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For many hearts with coal are charred,
And few remember.

Wilfred Owen, ‘Miners’ (1918)
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Preface

Have you ever met a coal miner? Chances are, if you were born in Britain after 1990, you are unlikely to have met any men still working in this capacity. Yet, just fifty years ago the British mining industry was a juggernaut, employing over 250,000 workers at over 250 mines, and recruitment campaigns offered young men a ‘job for life’ and ‘money, lots of money and security’.1 By the end of the twentieth century, coal’s fiefdom as the main source of British energy had been eroded by North Sea oil and gas, though in the 1980s homeowners were still being sold the benefits of a ‘real fire’.2 Some may remember having their heart warmed by the television advert in which a bulldog, cat and mouse affectionately settle down together in the glow of a roaring fire. Fast forward three decades and the advert’s soundtrack of ‘Will You Love Me Tomorrow’ seems more prescient than intended, while romantic winter scenes of glowing coals in the grate are little more than nostalgia.

Despite hailing from South Yorkshire, when I embarked on the research that informs this book, I possessed only a naïve understanding of miners and their communities, and little idea how I could make inroads into understanding their culture. Upon my first visit to the National Coal Mining Museum in Wakefield, I remember the laughter evinced when I asked if there were toilets underground. Similarly, I did not know what to expect when I stepped through the doors of the National Union of Mineworkers headquarters in Barnsley, a grand stone building topped with green Westmorland slate towers and turrets, which wraps the corner of the Victoria and Huddersfield Roads. Built by local architects Wade and Turner, when it first opened its doors in November 1874 it was praised as a handsome, cheerful and dignified place.3 As well as offering men who had been sat on a lump of coal all week a better place in which to meet, it was hoped that it might signal a new era in the history of labour and raise the sights of future generations of mining men.4

On the day of my visit, the majesty of the building was somewhat overshadowed by the roadworks and bustling traffic outside. Other than the posters in the windows, there was little sign of life within. Fortunately, as I lingered on the steps leading up to the front doors, I was met by Paul, a former Woolley Colliery miner, who now works for the NUM, and who epitomised the spirit of generosity I would later encounter time and time again as I journeyed across the former coalfields.

Paul led me through the building’s warren-like interior, and as we passed through the dark wooden doors into the hall at the heart of the building, I was dumbfounded. Sat above the entrance were effigies of two bare-chested miners, both wielding a pick in one hand, and in the other hand one held a train, the other a ship, these noble symbols of industry nothing more than children’s toys in the muscular arms of these godlike men. A sky-blue barrel-vaulted ceiling stretched above, richly decorated with ornate plasterwork and gold detailing; like the heavens, it seemed intended to inspire a higher moral tone. It looked down upon rows of stout leather-studded wooden chairs, facing forwards, a sober but expectant audience. The stage at the end of the hall was empty but in place of a presenter lay a lump of shining black coal, mounted on a wooden plinth, into which two yellow flags had been wedged. As I came closer, I smiled as I read the message on one: ‘Kellingley Colliery, The Last Deep Coal Mine, If The Lights Go Out Don’t Blame Us.’

All along the walls there were brightly coloured banners, allegorical scenes and sombre portraits of the past looking to tomorrow. As I walked by, the words on each banner seemed to echo through the hushed hall, enlivening old battles and ideals: ‘One Union For All’; ‘United We Stand, Divided We Fall’; ‘Comradeship, Fortitude, Courage’; ‘Health, Welfare, Safety’; ‘Eternal Vigilance Is The Price Of Liberty’; ‘Labour Leads The Way To Prosperity’; ‘From Darkness Into Light’; ‘The Labourer Is Worthy Of His Reward’; ‘It’s Our Fight, It’s Our Future’; ‘We Must Heed The Lessons Of The Past To Build A Brighter Future’.

The morning sunshine streamed through the hall’s leaded windows, which were punctuated with icons of the industry, their sills lined with artworks and commemorative plates for collieries long since closed. A glass cabinet near the doors housed smaller items, which were neatly if eccentrically arranged: a Bible in memory of the terrible explosion at the Oaks Colliery in 1866, what appeared to be a small rocket firework with a photograph of Margaret Thatcher affixed to its body, a miner’s lamp, an old leather pit helmet, medals, badges, a snuff tin, mementos of brave deeds and lives long lost, an industrial reliquary. Upstairs in the eaves of the building, stepping around the buckets of rainwater, Paul showed me yellowing union records reaching back almost 200 years, whose survival was now threatened by the leaking roof.

Once an industry in which sons inherited a job along with their father’s name, most remaining family lineages in mining were severed by the rapid pit closures at the end of the twentieth century. Yet, the more people I spoke to about my research into the late great British mining industry, the more connections I unearthed far outside of the former coalfields. Perhaps I should not have been surprised by this, given the fact that just a century ago it employed over a million workers, equivalent to around 10 per cent of the nation’s male workforce.5

Around the family dinner table, I dug out stories closer to home. I learnt of my husband’s great-great-grandfather David Thomas, a fifty-one-year-old miner, who died at the Universal Colliery, in the small mining community of Senghenydd, South Wales, on 14 October 1913. David was just one victim in an explosion that claimed the lives of 440 men and boys, including one rescuer, a mining disaster which to this day remains the worst in British history.

It took weeks to recover all the bodies. Some miners had been killed instantly, stooping to cut the coal, their tools lay beside them never to be lifted again, or kneeling as they chalked up their full tubs. Others who were spared the blast were found huddled together, overcome by carbon monoxide.6 Fathers and sons faced death together, and the bodies of horses and their masters lay side by side in the wreckage. Many bodies were so badly burned or decomposed that victims could only be identified by their meagre personal effects: a pocket watch, a pair of new boots worn for the first time, a patch sewn onto a vest by a mother, a champagne cork in a tin water jack, given by a friend.7 Several victims were buried known only to God.

One black and white photograph of the row of corrugated iron miners’ huts in Senghenydd carried an accompanying caption that observed how there was ‘a victim in every house’.8 This did little to convey the depth of loss that occurred within individual families. One reporter, who arrived four days after the explosion, wrote of being startled by the crowds keeping vigil: ‘It is only then that a sense of the magnitude of the disaster comes to me. Each of those men, each of those women is looking toward the pitmouth with the last hope […] for a brother, a husband, entombed in the mine.’9 It was estimated that 900 people lost their breadwinners, including over 200 wives, whose husbands were dead or missing, and nearly 400 children belonging to them.10 In the grey stone terraces of Commercial Street alone twenty men were missing from just eleven homes.

[image: ]
1. Film negative of a photograph by John Cornwell showing the scene at Universal Colliery, Senghenydd, following the disaster of 14 October 1913.
On my first visit to Senghenydd I took the steep Bwlch Carnygelli, driving slowly over a rumbling cattle grid and around errant sheep, ambling like dirty white clouds across the road. When I arrived at my destination, it was pouring with rain, a fitting backdrop to the small memorial and garden that were unveiled on the centenary of the disaster in 2013. On that day, the pit hooter sounded out across the valley once more, the same noise that alerted nearby villagers to the explosion a hundred years earlier. Adjacent is the bright new Nant Y Parc Primary School, built on the site of the former Universal Colliery, whose cheerful logo remembers the black outline of the pit gear that once stood amidst the green hills.

Two bronze figures are frozen in time at the memorial’s centre, a miner stoically leading his injured colleague forward, his lamp held aloft to light the way. On the low stone wall surrounding the pair are 440 ceramic tiles, arranged two-deep, each detailing a victim’s name, age and address in neat black text, a record that they once had a home and a life nearby. Local primary school pupils helped to roll out the clay for each of these plaques before they were imprinted with the names of lost men and boys.

Tracing my fingers over the details of my husband’s namesake, my eyes were drawn to the smaller wooden sculpture at the rear of the garden, of a girl carrying her baby sister in the Welsh style, like a displaced Madonna and Child, waiting for news.11 Later, in the small Aber Valley Heritage Museum, volunteers showed me David’s name in the commemorative book of victims and provided us with a short summary of what he had left behind: a widow, Mary Ann, and five children: Sarah Ann (fifteen), Ceridwen (thirteen), Gwen (ten), David (seven) and Enid (five). For the loss of their husband and father, the family had been awarded £290 in compensation.
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2. Bronze statue by Les Johnson at the centre of the memorial in Senghenydd, Caerphilly, unveiled on 14 October 2013. In 2024 the memorial was formally recognised by the Welsh Government and designated the National Mining Disaster Memorial Garden of Wales.
Over the next four years, I visited museums and archives, large and small, and sought out traces of the mining industry in communities across Britain. I became adept at finding markers from the more obvious ones – coal tubs that had been repurposed as flower planters, half-pit wheels sunk into roundabouts, statues and commemorative benches – to those that were easier to miss – a miner’s lamp in the window of the local funeral home, murals painted on the side of public buildings, and pub names like The Colliers Arms and The Miners Sling. I searched churchyards to find obelisks in memory of children drowned underground and the graves of pitmen poets. I looked for clues in street names and discovered aged miners’ homes, mines rescue stations, miners’ institutes and welfare halls. I drove through new industrial centres, retail parks and housing estates built on reclaimed land and walked across nature reserves on former colliery spoil tips. I followed railway lines, looking for steel security fencing, barbed wire and ‘keep out’ signs guarding former colliery sites, and parted long grass to find metal discs capping lost worlds beneath. On rare occasions I came upon old colliery buildings, yet to be demolished but slowly being taken back by nature.

I met former miners in their homes and communities. One memorable encounter occurred just outside Dover, when upon walking into the pub where I had arranged to meet one former miner, it quickly became evident that my arrival had been foretold, with everyone turning around to eyeball the incomer. Just as no sitting room was the same, no interview was the same, and as everyone took me on their own journey back to the coalface, our conversations were variably punctuated by laughter, anger and grief. Too often I was reminded of a line from Alan Plater’s play Close the Coalhouse Door, which had stuck with me: ‘It might be history to some people. To us it’s family, pet.’12 All the men I spoke to were generous with both their time and memories, though after the passage of so many years some seemed defeated into silence when the occasion to tell their story arose.

My ear grew attuned to the many accents of Britain’s former coalfields, an ability owed perhaps to growing up in a household with a Scouse father and a Lancastrian mother, and with grandparents from Clonmel and Dundee. Several of those I spoke to were initially suspicious of my own southern-sounding accent, but this eased as our conversations progressed. I discovered ‘pit talk’ or pitmatic, as it is known in the North East, and became accustomed to a whole new industrial lexicon, which shifted from place to place. In Scotland miners would eat their piece, in the North East this would be bait, but as I ventured further south it had turned to snap. Men showed me their motties, tallies and checks, once used to identify themselves underground, and spoke of their journeys in the cage or on the chair, traversing up and down the mine shaft, of travelling inbye towards the workings, or outbye when returning home. I learned of the chocks and props relied upon to hold up the roof, and the belts, manriders and paddies used to transport coal and men around the mine. I grew to fear the deadly ‘damps’, toxic gases that lurked unseen underground, including blackdamp or choke-damp (suffocating carbon dioxide); whitedamp (toxic carbon monoxide); or the dreaded firedamp (flammable methane). I heard of pit ponies with personality and of the monstrous mining machines that men tamed in later years. Every man spoke fondly of his marras, mates, and comrades, who could be relied upon to watch your back, no matter what.

Some men recalled the excitement of breaking into old workings underground, with shovels left behind as though their owners were soon to return, and newspapers read almost a hundred years ago, which when taken into the daylight would disintegrate into a thousand pieces.13 Others told tales of ghostly hands felt on living shoulders, bodiless footsteps in deserted areas of the pit, flickering lights, unusual sounds and apparitions of colleagues who had met an untimely end. However, occasionally, presumed ghostly encounters disguised a more frightful reality. One man, who worked at the Beamish Mary Pit in County Durham, explained how he was talking to a colleague underground when they both noticed a strange light, wobbling in the distance. It transpired that this was not in fact a phantom, but a staggering man whose arm had been pulled off by the conveyor belt.

As COVID-19 swept across Britain and the country retreated indoors in 2020, I was forced to put all my interviews on indefinite hold. However, as the weeks rolled on, I determined to continue my research as best I could via correspondence, alongside homeschooling a strong-willed five-year-old and trying to stop an active two-year-old from destroying the house. I tentatively put a call out for mining memories, which was subsequently published online and in several local newspapers. The response I received was both entirely unexpected and incredible.14 Some men sent a few lines summarising their experiences, while others provided poems, short stories and lengthy unpublished memoirs of their time underground. I became acutely aware of the desire many men had to share their stories, perhaps owed to the spectre of mortality brought about by the pandemic, but also as they were aware that the memory of the men who dug the coal was fast disappearing.

One letter I received came from Joseph, who, at the age of ninety-three and with the kind assistance of his neighbour, shared his memories of joining the mining industry in February 1945, as one of the Bevin Boys conscripted to spend the Second World War serving their country in Britain’s coal mines. Joe narrowly escaped death after being crushed by the endless steel rope, used to shift coal tubs around the pit, and heard the announcement of VE Day from the confines of a hospital bed, where he was recovering from a broken pelvis. Once released from service, he had returned to his former role at the Post Office in Middlesbrough. Nonetheless, it was clear the few years Joe spent underground had a profound impact on him, as his letter concluded: ‘The comradeship of the regular miners was unsurpassed. I went down those mines a boy, three years later I came out a man.’ Joe was not the only man I heard from who had their characters forged in the crucible of the pit, and he was certainly not the only one who never forgot his time underground nor the colleagues he had worked alongside.

Other men were keen to talk, albeit at a distance, so I began conducting remote interviews over Zoom, Skype and FaceTime, a new experience for us all but one which was fast becoming the most normal way to converse in those strange contactless days. At eight o’clock in the evening, once my children had been successfully if reluctantly coaxed into their beds, I would clear a spot on the kitchen table, open my laptop and begin. Inevitably, each conversation started with the latest news on the pandemic, and on Thursdays we joined after the weekly clap for carers. It was the first time I was welcoming my interviewees into the idiosyncrasies of my own life in the background, with my kitchen clock always striking off the hour, children’s artworks haphazardly arranged on the fridge and the remnants of the day piled high next to the sink. Other men preferred to speak over the phone and as our conversation began, they would pause to close the door on errant hoovers and television sets and settle down into their chair. One man spoke to me with his pet jackdaw on his shoulder, and our conversation was punctuated by disembodied ‘tchacks’. Escaping into these different worlds was the greatest privilege, and I credit it with maintaining much of my sanity during that uncertain year.

Behind the doors of my mid-terraced home, I also amassed what must be the largest and most incongruous coal mining library in Norwich, if not East Anglia, acquiring as much mining-related literature as my overdraft would permit, volumes which are now stacked precariously, two-deep on the yawning bookshelves of my lounge. I poured over academic studies of miners and their communities from across the decades and disciplines.15 I learned of miners in their own words, through the autobiographies of Jack Lawson, Bert Coombes, Abe Moffat, Will Paynter, Jim Bullock, Joe Gormley, Malcolm Pitt and Dave Douglass, and in the words of others like Daniel Defoe, Benjamin Disraeli, George Orwell and J. B. Priestley.16 I read fiction inspired by fact, like the writings of D. H. Lawrence, Nottinghamshire’s most famous miner’s son; J. C. Grant’s bleak depiction of a northern mining community in The Back-to-Backs; Lewis Jones’s mighty Cwmardy, set in a South Wales mining village; Totley Tom’s Tales of a Yorkshire Miner; A. J. Cronin’s heartbreaking The Stars Look Down, chronicling a fatal mining disaster and its aftermath, and an old family copy of Luther Thomas’s The Deep of the Earth, based on events in Senghenydd.17 Aided by William Maurice’s beautiful anthology, I discovered mining poetry as well as prose, and with the assistance of A. L. Lloyd I hummed through the many songs of the coalfields.18 I studied the mining banners as meticulously catalogued by William A. Moyes, John Gorman and Norman Emery, and then watched them fly past at the Durham Miners’ Gala.19 For my birthday, I received a copy of Craig Oldham’s powerful visual record of the 1984–85 miners’ strike.20

No matter how many books I read, how many coalfields I visited or how many men I have spoken to, I will never know what it felt like to labour underground for days, weeks, months or a lifetime. Nor will I ever know what it took to be a wife, mother, sister or daughter living in a community whose fate was determined by the pit wheels. Still, after five years researching the industry and speaking to over one hundred men for whom coal was their life, I feel I now know something of what it meant to be a British miner. Throughout my research I have been continually fascinated not by the alchemy of coal nor the spectacle of clashes between the government and the National Union of Mineworkers, but by individual miners. Men who despite decades working in all manner of other occupations, still overwhelmingly identified as miners, through their culture and principles.

In a speech published in January 1952, Sir Andrew Bryan of the National Coal Board described how there was ‘no typical miner any more than there is a typical man – though I think if I wanted to find the most real man, I should go among the miners to look for him’.21 This is the story of such real men: brothers, sons, fathers and grandfathers, uncles and nephews, who shared the common identity of being coal miners. A few were extraordinary, by virtue of the feats they accomplished: smashing through production records and creating subterranean cathedrals that would never reach the sunlight. Others went to extraordinary lengths for their colleagues, risking it all to save life and limb. Many more men were remarkable for their service in an industry that had the capacity to maim in a moment, and for returning to work after this potential had been realised.

Featuring accounts from Ayrshire to the South Wales Valleys, from the ‘People’s Republic of South Yorkshire’, to the ‘Sunshine Corner Coalfields’ of East Kent, each chapter offers a different perspective of the industry, different lives with different challenges, and different stories of who men became when they could no longer return underground. As far as possible, I have supplemented these accounts with archival research and by visiting the places mentioned. I hope that the men and women who trusted me with their stories are satisfied with my rendering, but if there are errors or omissions, the fault is entirely mine. I have made the decision to use only first names in these accounts, to avoid any embarrassment my interpretation may inadvertently cause.

The two long-service certificates that hang on my study wall give no details of the lives they represent, whether these men were heroes or just good workers. I felt compelled to purchase them from eBay, after I saw that they were being sold for just £5 each and advertised as suitable adornments for a ‘man cave’. If J. W. Sabin and John Beard, who each gave over fifty years of long and meritorious service to the British mining industry, were stood before me today, it is unlikely they would see anything special in their achievements. My admiration would no doubt prove an embarrassment. They would laugh and answer straightforwardly that they were simply doing their job. They were miners. This book is for them and countless others who upheld and continue to uphold this identity.
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Introduction:
A Brief Journey Through Coal


The centuries will burn rich loads

With which we groaned,

Whose warmth shall lull their dreaming lids,

While songs are crooned;

But they will not dream of us poor lads,

Left in the ground.1



For over two centuries coal formed the dark vertebrae of Britain’s industrial backbone. Britain’s black gold powered her factories, propelled her ships and warmed her homes. Until the early twenty-first century, most of the country’s coal was produced by deep mining, with coal deposits reached vertically, via a shaft sunk deep underground, or in some instances horizontally, through a drift cut into the slope of a hill or mountain.2 Before the Mines and Collieries Act of 1842, children as young as five and heavily pregnant women crawled like animals through the dark bowels of the earth in its pursuit, until Victorian sensibilities designated the mine an exclusively male world.3 Thereafter, the streets of coalfield communities were punctuated by the daily march of men to the pit and the skyline was dominated by the winding gear, a postmodern totem to Fortuna, that held the life of the town in balance. Behind the doors of their homes, women of the coalfields often worked longer hours than their menfolk, as the revolving door of shiftwork demanded.

In 1913, the same year that death descended upon Senghenydd in the small Aber Valley, coal production reached its dark crescendo, when 1.1 million workers produced 287 million tons of coal.4 Over the next four years, miners powered the country through the First World War. Across the Channel, they crawled silently beneath the fields of the Western Front. Others fought above ground, men like the Lancashire recruits in Wilfred Owen’s platoon, who were ‘hard-handed, hard-headed miners, dogged, loutish, ugly’, but who he trusted to advance under fire and to hold their trench.5 Miners formed the bulk of the ‘Bantam battalions’, made up of men who fell below the Army’s minimum height requirement but were ‘capable of the greatest endurance’.6 Some forty-five miners received the Victoria Cross for exceptional bravery in the conflict, though the valour of many others, tunnelling under enemy lines, remains largely unacknowledged.7

The miners who stayed behind to keep the home fires burning risked a fate no less cruel than those buried beneath the devouring mud of Flanders. A work colleague sent me newspaper cuttings relating to his great-grandfather, Charles Greatbatch, a colliery fireman whose quick thinking saved forty-seven lives during an explosion at the Minnie Pit in Staffordshire on 12 January 1918.8 The disaster claimed 155 of the 248 souls working underground that morning, and one rescuer who died as a result of faulty breathing apparatus.9 Almost fifty of the victims were under the age of sixteen, several of whom had ventured underground for the first time that week.10 Two of those who died had been rescued just three years prior, almost to the day, from an explosion at the same pit.11

After one conflict came to a bloody end, Britain’s miners entered another fight, this time on home soil. The pit wheels fell silent on 1 May 1926 when over a million men were locked out of collieries across Britain, following their refusal to accept conditions and cuts in wages demanded by private mine owners. During the subsequent General Strike, workers united to cries of ‘not a penny off the pay, not a minute on the day’, and thronged the streets in the largest demonstration of working class solidarity ever seen in Britain.12 Yet, just nine days later, the Trade Union Congress agreed to end their part in the dispute, leaving the miners to fight on alone for another seven months until starvation drove them back.13 For generations to come, the minds of nascent miners would be fired with tales of 1926 and the tidal wave of suffering unleashed upon their communities.

There were no national strikes in the mining industry for over forty years after the defeat of 1926. As well as fighting for better conditions, miners’ unions had long campaigned for the industry and its workers to be freed from the shackles of private ownership.14 In 1945, the National Union of Mineworkers was established, as a reorganisation of the Mineworkers’ Federation of Great Britain.15 Two years later, miners’ dreams of a new dawn under public ownership were finally realised and Britain’s pits were nationalised. According to Prime Minister Clement Attlee, the 1st of January 1947 would be remembered as one of the ‘great days in the industrial history of our country’.16 In Vesting Day celebrations across the three nations, old men hoisted the new standard of the National Coal Board above their collieries, and signs announced that they were now managed ‘on behalf of the people’. Though it undoubtedly boosted miners’ morale, the reality of national ownership fell somewhat short of the ideal: many of the industry’s old problems persisted and the same mine managers were tasked with addressing them.17

Over subsequent decades, the industry evolved beyond recognition. Miners were reimagined as ‘skilled technicians’ as technology changed the way in which coal was won and the trusted pick and shovel were tossed on the scrap heap.18 New underground conveyor systems channelled black veins of coal to the surface and pit ponies emerged blinking into the sunlight, never to return below. New apprenticeships were offered and miners were qualified as electricians and engineers. Soon plans for so-called superpits were unveiled, high-tech colossi that represented a lifeline for men displaced as older pits were closed and the industry was ‘rationalised’.

Rothes Colliery in Fife, Scotland’s ‘showpiece’ pit, should have been the bright future of the British mining industry.19 Its 200-foot-high twin concrete winding towers, designed by architect and Austrian émigré Egon Riss, appeared as a modernist gateway to a new era of coal, a far cry from familiar industrial landscapes of the Victorian period. At Rothes, it was claimed that no man would have to do anything a machine could do for him, while mining families were offered a good life in the adjacent Glenrothes New Town.20 One promotional video told the story of George McKay, a third-generation miner, who was one of Rothes’s optimistic new recruits.21 It was not an easy decision for George and his wife, a miner’s daughter, to leave behind the deep roots they had in their home community. However, like others, they were attracted to the promise of security at this new state-of-the-art colliery and better prospects for their family in the pleasant flower-lined cul-de-sacs of semi-detached homes nearby.

Production commenced at Rothes in 1957 and was anticipated to continue for over a century. The following year, crowds of men watched a fresh-faced Queen Elizabeth II embark upon the 1,600-foot drop to inspect the new mine, her pristine white overalls more befitting of a desert safari than her descent into the grimy underworld. Yet, within just five years, the death sentence had been passed for this £20 million pound ‘wonder pit’, which had suffered from flooding since it was first dug.22 Men who had arrived with gusto just a few years earlier were now tasked with salvaging equipment and materials from a watery grave. Others looked towards the prospect of further upheaval, transferring to unfamiliar coalfields in the English Midlands and Yorkshire, which did not have an adequate housing supply to meet the demand of incomers.

As for the fate of Glenrothes, fifty years after it was hailed as Scotland’s second aspirational new town, it had the dishonour of being named the most dismal in the country.23 Today, it is home to a population of almost 50,000, and over a quarter of its children live in poverty.24 No longer dominated by British coal, US arms manufacturer Raytheon, whose missiles litter the war-torn streets of Yemen, is now one of the town’s biggest employers.25

Under Harold Wilson’s first Labour government, between 1964 and 1970, over 200 deep pits were closed and a diminishing number of men were employed in the industry.26 Unlike the white elephant of Rothes, most pits earmarked for closure were those designated ‘uneconomic’ or older ‘worked out’ pits. The Coal Board and the National Union of Mineworkers worked together to limit redundancies and find displaced men new jobs within the industry or equivalent work elsewhere. Nonetheless, despite being framed as ‘inevitable and in the best interests’ of the men, pit closures hit individual coalfield communities hard and made the front pages of local newspapers.27 As Will Paynter, the General Secretary of the National Union of Mineworkers, observed in 1967, away from clichéd offers of redeployment and compensation, the closure of a pit represented a disaster just as poignant and harrowing as a death in the family.28

For the most part, escalating pit closures drew little national attention in a period of full employment. The Coal Board continued to assure prospective miners of ‘permanent employment and a secure future’, though the value of Britain’s indigenous black gold was steadily falling. Old King Coal had long sat blithely on his throne while his attendant fog quietly suffocated British cities.29 However, following the passage of the Clean Air Acts of 1956 and 1968, the Old King was finally usurped as Britain looked towards new energy sources to provide cheaper, cleaner power. In August 1968, after a farewell foray from Carlisle to Liverpool aboard ‘The Fifteen Guinea Special’, British Rail stopped being powered by steam, and diesel engines forged ahead into the future. Contrary to the NCB tagline, it became increasingly apparent that people might not always need coal.

In January 1972, the miners staged their first national strike since nationalisation, in which over a quarter of a million miners fought for improved wages and conditions. As Malcolm Pitt, President of the Kent Area NUM, recalled in his later account, ‘It was as if a giant asleep for half a century had come awake.’30 Individual members of coalfield communities defended the industrial action in decidedly pragmatic terms. One miner’s wife from the West Midlands wrote to the local paper to explain how her husband, a miner since the age of thirteen who was still working on the coalface at the age of sixty-three, had been earning more forty-two years earlier.31 He continued to work despite having suffered five accidents in the last eight years, the latest requiring eighteen stitches to fix his ear back on. Another letter, from a miner’s son whose father was in the 1926 strike, compared the miners’ salary to that of lavatory cleaners at the Chrysler factory.32

During the strike, the ‘Battle of Saltley Gate’, in which over 20,000 other workers joined picketing miners to force the closure of a coke depot in Birmingham, became a symbolic moment, signifying the collective strength of trade unionism, and providing a panacea to the enduring grievances of 1926.33 For thirty-four-year-old Arthur Scargill, the future leader of the NUM, who stood atop a public toilet to cheer on the mass stand at Saltley, it would be remembered as the greatest day of his life.34

After seven weeks, the strike was brought to a successful conclusion, with Sid Schofield, Yorkshire NUM Secretary and National Vice-President, commending the fact that ‘at long last the miner has got back the dignity and the status he is entitled to’.35 However, the wage gains the miners made were soon eroded by rising inflation. After rejecting a derisory pay offer, in November 1973, the union embarked on an overtime ban, cutting the level of coal production at a time when a global oil crisis was already in the pipeline.36 In response, Edward Heath’s Conservative Government introduced a ‘three-day week’, to try and eke out the nation’s coal reserves. For two months, British life descended into organised chaos: television stations ceased broadcasting by 10:30 p.m., non-essential businesses were forced to limit their operations to reduce electricity consumption, families ate their dinner by candlelight and were advised to brush their teeth in the dark.37

In February 1974, the miners went on strike for the second time in two years. Hoping to regain control of the situation, Heath called an ill-advised General Election on 28 February, to answer the question ‘Who Governs?’38 Unfortunately for Heath, the British public determined that the answer was not to be him any longer, though it was not entirely sure who should replace him, with the election resulting in the first hung Parliament since 1929.39 After twelve hours of negotiations with Harold Wilson’s minority Labour government, the miners reached an agreement, accepting a very healthy wage increase of 35 per cent.40 Miners had cemented their standing as the corps d’elite of the labour movement, but in mining communities most were just relieved to see their place on the wage table restored.41

Over the next few years, industrial relations between the NUM and the Coal Board became increasingly hostile, as Heath’s successor as leader of the Conservative Party, Margaret Thatcher, was elected Prime Minister in 1979, and Arthur Scargill succeeded Lancastrian Joe Gormley as President of the NUM in 1982. The new government was determined to reduce the costs of the nationalised industries and to curtail the power of the unions.42 In March 1983, Ian MacGregor, the ‘mad axeman’, who had previously overseen mass redundancies at British Steel, was appointed as the Coal Board’s new Chairman.43 One year on, on 6 March 1984, MacGregor confirmed plans for twenty pit closures and the loss of some 20,000 jobs.44 News of the imminent closure of Cortonwood Colliery in South Yorkshire prompted a walkout, which quickly escalated until a national strike was declared by the NUM on 12 March. The industrial action was taken without a national pre-strike ballot of union members, a fact that would be a recurring source of division.45

During the subsequent year-long strike, over 140,000 miners came out to protest prospective pit closures in one of most bitter industrial disputes in British history.46 The so-called Battle of Orgreave was an especially brutal confrontation that took place at a coking plant near Rotherham. Thousands of police officers were deployed there on one sunny June day in 1984, and in the resulting altercations with massed pickets, almost a hundred miners were arrested and countless men were injured.47 Men who were at Orgreave still speak with incredulity at how events unfolded. Despite the passage of years, their voices crack as they describe the horror of seeing respected older colleagues battered by truncheons or soiling themselves in fear.

It is easy to look upon the black and white photographs of the men of 1926, a sea of flat caps and mustached faces, and see a distant past. The technicolour films of pickets colliding with truncheon-wielding police during the 1984–85 strike appear more like a dystopian nightmare than events that happened just forty years ago. Today, walking around the upmarket Waverley housing estate that has been erected on the site of the infamous Battle of Orgreave, it is hard to imagine that conflict occurred in this place now designated ‘the new heart of Yorkshire’. Yet, the word Orgreave is still etched across many striking miners’ arms and minds, just as scenes from the battle are still paraded on their banners, a reminder of a wound that is yet to scab.

For Member of Parliament Dennis Skinner, the ‘Beast of Bolsover’, the 1984–85 strike, in defence of the future of the industry, was ‘the most noble’ he had ever witnessed.48 However, for many miners it had painful echoes of 1926. The strike was marred by a lack of solidarity shown by fellow trade unionists, in part due to a weakened labour force in the wake of accelerating de-industrialisation and new, tougher labour laws on picketing and secondary action. Not all miners adhered to the union directive, with most Nottinghamshire pits and around 24,000 of their men continuing to work.49 Differences over the dispute tore some mining communities apart and caused irreparable damage to relationships between friends, fathers and sons, and even identical twins, who ‘never spoke again’. While the bonds of fraternity may have weakened, a renewed sisterhood was forged amongst coalfield women who formed support groups to provide food and domestic essentials and, in some instances, joined picket lines and political meetings.50

In March 1985, after twelve gruelling months on strike, the NUM called for an organised return to work. They did so without having reached an agreement with the Coal Board, fearing that the strike would otherwise disintegrate as men and their families had so few resources left to continue holding out. When Arthur Scargill emerged to face the crowds gathered outside Congress House in London, the words of one Scottish miner summed up the pain of many: ‘We gave you everything … dead men, broken marriages, starving kids. Now you’ve sold us down the river. We’ve got nothing.’51

As men returned to their pits, some, like the men of Bates Colliery in Blyth, Northumberland, marched proudly behind their banners to the applause of onlookers. For others, such pageantry proved too painful. One man I spoke to became emotional as he recalled how the return to work at Thurcroft Colliery in South Yorkshire felt like a funeral. After men had passed through the colliery gates, some found the atmosphere within had soured. Divisions during the strike reignited, with former colleagues refusing to work alongside each other. Some members of management took a new combative approach, as one man recalled the situation at Coventry Colliery: ‘It became them and us, and you will do, not can you do.’

Following the strike, dozens of pits were earmarked for closure. When Grimethorpe Colliery closed in 1993, one man recalled seeing a scene that was later emulated in the film Brassed Off: ‘Some bloke, sat there, smoking a fag, wondering where his life had gone.’52 Men wept as they were forced to seal up the shafts their grandfathers had sunk. While some were able to move on, finding jobs in outside industry, many found the camaraderie of their new workplaces bore little comparison to the friendships they had left underground. One man, who returned to education after the closure of Blaenant Colliery in South Wales, was conscious of just how much he had been forced to leave behind: ‘People don’t realise you know, what else is there? You know what
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