Report on Cambrians’ Ironbridge Meeting July 3rd – 8th 2017
The meeting was based at the Madeley Court Hotel, itself a central part of the history of the area.
The lands of Madeley had been part of a Grange of Wenlock Priory, sold at the Dissolution to Sir
Robert Brooke, Speaker of the House of Commons, who was probably the builder of the first
Elizabethan house. Abraham Darby I rented it when he first came to Coalbrookdale in 1707 and
lived there until his death in 1717. The lands around it had been heavily developed for mining and by
the 19th century this mining had undermined the buildings and the house declined into a farm store.
In 1964 the Telford Development Trust restored it as a hotel.
The Cambrians were dispersed through the complex of buildings, new and old. Only the most agile
were in the Elizabethan core because of perils of the original spiral staircase. The rest were in cosy
two storey courtyard cottages dating from the 1970s and our lectures and dinners were in the 17th
century mill building adjacent. The complex was surrounded with woods and lakes, all looking
naturally rural, but in fact carved out of a derelict landscape of slag heaps and coal tips.
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The stairs to Marie-Thérése’s bedroom – photo MTC

The 40 members attending arrived throughout the morning after journeys of varying complexity.
New towns incorporating old villages seem to create very perplexing road systems! However the
afternoon’s programme was entirely flexible since it involved a visit to Blists Hill Victorian Town only
a mile or so from the hotel and offering food and a variety of industrial exhibits and social
experiences around which people could wander at will.
Blists Hill was an industrial hillside largely developed in the 19th century alongside the Shropshire
Canal which flows along the contour to the Hay Incline (see Friday) linking it to a lower section and
to the River Severn. It is now a 50 acre museum site which includes the ruins of some of the original
manufactories and furnaces and some elements which have been added when other sites
elsewhere, with similar equipment, were being demolished. Two beam blowing engines, known as
David and Sampson, are preserved within a large shed and in a nearby shed is an original Severn
Trow, the Spry, the workhorse of river transport over several centuries.

Cambrians enjoy some retail therapy – Victorian style. Photos: Marie-Thérèse Castay

Alongside these original industrial monuments there are workshops and equipment rescued from
other locations in the region and rebuilt or re-instated at Blists Hill and there are other features
entirely re-created to give the hillside the appearance and feel of a late Victorian town. Visitors can
travel in horse-drawn carts with costumed drivers and can pay for goods in pounds, shillings and
pence, obtained from the bank close to the entrance.
Cambrians wandered at will amongst these exhibits, some walking to the end of the site to see the
rebuilt tollhouse from Telford’s A5 and perhaps the most notable re-creation in its shed close to the
canal, Trevithick’s first design for a steam locomotive, made, and perhaps trialled, at Coalbrookdale
in 1802-3 but never successful.
Returning to the hotel we were given a thorough introduction to the following day’s programme
from Dr Roger White who spoke to us about the Roman city of Wroxeter and the excavations which
had taken place there over more than a century. The CAA had been a supporter of the first major
excavations in 1859 which had been published in Arch. Camb.
Dr White joined us for dinner, laid out just across the lecturing room – an arrangement which
worked very well through the week.
On Tuesday morning Dr White came to join us on the bus and was able to point out the Iron Age
hillfort on the Wrekin and the meanders of the River Severn both significant features in the
geographical and political context of the Roman Town of Wroxeter. We arrived at Wroxeter as the
site opened and orientated ourselves in the comfort of the small museum before going out to
examine and discuss the ruins in detail.

Dr Roger White introduces Roman Wroxeter at the site Museum. Photo: Marie-Thérèse Castay

A legionary fort was established in AD 57 at a defensible site on the higher eastern bank of the
Severn where the ford could be controlled. This fort remained the main base for the campaign
against Wales until AD 85 when Chester was established to control Wales after the victories of
Agricola. The Wroxeter fort was then given to the tribal elders of the Cornovii (or perhaps the
Dobunni Dr White suggested (the tribal boundaries are fluid) as a civilian capital. That first town,
which extended beyond the fort whose ramparts were levelled, was undefended. But in AD 180 the
town, by this time 78ha in extent and the 4th largest town in the province, was given a strong bank
and ditch defence which enclosed the crucial river crossing. It is this town which is still visible today
and its public buildings which are still standing. These public buildings, erected by native Councillors,
and public amenities such as baths were on an impressive scale. The population could have been up
to 5,000 and recent comprehensive geophysical surveys suggest that there were at least 250
building within the defences.
The town saw surprisingly little decline during the instability of the 3rd century AD; but when central
Roman control was re-established in the early 4th century under Diocletian, who divided Britain into
four smaller provinces, the pull of the new capital of Britannia Prima at Circencester may have
reduced investment in Wroxeter.
The 5th and 6th centuries saw attacks on eastern Britain by Saxons and on the west by Irish
pirates/mercenaries/settlers. Philip Barker’s excavations at Wroxeter paid particular attention to
the fleeting evidence of wooden buildings established in the shelter of the more substantial remains
of Roman public buildings and there is significant evidence here of the continuation of civic life
under a more religious power structure. It is possible that in the Bath Basilica there was a Bishop’s
Palace with a chapel and small cemetery.

Wroxeter was eventually abandoned, but the evidence of Saxon building and fragments of an 8th
century cross in the parish church at Wroxeter suggests that a Christian monastery may have
survived close to the ford, around which the later village of Wroxeter developed, while the centre of
the town returned to farmland.
The ‘Old Work’ – the wall of the Bath Basilica – was always visible in the fields and was noted by
Tudor antiquarians like John Leland. In the late 18th century Thomas Telford recorded the remains of
a house exposed by early excavations and excavations of varying quality continued through the 19th
century and most of the 20th. The most recent work has been largely non-invasive survey in the
hinterland of the town illuminating its social and economic history.

The President ,John Kenyon, and a group of Cambrians deep in discussion with Roger White at
Wroxeter’s ‘Old Work’. Photo: Marie-Thérèse Castay

The visible remains largely relate to the Baths which were in the centre of the town, close to the
Forum. Across the road was the Forum where there is now a re-creation of a Roman town house: a
street frontage with portico and a lock-up shop. This was built in 2010 under the supervision of Dai
Morgan Evans, a member of the Association, for a television programme, with 6 modern builders
using only tools and materials available to the Romans. After visiting this reconstruction and sharing
fond memories of Dai, who sadly died this spring, we got back into the bus for a short drive to the
Wroxeter Hotel, originally the Vicarage, where were due for lunch.
St Andrew’s Church is very large church with a complicated building history. It was closed in 1980
and is now, after repair and excavations, in the care of the Churches Conservation Trust. It is a
‘champing church’ ie it can be hired by campers overnight – hence the camp beds in the tower and
the electric kettle in the pulpit!

Parts of the north wall of the nave are Saxon in date and are built of re-used stone from the Roman
town (best seen from the outside). There is evidence for an 8th century High Cross: a stone with
Saxon carving at the foot of the later chancel arch and a larger section of cross shaft high in the
south wall of the nave. The church was extended in the later 12th century with a chancel and a west
tower. Evidence for a Norman east window and a small blocked doorway in the south wall remain,
as do the tower arch and the chancel arch. A south arcade and a Lady Chapel were converted into a
vestry in 1763, when the south wall was completely rebuilt.
The glory of the church are the three outstanding alabaster chest tombs of the 16th – 17th centuries
placed on either side of the chancel. They commemorate the Bromley and Newport families and are
the products of workshops at Burton on Trent. There are two other Newport wall monuments on
either side of the chancel. The one on the right, to Francis Newport (died 1708), has been attributed
to Grinling Gibbons. The enormous font is cut from the base of a Roman column and two smaller
columns are used as gate piers to the churchyard from the road.

Frances Lynch Llewellyn points out features of the font at St Andrew’s, Wroxeter. Photo: MarieThérèse Castay
After examining the church we went for lunch to the hotel, where the room was wonderfully set up
with flowers and gauze bows, as if we were one of their wedding parties. The food was good, too.
After lunch we drove to Shrewsbury to visit the Museum where the finds from Viriconium
Cornoviorum are displayed in the Roman Gallery. The material is of very high quality (the famous
silver mirror is judged to be one of the finest from the whole of the Roman Empire!) and covers a
wide range of material from public inscriptions to private grave stones and a good selection of
domestic artefacts. Roger White was our guide, both in person and in many of the video clips which
were running the gallery.

The Roman silver mirror from Wroxeter in Shrewsbury Museum. Photo: Heather James
Shrewsbury Museum has recently been re-housed in the old Play House and an adjacent 13th century
town house (Vaughan’s Mansion) and all the displays have been re-designed. It is sad to learn that
this very good new museum is now threatened with imminent closure due to local authority cuts.
On our return to Madeley we visited Atcham Church in its beautiful setting beside the Severn.
The dedication to St Eata hints at an early origin for the church, but the earliest visible feature is the
little north window to the left of the vicar’s stall – almost certainly Anglo-Saxon and very similar to
the blocked example at Wroxeter. Some carved Roman stonework probably from a nearby tomb
monument, is incorporated in the external faces of the wall. The base of the west tower is 12th
century, built of Roman stones in 1128.
A surprising number of the fittings have come from elsewhere, family glass brought in by the vicar’s
wife in 1811 and a 16th century memorial slab rescued from St Chad’s church in Shrewsbury when it
collapsed. The latest addition is the reredos, bought at a sale of redundant church fittings in 1988.

In the evening before dinner we had a lecture from Dr Paul Belford, the Director of the Clwyd Powys
Archaeological Trust who had previously worked for the Ironbridge Gorge Trust and had studied the
Brooke family of Madeley Court. He dealt with the connections between the local entrepreneurial
landowning families on either side of the Severn in this coal mining area, a network of industrialists
and Catholics making them a particularly close-knit set. He dealt particularly with Sir Basil Brooke
who had been the first man to make steel here because we would be walking down the valley the
following morning and passing the site of his furnaces.
On Wednesday morning the bus brought us to the Museum of Iron Car par for the start of a walk
down the Coalbrookdales Watercourses led by Paul Belford who had worked on the project to
understand the all-important water resource in the valley. Water to power the wheels and
hammers of the furnaces was crucial to all the industrial processes down this, the earliest focus of
iron-making in the region.

Paul Belford sets the scene for an exploration of the key sites at the start of the Industrial Revolution
at Ironbridge. Photo Heather James.
We started at the ‘Darby Furnace’: the blast furnace built in 1658 and the scene of Abraham Darby
I’s experiments in the coke-smelting of iron. We then walked around to the Upper Furnace Pool to
note the ‘picturesque’ relationship of the Darby Houses to the pool. Continuing around the corner
we passed one of the famous Darby cooking pots, before pausing outside Carpenter’s Row, an
example of industrial housing dating from the 1780s. A little further along, the Methodist Chapel
stands on the site of a pumping engine built to recycle water in the 1730s; there is also a good view
here of the former site of the Lower Furnace, now occupied by the Aga works, sadly about to close.
Passing the Aga works we saw the Workers’ Institute built by the Coalbrookdale Company. We then
arrived at the Upper Forge, inspected the watercourse there, and crossed the road to look at the
surviving 18th and 19th century buildings, before visiting the site of Sir Basil Brooke’s steel furnaces.
These were built in 1615 and were the first cementation steel furnaces in the country (excavated

2001-5). Further down there is ‘Middle Forge’, one of two ironworking sites referred to in the Valor
Ecclesiasticus of 1535. We will then come to the site of the Lower Forge at Dale End, quite probably
the first ironworks in Coalbrookdale (excavated 2014-16).
Museum of the Gorge
This museum concentrates on the river and the gorge, one of the crucial natural advantages which
led to the industrial success of the area. The centrepiece is a magnificent 12 metre model of the
Gorge showing it as it was in 1796, with insets which explain the various features in the view.
The museum is housed in a wonderfully eccentric Warehouse built in 1838-47 to link with the river,
still an important means of transport for heavy goods. It belonged to the Coalbrookdale Company
and enabled their increasingly complex decorative castings to be safely packed and loaded
undercover, before being sent out onto the river.
The Cambrians were then free to wander in the town centre and find lunch among the many good
cafes there, before regaining the bus in the car park across the Ironbridge for a short drive to
Broseley, the headquarters of John Wilkinson, Ironmaster of Broseley and Wrexham, and in the
Middle Ages the main town of the region.
At Broseley we visited Benthall, like Madeley, originally a grange of Wenlock Priory. This estate,
however, had remained in the family of the 12th century Lords of the Manor, the Benthalls, who
retained ownership in unbroken succession until 1720 when the male line ceased and the house was
bequeathed (not without dispute) to cousins – the Brownes who lived there until 1843. The house
was then put up for sale, bought by Lord Forester and rented to George and Alfred Maw of the tile
family from Ironbridge. George was better known as a botanist and an expert on crocuses and he
brought many rare plants to the garden. From 1918 – c. 1925 it was rented by a member of the
original Benthall family and in 1934, when it was again for sale, it was bought back by another family
member who left it to the National Trust in 1962, with members of the family continuing to lease it.
The mediaeval and early modern history of Benthall and Madeley are complementary and
intertwined. Both estates were developed industrially after the Priory was dissolved, the lands of
Benthall containing many coalmines. Both families had Catholic sympathies and both houses were
reckoned to be safe houses for Charles II after his defeat at Worcester in 1651 and were involved in
his abortive flight towards Wales. Benthall, built by William Benthall in about 1535, contains a
hiding place above the porch which may have been designed by St Nicholas Owen SJ who built so
many ‘priest holes’ in the houses of the West Midlands gentry during the reign of Elizabeth. Earlier in
the Civil War Benthall, a Royalist stronghold which had withstood a siege from Col Mytton in 1643
was taken over by Parliament in 1645 because of its strategic control over the coalfields, and was
badly damaged in an unsuccessful attempt by Royalists to regain the house.
The house from the outside is a fine Elizabethan mansion which tall chimneys, many gables and large
mullioned windows. The interior has a lot of good panelling most of it dating to the 17th century,
both before and after the Civil War damage. The panelling in the damaged drawing room does not
fit very well and may have been replaced from another house. The elaborate plaster ceiling, made
by Italian craftsmen, was put in place after the panelling – a restoration of grandeur after the Civil
War. Most of the furniture and paintings belong to the Benthall family and all the heraldry in plaster
and panelling relates to the family.

Benthall . Photos: Heather James and Marie-Thérèse Castay

The china displayed around the house is of high quality and the blue and white porcelain in the
Dining Room is Caughley Ware manufactured only two miles away in 1775 -1800, a small enterprise
later absorbed by Coalport. Our incoming President, Prof Prys Morgan revealed later that evening
that, during his National Service at Prees Heath, he had been asked by one of his officers, a member
of the Benthall family, to take a platoon to excavate a trench on the site of the pottery to prove its
location. Several sherds and wasters were found!
The small church standing close to the house replaces an older one destroyed in the Civil War. This
might have been Saxon, since the font is thought to be of that date, but the original dedication was
to St Brice, believed to be a Welsh saint. The present building dates from 1667; the porch and apse
were added in 1893. It is currently being restored by the National Trust.
Rounding up Cambrians from the gardens and the tea-room, we got back into the bus to drive to
Much Wenlock.
Wenlock Priory is key to the development of industry in the Gorge. It was the main landowner in
the region and through the Middle Ages the monks developed both its agriculture and its mineral
wealth.
The earliest church at Wenlock, under the Priory church, was established in the 7th century in what
may have been a Roman building. This Saxon church was the monks’ church for a double monastery
founded by a son of King Penda the last pagan king of Mercia. His daughter, Milburga, was its
second abbess. In 874 the monastery was attacked by Vikings but survived, and the church was more
lavishly rebuilt in the early 11th century by Earl Leofric and his wife, Lady Godiva who established a
college of secular canons there.
After the Norman Conquest the church and its lands were given to Roger de Montgomery who in
1080 invited Cluniac monks from France to re-establish a monastery around the Saxon minster.
They built the first cloisters and domestic buildings. The Chapter House is the chief visible structure
which survives from the early 12th century. Its elegant arcaded walls are typical of Cluniac houses
where great emphasis was laid on elaborate liturgy and rich architecture.
The large abbey church, which overlies the site of the Saxon minster, and the cloisters were rebuilt
in the early - mid 13th century when Prior Humbert obtained royal patronage from Henry III who was
a frequent visitor. One of the notable features of the abbey church is the library on the west side of
the South Transept. Another fine building of this phase was the free-standing octagonal tripleheight lavabo in the cloister garden. The monks had retained sculptural elements from an earlier
lavabo and two carved panels from about 1160-80 can be seen (replicas), excavated from a grassy
mound in 1878.
Both its wealth and its lax style of life (revealed in a visitation of 1521) made Wenlock an obvious
target at the Dissolution and as soon as the Deed of Surrender was signed in January 1540 all
valuables were stripped and sent to London. The lands were given to Henry VIII’s Italian physician
who immediately broke up the estate and sold it. The Prior’s fine house was made into a secular
home and has remained a private house ever since.

Paul Belford, Director of Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust and our guide for the day in a group
photograph at Much Wenlock Priory. Photo: Marie-Thérèse Castay

That evening we enjoyed a wine reception at the installation by his predecessor, Dr John Kenyon, of
the new President, Prof Prys Morgan, and heard his fascinating lecture on Iolo Morgannwg and
architecture which will be published in the next volume of Archaeologia Cambrensis.
On Thursday morning we returned to Coalbrookdale to explore in more detail the work of the Darby
family and to visit the newly re-displayed Museum of Iron set in the Great Warehouse built of 1838
and surrounded by other warehouses, the Coalbrookdale Company offices and, lower down, the late
19th century ironworks. The ruins of the 18th century works (The Upper Works) are above, below the
dam of the Upper Furnace Pool which provided water power to the whole site. The site is
overlooked by workers’ housing and by the homes of the Darby family themselves. The railway from
Wellington to Buildwas cuts through on a viaduct built in 1862-4.
The Museum of Iron provides an introduction to early ironworking and to the significance of the
new techniques introduced by Abraham Darby I and the achievements of his son and grandson in
the late 18th century and the development of decorative ironwork by the Coalbrookdale Company
after the slump in iron prices after peace with France in 1815.
The Old Furnace
The remains of the Old Furnace at which Abraham Darby I experimented with making iron with coke
rather than charcoal as fuel, and which was enlarged by Abraham Darby III when he came into his
inheritance, have been rescued from neglect and ruin and are protected now by a striking triangular
cover.
Darby Houses

The two fine 18th century houses, Dale House and Rosehill, which overlook the Furnace Pool, the
reservoir for the waterwheels which powered the blast furnace bellows, were the family residences
of the Darby family from about 1717 until 1908 when Abraham Darby III’s granddaughter died. In
the 18th century, industrialists lived close to their businesses. Both Dale House and Rosehill suffered
neglect in the later 20th century but are now restored and are furnished as they would have been in
1850 including several family portraits and heirlooms. Knowledgeable guides provided us with a
fascinating insight into the daily life of a prosperous Quaker family with very wide business interests.
After lunch in the town centre everyone reassembled at the Tollhouse on the Ironbridge itself, the
symbol of the energy and imagination of the ironmasters of this region at the end of the 18th
century. Here we were met by David de Haan, who for many years had been Head of Education for
the Ironbridge Gorge Museums Trust and had carried out a great deal of research into the
technicalities of erecting the bridge. He took us over the bridge and then under the bridge where
the scale of the operation can be best appreciated and from where the details of the construction
can be seen. This was undoubtedly the high point of our visit to the Gorge.
The Severn Gorge in the 18th century was a busy but dangerous stretch of water and the nearest
bridge crossing between Broseley and the growing industrial centres on the north side of the river
was one mile upstream at Buildwas. A bridge was needed, and an iron bridge would be a dramatic
advertisement for the new large-scale castings being made at Coalbrookdale.

The Iron Bridge. Photo: Marie-Thérèse Castay.
The idea was originally conceived by Thomas Farnolls Pritchard, the Shrewsbury architect (1723 -77),
who was a friend of John Wilkinson to whom he first proposed the idea in 1773. The young
Abraham Darby III was Treasurer of the scheme and he and Wilkinson found shareholders among
local industrialists and some from further afield. The Act of Parliament to allow the building of the

bridge and approach roads went through in 1776, despite some concern about it being an entirely
iron structure.
There are very few documents relating to the casting of the iron (378 tons – perhaps cast at
Coalbrookdale, perhaps nearer the river at Bedlam Furnace) or to the erection of the five spans.
Each rib weighs 5 tons, more than the product of a single furnace melt, so they must have been remelted in an Air Furnace and cast in sand moulds. The design of the jointing is taken from carpentry.
The casting would have been a demanding but not extraordinary job, but the assembly and erection
is a prodigious achievement. Close examination of the structure during 20th century repairs, the
unexpected discovery of contemporary sketches by a Swedish visitor and the half scale
reconstruction by David de Haan himself has made this process much clearer.

David de Haan explains the constructional details of the Iron Bridge. Photo: Heather James.
The Tollhouse was the key to recouping the investment after the opening in 1781. Abraham Darby
had commissioned a number of paintings and engravings of the bridge which soon became an
attraction in its own right – as it still is. The original list of tolls is still on the tollhouse. It includes
the injunction that ALL must pay, even members of the Royal Family. The shareholders were largely
Quakers who rejected distinctions of rank. The Tollhouse contains a small exhibition on the
construction of the bridge.
Bedlam Furnaces
These massive stone and brick structures built into the hillside close to the river are the remains of
two mid 18th century blast furnaces. They were built in 1757-9 by the Madeley Wood Company, but
were later bought by Darby and are probably where much of the iron for the bridge was cast. If so
one of them may be the first to be designed specifically to use coke as a fuel. They are currently
being conserved by English Heritage, but David de Haan brought us to a point just outside the works
enclosure from where we could see the original structures.
The 164th Annual General Meeting of the Association took place in the evening of Thursday. The
notification of next year’s three meetings is on the Website and booking forms will be available with
the Newsletter in January 2018.

Friday was devoted entirely to the pottery and tile-making industry in the valley where suitable
clays are available on either side of the river at the eastern end of the Gorge. There is evidence for
domestic earthenware production from the 17th century, but the 19th century was the great period
of mass production when the pottery industry took over from the failing iron furnaces and forges as
the main money-makers in the Gorge.
We went first to The Tile Museum set up in the splendid Dunnill Craven factory occupying its original
grandiose showrooms and offices. The kilns were at the back, producing flooring tiles and bricks,
but, most lucratively, encaustic tiles in elaborate and colourful designs for both floors and walls in
middle class homes, shops, pubs and public buildings across the Empire. Almost the entire factory is
preserved and the displays, which cover Maws tiles and those of firms from other parts of Britain,
show the geological history of Jackfield, the technicalities of manufacture, the scale of Victorian
marketing and the splendour of the products. The Style Gallery shows the enormous variety of
designs and the inspiration behind them, as well as the quality of drawing. Many of the designers
were locally trained in the Coalbrookdale School of Art.

Cambrians absorbed at Jackfield Tile Museum. Photo: Heather James
We crossed the river for lunch in the 18th century John Rose building at the Coalport China Museum.
The Coalport China Factory had been founded in 1775 by 24-year-old John Rose who took over his
previous employer, the early porcelain works at Caughley in 1799 and moved to the north side of the
river, where the New Town and canal, promoted by Williams Reynolds, formed an industrial centre
with good transport.
Coalport China became very fashionable in the 1830s and in 1841 when John Rose died it had
become one of the major porcelain works. John Rose is credited with developing a leadless glaze
which would have reduced one serious hazard in the industry. The mid-century pottery was very
opulent, reminiscent of the Sevres styles, using brilliant colours and famous painters (often poached
from other companies). There were many royal commissions for dinner services and a flourishing
trade in America. Coalport declined in 1870s, and in 1880 the factory was sold and the new
management invested in new buildings and designers, enjoying another period of prosperity until

1926 when it was closed and the employees moved to Stoke. In the middle range of products the
famous ‘Indian Tree’ design, introduced at Coalport in the1820s continued to be a mainstay into the
20th century, but they never patented it.

Cambrians are shown how decoration was applied at the Coalport Museum. Photo: Heather James
On our return to the hotel we stopped to look up at the Hay Inclined Plane a counter-balanced lift
whereby loaded wagons could be moved from the Shropshire Canal, opened in 1792 to serve the
heavy industries on Blists Hill, down to the lower canal and the River Severn at Coalport. The
wheeled wagons were open-ended and full tub boats were floated in and out of them on the canal.
Four men could manage the lift in 4 minutes; many more would have been needed at traditional
locks and the 61m lift would have taken 3 hours! However the arrival of railways in the Gorge in the
1850s spelt the end for canal transport, though iron ore continued to use this incline until 1894.
In the evening we had a lecture by Kate Cadman, Curatorial Officer of Coalport World of Industry.
She gave us a wonderful resumé of the industrial resources of the Gorge and the inter-locking
history of its various manufactories, pulling together a lot of what we had seen in our busy week..
The river is crucial to their access to world markets, but in the long run the narrowness of the steep
Gorge was a barrier to expansion. The pottery industry was one of great artistic skill but, being
subject to fashion, most new styles were imitative of foreign trends: German, French, Chinese,
Japanese. The early and the late 19th century were the great periods, especially in Jackfield and
Coalport, with both the china and the tile industries at their peak.

Saturday was our last day in the Gorge and we dispersed in our own cars towards two notable
abbeys Haughmond and Buildwas, both lying between Ironbridge and Shrewsbury. Haughmond
had been a very wealthy Augustinian Abbey, its wealth in the 15th century epitomised by the Abbot’s
private apartments which have survived much better than the church. Buildwas on the banks of the
Severn was founded as a Savignac house, but in 1147 was merged with the Cistercians. In the 12th
century Buildwas became an inspiration to other institutions in liturgy and learning. But in the 14th
century the Black Death brought disruption and debt, and in 1536, dissolution and sale.

Cambrians get to grips with the plan of Haughmond Abbey and discuss the late romanesque. Photo
Marie-Thérèse Castay

Ruth Bennett-Jones carries out some market research at Haughmond Abbey and provides a welcome
boost to English Heritage funds. Photo: Heather James.
The final visit of the meeting returned us to the theme of iron, with a visit to the Shrewsbury Flax
Mill Maltings, at the invitation of our member, Penny Ward, who is a member of the Friends of the
Flaxmill Maltings who are overseeing a major restoration programme. It is the world’s first ironframed building. It was built in 1796-7 by John Marshall of Leeds, the Benyon brothers and Charles
Bage of Shrewsbury. Bage had an interest and expertise in the structural uses of iron which offered
the potential to build a fireproof mill.

Penny Ward starts the tour of the Shrewsbury Flax Mill Maltings and gives members an idea of the
scale of the task ahead. Photo: Marie-Thérèse Castay
Bage designed a pioneering structure using cast iron columns, cast iron transverse beams, wrought
iron tie-rods, and brick external walls. The columns and beams were cast by William Hazeldine in his
Coleham foundry on the other side of Shrewsbury and a steam engine was commissioned from
Boulton and Watt in Birmingham.
The complex surviving today includes two further early iron-framed buildings, the Cross Mill and the
Flax Warehouse, an Apprentice House, a Dye House and a Stove house, together with the Stables
and the Blacksmiths shop, which have been made into the current Visitor Centre.
The Flax Mill was a spinning mill, producing yarn and linen thread. It became a major employer but
closed in 1886, lying empty till 1897 when William Jones converted the buildings into a Maltings. A
kiln was built at the north end of the Main Mill, the windows were blocked up or were replaced with
smaller windows, the floors were covered in concrete and large iron steeping tanks installed. This
operated for 90 years, but it finally closed down in 1987. Since then various conversion schemes
have failed and in 2005 English Heritage took over the site.
A grant from the ERDF brought about the development of the Visitor Centre which opened in
November 2015, and is run by the Friends. In February 2017 the HLF agreed to fund a project to
restore the Main Mill and the Kiln, creating an interpretation and learning space, together with a
café, on the ground floor, and commercial office space on the floors above. The contractors have
been appointed, and they will be on site from June.
The Cambrians were able to visit the two buildings of the Visitor Centre, with their exhibitions and
displays. They were also taken on a guided tour around those parts of the site still accessible. A
donation was given to the Friends from the proceeds of our Ironbridge visit.

