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Blaenavon The Lost Town


The Historical Development of Blaenavon
The scarred landscapes around Blaenavon tell the account of the town’s industrial past. These indications are visible as you enter the surrounding area, from the exploitation of minerals, transportation links, manufacturing and the town which developed within it. Mines and quarries, canals and railways, old workers cottages and disused furnaces, are a stark reminder of both the town’s productive and unproductive years (UNESCO, 2010). 
Blaenavon’s historical past began within a small farming community. Hidden under this often-bleak landscape was an abundance of natural resources, iron ore, coal, fireclay and limestone. Iron ore was the first of these to be utilised in this area (UNESCO, 2010). 

The Iron works 1788- 1895
From 1675 a limited amount of iron ore was being extracted by the Hanbury Family of Pontypool, it was not however, until Lord Abergavenny leased his common lands in 1788 to Thomas Hill, Thomas Hopkins and Benjamin Pratt that production of iron within the town really began (GGAT, 2018).  Within a brief time, these three men had built three huge steam powered blast furnaces, these were some of the first steam powered furnaces in the world. 
Much of the partners’ early success came from their effortless ability to source coke and limestone, to aid its pig-iron production (GGAT, 2018).
The iron works flourished over the years and was passed down to family members when each of the original partners passed away. In 1793 Samuel Hopkins inherited his father’s 25% share. Samuel Hopkins is credited for with of the architecture found in Blaenavon today. Samuel showed an interest in the lives of his employees and made every effort to learn the names of all his workers. He was also concerned with their welfare ordering makeshift accommodation to be erected for those with inadequate housing. Hopkins was also a religious man and along with his uncle commissioned the building of St Peters church in 1804 all at their own expense.   
The iron works were purchased by the ‘Blaenavon Iron and Coal Company in 1836 who continued to run it for the next 40 years (Evans, 2000). By 1870 Blaenavon Iron and Steel had taken over the company, however, the following eight years left them close to financial ruin. With the company on the brink of collapse, Sidney Gilchrist Thomas and Percy Carlyle Gilchrist discovered a solution that allowed them to eliminate phosphorus from the iron ore turning a once weak product into strong, valuable steel. After these findings the company’s business boomed and employed over 5000 people (Carr & Taplin, 1962). This success was unfortunately short lived as countries in Europe took the Gilchrist experiment and were able to produce much cheaper products. 

The Big Pit 1880-1980
The Blaenavon company opened the ‘Big pit in 1880 and started to move their business away from iron production, finally closing the ironworks doors in 1895 (Evans, 2000). The Big Pit became an enormous success employing at its peak 1,400 men and producing 250,000 tons of coal per year. During this time, they produced house and steam coal, ironstone and fireclay used in the production of ceramics (Wanhill, 2000). 
The name Big Pit came from the sheer size of the shafts. 5.5M by 4M, it was the first pit in Wales with shafts big enough to allow two tramways (Evans, 2000) (McMrum, 2013).
Coal was moved from the site using the Brynmawr and Blaenavon Railway which allowed it to be transported directly to the Midlands using its parent company London and North Western Railways and south to Newport docks for international distribution. 
After a prosperous start the pit slowly fell into decline during the 1950’s to 1970’s and it was finally closed in 1980.
From working industries to museums: The Irons Works and Big Pit
After the irons works closed although it was spared from demolition it was left in poor repair for many years. Statutory protection was placed on various historic sites in Blaenavon this followed conservation work being carried out on the site in 1974. By 2001 major structural work had begun to restructure the site and preserve its future now it was part of the World Heritage site. Structures within the site; the Foundry, Cast House and Balance Tower are all Grade 1 Listed buildings, now run by Cadw and open to the public (Wakelin, 2006).
The Big Pit fared better when it became a museum. Not long after its closure Torfaen Borough Council bought the site on behalf of a charitable trust for the sum of £1 and three years after its closure it reopened as a museum. In 2004 the Pit was re-launched following a £7 million redevelopment project. Its aims included re-homing and allowing access to national coal mining collections. To tell the story of the people as well as interpreting political and economic issues from varying viewpoints (Jenkins, 2018). 
Kathryn Jenkins head of customer relations stated during an interview that the museum now employs 60 full and part time staff and at this time only two of those workers originally worked at the Big Pit.  Each year the mine welcomes over 150,000 visitors (Jenkins, 2018). 
In 2011 the mine advertised for apprentices when it became aware that in several years the miners working at the pit would retire and there would be no one left who knew how the pit worked or to tell their stories. These apprentices would learn the trade, and gain qualifications to work in the mine, so that one day they could take over from the old miners (BBC News, 2011). 

Blaenavon Town 

With the success of the Irons works came people and families to the ever-growing town of Blaenavon. At one time its population topped 20,000, today it stands at around 6,000. During the 1841 census it mentions how the population of the parish had grown since 1800 when it stood at 1200 persons employed mainly in agriculture, to 17,196, employed largely by the iron works. The census (figure 1) goes on to mention housing, religions and even the proportion of ‘Drunkards’ (1,962) 16.6% of the population over age 12 (Kenrick, 1841).  
At the time it closed the Big Pit still employed just over 250 people and was therefore still seen as an important employer within Blaenavon. The closure had a devastating effect on the town and its residents, turning it into a dormitory town, with its occupants having to seek employment in other towns or cities.  	
Since 1980 Blaenavon has suffered from the closure of other major employers in the town as industries have moved away. Shops in the town closed, leaving empty boarded up shells, an eye sore for anyone coming into the town. Unemployment figures show levels of 20%, 3% above the national Welsh average. 
It is important to note however, that there are very few South Wales Industrial towns that have managed to preserve so many of their original structures. (Evans, The Evolution of Blaenavon, 2003). In 2000 the town and its surrounding area was awarded UNESCO’s World Heritage Status in recognition for the town’s role within the Industrial Revolution.

What has the World Heritage Site (WHS) status meant for the town
During a recent visit to the Blaenavon, residents were interviewed about life in the historical town. Many felt they personally noticed little or no difference in the town when it became a WHS, even though millions of pounds have been spent on the town (Residents, 2018).  Chloe a 26-year-old full time employee at the local chip shop ‘Heritage Place’ said “personally I think the only place in town that it really benefits is the Big Pit” (Chloe, 2018). M Jones a former miner and current guide at the Big Pit agreed, he also added “our visitors don’t go into town at all, they spend a few hours at the Pit then leave”  (Jones, 2018).  The pit receives 150,000 visitors per year, of those over 80% (100,000) of these are children, who will not enter Blaenavon (Jenkins, 2018), so should the town really rely on footfall from the Pit. 

Councillor Jac Denley-Jones told the business school students, that during the past 20 years over £59 Million has been spent on the town. This money has been spent on improvements to housing and shop fronts, however “Blaenavon’s WHS status limits exactly what work the town is able to undertake to things like its housing and signage” (Denley-Jones, 2018). 

A Bleak Outlook for the Younger Generation of Blaenavon 
[bookmark: _Hlk513123126]In the past Blaenavon was very progressive when it came to the wellbeing of its children. In 1816 the first free school in Wales was built by iron master Samuel Hopkins, Sister Sarah for the children of the workers (Torfaen council, 2016). When the Workingman’s Hall was constructed in 1895 by the miners and Iron workers, its proposed functions included that of an education centre for their children. They wished for their children to be educated to become doctors, nurses and teachers, to have a profession, so that they did not have to work in the mines or iron works like their parents (Denley-Jones R. , 2018). 
Today, Blaenavon has a new brand new primary school, however, the nearest secondary school is located over 4 miles out of town and does not include a sixth form. Should students wish to continue their education beyond their GCSE’s then they would need to travel over 8 miles to Pontypool to attend the nearest college. It is therefore no surprise that statistics from the last census show that 42.9% of school leavers have no Qualifications or only 1 GCSE grade D or below. These worrying figures fall below that of the Welsh national Averages (Statistics, 2018). It is sad to think that children in Blaenavon over one hundred years ago, had better opportunities than the children in the town today. 
[bookmark: _Hlk513048843]During interviews with residents, they expressed their worries regarding gangs of youths hanging around the town. Jane from the Castle public House said that “there is just nothing for the kids to do in town, so they just hang around in big groups taunting each other, they also relentlessly kick footballs against the pub wall.” Both Jane and Chloe also stated that they believed that they were “not bad kids, they are just very bored”  (Jane, 2018), (Chloe, 2018). Recent crime statistics show over 240 cases of anti-social behaviour in the town within the past year (Statistics, 2018). Blaenavon features a youth club called ‘The Youth Hub’ that town councillor Jac Denley-Jones described as a “positive” and “great place for 11- 16-year olds to meet and hang out” it also “provides exciting events for local youths” (Denley-Jones J. , 2018). Susan Fiander-Woodhouse owner of Blaenavon’s Cheddar Company, located next to the Youth Hub, told of “many issues” within the youth club relating to drug use within the building and there are always “a number of local dealers that hanging around outside” (Fiander-Woodhouse, 2015). This statement was repeated by several local residents (Residents, 2018).

Blaenavon the ghost town
Currently there are 99 potential premises in the main shopping area on Broad Street for shops or general stores to open. At this time only 30 of these buildings are occupied (Denley-Jones R. , 2018). Councillor, Denley-Jones also stated that the town struggled to fill all residential properties. Empty, unoccupied housing can lead to vandalism and squatters which in turn could end up costing the council more in clean up costs and legal fees. Current house prices in the area are low, which mirrors the town’s unemployment levels and desirability of the area. As a comparison in 2018 the average price of a three-bed house in Carmarthen stands at approximately £120.000. In Blaenavon a similar property would sell for as little as £70-80,000 (Right Move, 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk513062669]Why is the town struggling to keep business open? After all, those properties owned by the local council are offered free to anyone wishing to set up business in the town. Susan Fiander-Woodhouse believes that one of the main problems is the limited opening hours of many of the businesses. “some shops only open three days a week and still close for one or two hours for lunch”, “If the shop owners aren’t opening to welcome the visitor who venture into our town, then they should not complain when their businesses fail” (Fiander-Woodhouse, 2015). 

What have they already tried
Along with the Award-winning Cheddar Company, another of the town’s success stories is the local Post office run by Chris Rowles. Success hasn’t come easy to him and his partner. Over the years they have tried many ideas to attract business in to their store including, selling wool, craft supplies, dry cleaning, photocopying, photography studio, gifts and cards. Chris believes that one problem facing the businesses in town is that they are “unable to succeed without visitors, however, these visitors will not visit if there are no shops” (Rowles, 2018). 
There are many towns and villages in England and Wales that are in a similar position to Blaenavon with the closure of coal mines, steel works and major industries affecting the local community. Many, like blaenavon have also tried many ways to develop and regenerate the areas.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]15 years ago, Blaenavon attempted to become a ‘Book town’ comparable to the one in Hay-on-wye. At the time Torfaen council expressed its excitement and forecast a “Win Win Situation” (BBC News, 2003). Book Town the brain child of Richard Booth and James Hanna soon took off with the opening of 10 book shops. Success was however short lived and unfortunate events shrouded any chances of the failure being turned around, when James Hanna was charged and found guilty of Rape, he was sentenced to two terms of 60 years each (Wales online, 2013). Another issue with the book town idea was that Hey-on-wye is less than 30 miles from Blaenavon, so was another book town so close really needed.  
Two years ago plans were proposed to place wind turbines on the hills above the Big Pit, these plans were refused by the local council as being an eyesore on the landscape of the Town  (Trapnell, 2018), (Jones, 2018), (Thomas, 2018). All residents questioned regarding this issue said that they did not agree with the council and that they would not have objected if asked about siting turbines on the hills above the town (Residents, 2018). Everyone interviewed loved the town they lived in but felt frustrated by the council’s lack of interest in revitalising the town or encouraging tourists and that they felt like they were not really being listened to (Jane, 2018).

Regeneration ideas

The Land Train
The Train would serve two purposes, the first to ease congestion during the school runs/pickups. Second is as an attraction for tourists, with a proposed route from the Big Pit, Iron works, Workingman’s hall, two stops in town and the railway. This may encourage visitors to visit and explore more of the town. The Train runs on used cooking oil which can be sourced from the local chip shops, Chinese and other businesses. This is a benefit to these businesses because they would no longer need to arrange collection and disposal of oil. The train produces low emissions so is better for the environment, is safer for pedestrians and can be run and maintained by locals.  A resident and engineer has offered to build a land Train and store it for the town for a total cost of £10,000 (Fiander-Woodhouse, 2015). Several people would be needed to run the train and for health and safety tow people would be required to be on the train at all times (including a driver). Certain requirements would need to be undertaken for example licences, insurances, tax and registration requirements. A highway assessment would also be required by the police and local authority before the Train could be used on public roads (GOV, 2018). Land trains have been run successfully in many holiday and visitor destinations including Swansea and Llandudno in Wales, it would make a welcome addition for the towns tourist trade.

Coal Miner Holiday Cottages
The cottages would be built using locally sourced materials and using building skills as they would have been in past. Built by local companies, like Recclesia Ltd a historic building conservation company or Jeffries construction LTD, it would offer local employment opportunities. Several residents would be employed to maintain the upkeep of the cottages and grounds. 
[bookmark: _Hlk513140259]This small holiday park would also include a museum and car park, plus, an area to store the towns land train. Visually pleasant it would blend in to suit the local environment. A location at the top of town near the national cycle route and woodland would help inspire healthy holidays and promote local walks. 
The area surrounding the holiday homes offers an idea space for an activity centre to be constructed. This could resemble a project in Bedgebury, Kent. Here they have used the natural resources to design parks (figure3 and 4), walks and family activities as well as a ‘Go Ape’ course (Forestry commision, 2018). Again, this would require employment of a small number of people within the park. 
A holiday park and activity centre in blaenavon would encourage more visitors in to the town as being a sustainable venture using natural resources to the area.  
 
The Zombie Apocalypse/ Zombie Run

A new craze hitting towns and cities over the world is the Zombie Apocalypse or Zombie Run. These events offer several different race lengths depending on experience. From 2K Family fun runs up to 10K (see figure 6). Participants can run individually or in a team, for fun or for charity, the event organisers also allow participants to choose whether to be a runner or Zombie. 
‘Zombie Apocalypse Escape’ (figure 5) events are for the less sporty. The purpose of the event is to get from one designated area to another without being caught by the zombies  (Zombie run uk, 2018). These events have taken place in a few Welsh towns and cities, Blaenavon’s scarred landscape would make it an excellent venue. This type of event would bring young people and families into the town, which would be a great benefit to local businesses. In order for the town to organise a successful they would need to insure they plan it well, pick suitable dates, routes and find sponsors to help promote it. Locals can get involved by becoming marshals and opening up their shops to offer drinks to the runners.

Spa Hotel
Ty Mawr, former home, built by Iron Master Samuel Hopkins in 1800 (Mark Goodge, 2018). was recently purchased by a private buyer for £124,000. (See figure 7 & 8) Known to locals as ‘The Beeches’ the former nursing home has been abandoned for the past 10 years and unfortunately been victim to innumerable spates of vandalism. (Prince, 2016)  This once beautiful historic site requires major repairs but once completed would make a beautiful Spa and Hotel for the town or as a museum. The property has ample parking and is situated close to the town centre, the site was a lost opportunity for the local council, who could have purchased part of Blaenavon’s historic legacy. 


Conclusion 

Blaenavon is a town steeped in history, a town that has been through many ups and downs. But what of its future? Will any of the town’s projects amount to anything? Personally, I struggle to see anything really working in the town while there is so much negativity and disagreement between the council and residents. Things need to be done to rectify relationships and gain trust that the council have the towns best interest a heart.
They should prioritise education and the youth as they are the town’s future, celebrate their history but acknowledge the present. 
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Figure 2

Cottages built in town could look like the old Stack houses in the iron works
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Figure 3 and 4 shows one of the parks and the zipwires at
Bedgebury forest in Kent
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Figure 5 shows an example of the Sk
Zombie fun run

Figure 6 a picture from another Zombie Apocalypse
located in Cardiff in 2017
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Figure 7 (2002) and figure 8 (2016) show the Beaches/Samuel Hopkins House
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Figure 1 is a copy of the Blaenavon Census 1841
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