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Blaenavon is most famously known for it’s coal mining history. The old mines are no longer in use for mining and closed in 1980 due to decreased demand for coal but they re-opened as ‘The Big Pit National Coal Museum’ in 1983 allowing visitors to explore the old mines. From my visit to the Big Pit, I got to see inside the mines and have an insight to the conditions of what the old mine workers would have had to work in. More than 60 deaths were recorded by mine inspectors between 1857 and 1880 from the Big Pit and the ironworks. These deaths are from either illness, being crushed by roofs collapsing and even explosions in the mines. 
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Coal was mostly developed from the vegetation, carcasses of animals, shells and anything else that got trapped at the bottom of the swamps around 300 million years ago. Over time, layers would form creating a thick material named ‘peat’. The high pressures and temperatures of the peat being increasingly buried would eventually turn into coal.
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Fig. 1

The mines were mostly used for gathering coal. Iron is created when heating haematite or magnetite with coke (carbon) and limestone (calcium carbonate) in a blast furnace.. This forms pig iron, which contains about 3% carbon and other impurities, this is then used to make steel. Coal was also used to fuel vehicles, steam ships, steam trains, factories and warm houses therefore were a vital ingredient to the support of the social infrastructure all over the world. Blaenavon’s story is a global one. The city sent people and ideas across the globe, in addition to exporting coal, iron and steel. 
The revolutionary story of Blaenavon begins during the 1870’s when two cousins, Gilchrist and Thomas discovered a revolutionary method to produce steel which transformed the steel industries of Europe and America for everyone. In the 19th century, the town became the most important producer of iron, coal and steel in the world. 
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Before the industrial revolution began, Blaenavon was a somewhat inhospitable town with a very small population made up of mainly farmsteads. 

The common lands were leased by Lord Abergavenny to ironmasters Thomas Hill, Thomas Hopkins and Benjamin Pratt in 1788. These entrepreneurs utilized the new technologies discovered from the industrial revolution and developed the Ironworks at Blaenafon. The Blaenafon Ironworks were the first multi-furnace in Wales.  The method of dephosphorizing iron for steel making was perfected here by Sidney Gilchrist. By 1789 the Ironworks were composed of three furnaces using steam power. It was instantly Wales’ second largest ironworks and one of the worlds largest. The Ironworks at Blaenavon hired approximately 300 people. As the coal mines and ironworks provided employment, Blaenavon became a thriving town - much different to it’s earlier quiet landscape that only housed local farmers before the industrial revolution. The population has grown rapidly thanks to the coal mines and the ironworks at Blaenavon. In 1891 the parish of Blaenavon had a population of 11,452 which had risen from almost nothing since the building of the Ironworks. Blaenavon town has developed from the early farmsteads through to a thriving industrial town. 
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The Blaenavon landscape is an outstanding example of the social and economic structure of the 19th century industry in its material form.

“Blaenavon is recognised because there is a landscape that gives context to the many monuments, buildings and features within it and tells of the new industrial society created through the production of iron and coal, during the early formative years of the Industrial Revolution.” 

Blaenavon is distinctive and different to other areas because of the historical aspects of the town and it is also a world Heritage site.  A World Heritage Site can be described as a natural or man made site, area or structure which is recognised as being of outstanding international importance and therefore as deserving special protection. 
On our visit to Blaenavon, we went into the town and spoke to some of the local people. Blaenavon is Wales’ best preserved Iron town and this can be seen when you visit the town from the slate roofed stone and brick houses that the miners and colliers would have lived in. The original churches and chapels still stand, as-well as the original workmen’s hall that was built in 1894.

After speaking to some of the local workers and business owners, it is clear to see that there is still a great sense of community within the town. One of the shop workers said that everyone knows everyone in the town and she had lived in the town for 32 years and that her children have grown up in Blaenavon. It seems that people that live in Blaenavon are very proud to live here and are proud of its history as a coal mining town. 

We also visited the workmen’s hall which is currently being run by only volunteers that take pride in the history of Blaenavon and were proud to have lived in the town all of their lives. They believed that the town would benefit from re-generation and more funding to encourage more people to visit the town and learn about it’s famous history. 

One of the local stores did state that there are grants currently being given to improve some buildings in Blaenavon which I believe is a great idea to encourage more visitors.
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