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089 // Cwm Nant-Y-Groes ABERTILLERY BLUEBIRDS FOOTBALL CLUB

Thomas Brown discovered coal in the Elled seam at Cwmtillery.

People arrived from rural and industrial Wales, joined by those
leaving the barren coalfields in England to find work. From a cluster of
stone cottages dotted along the hillsides and a small ironworks in 1840,
the population grew from 6,000 in 1881 to almost 40,000 by 1921. Mining
operations transformed the lush quiescent hillsides of South Wales into a
dark wilderness of slag and cinder, but despite the prosperity of the coal
industry South Wales experienced periods of extreme poverty. In the slump
of the 1920s and 1930s, Abertillery’s unemployment rate hit 85 per cent.
The bleak imagery is captured in the 20th-century works of miner-turned-
poet Idris Davies, notably The Angry Summer and Gwalia Deserta, or the
‘Wasteland of Wales".

Rugby Union emerged as the town’s leading code in the latter half of the
19th century. Blaenau Gwent RFC, formed in 1865, are believed to be the
oldest Union side in Wales. Association Football arrived in Abertillery in the
early 1900s and would have found favour with the strong English diaspora:
Brynteg, Cwmtillery Celtic, Cwmtillery United and St Paul’s are among many
documented in Keith Thomas’s Old Abertillery In Photographs.

The leading Association side of the day were arguably Abertillery AFC,
also referred to as Abertillery Town. Formed in 1901 with a strong Bristolian
contingent, the club joined the English Southern League in 1913, applying
unsuccessfully for election to the Football League in 1921, gaining only four
votes. In 1922 they finished in penultimate place in the Southern League and
the following season failed to complete their fixtures and withdrew.

Abertillery’s mining operations declined in the late 20th century. The
last pit at Six Bells closed in 1988, a name that lives long in the memory of
local townsfolk. In June 1960 an explosion at the Arael Griffin pit at the Six
Bells Colliery claimed the lives of 45 men. In 2010 a 70ft metal sculpture
known as ‘The Guardian’ was built on the former Six Bells Colliery site, to
commemorate the 50th anniversary of the tragedy.

Abertillery Bluebirds formed in 1989, playing at Cwm Nant-y-Groes in the
village of Six Bells, until drainage problems forced relocation to a 3G facility
on the edge of town in 2014. The ground remained in use for occasional
reserve games, but in 2019 the club announced it would be returning, taking
out a long lease on the facility. Improvement work was carried out by
volunteers in the summer of 2020, resulting in acceptance to the tier three
FAW League One for 2020/21.

Cwm Nant-y-Groes lies beyond the unfeasibly steep residential hills of Six
Bells. The ground is reached via a narrow residential lane running off the
junction of Cwm Farm Road. A pleasant walk past allotments and neatly
pruned gardens leads to the club car park and a football pitch situated at
the bottom of a steep, three-sided conifer valley. Like many Welsh grounds,
the stupendous location defies conventional wisdom. The recently upgraded
main stand and balcony clubhouse afford enviable views across the valleys,
providing the weather is favourable. On a clear day there is little in Welsh
football to rival the scenery. Damp afternoons can cloak the ground in mist,
creating a moody, spectral atmosphere.

It is hard to connect this beauteous evergreen setting with the area’s
excavated past. Cwm Nant-y-Groes football ground was formed on waste
from the Cwm Nant-y-Groes Colliery. Land reclamation schemes have
helped heal the physical scars in Abertillery. Cwm Nant-y-Groes has
returned to the romantic landscape that inspired those early writers, a part
of Wales once more defined by the artistry of nature rather than the pallet
of industry.

Q bertillery was keeping a dark secret hidden in the earth. In 1842
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Cappielow
GREENOCK MORTON FOOTBALL CLUB

Morton Football Club formed in 1874, driven by a town in transition.
Immigrants fleeing famine and poverty from Ireland and the Highlands
were drawn to the area’s employment opportunities in shipbuilding, dock
work, sugar refining and textiles, swelling the population from 35,000
to 66,000. The expansion was the latest in a series of changes that had
unfolded over the previous century.

he majority working classes lived in the
Tpoorest housing and were subjected to

the attendant social problems of poverty,
notably alcohol abuse. To counter the escalating
drink epidemic, welfare groups were established
to help Greenock’s impoverished communities.
Religion and, based on its observable popularity,
football, were recognised as a structured means
of escape from the harsh reality of life. Morton's
fledgling committee adhered to this philosophy
and resolved to create a club where men could
enjoy the benefits of exercise and practise
abstinence from drink.

Morton’s first ground was a piece of land near
Morton Terrace. When this was acquired for
housing in 1875, the club moved to Garvel Park,
off Port Glasgow Road. Garvel Park had been sold
to the Greenock Harbour Trust in 1867 and later
earmarked for construction of the James Watt
Dock, meaning Morton moved across the road
to their current home of Cappielow in 1879. The
origin of Cappielow’s name is revealed by author
and screen writer Alan Sharp in his essay A
Dream of Perfection, where he discovered ‘it's an
old Scandinavian word meaning “a race between
mowers” and conjured a Breughel-ian vision of









Fratton Park
PORTSMOUTH FOOTBALL CLUB

In April 1898, six men met at 12 High Street, Portsmouth, and purchased five acres
of land near Goldsmith Avenue. Portsmouth FC and Fratton Park were born. The land
was levelled, drained and grassed. On the south side of the ground, a 100ft stand
with seven rows of seats was built. To the north, a 240ft enclosure was added.

First Division of the Southern League in 1899.

Fratton Park opened with a series of public
trial matches in August of the same year and was
formally opened on 6 September in the presence
of around 5,000 spectators. The ground’s first
upgrade took place in 1905. Strong performances
in the Southern League led to terracing of the
enclosures and the construction of a balconied
mock-Tudor pavilion with clock tower at the
Frogmore Road entrance. The pavilion now houses
club suites and provides access to the South
Stand, minus the time-keeping appendage.

Portsmouth were accepted directly into the

Fratton Park developed into an exemplary
ground, aside from the 1,000-capacity original
South Stand that, by the 1920s, had outlived its
original purpose and seen the roof torn off by
storms on more than once occasion. Portsmouth
recruited Archibald Leitch to design a replacement.
A hundred men began work in the summer of 1925
and completed the two-tier, pitch-length structure
in time for the start of the 1925/26 season. It could
house over 4,000 patrons, with 8,000 spectators
on terracing to the front and in the under croft,
taking total ground capacity to 40,000. Football
League president John Mckenna opened the stand
on 29 August 1925.

009 // Fratton Park PORTMOUTH FOOTBALL CLUB

Cast away on Porisea Island, Fration Park is marooned between past and present,
a glorious medley of noise and period details cut adrift from the modern game.

The receipts from the FA Cup Final against
Manchester City in 1934, combined with the sale
of England centre-half Jimmy Allen to Aston
Villa, funded a new £12,000 North Stand ‘for
the shilling spectator’. John McKenna returned
for opening duties in September 1935, when,
somewhat fatefully, the visitors were Aston
Villa. According to the architect’s certificate,
completion of the work would take Fratton Park’s
capacity to 57,000, with 37,000 under cover.

As a naval city, Portsmouth was a prime
target for attack during World War Two: German
reconnaissance photographs identified railways,
barracks, HMS Dolphin, power stations and the
dockyards for bombing. Between 1940 and 1944
Portsmouth suffered nearly 70 raids. If the city
needed inspiration after the war, it came through
their football club. Fratton Park remained intact
and Portsmouth secured the First Division title in
1949, their golden-jubilee season.

In 1952 Portsmouth joined a growing band
of clubs by pressing ahead with floodlight
installation. Four tubular scaffolding towers were
erected on the stand roofs, each with a cluster of
16 lamps. The otherwise functional addition made
history on 22 February 1956 when Fratton Park
welcomed Newcastle United for the first-ever

league game by floodlight. Further improvement
work was carried out that season with a new
£40,000, two-tier, iron-stanchion, concrete
stand at the Fratton End of the ground. New
floodlight pylons were installed in the 1960s and
decommissioned in 201S.

Little else changed until the late 1980s when a
five-year, £4m programme of work was initiated
to remediate structural work. Most surprising
was the partial demolition of the Fratton End
after it was found the steel reinforcements in the
concrete were corroded as the aggregate used
was rather salty, having been dredged from the
bed of the Solent. The upper tier was condemned
in April 1986 and demolished in
the summer of 1988. The lower
tier continued to be used until
1996 and was removed when the
new Fratton End was built in the
summer of 1997. The remediation
effort was, in some respects,
papering over the cracks. Fratton
Park had little room for expansion
in the post-Taylor Report era and
faced challenges converting a
predominantly terraced ground to
all-seater before the August 1994

deadline. Numerous relocation schemes were
explored in the early 1990s and variously rejected
or abandoned. Left with little alternative, the club
sought approval to extend the all-seater cut-off
point by two years and began renovating their
near-century-old home.
Seats were added to all sides in the summer
of 1996 to comply with regulations, and the
following year the Fratton End was rebuilt with a
new single-tier, 4,500-capacity seated structure,
opened in October 1997. Promotion to the Premier
League in 2003 led to the addition of cover on the
3,200-capacity Milton End in the 2007/08 season,
until then the only roofless stand in the top flight.
What followed was a tumultuous period
of new owners and financial difficulty
for the club, until a community bid to
save it was launched by the Pompey
Supporters’ Trust, who became majority
owners in 2013. The fan-owned club
inherited a dilapidated Fratton Park. Safety
requirements cut the capacity to 18,100
and more than £3m was spent in four
seasons clearing a backlog of planned
maintenance ignored by previous owners.
In the summer of 2017, having won the
League Two championship in May, trust
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St James’ Park
NEWCASTLE UNITED FOOTBALL CLUB

known as Castle Leazes in an area called

Town Moor. It was used by local butchers
and owned by the Freemen of the City. Newcastle
Rangers formed in 1878 and were the first football
club to play at Castle Leazes, taking up residence in
1880 after leaving the Drill Field in Gateshead due
to a lack of pitches in their home town. The ground
was soon referred to as St James’ Park.

Newcastle Rangers folded in 1884. The vacant
St James’ Park was next used by Newcastle
West End in 1886, formed as an offshoot of the
West End Cricket Club in 1882. An 8ft fence was
erected around the pitch to create a semblance of
a football ground, or, as has also been implied, an
enclosed mudheap.

West End’s main rivals were, appropriately
enough, Newcastle East End, established as
Stanley FCin 1881, a sister of the Stanley Cricket
Club based initially in Stanley Street, Byker. By
1892, lacking finance and playing second fiddle to
their well-resourced rivals, West End decided to
fold. As a (de)parting gesture, they offered East
End the remainder of the lease on St James’ Park.

Although the location was good, the move was
greeted with muted enthusiasm by supporters.
Like many clubs that started out with localised
origins, East End’s name was too parochial for a
city-centre club hoping to attract a wider fan base.
A meeting was held on 9 December 1892 to discuss
aname change. The words of a local councillor,
encouraging petty rivalries and jealousies to be put
to one side in favour of a united front, may have
had a bearing on the decision to select ‘Newcastle
United’ from the various proposals.

The arrival of Frank Watt as secretary and
‘unofficial’ manager in December 1895 altered the
course of the club and the status of St James’ Park.
Under his skilled and tenacious stewardship, they
were promoted to the First Division in 1898, won
the title in 1905, 1907 and 1909, the FA Cup in 1910
and were runners-up in 1905, 1906, 1908 and 1911.

The end to an otherwise prosperous century was
soured by the beginning of an uneasy relationship
between Newcastle United and the council who,
along with the Freemen of the City, owned the
freehold to the ground. Permission to expand St
James’ Park met with resistance, almost forcing
the club to move in 1898. The council were hardly
enamoured with football at the time, receiving

St James’ Park was originally grazing land
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