Living Heritage and the National Mining Museum: Site of memory? Or Tourist attraction?

“The people of Blaenavon would have probably preferred a swimming pool, or a Tesco’s or anything other than a mining museum… However, it still puts it on the map as it’s not just a mining museum but because it’s always been here…What does big pit do for us?”
· Ceri Thompson, 2018


Introduction
Museums are naturally sites of cultural production. Heritage is often associated with memory, whether that be in the sense of cultural, tangible, intangible or historical (Prat, 2015). Places such as museums have an effect on us. We are able to relate them in some ways to our personal experiences and memories. (Prat, 2015). Difficult heritage, such as the site that is going to be examined, deals with what is considered problematic pasts, uncomfortable and contested histories.  In 2011, UNESCO, which Big Pit is recognised by, held a workshop identifying the problems surrounding the representation of difficult heritage. They brought in the resulting queries; 

‘How does a museum deal with a legacy? How can a history museum bring a 
community to examine and seek answers to collective questions? Who
 is included and excluded? Is a history museum a place of reconciliation?’ (UNESCO, 2011)


This report aims to address the ways in which heritage sites, such as the National Mining Museum, are not only sites of memory (in this case living memory) but are also clearly tourist attractions; questioning whether sites are resolved to be either one or the other or whether a combination of the two concepts produces living heritage in a more accessible way.


Introduction to the site.
There are not many museums that are still in living memory. Big Pit is one of the main people’s museums. Every man on site was ex-coal board and the women were relatives or married to those on Big Pit.  When Big Pit launched as a heritage site in 1983, there was a notable amount of controversy due to the fact that coal mining was still a living industry within South Wales. (Coupland, 2015) Local people can either be the subjects or objects of the heritage sector. If invited, they have the potential to be active assistants, consultants or even directors in the process of encoding the heritage sector. This may be through the donations of items such as memorabilia, helping to design displays, volunteering time as well as being able to represent themselves and their history. (Dicks, 2000)

Big Pit was a new vernacular heritage which is unable to ignore the local communities due to the fact that the museum is experience centred, personalised and ground level, leading to the need to draw on local oral histories, which what makes the heart and soul of big pit, the miners, so important to the opening of the heritage site. (Dicks, 2000) 
Community involvement, such as the reopening of Big Pit as a museum, has become a universal component of heritage administration of late. These developing cooperative practices should preferably involve specialists or academics to work in partnership with the local community groups who would be affected by the decisions that would be made about their heritage when developing a museum. (Walker, 2012) Museums obtain and preserve their collections as a tool to safeguard the cultural and natural heritage. (Prat, 2015) Big Pit, whilst following the same mindset, also focus on set exhibitions, ones in which they have physical evidence for, so that it’s easier for visitors to be able to visualise the past. (Thompson, 2019) 

Museums such as the one being examined can be a representation of the community on an authentic, immediate and realistic level. (Dicks, 2000) a museum such as Big Pit is considered an industrial living museum, there are many who can represent themselves or their families which had direct memories to contribute to the museum. An example of a peoples museum such as this is the People’s Story Museum in Edinburgh whos deliberate aim was to ‘tell the story of life and work of Edinburgh people and to involve edinburgh people in the presentation of their own history’ (Marwick, 1995). Big Pit mirrors this.  

When Big Pit were in their prelimary development proposals of becoming a tourist attraction, there were operational objectives agreed which helped shape the museum; 

1. To present to visitors an authentic impression of the historical development of coal mining, the interpretive and other elements of site provision never being allowed to obtrude;
2. To ensure that, so far is consistent with the above, visitors can enjoy a safe and pleasurable experience throughout the year, with adequate facilities for access, parking, visitor circulation and shelter, refreshment, toilets and other appopriate needs;
3. To operate the enterprise, so far as is consistent with the above, on a viable financial basis, at least in terms of annual costs, including loan chages (or their equivalent, where the project is grant-aided); and
4. To programme development so as to secure the earliest opening of the musum at a reasonable initial cost, and thereafter to extend facilities according to demand and availability of resources. (Joint Steering Group, 1979)


Already, through the examination of the objectives of the site, one can begin to obtain an understanding of how a site is both a tourist attraction and a site of memory; suggesting that one cannot be placed into production without the other. 
To elaborate, the points above show that the aims in which, in the first instance, the Pit needed to hit to be seen as a success in the eyes of a number of different people when it first opened. It has successfully achieved a number of the aims including being able to present what can be considered to be an authentic experience to visitors, with the historical developments of coal mining, shown through the use of multiple tours of both the museum and the mines themselves. From the initial aspects, the museum was considering the tourists and tourist motivations so that visitors will be able to find the experience both pleasurable and safe regardless of the time of the year whilst engaging with adequate facilities to meet the various different needs of a variety of individuals. 
However, it is difficult to discover whether the last two aims have been successfully met and addressed as there has been a constant evolution of the site since it first opened as a heritage site. This does bring some contesting into consideration, as it questions whether the site has been effective in what it set out to do. Nonetheless, it is clear that, regardless of the aims, the site is clearly both a tourist site and a site of memory, something that will be further addressed throughout the course of this research report. 

Contribution to Welsh Heritage
Coal mining occupies a special place in the industrial, social and cultural history of Wales. It is fitting and proper that this most Welsh of industries should have a specialist museum, to record  and interpret its history for the benefit of international audience. (Joint Steering Group, 1979) 

It is believed that the opportunities which exist in Blaenavon are unique. The Joint Steering Group believed that no other heritage site would be able to combine the history and appeal of Bit Pit itself with the wealth of industrial reources founds in its immediate hinterland. Moreover, the area adjoins a National park and is easily accessible from the Motorway. (Joint Steering Group, 1979)

Museums are known to be focuses of cultural creation and interprative spaces where realisation is faced. Big Pit is one of the oldest shaft mines within South Wales (Joint Steering Group, 1979) The site is seen as significant due to the fact that it extends beyond its intrinsic historical imposrtance and character. After the mine shut, it still held potential for progress which derived from the fact that it was located in an area which had been appropriately labelled as ‘a living witness to the Industrial Revolution.’ (Joint Steering Group, 1979) Big Pit is especially important within this as when looking at intepretive terms, it is situated within an area which holds a wealth of important sites associated with the social and industrial development of Britain. (Joint Steering Group, 1979) The area linked closely, and most importantly, with the mining museum is Blaenavon Ironworks which is described as the best surviving example of the late 18th century ironworks (Joint Steering Group, 1979) alongside the ironworks is the remains of a historic tramroad, workers’ houses, schools, places of worship, most of which have a considerable amount of heritage value. 
Coalmining contributes to Welsh heritage, providing the people with a sense of identity and culture despite the fact that mining is no longer an active construct to their everyday lives. Family members can remember working in the mines, as such, Big Pit has become a clear case of Welsh heritage within living memory.

Site of Memory

Hewison (1987) stated that an increase within the heritage sector had been intended to ‘capture a nostalgia for the past and to impose this on society.’ (Hewison, 1987) Nostalgia is defined as a yearning for the past, and in this sense we view nostalgia as one significant feature of community memory. (Benton, 2010)Keeping heritage safely in the past was considered to be preventing Britain from cultivating an active and artistic culture, which would have contributed to a sense of decline. (Hewison, 1987)
It is very clear that Big Pit uses the effects of nostalgia to encourage people to remember mining; an essential aspect of Welsh cultural heritage. Through the use of their exhibits, people are encouraged to remember certain aspects of the Welsh mining history such as the strike (Thompson, 2019) which creates a political impact of their exhibits due to the fact that the miners’ strike of 1984-85 had been the biggest mass movement against the government in history, so much so that the government tried to erase it from history. 
Alongside this, Big Pit is aimed at educating society on other aspects of the Welsh societies’ cultural heritage as well as individuals heritage. It is linked strongly to the surrounding industrial revolution history of Blaenavon as well as the welsh valleys in a general sense. 
Exhibits in themselves must have a physical or even tangible heritage for them to be put into the museum, this results in the hiding of intangible heritage such as the stories of miners as well. Alongside this, newspapers are never used within their exhibits as it’s easy for them to be destroyed as well as often being biased, which has resulted in the curator not wishing to use them within the museum. (Thompson, 2019)  Any stories which would be told must either be directly linked to the exhibit and is used through a voice recording, or through the ex-miners doing the tours underground as well as on the pitheads and in the baths. 
This links heavily to Rothberg’s ‘multidirectional memory’.  Multidirectional memory considers a range of interventions through which societal factors convey several traumatic pasts into the present day (Rothberg, 2009). The theory itself presents how the link between collective memory and group identity may have been taken for granted leading to the boundaries between identity and memory overlapping.14 This theory can be linked to living and societal memory surrounding the mining museums due to the fact that there are many voices which need to be conveyed within the museum, Big Pit was a working museum from 1880 to 1980 and there were a varied range of events which the mining communities had faced in those years. Assmann highlights that cultural and societal memory is resulted from societal traditions rather than being a result of phylogenetic progress (Assman & John, 1995) this can be linked heavily with Nietzsche’s work where he states that ‘humans need a means to preserve their nature throughout generations’ (Assman & John, 1995). 
Big Pit is what Assmann would differentiate as the communicative or everyday memory strand of cultural memory (Assman & John, 1995) due to the fact that the stories which are told, and the exhibits which are held are all part of something which is not only localised, but has also been passed down through the different generations within the area of Blaenavon through a range of courses, and more commonly word of mouth or familial ties. 
Reicher believes that society has collective memories which are able to go past the involvement of the individual, or even their own existence. A community will remember an oppression faced a number of years ago 

Tourist Attraction  
Big Pit hosts a range of tourist attractions within their site. There are two cafes, a shop, an interactive exhibit as well as being a free place to visit and go underground. 
The shop hosts the regular memorabilia you would find in a shop with branded items, but alongside this they have books for visitors to buy on a range of Welsh historical topics such as mining, cooking, rugby. They also keep to the theme of being an ex-coal mine with the selling of coal figures which offers a tangible link to the visit. The shop is also a place that links to all aspects of welsh history through the sales of welsh alcohol, welsh baking and welsh gold. Showing that they are not just trying to promote the mining industry but also the welsh heritage. 
Big Pit is heavily linked to the surrounding areas, especially the town of Blaenavon where they link to the Iron Works nearby. They often prompt people to visit other heritage sites in the area such as this for people to be culturally aware of all aspects of the heritage of the industrial town. 
Cultural tourism is defined as being a generator of income. (Silberberg, 1995) Tourism is now recognised as an objective of heritage institutions such as Big Pit. This is a result of the economic times, (Silberberg, 1995) it has impacted how items are displayed, how tours would be as engaging as possible as well as using what they sell to their advantages and goals.
Heritage can no longer be considered about just about the past, but also the economical issues surrounding the places in which heritage is portrayed. The profiles of tourists are now even more considered than usual due to the fact that tourists are more likely to visit a place of interest if they can find a shop of go to a café (Silberberg, 1995). This could be to do with memorabilia of their trip, or just so they know it will not be strictly educational and intense.  Museums and sites, including Big Pit, now need to adapt to suit the tourists, as their main source of income. (Silberberg, 1995)
Alongside this, Poria highlights the links between tourists, heritage and the reasons for visiting heritage sites. They highlight how tourist motivations are the key influencers to the museums and heritage sites as heritage tourist is regarded as an activity by tourists in an historic space (Poria, et al., 2004). Academics have researched the motivations surrounding tourism and results have shown that people are often influenced by the interactive aspects of a heritage site (Poria, et al., 2004). Whether this be a tour such as the underground ones in big pit, or the surface tours and conservation stores.
What is interesting is that the notion of a heritage site being a tourism attraction cannot necessarily exist without the concept of memory. Even the shop provides tourists with the opportunity to buy memorabilia reinforcing what they have learnt within site itself. Nonetheless, it must be highlighted that, without the cafes and interactive exhibits, the memory would have been forgotten; the need and desire for the tourist to explore such sights emphasised by the leisure aspects. The tourist can become part of the history through the use of buying a toy or book from the shop. They are suddenly part of that memory, something they can bring home and keep. As a result, the tourist nature of the site cannot be untangled from heritage sites.

Analysis
To contest Big Pit being a tourist attraction is the fact that without living memory, and people being able to relate to the histories of the pits, there would not be a tourist attraction to begin with. The museum would not exist without the work of the community and the ex-miners, all of whom lived the industrial history of the mine and connects with the cultural identity. Neither could live whilst the other survives (Rowling, 2003) meaning that you can not have one without the other and expect it to prosper. Halbwach highlights how communicative memory can link with collective memories. (Radstone & Schwarts, 2010) Halbwach analysed the social and collective elements linked with individual memory, he stated that the key concepts were linked with oral history (Radstone & Schwarts, 2010)Halbwach states that societies regular communication is characterised by ‘a high degree of non-specialisation, reciprocity of roles…’ showing that an individuals memory will be composed upon the framework of social memory, constituted from communication the person would have had with others. (Radstone & Schwarts, 2010) This is strongly linked to the success of Big Pit due to the fact that the others in this situation would be the people who society have conceived a unity with through the same image of their past. This could be in relation to family members, political views as well as neighbourhoods (Radstone & Schwarts, 2010). In this respect, many people would still be visiting Big Pit today because their family members may have worked down the mines, or they were on the same side of the miners during their strike. Ceri Thompson, the curator of the museum at Big Pit stated that every year you get ex-coal board workers coming to the mine to reminisce on their past and the histories, which then leads to their families also visiting as it gives them a closer connection to their families due to the fact that if they can see, touch as well as hear stories and evidence of what people went through they ultimately feel closer to them. (Radstone & Schwarts, 2010) 
McCartney summaries a way in which remembering the past would not only involve first person narratives but also the narratives from the generations in the following years as they will later circulate their own views and opinions on what would have happened in past events. (McCartney, 2014) she states that ‘the empathetic approach to history often encourages us to project our own feelings and attitudes… onto those who lived in the past.’ (McCartney, 2014) This highlights how although there is plenty of first hand, factual evidence for different events and experiences within this lifetime, there will always be a chance that a person’s own agenda may be applied to the situation to perceive it in a completely new and different way. This is greatly relevant for the modern day in which society has become more technologically advanced and it is easier to access documents which may not have been attainable previously.


Conclusion
This report has identified how the combination of memory and the notion of tourism can help the heritage industry thrive and promote the past most effectively. Whilst examining how Big Pit is both a site of memory and a tourist attraction, it can be seen that one concept cannot survive without the other. A comparison has been made between the two concepts with the ultimate conclusion that the site is a combination of factors, playing on the public’s notion of nostalgia and culture to encourage people to visit and engage with the site. Furthermore, as Big Pit is of such considerable importance to the Welsh cultural heritage and is within living memory it can be said that there would be a lack of tourist attractions in Industrial South Wales without the mine being there with the histories, personal touches and the living memory which all people experience, especially with a historical event as critical to the Welsh identity as this one. In conclusion, Big Pit is a combination of both memory and tourism, as has been stated.
Overall, Big Pit would have faced many issues in their presentation of their exhibits due to the fact that it is impossible to showcase every aspect of Welsh mining history. However, it has still successfully contributed to Welsh Heritage. 
Linking back to the questions posed by UNESCO, which Big Pit is a part of, the museum would have had to have thought about the following questions in their portrayal of the heritage;

How does a museum deal with a legacy?  Big Pit deals with their communities legacy through the use of tours by ex miners and the use of their stories and artefacts, showing all aspects of the mine. Refusing to conceal the negative aspects such as death and brutality faced whether that be down the mine or on the picket lines.

How can a history museum bring a community to examine and seek answers to collective questions?  The museum uses a range of exhibits to present the ways in which the miners and their families would have been affected during their time underground and during the strikes as well as exhibiting the ways in which communities worked together to support each other.
Who is included and excluded? The museum has constantly included all aspects of the miners lives from the 1880s all the way to the present day, highlighting the ways in which their lives had changed, how the mines had changed throughout the later parts of the twentieth century. 
 Is a history museum a place of reconciliation? Big Pit can be perceived as a place of reconciliation as it highlights the ways in which the miners have reconciled with their past. 
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