
 

 OXFORD HOUSE INDUSTRIAL HISTORY SOCIETY 

January 2022 Newsletter: 

Date Speaker Talk 

   

07-Jan members evening 
Acquisitions night 

14-Jan David Hardwick 
The World’s oldest 

engine houses 

21-Jan Martin Connop- Price 
Whitland and Cardigan 

Railway 

28-Jan members evening 
 

04-Feb Roger James 
Rolls and Royce 

11-Feb members evening 
 

18-Feb Huw Williams 
Trevethick 

25-Feb members evening 
 

04-Mar 
Monty Dart 

Servants of Tredegar 

House 

11-Mar 
members evening 

 

18-Mar 
Brian Davies 

Dr Richard Griffiths and 

his Tramroad 

25-Mar 
members evening 

 

01-Apr 
Stephen Berry 

From Bath to Blaina 

08-Apr 
Ornamental Ironwork 

Robin Williams 

15-Apr 
members evening 

Good Friday 

22-Apr 
Peter Strong 

Key to Victory : Food in 

the Great War 

29-Apr 
members evening 

 

5th May 
AGM 

 

 

  



 

MONTHLY UPDATE 

Monthly Update  

MONTHLY UPDATE 

Our talks in December started with Duncan Ashton taking us back to Cold War Britain and 

managed to convey the scariness of those times but also the silliness e.g. spending multi-

million pounds on a secret underground installation with a huge radio mast above ground!  

The following week Stephen Rowson used his extensive collection of postcards to examine 

cards sent from South Wales ports by sailors about to depart; this proved a double bonus 

with superb views of the docks plus the interesting details from the other side of the card.  

Our final Friday featured our Christmas Social replicating our talks evening by linking 

members at the Museum and others on Zoom.  After refreshments, the quiz between the 

Zoomers and the Museumites was taken very seriously (by some) and only resolved in the 

Zoomers favour by a tie-break question. 

The Museum has had a regular stream of visitors especially on 20th when our printing 

friends were demonstrating. as previously visitors involved in the printing industry came 

especially for this.  We expect to be continuing the once a month demonstrations during 

2022. 

Although we appear to be starting the new year at a difficult time, let us hope for rapid 

improvement sooner rather than later. 

John 

 

  



 

 

 
The Staplehurst rail crash.  John Venn 

 

At 3:13 pm on 9th June 1865 a derailment took place at Staplehurst in Kent.  The South 

Eastern Railway's Folkestone to London boat train derailed while crossing a viaduct where 

a length of track had been removed during engineering works, killing ten passengers and 

injuring forty. 

 

For eight to ten weeks previously, a team of eight men and a foreman had been renewing 

the timbers under the track on viaducts between Headcorn and Staplehurst railway stations.  

The track would be removed when there was no train due.  However, on 9th June the 

foreman, John (or Henry) Benge, had misread his timetable as to the schedule that day of 

the boat train, which ran at a different time depending on the tide in the English Channel.  

Regulations required a man with a red flag to be 1,000 yards away, but the labourer given 

this responsibility was only 554 yards away, having counted telegraph poles that were 

unusually close together.  Therefore, the train had insufficient time to stop and, additionally, 

there had been no notification to the driver about the track repairs in the area. 

 

A sad catalogue of errors, but the publicity of this event appears to have centred on one of 

the passengers who had escaped relatively unharmed, none other than Charles Dickens. 

 
 

Elsewhere some were not so lucky (taken from papers found amongst a recent large 

donation of books to the museum) 



 

 
 

  



 

Tales From my Library no 8 

Stephen Rowson 

 

Why should a young man from industrial south Wales become captivated by the 

superficially agricultural subject of mills, milling and millwrighting? I put it down to Rex 

Wailesô book The English Windmill, It is still one of my most favourite books. I came 

across it in the mid-1960s in Cardiff Central Library. By the late 60s I relied on it so much 

that I invested 63/- in my own copy of the new 1967 second impression. Since then I have 

also acquired a fine copy of the first edition of 1954. 



 

It is such a satisfying book to read. When he wrote it Wailes had already spent 31 years 

studying the subject, visiting mills, getting to know millers and millwrights and 

appreciating regional differences of windmill design and their operation in England (and 

Wales). He was an engineer who worked in his family business of millwrights and he had 

presented many papers on varying windmill subjects to the Newcomen Society. The beauty 

of the book lies in its format - he starts with the people and the need for mills. Part One 

describes the different types of windmill and how working them differs but Wailes does this 

by making his selection of the best remaining of each mill type and introducing us to the 

miller of each. This leads to Part Two where the different aspects of the machinery are 

explained more fully. The final third part returns to the men and more aspects of tending to 

a mill at work. It is a model exposition of the subject. The book was written to appeal to the 

general reader as well as to the more technical. Letôs face it, the mechanics of a mill are 

easier to understand than a steam engine or an internal combustion engine that require some 

appreciation of physics. 



 

Perhaps most books on windmills are attractive because of their illustrations ï whether at 

work or derelict, a mill definitely has picturesque appeal. But Rex Wailes chose his 

publishers well too. His earlier book Windmills in England was published in 1948 by The 

Architectural Press and like all their books its design stands out such that it is a joy to turn 

the pages. 

Rex Wailes was one of the pioneers of the newly acknowledged subject Industrial 

Archaeology. In 1962 he was engaged as a consultant to the Industrial Monuments Survey 

for the Ministry of Public Buildings and Works in association with the Council for British 

Archaeology. In that guise he came to speak on the subject of Breweries to the University 

of Southampton IA Group in November 1970. I took along my copy of The English 



Windmill which he signed with pleasure. The architect John Reynolds, author of Windmills 

and Watermills to be published the following year, was also in the audience. 

Rex Wailes was one of the instigators of the founding of TIMS (The International 

Molinological Society) of which I am proud to be a member. Born in 1901 he died in 1986. 

His papers are deposited with The Mills Archive in Reading. My bookcase has four shelves 

of books on mills and milling but the collecting has had to stop. 

 
  



RL Roberts, Architect of Risca Mineworkers Institute, Risca  by M Davies  

 

Joining the Society a few years ago I was surprised that there was little or no research 

being done or had been done regarding ôourõ Museum building itself. It was said that 

there was little or nothing to be found about the Institute built during WW1.  

However during the ôlockdownõ refurbishment of the Museum we moved the waterwheel 

model on to new keepers in Aberystwyth.  

One of the team who collected it, in his Thank you email to John Venn, then responded 

with:   

òI looked up the Institute building in The Buildings of Wales,  the standard reference -book: 

the Gwent/Monmouthshire volume, by John Newman, published in 2000. It was 

designed, as one would expect, by a local archi tect, R. L. Roberts of Abercarn, who was 

responsible for a number of other buildings around Ebbw Vale, the best (according to 

Newman) being what is now Ty'r Graig Primary School at Aberbeeg. Interestingly enough, 

this was the second Colliers' Institute whi ch Roberts was responsible for: a couple of 

years before yours, in 1913, he'd designed one at Cwmfelinfach, outside Ynysddu, a 

'towering building' (Newman) beside the road, demolished, alas, in 1997. (But 

photographs must exist.)   So Risca can boast the on ly surviving example of Roberts's 

work in the (once so important) Workmen's Institute category -- the style a little 

overstated, to my austere taste, half Flemish town hall, half English Baroque, but the 

brickwork was a joy to see (and touch). You're very lucky to have such a setting in which 

to display your marvellous collection.ó 

 

This gave a starting point and online searches produced quite a bit of information about 

Richard Lewis Roberts, Architect, Abercarn.  

Born on the 8 th  Jan 1864 in Llantisilio, Montgomeryshire, he married Louisa Maria 

Lambert in 1890, at Stafford Parish Church. He was living in ôMynyddislwynõ at that 

point in time and though they married in Stafford she is born in Truro, Cornwall, the 

daughter of a Thoma s Lambert, a Revenue Inspector.  

The 1891 Census a year shows later they are living at Brynteg Terrace and heõs an 

Architect Assistant. (Brynteg Terrace may now be part of North Road, Newbridge).  



However 10 years later on the family have moved to 13 Rhyswg Road, where his wife 

and 2 children are recorded on the 1901 Census, while he is shown visiting his 

brotherõs family in Llantisilio at that time. 

In this 10 year period heõs trained under Geo Rosser an Architect, initially based in 

Newport, but who by 1892  subsequently opens an office in Abercarn.  

During that time Rosser, who lives in Gelli Pistyll (Farm or House?) Risca, does designs 

for Calvinistic Methodist Chapel in Abercarn which RL Roberts supervises. During the 

same year Rosser plans 40 cottages in Pontymister and Pontywain (sic) for the 

Provident Association of London.  

Having designed a new Risca school in 1891 for the Machen and Pontywaun Schools 

Board Rosser is appointed for the design of school in Crosskeys to serve 200 children 

and 150 infants. He has evidently been appointed to several School boards and there 

are reports of designs for Newbridge, Pontllanfraith and Nantyglo schools in last decade 

of the 19 th  century.  

However around 1899/1900 things begin to change with RL Roberts becoming the 

Architect mentioned, operating from their office in Victoria Chambers at Abercarn.  

In 1899 both Roberts and Rosser are involved with the designs for new County School 

at Pontywaun , but in the same year Roberts is stated as the ôBoardõs Architectõ (for 

Aberys truth) when designing school for Blaentylery.  

Similarly in 1900 heõs the Architect for Mynyddislwyn Board when extensions to 

Crumlin School are required.  

With no mention of George Rosser after 1900 Richard Roberts is extremely busy for the 

next couple of d ecades. 

There was housing development in Cwm, and Cwmfelinfach along with a Baptist chapel 

and a Presbyterian Chapel Abertillery  in 1905, and a Primitive Methodist Chapel in 

Blackwood.  

At Abertillery  

However it was the rapid increase school building that was a significan t part of his 

workload. Following the 1902 Balfour Act which saw the end of the School Boards in 

favour of County Education Committees, Richard Roberts was fortunate enough to be 

one of the few Architects who were reappointed to cover set areas of the Coun ty.  

He was awarded Nantyglo and Blaina, Bedwas and Abercarn, and Risca and Rogerstone  

areas, whilst just 3 others were appointed for the rest of the County (Rosser was not 

one of these). (they  were appointed on the basis of a 4% fee)  

Roberts goes on to design:  

1904 School at Fleur de Lis  for 37 children costing £4,760  

1905 Abertillery School for 900 children at a cost of £9,925  

1909 Extension to Abertillery Elementary School.  

1909 Infant and elementary school at Machen for £6,390 for 550 children  

1910 Rh iw syr Dafydd school , Oakdale, at a cost of £5,000 to serve 350 pupils.  

Whilst several of these school buildings still exist today many have been swept away to 

suit more modern requirements and the same can be said for the Workmenõs Institutes 

that he also  designed during this period.  



The same can be said for chapels and chu rches that he was involved  with but at 

Abertillery a chapel that had lain derelict has been fully restored and converted into 

social housing flats.  This one he increased the  size and added school rooms in 1905

 

 

  



 

The email (set out in full above) that started this off this piece of research now shows a 

couple of important discrepancies.  

In addition to the Cwmfelinfach Institute and Risca Collieries Institute 1916 (Risca) 

which he desi gned he is 

also credited with 

Newbridge Institute 1908 

and Risca Collieries 

Institute (Crosskeys).  

(Cwmfelinfach, shown left 

boasted a swimming pool 

in the basement)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whilst Crosskeys and Cwmfelinfach are no longer standing both Risca and Newbridge 

are current examples of his craft.  

Unfortunately whilst the  Newspapers widely report Newbridge, Crosskeys and 

Cwmfelinfach Institute s opening,  the only reference in the press for ôours õ is the 1915 

Invitation to Tender õ 

advertisement placed 

by RL R oberts . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 

courtesy of 

John Hughes 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interestingly, in 1908 though he spoke up in favour of an Institute for Abercarn at a 

public meeting held to gather support for such an undertaking, he is not appointed to 

carry out the design of what would be ôin his backyardõ Fund raising goes on several 

years and design and construction is carried out in 1914, designed by a Blackwood 

based architect.  

Though his offices are recorded as Victoria Chambers Aberca rn and his address is The 

Firs, Islwyn Rd, Abercarn, at the start of the century, by the 1911 census he moves out 

of the area to Little Oak, Rogerstone.  

By the time of the 1939 Register he has moved again, this time to 38 Llanthewy Road, 

Newport. Now retir ed, aged 75, his wife who was born 9 years before him, has passed 

away and he lives with Gertrude Maria Roberts and Gerald RL Roberts (who by their 

DOBõs may be daughter in law and grandson) 

 

References: National  Library of Wales  Newspaper Archives  

Out of  the blue artifacts website.  https://outoftheblueartifacts.com/  

 

  



 

Below are photos showing views of details some of the existi ng schools.  

Unfortunately just Google views as the idea was to take my own photos when children 

were on Christmas holidays (to avoid conversations with the ôboys in blueõ regarding an 

old guy loitering around, pointing a camera at the school!)  

The weather so far has put paid to any wandering around so far this Christmas/New 

Year holiday period  

 

Fleur de Lys Infants and Junior School built in 1904 for Mynyddislwyn School Board.  



 

Machen School built in 190 8/ 9, of red brick with Monkõs Park Dressings, for 550 

Primary and Infants at cost of £6,390,  

 

 

Rhiw syr Dafydd built to serve 300 Primary pupils at an approx. cost of £5,000 Using 

local Pennant and red brick and Forest of Dean stone dressings . 

The press reports that electricity was supplied from the ôrecently opened Oakdale 

Colliery õ 

 

  



Abercarn Institute  

 

 

The Webb & Thomas Architects for Abercarn Institute in 1914 design is very largely 

bric k compared with Roberts designs which incorporated  much more dressed  stone 

details.  

Could it be that Roberts designs did not find favour with the organising body  due to 

cost or aesthetics ? Or was it that he õd moved way from Abercarn?  

 
  

Photo 

courtesy of 

John Hughes 



 

Though we didnôt get any responses to last monthôs query about the location of the photo a 

Risca street we thought this one is worth sharing of Pontymister (as we know the answers! 

This 1960ôs view is kindly donated by John Hughes,

 

Photo shows the main entrance to Pontymister steelworks. 

To the immediate left can be seen the outline of the Pontymister Inn - a Hancocks house. 

A pissoir was located adjacent to the Pontymister Inn (How convenient!) 

Next to the Wales Gas showroom was a time-clock for use by Western Welsh conductors. 

  



 

 

 

 

  

 

Q1 What did this piece of local machinery produce? (Clue? It could cause issues on a hot 

and sunny Whitsun March) 

Note on the rear of the photo says itôs a tarmacadam plant at Danygraig quarry. Obviously 

itôs a relatively ómodernô photo as thereôs some handrailing and guards on at least some of 

the rotating plant, though Iôd imagine the operatives would have been happier had the 

chimney on the boiler been extended higher! 

 

 

Q2 Pontywaun Bridge, Crosskeys Corner, Cemetery Main Entrance, what is the link? 

ówhen travelling south after a long session in the Castle or Philanthropic, these were the 

important locations of the Risca UDC urinals!' 

  

Last monthõs Quiz 



Q1 where is it and what is going on 

 

Q2 When he Bridgewater Canal opened in 1761 was one of the earliest but, as it ran from 

Runcorn to Manchester, why was it called the Bridgewater Canal (did they put it in the 

wrong place)? 

This monthõs Quiz 


