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Map of Wales showing in black the areas surveyed using the methods described,
Blaenavon is the black area at the bottom right (Crown copyright, RCAHMW).



The survey of the industrial landscape of the World Heritage Site of Blaenavon
(inscribed 2000) has evolved from a methodology perfected for over a decade as part
of the Uplands Archaeology Initiative in Wales (www.rcahmw.gov.uk/uplands-
10years/introl.shtml) . This Initiative was started because an increased rate of
conifer afforestation in the mountains, together with upland agricultural improvement
using government funds, were perceived as threats to the archaeological landscapes
that survived at a high altitude. These landscapes were particularly archaeologically
rich in comparison to the more intensively farmed and improved land that survive at
lower altitudes. The high open moorlands have now been made much more accessible
by new ‘right to roam’ legislation (the CROW Act) and the Welsh and British
governments are very keen that the archaeological riches of these areas are made
known to attract an increasingly overweight population to explore them and so partake
in essential exercise.

When the Uplands Initiative was first instigated it was expected that most remains to
be discovered would be from the prehistoric period. However, the remains of the
extractive and mining industries form one of the two most common types of remains
on this largely fossilised mountainous landscape that survives at altitudes over 244
metres (800 feet). The other most common type of remains are of medieval and post-
medieval dwellings, some being the cottages and smallholdings of miners on the
upland waste.

Archaeologists walking over the ground in parallel lines, or transects, recording all
visible features on the online database of 75,000 sites at www.coflein.gov.uk (Crown
Copyright: RCAHMW).

In Wales over 40% of the land is over 244 metres in altitude and some 60% of the
land is of Upland character (Browne & Hughes 2003, p. 9). Latterly the focus of the



initiative has shifted to the eighteenth and early nineteenth-century industrial
landscapes, including Blaenavon, on the northern edge of the south-Wales coalfield
where a large proportion of the population of Wales still live.

Blaenavon lies in the south-east corner of Wales some 32 kilometres north of the
coastal capital of Wales at Cardiff. The ironworks town of Blaenavon is itself at an
altitude of over 300 metres.

In order to record all the archaeology in this fossilised upland landscape teams of
archaeologists walk over the landscape along parallel lines, or ‘transects’ thirty metres
apart, and enter basic descriptions (and photographs) of all visible sites which is then
available on-line (on the database at www.coflein.gov.uk ) within six months. Some
150 square kilometres of landscape are recorded every year and the number of sites in
each area surveyed is often increased by a factor of more than 1,000%. In 2005-06
some 2,200 new sites were photographed and added to the database. These form a
significant proportion of the 75,000 site records now available on-line and the 12,000
photographs that can already be viewed over the internet.

The methodology utilises twin approaches for although groundwork is good at
picking-up small isolated features, such as mine-shafts, that would be missed from the
air, large features are difficult to understand. The opposite is true for the results of
aerial photography so the two approaches are now combined in this new methodology.
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Mapping of the Blaenavon industrial landscape prepared from computer-rectified
vertical aerial photographs. These explain large linear features for archaeologists
working on the ground (Crown copyright: RCAHMW).



Archaeologists on the ground are guided by maps of all archaeological features visible
from the air which have been compiled from computer-rectified vertical aerial
photographs. Aerial mapping will pick-out very large features that are indecipherable
to archaeologists walking along pre-determined lines on the ground.

Linear features visible from the air can be water-power channels, early horse-drawn
railways, field boundaries or farm-cart trackways and this has been one of the first
projects to validate all aerial photographic mapping on the ground. The number of
known sites has been increased no less than 900-1,100% by such work and the much
greater known density of early industrial archaeological features has ensured that
further efforts to open-cast mine coal on the fringes of the World Heritage Site have
been successfully prevented.

Oblique aerial photograph of the industrial landscape at Blaenavon showing the
area mapped. The ‘tramroad’ (horse-worked railway) incline runs from the centre
top to the mid-right of the picture. The spoil-tips at the bottom of the map are in the
lower part of the photograph (Crown copyright: RCAHMW



4

i
1

_"{"

i

A

Horeb Welsh-language Baptist Chapel of 1867 was one of thirteen religious
buildings built by workers at Blaenavon. The simple Italianate exteriors, here
designed by one of the works engineers, were designed to contrast with the
ironmasters’ more elaborate gothic Anglican church (Crown copyright:
RCAHMW).

The Blaenavon townscape has a distinctive social archaeology and architecture which
has also been examined in detail and over 300 database entries have been created for
the buildings of the worker settlement. It retains distinctive housing, an ironmasters’
churches, workers’ chapels and of a large school that was provided in 1813 for the
children of the workers. This examination of the material evidence allow some
interesting conclusions to be drawn concerning the differing attitudes of the workers’
and their employees towards religious and institutional buildings and the roles of self
interest and/or philanthropy in their development.

At Blaenavon the ironmasters Thomas Hill and Samuel Hopkins felt obliged to build a
larger church to replace the small upland Capel Newydd that was of insufficient size
to hold the enlarged population of the new town (Barber, pp.89-90). Blaenavon in the
early nineteenth century was a dispersed settlement with its main artery alongside the
long sweeping curve of the horse-drawn railway leading down from the Blaenavon
Ironworks to the Monmouthshire Canal near Pontypool. All the new main
institutional elements of Blaenavon town were added incrementally by the ironworks
company during the nineteenth century alongside this new road-cum-rail connection.
Such new dual purpose linear connections were typical of the extractive landscapes
and townscapes of south Wales.



The new entrepreneurs soon felt that they had to reinforce the established Anglican
church but their works managers and engineers often became chapel deacons and
ministers. It was these latter overseers who actually built most nonconformist chapels
that pre-dated the gothic church buildings of the ironmasters. A significant number of
the works hierarchy attended Welsh-language chapels and as trained engineers, were
often their architects. At Blaenavon the first nonconformist chapel was built on the
common-land fringe on the pre-existing road later known as King Street.

Nonconformist chapel congregations gradually became more assertive and powerful.
Thomas Deakin, influential mines manager at Blaecnavon, was a leading Wesleyan
Methodist who in the 1840s probably designed the large chapel that was placed at the
centre of two flanking pedimented terraces at Blaenavon built by the works company
in the 1840s (Barber, p. 123). In 1863 Thomas Thomas, manager and builder of the
rolling mills at Blaenavon Ironworks, had designed the new Welsh —language
Italianate Baptist Chapel, in a dominating position on the uphill side of the
ironmasters’ Anglican Church (Hughes 2003, p.83).

Although all British worker communities in the industrial period in England and
Wales expressed their radicalism through the foundation of nonconformist
congregations this was particularly marked in Wales where there was no Welsh-
speaking bishop in post over the Established Church in Wales between the mid
eighteenth-century and 1870. This was despite the great majority of the population
speaking that language almost exclusively. In Wales, at the time of the religious
census in 1851, only 19.3% of the population worshipping on a Sunday did so in an
Anglican Church whereas between one-third and two thirds did so in English counties
(Coleman 1980, p.8). This situation was reinforced after the Great Religious Revival
of 1858-59 which was brought to Wales from north America but had a particular
resonance in Wales where Welsh workers built many new and more elaborate places
of worship (Hughes 2003, p.88).

There was a second difference with England in that membership of a Welsh chapel
was central to much of Welsh cultural identity providing a rich linguistic, musical,
social cultural experience throughout the week and not just a religious experience on
the Sabbath. As the industrial revolution in Swansea and Blaenavon boomed in the
first half of the nineteenth century the population of Wales boomed but the number of
places of worship almost trebled from 1,369 to 3,805. Revealingly, the rate of
increase in the established Anglican church was only 16% while that in nonconformist
chapels was 51%. By 1851 no less than 82.6% of the population in the thirteen
counties of Wales attended a place of worship on a Sunday whereas in England the
average was considerably lower with only 37% in London and 41.9% in the northern
English counties attending a church or chapel. The latter area is often compared to
Wales for the density of workers’ chapels but in fact it was much less as the total
attending any place of worship on a Sunday was much lower. The building landscape
of the Welsh worker communities of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to a
great extent reflected the linguistic divide. The Anglican churches of the landowners
and capitalists had had no Welsh-speaking bishops since the mid eighteenth century
until 1870 and some three-quarters of the worker nonconformist chapels remained
Welsh-speaking until the end of the nineteenth-century.



Interestingly the religious townscapes after the great religious revival of 1857-58 and
the growing status of the Welsh-speaking nonconformist population meant that towns
such as Blaenavon and Morriston came to have a density of workers chapels
unequalled in the rest of the United Kingdom. Increasingly in the nineteenth century,
as English-speaking immigrants combined with the at first bi-lingual and then later
monolingual English-speakingstudents produced by the ironmasters’ English-language
schools it was necessary to add English-language chapel equivalents to the multiple
denominations of the earlier Welsh-language chapel.
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A hand-held computer (PDA) showing the route to be followed round the
townscape in red, the position of the person following the trail is being tracked by
satellite using a GPS attachment and is shown by the red circle. The buildings
coloured green show that information, and photographs, are available from the on-
line database at www.coflein.gov.uk (Crown copyright, RCAHMW).




At Blaenavon there were thirteen worker-built chapels by 1901, and only one
(ironmaster-built) Anglican church. By this time only 8% of the town’s 10,010
population were Welsh-speakers (Barber, p.111).

There are still nineteenth-century townscapes in Welsh settlements such as Newport,
Brecon or Aberystwyth where three-four large chapel buildings of different
denominations and linguistic groups stand alongside each other on one street. The
greater cultural differentiation of largely worker Welsh-language Italianate-style
nonconformist chapels and industrialist built largely English-language gothic
Anglican churches remained. However English-language worker chapel
congregations became established and switched to building gothic chapels by the
1870s but Welsh-language chapels continued largely to be built in variants of the
Italianate style (Hughes 2006).

This information on this distinctive cultural townscape and landscape will be made
available to attract visitors to the industrial landscape in two ways. The first is now
being completed with national lottery funding and is an educational centre built in the
school that was first constructed for the children of Blaenavon ironworkers’ children
in 1813. This will have access to the databases and aerial mapping on-line.

A hand-held computer with satellite (GPS) attachment on top being demonstrated
by a pupil from one of the local schools involved in the development of the
landscape and townscape trails (Crown copyright, RCAHMW).



The second is a scheme that has already been piloted with schoolchildren and involves
the use of small palm- or hand-held computers (PDAs) fitted with a global positioning
system (GPS) attachment. This will allow schoolchildren, or cultural tourists, to hire
hand-held equipment from the educational centre and to see where they are, and to
follow on screen on-line maps guiding them round the monuments of the industrial
landscape. By clicking on features on the maps they will be able to bring-up database
entries about the particular feature they are looking at, in Welsh or English. Within
two years it should be possible to download this technology on to mobile telephones.
The first trail follows a horse-drawn railway of 1817-21 which originally incorporated
the then longest railway tunnel in the world (2kms long), the first high railway viaduct
(1788) and one of the first railway warehouses in the world (1820).

A sharp bend on the mountainside formation of Hill’s Tramroad at Blaenavon, the
grassy bed of a horse-drawn railway of 1817 that is being developed as a tourist and
walkers trail to get visitors to explore the wider industrial landscape (Crown
copyright, RCAHMW).

The development of the landscape at Blaenavon can be understood in terms of the
linear transport and water-power networks in relation to the underlying geological and
land ownership patterns and the location and remains of the mines and smelting
works.

Blaenavon had one primary (iron) smelting works and its ores were available from the
surrounding area. However its dependent forges were sited along three successive
transport arteries to its external markets: Cwmavon water-powered forges alongside
the early railway down to the Monmouthshire Canal at Pontypool (1793); replaced by
the water and steam-powered rolling-mills at Garnddyrys alongside the secondary
railway to the Brecknock and Abergavenny Canal (1817) which was in turn replaced



by the new steam-powered forge and blast-furnaces at Forgeside (1868) alongside the
arterial modern locomotive railway of 1854 (Browne & Hughes 2003, p.62).

At Blaenavon there were also successive networks of horse-hauled feeder lines
radiating from the ironworks and bringing-in supplies of iron-ore, coal and limestone
with which to feed the blast-furnaces which were in a fairly central location in land
leased for mineral rights.
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Part of the information and photographic access listings available on a hand-held
computer using a satellite connection to the on-line database available at
www.coflein.gov.uk and www.rcahmw.gov.uk (Crown copyright, RCAHMW).

These early railed ways also affected the morphology of the developing settlements in
quite a profound way. In fact the backbone of modern Blaenavon is Church Road
which sweeps down from the ironworks in a consistently graded sweeping slope. It
was originally laid-out as the formation of the Blaenavon Railroad which conveyed all
the finished iron from the ironworks down the valley to the Monmouthshire Canal for
export. As the only transport artery down the valley all the early housing, the
ironmasters’ church and schools for the workers children related to it. Several other

terraces of workers housing were related to horse-worked railways further up the
valley.

The trails will include the monuments of one the minority language cultures of the
world: the protestant nonconformist Welsh-language chapels, or ‘temples’, of the



iron-workers and will include Welsh versions of all text. This will hopefully boost the
usage of this minority language.

Early nineteenth-century mining gallery at Blaenavon. The underground tours at
Blaenavon are so popular that they attract more French than Welsh school
children. An aim of the development of trails around the Blaenavon land and
townscapes is to widen the economic benefits of this cultural tourism (John
Cornwell Collection, Crown copyright, RCAHMW).

A critical mass of projects is needed in the industrial landscape at Blaenavon in order
to spread the economic benefits of cultural tourism and World Heritage status beyond
the awe-inspiring educational underground visits to the Welsh National Mining
Museum at the former Big Pit Colliery. Also being promoted are the monumental
ironworks remains, a preserved railway, a canal, now used for pleasure-craft, and the
formation of a ‘book-town’ in the old workers settlement. All these and the
development of computer-led trails in the surround landscape and townscape are



being used to regenerate this industrial landscape and its town for the future benefit of
its community.
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