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Distinctiveness and Regeneration - Field Report - Blaenavon
Christine Joy
Distinctiveness and Regeneration – (BMSP4005)

Before the establishment of the ironworks, Blaenavon consisted of a couple of farms scattered amongst the mountainsides, with the nearest town of Pontypool some six miles away. In 1565, Blaenavon's rich mineral deposits had already attracted a London banking family, the Hanbury’s, who leased the rights to extract these minerals from the surrounding areas.   

In 1770 Scottish born James Watt (Nuvolaria, 2004) made great advancements within steam power, revolutionizing the inventor Thomas Newcomen’s 1700 design. Soon machinery bought about dehumanisation, social uprising and luddites (Sale, 1995) Railroads started to knit together across the land, Richard Trevilhick also aided transportation advances with his engineering of 2k Miles of canals with Newport being key in later years. 

But it was not until 1788 when changes started to take place within Blaenavon when Lord Abergavenny leased 12,000 acres of common land to Thomas Hill, Thomas Hopkins and Benjamin Pratt. (Visit Blaenavon, 2020) With Blaenavon's distinctive natural abundance of three key elements, Iron, Limestone and Coal and steam power enabling for deeper mines accessing quality coal the Entrepeneur's developed the land into what became Blaenavon Ironworks.   

  By 1790 Blaenavon Ironworks began producing iron and employed 350 people, by 1796 was producing 5,400 tons of iron a year and by 1812 there were five furnaces, which had an annual output of over 14,220 tons. The introduction of a tramroad enabled pig iron and coal to be transported between the wrought iron forge which was built in 1816 at Blorenge Mountain and by 1841 Blaenavon Iron and Coal Company employed 2,000. (Museum of Wales, 2020) 

Hundreds of new towns had sprung up across the land and Britain grew from two cities to twenty-nine, with people flooding from the countryside to seek work in the thick oily smog cities and similarly mass change had also begun within Blaenavon. The countryside began to change with slag heaps and the mountains bearing the scars from mining.  The town of Blaenavon was born, so too were the many furnaces which were carved into the hillsides allowing for easy distribution of the coal to fuel them and the output of pig iron at the ground level.

 To enable production around the clock production, key workers were housed besides the ironworks, mines and quarries.  Living conditions were hard, pollution engulfed the area which led to poor health, with diseases such as cholera killing thousands in later years.  Men, women and children as young as seven worked long hours in hot sweaty and dangerous conditions.  People flocked to by the hundreds seeking work and the population grew rapidly within Blaenavon (census) Whilst the wealth of the middle and upper classes increased, life was tough for the working class.  

Under the rule of Queen Victoria came capitalism, allowing modernity people to own their inventions and make money from their ideas and soon Britain became the wealthiest nation.  Political, Social and technological advances were made.  

By 1854 the main railway network reached Blaenavon and the town was in development.  Over the next few years saw a sixth blast furnace with a rolling mill, the implementation of a health board, new schools, town council, police court and a workingman's hall.  

In 1868 riots occurred after the defeat of the Liberal candidate and the military were called to the epicenter of the breakout at the Red Lion pub, this gave way to a 73-week strike and saw hundreds of people leave Blaenavon. (Richter, 1971)   

During 1877 and 1878 cousins Sidney Gilchrist Thomas and Percy Gilchrist, (Habashi, 2011) alongside Edward Martin perfected the basic process for making steel by the removal of phosphorus which makes steel brittle.  The move to the production of steel bought about devastating impacts to the Ironworks site and in 1864 Blaenavon Iron & Coal Company went into liquidation.  Purchased in 1870 by Blaenavon Iron & Steel Company who converted at high cost to steel production.  During World War I (1914-18), Blaenavon produced shell steel for armaments. Thereafter steel making continued until 1938. During World War II (1939-45), the works produced aluminum and magnesium alloys for the Ministry of Aircraft.   In 1947, the coal industry was nationalised and the company lost its coal mining interests in Blaenavon.

   Before leading to its closure in the 1960s and was set for demolition before being saved in 1974 for the nation.  Where extensive repair and conservation work has been carried out.  After the Big Pit closed its doors in 1980 as a colliery, it reopened in 1983 as a mining museum.  Later in the turn of the millennium saw the whole of the Blaenavon town, ironworks, Big Pit, coal Museum, Pwell Du tram tunnel and Thomas Hills tramroad made into a World Heritage site by UNESCO amongst the likes of the great wall of china, the pyramids of Egypt etc.  
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