









The Distinctiveness of Blaenavon during the Industrial revolution. 

Benedict Michael Gibson 2114133
Carmarthen Business School UWTSD
BMSP4005 Distinctiveness and Regeneration
Anthony Burns
17 February 2022


Introduction:
This reports aim is to highlight what made the area of Blaenavon distinctly prosperous during the industrial revolution period Circa 1750-1900, what additional contributions fuelled this prosperity, and will include first-hand information via a field trip to the ‘Big Pit’ with additional researched information to illustrate this.
Content
Pre-industrial revolution Monmouthshire was comparatively unrecognisable, with a barren but green landscape and a handful of farms, many standing for centuries. Nearby Pontypool had a small-scale ironworks leasing the mineral rights, otherwise the area largely self-supported through agriculture (Matthews, 2008). In the 1780’s as other industries grew in scale, and built “the world’s first successful water powered cotton spinning mill”, Cromford mill in Derbyshire 1771 by Sir Richard Arkwright (Cromford Mills, n.d.), so did the search by capitalists for potential investments. In 1782 Thomas Hill, Thomas Hopkins and Benjamin Pratt opened their first coal mine in Blaenavon (Graces Guide to British Industry and History, n.d.) and as the demand for iron grew, partly due to Britain’s involvements in the American war of Independence and later the Napoleonic wars (Visitblaenavon.co.uk, n.d.), enabled by new technologies developed, Hill, Hopkins and Pratt leased the common lands, including profit rights, from Lord Abergavenny in 1788 based on the hillsides rich resources of Iron Ore, Coal, limestone, water and fireclay, building Blaenavon Ironworks at a cost of some £40,000 (Visitblaenavon.co.uk, n.d.). Upon opening, Blaenavon Ironworks was the second largest in Wales with 3 furnaces, using steam engine powered technology to operate the furnace bellows (The Glamorgan-Gwent Archaeological Trust Ltd, n.d.) and bought 300-350 workers, many  experts, travelling with their employers from Staffordshire and the district population grew to around 1000 (Visitblaenavon.co.uk, n.d.). 
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Blaenavon Iron works today: ©2022 Google (Google, 2022)

Britain’s population grew, likely due to better medicines and birth rates (Wilde, Population Growth and Movement in the Industrial Revolution, 2020). The agricultural revolution also increased supply of food (Overton, 2011), but as parliamentary Enclosure acts took away the community’s common lands to farm (The National Archives, n.d.), workers migrated to industry and towns to earn a living and survive, ‘Smoke for miles’ was recalled from their journey to Blaenavon as passed down from generation to generation (The Glamorgan-Gwent Archaeological Trust Ltd, n.d.). 
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Description automatically generated]Construction by the ironmaster was not limited to industry as they also built housing for workers and as Blaenavon’s population grew, construction extended to include public buildings. In 1804 the church and in 1816 the school were built by the ironmaster and ironmasters sister (UNESCO, n.d.), eventually the community self-developed outside of company land and created their own service industries and community buildings such as the workman’s hall, and later in the 1860’s the streets named (The Glamorgan-Gwent Archaeological Trust Ltd, n.d.).
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(Former school and church Blaenavon: ©2022 Google, 2022)                       Workman’s hall & Cenotaph Blaenavon (VisitBlaenavon.co.uk)
The Ironworks grew due to increased demand and transport links such as the Brecknock and Abergavenny Canal, then later railway (Graces Guide To British Industry, n.d.) improving market access. In 1812 there were 5 blast furnaces capable of producing 14,000 tonnes a year (The Glamorgan-Gwent Archaeological Trust Ltd, n.d.). Many new technologies were implemented including 1828’s heating of the air bellows output becoming a hot air blast process in the 1850’s, in 1839 whilst other improvements were made, Ashwell also introduced a water ballast tower for lifting tracks to the top of the forges. (The Glamorgan-Gwent Archaeological Trust Ltd, n.d.) 
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Description automatically generated]As Coal demand increased, The Big Pit was sunk in 1860 amalgamating several existing deep mines (The Glamorgan-Gwent Archaeological Trust Ltd, n.d.). In the 1870’s experiments at the Blaenavon Ironworks, based on the previous accidental manufacture in 1856, a new mild steel manufacturing process was discovered. Furnaces 4 and 5 were adapted to produce steel but as the technology and infrastructure of foreign ironworks developed, this would ultimately be the demise of Blaenavon ironworks, which closed in 1902 despite a 6th furnace being added. (The Glamorgan-Gwent Archaeological Trust Ltd, n.d.). This would shift the principal output and employment for Blaenavon to coal.  






The Big Pit National Coal Museum in Blaenavon is celebrating 30 years as an industrial museum (BBC, 2013)
During the 18th century, company housing allocation created segregation between worker groups (VisitBlaenavon.co.uk, n.d.) and the dust and dirt from workers would be carried into family homes, the workers wearing the same clothes for the whole day with Pithead Baths not being introduced at the Big Pit until 1939 (Visit Blaenavon.co.uk, n.d.). Disasters and accidents mining were devastating, “in Llanerch Colliery, near Pontypool, in February 1890 in which 176 miners were killed in an underground explosion” (Visit Blaenavon.co.uk, n.d.) as well as presumably health problems caused by dust and gas exposure. The culmination of these conditions and poor pay, usually on a sliding scale based on the price of coal, would eventually lead to the formation of workers unions and in 1898 Welsh miners went on strike. Although ultimately failing in its objectives, it led to a high court ruling that the removal of workers for striking was unlawful and the “The Merthyr Tydfil Judgment of 1900” is “often cited in subsequent strikes elsewhere in the country” (Evans, 2020) to fight for better working conditions and pay.
Advancements in technology meant that coal could be mined safer and more efficiently, breathing apparatus and detectors were developed as well as cutting and moving technologies, as per the pictures enclosed, with new technology so did the loss of jobs, with cutting and moving equipment now taking the jobs of many men, however the decline caused by the Great Depression of the 1920s and 1930s proved terminal for the British coal industry. Technologies changed once again and the demand for Welsh and British coal plummeted. Eventually In February of 1980 the Big Pit closed. (Visit Blaenavon.co.uk, n.d.)
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                                                                                         Photograph: Modern cutting and moving machinery Big Pit Blaenavon 2022 (Gibson, 2022)


                                                             

Life saver breathing apparatus Big Pit Blaenavon 2022 (Gibson, 2022)
			 	    
Conclusion
The Ironworks and coal mines of Blaenavon were initially built due to its unique geographical and natural resource advantages utilising new advancements in technology and increase in cheap labour to produce on an industrial scale. Its success was due to the implementation of new technologies and was founded with large investment from capitalists. As the demand’s shifted, Blaenavon took advantage of the areas geology again and shifted its primary output to coal. These industries continued to draw on new technologies and in demand natural resources to prosper during its rapid growth and development, with networks of rail lines, tunnels, and roadways. Waste materials from ironworks and mines was dumped on abundant company land surrounding the worksites and housing, which was cost saving for the company owners, but profoundly altered the landscape and environment. they forged the town, and shaped people and communities. Socially the impact of industry was profound as worker pay was low, living conditions poor and survival dictated by wealthy.

image6.jpeg




image1.jpeg




image2.jpg
S Woikmanss 7ol & Cenbfaph, Blaeravor




image3.jpeg
Google
. © 2022 Google





image4.jpg




image5.jpeg




