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Miners’ homes 

At the beginning of the 20th century miners and their families lived in row upon row of terraced 
houses on the sides of the south Wales valleys. These houses were originally built to cope 
with the increase in the population as a result of workers from the countryside coming to look 
for work in the iron and coal works during the Industrial Revolution. The houses were small 
and pokey, and families of seven or eight or even more would often life in one house with only 
one living room, a kitchen and one bedroom. Most houses had no bathroom, and the toilet 
was outside in a shed at the bottom of the garden.

As women had not worked underground since the 1842 Coal Mines Act, the work of the 
majority of miners’ wives was to care for the house and the family. They took great pride in 
their homes and worked hard to keep them clean and tidy.

Note any facts that you have learnt about miners’ homes at the beginning of the 20th 
century after reading the above:
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The Role of Women 

The wives were responsible for washing and drying their husbands’ and sons’ clothes after 
they returned from their shift at the coal mine. For hours before the men arrived home from 
work they would boil enough water to scrub the clothes clean and to fill a tin bath for the men 
to wash in.

Usually, the wives would dry the miners’ clothes in front of the fire at the end of every shift and 
then wash them at the end of the week.

Scrubbing the clothes could take hours. The wives would usually do this in a tub in the back 
yard with a scrubbing board and some soap. They would have to lean over the tub and scrub 
hard until the clothes were clean – this was very hard work that put a great strain on their 
backs.

Most miners did not have a bathroom at home and so they had to wash in a tin tub in front of 
the fire in the living room or the back yard. The tub was too small for them to lie or even sit in, 
and the wives would often have to scrub the men’s backs to get rid of the coal dust. 

The miners’ wet clothes would also be hung in the living room in front of the fire at the end of 
every shift or after the wives had washed them at the end of the week. It could take hours and 
hours for them to dry properly.

Many miners of that time had large families, and one of the wives’ main concerns was that a 
child could be badly burnt or even killed by falling into the scalding water. Many families lost 
young children in this way.                                     

After the woman of the house had finished washing and drying her husband and son’s clothes 
and preparing a warm bath after one shift at the coal mine, it would be time for another shift to 
start and they had to start the process of preparing the hot water all over again!
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Many women from south Wales campaigned for pithead baths in coal mines during the 
first half of the 20th century. Can you think why they did this?

Imagine that you are Beti, a miner’s wife living in a small terraced house in one of the 
south Wales Valleys in 1930. Two of your sons also work in the coal mine, and you have 
three younger children – one of them only two years old.

Note the main reasons why the pithead baths would be a good idea. How would they 
change your life?

The pithead baths would be a good idea because ...
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