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During the late 18th and 19th centuries in what became known as the industrial revolution, great advances in the sciences and technological knowledge led to the invention of new ways and means of powering industrial activity and many other aspects of the economy. Britain became the first country to start to industrialise and because of the rapidly increasing demand for raw materials such as coal, which was the primary fuel behind the industrial revolution, locations that had quick and easy access to these materials very quickly became highly valuable property as industrialists and entrepreneurs sought to exploit the local resources for a handsome profit. The United Kingdom had very large natural reserves of coal and iron ore which helped to drive its economic expansion and subsequently sites in close proximity to the reserves started to see industry and factories appear in abundance. Industries which require a lot of coal to power their activities, such as iron smelting, found it cheaper and more efficient to locate their factories near coal mines and pits because of the reduced transport costs and quicker and easier communication between buyer and supplier. Eventually it became expedient to own both sides of the process. To venture further into the ground a steam engine is also required to pump out the ground water that accumulates in the mines and shafts. The whole South-wales area became a world centre for coal mining and iron smelting supplying local British businesses but also exporting the materials around the world through the ports of Cardiff and Port-Talbot.  The Blaenavon industrial site from above, source – Google images[image: Related image]
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A perfect example of a location that fits this context is Blaenavon, in south Wales. The large industrial site includes a coal mining pit and an iron works that were in heavy use from the early 1800’s onwards until its closure in 1980 during Thatchers reign of terror. The town of Blaenavon built up close by to house the workers of the factories but also the in-direct businesses that grew from the trickle-down effect of economic activity e.g shops, entertainments and other amenities. In 1860 the first shaft at the big pit was dug at the site for the purpose of suppling coal to the iron smelter in higher quantities but also for other economic purposes such as exporting. Throughout the life of the site the techniques were improved upon and installations altered or upgraded to improve efficiency or to produce different materials. 
For example, two of the iron smelting furnaces were upgraded in 1881 to make iron ingots, which were used in the production of steel, a material linked to Blaenavon. Two Blaenavon chemists in the mid 1870’s were responsible for discovering a new process for purifying iron into steel which became known as the Gilchrist-Thomas method. This new process was an extremely important factor in the industrial revolution and the expansion of the British industrial sector, especially in the south-wales area which saw massive migration from the countryside and abroad to the new industrial towns and cities of this resource rich part of the country. This can be demonstrated by American tycoon Andrew Carnegie’s comment when he purchased the rights to the process – “These two young men, Thomas and Gilchrist of Blaenavon, did more for Britain's greatness than all the Kings and Queens put together” (visitBlaenavon.com/GilchristThomas). Information on this subject can be seen at the site with furnaces 4-5 converted for the purpose and a small granite relief dedicated to the two men next to the ironworks.   Source -  Blaenavonwalesuk/stock images[image: Image result for gilchrist thomas relief]




Blaenavon has had such a major role in the history of the world that it has been designated a world heritage site by the international conservation organisation UNESCO. The site has used this status to promote its historical legacy and today is used as a education centre and interactive museum with friendly tour guides providing walk throughs and informed talks to anyone wishing to learn more about Blaenavon’s past. The size of the entire site is quite considerable covering 33 square kilometres. Places of special importance that have been preserved are the Big pit national coal museum which is a tour and talk provided by former miners which brings visitors down the vertical shaft, 90 meters in total, descending into the dark tunnels which miners used to quarry the highly prized welsh coal. Visitors get to witness first hand the conditions in which the local miners toiled and get a feel for the effort required to carry out this kind of work. On display are the tools and equipment used by various generations of miners which the guide can explain the use of.   [image: Related image]
[image: Image result for Blaenavon big pit]
[image: Image result for Blaenavon big pit]


Other places that have been maintained include the heritage railway which is a working rail-line that takes you on a tour of Blaenavon’s industrial landscape in an authentic steam-engine train. The ironworks at Blaenavon also provides a very interesting experience of how iron and steel were mass produced in our past.
 Features of the complex such as the blast furnaces have been recreated and provide opportunities for interactive learning in the best-preserved building of its historical type in the world. The workers cottages again give visitors that first hand look at how the people who worked the furnaces and mined the coal lived. They have been accurately restored and authentically demonstrate how the average 18th and 19th century family from south-wales would have lived, how they would cook and prepare food and how they cleaned and washed clothes.
VisitBlaenavon.com[image: Blaenavon Ironworks]
VisitBlaenavon.com[image: Image result for Blaenavon cottages]







Blaenavon isn’t just a couple of buildings and a town, its an entire landscape shaped by human hands over centuries. Quarries, coal mines, railways, furnaces and roads scar and criss-cross the land and show what can be done by people when they see an opportunity. It is a living testament to the hardship endured by the working classes of this country who, in search of an income, would work hard and hazardous jobs in order to provide for their family’s future.  


Information for this report was gathered from websites, emails and phone calls to the centre. The websites used are –
· http://www.ggat.org.uk/cadw/historic_landscape/blaenavon/english/Blaenavon_Features.htm#coal
· http://www.visitblaenavon.co.uk/en/Education/The-Blaenavon-Townscape/The-Blaenavon-Townscape.aspx
· https://firstindustrialrevolution.weebly.com/working-and-living-conditions.html
· https://www.walesonline.co.uk/lifestyle/nostalgia/welsh-history-month-blaenavon-ironworks-3565549
· http://www.visitblaenavon.co.uk/en/Publications/Education/The-Blaenavon-Townscape-Story.pdf
· http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/


[bookmark: _GoBack]Images were obtained from google.images or www.visitBlaenavon.co.uk/gallery . Due to weather disruptions I was not able to take or sketch any pictures and access to primary sources of information was not possible but correspondence with the site as well as leaflets and visitor’s comments of the experience were helpful in gaining as much understanding and knowledge of Blaenavon as I could. Finding relevant information online was fairly easy as Blaenavon is a world renowned industrial heritage site and multiple books and articles have been written over the years relating to its influential and unique history.
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