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the 20th century

wales through the ages from 1485 to the beginning of the 20th century offers a fascinating insight into the
social, political, and economic transformations that shaped this distinctive region of Britain. This period,
spanning from the late medieval era through the dawn of modernity, witnessed Wales evolving from a
largely rural and feudal society into an integral part of the United Kingdom with growing industrial
significance. The historical trajectory includes key events such as the Tudor integration, the rise of coal
mining and slate quarrying industries, and the cultural revival movements that reinforced Welsh identity.
Understanding these centuries sheds light on Wales' unique heritage and its role in the broader British
history. This article will explore Wales’ political developments, economic changes, social dynamics, and
cultural evolution from 1485 until the early 1900s.
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Political Landscape of Wales (1485–1700)
The political framework of Wales from 1485 to 1700 was marked by significant shifts that integrated the
country more closely with England. After the Battle of Bosworth in 1485, Henry Tudor, a Welsh
descendant, ascended the English throne as Henry VII, reinforcing ties between Wales and England.

The Tudor Union and the Laws in Wales Acts
The Laws in Wales Acts (1535 and 1542), passed under Henry VIII, formally incorporated Wales into the
English legal and administrative system. These laws abolished the marcher lordships and established
counties governed under English law, effectively ending Wales' separate legal status.

This integration brought political stability but diminished traditional Welsh autonomy. Welsh
representatives gained seats in the English Parliament, creating a new political alignment.



Wales during the English Civil War
During the mid-17th century, Wales was largely Royalist in allegiance during the English Civil War
(1642–1651). The conflict affected Wales’ political landscape, as it experienced military engagements and
shifting control between Royalist and Parliamentarian forces.

Following the war, Wales was under the Commonwealth and Protectorate governments until the
Restoration of Charles II in 1660, which restored the monarchy and brought relative peace.

Political Structure and Local Governance
Local governance was dominated by landed gentry and aristocratic families who controlled much of the
political power. The administrative divisions implemented by the Tudor Acts laid the foundation for
modern Welsh counties.

Creation of counties such as Glamorgan, Monmouthshire, and Pembrokeshire

Establishment of justices of the peace and sheriffs

Integration of Welsh elites into broader British political structures

Economic Transformation and Industrialization (1700–1900)
From the 18th century onwards, Wales underwent profound economic changes, shifting from an agrarian
economy to a powerhouse of industrial activity. This transformation was pivotal in shaping modern Wales
through the ages from 1485 to the beginning of the 20th century.

The Rise of Coal Mining
The South Wales Coalfield became one of the most important coal-producing regions in the world by the
19th century. The demand for coal, fueled by the Industrial Revolution, led to rapid expansion of mining
operations, employment, and urbanization.

Coal mining not only transformed the economy but also had significant social and environmental impacts,
shaping the communities and landscapes of Wales.

Slate Quarrying and Other Industries
In North Wales, slate quarrying emerged as a major industry, with areas like Bethesda and Blaenau



Ffestiniog becoming centers for slate production. Welsh slate was exported worldwide, contributing to
Wales’ industrial prominence.

Other industries, including ironworks and steel production, also developed, particularly in the valleys and
coastal regions, complementing the mining sector.

Transportation and Infrastructure Development
The growth of industry necessitated improvements in transportation. Canals, railways, and ports were
constructed to facilitate the movement of coal, slate, and other goods, further integrating Wales into national
and international markets.

Construction of the Taff Vale Railway and other key lines

Development of ports such as Cardiff and Newport

Expansion of road networks connecting industrial centers

Social and Cultural Developments
Wales experienced significant social and cultural changes during this period, influenced by
industrialization, education reforms, and a growing sense of national identity.

Demographic Changes and Urbanization
The industrial boom led to population growth and urbanization, with towns in the South Wales Valleys
expanding rapidly. This shift created new social challenges, including overcrowding, labor disputes, and
changes in traditional community structures.

Welsh Language and Literature
Despite anglicization pressures, the Welsh language remained a vital part of daily life. The 19th century
saw a revival in Welsh literature and poetry, with figures such as William Morgan and Lady Charlotte
Guest promoting Welsh culture.

Literary societies and eisteddfodau (cultural festivals) flourished, reinforcing Welsh linguistic and cultural
pride.



Education and Social Reform
Education reforms, including the establishment of Sunday schools and the 1870 Education Act, improved
literacy rates and educational access. These developments empowered the working class and supported the
preservation of Welsh heritage.

The Role of Religion in Welsh Society
Religion played a central role in shaping Wales through the ages from 1485 to the beginning of the 20th
century, influencing social and cultural life deeply.

The Anglican Church and Its Influence
The Church of England was the established church in Wales after the Tudor integration, but its influence
was often limited, particularly in rural and industrial areas where Nonconformist denominations flourished.

Nonconformity and Revival Movements
Nonconformist chapels, including Methodists, Baptists, and Congregationalists, became dominant in many
Welsh communities during the 18th and 19th centuries. These movements emphasized personal faith,
social justice, and education.

The Welsh Methodist revival of the 18th century was particularly significant, fostering a strong religious
and cultural identity distinct from England.

Religion and Social Change
Religious organizations often led social reform efforts, addressing issues such as temperance, education, and
workers’ rights. Chapels served as centers for community life and cultural preservation.

Wales and the British Empire
Wales’ integration into the British Empire brought new opportunities and challenges, shaping its economy,
society, and global connections during the 18th and 19th centuries.



Welsh Contributions to Empire
Welsh soldiers, administrators, and missionaries played roles throughout the British Empire, contributing to
its expansion and governance. The industrial output of Wales, particularly coal and steel, was vital to
imperial infrastructure.

Migration and Diaspora
Economic pressures and the search for opportunities led many Welsh people to emigrate to North America,
Australia, and other parts of the empire. Welsh communities abroad maintained cultural ties through
language, religion, and traditions.

Impact of Imperial Trade on Welsh Economy
Trade links with the empire expanded markets for Welsh industrial products, boosting economic growth.
However, dependence on global markets also exposed Wales to fluctuations and competition.

Export of coal and slate to international markets

Imports of goods that influenced Welsh consumption patterns

Participation in imperial infrastructure projects

Frequently Asked Questions

What significant event in 1485 marked the beginning of a new era for
Wales?
The Battle of Bosworth in 1485 marked the end of the Wars of the Roses and the beginning of the Tudor
dynasty, which had Welsh origins through Henry VII.

How did the Laws in Wales Acts (1535 and 1542) impact Wales during
the 16th century?
The Laws in Wales Acts integrated Wales legally and administratively into the Kingdom of England,
abolishing Welsh laws and establishing English as the official language of administration.



What was the status of the Welsh language and culture between the 16th
and 18th centuries?
Despite legal Anglicization, the Welsh language and culture remained strong among the rural population,
with Welsh continuing to be widely spoken and cultural traditions preserved.

How did the Industrial Revolution affect Wales in the 18th and 19th
centuries?
The Industrial Revolution transformed Wales with the growth of coal mining, ironworks, and slate
quarrying, leading to urbanization, economic expansion, and social change.

What role did religion play in Welsh society from the 16th to the early
20th century?
Nonconformist Protestantism, particularly Methodism, grew significantly in Wales during this period,
influencing social life, education, and national identity.

How did the Rebecca Riots (1839-1843) reflect social issues in 19th
century Wales?
The Rebecca Riots were protests by rural Welsh farmers against tollgate charges and economic hardship,
highlighting widespread social and economic grievances.

What was the significance of the Welsh Revival of 1904-1905?
The Welsh Revival was a major religious movement that sparked widespread evangelical fervor,
influencing Welsh culture and society at the beginning of the 20th century.

How did the 19th century see changes in Welsh political representation?
Throughout the 19th century, Wales gained increased political representation in the UK Parliament, and
the rise of Welsh Liberalism reflected growing national consciousness.

What role did education reforms play in Wales during the 19th century?
Education reforms, including the 1870 Elementary Education Act, expanded access to schooling in Wales,
contributing to literacy and the preservation of Welsh language and culture.



Additional Resources
1. The Tudor Conquest of Wales: 1485–1603
This book explores the transformation of Wales under Tudor rule, focusing on political integration and
cultural shifts following the ascent of Henry VII. It examines the impact of the Laws in Wales Acts and the
gradual erosion of Welsh autonomy. Through detailed analysis, the author highlights how Wales began to
merge into the broader English state during this period.

2. Wales and the English Civil War: 1642–1651
This volume delves into the complex allegiances and conflicts within Wales during the English Civil War.
It discusses the divided loyalties of Welsh nobility and commoners, as well as the social and economic
consequences of the war. The book sheds light on how the conflict influenced Welsh identity and
governance.

3. The Industrial Revolution in Wales: 1750–1850
Focusing on the rapid industrialization of Wales, this book charts the rise of coal mining, ironworks, and
slate quarrying. It details the profound social changes experienced by Welsh communities as they
transitioned from rural to industrial economies. The author also explores the environmental and cultural
impacts of industrial growth.

4. Chartism and Social Reform in 19th Century Wales
This book examines the Chartist movement’s influence in Wales, highlighting the struggle for political
rights and social justice among the working classes. It presents key figures, protests, and outcomes that
shaped Welsh political consciousness. The narrative situates Welsh activism within the broader context of
British social reform movements.

5. The Welsh Language Revival: 1800–1900
This study investigates the efforts to preserve and promote the Welsh language during the 19th century
amid anglicization pressures. It explores the role of education, literature, and religious institutions in
sustaining Welsh cultural heritage. The book reveals how language became a focal point of national
identity.

6. Religious Life in Wales: From Reformation to Revival
Covering the period from the post-Reformation era to the 19th-century religious revivals, this book
analyzes the spiritual landscape of Wales. It discusses the rise of Nonconformity and Methodism, along with
their social and political implications. The author illustrates how religion shaped community life and Welsh
nationalism.

7. Rural Wales and Agricultural Change, 1500–1900
This book traces the evolution of Welsh agriculture over four centuries, highlighting shifts in land use,
farming techniques, and rural society. It addresses challenges such as enclosure, land tenure, and economic
pressures faced by Welsh farmers. The work provides insight into the persistence of rural traditions amid
modernization.



8. Welsh Identity and Nationalism in the 19th Century
Exploring the emergence of Welsh nationalism, this book discusses cultural, political, and linguistic
movements that sought to assert a distinct Welsh identity. It covers organizations, key personalities, and
events that contributed to national consciousness. The text situates Welsh nationalism within the wider
context of 19th-century European nationalism.

9. The Victorian Era in Wales: Society and Culture
This comprehensive account examines social structures, education, arts, and daily life in Victorian Wales. It
highlights the interplay between industrialization and traditional Welsh culture during Queen Victoria’s
reign. The book provides a vivid portrayal of Welsh society adapting to the challenges of a changing world.
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