CASE HISTORY

THE RESTORATION AND STABILISATION OF THE BLISTS HILL FURNACES,
TELFORD, ENGLAND, U.K.

Introduction

The repair and restoration of the Blists Hill Furnaces, which form part of the Blists Hill Open Air Museum Site near
Ironbridge, Telford, has recently been completed. The works were instigated as part of a major repairs programme
designed to renovate and restore, numerous structures within the Ironbridge Gorge heritage Site.

A detailed repair schedule was prepared for each of the sites by a working party, including architects, civil and
structural engineers, surveyors and archaeologists and the work funded by the Department of the Environment.

The purpose of the repair work was to restore and renovate the properties and structures to an acceptable condition
whereby the ownership and future maintenance of the structures would pass into the care of Ironbridge (Telford)
Heritage Foundation.

In order to bring about the restoration and stabilisation of the Blasts Hill Furnaces, it was necessary to undertake
remedial work on the existing brickwork and stonework, together with the introduction of extensive ground anchors
and tie bars.

Work required to prevent further ingress of surface ground water into the furnaces was undertaken as a separate,
but integral, phase of the works.
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Background history

The Madeley Wood Company was formed in 1756 when the ironworks at Bedlam, one mile west of Blists Hill, on
the River Severn, was founded. The Bedlam Furnaces were owned by this company, which held mineral leases in
Madeley Parish, enabling it to extract coal and iron ore. Upon its opening in 1790, the Company had access to the
Shropshire Canal, the Blists Hill section of which ran immediately to the east of the Blists Hill works site. Proximity
of raw materials and the means of transporting the finished product persuaded the Company to build a blast furnace
at Blists Hill in 1832.

Additional furnaces were added in 1840 and 1844, making a total of three and the site remained active in the
production of pig iron until 1912, when the ironworks ceased production, following the blowing in of two of the
furnaces.

The site history through the 20th century is less well documented. Dense vegetation was allowed to establish itself |
amongst the ruins until the late 1950s when the site was subject to spoil dumping which completely buried the
furnace bases. In the 1970s the Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust began clearing and restoring the works.

Structural defects

The buildings had fallen into poor repair due to the ravages of time and the ingress of ground water. This dereliction
and general instability of the furnace structures represented a hazard to the preparation of a specification for the
repair. It was, therefore, necessary to undertake the design and installation of an extensive scaffold propping
scheme to enable the facade of the structure to be stabilised sufficiently to enable the appraisal and detailing of
repair work.

The scale of works was restricted due to the nature, historical and archaeological importance of the site. Problems
were encountered during the design stage of the scheme due to the presence of many underground tunnels and
chambers which linked the surface bases back to the main engine houses.

By buttressing the supporting scaffolding back onto the old furnace bases and utilising heavy concrete blocks as
kentledge, sufficient dead weight was applied to stabilise the temporary propping. Prior strengthening of the furnace
bases was required to ensure that the high loads from the buttresses could be transferred to the sub-strata without
distressing the superstructure.

Drilling Restoration work in progress









