
Bringing history to  
life in Senghenydd
To commemorate the centenary of the UK’s worst-ever mining disaster, a new 
community website exploits contemporary mapping and address technology to offer 
visitors a unique insight into the human scale of the tragedy. Carl Hancock reports
On the 14th October 1913, four hundred and thirty nine miners  
and one rescuer died in an explosion and subsequent 
underground fire at the Universal Colliery, Senghenydd,  
near Caerphilly in Glamorgan. 

Thirty of the colliers were below the age of eighteen with the 
youngest only fourteen years of age. Two hundred and five women 
were left widowed and a total of five hundred and forty-two  
children were left fatherless. 

Following an official inquiry, the mine owners were fined five 
pence ha’penny for each life lost, a total of only £24, or little more 
than £2,000 at today’s prices. The whole workforce was made 
redundant with one day’s notice when the company closed the mine 
on Friday 30th March 1928, yet the pit winding gear continued to 
loom over the village until 1963 when it was finally demolished. The 
shafts weren’t filled and capped until 1979, a full sixty-six years after 
the tragedy.

Marking the centenary
What has remained to this day the UK’s worst ever mining disaster 
continues to resonate in the Aber Valley, and with the centenary 
approaching, the community asked the local authority to create 
a website with a section devoted to the 1913 disaster to help 
commemorate the centenary and support efforts for a new memorial 
on the site of the mine. 

The community hoped that, with the support of the Welsh 
National Assembly, the campaign would also provide the impetus 
for the establishment of a Welsh National Mining Memorial in 
Senghenydd to honour the countless thousands of individuals who 
perished keeping Britain’s industries running, its homes warm, and its 
ships afloat. 

Caerphilly County Borough Council and its Chief Executive were 
supportive, and meetings were held with representatives of the 
Aber Valley Heritage Group to find out what was wanted on its 
new website. Top of the list were photographs and documents not 
seen elsewhere or hidden in archives. The obvious items included 
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historic	maps	from	various	sources,	aerial	
photographs	from	the	National	Assembly’s	
archive	and	underground	plans	from	the		
Coal	Authority.	

Address matching
The	group	also	wanted	to	create	some	
original	content,	and	this	is	where	the		
idea	of	matching	the	victims’	addresses	to	the	
council’s	local	address	dataset	emerged		
in	order	to	draw	attention	to	the	scale	of		
the	tragedy.

While	not	technically	ground-breaking,	it	
was	definitely	innovative,	with	nothing	like	
it	appearing	to	have	been	attempted	before,	
and	it	was	believed	that	the	data	would	
add	real	value	to	the	website	by	illustrating	
historical	data	in	a	present-day	context.

Only	six	weeks	were	given	to	design,	
build	and	populate	the	website	prior	to	the	
visit	of	the	First	Minister	to	the	Aber	Valley	
Community	Centre	to	initiate	the	memorial	
project.	As	such,	the	first	priority	was	for	static	
content	that	could	be	easily	incorporated	into	
the	site	as	it	was	developed.

The	names	and	addresses	of	the	victims	
were	listed	in	the	official	inquest	and	inquiry	
documents,	and	were	available	in	a	digital	but	
unstructured	format.	Using	simple	database	
tools,	the	addresses	were	tidied	up	and	
matched	to	the	council’s	local	address	dataset	
and	for	those	addresses	that	fell	outside	
of	the	Borough,	the	national	dataset	was	
consulted	via	NLPG	Search.

“As	might	be	expected,	during	the	
passage	of	a	hundred	years,	some	street	
names	had	changed	and	properties	had	been	
demolished,”	explained	Phil	Mountain,	GIS	
Project	Manager	at	the	Council.	

“We	were	fortunate	to	be	able	to		
compare	the	mapping	available	to	us	under	
the	Public	Sector	Mapping	Agreement	
(PSMA),	specifically	OS	MasterMap,	with	
non-PSMA,	historic	Ordnance	Survey	maps	
and	in	doing	so	these	exceptions	could	also	
be	pinpointed.”

Correcting anomalies
“Matching	to	our	local	address	dataset	
also	revealed	that	a	number	of	addresses	
recorded	during	the	original	inquests	were	
incorrect.	A	miner	listed	as	living	at	‘30	
Woodland	Terrace’	in	a	street	of	22	houses	
should	have	been	number	13;	one	at	‘42	
Kingsley	Terrace’	was	on	a	street	that	has	
only	ever	had	27	properties,	and	another	at	
number	‘50	Cenydd	Terrace’	had	numbering	
that	only	reaches	37.

“These	anomalies	were	dealt	with		
where	possible	using	the	online	version	of	
the	1911	Census	and	with	this	information		
we	were	able	to	apply	the	correct	addresses	
and	references.”

With	the	matching	complete,	each	
address	was	tagged	with	a	UPRN	(unique	
property	reference	number)	and	geographical	
coordinates,	thereby	paving	the	way	for	the	

visual	representation	of	where	the	miners	
had	lived	at	the	time	of	the	disaster.

An	interactive	Google	map	was	created	
and	incorporated	into	the	website,	a	part	of	
the	project	made	possible	by	the	National	
Assembly	acquiring	an	enterprise	licence	to	
allow	public	bodies	in	Wales	free	access	to	
Google’s	mapping	API.

The	website	was	launched	by	First	
Minister	Carwyn	Jones	on	28	June	2012.		
For	the	first	time,	the	community	had	a	
website	to	help	broadcast	its	story	and	
publicise	the	memorial	campaign.	With	the	
help	of	the	National	Assembly,	Caerphilly	
County	Borough	Council,	the	Heritage	
Lottery	Fund,	local	Community	Councils	and	
many	individuals,	the	Aber	Valley	Heritage	
group	has	so	far	raised	close	to	£200,000	for	
the	memorial.	

Cllr	Keith	Reynolds,	Deputy	Leader	and	
Cabinet	Member	for	Corporate	Services	said,	
“The	Council’s	address	dataset	has	added	real	
value	to	the	website	by	illustrating	historical	
data	in	a	modern	context,	and	the	results	
are	both	fascinating	and	poignant.	The	
interactive	map	gives	a	striking	impression	
of	the	density	of	distress	on	the	immediate	
community	and	also	highlights	the	distance	
some	men	travelled	to	work,	including	some	
from	as	far	away	as	Cardiff	docklands.”

In conclusion
“Matching	historical	addresses	to	a	

current	local	address	dataset	may	have	been	
an	original	idea,	but	from	a	technical	point	
of	view,	there	were	no	particular	difficulties,”	
continued	Phil	Mountain.	“There	were	only	
four	hundred	or	so	addresses	to	match,	
nothing	like	for	example,	the	80,000	Council	
Tax	records	we’ve	processed	in	the	past.

“The	interesting	thing	from	an	addressing	
point	of	view	however	is	the	historical	aspect.	
In	local	government	we	are	used	to	matching	
our	local	address	datasets	to	contemporary	
address	databases,	but	there	may	also	be	
scope	for	doing	the	same	to	any	historic	

property	data.
“Earlier	this	year,	BBC4	broadcast	a	series	

on	Charles	Booth’s	late	nineteenth	century	
poverty	maps	of	London,	which	had	been	
geo	referenced	and	proved	what	could	be	
done	with	old	spatial	data.	This	type	of	
social	history	is	very	popular	but,	in	certain	
circumstances,	could	also	have	value	and	
intelligence.	This	is	certainly	true	from	an	
environmental	point	of	view	when	looking	
at	things	such	as	contaminated	land	and	
flood	records,	and	could	also	be	applied	to	
demographic	or	sociological	studies.

“There	is	a	wealth	of	historic	property	
data	available,	and	what	we’ve	demonstrated	
is	that	by	using	it	with	modern	data	and	
modern	techniques,	there	are	tremendous	
benefits	to	be	had	across	local	government,	
central	government,	and	perhaps	most	
importantly,	to	the	community	as	a	whole.”

Preserving the past for 
the future
The Aber Valley Heritage 
Group was established 
by a committee of local 
volunteers, keen to preserve 
the rich heritage of the communities 
within the Aber Valley. In recent 
years its committee has established 
a Heritage Museum situated within 
Senghenydd Community Centre on 
Gwern Avenue. Although largely devoted 
to commemorating the Universal 
Colliery Explosion, it also documents the 
wider history of the Valley, including 
the Windsor Colliery, the sporting 
achievements of local residents, the 
old shops and buildings, memories of 
community events and the community’s 
involvement in the World Wars.

This article was prepared by Carl Hancock 
on behalf of the Aber Valley Heritage 
Group (http://your.caerphilly.gov.uk/
abervalleyheritage/) 

Pictured from top left clockwise: A second fire breaks out as news of the disaster spreads and crowds gather at the pit head.  Matching 
fatalities to contemporary and historical mapping gives a human dimension to the tragedy. A group of children wait for news as the 
disaster unfolds. The scene outside the mortuary in Senghenydd as coffins are borne away for burial. The current Universal Colliery 
Memorial was erected in 1981 by the National Coal Board (NCB). Standing 20 foot high, it replicates the original mine headgear and 
a memorial service is held there annually on the anniversary of the 1913 disaster. 1913 street scene in Senghemydd – a victim in every 
house. Images used with kind permission of the Aber Valley Heritage Group.
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