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Blaenavon Field Trip Report
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Following my visit to Blaenavon on the 6th of February 2018, I am writing a short fieldwork report including the information I gained from visiting various places, including the old Blaenavon Ironworks and The Big Pit. I have included some pictures taken on the day and some I found online.
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I learned on the trip that The Big Pit is one of Wales’s leading tourist attractions and was originally an iron mine which is set on a unique industrial landscape renowned as a world heritage center. Upon visiting, I learned that Blaenavon used to be a miner’s town where almost everyone was living on the poverty line, it still has many of the original buildings from the mining period and offers its customers to go 300 feet underground and have a real mining experience. Most employees at The Big Pit used to actually be employed as Miner’s in the town and they take pride in this. From what I could gather, although working down the mines was an extremely dangerous job with many health risks and hard labor, most of the miners seemed to enjoy and take pride in the position and being part of the mining community. As an advantage of working in the mines, the miners were also given accommodation and many benefits to remaining in the job. ‘Big Pit is a living, breathing reminder of the coal industry in Wales and the people and society it created’ (Museum Wales Website, 2018).
 At its peak, The Big Pit employed 1923 people which lead to over 250,000 tons of coal being produced every year which was shipped all over the world. In 1901 the mine became one of the first to install and use electricity to assist production. In 1939, the pithead baths were introduced to Blaenavon’s mining industry so that the men could wash and bathe themselves after exiting the mines. This had a huge impact on their life’s, they no longer had to walk home wet and dirty, risking pneumonia and other illnesses. Unfortunately, in the 1920’s a great depression caused the coal industry to go into serious decline and eventually in February 1980, Blaenavon’s last coal mine, The Big Pit was forced the close. This leftover 250 people unemployed and even homeless due to most of them living in accommodation provided by the mine's owners, some say the miners were offered employment elsewhere by the government but this has been disputed. It’s believed the closure of the mines accelerated Blaenavon’s decline, however from 1975, the plans to convert the mines into a museum were already underway and brought some demand and attention back to the town when it finally opened as The Big Pit in April, 1983. ‘Since 1983 over three million people have been welcomed to the site and, with its enduring popularity, Big Pit will continue to bring global attention to the coal mining heritage of Wales for many years to come.’ ( VisitBlaenavon, 2018 )
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During the visit, we also visited other attractions of Blaenavon, including the Workman’s museum which I found extremely interesting and its employees were very passionate about Blaenavon’s history.
Another place we visited was the world heritage center, there was loads of information on Blaenavon’s history in all sorts of forms, mainly still reverting back to the Ironworks or the Mine but it was quite crowded. 
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In 1880, The Blaenavon Company opened the big pit and finally ceased Iron production in 1904, despite attempting to reopen the ironworks later on in 1924, their efforts failed, and they realized this wasn’t sustainable. Unfortunately, we didn’t get to actually go inside Blaenavon’s old Ironworks, but we could see it and I gathered from the day, my lectures and from my own research that ‘The land on which the Ironworks reside was at one time the property of Lord Abergavenny and was leased in 1787 by three Midlands businessmen, Thomas Hill, his brother-in-law Thomas Hopkins and Benjamin Pratt.  (Wikipedia, 2018) and that it contributed to the start of the industrial revolution. Blaenavon was described as a quiet and peaceful town before the start of the industrial revolution but lacked any real sort of employment and the population was mainly made up of farmers, but when the Ironworks and the mines opened, people flocked to the town in hope of work and employment from all over. ‘Blaenavon Ironworks was the first to be designed as a multi-furnace site from the outset,[2] with three furnaces, calcining kilns, cottages, and a company shop.’ (Wikipedia, 2018)
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[bookmark: _GoBack]As an overall, I gathered and understood the day to be an insight into how the town is still clinging onto the past and from walking around the town, I realised that even though it has its beautiful scenery and landscapes and is filled with history that the town is like a ghost town, hardly any people to be seen, most buildings boarded up or for sale and that a town that was once so full of life and business seems to be declining massively. In the last hundred years, the town has gone from having 41 pubs and 18 places of worship to having only 15 pubs/ restaurants and only one place of worship from what I can find online. It seems to me that people only visit Blaenavon to learn about its past rather than to experience its present.
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