An Oral History interview with Ken Betteridge

Interviewed by  Roger Kitchen on Tuesday, 15th March 2005.  

Ken, if we can begin by telling me, when were you born?

I was born on May the seventeeth, nineteen nineteen. Down in the village, Daybell.

Daybell? Is that a road is it?

It’s a little part of the village, there were quite a number of ‘ouses down there.  You know where the Daybell island is, the big island . Down the road.  Well it’s only a matter of five or six minutes walk down there.

And tell me a bit about your family.

Well, there was me Mom, Dad and meself.  I was the elder of the two. And me brother, Jack..  He went in the army and then, he was always a lad what got itchy feet. My Dad and Mom didn’t know where he was always dancing. … Anyway before he came out he said, “I’m not staying around here at all” and he was working for John Fergusons or Meredith & Dews (?) who were the biscuit firm who came up from London during the bombing and they made the offices round one of the old pipeworks, either Haywoods or Donningtons and he worked there to start with… Anyway when he came out of the army, he was true to his word, he upped sticks and went to London.  After he’d been in London quite a bit he joined Thomas Cook and Son and he’d been there about three years - they did Mediterranean and Scandinavian Cruises and of course, he got itchy feet again and off he went to Canada. 

And he got married and got two children but he died at fifty-seven.  He had cancer in the oesophagus.  They operated and then we went over to see him in August and September, nineteen eighty.  And his wife was already suffering from lymph cancer so eighteen months after we came back he passed away and twelve months after that his wife passed away and they left two lads, one were fourteen and a half and one were eleven.  Always on his own now the one was a lawyer, the elder of the two.  No, sorry, the elder of the two he was travelling the world on computer business because they both went to McGill University in Canada and the other one was a lawyer and I’ve not heard from them for about twenty years.

What about your Dad?

My Dad was a miner.  His father was a miner, his brothers were miners and they always said that they’d eat cinders before either Jack or me went down pit.  But, I left school at fourteen because I wasn’t clever enough to pass the eleven plus. I were more interested in sport, although I had a  set back just before me fourth birthday.  I had what they call infantile paralysis in this right leg and I was in calipers for quite a while.  All through the nineteen twenty-six strike.   Anyway, I made best of it.  I played school football, after I played cricket ‘til nineteen forty-four.  And then it caused a curvature of the spine.  I had to pack up but I was still interested because I was a lad that loved sport.

Why was your Dad so against you going down the pit?

Well, he’d had enough of it on his own.  The time I’m speaking on there were no mechanisation and I think it were just they used to drill and drill and you know to put the shots in to bring the coal down, and it was all shovel and pick work.  Because I’ll tell ya’ and this is all while we were at Daybell.  The picks were all double-edged and there used to bring three thick blades over at weekend cause they were blunted.  And you read about furnace don’t you, well there was a forge down in’t furnace and a fellow named Mr William Hearst ran that.  His daughter and son-in-law actually lived in the furnace.  And on Saturday morning that was our first job before we could go out play.  Take our Dad’s blades down to ‘ave ‘em sharpened at the furnace. For the large sum of sixpence, a penny a blade it was.

And you weren’t alone?  Were there lots of kids doing the same thing?

Oh, ah, because they were nearly all miners round here.  And then, I’ll tell you I left school at fourteen and my Mom and Dad wanted to put me apprentice  at the shoe factories at Leicester, but I didn’t want to travel that because it was early morning and late at night.  And there were local cobblers and they wondered about sending me there but anyways all my mates went to the local pipeworks, which was only ten minutes walk from where I lived. Just across the field and we were there. .  There were Rick Side this side of the Ashby line and  the pipe side, the New Field site… So I went there.
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But I can tell you this, I were only there a week and I made a mistake ‘cause it were back aching, it were hard.

What job were you given then?

Oh, on the machines that made the pipes.  What they  ‘feeding’.  And there was a machine and a worm (?) and you put your clay in.  You got a wooden stick to put it down , you’d got to mind you didn’t get it involved with the…. and then down below there was a machine, a chap working a machine, and as soon as that were full, they’d shove it in gear and the pipe’d come down then they’d cut it off to the right length and up and….  The only thing is if you didn’t keep the machine full, the pipes were coming down very, very slow and I mean they were all contract work and you got some Anglo Saxon if you didn’t keep – they used to shout “Fill ‘er up, fill ‘er up!”  I tell you …

Anyway I stuck that until about …  Well really, it were the war clouds coming over at the time  and there were one or two that went with one of the managers of the works.  They said they could guarantee them staying in England.  There were a bit of a slump in sales so I finished and I was on the dole.  It’s the only time I’ve been on the dole in me life for about six weeks.

What year are we talking about?

About nineteen thirty-eight. … About five years.

You knew after a week that you’d made a mistake?

I did. 

But you carried on

I did. Because all my mates carried on.  I’d never admit defeat. And I say I were on the dole for about six weeks and the  Moira Pottery that were along the   Road and me grandfather , me mother’s dad came along one day and said “Ken, lad, I think I’ve found you a job”.  He had a word with the owner, Mr Paul Webster, from Ashby and he said “I’ve been talking to Mr Webster and he said go and see him” Well I did and I had a look round . I had that eighteen months, I should think, and then there was a lot of insurance then. …(?)  I got a little endowment policy with one of them, the Brittanic … and they knew I wanted another job.  He said ‘Look I’m leaving, Ken.  We want you going down to see the manager’ . Well I went down to see the manager. I started there  in nineteen forty. And I did that from forty to forty-four and during from nineteen thirty-eight I had tummy troubles and they kept me going for about eight years and it were duodenal ulcers. And there were no cure then, just operations.  That were more the last resort.  I were that ill cos I was  cycling all round, I were doing all round this area Donisthorpe, the Gresleys, Castle Gresley Church Gresley Linton Heath, all round and an uncle of mine says “You’re not too well this morning are you Ken?”  I says“ No, I’m terrible.”  He says,“Well, I’m surprised you don’t go and see Mr Brownlea!” He was the secretary of the Moira Colliery Company then, and he were president of the cricket team that I played in.  I knew him and his son.  Anyway, I saw him and within a fortnight I’d got – they’d found me a job there and that were in the office, they called it the Railway Machine Office, and that weighed and dispatched all the rail traffic. It went all over. Down south, up north  and  there and occasionally a boat would come in  and it was loaded at the boat dock down at Bath Yard.  And this is where I’m fell out wi’ one or two although they don’t have a lot to do with me now ‘cause one said in the press as Moira Canal were closed in forty-one and then about twelve months later another one said it closed in forty- four: well I know it were going in fifty-five, and fifty-six because of the boat traffic. But they didn’t want to know.

But anyway I had about nine years there and then the head clerk came up and said they could do with somebody in the main office, to work all round the office, get some insight in all the office works for if  there’d been any illnesses or holidays cause they were fed up notifying … ? so they said “Would you mind coming?”  I said “No”.  He said “Well, I want you to start in the time office’.  There were two in the time office then .  So I were sent there .  He said ‘I want you a month in each department.’  So, after the month I said to the head timekeeper, “I’d better go and see Stan’, that were head clerk, ‘about moving.’ He says “You’re not moving.’  I told him what Stan said.  ‘Ah well’, he says, ‘ you’re staying ‘ere.  I had a word with Stan and you’re staying ‘ere’  So that were it and I did the last twenty-eight years in the time office and then later on Coleorton Hall and Whitwick, especially the wages at Whitwick, they sent them all to the different pits because extra work kept coming in to the time offices  -  there was sick pay and all that added on to it and that so they spread the wages staff around the different pits.

10 minutes

Was that because the pits were getting smaller then, there were not so many men being employed or what?

Well, … the trouble was you see Roger , a lot of the pits were closing and they were sending them , they were spreading them among  the other pits so that the manpower were increasing a bit.  But then they started soon after they started bringing in the redundancies.  I reckon the highest figures I can remember at Rawdon were about twelve hundred. Which was a small pit compared with Leicestershire and definitely Warwickshire and Yorkshire and all that.  They were very big pits… but that was the most I can remember, at Rawdon, would be about twelve hundred.  

When you were growing up in Daybell, what was your house like? Is it  still there?

It’s still there.  It were six bedroom, sorry a six roomed house.  You went in like in the door in the side of the ‘ouse, and you turned left and there was the kitchen with the sink and all that and then just beyond that there was a narrow pantry where you kept your food and all that, but if you turned right and went up a step you were in what you’d call a dining room and then there was another door into what they used to call the parlour. And the stairs led down into like the dining room and there were three bedrooms upstairs. A little bedroom and two bigger bedrooms.  The coal house were on the end of the ‘ouse. The kitchen and the coal house were there.  And then later when they started … I can remember them laying the pipes, a firm named Bugbear (?) from up north they laid all the water and we eventually went on water toilets. So then they made the water toilet where the coal house used to be, and where the old earth toilet used to be, they made that the coal house. 

Were the earth toilets communal?

No. There were one toilet to each house and it, it was – there were no lights then, it were terrible going down the bottom of the garden, specially in the middle of the night and  when it was snow and all that.  But all the lights when we were kiddies, we had a single oil lamp in the middle of the room and there was a shop just this side of the road.  There were eight houses in our row.  Going from this way, there was the shop and there were four houses, a covered-in entry - we lived on the right hand side of the entry and then another four cottages.  And as I say, they knocked the first old cottage down but the other seven,  they’re  still there.  But they were oil lamps.  Because what I’m said later years, it had always puzzled me that no matter which corner of the ‘ouse you sat in you could read your paper, with oil lamp.  And yet now, sometimes, I can get underneath…. and do you know how much the electric lights cost when they finally had the electrics all put in?  There was a fellow named Banton from Castle Gresley and he did all six rooms, three pound.  Ten bob a room. 

What year was that then?

What year would it be?  I was at … it’d be …early thirties, thirty-two, thirty-three.  Something like that.

As you were growing up, where did you play?

On the road ‘cause there were hardly any traffic.  There were coal carts because at that time the women used to get the coal in because the men were working that hard on the face.  And they used tip it up just off the pavement on to the road and some of …  me Mom  and the next door neighbour ain’ got barrow  and so they used to get an old bath in and fill it and carry it right down the garden and do like that so the men wouldn’t have all that trouble. Because sometimes it were raining  … and they’d wash on same day and dry ‘em in front of the fire.  It were like goin’ into ice house when it were wet and cold, ‘cause you couldn’t see fire for sheets hanging down!  I mean there always was a big wooden mangle with old roller on and the die tubs and pegs and that.  And I’ve said many a time “ I wonder what some of the youngsters would think if they’d got that lot facin’ them now !”
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I used to have quite a chat with the miners, you did discuss different things and once I were down in the pay office and there were about 4 of them off face: they were discussing what you like.  And one fellow, they lived, there’s a white cottage down here that led up to the   Norris Hill Hall, it’s like a lodge that’s been enlarged since,  and they walked it from pit then and no baths.  He says “Well, what I like is coming up the pit, it’s chucking it down with rain. I got walk right home”, he says, “in the wet ‘, he says,’ I just topped that right, I saved up the coals been tipped up in the road.  It’s a bit near I could here the kids crying.  And then when I go in the ‘ouse missus has got all sheets and that round fire.  I couldn’t get it warmer nor now’t.’  He says, ‘It’s lovely!” 

When your Dad came home, there were no pit baths.   Did he have a wash or did he have a bath in front of the fire?  How did he get himself clean?

Well, they used to wash the ‘ands and the face and put some flannels on and then me Mom’d ‘ave the dinner and then … and  the next door neighbour, ‘cause I used to pal about with their lads … sometimes I’ve been around, perhaps four o’clock time and at that time there were  what they call pegged rugs and they were about that thick and they were all on the hearth and the women used to peg the rugs and they used to get all the old suits and that, save them, and they used to cut lengths about like that… 

About a finger length

Ay, about a finger length and they got a  clothes peg and they’d break it just leave one prong and sharpen it.  And they’d have a sheet of hessian, an oblong sheet, and one’d have it on the knees and  they’d be pushing it through and bringing it through and then when they turned it over they just had to go like that with the face of the rug  and it used to take ‘em hours, well days and days fert do it and they used to do patterns and all that.  
Well, this fellow next door , he were always full length on the rug in front of fire and fast asleep before he went and washed him and it’s surprising how many of the miners - I mean me Dad never did.  If me Dad wanted sleep, he used to go to bed later on.  But a lot of  them used to lie full length across this rug ‘cause I mean it were nice and … but when it came to cleaning it, they had to shake it, you’d want two, it were that heavy.  
But I mean,  we made our own amusements then.  We used to walk what we call Lords Lane there’s houses down there, Sweet Hill. Well there are new houses at front now, the others  have been knocked down but I can remember them being built  - that’d be about nineteen twenty-six, around that period.  But before that, there were a big willow tree and then there was a walkway that went right down to a farm and the fellow that lived at farm, his name was Cecil Lord, and it always went to us as Lord’s Lane and used to go nesting and all manner down there.  And that were one of our best walks all round there, we used to love it and sometimes we used to come and walk across for… ?  mushrooming,  birds nesting , and all the bag of tricks.  Blackfordby Lane End …
What name?

Blackfordby Lane End, that’s Blackfordby there.  This is Blackfordby Lane this road crosses main road but you turned left  from round village and I can remember there were hardly any houses and there were neither the footpath or lights and it were like going through Black Hole of Calcutta because there was a spinney, as we used to call it, here and when you went by it was as dark and that  and there is neither lights nor footpath when we were kiddies and we was walking into black … 

Did you think there were ghosts living in there?  Were you afraid of the spinney?

We weren’t … but occasionally … because, I mean,  the lads mixed with the girls locally and there were two of us’d got relatives in Blackfordby and bein’ – and me and one of my mates they asked us to walk them by what they called the Follies  that’s the Spinney, then as soon as they got the other side, off they’d go and we’d come back. And they’d boyfriends’d bring them back later on in’t evening.  

They were a bit spooked, then?

Ah, ah …

You said about birds nesting?  What do you mean by birds nesting?

Oh, we used to go looking in all the old hedges ‘cause there were all manner of birds and they used to build in the hedgerows and the robins used to be all down, underneath the ‘edges and there used to be a tree along in Lords Lane, w used to call that the ‘Starling Tree’ because a starling built in it year after year, and it was a hole halfway up tree and it used to build in there and rear its young.  There were all wildlife around here at that time.
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I mean,  wrens, we used to call them ‘Jenny Wrens’ and we’ve had bluetits building here, but there’s not a lot now. We do see occasional … but we’ve had ‘em build here and seen them rear , but Willesley Wood that was the best part.  I mean that’s all down now and it were a regular walk, there used to be a lot  visit Chapel then,  you’d got to and after the Sunday Services, they used to gather and walk round there, in spring, to see the bluebells.  I’m not exaggerating, Roger, it was one complete mass on the left hand side, there was one on the left and one on the right.  And it were just one mass of bluebells.  Here and there ther’d be a clump of white bells and you could smell it well before you got there.  And it was the same  with the hedgerows.  Before you landed to the Willesley Bridge on the left hand side then there were a couple of fields, then there were the  bluebell wood.  It was one mass of ‘oneysuckle up there.  Beautiful!  And then it all went.  There were a couple of … It was owned by a Mr Lawton as owned the pipeworks up in house across here.  Bilthorpe (?) Hall it’s called.  
Sorry?

Bilthorpe Hall.  And the elder Mr Lawton lived in it and then his son, Jeff.  And he took over it , the Albion Clay Company and the …  Well, he sold that this wood to two brothers from Woodville and they chopped all the trees down, either side it were just bare and then they started clay and then they went outcropping on coal.   I said  it were one of the worst things that ever happened in Moira as regards beauty spots because we… it were like a pilgrimage up there in spring.  I mean, the folks used to go just to see the bluebells.  They got the tale about, that’d be about nineteen twenty-five, six, that there was a nightingale in’t right hand wood.  And me brother were five years younger than me.  So me mom used make we go to bed … with me brother Jack and then when they’d gone fast asleep used to bring me down … there was quite a parade up there with me dad, there were quite a lot up there -  no cars … they used to come from all round.  And one of the councillors said a bit ago in the paper  that - they was talking about the National Forest.  He says, ‘Our children won’t see it in it’s beauty but our grandchildren might; and  they might be able to go up in the wood and listen to the nightingale like the old ones did.’  Well, if you can find somebody that heared the nightingale ‘cause we never did and we never knew anybody that did! As we went up there and that had to finish up wi’ one of the local papers said it was one big hoax and somebody had played a prank and got it all about … still we never did hear it.

Good story though.  And when you were saying about the quarrying and the open cast, when was that wood destroyed?

Well, I’ve got to think about that.  I should say it were before the war. I should say it’d be middle thirties.  At a guess.  I mean I’m not … guess middle thirties.

You were still a kid when it all started to happen, weren’t you?

Ya, oh ya.

And with this bird nesting, did you just go and spot where the nests were or did you have an egg collection or what?

Oh, we had an egg collection. You were allowed at that time just to take one egg and leave the rest.  But this, the wood, when it were in it’s hey day, as Mr Lawton owned it … the  Bee Hive which used to be on the right hand side before you got to the railway bridge along Willesley Lane, his  gamekeeper, they’d got a gamekeeper there, and they bred pheasants in the field in front of the house and then released them and in the end they used to have shooting parties shooting all up there.  I mean it was … we could walk, because there was a path through on the left hand side and you could just go and walk three parts of the way there and it were common fert see all the pheasants nesting or flying off the nest, you could p;iuck eggs up… I mean I get pheasants here now regular from the Spinney there.  There’ll be perhaps two of the males and perhaps four or five of the hen pheasants, that I put bits of bread out and they’ll come pecking and that but they’re all from  up….  there’s two spinneys, one there and one here.  But no, I mean, we didn’t destroy eggs or anything like that. And when the old canal were going, as we were walking to school there used to be a big place on the right hand side along Measham Road, it  were called Salt Brothers: they’d got a big shop and quite a few  at Swadlincote. 
25 minutes

And you walk, cos the canal had overflown and there were rushes and water hens had built there and sometimes you could see them sittin’ on the nests and you’d take your shoes and socks off and go and you could pick an egg out there but as I say you only took one and then what we call ‘blowed’ it.  You used to get a thorn from out of ‘edge and  stick it in either end and then blow and the yolk’d come out.  And many a lad as  I’d know it  (does sucking motion)  and swallow it!   There’d be more in a hen’s egg that what there was  in say a thrushes or a blackbird’s  cos they were only about like that…
What did you do with the eggs?  Where’d you put them?

Well, we used put them, we used to get a box and put some sand and then put them on the bed of sand and then just write a little piece of paper and the name of the egg and that.  It’s surprising, some of them got quite a number – pheasants’ eggs, and partridges, woodpeckers, kingfishers because there used to be a lot of them at that time around the Willesley Lake, which were near to the Willesley Hall - then that’s all been knocked down and then there’s the golf course back side. But, I mean,  the Willesley area, backside the lake, for years that’s been the Coalville and District Area Scouting camp that is.  I mean we’ve been up there many a time with our two lads when they were in the cubs, ‘cause they ‘ad camp dos,  there were like band contests: each scout band’d take part and there were stalls and there were like a  barbecue and there used to be ‘undreds up there and they built it like a big room for the little ‘uns when they were in the cubs.  If the weather were too bad they put ‘em in, there were bunks in there….

Like a dormitory?

Ah.  Ah.

Talking of events, were there any special kind of annual events?

Ooh, ah, ah.There were the Moira Wakes to start with - every October and you could guarantee as you go down toward the Moira Tollgate there’s a football field on the left hand side, opposite the Railway Inn and there’s a field that went down to Measham Road and that’s where the fair used to be, Pat Collins’s, it was then and that used to come every October.  And in addition to that there was a family called Holloways.  I don’t know where they came from but there’s some still living round the area – or their offsprings and daughters and granddaughters, and they used to put a family show on.  And they’d erect a tent sometimes opposite where I’m tell ‘ya old Salts used to be  and sometimes it’d be at Donisthorpe, where the Scout Cedntre is now.  … and I mean I don’t know where they got the stories (?) and that from but one of the main ones that used to be here was ‘Maria Martin in the Red Barn’- it were a murder and like the supporting one was ‘The Dumb Man of Manchester’ and it were the family that used to put it on.  And they’d have little competitions for the children and of course the wife (?) she’s passed on now. She won a skipping competition and they’d have another one’d be the youths they have to  hold a little piglet under their arm and sing a song. And then when they could finish the song they got a prize and all such as that.

Where did they do this performance, Where did they do the show?  In a tent?

Yeh, in a big tent.  

In our area , when I talked to people who were much older that you - but they talked  about a thing, they called it ‘The penny gaffe’  It wasn’t called that round here was it? Maybe that was much earlier. 

Oh, ‘Tupenny Rush’ we used to call’em. 
‘Tupenny Rush’?

 ‘Tupenny Rush’.  I’ll tell you about that.  I was still at Daybell and there used to be a matinee, Saturday matinee at Ashby pictures.  That was just in the Derby Road, there’s a garage there now.  And we was run errands until we got sixpence and then the bus that used to pick us up about  roundone o’clock and it were about half past, the first showing was.  So there was two pence fare on the bus from ‘ere to Ashby and they were a shop just inside Market Street and there were like slab toffee, a little mallet, well it were metal. They were in squares and we used to have twopenneth ‘o that and it were tuppence getting’ in’t pictures … and you ‘d say ‘We’re goin’ tuppenny rush’ and that were what it is.
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And then we used to come back about half past three.  It were highlight of the week for us kids especially if there were a cowboy on the supporting picture.  And later years after I were courting and married, we still went cause the wife, she’d got a sister near to and sometimes we’d go there for tea and then we’d go to the first house picture. I said to the manager once, I says,  (‘cause we used  to reserve seats,)  And I says,  “Is there any need for me to keep ringing you up?  I says,   Couldn’t you just reserve – we’ve been comin’ here quite a few months now?”  He says,“On one condition”.  I says “What’s that?”   He says, “If you don’t come ring me up before eleven o’clock on Saturday!”  And do you know how much the best seats were then?  One and sixpence, seven and a half p.  I mean you appreciated it. And then of course later we’d go to Swad and Burton ‘cause there were two  in Swad and there were three in Burton then.  And now there’s hardly any at all.  They did start, cos I mean they were started on the third picture house at Ashby and that, I think the foundations were only about a couple of feet high, when the war broke out and they packed it up and a chap named Eric Bailey built a garage on that, more or less opposite the Bath Hotel.  But that was the third one but the first one I think the old concert house and that (?) and that’s right up at the top of Market Street and that’s called the Lyric.  And then there were this one in Derby Road and then there was this one that they were going to build, a bigger one and more modern one, but it all went -  and that were the end of thepictures.

You said about the Moira Wakes going  on.  What else happened besides the fair?

Well apart from Holloways, the shows: the chapels and the villages used to have… Easter you used to have teas and that and hot cross buns fromthe chapels and then they used to be what they called  a Cantata - the choir used to sing ‘? to Calvary’ or ‘Crucifixion’ and all such as that and in between that, they used to have what they call ‘At Home’ and ‘Silver Tree’

At Home…?

‘At Home’ and ‘Silver Tree’. They’d distribute envelopes to the congregation and the scholars and you put either a threepenny bit or sixpence then in and they put it on this tree and  then they’d hold a concert – they’d invite some  as they knew from  even as far as Leicester  and they’d have an evening of entertainment.   And then they’d invite someone, perhaps somebody as were manager of the Pipeworks or summat,  to strip the silver tree and do the ceremony …? and then the concert’d continue till it were…
What church did you go to where this happened then?

Well it’s just on the Measham Road, just by the Rec - recreation ground -  and it was the Wesleyan Chapel then.  Well, that …they’re still used -  they thought they’d build a new one so they built a new one at the front which is the Centenary Methodist then and that’s been opened over seventy years.  And they used to run every year at Wesleyan, it was held on Whit Sunday.  It was the anniversary they called it  ‘The Chapel Sermons’.  And all the youngsters and them in the choir, they used to be practising about three weeks, special hymns that were picked by the conductor and then on this Sunday they did three services. They used to erect a platform like that and there used to be three services, morning afternoon and evening.  And it grew and grew and it were well, it were a red letter day.  Cos I’ve told folks many times ‘Sermons’, as we called it, and Christmas were the only times us kids used to have either salmon or ham on’t table.

Salmon and ham?

Or ham.  Either a salmon tea or a ham  for tea on table because you  couldn’t afford it.

And that was at this particular time?

Yes, round ‘Sermons’.   They always used to put a big do on for what we called ‘The Sermons’.  Everbody were in their finery.

During the wakes week?

 No, this were always on Whit Sunday this one was.

You say about the finery.  Again, what I heard from other places and I wonder whether it happened here; around Whitsun was when you get you new set of clothes.  Was that the case here
Oh, ah … ah.    Cos some of the tradesmen used to  say, ‘Look at that , I expect I’ll have to go without payment now for a fortnight.’  (Laughs)  Ah, it’s true  And then after the Sermons we used to have what they called the ‘Treat’.  You went up in the morning and you got a bag of different nuts – monkey nuts, hazelnuts, walnuts and that and a few sweets, gingerbreads and that.  
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And then early afternoon the farmer’d got a field – it’s near to the Sunday School, the Chapel and it’s opposite the rec.  We used to have all manner of games in there.  And one of the ones we liked were there was a big tree and they used to erect a big aerial, a cable, wire cable, aerial,  and  to help us kids up  and there  were ?  and at the bottom there were a big  like  railway sleeper, padded and some of the elder men used to hold you so you wouldn’t bump into the end… and you used to go up this little ladder and then swing down.

So this was the Sunday School Treat?

That were the Sunday School Treat

And when was that normally?

Within a week after, from around the Sermons you see and then later it got as we went Trentham Gardens by coach and all such as that.  But that’s how the Treat started, in the fields and that and then as they got  - because there were always keen rivalry at the Sermons between Moira Road Primitives, that’s Donisthorpe, and this Centenary.  Who could get the most money, I mean the collection.  And it got and got up to a hundred pound and then later years it got up to around five hundred pound.  And they always say “Well, how much did they get in the end?’….  But prior to the Sermons we used to go around the villages, what we call ‘Singing’ on the Sunday morning.  As many of the scholars and the elders, the teachers - we used to go all round different places and  stay outside and then folks would come out collecting, they’d give you some money.

Was this between services then?

This was so many Sundays, instead of the Sunday morning services you used to go around the villages singing and there was little harmonium, that was on a trolley and that were pulled by one or two of the elders.  And sometimes if I got a little weary, they’d sit me on and ride me along with the little harmonium.  Cause we used to go as far out as Donisthorpe and all round there.

You’d just  go to somewhere in a public place, like in the middle of the street or something and do….?

Oh ay, ay. And sing, sometimes sing outside the big houses as well….  And apart from that several times in the winter time, ‘cause we moved down to Rawdon Terrace when I was sixteen, to be near me grandmother, me Mom’s mom cause she weren’t very well and there were two sisters lived below and me Mom used to take her turn; but she’d got to walk all down the railway from there…  and then it were a big pull coming back.  So … they were owned by the colliery, Rawdon Terrace was.  And she said to me Dad “I’d like’.. there were a house came empty, she says, “What about putting in for it?  Cause it’s getting a bit hard for me going backwards and forwards to me Mom’s”, and anyway me Dad put in for it and we got it.  And opposite that there was a church, there were only two churches in this area.  There was just the  St Hilda’s, that were opposite …?, and the St John’s  that’s still at Donisthorpe now.  Well, after a year or  two, they built like a big schoolroom at the back and that were open for weddings and all sort of stuff and they started putting feelers out and we got quite a few concert parties used to come down there from Derby and Burton and all round, and they used to have two or three times in the winter. And then in addition to that they’d have whist drives and finished up they installed about three billiard tables, table tennis, darts and cards and you used to pay perhaps two pence a week, something like that, for membership  and that went … that went for quite a few years that did. 

Let’s just check on the time. … Was there anything like bonfire night?

Ooh, ah, the Bonfire night….  Me Dad worked with one fellow named Mr Freeman and he lived at Overseal.   He’d got a little shop and he got a paper round and he also sold fireworks and he used to bring mine up, couple of days before fireworks.  Two and sixpence, twelve and a half p, and they were all sorts.  They were not so fierce as they are now but there were crackers and sparklers and one or two bangers, as we used to call them, and jumping jacks and the rockets.  And we used to go and build the bonfire in the garden, make the guy….

S it wasn’t like a public thing?
No

They were individual?

Individuals, yes. But, oh, I used to look forward to Bonfire nights and then there used to be the Harvest Festival at the chapels when you got all your produce out of your gardens and that  
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and folk would take it all up – some’d bake bread and that and there’d be  a display all up front and sheaves of corn and oats and then they’d take ‘em round thento the ‘ospitals and the old folks, deliver ‘em like that way.  But, ay,  there was quite a lot of activity at that time.  It’s like I’m saying – you made your own pleasure then.   I mean there were no tele , there were no wirelesses.  I mean up to now there’s one or two young ‘uns here with kiddies but going back to the last August holidays we had a lovely day, one or two of the weeks they were off, cos they were off about 6 weeks and that - and sometimes it’s been one and two o’clock in the afternoon before I seen any kiddies.  We couldn’t get out of the house quick enough!  We used to go roaming fields. Sometimes the moms’d cut us a cheese sandwich up.  You’d take a bottle of water and off you’d go and they wouldn’t see you then ‘till your dads came home from pit as you had your hot meal.  We were happy fert go wandering about.

Did the works.. with the place being dominate, I presume, by the mine, you know, the area being dominated, did the works, were the works holidays, did it just close down – did the works close down for a fortnight?
Oh, ay, ay.  Apart from skeleton staff.  I mean at one time you know there were only - at Christmas, for example, there were only Christmas Day and  Boxing Day.  They’d got to got to work next day.  And they were only just odd days.  It were only years later that they had the August fortnight. They had the August fortnight off.  And then the only place that they went then, holidays, Blackpool. …They used to run Blackpool trippers, two they used to run.  And then later on of course they  started launching out - Bournemouth and all such places as that.

When you were growing up as a kid did you go away for your holiday or did you just have your holiday at home?

Well, I had me holiday at home.  I used to go on day trips.  Because this Mr Lawton, when his first  child was born,  he thought it were going to be a son but anyway it was a daughter, and he put a trip on to Blackpool and that included the Albion and the Newfield.  It started at Coalville and picking up right through to Swad.  And when they’d finished picking up, the waiters used to come round with hot breakfast – bacon, egg and all the trimmings.  And then when we arrived in Blackpool, we had to meet about half five at Winter Gardens. And there was high tea for us at Winter Gardens.  And we used to start back about eleven and about quarter to twelve they’d come round with hot cooked suppers ‘n that. And that were the highlight of the year.  We used to look forward to that!  We never knew owt like it! We couldn’t afford it. 
It was all paid for was it?

Oh, ah, Mr Lawton paid for that. Oh, ah.  
Blooming Henry!

Because he was … you know his wife was expecting the first child and course, somebody said at the time ‘If it’, because I think he had two daughters, he didn’t have a son, … ‘If the first one had of been a son, God knows what we’d have finished up with!’ he says , ‘He’d  have launched the boat out further than that!’

But, ay,  we used to have some lovely time.  But the strike, that were hard.  I mean, e’d got no coal or nothing.  There was an old pit at Newfield, it’s been closed down quite a few years now, but there’s still a lot of dirt banks.  And to get a bit of coal, my Dad would put me in the barrow, I’d got the calipers, and he’d wheel me up and we’d go all through these banks and he’d have a sieve, a riddle as we called it, little bag, pick and a shovel.  And we should be picking and picking bits out.  We’d be  up there two or three hours sometimes just for a little bag , bit of coal like that, just fert get a fire …

This is in  nineteen twenty-six?

Ah. It was a general strike then and that were hard time.  But there were some pleasant time with it because I mean all the men were off work  and  I tell you there were no traffic!  The only motorcar in this village then was Mr Johnny Rose  and he was the manager of the Newfield works.  And he’d got one of those Morris Cowleys and he lived up at that Britten Lodge.  It were a lovely place, Britten Lodge, it was.  Of course, that’s all knocked down now and there’s all new houses.  In fact the wife’s elder sister used to be the maid at Britten Lodge.  Cos when I saw her after I’d been going out with the wife, I said “ I’ve seen you before” and she said “Where?” “Hadn’t you used to work at Johnny ...’  “Yes, yes” … “I lived at Daybell.”….  Ah, that were the only motorcar that there were and we used to have a season of what we called playing  Marbles and we used to draw the ring in the middle of the road cos there were hardly any traffic and the men used to play with us.  
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Sometimes we used to have some days off school … ?... and there were men and boys and all.  We used to play hours, marbles on the road and if a horse and cart came by, course we used to go and clear the ring because if it went over it’d break the marbles, cos they were only like baked ones at that time. But we used to spend hours at that. Ah …

In terms of walking out and so on, when you were courting where were the favourite places to walk out with a young lady?

Ooh, well, I’m going to tell you now.  After chapel there were one or two what you call meeting places, as the boys and the girls got together from the different chapels. The biggest one -  you couldn’t get in Swad Street.  That were the main street in Swad…  The road and the pavement were full and if it started raining, if you were talking to someone, you’d nip in one of the shop porches.  And there were policemen on patrol and they’d come down as soon as you got  level with you – ‘Out’ But you used to let him go down a few yards, cos you knew he’d got to go right down into Swad that side and then come up the other before he got to.. so you used to nip back again, till he came back again.

That were the main one.   And then there was one on Acresford, on Acresford Bridge.  There weren’t so many there but  I should say they’d be a hundred of the young that used to meet together  and I mean…, it were just a Sunday, I mean there were were no…. That’s what I say, there were  no trouble then.  You were pleased  to walk and make friends and that and have a chat.  I mean, there were no vandalism or anything like that. I mean it was just a nice comfortable life!  Then the next one was at Ashby Road, Measham…. It’s like a T junction when you land into Measham. The right takes you to Tamworth and the left to Ashby and you used to go along Ashby Road and if you saw any of the girls you knew you’d stop and have a chat and then you’d move on to somewhere else.

When people got together would they just walk up and down chatting?

Yes.

Again in our area that was known as the Bunny Run.  Was there any special name …?

Yes, Swad was the Monkey Parade.  They used to say , We’re going down on the Monkey Parade.’ Ah… Oh and there used to be a few in Ashby.  Cos, it were funny.  We used to talk to -  bthere were four of us and we used to talk to four girls.  Nothing serious, we never split up or anything like that but we saw them quite often and occasionally if funds would run to it we’d pay for them to go to the pictures with us, first house.  But when the Ashby Statutes, that were a regular big do.  
Ashby Statutes?

Ashby Statutes. Oh ay they still run it - the length of the street they are.  And they reckon originally, going back some years, the gentry used to sell and buy servants at Ashby Statutes  Years and years ago , that was the place when you wanted new servants and they used to buy and sell servants …

Oh so it’s like a fair then?

Yes, it’s an historical one cos I don’t know how many years it goes back.  And, I mean, when we were kids we used to go - there were Boxing Booths, the Wall of Death, the Speed Riders  and all such as that. Well, I mean, all that’s cut out now and.. I mean,  at that time it were just coppers, but this last time – cos  it comes in September, towards middle and end of September, some of the rides were five pounds.  And you imagine if you’ve got one or too kiddies you could spend a mint of money.. but the street’s closed.  It started on Friday, I think, them coming and it’s on up to and including Tuesday and the street is clear for the traffic to come down on Tuesday morning so they more or less spend all night taking it down and moving on.  I don’t know where they go to from Ashby but the second one is Burton, Burton Statutes...  And we used to go all round. There used to be the Onion Fair at Leicester, and the Goose Fair at Nottingham and there used to be special buses running to them.

Looking at the way in which the actual environment in Moira has changed. It has dramatically changed hasn’t it?  And when did those changes happen? When the pits closed… When did all that happen? 
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Well, they started…  I’ve got to think about this, when they started.  I cannot remember when they started laying them off….  I’ve got to  reckon this up…. Fifty five … I reckon it’d be between late sixties at a guess.  I’m only guessing at that.  And then the redundancies started flowing and that’s when they started running down.  But before that the Reservoir Colliery finished … quite a few came to Rawdon.  And then Granville, that’s at Albert Village, on the Albert Village side.  They spread there between Rawdon and Donisthorpe and it were a graduallittle wind down.  That’s the Rawdon one.  Look 1821 to 1989.  That’s when …I’d retired seven years when that closed.

How did people feel about it?  Were they …it must have been a mixed blessing I should think?
Ooh ay, it was.  Cos they didn’t know what were going to happen.  Some of them they got to – there were one built, I forget the name.. towards Leicester, Kirby Muxloe, out  that way.  And they reckoned it were going to be the pit and quite a few went there.  But it only lasted a few years and it was a white elephant and that closed.  And then some of them went to the Warwickshire pits and there were buses. Some had got cars, but the buses used to take them there.   And o`ne of the biggest one were Dawmill and that’s still going, Dawmill is.  There ain’t many left out that way.  Cos one of me cousins that was the assistant what they called Enginewright, that were chief engineer, at Rawdon, he applied and got the job as  the chief engineer at Dawmill .  He were here at Christmas and I were talking about it and  he says it’s still going and that’s what I said about Rawdon and what a small pit it was.  The faces that they developed out there, they last twelve month and more.  Well out here they only last perhaps a month or six weeks or that and they had to start all up again. But they ….? -  course, I mean, it was all mechanisation then.  

Coming here, for me I haven’t been here before, You wouldn’t know, on first look, that there was coal mining here, would you?.  Where are the slag heaps, where is the evidence of  the mines?  A lot of it has really  gone hasn’t it?

Apart from this Newfield what I’m telling you about.  That’s still there and that pit closed , ooh,  I can’t remember it, I can’t remember it working.  The shaft work were still there, what they call the Head stock where the cage went down, but I can’t even remember it working.  But they’re the only slag heaps as I can remember seeing. But, I mean,  it’s been transformed beyond recognition. I mean, if someone - say me Dad or any of the parents came back, they’d wonder what happened to this place now.  Because there used to be two, three farm cottages as you turned left going down towards Ashby, and a farm as you turned right, and that were it till you got to this white cottage.  Me brother and meself we lay in bed and we could name every one right through, right down to what they called The Crescent, they were a big  council housing estate against the Furnace, and we knew every person.  I don’t know ‘em in me own avenue now. And you knew everyone and there were that much camaraderie. I mean,  if any of our moms fell ill, they’d come, ‘I’ll take a bit of washing kid.’  ‘I’ll take a bit’  And one or two used  to come and take all the washing between ‘em.  Sometimes if they.. we weren’t old enough to go to school they’d take us, while the moms recuperated and all such as that. Course I mean, all children were born at home, as all then, they was home then  you see. Oh, it’s a different ball game altogether now.  The trouble is, you see,  none of the women worked then Roger.  They were all … cause I mean money were hard and jobs were hard to get .  Cause I can remember when my Dad used to come home, as a kid, his wages were a pittance and me Mum used to say “Well why?” and he says, ‘Well’, he says ‘We’ve used a  lot of powder’.  They had to pay for the powder to blow the coal down then.  But I mean when I were there, cos I were in the offices, men got paid for taking powder tins in!  They used to get paid… just as I were leaving I think it went up to about 50p, a tin and yet my Dad had pay for his own powder then but now they were getting fifty….  And even the safety lamps, they used to get paid for taking the safety lamp in.  
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And the difference between the safety lamp and the powder tin … the first amount was one shilling and two shillings for a powder tin.  But the difference with the safety lamp, if you stayed overtime that shilling doubled.  And but  the powder lamp… and they wouldn’t pay the powder money unless it were returned… I mean it were no good you saying ‘I’ll take it in and then somebody else bring it out’, ‘cause you wouldn’t get paid for it.  But that’s how things are.  I mean and then the,…in me Dad’s time there was no extra payment  if they were in   where they worked water and all that , but they got special payments for water.  They got more if it came from the roof than what they did if it came from the floor.  There were difference in…

You mean if water came…

Ay. The rate for water money were higher from the roof than what it were from there.  And then they used to get  a tax allowance years ago for their clothes.  Well, later they cut all that out and the Coal Board started supplying them with all kinds of clothes – boots,  shirts, donkey jackets … vests and all the bag of tricks.

Finally, for the last ten years there has been a National Forest.  What do you think of it?

Well, I admire the folk that are putting all the time in but as I say we shan’t see the benefit.   I mean, all that I’s got in mind is the old Willesley Wood.  And I mean … that never will go away and I shan’t live long enough fert see these mature.    Cos I mean they’re only like saplings ore or less.  I know they’re a bit higher around the Willesley area  ‘cause I think that were about first place that they started planting.  Because at one time you know, there were a lot of vandalism.  There were folk , when they were only about like that, they were rooting them up and all manner. But I only heared about that  later, but that’s what they started doin’ to start with.  But they are growing now but oh, it’ll be years -  I say, my lads won’t see the benefit of them either.  And in any case they’ll never come back  to the state that they were when we were kids with all the bluebells and the different flowers and the scents and honeysuckle and all that.  It’ll take years and years and years.  I shall never see it , Roger. I shan’t.

OK let’s end it there.

