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The South Wales Coalfield Collection

and Lifelong Learning

Librarian, South Wales Miners’ Library, Swansea University

In May 1973, Archie Lush was intervi-
ewed as part of the Coalfield History Pro-
ject. The recording of the interview is
held at the South Wales Miners’ Library.
When asked about the Miners’ Institute in
Tredegar, he said:

“When I went up [to Oxford University],
and this tutor fellow saw me about June
[1927], and I was going up in October
and he gave me a long list of books to
read before I came up, and when I told
him I had read so and so and so, he just
And he said, “well

where would you get these books?”,

didn’t believe me.

because I was this sort of working class
extra-mural student you know. And I
said, “Tredegar Workmen’s Library”.
Well that convinced him I couldn’t
[have].....But I kad read them and I was
able to tell him what was in them.”

The South Wales miners have a long
As the inter-

view with Archie Lush suggests, in the

tradition of adult education.

early twentieth century, learning opportu-
nities were provided in many of the mining
communities in South Wales. There was
a whole host of agencies providing access
to education, including the co-operative
parties. The

societies and political

Sian Williams

Miners’ Institutes, which were established
in almost every community in the coalfield,
and which were run and maintained by the
miners themselves, inevitably had a library
and reading room and a programme of
adult education classes and lectures.
They were once described as “the brains of
the coalfield.”

Not many of the Miners’ Institutes
survive today, but several of the libraries
are preserved as part of the South Wales
Coalfield Collection.
the fist tutor-librarian at the South Wales
Miners’ Library noted in 1976, “it is the
institute libraries which form the core of

As Hywel Francis,

the whole collection, for they provided the
original inspiration for this new [South
Wales] Miners’ Library and the spiritual
It is intended that
the spirit and ideals of the old institutes

signposts for its future.

will be recaptured in the new library, which
it is hoped, will rekindle the burning desire
for education which was so much a part of
the make up of the Welsh miner in the
early part of the twentieth century.”?
Tower Colliery, the last deep mine in
South Wales, closed only a few weeks ago,

but the tradition of education will continue,

! Francis, Hywel “The origins of the South Wales
Miners’ Library”. History Workshop. No.2, Autumn
1976, p.184
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as lifelong learning and skills development
are regarded as important tools for the
regeneration and survival of Valley com-
munities and are a strategic priority of the
Welsh Assembly Government.

Since the 1980s, the Department of
Adult Continuing Education at Swansea
University with the support of the South
Wales Miners’ Library has had a crucial
role to play in the regeneration of valleys
communities via their community educa-
tion programmes. Today, they still have a
critical role to play, as many of their cur-
rent projects and programmes demon-
strate.

Before I talk about this, however, I
will outline the history of the South Wales
Coalfield Collection, which is split between
the Archives and the South Wales Miners’
Library, both part of the Library and Infor-
mation Services Department at Swansea
University.

The South Wales Coalfield Collection
(SWCC) is a unique and internationally
important research collection. It contains
a range of material in a variety of formats,
which detail the social, economic, educa-
tional and cultural experience of the whole
of the South Wales Coalfield during the
late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies.

I will explain the range of material
held in each location before talking more
specifically about the South Wales Miners’
Library and its partnership with the Uni-
versity’s Department of Adult Continuing

Education in supporting lifelong learning.
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The South Wales Coalfield Collec-
tion - its origins

The South Wales Coalfield Collection
has its origins in two Coalfield History
Projects funded by the Social Science
Research Council and conducted by the
History and Economic History Depart-
ments of the then University College Swan-
sea between 1971-1974 and 1979-1982.
The aim of these projects was to preserve
oral, visual and written evidence of coal
mining and miners in South Wales at a
time when the industry had started to
decline (over one hundred mines had been
closed since nationalisation in 1947) and
valuable material was in danger of being
lost.

In the report of the first Coalfield
History Project, it was noted that one of
the reasons why there was a need for the
project was that there appeared to be no
established mechanism in Wales to pre-
serve records relating to the mining com-
munities and their institutions. If a col-
liery closed, or a miners’ lodge was wound
up, whether or not the records were preser-
ved and deposited in a library, museum or
archive depended very much on the attitude
of the colliery manager or the last lodge
secretary.

The Coalfield History projects had the
support of the National Union of Minewor-
kers (South Wales Area), the Coal Indus-
tries Social Welfare Organisation (CISWO)
in South Wales and the National Coal
Board. This support was crucial, and
without it the projects would not have been
as successful as they were.

In the first project, which ran from
1971-1974, four research workers were
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employed: Merfyn Jones, David Egan, Alun
Morgan and Hywel Francis.

The research workers split the coal-
field into four areas and each concentrated
on an area. They had questionnaires they
sent out to lodge secretaries and used the
media to publicise their work. They made
contact with other trade unions, trade
councils and organisations, such as co-
operative societies, the Labour Party,
choirs and bands.

The second project, which ran from
1979-1982, employed Kim Howells as the
research officer, with Hywel Francis as
Project Director. This project concen-
trated on the historical development of the
South Wales coalfield post 1945.

script records were collected, but emphasis

Manu-

was placed on conducting oral and video
interviews.

In both projects, there was no compul-
sion for anyone to deposit any material;
recording material that was still in exis-
tence was an important task too. The
project workers at times went to great
efforts to locate items. Take for example
The Maerdy Lodge

Secretary Dai Lloyd Davies had been in

the Soviet banner.

Moscow during the miners’ lockout in 1926
to acknowledge their financial support.
While there,

Krasnaya Presna, Moscow presented him

the working women of

with a bright red and gold banner, which he
brought back to Maerdy (or ‘Little Mos-
cow’ as it was nicknamed) in the Rhondda
Valley.
Rainbow Room of the Maerdy Workmen’s
Hall.

communist funerals until the early 1930s,

It was photographed in 1926 in the

It was used to drape the coffins at

but then it disappeared. During the first
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project, Hywel Francis attempted to locate
the banner, using the local press and much
publicity. Eventually, he found the banner
in the Welsh Communist Party Office and
it is now part of the collection at the South
Wales Miners’ Library.

The Coalfield History Projects col-
lected a very wide range of material in
Much of
the primary source material was deposited

primary and secondary forms.

in the Archives where almost 900 linear
metres of manuscript records and photo-
graphs are held. The South Wales Miners’
Library houses the printed, oral history,
video, poster, and banner collections.

Types of material

The heart of the Collection is made up
of the records of the mining trade union,
the South Wales Miners’ Federation
(SWMF), founded in 1898, which became
the National Union of Mineworkers (South
Wales Area) in 1945.

® Written archives

The manuscript records held in the
Archives, comprise not only the records of
its central administration but also records
from the districts and the individual
branches or lodges that made up the union.
Records are held for 109 lodges throughout
the whole South Wales Coalfield. Both
the Archives and the South Wales Miners’
Library hold a good series of minute books
both for the SWMF and NUM and the
national trade union, the Miners’ Federa-
tion of Great Britain/NUM. These record
the concerns of the trade union in the fields
of pay, safety and conditions at work and

occupational disease.
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The Archives also hold records of
other organisations within the Coalfield, in
particular the Miners’ Institutes, reflecting
their position as focus points for local
communities with the provision of
libraries, reading rooms and social facil-
ities such as games rooms and sometimes
cinemas. Records of other organisations
include Co-operative Societies and local
political parties. There is a rich collection
of documents from individuals at all levels
within coalfield society, from miners to
trade union leaders and Members of Parlia-
ment such as Arthur Horner and S O
Davies.

An extensive collection of records
from iron and steel trades unions in South
Wales also form part of the Collection.
Several deposits of records have made this
a comprehensive collection, including min-
utes, reports and correspondence dating
from 1889 - ¢.1990.

Records of a few collieries are also
held, but these records, where they still
exist tend to be held in local Record
Offices.

Many Welsh miners fought within the
British Battalion of the International Bri-
gades, indeed Welsh miners made up one of
The SWCC there-

fore holds a variety of records relating to

the largest contingents.

the Spanish Civil War, including letters
sent home from Welsh miners who fought
for the International Brigades in Spain, and
memorial leaflets for some of the men

killed in Spain.

® Photograph collection
The photograph collection contains
over 4,500 photographs and record events,
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people and landscapes from the late nine-
teenth century to the present day. They
illustrate most aspects of life in the coal-
field over the period: trade union leaders
and delegations, marches and disputes
alongside recreational activities such as
choirs, sports teams, galas and the Miners’
Eisteddfod. There are a substantial num-
ber of photographs of collieries and photo-
graphs associated with collieries i.e. wor-
kmen or rescue teams of a particular col-
liery.

The collection includes numerous pho-
tographs relating to the Spanish Civil War,
including photographs of Welsh volunteers
serving in the International Brigades in
Spain in 1937 and several photographs of
collection of food for Spain (which was
carried out in many towns and villages
throughout the South Wales Coalfield dur-
ing the Spanish Civil War).

® Oral history collection

The researchers on the first Coalfield
history project showed great foresight by
collecting oral testimony. Over 600 hours
of interviews are held with individuals
from all parts of the coalfield.

The interviews carried out during the
first project concentrated largely on the
labour and social history of the coalfield up
until 1945.
various studies, including village life and
the Spanish Civil War.

sights into particular communities, such as

The project was grouped into

These give in-

Maerdy (Little Moscow) during this period
of strikes, wars, unemployment and depres-
sion.

Other recorded groups include founder
members of the South Wales Miners’ Fed-
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eration, local leaders, and Members of
Parliament. There are also studies con-
centrating on the miners’ institutes,
libraries, and welfare halls, and adult edu-
cation in the valleys, especially during the
inter-war period.

The second project concentrated more
on the post-1945 period, with greater atten-
tion being given to the national profile,
management, and the “decision makers”
within the energy sector while studies were
also carried out on the 1972 and 1974
strikes. The collection includes inter-
views with former Prime Ministers and
mining constituency Members of Parlia-
ment; chairmen from the National Coal
Board, British National Oil Corporation,
and British Petroleum; as well as national
figures of coalfield leadership.

About 60% of the interviews held have

been transcribed.

® Video Collection

The 250 hours of video recordings held
consist mainly of interviews with groups
and individuals, which concentrate on
working conditions and the impact of pit
closures on communities. However there
are recordings of the cultural activities of
the mining communities including the
Miners’ Eisteddfod and the Miners’ Gala
and recordings of conferences arranged by
the South Wales Miners’ Library in the
1970s and 1980s.
‘Class and Community: the Welsh Experi-
ence’; “The Inheritance of the South Wales

Miners’; Mountain Ash and Deep Duffryn

Conference titles include

Colliery: a community in crisis.
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® Posters

There are over 350 posters in the col-
lection from the South Wales Miners’ Fed-
eration and the National Union of Min-
eworkers (South Wales Area) as well as
Miners’ Institutes and Welfare Halls. The
collection also contains a number of ‘home
made’ posters from the 1984-85 miners’
strike and an important collection dating
from the Spanish Civil War.

To illustrate the diversity of the collec-
tion, we have recently received a nine-
teenth century poster advertising local tin-
plate co-operative.

® Banners

The banner collection contains the lar-
gest collection of colliery lodge banners in
Wales. Of the 50 banners held in the col-
lection, the majority are National Union of
Mineworkers (South Wales Area) Lodge
which date from the 1950s

Each banner has its own unique

banners,
onwards.
imagery and slogan, which reflect the poli-
tics of the lodge and the community it
serves. The collection also includes a
number of banners from the 1984-85
miners’ strike, many of them made by the
Unlike the

miners of other coalfields in the UK, the

communities themselves.
South Wales miners do not have a long
little
research on banners in South Wales has

banner carrying tradition. Very
been undertaken, a situation and I am

working on rectifying.

® Printed material

The printed material held at South
Wales Miners’ Library fully supports the
content of the primary material held. The
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collection includes books, periodicals, pam-
The sub-
jects covered reflect the interests of the

phlets and newspaper cuttings.

individual communities of the South Wales
Coalfield and include social studies, sociol-
ogy, economics, politics, history, and educa-
tion, as well as the history and practice of
coal mining. The collection includes a
number of reference works such as local
trade directories, colliery yearbooks, min-
ing statistics and lists of mines. The
topics covered by the newspaper cuttings
include the 1972, 1974 and 1984-85 miners’
strikes.

Many of the books, periodicals and
pamphlets were collected by the first Coal-
field History Project from over 50 Miners’
Institute libraries throughout the South
Wales Coalfield. Three of the libraries
(Bargoed, Pontyberem, and Tylorstown)
were deposited almost in their entirety.
Remarkably, there is a minimal amount of
duplication in the collection, partly because
different parts of each library survived, but
also because the content of each individual
library differed; each library essentially
mirrored the community it served and
provided for its particular educational and
recreational needs.

A number of personal libraries are also
held, including those of ordinary miners as
well as those of miners’ leaders and Mem-
bers of Parliament, such as S O Davies,
Griffiths.
The Brinley Griffiths collection is of partic-

George Daggar, and Brinley
ular interest because of its quality. Brin-
ley Griffiths was a headmaster and part
It is alleged that the
writer CLR James completed his book the
Black Jacobins in 1938 in Brinley Griffiths’

time adult educator.
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home at Crynant in the Dulais Valley, and
Sylvia Pankhurst, a campaigner in the
suffragette movement also visited his
house.

The pamphlet collection is also an
important resource to researchers. The
collection includes a unique series of pam-
phlets dating from and about the Spanish
Civil War, and an outstanding selection of
Independent Labour Party (ILP) pam-
phlets.

All of the diverse collections which
make up the South Wales Coalfield Collec-
tion are of crucial importance in the study
of the social history of the South Wales
Coalfield.

The South Wales Coalfield Collec-
tion - development

The collections in the Archives and the
South Wales Miners’ Library continue to
grow and a number of significant collec-
tions have been deposited recently.

Since 1982, there have not been any
projects which have enabled us to actively
go out and collect material, but we have
made good use of our contacts in the
National Union of Mineworkers and the
Coal Industry Social Welfare Organisation
in South Wales to
Through the Department of Adult Continu-
ing Education, I have many links with

locate material.

education and community centres in the
coalfield and this has worked to our advan-
tage. For example, a few years ago, staff
at the Glynneath Training Centre alerted
me to the fact that Miners’ Welfare Hall in
Glynneath was being demolished. I made
contact with the new owners of the build-

ing and they agreed that Elisabeth and I
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could visit and retrieve any records still
there.

The scene that greeted us when we got
The build-
ing was literary being pulled down and all

there was one of devastation.

the records had been piled in the dance hall,
together with broken glass, building mate-
rials and general rubbish. Over the years,
the building had suffered a fire and floods,
so we had to wear protective clothes and
masks as we sifted through piles of paper
and debris in an effort to retrieve any
records we could find. Although this is
hardly the most glamorous aspect to our
job, if we had not been tipped off about the
imminent demolition, records relating to
the Institute and the lodge would have been

lost forever.

Education

Turning now to lifelong learning.
The first leaflet promoting the South
Wales Miners’ Library when it was estab-
lished in 1973, declares it was set up as “a
living testimony to a generation of miners
fervently committed to improving the stan-
dards of working class education.”

Since its foundation, the SWML has
been associated with the Department of
Adult Continuing Education and since 1990,
has officially been its main lending library
at Swansea University.

We support the diverse range of
courses they teach all over South West
Wales and supply a book box service to
ensure that those students who cannot
travel to the library (or indeed any library)
have access books and other learning
resources. We currently have over 100

book boxes out on loan, supporting classes

South Wales Coalfield Collection and Lifelong Learning 61

on subjects ranging from environmental
studies, to history, counselling, psychology
and art, which are taught in community
centres and church halls all over South
West Wales.

Like many Adult and Community Edu-
cation Departments in the UK, the Depart-
ment of Adult Continuing Education (from
now on I will refer to them as DACE) has a
long and proven history of providing adult
education opportunities in the community,
with the aim of widening participation and
increasing access to higher education, par-
ticularly to those social groups who are
under represented in higher education.

DACE also has a successful history of
forging links with community organisa-
tions and trade unions to provide educa-
tional opportunities. Indeed, from the mid
1970s until the late 1980s, day release clas-
ses for members of the National Union of
Mineworkers and members of the
Steelworkers Union were held at the South
Wales Miners’ Library.

The Department of Extra Mural
Studies as DACE was formally known, had
been providing non accredited and liberal
arts courses in South West Wales since the
1920s, but the decline of the coal and steel
industries in South Wales in the 1980s led
to high levels of unemployment and to a
urgent need for education, training and
reskilling opportunities. More women
were coming into the labour market and so
it was necessary to substantially change
the nature and mode of delivery of DACE’s
outreach work so as to provide accessible
learning opportunities of the type and level
required by the labour market and demand-
ed by the local communities.
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The 1984-85 miners’ strike saw a num-
ber of women’s support groups being estab-
lished all over the coalfield. At the end of
the strike, several of these groups set up
their own organisations, one such example
being the DOVE Workshop in Banwen in
the Dulais Valley, about 25 miles from
The DOVE Workshop is based
in former National Coal Board Offices and

Swansea.

was set up to offer learning opportunities
for those women who had been active
It should be noted that

men were not have never been excluded

during the strike.

from DOVE’s work and since its inception
hundreds of men and women have benefited
from the education and training pro-
grammes provided at the DOVE Work-
shop.

In the late 1980s, like DOVE, a number
of other community organisations through-
out the South Wales Coalfield were also
rebuild their
through education.

working to community
However, the Govern-
ment’s Valleys Initiative Programme,
which was aimed at promoting the social
and economic regeneration of communities
in the coalfield, did not focus on the impor-
So, in 1988, the Val-
leys Initiative for Adult Education (VIAE)

was initiated by DACE to link community

tance of education.

organisations with providers of education.

In the early 1990s, DACE in partner-
ship with the DOVE Workshop, pioneered a
new and exciting initiative when Britain’s
first Community University of the Valleys
This model
has since been adapted by other univer-
sities in the UK. DACE had been offering
access courses at the DOVE Workshop in

was established at Banwen.

Banwen for a few years. The courses
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were very successful, but personal circum-
stances and poor transport links to Swan-
sea made progression onto degree pro-
grammes difficult for many of the students.
Therefore, a part time degree in Human-
ities was developed and taught at Banwen,
thus providing a traditional degree pro-
gramme in a non traditional way and in a
non traditional setting. So as not to
exclude single parents and people with
caring commitments, the courses were (and
still are) taught during the school day, and
the timetable is organised around school
terms.

The South Wales Miners’
opened a branch library at the DOVE
Workshop to support the students, which

Library

we still staff and maintain. A créche is
provided and run by qualified nursery
nurses. This vital facility is not just open
to students being taught at Banwen, but it
is open to the whole community.

Since then the Community University
of the Valleys has expanded to become a
partnership of universities and community
organisations, all working together to
develop higher education learning opportu-
nities to people in South West Wales and

the Valleys areas.

Transforming lives and changing
communities.

Since the establishment of the Welsh
Assembly Government in 1999, there has
been increasing emphasis on the local and
regional role of Higher Education Institu-
tions in supporting economic and social
The Welsh Assembly Gov-

ernment has recognised the importance of

regeneration.

lifelong learning and widening participa-
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tion in community regeneration in the
South Wales Coalfield.

Over 140 of the most disadvantaged
communities in Wales have been designat-
ed as Communities First areas by the
Welsh Assembly Government, a number of
which are former mining communities.
DACE has been very active in responding
to the challenges of the Welsh Assembly
Government’s Community First policies
and successful in contributing to the regen-
eration and development of these commu-
nities in South West Wales.

DACE has 7,000 students enrolled on
courses at a number of different levels and
taught in a number of different venues
across the region.

Open Programme

The open programme provides stu-
dents that are new to learning or new to a
particular subject area with an opportunity
to gain a “taste” of the course/subject over
a relatively short time period.

Students can progress to the accred-
ited programme in the same subject area.

Accredited Programme

The accredited programme enables
students to gain Higher Education credits.
Once a student has completed 120 credits,
they can usually gain a Higher Education
Certificate. The certificates are equiva-
lent to the first year of a degree course.

The curriculum for the open and
accredited programmes in DACE have
been constructed to respond to the Commu-
nities First policies and increased numbers
of classes on a whole range of subjects

have been organised in Communities First
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areas with the specific aim of combating
social exclusion and encouraging lifelong
learning.

DACE has always believed that fees
should not be a barrier to education, and
are currently able to offer free courses to
people who are on benefits and do not have

a degree already.

Part Time Degree

The Part-time degree scheme is aimed
at those who, because of work, family or
other commitments are not able to embark
on full-time study. It is taught in 9 loca-
tions in South West Wales, many of them
being Communities First areas.

The venues are Swansea University;
Amman Valley Enterprise, Tairgwaith;
The Phoenix Centre, Townhill, Swansea;
DOVE Workshop, Banwen; Neath/Por-
tTalbot College, Neath; Amman Valley
Enterprise, Ammanford; Glynneath Train-
ing Centre, Glynneath; Foothold Centre,
Stebonheath, Llanelli; and Taibach Com-
munity Education Centre, Taibach.

Students can study part-time for a
degree in Humanities or for a named
degree in English, History, or Ancient
History. Students generally study two
courses per year and in this way a student
can complete an honours degree in six

years.

Welsh For Adults

This programme provides a range of
courses for the beginner to the fluent Welsh
speaker. Courses aimed at Welsh in the

Workplace are also offered.
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Research

DACE provides opportunities for stu-
dents wishing to undertake a Masters
degree or postgraduate research. The
Department offers an MA in Lifelong
Learning and has a number of MPhil and
PhD students.

Staff in DACE have a long tradition of
research, which is primarily conducted in
the following areas:

® Lifelong learning

® Widening access

® Community regeneration, community
development and community education

® New technologies and lifelong learning

® University Adult Education

® Adult Education and equal opportu-

nities

DACE has been
extremely successful in getting funding to

Over the vyears,

develop projects in former mining areas.
The Connecting Communities Cymru was
developed in 1998 by DACE as a result of
consultation and collaboration with com-
munity centres where DACE taught
courses. It was clear that local residents
wanted better IT facilities in order to meet
the perceived education, training and eco-
nomic needs of the community. The pro-
ject received European Union funding to
equip the centres with IT suites, which
were linked back to Swansea University
and to develop courses using these facil-
ities. A number of IT courses were devel-
oped, but subsequent projects, such as the
current Community Progression Project
and the TRIO project use these facilities to

further curriculum developments.
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The TRIO project is aimed at people
working for or running for a small or
medium sized enterprise (SME), Commu-
nity Enterprise or based in the Voluntary
Sector, and allows them to study online for
the Higher Education Certificate in Tech-
nology, Research and Innovation (TRIO).
The students use the newest technologies
such as blogs and podcasts to learn and
communicate with their tutors and fellow
students.

The South Wales Miners’ Library has
had a role in many of the developments
DACE has been involved in and initiated
As 1 have
the Library has supported

over the years. already
mentioned,
courses by providing boxes of books in
classes based miles away from Swansea
and has put other resources online.

I have been actively been involved in
many projects by being part of the project
steering groups. I also teach courses for
DACE.
eracy courses which have been accredited
by DACE.

number of locations in the South Wales

I have developed information lit-

I have taught the courses at a

Coalfield. Most recently, I have developed
on online information literacy course and
taught it as an online module for the TRIO

project.

In conclusion, on its website, DACE
talks of ‘transforming lives and changing
There can be no doubt that
DACE, through its pioneering projects, ini-

communities’.

tiatives, by working in partnership with
other organisations and rising to the chal-
lenges set down by the Welsh Assembly

Government, does just that. Since the
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1980s, lifelong learning and skills develop-
ment have shown themselves to be impor-
tant tools for the regeneration and survival
of Valley communities.

The “spirit and ideals” of the old
Miners’ institutes have once again been
recaptured in the SWML. The Library
moved into a much bigger building in the
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summer of 2006. We now have two PC
rooms and a teaching room. Adult educa-
tion classes are once again taught in the
South Wales Miners’ Library, bringing the
lifelong learning link between the South
Wales Coalfield and the South Wales Coal-
field Collection full circle.
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