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Amy Moore, my mother, was a writer.   For many years my main memory of her is seeing 

her with papers, notes and pictures spread around her, or, if she was out of sight, it would 

be the tap tap tapping of the keys of her typewriter. 

While she was alive she gave me a 10 inch high bundle of manuscripts which, over many 

months and with her constant input, became “Three Score Years and Ten – Missionary 

Work in China”  We printed out 50 or so copies which we distributed to the family 

worldwide.  

In recent years, to publish any further family books, I started the publishing company, 

“Kyema Publishing”, which only publishes free Ebooks, which are available online, and can 

be downloaded to your computer, and printed out, but are otherwise not available in hard 

copy. 

This trilogy, “Amy’s Heritage”, is produced in much the way that she wrote it.  This includes 

the wording and the placing of the images.  I have tried to present them with no editorial 

changes apart from occasional punctuation and paragraphing. In her five books which I am 

publishing, she has left an invaluable record of family and missionary history that would 

otherwise not have been saved. 

Kyema Publishing - http://kyema-publishing.com 
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SOUTH WALES in the 19th Century 

Brynmaur 
 

One lovely afternoon in 1981 David and Jessie Bentley Taylor drove me from their home in 

Eardisland in Herefordshire to see the place where my father had been born. It was a lovely 

drive through Clyro and over the Wye to Three Cocks, through Talgarth to Crickhowell, then 

over the Usk to Gilween and up the Clydach Valley to Brynmaur.   It lies on the southern 

fringe of the Brecon Beacons National Park, and is only minutes away from the magnificent 

scenery of the Clydarch Gorge where the native beeches are now protected by a Nature 

Reserve. 

 

In his book "Wales, South and West" John B. Hilling writes "Brynmaur, standing at about 

1200 feet, can claim the distinction of being the highest town in the British Isles.  The main 

road down to the sea and Newport, goes down the Ebbw Fach Valley past Nantyglo." 

The Iron Works of Nantyglo 
. 

Most people today will find it hard to believe that in 1833 the world's greatest ironworks 

flourished at Nantyglo, and that the limestone for the ironworks was hewn at Llangattock 

and drawn by tram through the streets of Brynmaur.    The comparatively modern tinplate 

section of the ironworks was located at Blaina and throughout the area there were of course 

dozens of collieries.  It is remarkable to find that the total number of people employed in the 

Painting of the iron works at Nantyglo, near 
Brynmawr. A 19th century Artist unknown 
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Nantyglo ironworks varied from approximately 50 in 1802 to 6000 in 1833.  So we get some 

impression of how industry mushroomed during the 19th century.  

 

The communities of Brynmaur, Nantyglo and Blaina owe their existence to the fact that right 

on their very doorstep are to be found the three ingredients required for the manufacture of 

iron, ironstone, coal and limestone. The actual ironworks was built in Nantyglo while the 

area north of Brynmaur itself was the chief gathering ground for ironstone.  Most of 

Nantyglo and Blaina developed on land leases from the Marquess of Abergavenny while 

Brynmaur was built on the Duke of Beaufort's estate.  With the tremendous growth in the 

development of the iron industry, people flocked into the area, first from the agricultural 

areas surrounding Monmouthshire, but later from England and Scotland and, after the 

potato famine of the 1840s, from Ireland. From the 1870s Jewish families settled there as 

refugees from the Czar of Russia's persecutions.  

 

Conditions in the early part of the 19th century were hard and primitive.    Work began 

before sunrise and finished long after sunset.   Cholera and typhoid were frequent.  
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Crawshay Bailey                      From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 
 
Crawshay Bailey was an English industrialist who became one of the great iron-masters of 
Wales. He was born in 1789 in Great Wenham, Suffolk, the son of John Bailey, of 
Wakefield and his wife Susannah. His parents had moved from Normanton, near 
Wakefield in around 1780 by which time they had already had at least three children (Ann, 
Elizabeth and William). Crawshay was the youngest of a further five children to be born in 
Great Wenham (the others being Susan, Joseph, John, and Thomas). His mother, 
Susannah was the sister of Richard Crawshay, the Ironmaster based at Cyfarthfa Castle 
near Merthyr Tydfil where Crawshay Bailey came at the age of twelve to work for his rich 
uncle in 1801, joining his elder brother Joseph. In 1809 he was a witness to his rich uncle's 
will, in which he was bequeathed the sum of £1,000 (equivalent to £55,000 in today's 
terms 2007). 
 
Along with his elder brother, Joseph, later Sir Joseph Bailey, 1st Baronet, Crawshay went 
into the iron business as a young man in 1811 at Nantyglo and soon at Beaufort, Ebbw 
Vale. He became a Partner, with his brother in 1820. For a time he also ran the ironworks 
at Rhymney, and while there he constructed a tramway between Rhymney and Bassaleg 
near Newport. 
 
Though by now a major ironmaster he far-sightedly bought up large areas of coal-rich 
land, at their agricultural value too, in the Rhondda Valleys, at Mountain Ash and 
Aberaman and was prepared to sit on these assets for nearly nine years before developing 
them as some of the richest coal and iron ore deposits in the world. 
 
In a similar manner he waited until the most auspicious time before applying for a 
Parliamentary Act to open and run a railway company. In 1845 he was instrumental in 
setting up the Aberdare Railway, along with Sir John Josiah Guest to capitalise on further 
assets in the form of sinking new collieries and building new blast furnaces. 
 
He also promoted railways between Coleford, in the Forest of Dean, via Monmouth and 
Usk to Pontypool. 
 
He was anti trade union and opposed to his workers organising themselves along these 
lines. 
 
He had already been appointed High Sheriff of Brecknockshire in 1837 and also held the 
same office in Monmouthshire in 1850. He was Member of Parliament for Monmouth 
Boroughs from 1852 to 1868 and was elected in five successive parliamentary elections. 
 
By 1867 he owned iron works, blast furnaces, coalmines, tramways, railways and 
brickworks. He retired in this year, selling off all his assets over the next three years. 
Before 1851 he had retired to Llanfoist near Abergavenny, where he lived in Llanfoist 
House. A local park in Abergavenny town is named Bailey Park in his honour and Llanfoist 
Primary School had a house named after him. 
 
He died in 1872, aged 83, after at least seventy years in industry. His only son, and heir, 
Crawshay Bailey II (born 1821), inherited. 
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The Bailey Brothers 
One of the great ironmasters of the18th century was Richard Crawshay.  He with Guest and 

Bacon were the three English entrepreneurs who moved into Wales and made vast 

fortunes for themselves through the rapidly developing iron industry.  Richard Crawshay 

had a sister Susannah who married a man called John Bailey and lived in Wakefield in 

Yorkshire.  Susannah and John had two sons, one of whom, Joseph, at the age of twelve 

walked all the way from Wakefield to Wales to get work with his wealthy uncle at Merthyr 

Tydvil.   He did well and rose to be a works manager.     His brother Crawshay, six years 

younger later followed his example and also walked from Yorkshire to Wales to find work 

with his uncle. 

 

As Joseph became more experienced, he took over the direction of the ironworks at 

Nantyglo assisted by Mr Matthew Wayne, one of his uncle's managers.   After some time 

Matthew Wayne pulled out and Joseph was joined by 

his brother Crawshay.     It is said that Crawshay had a 

gentler more charming personality than his elder 

brother.     He was certainly far-seeing and early 

recognized the growing importance of coal so invested 

money in sinking a colliery.     He had a great interest 

in machinery, loved trying out new mechanical 

devices, and pioneered the development of railways in 

South Wales.   His enthusiasm for engines gave rise to 

many popular jokes which he took in good part.   He 

actually became part of the folklore of the area as the 

hero of a song sung all over South Wales and 

specially at Rugby Club reunions. 

"Crawshay Bailey had an engine 

And he found it wouldn't go, 

So he pulled it by a string 

All the way to Nantyglo. 

 

Crawshay Bailey had an engine  

She was puffin' and a blowin’  

And she had such mighty power  

She could go a mile an hour c," 

 

Chorus Did you ever see       (3 times) 

Such a funny thing before? 

 

And when Crawshay Bailey died  

How all the people cried  

And they raised two hundred pound                                                                               

Just to put him underground," 

Crawshay Bailey 
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I believe there were some 43 verses in all!! 

 

The two brothers worked together to make the Nantyglo ironworks one of the great ones of 

the British Empire and of the world.   In 1830 Joseph pulled out and Crawshay Bailey took 

over complete control.     In 1833 he purchased the Beaufort Ironworks which, with the 

Nantyglo works, supplied pig iron for the large new rolling mills at Nantyglo to convert into 

rails for the home and American markets. 

 

The decline of the iron industry began in the middle of the 19th century when it was 

discovered that iron ore of better quality could be imported cheaply.   In the course of 25 

years a complete change took place in the industry of South Wales, from iron to steel 

manufacture, from coal production for local industry to coal production for export and the 

gradual closure of ironworks along the northern edge of the coalfield to the setting up of 

new works nearer to the ports of Newport, Cardiff and Swansea.    The Nantyglo works 

were sold by the Baileys in 1871, and struggled on for a few years under new ownership 

but could not survive once the Ebbw Vale and Blaenavon Companies were converted into 

steel works. 

 

 

Back to Table of Contents 
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THE WEIR STORY 

Early Background 
With this background perhaps we can see why Robert Weir, while still a young unmarried 

man, left Scotland to live and work in Brynmaur, and why by 1878 he was ready to leave 

Wales altogether and try his “luck" in Australia. 

 

My father was Robert Weir, born on the 24th of November 1872 in Brynmaur in Gwent in 

South Wales.     My Mother was Mabel Mary Mercer who was born in Adelaide in South 

Australia on the 10th of June in 1882. 

 

My father’s father was also Robert Weir, born in Scotland at Kilmarnock on the 18th of June 

1841.     He was one of the Ayreshire Weirs, son of William Weir, a farmer, and Anne Hyett.     

He lived long enough in Kilmarnock to train as a Master Draper, but moved down to Wales 

when it became difficult to make a living in Scotland.     It was there in Brynmaur that he 

met and married my grandmother, Agnes Margaret Swain who was born on the 14th of July 

1844, and was the eldest daughter of John Swain.     John Swain was a roller turner 

employed by one of the great iron masters of Wales, Crawshay Bailey, and was one of the 

managers of his works at Nantyglo of which Brynmaur was a "dormitory town". 

 

William Weir married Anne Hyett and they had ten children altogether of whom I only know 

the names of five, Robert being the youngest.  Older than he were William, Julia, Barbara 

and Thomas.  My Aunt Agnes, my father's youngest sister told me that there were still 

relations living near Kilmarnock at a place called Crosshouse.    She thought their name 

was Rose or Ross but when I was in Scotland and tried to trace them I had no success.     I 

do know that Robert's eldest sister Julia came out to Australia before he did, married a 

farmer called James Bower and settled at Cherry Tree Farm at Sebastopol near Ballarat in 

Victoria.   It may have been the fact that she was already here which made Robert choose 

Ballarat to settle in when he too came out to Australia. Julia and James had three children, 

Bella, John and Will. 

 

The name "Weir" is of Norman origin and was introduced into Normandy by the Norsemen 

from their own "ver" meaning a station (e.g. fishver meaning  fish station). It is a word 

etymologically kin to the old English "weir" or "wear" which meant a dam.     Ralph de Ver is 

probably the first of the name recorded in Scotland and he was taken prisoner with William 

"the lion" at Alnwick in 1174.   Between then and 1184 he signed his name as witness to a 

charter by King William, and in the same period gave a piece of land to the Abbey of Kelso 

where his brother Robert was one of the witnesses. The Weirs of Lanarkshire claim their 

descent from this Ralph de Ver, 

 

While I was in Scotland in 1974 and again in 1980, I tried to find the Weir tartan on sale in 

cloth shops. I only succeeded in finding ties and scarves said to be made of the "ancient 

Weir tartan".   I was told that as the Weir clan are now a "sept" of the MacNaughtons, the 
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MacFarlanes and the Buchanans, the Weirs are entitled to wear any of their tartans and 

therefore the ancient Weir one is no longer being produced.     However I did succeed 

eventually in finding a place in the far north west which is still producing it, and had stocks 

from which I was able to purchase skirt lengths for my sisters and myself.  This was the 

Lochcarron Weavers Ltd. in Lochcarron, Ross-shire. 

 

Weir is also the family name of the Barons of Inverforth.   In the 19th century when shipping 

became a great Scottish industry, one of the Scotsmen prominent in the shipping world was 

Andrew Weir, the first Lord Inverforth. 

 

An Ayreshire Weir who became famous in the history of Scotland, and who has been 

written up in "Men of the Covenant" by Alexander Smellie, was a certain Isobel Weir whose 

husband, John Brown of Priesthill near Moorkirk in Ayreshire, not far from Kilmarnock, was 

one of the martyrs of the Covenant in 1685.   He and Isobel had only been married three 

years when Claverhouse shot him dead in front of his wife at his own front door. 

 

We have no record of the year in which Robert Weir the master 

draper from Kilmarnock in Scotland moved to Brynmaur, but he and Agnes Swain 

were married in Brynmaur on August 31st 1867 when Agnes was 23 and Robert 

26. Their first child called William, was born in 1868, but their second child also a 

son whom they named John only lived a few weeks.  Two more sons, twins, were 

born on the 4th March 1871 and given the names of John and Francis.  They were 

identical twins. In 1872 on the 24th of November my father Robert Weir(2) was 

born in Bethesda Street Brynmaur, Two more sons were born to Agnes and 

Robert before they finally left Wales and moved to Ballarat in Victoria in Australia, 

Allan was born in 1874 and Sidney on the 19th February 1876.  

 

Firstly let’s follow Agnes Swain’s heritage. 

 

Back to Table of Contents 

 

 

 

John Swain (1)  
John Swain was the eldest son of Thomas and Mary Swain and was born in Birmingham 

but later moved to London where he became a scale beam worker and silversmith.  He also 

learned roll turning from its inventor and in the year 1800 moved to Pendarren in Wales 

after making an agreement with Mr Foreman the proprietor of the Pendarren Iron works to 

be Manager and roll turner upon terms worth £1000. On June 4th 1775 John Swain married 

Susannah Holliday daughter of a plumber in Bristol but said to be the granddaughter of 

Lord Cann "then resident at Somerset House, London, where Susannah's mother was 

born."   I went to a lot of trouble to check all this information which has come down through 

the family.    The Records Office in Bristol was of little help because many of the records of 
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that period had been burned.    Trying to trace Lord Cann also proved difficult as all the 

usual lists of peerages did not have the name at all, but I did finally find it in a book on 

"created peerages" in the Edinburgh Public Library.  The first Lord Cann (or Can) was 

Mayor of Bristol in 1662.  He was knighted that year and created a baronet.    The 

baronetcy passed down through the male line from then till it passed to Sir Robert Cann of 

Compton Greenfield , Gloucestershire on the 29th March 1753.     

 

The baronetcy became extinct on the 20th July 1765 when Sir Robert died without any 

male heir.  The estate of Compton Green and Stoke Bishop was inherited by his niece, the 

daughter and heir of Robert's sister Elizabeth. 

 

So far so good.  There really was a Lord Cann but the mystery lies in the story that he was 

the grandfather of Susannah Holliday.  According to the family story he had three children, 

2 daughters and one son George, who died in the wreck of the Royal George.  The other 

daughter named Anne was a court lady in the reign of George 3rd.  According to the account 

I found in the Library it was his wife who was named Anne and he certainly had no male 

heirs so it is possible his son George did die in the Royal George. But who was the other 

daughter (Susannah's mother) and why is there no mention of children in Lady Anne's will 

when she died six years later? The answer may lie in Lord Cann's will which I did not have 

time to see while in London, 

 

John and Susannah moved to Merthyr Tydvil where he died on the 4th March 1837. 

Susannah who was born in 1755 died on the 1st April 1816 so John must have lived as a 

widower in Merthry Tydvil for some 21 years.   It is said "they were both well-known and 

much loved as godly people."  John and Susannah had two sons and three daughters who 

lived to be adults though Susannah actually gave birth to 12 children altogether.   Thomas 

the elder son, went to America after marriage and died there at the age of 42 leaving no 

children.  Mary went to Canada where her husband was drowned and she herself died at 

the age of 24.     Elizabeth married a Mr Brown, son of the manager of the ironworks at 

Ebbe Vale.   She lived to the ripe old age of 90.    They too went to America where they 

prospered and where they had at least three sons and a daughter. 

 

John and Susannah's second son was called John and I shall refer to him as John Swain(2) 

as he was my great great grandfather, born on the 6th January 1788.  The other daughter, 

younger than John, was named Kezia.  She was born on the 16th March 1795 and married 

twice, first to a Mr I.Wild by whom she had one son whom they named Austin, and later to a 

Mr Thomas.     They had a son and a daughter,  

 

Thomas and Mary Swain seem to have had two other sons after John, born in 1751 and 

1753 but there is no further record of them and they may have died young.    Then came 

Richard, born in 1756 and Joseph in 1761.     I think there was also a daughter Elizabeth 

but I have no record of her at all.  The three surviving Swain brothers seem to have been a 

remarkable trio, gifted and popular, who made their mark wherever they were.  They all 

seem to have served their apprenticeship in London but John finally settled in Wales and so 
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commenced the Welsh connection.   But Richard and Joseph remained in the London area. 

Richard Swain became an auctioneer in London and was still alive in 1843 so lived well into 

his eighties.    He had one daughter who married a Mr Jewson. 

 

Joseph Swain only lived 36 years.   He started work as an engraver but became a 

dedicated Christian under the well-known Dr Rippon, and was baptised by him.   He 

entered the Baptist ministry and became the first minister of the Walworth Baptist Church in 

Surrey.  This was the first nonconformist place of worship in Walworth and was registered 

as such on May 31st 1780.     Various ministers preached there during those early years 

but in 1791 (December 19th) Joseph Swain(e) was invited to be their first resident minister.    

He was only thirty but had already made a name for himself as a writer and poet (hymn 

writer) some of his hymns being in Baptist and other hymn collections to this day. (e.g. No 

413 in the present Baptist Hymnal "Come ye souls ")     He only had less than four and a 

half years to work at Walworth before he died and was buried with honours in the old 

Bunhill Fields cemetery in London right opposite Wesley Chapel. 

 

Back to Table of Contents 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John Swain (2) 
 

As a child growing up in Merthyr Tydvil John seems to have been rather delicate, and his 

parents were often concerned about his health.    They were Methodists and John became 

a Christian at a young age by attending the class meetings at their Church.    He was born 

on the 5th January 1788, and when he was 20 married Lydia Eleanor Orchard just after her 

21st birthday.    Lydia was the daughter of Abraham Orchard and his wife Martha Bishop 

who lived in Bath where Abraham was an attorney at law.    Abraham Orchard came from a 

Quaker family but was also a friend of John Wesley whose ministry was beginning to set 

England aflame during the latter half of the 18th century.     It was after taking cold on a 

preaching engagement that Abraham died at the age of only forty.  His wife died soon after 

and Lydia and her brother Abraham some six years older than she, were brought up by 

their mother's elder sister Mary (Bishop) Mills. 

 

Mary Mills, while still unmarried and living in Bath in the home of her parents James (1719-

1761) and Ann (1721-1767) Bishop, though brought up in a strict Quaker home, like her 

father, became an admirer and friend of John Wesley.   I believe that there are still in 

existence letters from John Wesley to "Miss Bishop of Bath”.    She admired him and taught 

in one of the Sunday Schools founded by the Methodists.    This almost caused her 

"excommunication" by the Quakers but when they looked more closely at what she was 
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doing, they wisely decided she was doing a good work and should not be disciplined for it.    

Mary became the second wife of Thomas Mills of Bristol, a bookseller two years after her 

sister Martha died.    Martha's youngest son, born 25th December 1791, so four years 

younger than Lydia was cared for by one of his father's relations in Bath, but Lydia, now 

eight and Abraham fourteen, went with Mary Bishop to her new home in Bristol.    Mr Mills 

had one daughter of his own by his first wife, named Selina, who at this time must have 

been about 16 or 17 and just completing her education at Miss Hannah More's "dame 

school" near Bristol.    She took Lydia there with her and they seem to have become very 

fond of each other.   It was at Miss More's school that Zachery Macauley, the father of 

Thomas Babington Macauley the historian, first met Selina Mills when she was visiting her 

old school.    They became engaged but her family objected to her returning to Africa with 

him so he returned alone and resigned his work there to come back to England and marry 

her in 1799 when Lydia Orchard was twelve years of age.   Zachery was the Editor of the 

"Christian Observer" the organ of the so-called Clapham Sect which was devoted to the 

abolition of the slave trade.  He was Editor from 1802 till 1816.     It was in 1834 that the 

efforts of Wilberforce and others to abolish slavery in all British colonies was finally 

successful.  Their son Thomas was born in 1800.   The Mills in whose home Lydia grew up 

were Quakers as were her parents and every Sunday the children and their guardians, with 

Selina were present at the Friends Meeting House in Bristol.    Lydia and Abraham both 

seem to have had a happy home with their aunt and her husband.    Mary Bishop was 39 

when she married Mr Mills and they had no children of their own. 

 

Lydia's brother Abraham who was described as the "mischievous irrepressible boy of the 

family who kept his sister and Selina giggling at his antics, perhaps influenced by the 

bookshop kept by Mr Mills, set up a stationers and bookbinders shop for himself in Merthyr 

Tydvil sometime before 1808, but later moved to Nantyglo where he seemed to know Mr 

Crawshay Bailey and became employed  by him 

 

Lydia married John Swain (2) at Merthyr Tydvil on February 21st 1808, but it was not long 

before they moved to Brynmaur the "dormitory town" for Nantyglo, where Crawshay Bailey 

had established his ironworks.    John is said to have had "a profitable contract under 

Crawshaw Bailey Esq"    He and Lydia had nine children in all, all of whom were christened 

in the Church at Blaina, which is about a mile from Nantyglo and two miles from Brynmaur.    

Children who died young (at least three) were buried in the family tomb in Blaina 

Churchyard and when Lydia herself died on the 14th February 1838 she too was buried 

there.   John Swain (2) died on the 19th June 1865 and was buried in Bristol 
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John Swain (3) 
 

John was the second son and fourth child of John and Lydia.     Thomas was five years 

older than John and Joseph four years younger.    His eldest sister Martha lived to be 75 

and married a Mr John Window.    When John was 8 his elder brother Thomas died when 

he was only 13. Two years later the sister next to him died when she was thirteen and John 

was ten.     The sister two years younger than he, died at two years of age when John was 

four, so by the time he was ten he had already lost a brother and two sisters.   His younger 

brother Joseph went to South Africa, but he and John seem to have remained close to the 

end of their days.   In spite of Lydia's Quaker upbringing, she and John were known to be 

devout Methodists after their marriage.   John had been brought up in the Methodist Church 

and became a Christian early in his life. 

 

Engineering seems to have run in the Swain family and John, like his father, found work in 

Nantyglo with Crawshay Bailey where he became a manager in the works.  He not only 

threw his weight into Christian work in and around Brynmaur as a Methodist layman, but he 

became well known in the working world as an example of how a Christian should behave 

in business and towards his employees.    Towards  the end of his life one of his business 

associates said of him "Mr Swain is the best man in Brynmaur and everyone says so,"     It 

was also said that he was the only man who had the moral courage to reprove Crawshay 

Bailey for his notorious wickedness.   When Crawshay Bailey was dying it was John Swain 

who he asked to come and talk with him.  John was not only a gifted preacher, in demand 

by other denominations as well as his own, but he had a gift of poetry too, perhaps inherited 

from his great uncle Joseph Swain the writer and hymn writer 

 

John Swain (3) married Martha Foord probably about 1843 as their eldest child Agnes 

Margaret Swain was born on the 14th July 1844.    Their second child Flora Theresa was 

born on the 3rd December 1845, and they had no other children.  When Agnes was born 

John and Martha were living near the coalyard in Brynmaur so he must have had to travel a 

mile each day to his work at Nantyglo. 

 

Martha Foord was the daughter of Margaret Williams and William Foord, who was said to 

be "a devoted class leader in the Methodist Church, and whose home was at Great Nowra 

Farm at Goldcliff  south east of Newport.   His family had lived there for over a hundred 

years.     His wife Margaret came from a family who had lived in the same house belonging 

to Lord Tredegar on Stow Hill Newport for over two hundred years, paying in all that time 

only a very nominal rent which never changed.    The family had originally been called 

Morgan but changed their name somewhere around 1761 to Williams.    Margaret Williams 

Father kept the "West Gate" for many years (See Endnotes) when it was the only hotel and 

posting house in a radius of many miles.   Margaret's elder sister Elizabeth taught school 

and brought up the rest of the family.     Besides Margaret, there was a brother Roland who 

was killed at Waterloo, and a brother William who became a well-known Methodist 

preacher.    He had his portrait painted by John Jackson R.A. and when he died a tablet to 
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his memory was put up in the Hammersmith Wesleyan Church where he was buried. 

 

So three generations of the Swain family were born at Brynmaur and the life of the family 

seems to have been tied up with the Nantyglo ironworks for some fifty years at the peak of 

the Industrial Revolution, and for all that time under the Bailey brothers.     It must have 

been after Joseph Bailey leased the ironworks in 1810 that John Swain (2) moved from 

Merthyr Tydvil to Brynmair and commenced work as a roll turner in the Works.at Nantyglo,    

His children were all born in Brynmair and they would have been there in 1820 when 

Crawshay joined his brother as a partner. From .77 of a tonne of iron being sent to Newport 

for shipment in 1811; the amount had risen to 8,826 tonnes in 1820, and continued to rise 

by about two thousand tonne per year as the demand increased. 

 

John Swain (3) was born in 1816 so Crawshay Bailey would have featured largely in his 

background from early childhood both as his grandfather's and his father's "boss" at the 

works,     In 1830 when Crawshay took full control he would have been about 14.    A man 

who knew both the Bailey brothers said of them "both were undoubtedly men of strong 

character - great men we call them.    Of course they had a lot of luck in finding the Black 

Band on the Beaufort Hills, and probably in other ways too, but their large fortunes were 

acquired mainly by their skill and industry backed by proper capital to start with, and 

Nantyglo and Beaufort Works proved goldmines in their hands." 

 

My great grandfather, John Swain (3) grew up during those increasingly prosperous years, 

but we must not forget that they were also years of considerable unrest. In 1816 hundreds 

were out of work caused by a trade depression following the end of the Napoleonic wars.   

There was a severe reduction in wages all through the South Wales industrial valleys.  In 

1830 conditions were even worse and the numbers of unemployed rose to a fantastically 

high figure.   A rudimentary form of unionism was enforced by the so called "Scotch Cattle", 

a secret society of men disguised with cattle horns and blackened faces.    They held 

midnight meetings on the hillsides, and intimidated blacklegs, agents and shop keepers in 

the pay of the ironmasters.     It was for protection from these men that Crawshay Bailey 

built his "round towers" at the Nantyglo works, two fortified towers which could be used as a 

refuge when necessary.    Today the ruins of a round tower are all that remains of the 

Works which were once the centre of the whole area (See Endnotes) 

 

Nine years later when John (3) was 23, Chartism was causing riots and bloodshed.    The 

mood was one of rebellion and vengeance against all exploiters of the working classes, and 

those who still had jobs in ironworks and mines were induced to come out on strike.     It 

was at Nantyglo that their secret meetings were held when the decision was made to march 

on Newport.    John Forest, the main leader harangued the Chartist "army" in Brynmaur, 

and Zephania Williams who kept a beer shop in Nantyglo was the leader of one of the 

columns.   He was sentenced to death by execution but afterwards was banished to Van 

Diemans Land, 

 

It was into this kind of life that my great grand-father brought Martha Foord from the big city 
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of Bristol when he married her in 1843? and into which my grandmother, Agnes Margaret 

Swain was born on the 14th of July 1844.   Her sister Flora Theresa, the only other child 

John and Martha had, was born in 1846,    On the one hand there was the great ironworks 

dominating the whole area by day and night, bringing wealth, prosperity and fame to the 

ironmasters and a living for thousands of workpeople who were employed there (See 

picture click here)   On the other hand there were long hours, bad living conditions and 

rioting and industrial unrest that must have made life far from peaceful.   Alexander 

Cordell's novels portray it all in all too vivid pictures.  

[Some of his most famous works—‘Rape of the Fair Country’(1959),’The Hosts of 

Rebecca’(1960) and ‘Song of the Earth’(1969)—form the "Mortymer Trilogy", and are 

part of a series of Cordell novels that portray the turbulent history of early industrial 

Wales as vividly as any writer has achieved. Faithful to historical fact, he presents 

events like the birth of ’trade unionism’ and rise of the ‘Chartist movement’ and the 

‘Newport Rising’. The ’Mortymer Trilogy’ is the story of the Mortymer family, 

commencing in 1826, and tells of the trials of several generations of the family, set 

against the background of the coal mining and iron industries. – Copied from 

Wikipedia] 

 

To counteract all that there were strong Christian influences at work, John Wesley's 

preaching and influence had been felt all over Wales and in Brynmaur.   There was a strong 

Methodist cause of which the Swains, father and son, were very much a part.     In 1833 the 

first Methodist chapel, called Salem, was built in Nantyglo, surrounded by ironworks.    The 

Quakers (Society of Friends) also chose Brynmaur as a centre for some of their 

experiments in social services„ 

 

In 1844 a British school was built in Brynmaur as being "a healthier site”.    This was the 

year my grandmother Agnes was born, but ten years later the school was surrounded by 

such buildings as a slaughter house, stables and gas works all making it most unhealthy for 

school children.   Petitions were made to the Duke of Beaufort who owned  the land, and to 

the Government to give a grant.    Negotiations dragged on for years while the children, 

among them Agnes and Flora Swain, continued their education in unsavoury surroundings. 

 

The home into which my grandmother and her sister were born and grew up seems to have 

been a happy one.   Flora spoke of it in later years as being a "pleasant home" always open 

for hospitality.    Some of her memories of those years in Brynmaur were of happy 

involvement in Church affairs, and of many interesting visitors to their home.    Their father 

was known both in the business world and in the community in general as "the best man in 

Brynmaur" one who showed a true Christian example in every part of his life.    Their 

mother worked equally hard to support her husband and help her neighbours.    When they 

later left Brynmaur to live in Newport it was said that "when the strain came of leaving the 

neighbourhood where he was so useful and beloved, it was softened by the kindness and 

regret expressed on all sides” 

 

It is hard to say when John Swain and Martha moved to Newport, probably sometime 
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before 1887 as Martha seems to have died in Newport in that year.  She was 67.   Things 

were changing in Brynmaur and Nantyglo with Crawshay Bailey having sold the lease 

which he  held, to the Nantyglo and Blaina Estates, and the move of many of his best 

workers to Merthyr Tydvil,    Crawshay himself died in 1872.  

 

Newport received a Town Charter in 1385 and remained a small trading port till the 

beginning of the 19th century when the iron and coal industries in South Wales began to 

expand.   In 1801 it had a population of only 1100 people, but by 1900 it had grown to 

70,000.    By the outbreak of the first World War it had become the chief iron port on the 

Bristol Channel. 

 

Flora may have moved with her parents to Newport but in later years, perhaps after her  

parents  had  both died she moved  to Bristol where she became a member of  the 

Historical Society and made a name for  herself as a linguist who was often called upon to  

interpret  for  foreign sailors Flora died on  the 11th of June 1911 and was buried with her 

parents in the Newport cemetery in the Free Church area.   One stone marks all three 

graves. 
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AUSTRALIA 
 

 

Ballarat 
 
On the 25th October 1878 a vessel of 4106 tonnes sailed from London bound for Adelaide 

Melbourne and Sydney under Master G.N.Conlan.   Exclusive of the Master, the ship could 

carry crew and cabin passengers numbering 485. (Accommodation for 60 1st, 90 2nd and 

335 3rd class passengers. Built by John Elder & Co, Glasgow, she was launched on 6th 

June 1872 Chartered by the Orient Line for their London-Australia service in 1878) It arrived 

in Sydney on the 13th December 1878 so it must have been a week or so prior to that when 

the Robert Weir family reached Melbourne and disembarked there. 

 

The ship was named the "Aconcagua" and on the passenger list under Number 530 was 

the name Robert Weir, aged 38 and his profession, occupation or calling was given as a 

labourer.   Under Number 531 was listed Agnes Weir, aged 34, and six sons, William 10, 

John 7, Frank 7, Robert 5 (actually nearly six), Allan 4 and Sidney 2. 

 

They settled at Black Hill, Ballarat.    With their big family it was not easy to make ends 

meet and Robert does not ever seem to have used his skills as a "master draper" after his 

arrival in Australia.     He seems on the other hand to have gone in for shop keeping, selling 

seeds and groceries.   To help make ends, meet Agnes taught music and made scones for 

sale, through which she earned the nickname of "Sconney Weir"!!   When both her parents 

were gone and after her father's death in 1898, Agnes was left an income for life and many 

beautiful things of her mother's were sent out to her in Australia, but by that time the worst 

of the struggle was over and their boys were leaving home and supporting themselves.    

 

The Black Hill school was completed on the 25th June 1878, so the Weir boys would have 

been among some of the earliest children to attend there.    

The Headmaster was a Mr G.Duck and at the beginning 

the scholars numbered 217. 

 

The Weir family all attended the Neill St. Methodist Church 

which had been opened in 1867, and they took an active 

part in all the activities and 

organisations of the 

Church.    When the little 

Black Hill Mission was 

opened to meet the needs 

of people on the outskirts 

of the city it was my grandmother Agnes who became their 

organist, and faithfully supported their efforts to reach the 

Black Hill Primary School has a 
proud tradition of providing a quality 
education for its community since its 

foundation in 1878. 

Neill Street 
Methodist Church, 

Ballarat 
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unsaved around them.    After she was unable to continue, her daughter Flora succeeded 

her and continued till the Mission closed its doors. 

After settling in Ballarat three more children were added to the family, another son called 

Thomas in 1879 and then at the very end two daughters, Flora, born on the 12th February 

1881, and five years later Agnes born on the 7th December 1886 when her mother was 42 

years old.   The Weir boys scattered far and wide in the years that followed but Flora and 

Agnes remained in Ballarat and took care of their parents until both parents had died. 

 

My father always looked back on those years in Ballarat as very happy ones.    We heard of 

the pranks he and his friends got up to as they explored the largely unsettled area around 

Black hill.     It was not much more than 40 years since the first Europeans sighted the area 

in 1837.    A party of six mostly Scottish squatters from Geelong led by Somerville 

Learmonth, were in search of land less affected by the severe drought for their sheep to 

graze. The party scaled Mount Buninyong. Among them were Somerville's brother Thomas 

Livingstone Learmonth, William Cross Yuille and Henry Anderson, all three of whom later 

claimed land in what is now Ballarat.   They recognized at once what fine pastoral country it 

was and decided to settle there.   The first houses were built near Woolshed Creek 

(Sebastopol), by William Yuille and Anderson while Yuille erected a hut at Black Swamp 

(Lake Wendouree) in 1838.  

 

  It was less than 30 years since gold had been discovered and the population increased 

from a mere 70 people living along the shores of Lake Wendouree before the pastoralists 

arrived, to 64,000 with 300 mining companies actively at work.     It was an exciting place in 

which to grow up and the Weir boys found it so.   My father often told of swimming in Lake 

Wendouree and of breaking the ice on top of the water on frosty mornings. 

 

The healthy open air life, and the exercise from walking or riding which was the normal way 

of getting anywhere before the motor car came, helped to  produce strong healthy bodies, 

and Robert and Agnes must have been proud of the strong young men growing up in their 

home. 

Back to Table of Contents 

 

William Weir 
William, the eldest, became a wanderer. He learned wool packing and sheep shearing and 

did so well that he was "highly recommended” by the Melbourne Wool-Packing Board.     It 

was a life which took him away from home up into Queensland following the track down into 

New South Wales wherever the shearers went from station to station.     He was never very 

long in one place and had no fixed mailing address.   It must have grieved the loving little 

mother that she so rarely had news of her eldest son, but like the rest of the Weir boys, 

correspondence was not one of William's strongpoints.     In the end his parents lost all 

trace of him, and to this day we do not know where or how he died. 
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John and Frank Weir 
The twins, John and Frank, were identical, and the only way to tell them apart was that one 

of them had a mole on the back of his neck.    One of their school masters found this out 

and whenever he was not sure which one he was wanting to discipline he walked first to the 

back of the room to look at their necks to make sure he was addressing the right one by 

name!  Girlfriends could never be sure which one they were going out with, or whether after 

accepting the invitation of one, a switch had not been made and they were actually out with 

the other!    Not everybody knew about the mole.    Their involvement with the Methodist 

Church resulted in both of the twins training for the Methodist ministry.   They both worked 

for a time in Australia and both married in Australia, but eventually both took up positions in 

the Methodist Church in South Africa, and continued to live there until they died - Jack in 

1950 and Frank in 1951.   I have no record of what Frank did before going to South Africa 

except that he married Edith McCombie.    She visited us years later in Bayswater, Western 

Australia on a trip back alone I think to Australia from South Africa.     As she watched my 

sisters and I doing household jobs for Mother, she said with real regret, "I wish my children 

could have grown up like that.   In South Africa we have servants who do everything and 

the children never learn to do housework as we do in Australia.   They never wash a dish or 

even polish their own shoes,"  What  I know of John's career is best told by quoting from the 

Minutes of the Quarterly meeting of the Wesleyan Methodist Church, Kalgoorlie Circuit held 

in Wesley Church Boulder on Wednesday September  30th 1896. 

"The Superintendent’s nomination of the Rev, John Weir as a candidate for  the regular 

work of the ministry was unanimously and enthusiastically sustained by the meeting.    Mr 

Weir was born in 1872 in Monmouthshire, Wales, and came with his parents to Victoria 

when 8 years old.    He was converted to God when 17 years of age at Neil St. Ballarat 

under the ministry of  the Rev.J.H.Tuckfield,  When 19 years of age, he was placed on the 

Ballarat East (Barkly St.) circuit plan as a local preacher on trial.    At the end of 12 months 

he passed his local preachers' exams successfully. 

As a local preacher God blessed his labours and gave him encouraging success in winning 

souls for the Master.   Being pressed to offer himself as a home missionary in 1893, he took 

charge of the Neerim home mission station in Gippsland. Here in the face of much uphill 

work, a new Church was built and the interest of the people was engaged in our Church. 

After 18 months work at Neerim he was removed to Wodonga in the N.E. of 

Victoria for 12 months.    Last April he engaged with the Rev,G.E.Rowe to 

come West,   Here for three months, he took the Albany Church during the 

illness of the Rev, J.A. Jeffreys.    After a successful quarter's work he was 

transferred to the Great Boulder under the Superintendency of the Rev. Henry 

Wilkinson of Kalgoorlie." 

John was still in that circuit when the foundation stone for a new building for the Methodist 

Church in Kalgoorlie was laid.   The following report appeared in the local paper at that time 

dated the 24th May 1897, - 

"The first building used by the Methodist community in Kalgoorlie in 1895 was 

a poor building of timber and hessian, built to seat forty persons but quickly 

enlarged to take 100.   In 1897 a masonry building of solid type was under 
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construction at the corner of Egan and Porter Streets,   The ceremonies of 

laying the foundation stone and two memorial stones were arranged for 

Monday 24th of May when a great gathering of Kalgoorlie folk attended, and 

also a number of visitors including the Rev. J.Dingle from Coolgardie and the 

Rev.Congreve from Kanowna.   At 4p.m. the platform was occupied by the 

Mayoress Mrs H.G.Parsons, the Revs, Dingle and Congreve, the Rev.H. 

Wilkinson superintendent of the Kalgoorlie circuit, and the Revs.Tom Allan 

and John Weir.    Also on the platform were the architect Mr.T.Hack and the 

builder Mr J.Rigg. 

The population of the town at this time was said to be 10,000.    The new 

building would cost £3000 and would accommodate 500 people.    The 

Church was opened in September 1897.” 

It must have been after this that John married Frances Mary King and went with her  to 

South Africa also.   The children of both the twins were born in South Africa and to the best 

of my knowledge never left it except for Frank and Edie's youngest son Lance, who was a 

bomber pilot with the South African Air Force and was killed in March 1943 
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Allan Weir 
All the Weir boys seem to have had a spirit of adventure which was not content to stay in 

one place but was always looking for "something beyond the ranges".   Allan, two years 

younger than my father, must have been in his early twenties when he too left Ballarat and 

went to South Africa.   His name is down for the year 1896 as the Secretary of the Junior 

Christian Endeavour society at Neill St. Methodist Church, but by 1898 his younger brother 

Sid. was taking over from him so it was probably that year when he left with five of his 

friends from Neill St.  They sailed on the White Star liner the "Australasian" which had a 

passenger list of 225.   The Sunday School had a farewell in the form of a social evening for 

them and the report says that  

"the Superintendent spoke of the worthy character of their departing friends, 

and of the loss sustained by the Church and Sunday School.   The hope was 

expressed that they would prosper abundantly and that God's richest blessing 

might rest on them in faraway South Africa.”  

Allan remained in South Africa till the outbreak of World War 1 when, although by this time 

he was 40, he joined the army and was sent to France.   He was a member of the 

Transvaal Scottish Regiment, was taken a prisoner and worked for the last two years of the 

war in the salt mines in Germany.  He was on his way home after the war but died on the 

way and is buried in Pretoria in South Africa. He was never married. 
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Robert Weir 
My father Robert left Ballarat some 3 years before Allan did.   In Western Australia gold had 

been found at Mt Magnet north of Perth and the rush had begun in 1892.   My father had 

finished his apprenticeship with one of the Ballarat bookbinders and now at the age of 21 or 

22 "distant fields" looked very green indeed.  He and two of the friends who had grown up 

with him - Jim Williams and Alf Johnston - sailed for Fremantle on a ship called the "S.S 

New Guinea" going to Singapore in November 1895. 

 

They made their way from Fremantle north to Mt Magnet on the Murchison, built 

themselves a bush shack in which to live and began to look for the ever illusive gold.     Mt 

Magnet at this time was not an easy place to live because all the necessities of life were 

very expensive.     They had to come from the Eastern States by ship to Fremantle, be 

transhipped from there to Geraldton and hauled from there by wagon to Cue 400 miles 

away.     Often the miners lived on tinned milk for weeks at a time and sometimes the 

wagons were waylaid before they reached Cue so that the supplies never reached their 

destination. 

 

They stuck it out for at least three years and in that time though they did not make their 

fortunes or find much gold, they made friends and formed what became known as the 

Morning Star Football team.     They were all enthusiastic footballers and Jim Williams 

captained their team to win the premiership of the Murchison districts, after which they were 

emboldened to tackle the Geraldton team and were the winners there too. 

 

The time came when they all felt that prospecting for gold was not much fun with a lot of 

hard work and few results, so they took their leave of the Murchison and set out to find their 

fortunes elsewhere.    Alf decided to stay in Geraldton rather than going further south, and 

he set himself up in a tailoring business there.   He prospered and became well known, 

married and had a family and Geraldton became their home.  Robert Weir and Jim Williams 

went  to live in Northam some fifty miles east of Perth where Jim got work in the electricity 

department and continued to live in Northam till he died.   Both of them linked up with the 

local Methodist Church as they had done in Ballarat.   The minister was the Rev. Charlie 

Jenkins who was very popular and had built up a strong young peoples' group.  The two 

Ballarat young men soon found themselves deeply involved in the Christian Endeavour 

societies which were in their heyday at that time, and it was there that they both met their 

future wives.   Robert worked for a time with the Morrell family on their farm outside 

Northam but later worked with and possibly went into partnership with Mr Frank Mercer 

from South Australia who had opened a grocery store in Northam.     It was Frank Mercer's 

eldest daughter Mable who became my mother.  
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Perhaps I should finish the Ballarat story before going on with my parents’ life. 

 

Back in Ballarat the home must have seemed much quieter with William, the twins, Robert 

and Alan, all gone elsewhere before the turn of the century.  Sid, Tom, Flora and Agnes 

were still at home. 

 

Thomas Weir 
Thomas Weir was only 26 when he went for a swim at 8pm on Friday the 1st December 

1905 in the Black Hill dam at Ballarat.   He had been to his father's shop and taken the 

horse and "wagonette" for his father to the stables which were some 300-400 yards away.   

He was quite cheerful and told his father that the fence he had been putting up looked good 

and he would only need about an hour next morning to finish it.     He came in a few 

minutes later, presumably to get a towel and went off to swim in the darn.    When he got 

there four boys who had already been swimming were just getting out and Tom asked them 

what it was like.    They said "Good" so he stripped and walked out into the water till it was 

up to his chest.     By this time four or five other men had strolled along by the side of the 

dam and watched Tom go in.    Suddenly he went down under the water and they thought 

he was preparing to swim but when he came up again and started to struggle and then 

went down again, they realised he was in trouble.  Two of the men quickly threw off their 

clothes and went to help him, one of them exclaiming as he went in how cold the water 

was.   By this time Tom had disappeared and they spent a long time searching for him and 

eventually they found him and dragged him to the bank while somebody went to call the 

police.     In the meantime his parents had gone to bed and it was only next morning that 

Robert read an item in the Ballarat Star of a young man answering to his son's description 

that he decided to go to the morgue to identify the body, as Tom had not returned home.  

The Coroner ruled out suicide as there seemed no reason for it and Tom had seemed quite 

cheerful when talking to his father.  My own opinion is that he possibly got severe cramp as 

I know that my father was always afraid of that when he was swimming, and with the water 

being so cold it could have gripped him suddenly.  The men who had tried to help him did 

their best to resuscitate him for half an hour or more with no success and when  the police 

came they did the same but it was too late.   Tom was single and being only two years older 

than his sister Flora, they were good friends.    She never forgot him and in her later years 

when her mind wandered she would think Tom had been with her again. 
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Sid Weir 
 Sid completed his teacher training and before many years had passed, he too moved over 

to Western Australia.     There he married Alice Gibson and in 1911 their daughter Janet 

Blaine was born on the 23rd of June.   I don't know the date when Alice died, but I think she 
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was already gone before the First World War broke out in 1914.    

 

Sid was at that time the headmaster of the Woodanilling school in Western Australia.     It 

was a small country school of some 58 students, half male and half female, with an average 

attendance of 47.    There is no mention of any assistant teacher at that time but by January 

1916 when he enlisted for military service, the department had appointed a Mr John 

Wallace to be the acting Head while he was away, and a Miss Ella Maley as his assistant. 

 

Sid sailed from Fremantle on the 10th May 1916, but before he left for France he visited 

Robert and Mabel and our family at Brown Hill near Kalgoorlie on the Eastern goldfields of 

Western Australia. He also went to Narrogin WA to say goodbye to Alf Johnston, another of 

the Ballarat Johnstons.     Janet was with him and the Johnsons had a little girl of the same 

age so it made her feel at home.   It was with them that Janet went to wave goodbye to her 

father when he sailed.     Sid wrote back later that the last thing he could see was the little 

red sunshade belonging to the little Johnston girl which Janet was holding.     It stood out as 

nothing else did. 

 

Just before he died Sid wrote the following letter to Jack Johnston: 

My Dear Jack, 

When you receive this I will already have passed out.    I thought I should like 

just to tell you that I know I could have little hope of returning after seeing our 

first battle.    Before setting out on this stunt I had the opportunity of taking 

another job where the risks were not great, but I have always believed that in 

this fight there should be as far as possible equality of risk - And indeed I have 

been almost happy in our work. 

Everything since the fighting began that we had to do went towards reducing 

suffering, and to see the way the boys faced death was great, but even 

greater still is the way they helped one another when they were wounded.    I 

have learned to look on death with but little emotion, and for myself it is a 

matter of little moment.     I have no qualms of conscience in my actions here, 

and for the rest have tried at all times to do my duty.   I know you have always 

looked upon my failings with a lenient eye and magnified my qualities so that I 

don't need to ask indulgence from you, but I have always been glad of your 

friendship and faith in my sincerity.     It's not the easiest thing to believe when 

one does not agree. 

Now when life closes before it's midday I regret no attitude of mine, so that 

perhaps I have been inclined to be too hard on those whose actions I 

despised.   I have always respected goodness and, since being in the Army, I 

have tried to up raise the code of decency, and above all have tried to make 

known the possibility of a better social state.    That time was wanting to me is 

not my fault.     I could have wished to live on in an earth that perhaps I loved 

too well.     Poor little Janet I am sorry to leave, but she need not blush for me 

and she had the noblest woman for a mother a child could have. 

To die in the way that will come to me is easy – for freedom and while trying 
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to lessen human pain - one could ask no more. 

I would have liked to write to others at Tambellup but this must suffice. 

Goodbye to all. 

I am, my dear friends 

Yours gratefully  

Sid Weir " 

 

 

The official record from the "Army Recording Office" states that he…   

"served in England and France with the 12th Field Ambulance.     He was 

killed in action on the 3rd September 1916 and buried on the field, the exact 

location being unknown.     He is commemorated on the Villiers Bretonneux 

Memorial in France and medals issued to his daughter, Elaine Janet Weir 

were the British War Medal and the Victory Medal." 

His name is also on the W.A. War Memorial as well as on the National Memorial in 

Canberra. 

 

I won't soon forget the day when one of the dreaded war telegrams arrived at our home in 

Brown Hill.    I was eight years old and Mother sent me with it to the home of my head 

teacher Mrs Hamilton, who had been a great friend of Uncle Sid’s.    

Janet was now doubly orphaned.  There had been some talk at first of my parents taking 

her and bringing her up with their own children, but in the end it was decided she should go 

to the old home in Ballarat to be brought up by Sid and my father's two sisters, Flora and 

Agnes, who were still unmarried and living at home.     Janet could not have been be better 

cared for and she remained there until she married. 

 

So by the time that the First World War was over Robert and Agnes Weir, like so many 

other families the world over, had lost two of their sons.    They had lost Tom in December 

1905 in a drowning accident, so now by the end of the war only the two girls, Flora and 

Agnes with little Janet remained in the home that at one time had seemed so full of young 

life. 
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Flora and Agnes Weir 
Flora Weir became a tinter of photographs in those days before colour photography came 

in, and her income helped to keep the family going until her younger sister Agnes finished 

her teacher training and was qualified to teach.   By this time both their parents were in their 

sixties and their mother may already have been showing signs of the early senility and fits 

of wandering which characterised the latter part of her life.    Whatever the reasons the two 

felt it was up to them to look after their parents.   As Agnes had the better income by this 

time she continued to work, and Flora came home to be the housekeeper for the four of 
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them.   I only really knew my father's sisters when I was grown up myself, though I had met 

them briefly when they passed through Western Australia on their way to England or to 

South Africa.   It was only as I stayed with them and watched their lives and listened to 

them talk that I came to have a great admiration for two people who so literally sacrificed 

themselves for the sake of others, and yet did it in such a way that few realised how real the 

sacrifice was.     Like most other girls the two sisters had hoped to marry, but when the 

opportunity came, the responsibility of ageing parents and an orphaned niece was too great 

to be lightly put aside, or for one of them to leave the other to bear it alone.    They had 

many friends in Ballarat and they found much joy in their service in and through the 

Methodist Church and the little Mission Hall on Black Hill.   But for years they never both 

went out on the same night.   Always one of them was at home to take care of parents and 

to look after Janet. 

 

When visiting my son Raymond in Ballarat in 1983, I was able to meet the minister of the 

Neill St. Uniting Church, previously Neill St. Methodist.     This is the Church where my 

father and his brothers and sisters grew up, and where my grandparents were respected 

members and workers.     Mr Baldwin introduced me to two of the older members of the 

Church who still remembered the Weir family.     Old Mr Embling had been organist there 

since 1919.     He remembered my Aunt Agnes particularly because she had been in the 

choir.     More important as far as my investigations were concerned, he had brought with 

him an old copy of the Jubilee story of the Church compiled in 1911.     He obviously 

treasured it greatly and doubted if there were many others in existence.    We browsed 

through it together and I found much of interest. 

 

Among the names of those appointed as representatives of the Church to attend SS 

Teachers’ meetings were the names of my grandparents, Robert and Agnes Weir, and in a 

picture taken in 1911, Mrs Agnes and Miss Flora Weir appear as teachers in the Sunday 

School.    In the list of Church committees for the same year Miss Flora Weir's name 

features on the Christian Endeavour Committee, and Mr Robert Weir is on the "platform 

builders committee" with a note that they were "men who carried burdens"!     Mr Embling 

commented that Mr Weir, while not tall was "very broad and strong" and I visualised him as 

much like my own Father Robert in physique at that time.    Later when I knew him just a 

few years before his death he was old and frail. 

 

Mr Embling remembered that the Weirs always sat on the right side of the Church as one 

faces the pulpit.   He also volunteered the information that my grandmother Agnes, with his 

own mother, Mrs Embling, Miss Matthews whom I met in 1929, and Mrs Brokenshire, with 

the minister's wife, met regularly for a very "private and confidential" prayer meeting.   He 

felt it was a very important power centre of the Church.    This usually took place on a 

Saturday afternoon or evening, and after it was over, the ladies went to visit the Black Hill 

Hotel and the City of York Hotel to give out tracts and Christian literature to the men 

gathered there. 

 

As Agnes got older she was prone to wander off by herself and somebody always had to be 
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aware of where she was and what she was doing.     By this time they were living in Binnie 

St. and because her mind had always been full of the Second Coming of the Lord, she 

often slipped out of the house to walk down to the tram terminus where she would give 

tracts to the trammies as they waited there between trams.    They all knew and loved the 

little old lady who so much wanted them to be ready when her Lord came. 

 

Sometime in 1924 Grandfather Robert was bashed on the head by a 16 year old boy who 

owed him money.   He had 37 stitches in his head without an anaesthetic.   The court sent 

the boy, whose name was Barker to a Reformatory School.   The doctor who treated 

grandfather was a family friend who often played chess with him.     One of the doctor’s 

standing jokes at the end of a game was  

"Is that the last?”  

"Yes" 

"That's what the bootmaker killed his wife with." 
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Death of Mrs. Agnes Weir in House Fire 
Then came November 26th 1924,     Frank Weir had come over on a rare visit from South 

Africa to see his parents again.   Because there was a function at the Neill St. Church in 

which both Flora and Agnes were interested, Frank persuaded them to go out together for 

once since he was there to keep an eye on things at home.   Robert sat as he always did in 

the evenings, by the kitchen fire, with his little black "dominie" cap on his head and his old 

pipe in his mouth.   Agnes usually went to bed between 8pm and 9pm and one of the 

daughters carried her candle for her and settled her down.     On this night Robert took the 

candle and saw her into bed and Frank went in to say goodnight before he too retired to 

bed about 9pm.    The only other person in the house was Janet, at that time about 14 

years of age. 

 

Between 9pm and 10pm a neighbour , Mrs Pearl, was passing the house and saw a very 

bright light in the window of the room in which she knew Agnes slept.     Then she saw 

flames and ran into the house to try and rouse somebody, but she found she could not 

reach the bedroom door because the fire was so fierce.     She ran then to Mr Jamieson 

next door and together they went back to the burning house, not knowing that Frank Weir 

was there asleep.     He was wakened about 9.45pm by shouting, opened the bedroom 

door and found the passage between his room and his mother's was a blazing furnace so, 

knowing he could not get through there, he climbed out the window, went round to the back 

door and found his father in the passage still dressed, as he had not been to bed yet, and 

very dazed.     Mr Jamieson came in just then and the two men led Robert out to safety.     

Janet had been roused before her Uncle and was already out of the house and calling for 

him, and she and her grandfather were taken to Mrs Pearl's house.     By this time the 
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house was well ablaze and there was nothing that could be done to save it.    

Grandmother's body, charred beyond recognition, was found later.    The Coroner returned 

a verdict of “death as the result of injuries sustained in a fire at her home. 

 

Over in Western Australia, my father Robert knew nothing of all this and, although a 

telegram had been sent from Ballarat, the delay in it reaching Bayswater meant that notice 

of the fire was in the paper before Robert had been told.   He was returning from work in the 

city by train with another old Ballarat boy, Mr George Robertson with whom Robert often 

played chess.     They were sharing a newspaper between them when George spied a 

small item telling of the death of Mrs Robert Weir of Binnie St. Ballarat when her home was 

demolished by fire. Knowing at once that Robert had not seen it, he kept that part of the 

paper to himself and, when they reached the Bayswater station, made an excuse to walk 

part way home with Robert, and quietly told him what he had seen and showed him the 

paper.     It was a great shock to Robert and I will never forget how white and shocked he 

looked for some time afterwards.   He had always hoped that he would be able to afford at 

some stage to be able to go back to Ballarat and see his mother again, now that hope was 

gone forever. 

 

In the Jubilee Report which Mr Embling showed me, was another interesting report on the 

Sunday School, where my father's youngest sister Agnes was teaching in the Infant Class.     

It states "the members of the Infant Class are interesting themselves in the Cradle Roll, and 

it is quite a treat to see the happy smiles when a little one stands up to announce to the 

teacher a new name for the Roll.   Teachers who have worked right well of late years in this 

class are Miss Agnes Weir"  (among others of course) 

 

Late in the afternoon of August 4th 1963 I parted with Mr Embling and went to call on Miss 

Temlyn who lived in Macarthur St next door to what used to be the Methodist Parsonage.     

She grew up with Agnes Weir and they were both part of the Young Peoples' group at Neill 

St.   She told me that Agnes, who was of course a trained teacher, eventually became the 

Superintendent of the Primary Department of the Sunday School and was also President of 

the Girls' Club.   When the Weirs were still living on Black Hill, Miss Temlyn was a small girl 

living with her parents in Chisholm St.   Her father's brother was the Manager of the old 

Black Hill mine and sometimes, when her father was visiting his brother, he would take her 

across to the Weirs.    She remembers a big dam behind the mine - possibly the one in 

which Tom Weir was drowned in 1905. 

 

From their home in Chisholm St., Miss Temlyn used to see "Mr and Mrs Weir walking to 

Church every Sunday morning and evening.   It was an uphill walk going home.   She 

remembers them as a "dear little couple, toddling along together, always in the middle of 

the road!"    She vividly remembers the fire in which my grandmother died.     Auntie Agnes 

was teaching at that time in the MacArthur St. School and it was through the School Head 

that they were able to rent one of the Terrace houses in Lydiard St.     Miss Tamlyn's 

mother went round when they moved in to take gifts of tea towels, towels and dish cloths, 

things which of course they had lost all of in the fire. 
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It was another five years before I met my grandfather for the first time in 1929, when I came 

from W.A. to study at the Melbourne Bible Institute, and spent my holidays in Ballarat.   

Robert Weir was an old man by then, eighty eight years of age and content to sit by the 

kitchen fire, still with his little black "dominie" hat on his head and his pipe in his mouth.   

Janet was in her early twenties, one of the lively group of young people at the old Neill St. 

Methodist Church, and I was glad to be able to understand a little the home and the 

environment in which my father had grown up.   I think my grandfather had almost come to 

look on Janet more as a daughter than a granddaughter by that time, so he was delighted 

to welcome me as the first (he thought) of his grandchildren to come to his home.     He 

died a year or two later, and it was not long before Janet married and moved away, and 

Flora and Agnes found themselves alone in the home which had been so full at one time. 

 

They decided to move, sold the house in Ligar St. and bought a cottage in Northcote on 

Clarke St.   There they lived very happily for the next twenty or so years.   They both kept 

very active in all kinds of Christian work, and were deeply interested in anything connected 

with the members of the Weir family wherever they happened to be.    Their home was 

"open house" to us all and Auntie Agnes's pikelets and Auntie Flora's Cornish pasties were 

appreciated by us all.    As they increased in age and found it more difficult to keep up the 

home at Clarke St, they sold it and moved into a home for elderly people in Camberwell.    

Before that closed, Flora became a patient in the Christian "Springfield" nursing home in 

Boronia, and Agnes moved to a room at the Singleton Lodge in Collingwood where she 

died in January 1976.     Flora followed her in August of the same year, and so ended that 

generation of the Weir family. 
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End Notes 
 
 

 
i
 

Nantyglo Roundhouses 

The Nantyglo Roundhouse complex is a unique relic of the Industrial Revolution. It was built in about 1816 by Joseph 

and Crawshay Bailey, the Ironmasters of the Nantyglo Ironworks, as a defended refuge against armed revolt by their 

workforce. In effect, it was the last private castle built in Britain. No other site in Wales gives so stark a reminder of the 

bitter conflict between Ironmasters and workforce. The towers symbolise the social upheaval which gave birth to the 

Chartist Insurrection and which would eventually create the modern labour movement. Properly conserved and 

consolidated, the Roundhouse Complex has huge potential as a heritage centre telling the turbulent story of a key period 

in Welsh history. It would serve as an invaluable educational resource for local people and an attraction for visitors from 

further afield. 
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The threat of armed uprising hung constantly in the air around the Chartist movement. But 
on only one occasion did the Charter’s supporters deliberately take up arms in a serious 
attempt to force their demands. 

This rising, at Newport – then in Monmouthshire and now in the county of Gwent – was 

undoubtedly ill-conceived and badly executed. It resulted in sentences of death being passed on 

three of its leaders, it achieved no political end in itself, and if, as the evidence suggests, it was 

intended to trigger a wider revolt, then it failed in that too - though not without bringing the 

Bradford and Sheffield Chartists along with others to the very brink. 

 

There is no doubt that there was a wider plot hatched at the “First Chartist Conference” earlier 

that year, to attempt a country-wide rising in response to Parliament's utter rejection of the 

“First Chartist Petition”. However, it seems that the Chartist leader, Feargus O'Connor, had no 

advance knowledge of the planned rising, and did all he could at the last moment to head off a 

disaster. 

 

The rising was led by John Frost, a radical former mayor of Newport and magistrate – until he 

was removed by the Lord Chancellor for his political activities.   Frost and his allies planned to 

march in three columns on Newport under cover of darkness, early in the morning of Monday 4 

November 1839. Frost would lead the western column, Zepheniah Williams the central column, 

and William Jones the eastern column.  Planning for the rising went on for weeks, and was kept 

remarkably well concealed. However, at the last minute, a company of the 45th Regiment was 

drafted to Newport, and special constables were hastily sworn in and began to arrest known 

Chartists.  

Meanwhile, the Chartists set out on their march to the town.   When they reached their planned 

assembly point, however, there was no sign of Jones and his column, so some six and a-half 

hours later than planned, the forces under Frost and Williams entered Newport, not under cover 

of night, as had been planned, but in broad daylight, exhausted and wet from the heavy rain. 

The main force of the Chartist group assembled in front of the Westgate Hotel (pictured below) 

and called for the release of their comrades. 

What happened next is not clear, but a gun was fired in the struggle between specials and 

Chartists, and this was taken as the sign for a full assault on the hotel. Unknown to the rebels, 

a contingent of soldiers were stationed in the building.   They fired on the Chartists, and at least 

ten died there and then.  

Overwhelmed by the military response, the main bulk of Chartists ran off, dropping pikes and 

guns as they went.   Jones, Williams and others were captured and indicted for high treason. 

Despite the misgivings of the judge, they were convicted and would have been executed. The 

judge himself intervened on their behalf with the Home Secretary, and in the end the three 

condemned men had their sentences commuted and were transported to Australia. 

In March 1854 Frost, Williams and Jones were pardoned conditionally, and in 1855 

unconditionally.   Both Jones and Williams remained in Australia. Frost returned to a hero’s 

welcome.   He died at Stapleton in Bristol on 28 July 1887, aged 93 years. 
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