From Grange to Town
Why build Grangetown and was it a success?
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At first sight, the Grange marshes was the last place anyone would consider constructing
anything. The tidal Taff flooded the marsh routinely and it is recorded that the tide came to
within 20 yards of the Ebenezer Chapel twice-daily.

On the European continent, almost every country was either at war with itself, or with others.
Britain was the most stable, wealthy and inventive country at that time.

Although these two great families became commercial rivals, they were interlinked by marriage.

The Clive family suffered a number of deaths which meant that Harriet became Baroness
Windsor. Her grandson, Robert, ran the Grangetown project after coming of age in 1878.

Grangetown and Penarth housing was partly justified on the back of the expansion of Cardiff
Docks.

The original housing scheme saw streets laid on the tidal foreshore, adjacent to a major sewage
outfall and was withdrawn. It also planned for a new Penarth Harbour Road.

There are a number of ways of answering this question. In terms of the extremely
ambitious aim of building Penarth Docks, the Ely Harbour, Penarth town and both parts of
Grangetown, not to mention connecting railways, it was a success. There were severe financial
over-runs to the project - in Grangetown largely due to the difficulties taming the marshy land but overall the project was completed satisfactorily. The major failure, however, was the
inability, except for the gas works, of attracting large scale industry to the Ferry Road industrial
zone.
In terms of the people who lived in the first two phases of the project, it could not,
however, be claimed to have been successful. Initially, there was no public transport, so that the
early population may have felt as though they were somewhat trapped there. Very few shops
had been provided and many sprang up in the front rooms of houses. Epidemics of serious
diseases and (in the late 1860s/early 70s) extreme poverty meant that the area was considered by
many (especially authorities in Cardiff) an abject failure. Overcrowding in very modest cottages
led to the spread of disease and a high level of crime.
Access to a large per capita number of pubs did not help keep down crime or antisocial
behaviour. The police station was one of the first public buildings constructed.
Efforts to cure these problems were half-hearted. The Windsors did not see it as their
role to solve them: their interest was the investment. Things did not improve until early
Grangetown was compulsorily taken over by the Borough of Cardiff in an attempt to improve
public health and to reduce crime.
It may also be questioned whether the Windsors’ fierce determination to hold onto ‘our
town on the Grange’ led to the exacerbation of these problems. For example, they refused
initially to allow Cardiff to supply Grangetown or Penarth with high standard drinking water,
threatening instead to set up their own water (and gas) companies. Warnings by Cardiff’s Chief
Engineer and its health officials concerning foundation problems, sewerage system problems
and risks to public health were largely ignored. Robert Windsor was even warned by his own

legal team that some of the measures he was considering, in order to push Cardiff out of
Grangetown, were illegal. For example, he tried to obstruct the Cardiff Water Company laying
water mains along Penarth Road to supply Llandough, but was forced to give in due to legal
action. “Cardiff has done nothing but lay obstacles in our way” was his opinion and it was an
attitude that led to quarrels that reached the courts.
However, by the time Paget Street and its side streets were built by the Windsors, and
the area adjoining the Taff built by the Butes, public health was top of the agenda for such
developments and new, radical changes to design and construction standards were imposed by
law. These measures resulted in housing that was attractive architecturally, both inside and out,
and endowed with facilities such as bathrooms, ensuring that personal hygiene was improved.
These later houses were also significantly larger, often with four bedrooms (three
bedrooms and a box room). Running water, both hot and cold, was provided; ceilings were
higher, ensuring better ventilation; self-flushing sewerage systems had been provided and other
services, including gas, were laid on as part of the construction. (Sewers, for example, were
constructed first, along back lanes, the streets following on afterwards. Potable water was
provided to the front of houses not the back, ensuring the important separation of the two
systems.)
Once the 1880s and 1890s arrived, Grangetown was attractive to the middle class and
became a desirable commuter town which was now under the management of Cardiff Borough.
Good transport links, a wide range of shops, schools, places of worship, parks, all provided an
environment in which families could thrive. By this time, Grangetown had indeed become a
success, giving rise to a special culture all its own.
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