a letter dated 18 September 1866, Robert
Roy described the threat of court proceedings against the company as “the most
injurious and offensive mode of proceeding”. He continued that “the company did
not abandon hopes of an amicable adjustment”, but he felt that the Westminster
Estate was guilty of “grievous overcharges and injustices” (D/GR/688). He
explained that the company was “seriously aggrieved by the delay that has
occurred - a delay not arising from the merits or difficulties of the questions at
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issue which are very simple - but merely from casual obstacles upon your side, to
adjusting the machinery for settling them”. So bitter did the dispute become that
the two sides could not even agree on the appointment of an ‘arbitrator’
(D/GR/688).

In order to strengthen its arguments, the company commissioned a
number of reports; one, by Marcus Scott, “a mining surveyor of considerable
experience”, dated 3 April 1872, explains that “the Westminster collieries cannot
bear higher rates than those above named (£20 per foot thick per acre for 2 yard
and Brassey, and £25 for Main). The company will shortly have to meet a strong
competition from the Broughton Hall colliery [and given that the company makes]
a very small return for their capital [and is also suffering] the heavy expenses of
litigation, the Westminster Estate would be advised to accept the lower royalties”
(D/GR/689). The Estate, however, would not agree; in a letter to Henry Dennis,
colliery manager, dated 17 August 1872, George Hughes explains that “the
proposed reduction already agreed to from £35 to £30 per foot per acre is a very
liberal one - more particularly considering the present very high price of coal”
(D/GR/685). The dispute was eventually resolved in 1873, when a new lease was
negotiated, unfortunately however, the terms of this lease are not available
(D/GR/688).

Conclusion

The three royalty case studies examined in this chapter have served to outline
many of the most contentious issues that the coal companies of Denbighshire
faced. For the Broughton & Plas Power Coal Co. Ltd. the legislation that was
introduced in 1908 (Eight Hours Act) and 1912 (Minimum Wage Act), coupled
with general downturns in trade was behind its relatively regular requests for a
revision of its royalty rates. The Westminster, Brymbo Coal & Coke Co.Ltd.’s
protracted dispute with the Westminster Estate centred on its desire to change
the royalty rates that had been agreed at the inception of the lease while the Vron
colliery’s difficulties stemmed from geological problems and its poor location. One
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can assume that these companies were not unique in having problems with their
lessors and that similar disputes happened throughout Denbighshire, as others
have indicated was the case throughout the British coal industry.

It can be concluded that, far from being a straightforward business
arrangement, the relationship between lessee and lessor was often a difficult
one; many protracted disputes arose and in some cases resulted in litigation
which ultimately was of little or no benefit to either party. Thus, mineral ownership
was far from being a means of guaranteed, ‘easy money’ for the landowner.
From the point of view of the coal companies it is difficult to conclude whether
royalties were indeed as significant as the companies often claimed them to be or
not. It is certainly true that, in absolute terms, royalties did not constitute a
particularly significant element of costs but, it is equally true that changes in
royaity rates could severely affect the profit margins of coal companies (see also
Chapter 8). Leases entered into when the market was buoyant could soon
become onerous if any of the hazards associated with mining, such as water,
gas, or simply a downturn in the market, were encountered.

The Royal Commission on Mining Royalties of 1890 concluded that there
was nothing unfair in the existing system and recommended maintaining the
status quo (Mitchell, 1984: 255) and it is difficult, if not impossible, to conclude
whether any particular region suffered disproportionately under the burden of
royalties compared to other regions. The coalowners of Denbighshire would
probably have asserted that they were at such a disadvantage, but if average
royalties are scrutinised (see Table 5.3), it appears that Denbighshire, far from
suffering from unduly high royalties in comparison with other regions, had, in
1890, one of the lowest average royalty rates at 4d per ton. This, however, is an
average figure which would have been extracted from official statistics and, given
the high proportion of ‘small’ coal companies (those employing fewer than 250
persons) in Denbighshire, and especially Flintshire (54 and 84 per cent
respectively), the average undoubtedly reflects the lower royalties paid by the
smaller companies.
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It may have been concern over the impact that royalties had on their profit
margins that made the coal companies grumble so much, or it may be that they
simply resented having to pay what they considered a considerable amount to
landlords who did little to ‘earn’ their return. Whatever their reason for disliking
royalties so much, the limited evidence available allows us to conclude that,
during the period under review, although individual companies may have suffered
under the terms of their leases, the coal industry in Denbighshire, as a whole,
does not appear to have been economically disadvantaged, as compared with
companies operating in other coalfields, by the royaity system that prevailed at
the time.

Having looked at the first of our other stakeholders, the mineral owners,
we will now turn our attention to the employees of the coal companies, possibly,
the most important stakeholders for, without their toil, no coal could be extracted
and no profits made. The next chapter will therefore consider not only the
relationship of the coal companies with their employees, but also the
development of the trade unions in Britain, Wales and Denbighshire, because as
the trade unions grew in strength they had a significant impact on the relationship
between coal companies and the miners.
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Chapter 6
LABOUR RELATIONS

Introduction

The ‘miner’ and his relationship with his boss, ‘the coalowner was integral to the
performance of a colliery. The miner was dependent on the coalowner for his
livelihood but, equally, if the miner withdrew his labour then the coalowner was
unable to trade. This inter-dependency made for a very turbulent ‘marriage’ which
saw the ‘balance of power’ shift steadily, in the last decades of the nineteenth
and the first decades of the twentieth centuries, from the ‘masters’ to the ‘men’.
The main reason for this shift was the growth of trades unions within the coal
industry and the main aim of this chapter is to demonstrate how and why the
trades unions were able to grow.

This chapter will first chart the development of national miners’ unions
through the nineteenth century, before focusing on the relationship between
Welsh miners and their employers in the period 1850 - 1914, concentrating in
particular on the history of trade unionism in Denbighshire. The issue of wages
as a component of cost and their impact on profits will be discussed elsewhere in
this thesis (see Chapter 8), however, wages as a means of reward and the
methods that were used to determine levels of remuneration will be discussed in
this chapter. The main focus of the chapter is on north Wales, and Denbighshire
in particular, but the development of the union movement in south Wales is
covered in some detail. One reason for this is that, despite the disparity in size,
many of the issues raised are relevant to both regions. Another is that, as the
nineteenth century developeq, south Wales and the issues specific to that region
came to the forefront of labour relations, not only in Wales, but throughout Great
Britain and thus had a direct impact on events in Denbighshire.

South Wales has also been used as a focal point for this chapter because
the development of a strong union in north Wales had more similarities with the
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developments in south Wales than, for example, those in nearby Lancashire.
Although Lancashire is geographically closer to north Wales, it has not been
used as the main comparator because, unlike in Wales, mining in Lancashire
was not in remote areas where it was the dominant employer “but in large urban
areas in which occupational diversity was the norm and where colliers were
integrated into a wider industrial workforce” (T Griffiths, 1996: 199). The problems
faced by unions in Lancashire and other more developed mining areas were
therefore different to those faced by the unions in newer coalfields such as those
in Wales, which did not ‘take off until the mid-nineteenth century. However this is
not to say that events in Lancashire did not have a significant impact on north
Wales and, as such, comparisons will be made with this region as and when they
apply.

We will first outline the various attempts that were made throughout the
nineteenth century at creating a ‘national’ miners union before briefly examining
developments in Wales, both north and south, in the years to 1875. We will then
examine, in detail, the experiences of Denbighshire and south Wales in the years
1875-1914, looking specifically. at issues such as the Sliding Scale, the 1893
strike, the 1908 Eight Hours Act and ‘hard and difficult places’.

National Miners’ unions in the nineteenth century

Pre 1840

The term trade union was not recognised by legislation until 1871, prior to that
date the term ‘trade society’ was more commonly used (Chase, 2000: 2). The
early trade societies (eighteenth century) were local affairs “restricted to
members of a particular craft in a particular town” (Musson, 1972: 17), and were
almost exclusively to be found in the “artisanal sector” (Chase, 2000: 36).
Throughout the late eighteenth/early nineteenth centuries, trade societies
flourished in the ‘craft’ sector, but were slower to develop in the non-craft trades
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such as mining because here “the division between capital and labour was
deepest and the feeling of exploitation keenest” (Musson, 1972: 15). Indeed,
rather than organise themselves into a coherent, wide-ranging movement, the
miners tended to embark on ad hoc demonstrations which were generally
confined to a specific pit or village.

Before a national miners’ union was finally successfully created in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century, there had been a number of attempts to create
such a national movement. The 1830s had seen the “rise of the concept of
national trade unionism” (Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 7), and there had been an
attempt to create a ‘Grand National Consolidated Trade Union’ to encompass all
the various trades and crafts. This proved to be far too ambitious for the time,
and soon failed.

It was also in this period that “in the mining industry, the same desire for
‘collective’ action made itself manifest” (Rogers, 1928, Iil: 218). In Lancashire the
miners decided to organise themselves on a wider scale than simply a district
basis, and the Friendly Associated Coalminers’ Union (FACU) was formed (EW
Evans, 1961: 39). The main aim of the union was to protect wages and support
miners in their struggles against the masters. With this in mind, the union sent its
agents into other regions such as north Wales and Staffordshire with a certain
amount of success, and it was able to support the south Wales miners in their
1831 strikes. However, the coalowners and authorities were alarmed by such
developments and did all they could to stamp out such ‘sedition’. Eventually, as a
result of a combination of factors, the union disappeared as a potent force for
unity among the miners. According to EW Evans (1961; 44), “it is not difficult to
find reasons for the catastrophic collapse. Indeed the problem is rather to select
the most important”. EW Evans (1961: 45) cites three reasons:

iy politics - agitation for parliamentary reform took away the attention of

the unionists from the miners;

iy the ‘Truck Act’ removed one of the main reasons for discontent; and

iii) the opposition of the non-conformist groups which had a significant

influence over many miners.
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Ultimately, it was the miners themselves who prevented the success of a
national union; “they were too sectional and localised for [such a] general union
to be successful” (Musson, 1972: 30). This view is reinforced by Rowe (1923: 5-
6) who states that “there are considerable grounds for taking each coalfield as a
distinct unit and the mining of coal in each field as an industry in itself.....each
coalfield was in the matter of wages, a more or less distinct unit’. This obviously
meant that miners were more concerned with issues affecting their own coalfield,
and it was difficult to find issues that applied to the country as a whole which
could unite them.

In 1842 the first national strike of workers occurred, “a cry of anguish and
despair’ (Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 25) which started when coal and iron workers
went on strike in the Black Country to protest against the masters’ demands for
wage cuts. The strike spread to north Staffordshire and “by the end of July all the
North Staffordshire mines were closed and the whole of the Midlands was
engulfed. Industry ground to a halt” (Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 25). The
millowners of Lancashire and Yorkshire also tried to reduce wages and soon
these regions were also at a standstill. “By August, almost all the industrial parts
of Britain were involved in industrial strife”, and hardship was acute, “especially in
the mining communities where opposition was the staunchest and most
prolonged” (Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 26). Eventually there were riots in
Staffordshire which were put down by troops, and there was a period of savage
repression. According to Challinor & Ripley (1990: 34), “this helped to develop a
feeling of class consciousness....especially among the miners [who began] to

think of themselves as a separate and distinct entity in society”.
1840-1860
It was in this context that the next attempt at creating a national miners’ union

took place when, on 7 November 1842, the Miners’ Association of Great Britain
(MAGB) was established (Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 7). The aim of the union was
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“to unite all miners, to equalise and diminish the hours of labour and to obtain the
highest possible amount of wages for the labour of the miner” (Challinor & Ripley,
1990: 8). It was the first union to use the courts to protect its members, and was
one of the first unions “to be seriously involved in political and Parliamentary
action” (Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 9). The desire to equalise pay throughout the
UK was an acknowledgement of one of the reasons for the earlier union’s failure;
if different conditions persisted in different areas then common issues were more
difficult to establish, and factionalism would destroy this union as it had the earlier
one. As Taylor (1955: 47) explains, “the miners of the northern counties had
learned one lesson above all others from their past experience: that the strongest
weapon in the hands of the coal-masters was the ability to break a local strike by
importing ‘strangers’ from other mining areas. Only an organisation with a
national basis and membership could counter this decisive advantage’. However,
despite this realisation, local issues continued to dominate because every
coalfield had its own specific problems; in some it was child/'women labour, in
others it was the truck system and in others the exhorbitant prices charged by
masters for powder, lampoil etc. (Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 55).

Nevertheless, the miners were motivated to join the MAGB; possible
motivating factors were the repression that followed the 1842 strike and the
realisation that only organised opposition had a chance of success, the continued
existence of truck shops and other localised grievances, and the shocking
publicity stimulated by the “unparalleled volume of documents describing coal-
mining conditions” (Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 45) that were published in the
1840s. The miners could see the justice behind their desire to improve conditions
for themselves and their mining ‘brethren’ throughout Great Britain.

The MAGB resolved to “form ourselves into societies, these into Districts
and those Districts into one grand body, as speedily as possible, to consist of the
whole of the coalminers of England” (cited by Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 62).
Initially it made little headway beyond Yorkshire and the north east; when the first
‘national’ meeting took place, in May 1843, most delegates were from these
regions, “with a sprinkling from the Scottish coalfields, only one came from
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Lancashire and none came from elsewhere. The union could hardly be
described ....as attaining national dimensions” (Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 65).
However, the union grew; at the time of the May meeting it had 4,802 members,
by July membership “was claimed as 30,000” (Leeds Mercury, 22 July 1843,
cited by Taylor, 1955: 48) and it “was an object of awe....its size and financial
resources were spoken of in legendary terms” (Challinor & Ripley, 1990: 8).

It appeared that the MAGB had “achieved the miracle of becoming a
genuinely national union” (Challinor & Ripley, 1990 : 73). However, unfortunately,
before the national organisation was firmly established, it had to “undergo a great
ordeal” (Rogers, 1928, V: 154). The miners of Durham and Northumberland were
determined to free themselves from the Bond, a system of annual employment
contracts which gave the men little flexiblility and “left [them with] no safetly-valve
for the active expression of discontent” (Taylor, 1955: 54); when the owners
refused to compromise they went on strike. The MAGB supported the strike but,
“the harshness of the employers” and “the relentless force of economic pressure”
meant that after eighteen weeks the miners returned to work (Rogers, 1928, V.
154). The union, having lost here in its heartlands had suffered a body-blow from
which it never recovered, and although the MAGB continued strongly in some
areas, e.g. Lancashire, its aspirations as a national movement were destroyed. It
continued to limp along but by March 1848, “the union had ceased to function
and miners throughout the British Isles were unorganised” (Challinor & Ripley,
1990: 234).

The main reason for the failure of the MAGB was the fact that there was
such a multitude of grievances in the various parts of the British coalfield. As
Challinor & Ripley (1990: 59) explain, “the many evils against which the men
pitted their strength [meant that] the Association had many voices, not one. The
very things that called the union into being also destroyed it". Another factor that
contributed to the union’s failure was the severity of the ‘cruel forties’; the
depression meant that members withdrew through lack of funds, and the instinct
for self-preservation meant that the ‘common good’ was a principle that was soon
forgotten. As Mathias (1969: 366) observes, "the economic context was ...... a
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potent barrier” to union membership, especially as “the malicious hostility of the
powers that be” were also ranged against union members (Challinor & Ripley,
1990: 239). Thus had the second attempt at a nationwide miners’ union also
failed.

1860-1885

Although the attempt to establish a national body had failed, local unions
remained (Rogers, VI: 102), and in some regions could even be described as
strong (Musson, 1972: 53). On a national scale, despite a “futile attempt” to re-
form the MAGB in 1855 (EW Evans, 1961: 86), little was done until the 1860s
when the National Association of Miners, “a powerful combination”, was created
in 1863 (Nelson Boyd, 1879: 160). Unlike the earlier unions, the main aim of this
union was not to maintain or improve wages; “its sole function was to press for
mining legislation and to defend the colliers rights in the courts” (EW Evans,
1961: 89).

Issues of safety in the mines and the need for some sort of mechanism to
enforce minimum standards had been highlighted by the end of the 1840s by the
MAGB amongst others. The 1842 Report of the Commission to investigate the
employment of women and children was particularly shocking and led directly to
legislation to outlaw the employment of women and boys under ten years old
underground (Nelson Boyd, 1879: 49). It also introduced the concept of mines
inspection which was particularly hated by the masters; they considered the
policy “a useless and mischievous prying into the affairs of individuals” (Nelson
Boyd, 1879: 58).

A series of serious accidents in the 1840s led the Government to
commission a number of inquiries to be made into conditions in the mines; these
“disclosed a blameable state of affairs; the collieries were in many cases ill-
managed, the overmen illiterate, the ventilation poor, the discipline lax and
human life disregarded” (Nelson Boyd, 1879: 78). This resulted in the 1850 Mines
Inspection Act which Rogers (1928, VI: 101) describes as a “meagre measure of
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reform”, and which Nelson Boyd (1879: 105) says “did little else than establish
the principle of underground inspection”. However, the principle had been
established and, in the case of accidents, it meant that at least there now had to
be a thorough investigation (Nelson Boyd, 1879: 107). Nevertheless, only four
inspectors were appointed and although “they performed their duties admirably”
(Rogers, 1928, VI: 101), there were simply too few of them, and agitation
continued for more effective legislation. This came about in a series of Acts; the
1855 Act “was a great step in advance of the previous one [because] the
responsibility of management became more defined, and the owners became
accountable in the eye of the law for keeping the pits in a safe condition” (Nelson
Boyd, 1879: 132). The 1860 Mines Regulation and Inspection Act even “more
clearly defined the respective duties of masters and men” (Nelson Boyd, 1879:
132), and an Act in 1862 ensured that the men working underground had two
effective means of escape in the event of an accident. As mentioned earlier, the
main aim of the new union was to push for even stronger legislation to protect the
miners.

The new union, the National Association of Miners (NAM), had its roots in
Staffordshire in 1861; it had grown quickly there and had spread so successfully
into parts of north Wales that ‘The North Staffordshire and North Wales Miners
Association’ became its first district. In November 1863 a national conference of
unionists was held and, according to Rogers (1928, VII: 160), this “marks a
distinct stage in the miners’ movement in this country”. This is because for the
first time a central fund was established, and a “policy of persuasion was adopted
as opposed to a policy of confrontation” (Rogers, 1928, VII: 160), which again
marked a move away from the sometimes violent policies of the past.

Unfortunately, within a short time, factions appeared within the NAM and it
split into two distinct ‘camps’; one supporting Alexander MacDonald, a Scottish
unionist, and the other, John Towers, editor of ‘The Miner’, who represented the
north Wales coalfield. According to Rogers (1928, VII: 168), “the personal enmity
that arose between [these two] boded ill for the national movement” and
throughout 1863 and 1864 bitter quarrels between the two factions dominated
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NAM business. Another problem was that the union did not have a formalised set
of rules, a fact that resulted in different areas doing their own thing, which was
obviously detrimental to those advocating a truly national body. The animosity
between the two camps was so great that eventually a group of unionists
seceded from the union and tried to create a new union; this proved
unsuccessful, but the development immeasurably weakened any chance of
creating a strong national organisation (Rogers, 1928, VII: 175). The NAM
continued under the leadership of MacDonald whose faction had prevailed while
Towers ceased as editor of ‘The Miner’ in September 1865 (Rogers, 1928, VIII:
113). However, the NAM could no longer be deemed a national union, and as
Rogers (VIII: 113) states, “the year 1864 left the union in an enfeebled condition”.

In 1869, two prominent union leaders from Lancashire, William Pickard
and George Halliday, felt that it was time to create a more aggressive union than
the NAM, and established the Amalgamated Association of Miners (AAM); they
advocated a “national union to replace inefficient local unions [which] were
rendered ineffective through competition” (Rogers, 1928, VIII: 129). This meant
that two unions co-existed and were often represented within one coalfield. This
obviously weakened the workers’ negotiations with owners as the different unions
had different agendas, and often the most important issue was to ‘get one over
on the other union, a policy that would do little to further the welfare of the miners
(Rogers, 1928, I1X: 196).

The 1870s saw various other alternatives to the NAM being suggested
due to the “growing opposition to its moderate policy” (Rogers, 1928, IX: 190).
However, the regional nature of both the NAM and AAM meant that, although
district associations might be relatively strong, their objectives often differed from
those of other districts which made creating a national union very difficult.
Furthermore, the depression of the late 1870s saw both the NAM and the AAM
“‘withdraw defensively into their sectional shells” (Musson, 1972: 67), and while
such circumstances prevailed the likelihood of creating an effective national
union was minimal.
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1885-1914

By the late 1880s many of the district associations had come to realise that if
they wanted to create an effective opposition to the employers and a mechanism
for securing legislation to protect the miners, they had to overcome their local
chauvinisms and work together. It was with this principle in mind that in October
1889 the Miners Federation of Great Britain (MFGB) was created. Its specific
aims were higher wages and legislation to bring in an eight hour day (EW Evans,
1961: 145).

According to Rowe (1923: 35-6) it is “easy to over-estimate the effective
influence of trade unions (MFGB) at that date....[because] in the smaller
coalfields there was little or no organisation” but, as those district unions that did
exist fought, and usually lost battles with the employers, they gradually came to
understand the value of national co-operation, and affiliated themselves to the
MFGB which had become “a rallying point for all who were discontented” (EW
Evans, 1961: 146) with their current circumstances. Despite this it still took
almost twenty years for the MFGB to absorb all the district organisations, and
“only in 1919 did the general secretaryship become a full time post” (Howell,
1996: 35).

Although the district unions affiliated themselves to the MFGB, many
remained strong, to the extent that Howell (1996: 36) describes the Federation as
“more of a collection of disparate unions than a national body”, especially in
moments of stress because “each district union had its own history - usually
longer than the Federation - its own myths and symbols and ethos”.

These problems gradually disappeared and the national body grew in
strength and influence; its demands for an eight hour working day were met in
1908 and it then concentrated its efforts on improving the wages of the miners;
their eventual demand being for a national minimum wage. By 1912, this issue
was at the forefront of British industrial relations, and the organisation was by this
time sufficiently united to call a national strike, “a strike of a magnitude hitherto
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unknown” which meant “a creeping paralysis of the whole of the industrial life of
Great Britain” (Page Arnot, 1967: 284).

The 1912 strike had come about largely as a result of issues raised in
south Wales, which had emerged as the “‘storm centre’ of industrial unrest” (C
Williams, 1996: 125), in the first decade of the twentieth century. This emergence
of south Wales as a proactive, and even leading ‘unionist’ district within the
MFGB is surprising given that the district did not become affiliated to the national
organisation until 1899 (EW Evans, 1961: 146) and its history, up until then, had
been one of division, defeat and conciliation, which resembled in many ways the

struggles of the unionists in its smaller northern neighbour.

Labour history in Wales

In this section we will examine the development of trades unions in both south
Wales and Denbighshire in the period to 1914, and will attempt to draw out the
similarities between developments in the two regions. Despite the obvious
disparities between the north and south Wales coalfields in terms of size, north
Wales having an output of 2.4 million tons in 1874, and employing 14,000 men,
whereas south Wales had corresponding figures of 16.5 million tons and 73,000
men, the histories of the union movement in each region contain many parallels.
One of the strongest parallels between the two regions is the fact that, despite
many attempts throughout the nineteenth century at creating a strong regional
union, neither region was able to do this until the last years of the nineteenth
century. However, it must be pointed out that the sheer numbers involved in
south Wales, compared to north Wales, made the creation of such a union much
more difficult in the former than in the latter region. It was far harder to create
unity among the larger numbers in south Wales; despite the fact that, at various
times, in numerical terms, unions in that region might appear strong, local issues
often caused regional unity to break down. According to EW Evans (1961: 125)
such issues were often more divisive in south Wales than in other regions

because “geographical factors and inadequate communications isolated each

169



mining valley from its neighbours”. This factor was exacerbated by the fact that
south Wales produced so many different types of coal, each of which had its own
market and therefore associated issues and problems.

The analysis will be split into two periods; the period up to 1875 and 1875-
1914. Within each section we will follow the pattern of discussing developments
in south Wales first and then those in Denbighshire.

The period up to 1875

South Wales

According to EW Evans (1961: 15), the first strike “to involve something that
resembled a trade union” in south Wales was in 1822 when a strike protesting
against wage reductions and the truck system in the coal industry affected almost
the whole of Monmouthshire. This was a marked departure from the earlier
pattern of isolated ad hoc strikes; although it was not organised in any way by a
union, it was significant in that it involved a ‘combination’ of men from different
pits, who “represented an intermediate stage between the spontaneous riots of
the first two decades of the [nineteenth] century, and formal trade union activity”
(EW Evans, 1961: 23).

Again, in 1830, the colliers of Monmouthshire went on strike. EW Evans
(1961: 38) describes this as “an important turning point in the history of the
colliers for it heralded the establishment of the first trade union in the coalfield”,
undoubtedly, as in Denbighshire, influenced by the recently created FACU. This
initial flurry of union activity was short-lived, and “in south Wales as in north
Wales no mention of the Friendly Society ....is to be found after December 1831”
(EW Evans, 1961: 44). The reason for this failure was common to both regions:
disillusionment, victimization and lack of finance (both on the part of the miner
and the union), issues that pervade the histories of the Welsh unions throughout
the nineteenth century. Attempts by the MAGB to enlist members in Wales in the
early 1840s met with little success in either Denbighshire or south Wales. In the
former district the union claimed a membership of 400 in 1844, “although they
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were too poor to pay union dues” while it failed to make any substantial gains in
south Wales (EW Evans, 1961: 68), and union activity was almost non-existent in
south Wales until the 1860s.

The revival of union activity in the late 1860s/early 1870s saw three major
stoppages in four years at the beginning of the 1870s, culminating with a five
month long strike and lockout in 1875; this failed “gan fod yr undeb mewn cyflwr
mor wan” (because the union was in such a weakened state) (ID Thomas, 1975:
40) and the men had gone back to face a 15 per cent reduction, “wedi'u concro
a'u gwaradwyddo” (having been conquered and disagraced) (ID Thomas, 1975:
40). The AAM, which had supported the strike, found itself “substantially
destroyed” (LJ Williams, 1976: 83), and according to ID Thomas (1975: 40) it
disbanded, and “edrychai pethau’n dywyll ir glowyr ac i'r undebau” (things looked
black for the miners and the unions).

It was in such circumstances that the form any new district union should
take was being considered; should it be a centralised union with centralised
funds, or should it be more district based? According to EW Evans (1961: 115) it
was unfortunate for the miners that they decided on a union format that was
based on districts with no central unit, and with each district individually affiliated
to the national body. EW Evans (1961: 115) believes that “this ensured that no
effective union was to exist in South Wales for over twenty years”. The
“enthusiasm for independence reigned unchecked” (EW Evans, 1961: 116), and
this saw the district organisations splinter into smaller units which meant that,
unlike the coalowners who were “united and victorious....... the men were
defeated, dispirited and disunited” (LJ Williams, 1976: 84).

Denbighshire

The miners in Wrexham had gone out on strike as early as 1776 (Rogers, 1928,
Il: 133) against the employment of ‘foreign’ workers but, before 1830, any
industrial disputes were isolated and spontaneous, with little or no organisation
beyond the immediate vicinity of the colliery involved. The year 1830 saw the
“first large scale strike in North Wales” (Rogers, 1928, IlI; 237). This was in
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Denbighshire and became known as the ‘Cinder Hill Riots’ (see Appendix E for
full details of the riots). The catalyst for these riots was poverty; a countrywide
depression had seen conditions for the miners decline to such an extent that
“much distress prevails among the working classes in the neighbourhood of
Wrexham, Ruabon and other parts of Denbighshire [and] the privations endured
by the families of these poor men are very great” (Shrewsbury Chronicle, 5 June
1829, cited by Rogers, 1928, Ii: 135).

This episode was the the first example of men combining together for their
common good but it should not be accorded too much significance; it was a
purely industrial event precipitated by economic necessity and a loathing of the
truck system. It should not in any way be seen as a political event, especially on
the part of the Denbighshire miners. Their Flintshire counterparts, who were the
instigators of the action, may have been influenced by the FACU (it had become
established in Flintshire in 1830 — Rogers, 1928, lll: 239), but there is no
evidence that the Cinder Hill Riots were anything other than an impulsive
demonstration of ‘fraternity’ by the Denbighshire miners.

The success of the riots (the coalowners conceded a wage of 3 shillings a
day and closed the Tommy shop at Acrefair), led to a flurry of union activity in
Denbighshire but membership quickly waned as wages continued to fluctuate
“according to the whims of the owners and the selling price of iron and coal”
(Rogers, 1928, V: 133). In 1841, a slump in the iron trade precipitated a fall in
wages and widespread distress prevailed. However, no disturbances on the
scale of 1830 occurred, and the coalfield remained quiet (Rogers, 1928, V: 144).
The possible reasons for this are twofold: the increasing influence of the Non-
conformists who preached ‘patience and resignation’, and the sheer magnitude of
the distress which left the miners with little to strive for other than survival.

In 1843, according to Mr Benjamin Watson, a delegate from north Wales,
in a report to the National Conference of the MAGB, north Wales “was probably
in a worse plight than any other coalfield” (Morning Star, 9 September, 1843,
cited by Rogers, 1928, V: 147) and, by 1847, little had improved. Indeed, the
Report of the Commissioners of Enquiry into the State of Education in Wales —
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Part IlI (1847: 395-396, cited in Rogers, 1928, V: 141-2) described
Rhosllanerchrugog as a place where housing conditions were ‘repugnant’. The
Inspector reported, “I have never beheld anything to equal some of the cottages
at Rhosllanerchrugog as regards confinement, filth and utter unfitness for human
abode”. He continued, “[even] Merthyr Tydfil, the most depraved and uncivilised
locality in Wales had yet to reach the depth of poverty and concomitant evils that
Rhos had touched”. The deplorable conditions prevailing in the Wrexham area
were blamed for the poor “moral standard[s]” existing at that time, and such was
the reputation of the miners that “when the agents of the society went to North
Wales and began to inquire for some of the colliers, the other inhabitants
expressed their surprise that any man should inquire for a collier, stating that if
they were seen with them, that decent people would avoid their company”
(Benjamin Watson, 1843 Report to the Miners’ Association, cited by Challinor &
Ripley, 1990: 53).

According to Challinor & Ripley (1990: 166), only one colliery in Ruabon
was without a tommy shop and wages for a 12-14 hour day were between 1s 6d
and 2s per day, which, according to Dodd (1971: 343-4), “were at best not much
more than three quarters and at worst barely half those paid in England and
Scotland”. Given such conditions it is hardly surprising that when, in 1843, the
recently formed MAGB sent ‘missionaries’ into Denbighshire, “the response [they]
invoked left much to be desired” (Rogers, 1928, V: 149). The union expected
men to rush to join but, given the prevailing poverty in the region, the men were
unwilling, and in many cases unable to join due to the cost. In addition to this,
victimisation by the coalowners, “the rigid church discipline of the non-
conformists” and the lack of literacy, especially in English, prevented many
miners from knowing what was going on in the wider world which prevented them
from being influenced by ‘radical’ ideas (Rogers, 1928, VII: 147).

In the 1860s, reducing wages became an important objective for the
coalowners of Denbighshire because production costs were increasing, and they
tried a number of tactics to achieve this end. For example, in 1864 the Ruabon
Coal Company wanted to revert to the pre-1860 local ton of 2460 Ibs as a basis
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for payment. Although the men went on strike, due to the “enfeebled” state of the
NAM, they ultimately had to submit and agree (Rogers, 1928, VIIl: 113-15). Also,
in 1867, the Brymbo owners succeeded in reducing wages by 10 per cent; the
union was simply not strong enough to prevent it from happening and, although
“these reductions led to considerable ill-feeling”, many collieries followed suit
“with very little co-ordinated opposition from the men” (Rogers, 1928, VIII: 113-
15).

In 1869-70 the AAM made inroads both in Denbighshire and in south
Wales mainly due to the fact that it agitated for improved wages, and links were
made between north and south Wales, Lancashire and Staffordshire (EW Evans,
1961: 101). However, the union’s efforts saw more success in Denbighshire than
in south Wales where recruitment was slow. By 1870 there were four districts in
Denbighshire affiliated to the national organisation: Brymbo, Coedpoeth, Rhos
and Cefn (Rogers, 1928, VIII: 131).

The early 1870s saw the the influence of the AAM in Denbighshire grow
significantly; the Franco-Prussian war stimulated both the iron and coal industries
until they were “booming” (Rogers, 1928, I1X: 191). This boom in trade brought
with it a corresponding increase in wages; many miners ascribed these increases
to the union’s negotiations and, as they could now afford the levies, union
membership was popular. However, what the miners may not have realised was
that the wages would have increased without the AAM's intervention, simply
because the price of coal had increased; in north Wales coal was 8s a ton in
January 1872, by October it was 21s and in April 1873 daily wages had risen to
between 4s 9d and 5s (Rogers, 1928, IX: 191-3).

Trouble, however, lay on the horizon. The year 1873 saw a decline in coal
prices and, “by March 1874 the slump in the coal trade had brought the prices
down to 13s 6d a ton and it was difficult to find customers even at that price”
(Rogers, 1928, IX: 197). The slump in the economy was echoed by a slump in
union membership and “the autumn of 1874 found the tide of trade unionism
ebbing” throughout Wales (EW Evans, 1961: 109). EW Evans (1961: 113) sums
up the reasons for this as being:

174



i) the financial weakness of the unions which prevented them from
having the resources to support their members in times of industrial
unrest;

ii) the co-ordination of the owners; in both north and south Wales the
coalowners had joined together to form associations specifically to
counter the wage demands of the men; and

iiil) the heavy union dues; this was an important issue in both regions,
but in south Wales the miners were particularly against having to
contribute towards a central fund, wishing to keep the funds locally
so that local rather than national disputes could be funded. They
wanted “a [southern] Welsh union with Welsh officials, a Welsh
treasury, in fact [an] entirely [southern] Welsh [union]” (EW Evans,
1961: 114).

In Denbighshire the coalowners were organised around the North Wales
Coalowners Association (NWCOA). This association was created on 20 June
1870 and replaced an earlier employers’ group which had been formed in 1855
(Lerry, 1968: 33). The main impetus for the NWCOA was the desire of the
coalowners to present a ‘united front’ to the miners in wage negotiations. All the
major coal companies in Denbighshire were members of the NWCOA and the
Chairmanship was held at various times by some of the most prominent
coalowners in Denbighshire including Robert Roy, Henry Robertson and Henry
Dennis (Lerry, 1968: 33).

In 1875 the NWCOA gave notice of a 15 per cent reduction from April; the
men “unanimously decided to inform the owners of their determination to resist
the proposed reduction” (Rogers, 1928, IX: 205). The owners countered with
arguments to support the need for such a reduction; they asserted that wages in
1875 were 32 per cent higher than in 1870 and that the costs of production had
increased by 69 per cent in the same period. They “further asserted that while the
North Wales coalfield depended chiefly on the export trade, large quantities were
directly consumed by such local concerns as the British Iron Company, Brymbo
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iron works etc, and hence the slump in the selling prices of iron should also be
considered” (Rogers, 1928, IX: 208). The men responded by saying that the
selling price of coal should dictate the wages paid, but in effect they ‘shot
themselves in the foot’, because by August 1875 the price of coal had fallen to 9s
4d per ton (Rogers, 1928, IX: 209), and an investigation into prices by the union
showed that the coal firms had “incurred a serious loss” (Rogers, 1928, IX: 214).
The dispute was taken to a locally organised Conciliation Board, which met twice
and advised an initial reduction of 10 per cent and a subsequent reduction of 15
per cent (Rogers, 1928, 1X: 210-14). The men were wholly opposed to this latter
reduction and, by October 23 “the colliers of Brymbo, Coedpoeth, Cefn and
Rhosllanerchrhugog turned out aimost to a man”. The strike continued for almost
two months but, by 17 December, the men returned on the owners’ terms, “worn
out” by the struggle (Rogers, 1928, 1X: 215). These wage reductions heralded
“bitter times” for the miners; the depression “wrought havoc in the North Wales
coalfield [and] economies were ruthlessly introduced at different collieries, and
many owners had either to reduce wages or close the mines” (Rogers, 1928, X:
186).

1875-1914

As can be seen from the above narrative, by 1875, trade unionism in Wales was
at a low ebb. However, depite the failure of the different unions, some of the
factors that strong unions would require were in place. The most important of
these was the men themselves; unions could only work if they had members, and
to be truly effective they had to have many members. The growth of the coal
industry in north Wales between 1850 and 1875 had seen the number of
employees increase from 4,623 in 1854 (Hunt's ‘Mineral Statistics’) to 13,592 in
1875 (FA Gibson, 1922: 29-30), an increase of 194 per cent. This increase was
mirrored in south Wales where numbers increased from 31,373 (Morris &
Williams, 1958: 73) in 1851 to 72,643 in 1875 (FA Gibson, 1922: 12), an increase
of 131 per cent. The increase in the potential membership was obviously a good
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thing for a union in that the more members it had, the more influence it had, both
on non-union miners, and on mine owners. It also allowed the union to grow
financially; the more members it had, the more subscriptions it could expect. This
would enable it to support its members during strikes, a factor that (hopefully)
would encourage increased membership as non-members saw the evidence of
the union working to protect its members.

However, as has already been discussed above, agreement was already
difficult to achieve during this period and increasing the numbers of members
was not likely to make this any easier. Also, as the number of collieries
increased, the number of union lodges increased; each of these had its own
issues and problems and these were often accorded more importance than more
regional issues, let alone national issues, and until this problem could be
surmounted the union movement in both north and south Wales was not likely to
succeed.

This section will discuss how the trade unions in Denbighshire and south
Wales faced these problems and finally succeeded in achieving their aims. The
section will be divided up chronologically and will consider the following
issues/periods: the sliding scale; 1875-1892; 1893; 1894-1908; the Eight Hours
Act, 1908 and 1909-1914.

The sliding scale

According to LJ Williams (1976: 80) “wages were always, either formally or
informally, closely geared to price changes” which meant that wages fluctuated,
often fiercely, according to the vicissitudes of the coal industry. Without any
formalised agreement as to how wage levels should be set, wage changes were
often “only won or conceded after some sort of struggle” (LJ Williams, 1976: 80)
which meant that industrial strife was an almost constant feature of some
coalfields, for example, south Wales. A sliding scale was a mechanism designed
to formalise the link between the price of coal and wage levels because it allows

for “changing the levels of wages according to the movement of coal prices”
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(Rogers, 1928, X: 187) and provides an “easy, almost mechanical method”
(Morris & Williams, 1969: 218) of doing so. By formalising this link and by
achieving agreement from both coalowners and miners, in theory, industrial
disputes should have become less frequent because both sides had signed up to
the principle; in practice, as we shall see from examining events in Wales, this
was far from the case.

South Wales
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