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Introduction
 In this report, I will be providing information gained on a visit to Blaenavon town on the 06/02/2018 with the University of South Wales. Before the birth of the industrial revolution in the 18th century Blaenavon did not exist, the town was built around the mining opportunities which drew people for work and housing. I intend to look at how this once important town is coping now and keeping its identity after the closure of heavy industry.
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Iron Works
            Visiting the Iron Works gave insight in to how it would have looked back when it was in production. Although production on site ceased in the early 1900s it has been maintained well and referred to as one of the best kept Iron Works of its kind anywhere in the world. It was originally owned by the Lord of Abergavenny and then leased to three businessmen from the Midlands in 1787. They saw potential in the area because of its coal and iron ore (Taylor – Davies, R. (2018)).
[image: ../../../Pictures/Photos%20Library.photoslibrary/resources/modelresources/110/98/nbkiQz8fSu+jPP36FwGYZA/filename-1.jpg]             Unfortunately, it was not possible to enter the Iron Works itself as it opens seasonally.  However, from the gates, it was possible to observe the water balance tower which is located impressively at the centre of the site and two blast furnaces which appeared in poor condition but would have been producing 35 tonnes of pig iron a day in their prime (Blaenavon World Heritage Site. (2017). Although we were not able to actively explore the site it is known that there were originally some ‘stack square’ cottages on the site where workers would have lived within walking distance of the works. Our guide Ruth explained that this was convenient for the staff but unfortunately the harsh chemicals emitted from the blast furnaces resulted in health issues, such as respiratory problems. 
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2.0 Sketch of Iron works 



Blaenavon Town
             It was a short walk of 5 minutes from the Iron Works to the town centre. This confirmed the importance of the Iron Works and demonstrated how the town had been shaped around it with the staff living locally. Walking through the town now it was obvious that there was economic hardship with many closed shops and buildings in disrepair. This was not surprising as the town has gone from a population of around 13,000 in 1921 and 41 working pubs, to having a population of only 6,000 in 2018 (Taylor – Davies, R. (2018)). This dramatic drop in population was due to the closure of the mining industry and Iron Works without there being any modern alternative to provide jobs and economic stability in the area.
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Ruth explained how there were 18 churches/chapels in Blaenavon in the 1920s which seems remarkable for such a small town. This gives a feel for the size and diversity of the population at the time. She then went on to say that Samuel Hopkins who was an ‘Iron Master’ was buried along with his mother law in the chapel. Many of the tombstones in the cemeteries used iron which was freely available as a material.
Blaenavon Workmen’s Hall and Heritage Museums
The next visit was to the Blaenavon Workmen Hall and the Community Museum which had its own small theatre inside where we met with local volunteers Bob and Robert Farr. They had an enthusiasm for local history and it was clear through all the volunteer projects and community events that although mining had finished it was still a vital part of the town’s identity. Almost all the volunteers were from an older generation who probably had first hand memories of when the Iron Works were active or through relatives previously employed in the Works (Farr, R. (2018). However, it may be a challenge to recruit younger volunteers who had never experienced the Iron Works or understood the town at its industrial peak. It is important to keep this history alive as part of Welsh identity but also to look to the future for new opportunities as employment continues to be an issue.
    The next stop at the World Heritage Centre which had a more dynamic approach with videos and tools on display. There was a timeline printed the whole length of the room which followed the rise and fall of the industry. I personally felt that this museum lacked the enthusiasm and personal touch that we received from the community museum. I could see how it would appeal to a younger generation. I think school trips may be a key income source for the town during quite periods.                                  
The Big Pit
We then travelled down to the Big Pit National Coal Museum which sits impressively on the top of the valley overlooking Blaenavon. This was a working mine that opened in 1880 but was shut down in 1980. It is now a world heritage site and the only museum of its kind in the world and is run by ex-miners from the area. The first noticeable feature externally was a railway with a steam engines on display and inside the museum there was a small internal railway track for moving coal. The railway had an essential role in transporting coal and iron from Blaenavon, which is inland, to ports such as Newport for distribution around the world.
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The Big Pit itself has a 300 foot mine shaft on site but unfortunately it was not possible to enter the mine itself because of a lift malfunction. Speaking to the ex-miners who now run the tours gave a vivid impression of conditions within the mine. Inside it would have been pitch black, claustrophobic and hot. There were budgies in cages on site and the miners explained that they would have carried these with them down the mine to test for potentially gases. It was a dangerous and challenging place to work.
My personal favourite aspect of the Big Pit was the interactive video tour which used videos, sound effects and automated machines to take you on a journey of how it would have been mining down the Pit when it was open. This really gave a feel for how difficult the job was so it was surprising to hear the ex- miners being positive about their experiences (Jones, G. (2018). They missed the team spirit that was needed with miners working in close proximity. One miner shared that he was making more money in the 1980s as a miner than he was as a guide now. This confirmed the impression that although there are jobs in tourism in Blaenavon, it is only bringing a fraction of the money that made in its time of industry. This is despite it being a World Heritage Site.
 Conclusion
           I feel that becoming a World Heritage site has brought trade to Blaenavon but also could be holding it back from adapting to the changing times we live in. As European funding is being dropped the future of Blaenavon and all the surrounding valleys is unclear. The challenge now is to make Blaenavon relevant to future generations whilst still keeping hold of its unique identity. 
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