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Blaenavon.
Blaenavon is a small town based in the Welsh valleys, famously known for its involvement in the production of coal, iron and steel. Blaenavon is one of the only small mining town’s to still have an operational mine, where visitors can travel down to the mine in the pit cage to experience what miners experienced over 140 years ago. A fully operational mine from 1880 to 1980, then opening for visitors from 1983. The Big Pit is now a national heritage centre and attracts many visitors yearly. However, that isn’t the only thing attracting visitors to the valleys, the remains of the ironworks can also be seen, but why was Blaenavon the perfect location for coal mining, and the production of iron? Blaenavon was rich with, coal, limestone and ore, which outcropped at the surface making exctraction of material cheap, the perfect location for mining coal, ore and limestone all the products required in the production of iron.  The formation of coal may have been the main reason the valleys are ample for mining.
Coal Formation
The process of coal formation began hundreds of thousands of years ago there were dense forests in low lying wetlands called swamps, due to flooding the trees died and got buried at the bottom of the ocean, this is the organic material, as the trees decompose they turn into something called peat. As more soil called sediment is deposited on top of the peat they become compressed and for soft coal called lignite. Over time the sediment that collects over the top of the lignite creates more pressure and heat, under the compression and high temperature the lignite slowly converts to coal. the pressure and heat makes the lignite become harder and darker, Coal contains carbon, the slow conversion of dead trees into coal is called carbonisation.  As coal is produced from dead vegitaion it is also called a fossil fuel. (2020) Blaenavon is rich in coal due to the vast landscape, the valleys and hills are ideal for coal formation as the hills are produced by sediment being deposited, creating more pressure and producing good quality coal. the illustration belows shows the process of coal formation. 
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(How coal is formed, 2020)

Prior to industrialisation in the late eighteenth century, Blaenavon was a small settlement situated in the Lordship of Abergavenny. Barren land occupied by sheep farmers, scattered some distance apart, struggling to survive in a rural environment with harsh climate. This all changed“During the 1780s the leases to an area of land known as ‘Lord Abergavenny’s Hill’ began to expire. Thearea was rich in minerals and natural resources and was clearly a region, where profits could be sought.” (2020) three industrialists known as Thomas Hill of Dennis, Thomas Hopkins of Rugeley and Benjamin Pratt of Great Witley, entered into negotiations with Henry Nevill, the Earl of Abergavenny, on the 30th of November 1789, hill and his associates were granted the lease on an area of land of over twelve thousand acre, allowing the three the rights to the mines, minerals, coal and limestone, and permission to erect furnaces. This was the start of change for Blaenavon, work began on erecting  furnaces immediately.in  Hill and his companions brought over three hundred workers with them to the Welsh valleys to erect the furnace, between 1805 and 1810a further two furnaces were erected, all five furnaces produced over 14,220 tonnes of pig iron annually. The derelict land soon became rows of houses to accommodate all the workers, as well as churches as religion was a big thing in Blaenavon during this period. By 1842 over two thousand workers were employed by the Blaenavon iron works, belonging to the Blaenavon iron and coal company. Boys as young as six were working underground in the mines. The coal that was taken from the mines was used in the steelworks to create heat to help with the production of iron. This location was prime for Hill and his associates as the landscape surrounding them had everything, they needed to produce iron whilst also extracting coal from the landscape for export. Transportation lines were created in order to transport the produce via canal and tram to Newport in order to export to foreign countries.
“In 1789 Blaenavon Ironworks first harnessed the power of steam to blow air into its huge blast furnaces. A century later it was here that Sidney Gilchrist Thomas transformed the world’s steel industry by inventing a method to remove phosphorus from iron ore.” (Cadw, 2020) he did this by adding lime to the pig iron and blowing the molten metal with oxygen, this making unudable phosphoric ores that could be used in bulk steel making,  this helped Blaenavon become one of the main the contributors to making Wales one of the biggest producers of iron in the world.  “By 1796 blaenavons furnaces were producing five thousand four hundred tons of iron a year.”(moodle 19\20)  however in the early 20th century coal was in high demand due to its steam generating properties, and the development of steam engines and soon overtook iron in the main local industry. the steel works closed in 1960’s prior to closure it was used as a maintenance yard. And the coal mine closed in 1980. However the history of Blaenavon can be seen with a visit to the small town, the Big Pit is open as a museum with original artefacts, and the remains of the ironworks can also be seen, and the landscape shows the scars of the industrial revolution.
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