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Blaenavon during the industrial revolution

Introduction
During the 18th century, Britain was the first country in the world to experience the first industrial revolution. The industrial revolution was a period which saw sparsely populated rural areas transform to densely populated urban towns. Britain experienced enormous social and economic change driven by technological innovation. Before the industrial revolution goods were crafted by hand, which meant production levels were low. Steam power was a crucial innovation which had a significant impact on society and was the driving force behind rapid growth. Factories were no longer restricted to specific geographical areas and could now operate using steam power rather than waterpower. Steam power also allowed miners to go deeper into mines and extract more coal. (History, 2009)
The trade growth created a wealthy middle class and many individuals set up businesses which created a vast number of jobs throughout the country. 
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(BBC History,2019)

In the late 1700s and early 1800s, iron was in high demand and was used for many purposes. Examples of some of the machinery and equipment that were made from iron include steam engine parts, tramways, railroads, weapons and tools. To make iron, you need three components. These are ironstone, limestone and coke. During the industrial revolution, several areas were rich in natural resources, and this made them distinctly prosperous. The mountains in Blaenavon had an abundance of raw materials which made it the ideal location for iron production. Blaenavon is located in South Wales and is 6 miles from Pontypool. 


(Google Maps, 2020)
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Consequently, entrepreneurs and investors saw the location as a fantastic opportunity to utilise new industrial technologies. Before the industrial revolution, the landscape of Blaenavon was barren and consisted of scattered farms and woodland. The fields were farmed on a small scale by local families, and the population of the area was sparse. (Glamorgan-Gwent Archaeological Trust, 2009)

 
Technological developments
In 1788 land which was known as ‘Lord Abergavenny Hill’ was leased to three entrepreneurs, Thomas Hill, Thomas Hopkins and Benjamin Pratt. The three individuals had ambitious plans for the area and were key players in the development of Blaenavon during this period. The entrepreneurs invested an estimated £40,000 for the construction of the ironworks, which is equivalent to several million pounds in today's market. The ironworks consisted of three blast furnaces. The process for producing iron involved feeding ironstone, coke and limestone into the top of the blast furnace. The ironstone was then heated at high temperatures and turned into liquid iron. The liquid iron was then cooled and converted into bars of metal referred to as ‘pig iron’. This was a revolutionary technology, and by 1796 the Blaenavon Ironworks Company was producing 5,400 tons of iron per year. The image below shows the remains of the ironworks and highlights the impact that industrialisation had on the remote area. (Blaenavon World Heritage, 2010)
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By the end of the 18th century, the ironworks employed an estimated 350 people, and the population of the area was around 1,000. 
The construction of ‘Hill’s Tram Road’ was another crucial technological development at the time. The railway significantly improved the transportation of materials and allowed the Ironworks Company to increase the volume of trade. Goods were transported to the coast via the railway, and from here they were exported to international markets. The image below shows the remains of the tramroad. The path was situated on a steep mountainside which meant the working conditions were dangerous and unforgiving.                                                                     
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In 1817 an iron forge was built on the mountainside and iron was transported from the ironworks to the forge via the railway. By the 1850s, the iron forge was producing 200 tons of iron per week which highlights the importance of the tramroad. (Blaenavon World Heritage, 2010)
Towards the end of the 19th-century demand for iron was in decline, but this did not mark the end of prosperity for Blaenavon. During the 1850s a process for converting pig iron into steel was created. This was an exciting development because steel was much stronger than iron. However, a problem soon became apparent. The majority of iron ore contained high levels of phosphorus which made the steel brittle. Sidney Gilchrist Thomas alongside his cousin Percy began conducting experiments in Blaenavon to find a solution to the global problem. In 1879 the two men had invented a technique which successfully removed phosphorus from the iron. The method was so successful it was used worldwide and revolutionised the steel industry. (Britannica,2016)

Coal was in high demand from the late 19th century, and collieries were a big part of the industrial landscape at Blaenavon. ‘Big Pit’ was at the forefront of coal production in South Wales, and coal mined from Blaenavon was exported worldwide. At the beginning of the 20th century, an estimated 1,300 men worked at the colliery. 
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In just 200 years, technological innovation had helped transform the area from a remote landscape to a busy industrial hub.

Population and community 
Blaenavon experienced rapid population growth from the late 18th century. In the early stages of industrialisation migrants who were skilled moved to the area. The majority of workers came from rural Wales and west England. As industrialisation in the region expanded, many workers came from overseas from countries including Germany, Italy and Ireland. The increase in migrant workers created a diverse community.
(Blaenavon World Heritage, 2010)
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The Ironworks Company built houses close to the ironworks to support the workers. However, the living conditions were deplorable, and there were high levels of air pollution. (UNESCO, 2013) 
In the early 1800s, the town of Blaenavon was still underdeveloped, and there were only a small number of shops within the area. John Williams moved to the town in the 1830s and played a significant role in the development of the town centre. Williams invested large sums of money into the area and built several facilities such as a hall, hotel, pub and gas works. He also played an influential role in persuading the local committee to create Broad Street. Broad Street thrived, and many people moved to the area to set up businesses. 
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(Blaenavon World Heritage, 2010)

In the 19th century, the UK economy was the most advanced in the world. Between the 1800s and 1900s UK, coal production increased 20 times, and iron production increased 30 times. During this period the South Wales iron industry was responsible for 40% of the UK’s iron exports. (BBC). There was a vast global demand for UK goods. Therefore, the UK economy thrived, and this meant that Blaenavon was able to expand its industrial operations. 
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