Distinctiveness of Blaenavon
Blaenavon is a unique town meaning ‘the front of the river’ in Welsh language.  known for its ironworks which opened in 1788 by the West Midlands Industrialist, Thomas Hill and his partners, Thomas Hopkins and Benjamin Pratt.  The Businessmen invested £40.000 into the ironworks project and erected three blast furnaces.
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Above is Blaenavon in 1955. As seen, there are only fields and little activity in this small village.
Hundreds of migrant families travelled to this historic town in the 18th and 19th centuries to help shape the landscape. It was famous for its surviving coal and iron industry. According to the Cadw historic organisation. “The parallel development of these industries was one of the key dynamic forces of the world’s Industrial Revolution, and South Wales was among the leading centres.” The families that moved to Blaenavon would not earn much of a wage and there are stories of six people and a lodger all living in one bunker who have young children also working alongside their father in the ironworks and coal mines. Some children as young as eight years of age. Many of these families left Somerset to live in Blaenavon in the hope of a better life, leaving ancestors behind. 
The presence of both iron and coal in South Wales led to industrial development there from the second half of the 18th century. Contracts during the Napoleonic wars gave a stimulus to the growth of mines and foundries, and by 1815 South Wales was producing a third of Britain’s iron output. By Victoria’s time the emphasis was switching to “steam coal” for steam engines and shipping, and South Wales came to provide the biggest coal exports in the world. This considerable industrialisation required labour. The steam train at Blaenavon is still in working order and it is part of the display to show the contribution it made to Britain’s Industrial Revolution.
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The Blaenavon mine was worked from 1860 until 1980. As witnessed when visiting Blaenavon, the mine which is known as ‘The Big Pit’, is still fully functioning and run by the local miners to preserve it. Mining was extremely hard work and very dangerous, although it paid a better wage than farming. One in four men from villages came to work in Blaenavon.  The working day was long, usually a twelve-hour shift to produce the coal putting it into drums and containers in an unhealthy and filthy environment underground. Horses also worked in the pits, up to eighty horses would be working. They would live in stables underground. The horses would be treated well due to them being very expensive but would go blind due to years working in the mines attached with harnesses to pull the crates of coal underground.
In the early days, up to 20,000 people lived and worked in coal and Iron ore. Today Blaenavon is a much quieter town with only 6,000 residents. Below is an image of what the ironworks looked like, during Britain’s Industrial Revolution. There was a vast amount of iron produced here using iron ore and coal mined in Blaenavon. The iron was transported all over the British Isles to be used in the manufacturing industry and to make railway tracks.
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For the first two decades iron was sort after by other countries, making Blaenavon a very prosperous town.  Horse drawn tramways were used to transport the iron until the steam trains took over. 
Houses were built all over the valleys for the iron workers in the 1790’s. In the 1820’s the post Napoleanic war of depression hit with the loss of wool production there was no more demand for iron goods and when the soldiers came out from the war there were no jobs for them. There was no longer a need for uniforms or iron which led to the economic depression. People started to move out of Blaenavon, shops started to get boarded up due to businesses having to close. 
The Big Pit was one of the most important mines to be running for over a hundred years. When iron and steel was no longer needed as much, coal became the source of fuel for steam ships, locomotives, factories and houses. Blaenavon was one of many towns which specialised in the production of coal in order to take advantage of the high demand. Big pit is now a museum where people can visit and see how it became part of the Industrial revolution. The pit has been preserved showing how the miners would have worked, also the environment and conditions they worked under. There were improvements made for the miners in the 19th century at Big Pit. They had the facilities installed which included showers and lockers. They no longer had to go home in filthy clothes. This took pressure off the housewives who would be the one’s having to do the miners laundry. 
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Locker facilities at ‘Big Pit’
[image: Image result for images of lockers and showers at big pit blaenavon]  Miner’s locker where they could shower and change into clean clothes before they retired home after their shift at ‘Big Pit’
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Image of shower facilities for the miners at ‘Big Pit’
Blaenavon has been preserved and is now a famous history World Heritage Centre. The houses where workers lived can be visited and all the remains of the iron works. 
[image: See the source image] Workers Houses.
Blaenavon is now a quiet town but thriving with its small businesses from hardware stores to pet supplies. There is something for everyone and with its preservation of what was once a big industry for producing iron and coal.  The history of Blaenavon appeals to many people.
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