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Local histories talk of the sky glowing at night with the glare from the furnaces, of red dust settling 

on clothing and pavements and of glowing slag being poured into the sea as iron was wrought from 

ore and converted to steel. 

Having moved here only recently I have no experience of this except the stories, the photographs 

in text books and the basic chemistry. The sites themselves are fields, factories and soon-to-be 

housing developments with street names like Forge Close and Bessemer Way. 

I cannot see these things with the eyes of a local – I can only, at best, imagine how they looked 30, 

50, year ago. I come to them with the eyes, and the curiosity, of a stranger. 

And what have I found? 

I have found the need to understand what happened here. 

Lacking the systematic patience of the archaeologist’s trowel and brush, my eyes and camera are 

instead drawn instead to scraps of metal and stone, pieces of wood, flowers, and, from time to 

time, unlikely postcards and documents in the local shops. 

I have found layers of history, discarded tools washing from the cliffs, the frozen tears of steel from 

an industry rapidly fading into history. 

And I have found the thing that drives me to photograph slag heaps and industrial waste - an urge 

to piece together my own personal history of these sites, to mingle my own experiences with the 

flow of memory in my adopted home, contribute to that flow and perhaps, eventually, to belong to 

it. 

 

Nigel Monckton 

October 2017 



1875 - Derwent Haematite Ironworks: 1881 - Charles Cammell & Co. Ltd:  1903 - Cammell Laird & Co. Ltd: 1909 - Workington Iron and Steel Co: 1919 - United Steel Group; 1967 - British Steel; 1981 - Demolition 



What have we seen here? Tracks in the snow. 

Hieroglyphs of struggle. Tufts of hair. Crystals of 

blood. What is the nature of the beast that left 

them? What is the nature of the world inhabited 

by such a beast? 

The Company of Wolves 

Peter Steinhart 

Tuyere: 

A tuyere or tu-
yère is a tube, 
nozzle or pipe 
through which 
air is blown in-
to a furnace or 
hearth. 

Rusting objects wash from the slag 
banks, slowly returning to the iron 
oxide from which they were wres-
tled. 

Fe2O3 + 3CO ==> 2Fe + 
3CO2 

CaCO3 + SiO2 ==> CaSiO3 + 
CO2 

Dear Alice 

I hope you will have a 
nice holiday 

Love to all 

 

John 



1857 - HC Plevins: 1876 - Harrington Iron and Coal Company: 1909 - Workington Iron and Steel Co Ltd: 1919 - United Steel Group: 1926 - Closure 



I walk here most 
mornings. I stay 
away from the 
cliffs, especially if 
it’s been raining 
hard. You can hear 
the bits falling as 
you walk along.  

The body is so easily damaged, so 
easily disposed of, water and 
chemicals is all it is, hardly more to 
it than a jellyfish drying on sand.  

Margaret Atwood 

If the past is found beneath our 
feet then it stands to reason 
that moles are living in our 
past. 

 If you find the mirror of the heart dull, the 

rust has not been cleared from its face 

Rumi 

And what’s the good of knowing 

Which way the wind is blowing 

When whichever way it blows it’s a cold 

wind now 

Norman Nicholson; On the closing of 

Millom Ironworks, September 1968 



1858 - Workington Haematite Iron Co: 1880 - Workington Haematite Iron and Steel Co: 1901 - Workington Iron Co: 1909 - Workington Iron and Steel Co: 1919 - United Steel Group: 1934 - Demolition 



In 1855, Sir Henry Bessemer devised a method 

for converting pig-iron into steel by blasting air 

through the molten metal, allowing the pro-

duction of steel at one-fifth of the previous 

cost. The process required high purity iron ore 

- such as that mined in west Cumbria. Besse-

mer visited the West Cumberland Haematite 

Iron Company’s Oldside works in about 1860 
For over 200 years 
they applied man’s 
science to tame the 

elements. 

Memorial poster to 
Workington’s iron 
and steel workers 

But Iron — Cold Iron — is master 
of them all. 

Kipling 

and, in 1872, the com-

pany began producing 

steel from its own pig-

iron. 



1862 - West Cumberland Haematite Iron Co: 1898 - North Western Iron and Steel Co: 1902 - Demolition 



Building on the tiny 
elements which have 
survived…we must 
use our imaginations 
to extend the memo-
ries of others. If we do 
not do this, a story 
will be lost and disap-
pear forever. 

Naoya Hatakeyama. 

Each tragedy demands its 
own remembrance. Each of 
them is ours 

Now it is this very same air which the iron breathes 
when it gets rusty. It takes the oxygen from the at-
mosphere as eagerly as we do, though it uses it 
differently. The iron keeps all that it gets; we, and 
other animals, part with it again; but the metal ab-
solutely keeps what it has once received of this 
aërial gift; and the ochreous dust which we so 
much despise is, in fact, just so much                    
nobler than pure iron, in so far as it                           
is iron and the air.  

John Ruskin 

Time past and time future 

What might have been and what has been 

Point to one end, which is always present. 

  TS Eliot  



1763 - Spedding, Hicks and Co: 1819 - Heslop, Milward, Johnson &Co - 1837 Tulk, Ley & Co: 1852 - Henderson and Davis: 1857 - Iron production ended 



An ironworks: Reds, yellows, whites - roaring, banging, hissing. 

Decay: brown, and gold, and orange and black -RUSTling in the 

breeze.  

Barepot was the home of the first ironworks in Workington.  Started in 1763, in 
included one of the first blast furnaces in Cumbria (Cumberland). In 1794 there 
were two blast furnaces, a mill for slitting and rolling, a double forge, a foundry 
for making cannon and cast iron work a grinding house , a turning house and 
‘many other conveniences’. All that remains is a reservoir. 

Mono no aware  –  a 

Japanese term which 

roughly translates as the 

pathos of things  

Experience has 

taught me again and 

again that you can 

never know what 

lies beneath a 

surface or behind a 

façade. Our sense of 

place, our 

understanding of 

photographs of the 

landscape is 

inevitably fraught 

with misreading. 

Joel Sternfield 
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1872 - North of England Haematite Iron Co Ltd: 1875 - Lowther Haematite Iron Co Ltd:  1897 - Lowther Haematite Iron and Steel Co Ltd: 1905 - Workington Iron Co Ltd: 1909 - Closure and subsequent demolition (1911) 



...when we give meaning 

to an event, that meaning 

is a response, not only to 

the known, but also to the 

unknown: meaning and 

mystery are inseparable, 

and neither can exist with-

out the passing of time. 

John Berger 

Modern shell style helmet with 3-point height adjustment on 
rear of harness, and 2-point adjustment on front. Fitted 
with an inner adjustable harness to aid comfort.  
For low to moderate risk environments.  
One size fits all.  

It is not a fault in 

the iron, but a vir-

tue, to be so fond 

of getting rusted, 

for in that condi-

tion it fulfils its 

most important 

functions in the 

universe, and 

most kindly duties 

to mankind. 

Ruskin 



1872 - Moss Bay Haematite Iron Co: 1881 - Moss Bay Haematite Iron and Steel Co: 1909 - Workington Iron and Steel Co Ltd: 1919 - United Steel Group: 1967 - British Steel: 1977 - Closure 



“Apparently, 
they’re building 
600 houses 
here. Don’t 
know what 
they’re doing 
about the flood-
ing...during a 
good storm the 
sea used to 
come right over 
the sea wall.”  

Rust - a natural disaster in slow motion 

The Bessemer process was the first inexpensive industrial process for the 

mass production of steel from molten pig iron. The key principle is remov-

al of impurities such as silicon, manganese, and carbon from the iron by 

oxidation with air being blown through the molten iron. These oxides ei-

ther escape as gas or form a solid slag. The chemical reactions produce  

      sufficient heat to keep the iron molten. 

Fe 




