


Introduction

This report will aim to identify the events that influenced the area of Blaenafon  to become distinctly prosperous in the period of the Industrial Revolution.
Pre-Industrial revolution the landscape in and around Blaenafon was mainly rural with the wealthy landowners controlling the land and the mills that were used to harvest the crops. Life was difficult for the peasants who worked the land and the landowners were able to impose taxes on them whenever they saw fit. (McElroy, 2012)

The agricultural revolution brought many changes to the countryside and with the introduction of new machines such as the “Seed Drill” by Jethro Tull , or James Hargreaves ‘Spinning Jenny’ which revolutionised the textile industry ; the need for workers became less. (Foundations of Western Culture, 2016)

The hills of Blaenafon were full of iron ore and coal and the demand  for these commodities, were very high due to the Industrial revolution, the result was that Blaenafon became the centre of the Industrial revolution in Wales. (UNESCO World Heritage Centre, 2009)

Farmers had migrated from working the land due to the agricultural revolution, they found themselves without work. People from rural areas of England Scotland And Ireland descended on Blaenafon looking for work. This resulted in a soaring population and the expansion of the town.
There were no laws on child labour and no minimum wage therefore wealthy landowners could exploit this situation to make even more money for themselves.

This was a time when the Government supported capitalism and so entrepreneurs and inventors were free to open and work mines. (Macon-Cooney, 2019)
These inventors however did change the way in which people lived by making the manufacturing or extraction of commodities easier, needing less labour, and so resulting in mass migration of people to the towns and cities.
In 1787 Thomas Hopkins, Thomas Hill and Benjamin Pratt were the first men to build a major ironworks using the newest technology of the time. They did this at Blaenafon and it became the second largest ironworks in Wales and one of the largest in the world. (www.ggat.org.uk, n.d.)

1839 saw the invention of the first water balance tower at Blaenafon, this was used to raise and lower trams. (www.engineering-timelines.com, n.d.)(Appendix 1 ).

 1856 saw the increased demand for steel and iron which had become essential for the construction of buildings, ships and machinery. Henry Bessemer (1813- 1898) created the first process to produce steel in large quantities.

In 1860, the ‘Big Pit’ opened, the demand for coal to fuel these furnaces was at its peak so this pit was essential to the Industrial Revolution.

Another excellent invention of this time was created by Thomas Newcomen, who invented the first coal powered steam engine, which was used to pump water from the mines. James Watt improved on this invention to produce a more efficient steam engine.

Abraham Darby developed a way of smelting with coke which produced pig iron which could be used to make wrought iron.

The environment around this area although successful in terms of monetary gain for the ironmasters was a very different story for the residents of the town. Overcrowding and poverty led to poor living conditions which in turn resulted in poor hygiene and therefore disease. The steam and smog from the blast furnaces meant that people lived and breathed this polluted air. There was a big change to the landscape and the once agricultural area now was a very large town with makeshift roads and lack of good housing. This was a definite damage to the environment. 

As the towns were increasingly growing there was a need for Churches and schools and shops. St Peters church was built by ironmasters Thomas Hill and Samuel Hopkins in 1804.These churches became the hub of the communities at that time. (Appendix 2).
The local school was built by the ironmaster’s sister in 1816 in memory of her brother. 
The Workingmen’s club was funded and built by the workers subscriptions in 1895 and this reflected the nature of valley life in that period.
The working conditions were dangerous and very often children were used to do extremely dangerous jobs. Women were also exploited and paid half a man’s income. (Wilkinson, F. 2020). 
The Mine owners often paid the workers with tokens which had to be spent in their ‘Truck shops’ therefore keeping control of the economy.
This system was not used in Blaenafon,  instead the workers were paid every six to eight weeks and so very often were indebted to the Truck shop. This meant that when pay day came a huge amount of money was taken out to settle the debt of the shop. The ironmasters could set prices as high as they liked and the workers had to buy their food from there. This system caused unrest which resulted in riots in the nearby town of Merthyr in 1831. This spurred the introduction of the ‘Truck act’ which ended this process of tokens. (www.visitblaenavon.co.uk, n.d.)

In May, 1840 John Griffith Williams set up the first market in Blaenafon and this quickly grew which meant that workers could now have more of a choice to buy food and provisions.

This was a time of great Industrial inventions. Powerful machines were built which allowed mass production. Transportation was improved by powering locomotives and ships. Introduction of the telegraph meant communication was better.

Britain was a stable country and was one of the best exporters of that time, the commodities from these valleys were used to feed furnaces and build railways throughout the world. The canals were used alongside the railways to import and export  the material. This meant that Great Britain was an affluent country at that time. (Why Britain Led the Industrial Revolution, n.d.)

Nationally there was little competition as Britain had all the facilities to accommodate the Industrial Revolution. Countries such as USA were lagging behind due to their vast lands and scarcity of labour. But Samuel Slater using a machine that copied a British design started the Industrial revolution in USA in 1790. The rest of the world soon realised the use of machinery proved successful in the manufacturing of steel and iron. They were soon to overtake the production of the Welsh valleys and Great Britain were no longer the top producers of these materials.
Conclusion
‘Blaenafon changed the world’ (www.visitblaenavon.co.uk, n.d.)
 This once rural land became distinctly prosperous during the Industrial revolution and etched a name for itself in a very proud Welsh history.
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Appendix   1 – Water Tower at Blaenafon
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Appendix 2 – Saint Peters Church Blaenafon
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