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			Dedication

			For Jill, with gratitude for a stolen idea

		

		
			Prologue

			The Hastings is a roadside pub in the village of Seaton Delaval, a few miles north-east of Newcastle. The pub (and village) are named after local landowners, who had been granted land by William the Conqueror and become abundantly rich, mainly on the proceeds of coal-mining. They had that instinct for survival which marks so many wealthy families with large estates. When they fell on hard times, they restored their fortunes through adroit marriage, after which they commissioned a fashionable architect to build them a massive stately home. Admiral George Delaval picked Sir John Vanbrugh, the architect of Blenheim Palace and Castle Howard, to build a magnificent English baroque pile in the early eighteenth century. These families intended to impress, and in that the Delavals were successful – Vanbrugh’s designs were his last for a country house, and are thought by many to be his finest work. Seaton Delaval Hall is vast, with an enormous central courtyard of almost 2,500 square metres between two symmetrical wings. It is one of the grandest houses in Northumberland.

			If they get that far, some of the 80,000 annual visitors to the Hall are entertained by the mausoleum in the grounds dedicated to a nineteen-year-old son and heir who died after being kicked in ‘a vital organ’ while attempting to seduce a laundrymaid in 1775. If they but knew it, there is a much more dramatic story to be found in the village outside the gates of the majestic Hall. The families of the miners who worked in the new mine, which opened in the year of Queen Victoria’s accession, lived in 360 gimcrack cottages, supplied with water which had to be carried indoors from standpipes. There was, of course, no internal sanitation either. The village had three shops – a tailor, a butcher and a grocer/draper. A few of the residents – the local doctor, minister, stationmaster and some senior colliery officials – had bigger houses, but the best of the miners’ homes contained two rooms downstairs, with a ladder leading to an attic. Most of the mine-workers lived five people to a house, and for those with large families, conditions must have been appallingly cramped. (The 1891 census shows Edward Ranshaw, a fifty-one-year-old miner, living in two rooms and an attic with a wife, six children, and two lodgers.1)

			Across the road from the Hastings pub is a branch of the local Co-op, successor to the shop founded by the residents in 1863 as the first miners’ co-op in Britain. It nestles behind a petrol station selling pork scratchings on the counter. In front of the pub, beneath a plastic sign offering ‘Geordie Tappaz’, and live sport on the bar’s numerous televisions, a middle-aged white man walks his two greyhounds on a leash. The pub doesn’t look as if it is on a Campaign for Real Ale pilgrimage route.

			But one Sunday in 1862 the place was besieged by huge numbers of customers. They had arrived by train, horse, carriage and on foot. The pub was, said a witness, ‘literally swarming with visitors … passages and staircases alike being impassable; and, with a callousness that is positively shocking, all are drinking, joking and enjoying themselves’.2 The local police struggled to exert some sort of control outside the pub, by erecting temporary barriers. But it was the weekend, the Hastings was the only licensed premises in the area, and the sheer number of customers was simply unmanageable. Nothing draws a crowd like the chance to learn details of a tragedy. The visitors had come to try to discover what was happening literally beneath their feet.

			Three days earlier, between ten and eleven on the morning of 16 January 1862, the second shift of the day had assembled for work at the colliery in the next-door village of New Hartley. The newly arrived miners were due to take over from what was called the foreshift, which had begun work in the middle of the night. Like most changeovers it was to take place underground, to save time and money for the mine operators, who did not want to pay men for the time they spent being dropped in cages down the mineshaft and then walking or crawling along underground passages to the face they were expected to chip away at. The pit had been sunk over fifteen years beforehand and had been an unlucky place from the start. Its predecessor had been closed in the 1840s, because it kept flooding. But, the mine produced good steam coal and its newly rich owner, Charles Carr – all sideburns and waistcoat and with what was said to be the tallest top hat in the county – believed that with a big enough steam pump to drain water from the pit, the coal could be extracted and sold. The machine made for him was one of the most powerful in the entire north-east coalfield, and built by one of the heavy engineering firms which had developed on the banks of the Tyne in the wake of the coal trade. The main cylinder of the beam engine was over seven feet across, pushing up and down an enormous horizontal girder over thirty-four feet long, made of cast-iron and weighing forty-two tons.

			Shortly before eleven that morning, with a tremendous shattering noise, it broke in two. Part of the beam – perhaps weighing over twenty tons – fell down the shaft, which was the only way into – and out of – the mine. The accident had occurred at the worst possible time, when the maximum number of men were underground for the shift change. It would have been easier to manage a rescue had there been – as existed at other pits – two mineshafts. But the owners had followed local practice and sunk only one shaft into the earth, about twelve feet across. The shaft was divided in two all the way down by a timber partition – or ‘brattice’ – to allow the usual mining ventilation system, in which clean air could reach the men underground through a ‘down’ draught while a fire was kept burning low down on the ‘up-cast’ side, to draw in the foul air of the mine and release it to the surface. If the single shaft became blocked for any reason – as now happened – tragedy would surely follow.

			That morning a cage was being raised to the surface. Inside were eight men who had just finished their shift, doubtless pleased to be the first to have completed their time underground. When they were about halfway to the surface they heard a terrifying crack, followed by a roar, as the broken beam careered down the hole. Debris dislodged from the walls of the shaft, and bits of lift machinery struck the cage, snapping two of its four supporting cables. Four of the men inside the ungated cage were thrown out and plunged into the darkness below, as rock, metal and timber rained down upon them. The remaining miners knew their friends would not survive the fall. The massive beam continued its descent down the shaft, dislodging rock, rubble and heavy timbers as it fell. The rocks, rubble and rubbish then jammed across the shaft, blocking access to two of the three seams of coal; 204 men and boys were now trapped underground.

			The fatal accident at Hartley Colliery sounds extraordinary to the modern ear. The Hartley disaster was bigger than most, but Britain had by this time a barely satiable appetite for coal, and it was fed at a terrible price in human suffering. For over 400 years, the fuel of a nation and empire was dogged with accident. ‘Close the coal-house door, lad,’ sang the Tyneside radical Alex Glasgow a hundred years later, ‘there’s blood inside.’ Perhaps there were years when no one died trying to get coal out of the ground. But they were exceptional.

			After the initial paralysis caused by the shock, men on the surface at Hartley began quickly to organise rescue efforts. By midnight, rescuers had clambered down and reached the cage, where George Sharp, though badly injured, was saying that he wanted to climb down to help his son, Young George, whom he could hear lying injured and moaning on the rockfall below. One of the rescuers put a sling around the old man, but as he was being lowered, he struck an overhanging piece of timber, was knocked from the sling, and plunged to his death. He hit the ground a few feet away from where his son had fallen. Two other men from the cage were retrieved successfully, but the most heroic act that day came from Thomas Watson, a recent convert to Primitive Methodism, who had himself lowered into the darkness and stayed with the wounded men on a pile of debris part way down the shaft, leading them in prayers, and hymn-singing, until they died. Watson was the last man to be brought to the surface alive. He had been underground for eleven hours. Other miners rushed to the stricken colliery to offer what help they could. Under the leadership of William Coulson – who, with over forty years’ experience was considered the finest sinker of mineshafts in the north-east – they worked on feverishly. But the obstacles were enormous. Great quantities of debris blocked their way and often they had to line the walls of the shaft with heavy timber to prevent another fall.

			By now, word had spread across the north-east that a life-or-death rescue drama was taking place. Over the weekend, the trippers began to arrive and the Hastings found itself with a roaring trade. Among those despatched to the scene was Thomas Wemyss Reid, a nineteen-year-old reporter on the Newcastle Journal and Courant, who began to keep an hourly account of what he rapidly recognised as ‘the most terrible calamity that was ever visited upon any coal mine in the country’.3 His writing is purple in places, but for the most part remains an object lesson in how to write about ongoing drama: urgent, frank, emotional, exploitative, of course, yet dignified. On the Saturday he noted how

			Around the pit buildings a crowd of men are gathered, talking to each other in undertones, speculating upon the fate of their comrades. Whenever the gin [winch] needs to be turned they volunteer for the service, for the horses are thoroughly worn out with the labour through which they have gone. At other times they stand idly and silently, apparently quite unconscious of the bitter blast which is sweeping in from the sea with chilling force. Occasionally one or two women, with tearless faces … come from the village to know if anything has transpired regarding the fate of their loved ones, and then, with fixed stony countenances, the sight of which is far more moving than any violent outbursts of passion would be, slowly return to their desolate homes. The appearance of the village itself indicates the presence of some overpowering calamity.

			‘Few villages are more noisy or cheerful than those connected with collieries,’ he wrote with some journalistic licence, ‘but here a deep and solemn silence prevails. No children are at play, every door is shut, and the one or two little shops at which the inhabitants supply themselves are partially closed. Through the windows can be seen the clean bed, which is always remarkable in the cottage of the north-country pitman, while upon the table in front of the window, in almost every case, the breakfast things prepared for the prisoners on Thursday morning are still standing awaiting them.’

			Hour by hour the reporter recorded the frenzied efforts and the false hopes. Someone had seen smoke rising – the trapped men must have made a fire and could feed themselves on the dead pit ponies. ‘Hope at last, thank God!’ Wemyss Reid wrote in his journal at midday. ‘Jowling’ had been heard, which was taken for a sign of life (it turned out later to be sounds of rock and water moving). ‘Helpful’ suggestions were coming in from across the country. A Mr Hill of Bristol had suggested boring a small hole through the debris in the shaft and pouring soup down it to the men. ‘Mr Hill and the others who propose this plan may rest assured that, had it been feasible, it would long ago have been attempted.’ At nine on Monday morning he reported that digging was going better than expected, and ‘another hour, or at the most two, must decide the dreadful fate of the 204 prisoners’. In Newcastle, some idiot in his newspaper’s circulation department had placards painted with the words ‘Glorious News At Last’.

			The truth was that those who had survived the accident to the cage had been poisoned by ‘stythe’ or chokedamp – one of a variety of gases produced when hitherto buried coal was exposed to the atmosphere. Deep in their hearts, the wives and families of the missing miners, most of whom sat up all night in their cottages, began to realise that their menfolk were never to return alive. At the pithead, Wemyss Reid heard suspicions sweeping the crowd that the survivors of the accident had been gassed. At ten o’clock he wrote that ‘the very heart sickens and the hand palsies as we write these lines, and anticipate a dreadful conclusion to our long and painful watch’. At four on Tuesday morning – almost five whole days after the accident – ‘an incident of a truly appalling nature’ happened. A man had run to the platform at the pithead and shouted ‘All the men are alive. They’ve got the shaft clear. They’re all safe.’ No sooner had he screamed this than five of the rescuers were brought to the surface, having been gassed: it was now clear that any miner who had not been crushed had probably been asphyxiated. But the see-sawing of emotions continued. At seven in the morning, officials were said to be confident that the trapped miners could be rescued. At 11.30 on Wednesday, Wemyss Reid reported that one of the rescuers had found two axes, a saw and a back-protector belonging to the missing men. But on Wednesday afternoon a particularly bold group of rescuers forced their way into a hitherto unexplored area, a coal seam called The Yard. Here they found two bodies, and then, pushing on through the foul air, about fifty other bodies ‘strewn in all directions’. Many were badly swollen, indicating they had been dead for days. The next party of rescuers found more bodies ‘lying promiscuously side by side; but the boys of each family appeared to be clustered around their relatives’. Since they had food in their pockets, they could not have starved to death. It was small comfort. Now the business of the rescuers was to retrieve bodies, and leather slings were lowered into the pit. An official then decided that it was not worth risking more lives to recover the corpses. The decision confirmed what many had by now sadly accepted.

			The shock was given on Thursday morning, when the dreadful news flew like lightning through the desolate village. Gradually, bit by bit, the noble fires of hope have sunk lower and lower in every heart; and it is only the last uncertain flickering flame that has now been quenched. With a dead silence the people heard the words which told them they were widows, orphans or childless. Job, in all his calamities, could not have been more resigned than they; and the audible ‘God help them all,’ muttered upon the platform, was the only comment the address called forth.

			Later that day two brothers braved the gas, and returned to the surface, reporting they had found over 150 bodies. ‘There was a very bad smell, indeed, from the bodies. They had no appearance of having been starved; but all appeared just to have lain down and slept themselves to death. Only one or two seemed to have died hard; but it was quite discernible, from the appearance of all, that they had been dead some time.’

			The entire country was now transfixed. Coal was the nation’s special gift from God: however much imperial painters and writers preferred to claim otherwise. Thomas Jones Barker began work on a painting about the country’s mission in the year of the disaster. It showed Queen Victoria handing a Bible to a fawning, kneeling African potentate, as her frock-coated prime minister and Foreign Secretary looked on. Those who really knew how things worked understood this was a fable: the true secret of England’s greatness was the power unleashed by coal.

			This filthy rock had performed an act of magic upon a set of islands of undistinguished size in the North Atlantic. It had liberated the country’s scientific and technological potential. It had enabled the people living there to make objects the rest of the world wanted. That very year, the world’s biggest warship, HMS Warrior, was deployed at sea. As well as her three masts, she was powered by ten coal-fired boilers and clad in coal-smelted wrought iron. Coal had produced the gas which provided the illumination for the Great Exhibition and there was hardly a town in the land without gas lighting. Coal would soon drive the generators to make electricity. It was the source of England’s power.

			At about two that January afternoon in 1862, a telegram had reached the rescuers in Northumberland. It had been sent from Queen Victoria in her ostentatious retreat at Osborne, on the Isle of Wight. ‘The Queen is most anxious to hear that there are hopes of saving the poor people in the colliery, for whom her heart bleeds,’ it read. In truth, there was now no hope. But the rescuers sent a message back that there was a faint chance that perhaps some of the men might be rescued. That evening they faced reality and sent a further telegram, with the news that over a hundred men had been found dead and there was no hope of discovering anyone alive. Miners continued to try to burrow down the blocked shaft, but, Wemyss Reid thought, with less enthusiasm, now that they knew they were only in the business of recovering bodies. The anxious crowds of wives and children at the pithead started to melt away.

			The gas in the mine affected the rescuers in a variety of ways. Many passed out. One came up seeming to be raging drunk, offering to fight anyone. By Thursday, though, there was another problem. The stench of decomposition was so bad that men coming to the surface after their two-hour shift underground were violently sick. All the colliery carpenters in the area were assigned to the task of building coffins. It was decided to put the bodies into the coffins before they were brought to the surface.

			That night, Wemyss Reid noted that ‘dreadful scenes are occurring. Fathers coming to the shaft, almost frantic, to seek their children, wives wailing for their husbands, and sons for their parents. It is a most painful scene.’4 Soon the women had disappeared and that night some of the men on the surface became ‘wickedly unreasonable’. One man, who had four sons lying dead in the pit, clambered onto the platform. ‘Grief had completely unhinged his intellect,’ the reporter noted, and ‘had he not been restrained, he would undoubtedly have thrown himself headlong down the shaft’.5

			There was now a sharp disagreement between those organising the retrieval of corpses and some relatives of the dead. Many of the bodies – especially those of boys who had died – were unrecognisable except by their clothes, yet many of the families wanted to see the dead with their own eyes. It was agreed, eventually, that the coffins would be brought to the surface with their lids only lightly secured, so that those who wanted to look inside could prise them open and do so.

			Conditions in the shaft were now appalling. Every time there was another fall of debris, a terrible stench of decomposition was blown into the faces of those making their way down. Everyone knew that, with no pump working, the water level inside the mine was rising all the time and that soon recovery work would have to stop.

			By now, visitors from further afield had flocked to the scene of the tragedy, each train disgorging more crowds of sightseers, though miners prevented them jostling too close to the shaft and getting in the way. Men selling hot pies plied their trade among the crowds. The Bishop of Durham and the mayor of Newcastle arrived, the bishop going from door to door offering what spiritual succour he could to the bereaved. He was later followed by ‘men of different creeds and classes, for once bound together by the common bond of charity’. At eight on the Thursday evening the rescue committee calculated that the accident had created 103 widows and left 257 children and 47 dependent adults with no means of support. The local vicar decided there was not enough room in the church graveyard to bury the dead and asked the Duke of Northumberland for more land. It was decided to set up a relief fund, with a public meeting in Newcastle at the weekend.

			The crowd at the pithead had thinned out, though people still came who had travelled great distances. Mining was an industry which attracted immigrants from across the country, prepared to descend into the depths of the earth for the sake of decent wages, so the effects of the tragedy were unconfined. ‘An old man named Yule came here from Glasgow and found that he was childless,’ wrote Wemyss Reid. ‘Today we have seen wives and mothers, daughters and sisters wend their weary way here, from all parts and receive sentence of bereavement.’6 On Friday the men from The Times, the Morning Chronicle and the Mining Journal arrived, along with a couple of artists from the Illustrated London News. They were in time to see horse-drawn carts deliver the first of the 200 black coffins that had been ordered. Along with barrels of chloride of lime, a hundred pairs of long-armed gloves were stockpiled at the head of the shaft for the men who would have to bring up the remaining corpses. On Saturday, the final effort to recover the bodies began in earnest. A chartered train arrived, carrying nothing but coffins. Bodies were brought up by the same improvised winch which had been lowering the rescuers. The men who were expected to ride to the surface with the human remains were given tots of whisky to help them cope with their grisly task.

			As the end of the rope drew near the surface, one of the men was seen riding upon the little sling on which the sinkers have so fearlessly ascended and descended. Just below him, carefully attached to an iron chain, was a strange and hideous object which at first we could not recognise. In a moment however, we saw that it was the stiffened form of one of the victims of the carbonic-oxide that was dangling in mid-air before us. In a moment he was landed upon the platform. It was dreadful to look upon his skinny, attenuated form, which seemed so small beside the gigantic men around, his fleshless hands curiously marked in white and blue, and his fixed, immobile features, the closed eyes of which denoted that he had slept even while treading the valley of the shadow of Death. He was thrown down upon an open shroud, spread upon the ground, and while he was being rapidly rolled up in it, someone called out his name, which was methodically entered in a book by one man, whilst another chalked it on the lid of the coffin into which he was forthwith lifted. Thus laden, the coffin was placed upon a small trolley, and pushed along the wooden bridge separating one portion of the pit-heap from another. At the further end, the name inscribed upon the coffin was called out; someone stepped forward from amongst the dense crowd of waiters, and claiming the body as that of a relative, it was placed in a cart and conveyed to the home it left in health and strength some ten days ago … Men and boys of all sizes and ages were brought up to the surface. Some had died with a smile upon their faces, others frowning in terror or anger. There were strong men of gigantic mould, still apparently engaged in a deadly struggle with the last adversary; and there were children – weak and helpless, early doomed to toil in everlasting darkness – clasped in the arms of loving fathers, who, even in their own extremity, remembered those whom they had begotten. One after another they were dragged forth from the huge charnel-house below; and as hour by hour in unending succession they were brought forth, it seemed as if some unholy, premature resurrection were going on.7

			This miserable work continued throughout the night, with the area around the top of the shaft lit by flickering torches, and the gruesome task of identification largely carried out by Mark Bell, a boy of about fourteen, whose role at the pit had been to collect the identity ‘tallies’ handed in by the men as they went down to begin work. Once the victim’s name had been scrawled on the lid of the coffin, Robert Turnbull, the miners’ leader – a man with dark ringlets and enormous shaggy beard – shouted it out, so that the body might be claimed by the family and carried away on a horse-drawn cart to the miner’s cottage. Those bodies which could not be identified were stacked in their coffins in a makeshift morgue inside the Methodist chapel of the dreary village.

			At four on Sunday morning, the last of the dead were brought to the surface. Now, the crowds of disaster tourists grew again. Throughout the morning they arrived by train, trap and cab, gawping at the wreckage, and then peering through any open cottage doors at the grieving families inside. At midday on the sloping side of one of the spoil heaps, half a dozen clergymen conducted a service for the crowd. Before the prayers a letter from Sir Charles Phipps, one of the queen’s equerries, was read out. Her Majesty hoped that as much as possible would be done for the families of the dead, and would like to make a contribution herself. At one-thirty, the funeral of the dead miners began. Wemyss Reid believed that no one had ever before witnessed such a spectacle. He was probably right – there had not been a loss of life on this scale in Britain since the Battle of Culloden in 1745. The side of the slag heap nearest the station was so covered in people that it looked vaguely like a fairground or racecourse, with stalls selling tea and food. Outside the miners’ cottages ‘a cart seemed standing at almost every door, and was surrounded by a few men decently attired in mourning’. Wemyss Reid noted that a large number of the mourners were fellow miners, many of them ‘attired in the showy garments which this class so much affects, velvet waistcoats and white feathers being very common articles of apparel’.8 Most of the carts carried a single coffin, though the reporter saw seven coffins brought out of a single cottage. At a very slow pace, the horses and carts, white sheets thrown over the coffins, plodded their way to the village of Earsdon, four miles away. The first coffins had arrived at St Alban’s Church before the last had left the pit village. It took until after dark to bury them all.

			That afternoon, the men who had supervised the retrieval of the bodies opened the area around the top of the mineshaft to visitors. For a sixpenny donation to the relief fund, sightseers would be allowed up close and could even stare down the hole in the ground through which the bodies had been recovered.

			The disaster had been on a larger scale than most mining accidents, but it was different only in magnitude. Think of a violent death – crushed, blown up, poisoned, gassed, incinerated, cut to pieces, even murdered – and it almost certainly happened in a mine somewhere beneath our feet. It was inevitable that the digging of coal would be political, for there were few other occupations in which the arbitrariness of fate could have such harsh consequences. The rich owned the rolling acres and the poor dug in the dark underneath them. Grubbing out the stuff that made their country function, the miners were out of sight and out of mind. But they were also beyond close control – they organised themselves and they educated each other, in anything from horticulture to power politics. The two greatest industrial confrontations of the twentieth century – the 1926 General Strike, and the miners’ strike of 1984–5 – were both about coal.

			In the Hartley disaster of 1862, the grandest local toff, the Duke of Northumberland, honoured his word and gave land for the local churchyard to be extended to accommodate the miners’ graves. (The duke could afford it – the family estate had grown to 19,200 acres, largely on the proceeds of coal royalties.) A small number of the dead were laid in single graves, others adjacent to family members under stones recording their deaths in the ‘fatal calamity’. Thirty-three of the victims, many unidentified, were buried in a communal grave. Today, the graveyard extension is as overgrown with ivy and nettles as the rest of the cemetery. In one corner of the graveyard is an obelisk stained green by the lichen growing in the shade of the slatternly sycamores which have invaded the place. On the memorial’s sides you can make out the names of the dead, ranging in age from ten to seventy-one, among them eight members of the Liddle family, including seven children and teenagers. Beneath the green mould on the memorial, you can just make out the words from St Matthew’s Gospel chiselled into the stone, ‘THEREFORE BE YE ALSO READY: FOR IN SUCH AN HOUR AS YE THINK NOT, THE SON OF MAN COMETH’, along with St Paul’s stern warning that ‘GOD IS NOT MOCKED; FOR WHATSOEVER THOU SOWETH, THAT ALSO SHALL YE REAP’. Victorian religious practice seems as unforgiving as the backbreaking daily labour of the time. The stonemasons might as well have opened the King James Bible and carved ‘to those who hath, to him shall be given: and from he that hath not, from him shall be taken away even that which he hath’. The men who died in the Hartley disaster had been the poor of the earth, who fed themselves by burrowing underground for other men.

			By the end of April 1862, the public relief fund to support the bereaved had gathered £75,000 (equivalent to perhaps £10 million at current values). But the greatest consequence of the disaster was a change in the law. Had there been more than one shaft, the airway might not have been completely blocked and the men – or some of them – might have escaped. The safety benefits of having more than one shaft had been pointed out over twenty years beforehand, but the suggestion had not been acted upon, since it doubled the cost of getting down to the coal. Now, at the inquest into the men’s deaths, the jury added a rider to their verdict that ‘all working collieries have at least a second shaft or outlet’. Even mine-owners now supported the idea, and a law was passed making it compulsory for all pits to have at least two entrances: it is noticeable how many safety precautions in mining only came about when legislation compelled the mine-owners to introduce them. Wemyss Reid went on to something of a stellar career in journalism and publishing: by twenty-eight he had become editor of the Leeds Mercury, and after moving to London established a reputation for scoops about the inner workings of the Liberal Party, of which he was an active member. In due course, a grateful Lord Rosebery recommended him for one of the first journalistic knighthoods, and he duly developed into a pompous bore, dying of pleurisy in 1905. The Hartley mine itself was abandoned and later rented to another company, which in 1900 pumped the water out of the main seam and discovered the mining gear and coal tubs exactly as they had been left thirty-eight years earlier.

			We have become unaccustomed to hearing of long-gone mining disasters. But coal was bought with human life wherever it was mined. There had been numerous other fatal accidents in the coalfields before the Hartley tragedy, and within five years of it happening, 361 men and boys were killed in explosions at The Oaks Colliery near Barnsley, the biggest single loss of life in an English mine. There was a melancholy pattern of behaviour at these disasters. The initial shock spread through the little communities like an electric charge, with anxious wives and families rushing to the pithead, or as close as they were allowed, everyone wondering whether their husband, son or neighbour, was alive or dead, or perhaps gasping, bleeding, or drowning somewhere beneath their feet, then the arrival of other miners, grim-faced and resolute, who had volunteered as rescuers, then the food which appeared from nowhere to feed the rescuers, the silence which fell upon everyone as bodies were recovered, ‘Abide With Me’ sung at the subsequent church services and the many appeals launched by men in dark suits and mayoral chains.

			In modern times, the most horrifying of British mining tragedies occurred not underground but in a school, when a South Wales spoil tip slid downhill and engulfed Pantglas junior school in Aberfan in October 1966; 116 children, most aged between seven and ten, along with twenty-eight adults, were killed that morning. It surely could not get any worse. By then, coal-mining in Britain was in what turned out to be terminal decline and there is something horribly apposite in the fact that the most recent victims of a great disaster were killed not by coal but by what is left after coal has been mined. Only a fool would say that there will never be another mining-related catastrophe in Britain. But since it became unfashionable to deep-mine for coal, the country has outsourced its production, and the attendant pain usually occurs somewhere else, too. It may be in Colombia, Australia, India or somewhere else out of earshot. But for sure, someone is crying somewhere.

			Go to Aberfan today and the site of the school is a Garden of Remembrance. The children’s graves are well kept in the village cemetery. The old coal-yard is a site for commuter homes: today’s valley-dwellers do not have to walk to work. The name Aberfan perhaps rings an unhappy echo in the memory of old people, but soon the dead children will be as forgotten as William and George Fairbairn, young and old George Sharp and the three Wanless brothers, aged from fourteen to twenty who died in the Hartley disaster in 1862. In 1976, over a century after that catastrophe, a small memorial garden was opened around the capped top of the old shaft from which the bodies of the dead men had been retrieved, by the then president of the miners’ union, Joe Gormley. It takes an extraordinary effort of will to make a connection between the verdant grass, geraniums and benches and the 204 men and boys who died. Perhaps it was easier to make the imaginative leap thirty or forty years ago.

			Such is the story of coal: go to an old mining village and the chances are that you won’t even see the spoil heaps, let alone the winding gear. Time moves on and the things we understand change. It sometimes seems that all that really remains of an occupation which employed well over a million men are thoughtless clichés – people ‘dig down’ to ‘mine’ information, yielding a ‘seam’ of meaning. To get there may involve ‘labouring at the coalface’. It is dead language, but we understand it. There are vaguely remembered tales of great-uncles who sat in tin baths scrubbing themselves clean in a cottage kitchen, and pit ponies which lived all their working lives underground.* But it had only been in 1842, when legislation made it illegal to employ women and children underground, that ponies became widely popular as beasts of burden. A bizarre device – a small oxygen cylinder mounted on a cage and intended to revive canaries which had succumbed to gas when taken down a mine – is occasionally shown to mesmerised children at a science museum in Manchester to show them how miners assessed the quality of the air underground. But the coal merchant, his flatbed truck piled with dirty jute sacks of coal, belongs only in period dramas. Most city-dwellers are unable to identify the acrid smell of coal smoke.

				
					* The precise number of ponies working in the mines is unknown. When the mines were nationalised, in 1947, the Coal Board inherited 21,000 pit ponies. Most ponies chosen for pit work were under eleven hands tall, and some colliery proprietors became rather proud of their breeding programmes: Lord Londonderry maintained his own stud in the Shetlands. While it is true that once lowered into the mine many ponies rarely emerged into the air, stabled underground, they were generally well fed: a familiar complaint from the miners was that the owners cared more for their ponies than for their humans. A 1911 law required them to be at least four years old, and generally worked with the same handler. The last pit pony, Tony, died in 2011 at the age of forty. The story that they all went blind is untrue.

			

		

		
			Introduction

			The importance of this black rock cannot be exaggerated. Anything that might be alloyed, armoured, baked, boiled, bolted, brewed, built, canned, caulked, coked, cooked, corrugated, dried, dyed, electrified, fired, forged, fried, frozen, galvanised, gilded, hammered, hasped, illuminated, melted, printed, processed, pulverised, riveted, roasted, salted, scorched, serrated, sharpened, smelted, sugared, tanned, tempered, threshed, tinned, toasted, varnished or welded – to say nothing of countless other processes – depended upon coal. It was midwife to practical genius and without it, we should have nothing much for which to praise the Victorians. Britain dug out its coal more efficiently than anywhere else in Europe, and in time the country has paid the price for its ingenuity and ruthlessness. No one cares about coal any more: the cry now is ‘down with fossil fuels’ – and nothing is more packed with fossils than a sedimentary rock like coal. Even if you are lucky enough to find the fossils of ferns, or perhaps of insects, inside a lump of coal, in the end, it is just a black rock. By itself, it cannot do anything. So the story is not of a rock, but of human ingenuity. At its heart lies the human urge to break free of the bonds of nature.

			Coal has an image problem. Thought of in the abstract it is just a grubby rock, whose extraction from the ground has ruined many a life. Yet individual lumps can look stunning – separate faces reflecting all the colours of a peacock’s tail, and the history of its extraction is the story of Britain. In no other business were the political issues so stark. A lucky few owned land, and by some fluke of the law therefore claimed possession of whatever lay beneath it. They needed to do nothing to get even richer – and some became spectacularly wealthy. Most of the rest of humanity might, if they were lucky (or unlucky), be employed to hack the coal out of the ground and bring it to the surface for the owners to take their cut. Cui bono? – who benefits? – is the question asked when looking for suspects in a crime. The most obvious beneficiaries of the coal trade were those who could claim a royalty when a shovelful of coal was brought to the surface and carried away. But everyone – including those who worked underground – benefitted, whether they were navvies digging canals or laying railways, ‘keel men’ loading colliers, brokers who traded the stuff, merchants who sold it, or, indeed, the increasingly comfortable public who could enjoy a warm bath or flick a switch to turn on the lights.

			Getting the coal was a murderous, antisocial activity riddled with conundrums. To gather the material that made Britain the first urban nation on earth, the miners often lived in isolated rural communities – meanly laid-out villages of flimsy houses where everyone knew each other’s business and interior sanitation was frequently unheard of. The villages had usually been thrown up to service the mine, which might have been sunk in the middle of nowhere. These communities therefore tended to be tight-knit and spawned their own clubs – anything from vegetable gardening to pigeon-fancying. Sometimes these villages had their own meagre arrays of shops, often including ‘tommy shops’ owned by the mine proprietors. Occasionally, they had churches, more commonly a chapel where Nonconformists worshipped. There was, naturally, no street lighting: you could hear the miners setting off for their shifts in the small hours of the morning from the clatter of their hobnailed boots on the street. Until helmets (initially made of compressed cardboard) became compulsory, many continued to wear their own flat caps below ground well into the 1970s and they ruined their own clothing until the introduction of overalls in January 1979. Each man trooping to the pit carried a cheap metal tin holding their ‘snap’ or ‘bait’ for lunch, and usually a flask of cold tea. At work underground, the miners were quite beyond the inclination or ability of their employers to supervise them. When they plunged into the ground inside their metal cage they travelled from a world with rules recognisable to the rest of society, into a nether region in which boys became men very fast. What light they had came from candles, and later from safety lamps, which illuminated very little. Some pits were hot, in which the miners toiled half – or completely – naked. There were no sanitary facilities, so men relieved themselves where they stood or crouched. Many colliers had dark blue scabs running down their backs ‘like the buttons on a coat’, where their bodies had been cut as they tried to hack with their picks at another face. ‘One for all and all for one’ was much more than a slogan: the miners organised themselves, knowing that if one of them made a mistake, they could all pay for it with their lives. Because for most of the industry’s existence they were paid ‘piecework’, miners’ earnings depended upon how much coal they cut. The ‘checkweighman’, chosen by the workers to see that no management lackey diddled them, was one of the most respected men in the mine, for in many pits the default setting for relationships between employers and workers was one of naked distrust.

			Mining was, then, a naturally fertile ground in which trade unionism might flourish. The evangelising efforts of Nonconformist churches like the Congregationalists, Methodists, and – in particular – the Primitive Methodists bore fruit in early trade union leaders: the Nonconformists chose their leaders not from a separate clergy but from within the congregation, and it was the same with the early trade union leaders. Many adopted communism in much the same way they had heard of the teachings of Jesus. Since their labour was among the most brutish ever expected of otherwise free men, collectively the miners liked to consider themselves an ‘aristocracy’ of the trade union movement. Even those on the other side of the political fence could sense their power. As the former Conservative prime minister, Harold Macmillan, is repeatedly quoted as saying, ‘There are three bodies no sensible man directly challenges: the Roman Catholic Church, the Brigade of Guards and the National Union of Mineworkers.’

			There was a home-grown hierarchy within the mines. Despite great variations depending upon terrain and time, the basic formula for working a mine went something like this: the fit young men nearest the coalface were the highest paid, which meant that a miner was at the peak of his earning powers in youth and early middle age. Often he was assisted by one of his children, a brother or family friend working as a ‘hurrier’, to load and then push away the waggon he had filled with cut coal. Miners might be well paid, but everyone else in the labour movement recognised that they earned it. But by the twentieth century absenteeism was becoming a real problem for mine managers, with the highest rates of unauthorised absence from work among the men with the highest wages: a single man with no dependants who worked at the coalface could often afford not to turn up for work a couple of days a week, whereas a man who worked on the surface wasn’t well-enough paid to cope without his wages. The problem for the bosses was that unplanned absences at the coalface affected the entire production line, for it meant less coal was being produced. The employers’ answer to the problems posed by absenteeism was usually a bribe: work five shifts and get paid for six. Even so, it was common at some collieries for up to half the workforce to lose the bonus. By the time their industry had been nationalised in the middle of the twentieth century – with taxpayers’ money – there were unmarried miners trying to justify their absenteeism by claiming that the levels of income tax required of them made it not worth their while to work.

			Old miners, and those whose bodies were broken or worn out, were employed ‘bankside’ – shovelling, grading and loading the coal that had been brought to the surface. The very infirm cleaned, polished and sharpened the tools of those who cut the coal: in their way the miners looked after their own. Until the 1840s women and children hauled coal waggons underground, while small children sat all day in the dark opening and closing the trapdoors which kept the coalfaces ventilated. But there were very few ‘average’ mines. To begin with, the quality of the coal extracted varied from one place to another. The miner might be hewing coal a hundred feet underground or thousands of feet down. He might be lying on his side tackling a seam only eighteen inches thick, or be able to stand upright, facing a wall of coal as tall as a house. There were mines where you could get soaked from water seeping in and others in which you got soaked by your own sweat. You shivered in some seams and baked in others. Some pits were plagued by dust, others had good ventilation. The mine might be gassy, or one where a naked candle flame would almost certainly be safe. If he could but see it, above the miner might be moorland, fields, houses or roads. Equally, the miner might be miles out under the sea: what lay above his head was of no interest at all. It wasn’t until a new national wage agreement was introduced in 1966 that miners were paid by the shift rather than by the quantity of coal they had cut. The ‘power-loading agreement’ between management and miners was the first national acknowledgement of the role played by roaring great machines which could be placed alongside a coalface and chew their way through it with tungsten-tipped teeth, a far cry from the old bord and pillar method in which miners cut away coal with a pickaxe, leaving pillars to hold up the roof of the seam.

			As almost every primary schoolchild used to be taught, all energy comes originally from the sun, in whatever form it might later be extracted and used. Coal is a fossil fuel made of the remains of trees and plants that grew millions of years ago as a result of photosynthesis, retaining the latent energy within them. In its early stages, the decaying vegetation formed peat, and, as time passed and other layers of rock were laid down above it, the liquid was squeezed from the peat, to form coal. Early coal miners would sometimes have to escape the area fast, when an entire fossilised tree trunk fell from the roof of the seam they were working and even long-established mines could often yield lumps of coal bearing the outlines of prehistoric plants and leaves.

			The seams where the black fossils were found lay all over the country. There were significant coalfields in the Scottish Lowlands; in Northumberland and Durham; Cumberland and Lancashire; Yorkshire, Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire; in the Midlands; near Bristol; in Somerset; in North and South Wales and in Kent, to say nothing of smaller deposits, from the northern Highlands to Devon. Not all coal is equal: the worst coal – lignite – burns slowly and smokily, and the best, like the ‘black diamonds’ of anthracite, have a much higher carbon content and burn hotter and cleaner. It was Britain’s good fortune that many of the country’s deposits were of better-quality coal. (Germany, by contrast, became the world’s biggest producer of low-quality ‘brown coal’.) Seams of coal might go on for miles, beneath the surface of the ground (or the sea).

			But wherever they were, there has never been any shortage of calamities in coal-mining. As Friedrich Engels put it: ‘in the whole British Empire there is no occupation in which a man may meet his end in so many diverse ways as this one’.1 I sat down one lunchtime with an old Welsh reporter who had spent years in the mining villages of South Wales. He picked up a sheet of A4 paper and began to list on it the colliery disasters he could recall, along with the casualty figures. He had soon covered one side with the total number of dead from accidents between the 1850s and the 1960s. It came to almost 3,000. Then he turned the page and continued his list. The grand total, he claimed, was over 6,000 dead or killed by the Welsh mining industry alone. Thousands more survived to retirement, only to shuffle their way to coughing deaths from one of the respiratory diseases they had contracted underground.

			Digging coal out of the ground is a horribly dangerous job. Between 1873 and 1953 85,000 people were killed in mining accidents in Britain. It was the disasters which took hundreds of lives, or dragged on with uncertain outcome which caught the fancy of flibbertigibbet newspapers. But the truth was that death could call at any time, and most of the victims died in ones or twos. Little by little, the numbers added up to enormous totals. It bears repeating that there were a great number of ways to lose your life – crushed, gassed, drowned, burned or even – as happened in at least one accident – being boiled alive in steam cauldrons. There were other less dramatic, but equally remorseless conditions caused by mining, both physical and mental: men who went underground might emerge from the pit one day, but night terrors, laboured breathing and strange eye conditions like nystagmus (‘dancing eyes’) or photophobia (sensitivity to light) could last for years. Some miners went entirely blind. Other conditions brought on by mining turned the strong, vigorous men who had worked underground into invalids. ‘Miners’ anaemia’ was brought on by the poor – usually non-existent – sanitation in mines, allowing parasitic larvae to enter the body and to develop into hookworms in the stomach, sucking blood from the intestines. ‘Beat’ hand, knee or elbow – forms of osteoarthritis – were caused by damaged joints. Constant breathing of coal dust brought on ‘miners’ asthma’ or pneumoconiosis, which at its most benign weakened the lung, so that the victim became vulnerable to pneumonia or bronchitis. Local doctors became very familiar with ‘miners’ phthisis’ or ‘black spit’, a form of silicosis caused by stone dust. One miner who had spent decades down the pit told me what retirement did to former colleagues. ‘One day you’d see this brave, brawny man in the pit baths, and, a couple of months later he was just this coughing, shambling wreck. Then, you’d hear he’d died.’

			Like the old miners, coal has almost completely disappeared from our lives. We cannot imagine some of our history without it – murky, choking streets are as much a part of Victorian fiction as the characters created by Charles Dickens. Yet even in the old mining communities the enormous winding-gear wheels which once stood at the top of the mineshaft and proclaimed to the world the village’s reason for existence, disappeared long ago. Deep mines sunk 1,000 feet or more into the ground are distant memories. Even the great ziggurats of ‘slag’ – waste or unsaleable coal – have been landscaped into gentler hillocks and grassed over.

			Britain has decided that its coal days are over and the future belongs to cleaner energy. A way of life has vanished, and those who might otherwise have had to spend their working lives toiling in the mines, breathing the dust which would send them coughing to their graves, are better off: I never met a miner who wanted the same life for his children. A filthy, dangerous occupation is finished. But a part of our history has gone, and something happens to a people when they lose a sense not only of the origins of the place they live in but of how their politics and identities developed.

		

		
			1

			Dirty Heat

			Newcastle upon Tyne is as good a place as anywhere to begin. For generations, the city was synonymous with the coal trade – hence the implied stupidity of trying to carry ‘coals to Newcastle’: it was the place coal came from.

			Perhaps there was a single person who was the first to realise that some of the rocks dug from the ground would burn for longer and with greater heat than wood from the trees growing on the surface of the earth. Perhaps it was an accidental, collective discovery by people wearing animal skins who lit a fire on top of an outcrop of coal on the surface of the ground, and then watched, open-mouthed, as it burned for hours. No one will ever know. There is evidence the Romans burned coal during their occupation of Britain. Certainly the Saxons are believed to have used coal in shaping tin implements. By the Middle Ages, people were digging to get at the seams, and then widening a chamber into the coal so that, in architectural cross-section, the excavation resembled a handbell. The miners were lowered into the heart of the bell in baskets. There is plenty of evidence that by the fourteenth century, coal was being dug from the ground in Wales. The fifteenth-century Pius II published an account of a visit he had made to Scotland before becoming pope. He described a place ‘wild, bare and never visited by the sun in winter’. He had noticed that poor people there were given stones as alms. Being ‘impregnated with sulphur or some fatty matter’, they burned them instead of wood, of which the country was, he claimed, ‘destitute’. (In both England and Scotland the popularity of coal may have had something to do with the fact that so many trees had been felled to clear land for agriculture.) Certainly, by the seventeenth century, there was a coal pit ‘eight fathoms’ (nearly fifty feet) deep in Somerset and other deposits were being exploited in the Midlands, Yorkshire and Lancashire.

			The north-east of England was, then, far from unique in being gifted deposits of this strange, flammable rock. But Newcastle contained people with the imagination to see how coal could make them rich. The city is nearly 300 miles north of the English capital with its wealth and hunger for heat, while coal is bulky, heavy and dirty. The vital Geordie realisation was that significant quantities could be delivered to the capital in much less time than it would take for other coalfields to do so, even if the mines there were as efficient as those in the north-east: horse-and-cart haulage was slow, and both Newcastle and London were seaports.

			Coal extracted from seams which occurred near the river Tyne was soon being floated downstream towards the estuary on flat-bottomed boats, to be transferred to sailing vessels for transport south to London. The trade flourished, and soon French, German and Dutch ships were sailing across the North Sea to carry coal to the continent as well. By the middle of the sixteenth century, one enthusiast was claiming that Newcastle coal had become so integral to French manufacturing that ‘France can lyve no more withowte [it] than the fishe without water’. By 1615 there were reported to be 400 freighters carrying coal from Newcastle. Most of it was shipped to London, which was soon acutely aware of its dependency: coal was so important to the functioning of the city that it had become a strategic need. In 1629 the veteran naval administrator, Sir John Coke, recommended the creation of a dedicated squadron of warships to protect the Newcastle coal fleet from continental navies. Soon, at any threat of aggression, the colliers were shepherded by warships to London in protective convoys.

			Once the coal had been wrested from the earth, power belonged to those who could organise its transportation to the places where it would be burned. In the eighteenth century this meant the digging of canals* and, later, the laying of railway tracks.

			In Newcastle the coal trade offered a very comfortable living to a privileged group of merchant families belonging to the ‘Hostmen’s Company’, one of those smart English coteries which in other places would be called a ‘racket’. By 1771, the leading producers of coal were meeting to agree upon how to keep the price up, by deciding how much coal they would release to the market. Customers of the coal trade became increasingly fed up, an anonymous shipowner writing a pamphlet in 1842 to lambast the ‘unprincipled conduct’ of the Newcastle coal merchants: ‘No man can set foot in an office on the quay, with one or two rare exceptions, but must prepare to be cheated or overreached’, he howled.1 The merchants would delay the loading of ships, diddle shipowners by giving short measures, overcharge and refuse to provide receipts.

			The Hostmen still exist, organised by a dozen ageing men and women who enjoy dressing up in blue and red robes and exercising the right to graze cattle – or rent out the right – on Newcastle moorland. Entry is restricted to sons and daughters of Freemen of the City ‘born in lawful wedlock’. It sounds a self-interested and slightly comical piece of mummery of the kind that still exists all over England, but the people of Newcastle can thank them for the fact that the city has nearly 1,000 acres of open space within its boundaries. Precisely how this clique acquired the rights to the highly lucrative Newcastle coal ‘vend’ is unknown, though it was well-enough established by the sixteenth century for Elizabeth I to ‘incorporate’ the company and its monopoly in 1600. This was a royal stamp of approval for a cartel: the main interest of the Hostmen was to look after their members by keeping out competition and keeping down their workers. At both these tasks they were highly effective, acquiring control of mines and controlling way leaves over land between collieries and riverside loading wharves.

			The figures speak for themselves. In 1622 the Hostmen sold 14,420 tons of coal. By the middle of that century there were 900 coal vessels carrying coal out of the city, with each cargo negotiated by a Hostman. The cartel may have been the antithesis of capitalism ‘red in tooth and claw’ – and, like most cartels, made for corruption and laziness – but it had the advantage for officialdom of making it easier to tax the coal trade. The Hostmen’s meeting place – the Mayor’s Parlour – testified to their hold over the city. Some became proprietors of mines themselves, but control of the transport of coal to seagoing vessels remained the key to their power.

			The best-known feature of Newcastle is its abundance of bridges: passengers high up on the train between London and Edinburgh have looked out for generations upon the river and city and their bridges. There had been a road bridge across the river since medieval times, part-owned by the prince-bishops of Durham, but its arches were too low to allow through the coasters carrying coal south to London. Then a roiling great flood brought down the bridge in 1771. An elegant new construction opened ten years later. But its architects had failed to take into consideration the needs of the growing coal trade: the nine stone arches spanned the river at a height which made it still quite impossible for sailing ships to travel upstream to take on their cargo. So for generations coal continued to be carried downstream to the seagoing vessels in flat-bottomed wherries called ‘keels’. Which is bizarre, considering they hardly had one. At their peak there were said to be 500 of these boats at work on the Tyne, each approximately forty feet long, broad in the beam (nearly twenty feet across), pointed at each end, manufactured of oak and elm, powered and steered by oars. From a distance, the river must have looked as if there had been a great hatch of enormous black insects upon its surface. Each boat was usually operated by a crew comprising a skipper, two crewmen known as ‘bullies’, and a boy. Most of the keelmen seem to have originally been migrants from Scotland and the border areas. It was wearying work, and they were not even free agents, for each keelman was ‘bound’ to a Hostman – binding time was Christmas Day.

			Where the Hostmen wore robes and fancy hats, the Sunday best of the indentured keelmen was a white shirt, yellow waistcoat, blue coat and a flat-brimmed black hat: like many of the miners, their ‘off-duty’ clothes were colourful and impractical. The bright colours could hardly have been in greater contrast to their mucky everyday wear, and have been romanticised in Tyneside culture as reminders of the origins of the city’s prosperity.† Admiration rarely stooped to indulgence, for several times the town summoned the army to put down disputes by keelmen. Consigned to folk memory, Newcastle might show a greater appreciation of their existence by properly caring for the magnificent Keelmen’s Hospital, which they built to look after sick and elderly members of their trade with the proceeds of a self-imposed tax of one penny each tide from every boat. It is one of the most wonderful buildings in the city.

			Members of the great cartel of suppliers, the Hostmen, were blessed by the inventiveness of others. Merchants needed to waste no effort in dreaming up new applications for their product, for once this combustible rock had become widely available, scientists, inventors, engineers and manufacturers found endless uses for it. By the early 1700s, coal had become essential to manufacturers of metals, bricks and glass; extractors of salt; refiners of sugar; makers of dyes; brewers of beer; distillers of gin, to say nothing of blacksmiths or those who just wanted to heat their homes. In 1730, one writer had estimated that ‘there are above a Thousand Sail of Ships constantly imployed in Carrying Coals to the different Parts of England, Ireland, Spain, Portugal, Germany, France, Flanders, and Holland; and the Market at London is the Standard and settles the Price, for the most Part for all other Markets’.2 By the middle of the eighteenth century an estimated 1 million tons of coal were being shipped to London each year.3 Coal was making Britain’s fortune. It was steam generated by coal that made possible the industrialisation of Britain, and it was industrialisation that made possible the country’s world dominance.‡

			It is tempting to see the coasters which brought coal from Newcastle to London as somehow not ‘proper ships’. But the Endeavour on which Captain Cook sailed to Botany Bay and then claimed Australia for Britain, had been built in Whitby in 1764 as one of these coal carriers. Sturdily constructed, broad in the beam and with a flattish bottom, the Admiralty realised that its shallow draught also meant the boat was well suited to uncharted waters with unknown rocks, shoals and reefs. Cook not only mapped the coasts of the two islands of New Zealand but claimed the east coast of Australia from his converted collier, before sailing it all the way back to England around the Cape of Good Hope. When Matthew Flinders later set out to circumnavigate the continent of Australia, he too did so in a former east-coast collier, built in County Durham. The fact that north-eastern coaling ships were reckoned safe enough to be used on voyages of discovery speaks volumes about the hazards of the east-coast coal trade, when one estimate calculates that on average two ships were lost off the Yorkshire coast each week between 1500 and 1900.

			The trade was distinctive in other respects, too. In most places, miners were taken on or got rid of on a fairly casual basis. But for much of the life of the north-eastern coalfield, the terms of employment were quite astonishingly feudal. For a payment of one shilling, miners entered into a ‘bond’ which obliged them to be available for work whenever called upon, but did not require the employer to provide anything for them to do to earn the shilling. The bond was a hangover from the ‘hiring fairs’ when wandering agricultural labourers were contracted to work for the coming year and it originally ran from one autumn to the next, with breaking of the bond being a criminal offence, punishable by a fine or gaol with hard labour. (The employer faced no criminal sanction if he failed to honour the deal.) The terms were laid out in numerous clauses which might run to thousands of words, recited by the hiring agent for the benefit of illiterate miners who might then sign en masse by pushing forward to touch the pen marking an ‘X’.§ The miner employed under these conditions was a serf. When mine bosses tried in 1765 to make things even worse for the miners, by demanding that they produce a ‘leaving certificate’ from their last employer (this was almost the arrangement in Scotland, which practised a form of slavery, with miners bound to mine-owners for their entire life, and bought and sold along with the mine if it changed hands), an estimated 4,000 men went on strike. The Dragoons were made ready, but were given no opportunity to draw their swords, for the miners behaved impeccably, simply refusing to work, and after six weeks, the owners gave in and abandoned the ‘leaving certificate’ notion. This early example of the power of collective action reverberated in the minds of miners for decades.

			But, generally, there was no shortage of labour: employers believed they could hire and fire men as readily as they hauled and sold coal. There was something magical about the thought of human beings descending into the earth to become the first living things to see a layer of rock which had once – millions of years beforehand – been alive itself. But it took a supreme effort of imagination to keep that vision alive in the dangers and sheer drudgery of the harshest manual labour.

			The ‘hewers’ who attacked the seam of coal with picks and shovels – and later with explosives – had to adjust themselves to the space they found themselves in. Often, this meant working bent double, on their knees, or lying on the ground. The coal they had won (the competitive language explains a great deal about how everyone in the industry saw their task) was hauled away from the face by small teams of two or three ‘putters’, who might be their sons or nephews. The putters then had to manoeuvre great ‘corves’ – round baskets made of hazel twigs – through tunnels to the bottom of the shaft sunk from the surface. Here, they attached the baskets to thick hemp ropes. Each of these corves could hold about 4.5 hundredweight (about 230 kilos) of coal. They were then raised up the approximately eight-foot-diameter shaft to the surface by horses made to plod in a circle, winding a winch. On a good day, the manual labour of a deep mine might produce about ninety tons of coal.

			Aspects of the local coal trade like the bond are specific to Newcastle. But the pattern of development is characteristic of the business everywhere – landowners who cannot believe their good fortune, colliery proprietors who pay them a royalty for the right to extract coal, miners working in appalling conditions, rapacious merchants and entrepreneurs exploiting transport opportunities to bring it to the marketplace (where other labourers unload the vessels, and other merchants make their living from the trade). While the South Wales coalfield was one day to become the centre of the production of ‘steam coal’ and high-quality anthracite essential in the bellies of Royal Navy destroyers, and some of the thickest seams of the Midlands and Yorkshire would only become reachable with technology as yet unimaginable – these early days of coal exploration were as significant in their way as striking gold or other precious metal. No wonder lumps of coal acquired the nickname ‘black gold’. And no wonder there were so very many fingers in the pie.

			If the cleanest way to make money from coal was to be a landowner, and the second easiest to be a middleman selling it, the keelman was only slightly better off than the men, women and children who went into the bowels of the earth to extract the rocks which made the Hostmen wealthy. Shovelling coal at all hours of the day and night (the work was dependent upon the tides), the keelman’s job was a filthy one – especially when it required them to shovel coal ‘uphill’, because the collier’s gunwale was much
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