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Breconshire Local & Family History Society (BLFHS)
Cymdeithas Hanes Lleol a Theuluoedd Brycheiniog
Newsletter 83– Spring 2019
Happy New Year! It does seem to come around so quickly – maybe it is an age thing! As mentioned in our
last newsletter we are now going to a quarterly publication. It was been difficult to keep up with a monthly
version so I hope everyone is happy with this change.

Brecon’s Victorian state of sanitation

Website updates [members only]
Nothing to report

In 1849 a petition signed by many inhabitants of Brecon
concerning the terrible state of sanitary arrangements resulted in the production of a preliminary enquiry into
the sewerage system of Brecon including the drainage and supply of water.
The results were reported to the General Board of Health and laid out how things were; what they could do
about it and the cost.
Dr Lucas, a GP in Brecon, wrote a report to the Inspectors pointing out that “epidemics” when they
occurred, were usually confined to “those parts of the town in which cleanliness and efficient drainage had
been least attended to…”
Communal diseases were fever or similar to typhoid type gastric and intestinal disorders. He included a
breakdown of deaths within a five year period ending June 30 1848 which recorded a total of 850 deaths,
161 of them being of an epidemic or contagious nature. Only 25 were recorded as being of a
dysentery/diarrhoea type affliction and 19 from cholera or typhus. His view seemed completely at odds with
the views of other GP’s. Mr North, Medical Officer of the District presented a much more “enlightened”
opinion and berated those who blamed the poor of the district who he said were “compelled to live in the
worst parts where there were no drains or proper sanitation. He also added that insanitary conditions were
not the only reason for poor health citing other contributors such as lack of good food, poor clothing, lack of
ventilation and overcrowded living conditions. Many houses did not have proper toilets and as a result the
streets were often used as dumping ground resulting in fetid and odorous conditions. Where sewers existed
they were often poorly built, poorly sited and badly maintained. Heavy rain which was common to Brecon
often resulted in the flooding of the sewers washing the filth further down towards the town and into the
source of the town’s fresh water supply thus contaminating it. The Maddrell brook which was on the western
side of the town was identified as a source of disease for this precise reason. Dr Lucas realised this during an
outbreak of cholera in 1854 and campaigned for it to be redirected through a new culvert so that the sewage
which was coming from upstream would no longer contaminate the drinking water well. In 18531 the
Welshman reported that the Board of Health had already agreed to clean the streets and to clear the sewer in
the Market Place at a cost of £140, a not inconsiderable amount for the times and perhaps a reason why so
little had been done to date but a decision about spending the extra cost of covering up an open brook called
Maddrel which ran through Bailey Gate and Mill Street (Brecon) and making new drains was put off for six
months. Sadly this resulted in an outbreak of cholera but the brook was finally sent through a new culvert by
the end of 1854 and the water supply was thus protected from more contamination. In 1855 2 the Health
Board finally reported that alterations to the “Madril” [sic], had been completed to ensure that it flushed
regularly and notices had been issued against those in the town who continued to create specific nuisances.
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However, a Brecon Board of Health report in the Monmouthshire Merlin of September 1857 3 again reported
that the pump in Bailygate which provided drinking water drawn from an adjacent well was again in a perilous
state and out of order. A local surgeon, Mr Armstrong, went as far as to say that the water was unfit for
human consumption and that it was nothing more than “Maddrell water from a filthy brook.” Other members
of the Board disagreed and denied that Maddrell water was going into the well. The report also pointed out
that drains were not being flushed often enough and that once a week was insufficient. To flush two weekly
needed extra manpower and the Board were reluctant to approve this.
Many of the problems identified in Brecon were considered to be the responsibility of the parish officers and a
third report from a Mr James Williams, a surgeon from outside the parish, hi-lighted areas which he
considered also their responsibility such as the “open gutter opposite the millpond”. He also pointed out that
many tenants could not rely upon their landlords to maintain the properties they rented out and most did not
have privies and were in a poor state of repair. They were dark and damp. His conclusion was that if the
streets could be kept dry by constructing culverts to take the rainwater away and by building and maintaining
better houses with proper ventilation, warmth and light, many of the problems could be overcome and disease
could be largely prevented from happening.
By 18554 the Sanitary Inspector was reporting that the lodging houses were in a much better state and were
being whitewashed but that the gas lighting in the streets was not working consistently and many areas were
without light during the hours of darkness... However, although sewers had been constructed; there was a
large sewer in Silver Street which connected to the main sewer and also one in the upper part of the Struet,
there were still some owners reluctant to connect their properties. This lack of compliance led the Board to
consider that if things did not change then connection might have to be made mandatory under the Public
Health Act 1848. No-one should be allowed to decline even if in “hardship or inconvenience” as the needs of
the town should outweigh those of the individual. This situation aside surface drains were working more
effectively now that they were being flushed on a daily basis but there were still calls that this was not enough
and that flushing should be carried out twice daily even though this would need extra manpower. A new
water supply for Brecon was under consideration which would bring water from the Rhydgoch brook and by
1867 a new reservoir was under construction at Cilwhybert. The parish was at last taking responsibility for
ensuring the health and well-being of its inhabitants.
References
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The Welshman. 20.7.1855. p6
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The Welshman. 26.10.1855. p6

[See pages 3-6 of this Newsletter for a reproduced article on the very insanitary state of Brecon originally
published in The Practitioner, vol 208, May 1972. Pp700-703 and used as the basis for the preceding
article]

♦
Brecon Cathedral Christmas Trees 5th to 9th December
The Society celebrated another successful year with children filling in the “Family Tree” tree hangings.

♦
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♦
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The Beacon
This free A5 monthly glossy magazine
distributed in Brecon and its surrounding
villages contains a “Your History” column,
contributed by the BLFHS, which often offers
an interesting article about the area. This
quarter: Doctor Thomas Crestwood Lucas &
Mary Elizabeth Eppynt Phillips.

Doctor Thomas Crestwood Lucas, a Benefactor
of Brecon
In 1840, Dr Lucas succeeded to his father’s Brecon
medical practice and his position at the Watton
Infirmary.
In 1854 there was a cholera outbreak in the Saint
John’s area of Brecon. Fifty-seven people died and
Doctor Lucas was appointed Medical Superintendent
to deal with the outbreak.
There were two theories regarding the spread of

cholera – was it airborne or waterborne?
The Maddrell brook, flowed from the Maendu Wells through Baileyglas [Maendu Street] and into the Usk
River. It was also an open sewer. Doctor Lucas discovered that the cholera outbreak occurred when the open
sewer was being cleaned out during late summer and the contents were left on the road side.
Doctor Lucas arranged for a well, serving the local people, which was alongside the Maddrell, to be isolated
from the contaminated brook. The sewage left on the bank was to be treated with disinfectant and covered
with earth. Posters and leaflets were distributed so that the inhabitants would become aware of the dangers,
These actions prevented further spread of the infection and any further loss of life.
Doctor Lucas died in 1859 and is buried in the new
cemetery at Cradoc road.
Doctor Lucas’s grave, Cradoc Road.

Copies are still available of the book
produced on the life of Dr Mary Elizabeth
Eppynt Phillips
To find out more, contact Hilary Williams on
01874 624432

Dr Mary Elizabeth Eppynt Phillips
In 2018 we marked the centenary of both the
Representation of the People Act which granted
some women the right to vote, and also the end of
World War One.
A pioneering woman from Presbeli, Merthyr Cynog,
Dr Mary Elizabeth Eppynt Phillips, was involved
with both of the above.
She was the first female to complete her medical qualifications in Cardiff University.
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As a qualified doctor, she worked to improve the lives and health of poor pregnant women, mothers and
children.





She supported the Suffragist Movement to get the vote for women.
She was a member of the “Scottish Women’s Hospital for Foreign Service” [SWHFS], a medical facility
consisting almost entirely of female doctors and nurses.
During World War One, as part of the SWHFS, she worked in allied countries, treating the sick and
wounded soldiers and civilians.
Following her demobilisation in 1919 she became a Medical Officer in Merthyr Tydfil, again working
to improve the conditions for women and children.

♦
I received an interesting few snippets on the issue of suffrage from one of our members. When we have been
talking about the Representation of the People’s Act they present an interesting view!

Notes on suffragists: Brecon County Times, Neath Gazette and General Advertiser
via Cymru 1914 (available on the National Library of Wales website)

Llangynidr: ‘the Debating Society discussed the question
“Should women have votes.” Miss Penny took the negative
and Mr WH Watkins the affirmative. …the anti-Suffragists
won’ (13/2/1913)
Hay-on-Wye: The rowdy behaviour of some in the full Drill
Hall audience stopped others listening to speeches from
“the South Wales Federation of Women’s Suffrage
Societies – a non-militant law-abiding body.” Miss Foxley
MA responded to their discourtesy “in a confident and
good-humoured manner” but was heckled even at the point
of her talking about premature child deaths resultant from poverty – ‘by singing, whistling, shouting and
booing….(and eventually) with forms and chairs breaking down” Speakers talked about equality, and the
outcomes when women are active in public life, giving an example of Brecon’s “lady Mayor…who all of them
knew how well she had fulfilled her office” The women speakers distanced themselves from Mrs Pankhurst.
After his continued failure to appeal to the ‘better nature’ of those causing disruption, eventually the Chair
Mr TJ Stokoe JMP called the Police to attend, effectively breaking up the meeting. Though the disruption was
allowed to continue outside. (30/4/14)
Talybont-on Usk: ‘….in the Bethania Chapel…“Should women have votes.” …. Miss K Griffiths in the
affirmative. Mr T Maddy in the negative… the Suffragists to be in the minority of 12’ (29/2/1918)
Barbara Lloyd

♦
Don’t forget – I am always looking for interesting article subjects so let me know if you
have anything you would like to share!!!!
I am looking for interesting subjects on which to base the monthly article. If you are passionate about a
subject which you think would be interesting to our members please let me know by sending me an email at the
usual address editorblfhs@outlook.com
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War Cake:
A report on the recipe reproduced in our
last newsletter.
The War Cake was a great success – despite
the downbeat name. It was very light and the
fruit was moist. My ground cloves were so old
and tasteless I used a mixed spice containing
cloves instead but the cake was still lightly
fragrant. There were many requests for the
recipe and one member with a vegan daughterin-law was particularly keen. Christmas 1918
was really a postscript to what we did last
month but members found it interesting and
took in the message that the armistice did not
mean a return to normality on the home front.

A website which can help you date old
photographs

www.jayneshrimpton.co.uk/blog
A Street Near You has been created by
James Morley, and shows over
500,000 of those who died during the
1st World War, plotted on a map by
family addresses.

https://astreetnearyou.org/

Mary Zorkoczy

♦
Website Statistics
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♦

A large number of photographs of Breconshire deeds have kindly been offered to the Society by Alan Nichols
so that we can extract information from them if wanted. We hope to be able to do this. Watch the newsletter
for updates on this.

♦
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D L Wooding’s Transcript of the Llanafan fawr Parish Records 1633-1694, at National
Library of Wales.
David Lewis Wooding (1828 - 1891), genealogist, historian, bibliophile and shopkeeper, had access
to these very early Parish Records for the Parish of Llanafan Fawr, Breconshire. He transcribed these
and made notes in the margins to give further details on individuals mentioned there.
The late Peter Owen of Builth Wells, was able to access these transcriptions and allowed the National
Library of Wales to make copies of them. The copies made by the NLW was not catalogued, but now
thanks to the enquiries made by Peter Owen’s son, the location of these papers is known.



A microfilm copy of the transcripts is available in the South Reading Room, on the
open access shelf mark: E7.
A hard copy is available on special request.

For information about D L Wooding, see the following website:
https://biography.wales/article/s3-WOOD-LEW-1828

♦
Website
Our website address is www.blfhs.co.uk

Facebook
The society now has a Facebook page. Check it out at www.facebook.com/breconblfhs

January Meeting Review: A Potpourri of Local Subjects
Short presentations about the “The Thomas Brothers, Brecon Sculptors”, by Margaret Sommers and “Brecon
Railways” by Glen Harris were thoroughly enjoyed by those who attended.
th

♦

Next Meeting: 5 February 2019 2pm
A Guided Tour of the Guildhall in Brecon - With Cllr Ieuan Williams. This event will not be advertised outside
the Society. Members will be asked to meet at 1.50pm at the front of the Guildhall.

Future Meetings: these will be held at “Y Gaer” which is the new name for the Brecknock Museum and Art
Gallery and incorporates the new Public Library. It is due to open on the 1st March 2019
March
Date/Time:
Place:
Subject

Tuesday 5th March 2019. 2pm.
“y Gaer” *, Glamorgan Street, Brecon (to be confirmed)
Research and presentation: a family story.

Janet Robinson has researched her family history and has produced a book “Family Matters” on the subject of
her family research. She will pass on tips regarding her research. NEW VENUE? *
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April
Date/Time:
Place:
Subject:

Tuesday 2nd April 2019. 2pm.
“y Gaer”, Glamorgan Street, Brecon.
Letters from the Front – Boar War and World War One.

Ann Reese has a collection of these letters sent home by soldiers on the front line and she will share some of
these with us.
May
Date/Time
Place:
Subject:

Tuesday 2nd May 2019. 2pm
“y Gaer”, Glamorgan Street, Brecon
History of the Gurkhas in Brecon

Major (Retd) Guptaman Gurung will speak about the long and valued relationship between the Town and the
Gurkas.

♦

