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This timeline has been created based on the interests 
and discussions of participants within history workshops 
in the BG REACH project. It uses some of the language 
and phrases from those discussions that inspired other 
creative work within the exhibition.



c380BC–383AD

The Silures Tribe

The Twmbarlum
The Twmbarlum is a mountain summit in the Brecon Beacons steeped in 
mystery. Mystical stories surround the Twmp. The Giant Bran, a Silures 
chieftain is said to buried on the mountain waiting to raise up to defend 
Wales. There’s said to be buried treasure that’s guarded by a swarm 
of bees. Haunting music is also said to be heard from deep within the 
mountain luring young girls away never to be seen again.

The Silures were a Celtic tribe who are thought to have come to 
Britain from Spain. They were known for their fiery nature and 
having a mass of black curly hair. The Silures lived in Iron Age 
hillforts, one of which sat on top of the Twmp.

The forts had defences surrounding them, such as ditches, 
stone walls and mud banks. This protected the Silures people 
from invasion by other tribes and also from wild animals such 
as brown bears, wolves and lynx that roamed the area.



1st – 4th Century AD

The Romans in Wales

The Silures Tribe joined forces with the Ordovices Tribe and 
Caratacus, the son of the King of the Catuvellauni Tribe of Essex. 
Although the tribes fought long and hard, they were eventually 
defeated by the Romans at the Battle of Caer Caradoc in AD50. 
The Romans held parts of Wales until AD383.

In 48AD, five years after the Romans had conquered 
England, they turned their attention to Wales. There 
were thought to be around five tribes living in Wales 
at this time including the Silures.



11th – 12th century

Norman Conquest of Wales

Within 8 years of King Henry I ascending the English throne, he began a 
campaign in south Wales to force out the Welsh princes. In 1114, Henry was 
still struggling to secure power in Wales. He sent three separate armies to 
try to defeat the princes. Eventually he was forced into making peace with 
Owain ap Cadwgan, a prince of Powys and Gruffudd ap Cynan, the King of 
Gwynedd. This led to a fairly stable peace between the two countries from 
1135-1154.

In 1066 the Normans defeated the Saxons. A year later the Normans attacked 
Wales, and by 1094, most of Wales had fallen under Norman control.

In 1101, under the leadership of King Gruffudd ap Cynan the Welsh managed to 
take back the greater part of the country.

Harlech Castle

Caernarfon Castle



13th century

The Middle Ages
Welsh Life in the Middle Ages
Most people worked on the land, growing crops and 
looking after animals. The basic diet of the poor 
consisted of black ryebread, cheese and pottage, a 
kind of stew. Peasants lived in huts. Many homes were 
dark, smoky and cramped consisting of just one room 
without windows. In the evenings the animals would be 
let into the house as they were valuable and had to be 
taken care of.

St Illtyds Church, Llanhilleth was completed by 1213. At 
this time the care of the church came under the control 
of the White Monks, so called because of their white 
habits, who were from the Cistercian Monastery at 
Llantarnam. St Illtyds Church is the oldest building in 
Blaenau Gwent.

St Illtyd's Motte
St Illtyd’s Motte is the remains of Castell Taliorum in 
the village of Llanhilleth. It’s thought the castle was 
destroyed by Llewellyn the Great in 1233 after his 
alliance with King John declined.



1778

Industrial Revolution Steel

The iron and steel industries came to south Wales because the raw 
materials for making iron – iron ore, coal and limestone – could be 
found together.

The earliest Iron works in Blaenau Gwent was in Sirhowy established 
in 1778 where iron production continued until 1883. 

The Ebbw Vale Steel, Iron and Coal Company, was formed in 1790 and 
in 1818 bought the Sirhowy Works. During the Edwardian period (1901-
1910) it employed 34,000 men. It closed in 2002.

Early Iron Works 

The Steel Industry flourished until 1929, when a lack of business along 
with the depression of the 1930’s forced the works to shut. Ebbw Vale 
saw unemployment raise to 54%.

After two years the works opened once more. In 1967 the steel industry 
was nationalised. Due to a changing market and cheaper steel, the 
works closed in July 2002 with the loss of 780 jobs.

Sirhowy Ironworks 1884



1824

Tramroads and Railways

The railways came early to Blaenau Gwent. In 1824 the 
Monmouthshire Railway and Canal Company built a 
tram road from Newport to Aberbeeg and Nantyglo.

The railways continued to grow and were pivotal for 
the coal, steel and tinplate industries, helping to 
carry the valuable cargo to their allotted destination.

In 1855 the Tramroad was converted to a railway. It 
became part of the Great Western Railway in 1880.

Aberbeeg 
Junction



1840s

Coal
The first coal mine in Blaenau Gwent 
was sunk in 1843 at Tir Nicholas 
Farm, Cwmtillery.

The coal mines were Nationalised in 
July 1946, leading to the setting up 
of the National Coal Board. At this 
time there were 38 pits in Blaenau 
Gwent alone.

Coal mining came to an end in Blaenau 
Gwent with the closure of the two pits – 
Marine Colliery closed in March 1989 and 
Oakdale closed on 26th August 1989.

The area changed from a few farms sprinkled 
through the valleys to hundreds of people flocking 
in to find work in the coal fields of south Wales.  
The population quickly increased.

The Population Explosion

40,000

1930s

21,945

19011891

10,846



1914-1918 1939-1945

The First and Second World Wars
During the First and Second World Wars both the steel and coal industries came 
under the control of the government.

The 'Shell Crisis' of 1915 saw the opening of the National Shell Factories. The lack 
of shells produced for the battle fields of the First World War had reached a critical 
point. One such factory opened at the Ebbw Vale Steel, Iron and Coal Company. It 
processed 18 pounder and 60 pounder shell casings. Most of the work was carried 
out by women, something unthinkable before the war. 

Steel and coal were both reserved 
occupations, meaning that the men working 
in these industries could not be conscripted 
into the services, but many chose to go to 
serve their country. 

During the Second World War, the Luftwaffe 
were keen to bomb the Ebbw Vale works 
and produced a map to help them. Although 
there were a few attempts, the works was 
protected by the deep valley and no damage 
was caused.



5th July 1948

The Birth of the NHS

On 5 July 1948, the National Health Service was born. It 
boasted free medical treatment for all, regardless of how 
much money you earnt. Aneurin Bevan was tasked with 
setting it up. The Tredegar Workman’s Medical Aid Society 
provided a sound base to start from. It had such a high 
standard that Bevan was determined that everyone should 
benefit from this level of care.

The Tredegar Workman’s Medical Aid Society  
Before the NHS, medical treatment had to be paid for. The Tredegar 
Workman’s Medical and Aid Society was initially set up for workers 
employed by the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company. Eventually the 
scheme was opened up to their families, and other people in the 
local community. Every week people paid into the fund. This would 
guarantee that they would be able to see a doctor with the costs 
being covered by their weekly contribution. The scheme was highly 
successful. This scheme laid the foundations for the NHS.



28th June 1960

Six Bells Disaster

The tragedy ripped through families. Father and son Ray 
and Colin Morgan, father and son Vernon and Clive Griffiths, 
father and son William and Anthony Partridge all lost their 
lives in the disaster. Twins William and Mansel Reynolds 
aged 21 died together. On the day of William Reynold’s 
funeral his wife Marina gave birth to a daughter Deborah 
Glyn.

On Tuesday 28th June 1960 at 10:45AM a spark lite gasses 
in Arael Griffin Colliery at Six Bells. As news of the explosion 
filtered through the community, families and friends faced 
an anxious wait. At sunset came the news that devastated 
the area, 45 men who had been part of the maintenance 
crew had lost their lives.



March 1984 – 3rd March 1985

The Miners Strike

It wasn't just the men who fought for their jobs and 
their communities, the women did just as much. 
Setting up food collection points and arranging 
for hundreds of cooked meals to be served to keep 
the communities going as they struggled with the 
yearlong strike.

In March 1984 it was announced that 20 mines across the UK would 
close. This would mean 20,000 miners would lose their jobs. 

After a yearlong strike, in March 1985 nearly 20,000 south Wales 
miners returned to work, many of them marching behind the colliery 
bands, with their banners flying high, their dignity and fighting spirt 
still intact.

By 1993 most of the south Wales pits had closed. 



The Guardian and Reclaiming the Land

Nature has started to reclaim the land; the 
industrial landscape has melted into the rich 
green valleys. Blaenau Gwent possesses some 
of the most breath-taking scenery in Wales.

The Guardian
To mark the 50th anniversary of the Six Bells pit disaster, it 
was decided to commission the artist Sebastien Boyesen to 
create a fitting memorial for the 45 miners who had lost their 
lives. The result is a stunning masterpiece; a steel miner 
that stands 20m high and looms over the valley with arms 
outstretched as if to encapsulate the whole community. The 
statue was unveiled on 28th June 2010.

2010 – present
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