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HENGE PROJECT UPDATE:

One good idea always spawns another…
Progress is inevitably slow on a project
of this size, but we keep going and I
have been too busy to write. I mean,
what matters if a few generations
pass by, the sun keeps coming up on
mid-summer day. All in good time we
will have our celebration. Now that
will be a party-and-a-half, I promise
you. We will have lots to eat and drink
and dancing all over the rocks.
Our project team understands, to a
man/mammoth, that we have given
our civilisation purpose by setting out
to build a henge of stone at the
World’s Navel! We pinch ourselves as
we remember that we are doing
something
‘worthwhile
and
meaningful’ for society. Even as we
bask in our own glory we hear
rumours of copycat projects. We just
cannot imagine a way in which ideas can be protected from such people. Not only are our ‘colleagues’
in JacoCapitAtk.com developing their scheme to build a huge triangular stone monument in some far
off under-developed sandblasted corner, but we now hear that a group from far beyond the western
edge of the world have some scheme to produce a huge stone circle just to the side of ours! Rumour
has it that they intend to bring their own stones with them, of a blue colour I believe.
As environmental coordinator for the site, i.e. I am in charge of everything, I am looking forward to
the stones arriving. I have heard that hauling the stones over-ground is making a bit of a mess along
the way, I will have to make sure that all traces of the route are removed when they have finished.
Apart from the rivers and a few hills the hauliers/haulers haven’t had much to trouble them. I think
that overall the natives along the route have been friendly but you know what some people are like,
they object to everything and they see only the negative side of anything new. Somethings never
change do they?
P.S. The first of the blue stones have just arrived on site, gosh they are a kind of blue and very big.
How are we supposed to lift them up? It seems that their drawings got lost on route, but they tell me
that they have a design and build contract so I need not worry about a thing.
Kind regards
Idris
Chief ranter and problem solver
Richards, Moorehead & Laing Ltd

FRESH THINKING SHOUL D BE ENCOURAGED

At RML we do understand that regulations are important
elements in safeguarding the environment because a
great many people are still careless about looking after it
and that regulations aim to provide certainty, telling
everyone what they can and cannot do. But nature is not
‘certain’ indeed it varies with time and in space and so
does our knowledge of how it works. We do find that
regulators and regulations can be a source of frustration.
Idris was having a moan about obfuscation and regulators
recently. I doubt that we would have made as rapid
progress as we did in the 1970's and 80's in improving
lives, landscapes and living standards if regulators had
been around then.
What we were doing was new and innovative. We were
intent on breaking a few engineering moulds and opening
minds that were closed to what was possible. We were
pioneers and in those days faced much questioning and
opposition from fellow civil engineers so we had to be
determined if we were to make progress. By definition
pioneers have to be resourceful and adaptable.
Fortunately we had support at the highest political levels
after the Aberfan disaster and operated in a world driven
by emotion and trust. If we had been faced with
environmental regulators, environmental management
plans and the like I feel that we would have achieved a lot
less than we did in those relatively few years.
High level support allowed us to learn by doing and
encouraged us to write and tell about our experiences.
We should all be open to fresh thinking as well as new
experiences and knowledge.
With our partners in Gerald Davies Ltd we have
developed a process (Klaro) that separates Japanese
Knotweed (JK) from the soil in which it is growing. We
have had a licence for our kit to be used as a mobile plant
for upwards of 15 years but it is BIG and expensive to
move from one place to another. It has only been used where large quantities of soil have required
cleaning and sites have the room to accommodate it, such as the Athletes Village in 2012. Under the
licence the cleaned soil must remain on site so that there is no danger, as the regulators see things, of
us spreading JK around.
We have never had any instances of JK re-appearing in soil treated by using Klaro. Based on our history
of successful treatment of contaminated soil we thought that as an alternative to hauling our kit
around we would provide a permanent site where modest quantities of soil contaminated with JK
could be brought to us and clean soil taken away. This would certainly remove any need to take the
soil and JK to a landfill which is the current ‘default’ solution for anyone needing an immediate solution
to their problem.

NO, NO, NO say the regulators. It seems that they would not entertain a new approach to solving what
is a severe environmental problem that affects individual householders as well as land owners and
developers, large and small.
For how much longer will there be landfills able and willing to receive soil contaminated with JK? And
in the long term Glyphosate may not be available for use as widely as it is now.

Kind regards
Ivor
Managing Director
Richards, Moorehead & Laing Ltd

CHALLENGES KEEP ARRIVING

In a recent chat about ‘communicating with
others’ I was surprised to hear Andrew say that
barriers to effective communications still do exist
between professions.
In RML we have worked so hard to be
multidisciplined so that we can reduce the chance
for misunderstandings. Indeed I would claim that
within RML we have achieved this but on
reflection, in more than 30 years we have worked
hardly at all with architects, mechanical engineers
and quantity surveyors for example. Our usual
world has been in civil and structural engineering,
landforms and landscape, fauna and flora and
working with and managing nature. All of that has
been multidisciplined enough for most people
perhaps.
We build and act on what we design too in skate
parks. Skate parks are special and fun to design
and build. Clear and simple communication is the
key to success. We have had to learn about
communicating with skaters, very demanding
clients who obviously have a very intimate interest in and close contact with concrete. Their needs are

met by our professional skater interpreting their brief, and civil engineering designers and contractors
providing the works.
In providing bioengineered solutions and dealing with Japanese Knotweed we have developed teams
that know exactly what is required of them and we explain to clients by way of drawings and
programmes in Welsh and/or English what they can expect from us.
We have risen to the challenges that these areas of work have produced. I know that there will be
other challenges as the demand for infrastructure grows. We are making adjustments all of the time,
as we did all those years ago when Ivor wanted to develop a multidisciplined team in an engineer’s
office.
Andrew and Steve are landscape architects who have spent the last 30 years at RML dealing with the
way in which the outdoors has to work. They come face to face with nature and deal with elements
that will change radically with time and have designed things so that they do change. They both
manipulate the outdoors and natural materials to serve nature, to create spaces that are comforting
and stimulating for the rest of us, and where learning from nature is an important element. As well as
manipulating nature Andrew and Steve manage multidisciplined groups of humans too.
Certainly a significant input by our landscape architects has been in designing landscapes, but more
significantly in coordinating the work of a variety of specialists on large scale projects. Their most
important work these days is coordinating a wide range of interests and bringing them to a common
purpose. Success in this field relies on communication which involves words, diagrams and actions.
For a few years now we have had a very experienced town planner in the RML team, Shân Wyn Jones,
and in working closely with Shân we have realised that here again we have a professional person who
speaks a different language from the rest of us. Not only that, but Shân thinks as a consultant ‘town
planner’. She will not mind me commenting that this has been a fresh and refreshing challenge for the
rest of us. What Shân says is that she is enjoying being at the inception stage of projects and smoothing
out the wrinkles before we submit an application for approval. Our clients tell us that this approach
works for them. Have a look at our social media links for some details.
Kind regards
Idris
Chief ranter and problem solver
Richards, Moorehead & Laing Ltd

THINGS THAT WE (USED TO) PUT UP WITH

“Black flows the Taff out of Eden”
Attributed to Jack Jones a native of Merthyr, author and playwright

Idris tells me that in his youth everything that nature made, from a flint chip to a mammoth, was highly
valued. Idris became appalled at what we have misused and mistreated in recent times, i.e. the last
500 years or so. Idris has been watching over us for quite some time; and he volunteered to write
some newsletters for RML about 4 years ago.
When did I first meet Idris? Well it was a long time ago, when I was a young lad.

Idris and I became acquainted in Abercynon in South Wales in the early 1950s when, possibly through
his prompting, I began to appreciate industrial history, communities, landforms and landscapes. This
was my ‘home place’. The Taff Vale Dispute (look it up) was part of family history. I lived in a small pub
that once served barges on the Glamorganshire canal and on most days I walked along Trefithick’s
famous tram road and by the black-flowing Taff. Brunel’s Taff Vale railway passed close by our house.
I attended Quakers Yard Grammar school and passed the Yard, the Quakers’ tiny 17th century
cemetery, every day.

A green Abercynon today

In growing up I consider that I was lucky in the sense that my life was ordered by the physical
surroundings, even our accents were marked by the valley in which we lived. In the valley you always
knew where you were. It was a comfortable, simple, up-and-down life which was constrained and

Welcome to Abercynon in the 1950s

determined by the geography but not by temperament. Only the school and village rugby teams
ventured much beyond the valley’s confines. But although the valley communities were physically
cramped the dividing hills were open to everyone and well walked-over as a consequence. In those
days Abercynon was a vibrant self-assured place; few people owned or needed a car because they
could walk to work. The noises of the working colliery and the huff and puff of busy steam locomotives
filled the air. ‘Emlyn the kremlin’, he was an outspoken communist, ‘Glyn the milk’ and ‘Thomas the
post’ seemed to be permanent fixtures in the community. Wales had beaten the All Blacks several
times. In those innocent days we didn’t imagine that things could or would change.
Jack Jones was right, the river Taff ‘flowed black’ past our doors. The ride up the Taff valley towards
Abercynon was dominated by the line of hills known as Mynydd Merthyr. The skyline was quite
dramatic and when travelling up from Pontypridd it told me that I was getting close to home. There
was one huge tip of coal waste on Cefn Glas which was a part of Mynydd Merthyr but the tip did not
intrude into my thoughts whilst coming home. Coal tips and coal mines were accepted as necessary
and permanent parts of the landscape as were rivers that ran black.
The tip on Cefn Glas was located in a glacial overflow coll between the Taff and Cynon valleys and did
not break the Mynydd Merthyr skyline. Overflow colls were a striking feature created by ice overspilling from the Taff into the Cynon valley. Other features created during the ice age such as huge
landslips and exposed rock faces created by ice-plucking were equally significant.
Lower down the valley, between Abercynon and Cilfynydd, one passed another tip on Craig Evan
Leyshon Common. This was the tip of waste that had slipped in 1939. On that occasion no one had
been injured. I was taken by my father to see the tip the day after it had slipped, it was a bitterly cold
winter’s day, so cold that I cried. For that reason I remember the day well. Both the tip and the slip
are still visible but they are greening over. I never pass without giving the failed tip a glance.
The history of that slip figured importantly in the Aberfan Inquiry in 1967.
But things in Abercynon did change. I have mentioned before how, according to Ceiriog, generations
‘each arrange their own brief patterns on the page’. In the second half of the twentieth century pages
were turned, patterns that seemed permanent turned out to be brief. The colliery and the steam
locomotives disappeared, as well as the railway to Aberdare and the fine GWR-style buildings on the
platform at Abercynon. The two cinemas closed, the Welsh and English chapels emptied and a few
pubs too. Eventually the Phurnacite plant that made smokeless fuel closed because people said “No
more, this filth has killed the trees and grass on the hills around and must surely be killing us”.
The Taff flows clean again as it did when George Borrow saw it in 1854.

Welcome to Blaenau Ffestiniog in 1972

So when I took the photographs of Blaenau Ffestiniog in 1972 I already understood what troubled Idris
about our disregard for our environment. Not any old environment but the one we lived with every
day of our lives. What an approach to come home to, I thought, after journeying over the Crimea Pass
from Betws-y Coed and the beautiful Conwy Valley. But no, on reflection perhaps the residents of
Blaenau saw only the beauty of the Moelwyns in the same way that I looked on Merthyr Mawr. Like
coal tips, slate tips were part of the ‘home place’ and were accepted for that reason.
Things were very wrong then in Blaenau Ffestiniog, in my first project there were more than 500,000s
cu m. of slate waste moved around to create a little space. Things are still wrong in Blaenau despite
the image now broadcast of the town as an important centre for heritage and leisure. On maps of the
UK there is a line around Blaenau Ffestiniog that excludes the town from the designated Snowdonia
National Park. I hate this line, its perversity hurts me and sums up the approach that was prevalent in
certain circles in the middle of the last century. Trying to get into the mind of the person who approved
that line around Blaenau defeats me. It is also difficult to appreciate just how readily most people
accepted these decisions, like allowing the Phurnacite plant to operate long after the damage that it
was causing was there for all to see. But that is how we used to be. It has taken disasters to make us
change, a British attitude that is reflected in our history.
I am pleased to report that Idris has become more relaxed about the recent changes that have
occurred in some of our attitudes and practices. In general people are more respective of the
environment and better understand her. The blackened slopes close to the Phurnacite plant were
soon turned green by nature’s resilience. I am pleased too because the railway links up and down the
valleys in South Wales are being re-opened. Abercynon has a bypass. The Festiniog Railway returned
to Blaenau and the road over the Crimea Pass much from Betws is much improved.
What things do I hate now? Allowing for the fact that I know that I am an old f**t then there are things
that annoy me;
Jobs awarded on price rather than quality - though there are signs of change;
23-man rugby teams;
Oh, and the line around Blaenau Ffestiniog.
Kind regards
Ivor
Managing Director
Richards, Moorehead & Laing Ltd
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