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Where were you born?

Kent.

You were born in Kent?

I was in Kent, during the wartime.

What year were you born?

’41.

What brought you to this part of the world?

My dad. My dad went down there during the war. He was… What do you call it when they…? He was drafted, even though he worked down the pit. It was a mistake so they put him on the searchlights in Kent. My mum was in the NAAFI and they fell in love and I was the first result. Dad brought us up here after the war was finished. 

In search of work, was it?

Well, he came back to the pit. 

So, it wasn’t a kind of a reserved occupation then, when he was down…?

It was but it was a mistake in the paperwork. They didn’t realise that the place he worked at was a pit. 

What are your earliest memories of this place?

Dirt and a yellowish smog. As we came into the town… You have to come down into the town, no matter which way you come from it… And we used to come from the small villages outside the area… Coton Park… And, as you came down Alexandre Hill, you would come down into a yellowish, swirling smog. And it was sulphurous as well because that was the salt glaze. The ladies in the area used to work their washing and cleaning windows round the days that the potteries did the salt glazing. They had to.

So they weren’t doing it every day?

Oh, no. My word, they didn’t dare. They’d got to give the ladies chance to… So yes… And there was always some sort of whistle went. I don’t know whether it was to warn the people but it was, you know… “Now, we’re firing.”
And so there was that smoke. What… That kind of sulphurous stuff… What else was there?

Well, there was ordinary smoke. The coal-fired smoke from every house that you went past. From every chimney that worked, other than the salt-glazing. There were ordinary potteries, the pretty, pretty potteries, ordinary household goods. Every pit had their own chimney because they heated their water and ran their machines from engine rooms. And they all worked with coal.

So this was through your childhood?

Yeah.

When did this start to disappear because it’s not like that now?

Shortly after I got married, in the Sixties. I was married in ’60 and Swadlincote started… Well, I suppose, the Clean Air Act, presumably. I don’t know when that came in but it was a gradual thing. They weren’t told, “Right, tomorrow you’ve got to use smokeless fuel.” But the households started first and then industry, as they could afford it, changed. And, yes, it just got cleaner. Didn’t get any different but it got cleaner. 

So, dad was a miner then and what… I know it sounds daft… But how did you know he was a miner, in physical terms? Were there things like pit baths and all that kind of thing?
Oh, no. Not when we first… Not when we were small. He used to have his bath in front of the fire at home and we’d have the copper going so that he got lots of hot water because we hadn’t got a hot water system either. 
And what was the scene? If you like… At night, coming home from work? Because, you know, it was not just the pits, was it?

It was shift work. So, it would be six till two, two till ten and then a night shift occasionally. They weren’t regular at that time, the night shifts. They would… If something had gone wrong they would do a night shift to get it put right ready for the shift in the morning. And dad was at Netherfield to start with, with my grandfather. Then they went to Donnisthorpe. All in all I’ve got male relatives that have done four hundred years worth of time in the pit. I’ve got uncles, brother-in-laws, nephews, my husband, my granddad, my dad… All of them, and we reckoned it up at about four hundred years worth of service in the pits.
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And it was long hours, was it?

Oh, yes. At that time yes. Yes, it was anything… The ordinary shift was about eight hours but they very often had to do lots of overtime to make a living. 

And what was the kind of… In health terms what was the cost of it?

Most of the men in the village would be coughing and spluttering, most of the day, when they were out of the pit. And they did spit. It was horrible at times, you know? Because they’d spit over the hedge. They’d got to get rid of it, it was black dust. The only time I ever went down a pit, I went down to my husband’s one Saturday morning. The manager then didn’t allow the women on the face so I went to another pit. A brother-in-law’s pit and he arranged for me to go down an actual face that was working. So, it was about a hundred and fifty yards long. It was… What’s that? About a foot and a half?

Three foot?

Yeah. That’s how high it was… Yeah. On your knees, walking from one side, you’d go into the face one side and you come out of it the other… For air ventilation. So we walked through it and we walked past the big machine, which was as big as… What would it be? A good sized car. We scrambled up to the other end and the Deputy that I was with, shouts down… This was strictly illegal really, “Turn her up to full revs and then switch it off.” So, it starts to whine and wind into… And build up. It’s very, very noisy. Comes to top revs but it had only got halfway to the revs and the whole of that hundred and fifty yards, you couldn’t see the man next to you. It was black with dust. Horrible.

Were you wearing protection?
The men along the face there… If one in ten of those men had got a mask on that was it. I didn’t see masks. All of them had got their helmets on, that’s statutory. You can’t go down there without one… With the lamp and the battery that sits on the hip. No wonder they’ve all got bad hips. A belt, some of whom have got safety packs on them… First aid packs on them. They’d all got rudimentary tools, just the pick and the shovels and then, as I say, this machine cuts down. You’re underneath hydraulic… A hydraulic roof and then the machine goes from that side across and the hydraulics move that side and they take the other side out. And then it’s put onto the belt in the middle. Scarey!
What were you doing? Why did you want to go and have a look?

I wanted to see what my husband did. There is no way you can describe it. Each pit has a different name for every single tool. The main big machinery… The cutting machines… They have book names… You know, they are...? They are still named differently down the pit. I can’t… That’s another thing I would like you to record if it’s at all possible… The names of tools. I’ve got nicknames. I’ve got a pit full of nicknames. All the men were called different. I mean, my husband is Ernest Lawrence Hudson and he was Ned. I don’t know why he was Ned but he was Ned or Ernie.  

There’s so many avenues… I want to deal with this one first before we go on to looking at the names. When you came up from that mine didn’t you just want to get your husband out from being a miner? It must have…

Yes and no. The men that work in the pit and the villages that are a part of the pit are a way of life. There’s no way you change them and you know that the man that’s working next to your husband will look after him because you know that he will look after that person next to him as well. It’s… Again, it’s difficult to describe. There’s no… There is no comparison to anything else of it. I suppose a soldier would have felt the same during the war. “You watch my back and I’ll watch yours.”  And they would, even small accidents. They stopped everything and they looked after that person and that’s how it was. It’s difficult to describe it and we women just… Well, we just got on with it. We knew it was a dangerous job but you don’t think about it. You don’t have to think about it. It’s dangerous to walk down the street nowadays but you don’t think about that all the time. Neither do you think about the danger in the pit. 
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I mean, having said that… It might sound sacrilegious but, obviously, those pits are now closed… Has, therefore, something been lost in terms of community?

Most certainly. Absolutely certainly it has, yes. They’re no longer ‘the family.’ Because a pit was a family, even when they were out of the pit, they were still part of the family. They would do their recreation together. Lots of them belonged to the same clubs, like the pigeon club or the ferret club or the local band or the local choir. They all belonged… Well, several of them belonged to those things as well as their pit. Lots of the pits had their own band. That’s something that died out. We’ve only got one in the area… No, beg your pardon… Two. We’ve got one at Gresley and one at Newhall and they are brilliant. I believe there’s one at Coalville as well but, at one stage, there would be half a dozen in one area.

The way you are describing it… It sounds very much a man’s world. Where did the women fit in?

(Laughs) We looked after the children and we made sure his dinner was on the table at the time. Yes, very male-orientated and most of them, including my husband… Bless his cotton socks… Were chauvinist pigs. No doubt whatsoever about that. They were the breadwinner, they did all the work and there were men’s jobs and ladies’ jobs and I don’t think that changed, even though the war had just finished… For my mum, and she’d done a man-sized job… I don’t think that changed until late-seventies, when then, as the pits closed, the women became the breadwinner. She’d done small amounts of jobs. She would, perhaps, take in washing and things like this but then she was easily trained, whereas the men, that was their way of life and so there was no way of changing them. They didn’t know how to change but the ladies could. We’ve always been very adaptable. So, yes, the ladies retrained, got better jobs and continued on looking after things.

And those pigeon societies and everything else, they were male enclaves, were they?

Oh, yes. Yes, very much so.

And did dad have an allotment? I mean, in terms of…

Yeah, lots of them did and, again, they’re a dying out thing but still lots of miners do have allotments. We’ve got one at Stanton. I believe there’s one at Swadlincote but I don’t know whether it’s used very much.

And when he wasn’t in the pit… I just wonder whether there was amongst people who worked in such awful, dusty conditions… Whether there was a greater appreciation of open spaces and open air activities?

Oh, yes. Yeah, I mean that’s where the pigeons came in and the allotments, the dog racing and menfolk used to do a lot of walking as well at that time. The garden… Not just the allotment… But most houses had gardens, decent gardens and they’d spend hours there. Even when they… At Coton Park there used be… I don’t know… A little clique that used to play cards because we children used to go for the patch afterwards because they used to bet and there was very often a few coins in the grass because that’s where they played cards. They sat round on an embankment and played cards, when they were not on duty. So, as soon as they’d gone to work… You know, on their shift… We children used to go rummaging in the grass to see if they’d left any coins. 
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Did you, as a family, go walking and go out in the open air, as it were?
Very rarely, very rarely. It’s not like today at all. I mean, my grandson and I spend a huge amount of time together but we used to see my grandparents every Saturday. We’d go to… We’d walk from Coton Park to Castle Gresley, catch the train and go through the tunnel… Castle tunnel to Moira station, then walk down past the canal, and go to grandma and grandpa’s at The Crescent in Moira (which is no longer there). In front of the furnace… And it’s now a playground. All the houses, they were in a terrible state. My grandparents had to live in a caravan twice in their lives because the house was falling down, subsidence. So, in the end, I think they just… It got too expensive to keep mending them and they gradually moved them out and pulled them down as they started to deteriorate.
They were owned by the mining company, were they? Rented houses?

I think they ended up as council houses. Yes, at one stage, they were mining cottages. Same with Coton Park, that was a mining village and was owned by the local pit.

There’s a story about your granddad’s garden.

Granddad used to be an absolutely wonderful gardener, both vegetables, fruit and flowers for grandma. He loved flowers and grandma loved them and, when he retired… For the last time I think it was, because he did fifty-two years in the pit… He did forty-some odd as a miner and then he did a few years as the sick visitor, where he’d go round and see if the workmen were alright. The ones that were off sick. See if they needed a car to go to the hospital or things like this. So, granddad decided that the front hedge was a nuisance so he would set a rose hedge instead. So he set this rose hedge… Brand new… You know, the little plants were only about six or seven inches big when we first spotted them and they grew beautifully. Six foot things they were but then we found it didn’t matter what time of year we went… We started to notice that, even when we went on our Christmas visit to take grandma and grandpa their presents, these blasted roses were still blooming. So, I went and asked granddad, “Why do your roses grow when everybody else’s don’t, granddad?” “Come with me, me duck,” he says. “I’ll show ya.” And he put the spade under… Between one of these plants and lifted it and there’s steam rising from the soil. “Put your hand on that,” he says. And it was warm. “We’em got fire damp,” he says. “We’em got fire damp but it makes they’s roses bloom beautiful.”

What is fire damp?
It’s coal that’s very close to the surface and it ignites itself and it’s smouldering all the time.

But that doesn’t help with the subsidence either, does it?

Not one slap! Because, of course, eventually it just disintegrates. It burns itself out or sets fire to the place. 

I want you to tell me now. You were saying that in different pits they had different words for tools… Can you…?

I honestly don’t know any of them except that… I’d got my miners at Gresley Old Hall. Most of those belonged to Cadley pit so I’m finding other miners from Donnisthorpe and Rawdon and I’m going to get them to do me a definitive list. I’ve already started on my husband. He worked at Rawdon and I’ve taken this list… I don’t understand what they are so they’ve got… Not only got to tell me the proper name, the one that you would find in the catalogue, but the pit name for it and we’ll name each pit, and then why. What the machine… What the tool was for. Some of them… I mean, it’s easy. You know what a drill is but there are lots of them that, to an ordinary person, they don’t mean a thing. They don’t look like an ordinary tool that you’d have in your tool bag. So, at the moment, I have no idea but I only know that the men say that they are different. Different pits have different names for different tools.
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How interesting and within such a small…

Small area.

You were saying about your father working in different pits and so on. That must have happened to other people then. It wasn’t as though you just stayed in one pit, necessarily all your life, or did you? Was the norm to stay in one?

It was the norm to stay in one but Donnisthorpe… When my father went to that, my grandfather was already working there and it didn’t last long when my dad went there. It was quite a small pit and I think they just worked it out because most of the other pits had seams that would go towards that and, the pit being quite small, it couldn’t hold the men. It couldn’t… So, they moved the men to a bigger pit and they worked the seams from that pit. Cadley Hill had got some workplaces, some shafts and some seams that were six miles away from the pit top.

So it must have taken them ages…?

It would take you… Yeah, a couple of hours to get to your work. And most of the pits were like that. When Rawdon and Donnisthorpe finished they were joined. Rawdon closed down and Donnisthorpe continued but Donnisthorpe had gone into where Rawdon’s seams were… Seams of coal were.
How do people kind of know where they are? I mean, not just… Obviously, when they’re walking they can see where they’re going… I mean, just say, when they’re deciding to follow a seam of coal, you know? How do you know what level you are?

The menfolk could tell you what they were under. One of the men said the other day, “We used to work regularly under Caldwell.” That’s four, five miles across there and they knew that their seam was underneath Caldwell. I believe they’ve got ones that were almost under Drakelow Power station. That’s seven or eight miles away by road.

Again, not a good idea to put a great big hole underneath a power station.

If you’re half a mile down it doesn’t make an awful lot of difference when you’ve got… You know you’ve got so many layers of granite and stone and whatever you’ve got above you, geologically speaking…

Tell me a little bit about this Sharpe’s Pottery?

Oh, Sharpe’s Pottery. Very old kiln that, fortunately, they built round… At one time Sharpe’s had got eight bottle kilns but all of them, except this one, were taken down because they were easily taken down. This one had got buildings round it… Their offices and the work stations so the kiln itself, they tried to utilise, not very successfully. They put a floor in it… A ceiling and floor in it… And tried to use it as storage but it was very wet. It still is very wet. Unless it’s extremely well pointed it rains in because of its shape.

You were saying about Sharpe’s Pottery and the fact that this kiln was naturally wet.

This kiln… Always wet. Because, when it was working, it didn’t matter. They doubled things. There’s one kiln outside and one kiln inside and the inside one is where you put the pottery and then the fires are lit. So, of course, it keeps it dry. It doesn’t matter what the weather’s doing outside. But now we’re trying to use it as an amphitheatre and we have music in there and it’s a devil to keep warm and keep dry. But yes, it’s a lovely thing. It’s… It did ordinary pottery, it did toilets. It was the place where the flushing toilet was developed and we’re extremely proud of it really even though I’m not into pottery, you know? I don’t collect any pottery but it’s still vital that it’s part of our history. It’s part of our heavy industry, which the youngsters of today just don’t see. They won’t ever see. We won’t ever be allowed to make such a mess of the atmosphere. Everything now is just made in very clinical… In a very clinical way. This we hope will show them that it wasn’t like that. It was hard… Damned hard work. But, again, the… I find when we’re talking to the people that used to work in there… It was a very family-thing. It must have been exactly like the pit. I got one lady that said that she went in there, on a daily basis, to go and say hello to her auntie and uncle before she went home from school. And Mr Searle (I think his name was), the manager of the time, used to… “Hello, my duck. How are you? He’s gone over there for a minute. You can go and have a word with him a minute.” You can’t imagine a child going into a factory nowadays, can you? Because that’s what it was. It was a factory, a pottery factory.
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How many people, at its height, were employed there then?

Oh, over a thousand. Well over a thousand. 

And did they do the whole process? Where did they actually get the clay from?

Local. That’s Sharpe’s itself… It’s a microcosm of what happened. Farmer Sharpe has the ground around here with very little on it. Not very productive soil but he finds coal and he finds clay and it’s quite good clay. So, he starts to use it. He lives one side of the road so builds a kiln just the other side of the road, just at the bottom of his garden, it looks like, and starts firing pots. 

And using the coal to fire it?

And using the coal to fire it so they went together. They did all their working life. You couldn’t have one without the other. If you… They never imported coal and they never imported clay, until very recently. 

When you say pots… What do you mean by pots?

Ordinary household pots. Green’s made the mixing bowl… That one’s on the Common and then, coming towards Woodville, we’d got all the… Which was Bretby… Did all the pretty ones. And Sharpe’s did toilets and cups and saucers and plates… Did I say the toilets? And Wragg’s did the… Mainly the pipes, the small glazed pipes.

The other people I’ve been talking to talked about the big… Like the underground pipes… But I hadn’t heard about this other side of things. Which was, if you like, the most productive? Did it, later on, become more famous, as it were, round here for the big… The underground pipes… Or the…?

Yes, my word. Wragg’s pipes are all over the world and Sharpe’s toilets are all over the world. Both the pretty ones and the ordinary ones. You can guarantee that… They tell me that in places where they have earthquakes and things, they’ve… The modern houses have their plastic ones and the ones where the Wragg’s pipes are still there, they don’t break. The plastic ones do. So, they are earthquake special. And, of course, they weren’t built for that. They didn’t know that at the time. It’s just that they were beautifully made and the way they were taught how to put them together… The one pipe fitting into the other and using the clay to put them together… They even sent that out because they knew that they want it to work properly. So, you go and you do it properly. The engineers went out there and taught people how to do it. How to put these pipes together and they’re still in the ground. 
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So when did Sharpe’s close as a proper pottery, as it were… 1967?

Yeah. 

Why did it close?

I suppose cheap imports.  Wasn’t needed anymore. We’d got a toilet maker up the road and, at the time, there wasn’t the building that there is nowadays and, as I say, now it’s cheap imports. It’s the same with the potteries. The ordinary cups and saucers and things. I’m afraid we housewives have to go to the budget so, instead of buying local or British or whatever, most of the time when we’re setting up home we have to buy what we can afford to buy and it’s usually cheap imports.

So is there nowhere is this area now… Are there any pottery manufacturers of any kind still left?

Yeah, the pipes are still going. That’s Hepworth’s now. Green’s… Which was Green’s… And has been several things… Is now, I believe, Table Top, an American company. How long that will be going here, we don’t know. 

So when did you… There’s a group of you presumably? You’ve set about not rescuing but actually setting this up as a heritage… 

Yes.

And when did all that start then?

What would it be? About five or six years ago now.  Yes, it would be. John Oake, he’s the Chairman to Sharpe’s Pottery and Heritage Trust, it’s a charity now. He organised people around here and raised almost a million pounds in lottery money… Heritage Lottery… And the builders moved in and me and my grandson have watched it from when the builders first went… Well, from just before then because it was a derelict place and we did a work party to try and get it tidied up a bit before the builders moved and they’re struggling a little bit now, financially because, unfortunately when the… Being heritage money, being a listed building you have to do everything, absolutely spot on right to their specifications. And a wall fell down, yeah. And in the rebuilding of that wall and putting an extra floor on the left hand side, where the Magic Attic is now, cost an extra £60,000 and, of course, you can’t raise money retrospectively. So, it scuppered what should have kept us going for five or six years so we’re now struggling to keep our head above water but we’ll get there. We’ll get there, we’ve got to. It’s far too important for the next generations so that they can still see how it used to be.

How many people come a year to it then?

Oh, gosh. The first opening… We topped over a thousand people. I haven’t seen any figures just recently but, yeah… I mean, we get upward of sixty a day… And lots of them…

When are you open?

We’re open from ten until half past three.

What, every day?

No, not Sunday. Monday to Saturday. 

That is quite a commitment.
It is a good commitment. When we first started we thought it was going to be open two or three hours a day, every now and then. You know, when the town was busy but it got so that… That first day showed us that we were huge. It was… And we have regulars that come into the coffee shop for lunch, every single day. We have regulars that bring whoever’s visiting them at the time. Just to come and have a look round and to have lunch with us. It’s a central meeting place and the two groups that have partnered Sharpe’s all the way through… That’s People Express, who are art people but… Everything from writing, physical arts, theatre, bead (?)making… You name it, they’ve got it. If it’s an artist they’ve got them working with them and for them for the community. And then ‘The Magic Attic.’ That was an archive of the local newspaper, that was rescued about sixteen years ago. Graham Nutt heard that the Burton Mail were moving premises and were going to dump their archive so a convoy of forty cars went down there… No, first of all he had to find a place for it so, above the snooker hall was an attic. So, ‘Can we put the stuff up there for the time being?’ That was, as I say, sixteen years ago. They moved into their proper premises at Sharpe’s in 2002. How it got its name? Somebody walked up the very, very straight rickety stairs, took one look round and “Blimey, magic. This is magic.” So it became ‘The Magic Attic’ and it’s still named that. 
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How wonderful. And the other thing is you’ve been doing and… Is that the groups that have done the books and the…?

No, that’s the writers group. That was me. In 1994, I tried to retire with my husband. Hopelessly, I’m terrible… I cannot not work so I decided to do a writer’s group. We met each Thursday, in my house… Dining room, downstairs here and ended up with about twenty people that were local writers and people that just wanted to talk about writing and, “Oh, I’d love to write a book,” this sort of thing. So, that was when I reckoned up how many hours… How many years… My family had been in the mines because we were talking… Most of us were pretty elderly… Wrinkly… And we were talking about heritage in the area and how it had changed so we decided that we really ought to get the people’s story before they were all gone. So, that’s what did. And we ended up being an eight person editorial group and we did ‘Out Of The Dark’… Stories about Swadlincote, and the area, ‘Into The Light,’ and ‘Sounds Like Swad,’ which was a CD that came about because we were listening to these tapes. We’d taped these people and there was some wonderful anecdotes that we decided that it would make busting good listening on the radio so we contacted the Derby radio and they helped us to make this CD ‘Sounds Like Swad.’ And it is… It’s… They’ve got The Newhall Brass Band on it. They’re talking about all the things that they loved in the area… The Rink, which was a dance hall, amongst other things, but mostly the dance hall. Two cinemas we’d got in the area at one time and our most famous shop, Salt’s… ‘Salt Bros.’ 

What’s Salt Bros then?

Salt Bros… Still got a ceramic, mosaic tiled section in front of a door in Swadlincote.

What did it sell then? Salt Bros…

Everything. There was about half a dozen shops at the… Whole length of the High Street and it sold hardware, clothes, haberdashery… Everything from a pin to a… To jodhpurs. If you listen to ‘Sounds Like Swad’ you’ll hear about the jodhpurs. Only the manager was allowed to measure for them. 

The other thing you must have gotten was that again… I know this is only ten years ago… But a lot of the people… You know, people always say, “If only we’d started this earlier,” but you did start ten years ago… There must be things like… Again, in language, accent and also particular words must have been still being used then.

Yeah, again we’ve got some of them on the CD and we’ve got lots of them on the tapes that we taped while we were doing the books. But, again, it’s time. There isn’t enough of us… The people like you and I… To go in there and to listen. I mean, I was stopped from using the local language. My mum was born in Kent and when she came up here, each time we used language that we’d listened to in school, we were told, “You can’t say that. You shouldn’t say ‘Ya shanner’ and ‘Ya canner’ and ‘Ya woner.’ You have to say ‘I can’t’ and ‘I won’t’ and ‘I shan’t.’ So, we were corrected but the older ones, they are there. They are wonderful and, some of it, you just don’t understand. You need an interpreter for it. My dad had an accident at work. Two men came to the door, knocked on the door, spoke to my mum and my mum shouts to the next door neighbour, “Molly, can you come and interpret for me, please?” “Why, what’s up me duck?” And she was… The lady was Lancashire really but she… “These men say that Douglas has hurt himself. Can you tell me what’s wrong?” “A bin hit on the head wi’ a yommer.” He’d been hit on the head with a hammer and he was in hospital. The men took my mum, the people collected us from school and gave us a meal. They made a meal for mum for when she came home from hospital and that’s how it was. They took her to hospital and they took her to hospital and brought him home. It was only a minor accident but the whole of the village was there to make sure that they were alright. 
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And were you seen as quite posh then, at school?

Oh yes. Even my mum… My mum was told that, “Yo even swear posh.” Yes, we had the mickey taken out of us a little bit but it didn’t matter. We’re still part of the area.

One of the things I said on the list there… This kind of idea of whether there are any special phrases, any local phrases for different things round here.

Oh yeah. If you walk up the High Street now you’ll hear it. “Ey up, me duck. Are ye alright? How’s your mother?” And when they say that they really mean it. They don’t… It’s not a passing thing. It’s a ‘Are you alright?’ And they’ll listen. They’ll listen to make sure that you are alright and that your mum is alright. They really care and the menfolk… “Ey up, me old mon, what you up to nowadays?” And they’ll stop and they’ll talk and they’re worse than women.

Me old mon?
Me old mon.

That’s ‘my old man’?

Yeah.

They say it to another chap?

Yeah. And, yeah… I don’t know. It’s… They really care about each other in this area and it’s most unusual, though I’ve not lived anywhere else… I’ve visited.

It’s funny the way you’re describing this it’s almost like you… I know you were born in Kent… You’re almost describing yourself as though you’re an outsider. Using the word they and you’ve lived here for most of your life…

Yeah, and been accepted…

And yet you’re using the word they rather than we.

Yeah.

Is that… Do you see yourself still as kind of an outsider or what?

I don’t think so except that I can quite easily step back from it all because I’m a researcher. I’m a writer and a researcher so I have to stand back and look. Yes, I’m part of them and proud of it but I’m also a good observer and I love the people in this area. Over the years I’ve decided that there is a reason why they are how they are. When this area was a farming area there were just half a dozen or so fairly large farms and fairly well off families and the people worked for them or they went out of the area to work. But farming is seasonal so there’s seasonal workers. They come in and they work and they go to do another seasonal bit. The clay and the coal was found and, again, they needed outsiders to show them how to work it so the outsiders came in to show the people that lived here how to work it. And they came and they lived and most of them stopped. So, they’re outsiders but they’ve come and they’ve worked and they’ve helped the people in this area so you’re welcome because you’re gonna work for us, you’re gonna help us to make this area what it is. And I think that’s it. If you come with the idea that you’re going to work and you’ll help this area, then you’re welcome. I’m certain that’s how this area got such lovely, friendly people. 
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But they’re also engaged in industries which were pretty brutal and they needed to stick together… The men particularly, didn’t they?

Yes.

There was that kind of element in it as well. I mean, if you came back to this place in twenty or thirty years time… Let’s say when the generation that were the miners have died out, won’t it be a very, very different place?

I don’t think so. I don’t think so because the generation… My generation… Are still instilling, even in their children and their grandchildren, that this is a wonderful place to live and we all care about each other. And I think that’s got to survive. It’s too vital not to survive. It’s part of why we do what we are doing. Why we are bringing up the heritage. Why I work for Sharpe’s, why I work for the miner’s group, the writer’s group. Anybody who is interested in this heritage in this area, then I’m their friend and I want to work with them.

Now the National Forest has come along. What difference has that already made?

Oh, it’s wonderful! Absolutely… I can’t say how thrilled I am that I’m part of it. Me and my grandson, of course. Because we… I’ve taken him to Rosliston Forestry Centre, which is part of the forest and he’s used to… When he was a toddler… Be able to peep over those… The safety things to keep the rabbits off. The little pink covers, he used to peek over those to look at the trees and he used to have to go and tiptoe. Now, he’s looking at the trees upwards because the tiny whips (I think they were called, those things that go in there) and now six, seven foot high some of them. And we’ve watched that and, to me, that is absolutely wonderful because I don’t know that the forest will bring that amount of work in… Not yet… It’s our best kept secret at the moment. We are enjoying it and, at the moment, it’s fragile. It’s… We’re nurturing it. We don’t want people tramping all over it just yet so we’re only letting people that we trust come and have a peep at it. That’s how I feel about it anyway. It’s a very personal thing and I know that lots of people would like… You know, everybody and his brother to come but I don’t, not yet. I think the… It’s so fragile and we are enjoying… Oh, I don’t know… The growth of it coming along nice and gently, so that it’s not going to spoil anything yet. We’re going to… I don’t know… Just grow as we should do, as the trees are doing so the economy will grow with it. And so the people that come into the area and that come visiting the area… At the moment they’re just people that are really interested, that really care. We don’t want people that… Well, no it’s not right. You shouldn’t say you don’t want people that don’t care about the place… Just to come and be nosy.

You mean like they could be going to any other tourist attraction?

That’s right. It is a special place and it’s a very fragile place at the moment that… It should be cared for and nurtured until it is big enough to look after itself. 

I live in Milton Keynes and Milton Keynes was called ‘The City of The Trees’, thirty years ago when they planted these same whips and so on and it’s taken thirty years. Even now, it’s… You know, the trees are a lot, lot bigger and everything else and you can get the effect of it to some extent but, even now, there’s still twenty years to go to see it at its full height. It’s an amazing leap of faith, really, isn’t it to say “There’s going to be this forest round here with thirty million trees.” There’s only been six million have been planted so far. I mean, that’s an enormous number.

I know.

And they were whips and now… Alright they’re this high… But I mean it is… I mean, you’ve been involved in it but it must be very difficult for, if you like, the man and woman in the street to grasp and, if you like, to believe that they’re part of something special.

Oh, yeah. Yeah, I mean, most people come through and they say, “Well, yeah, alright. What trees?” But we’ve got some nice stands and they’re doing the job properly. They are putting lots of these lovely little whips and some of them are bigger trees, alongside the old ones. So, yes, you can see what they’re going to be like but you can also walk amongst the baby ones and the ones that the children have set. And the children will see it. I mean, my grandson’s eight and he helped to plant two trees at Rosliston. One for himself and one in memory of my son who died. And he’s now watching them grow and he will see them and he will show his children. And then his children will know and his children will know. So… Yeah, it’s exciting. It really is exciting. It’s wonderful.
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Do you think though… I mean, in the end this place is going to be famous through Britain and the world or whatever, as being this first forest that’s been created for four hundred years… Come and have a look at this amazing environment. Do you think that the legacy, the history of the place in terms of how people earnt their living and the culture and so on… Of the mining and the clay and everything else… Is going to be properly recognised?

It’s got to. It will because there are quite a number of people like myself that care enough now to do something about it. So that we’ve got the collection that the children can see. So that we’ve got videos that they can physically see underground of the mining things. We’ve got the Sharpe’s Pottery, who have pictures of people actually working in the kiln. It’s got to. It’s part of the Forest and we’re going back to the forest. The coal was trees at one stage so… Yeah, it’s a lovely, lovely cycle. Life is a cycle so the forest will be a cycle, going back to the trees that made the coal and the clay.

This might be an impossible question to ask but it’s always worth asking… When you were a kid and you were growing up here, what was your favourite place and then now we’re fifty years later, if you like, what’s your favourite place?

They’re very similar. Our favourite place to play was a brook, which was fenced off, but had huge trees growing at the side of it. We used to paddle in the brook, we used to walk under the bridge under the road, from one side to the other and we used to have a swing that was from the… It was a four bar fence, wooden fence, that we used to swing from the tree across the brook. I’ve taken my grandson there. It’s now a lot more overgrown and the trees are huge and there’s no fence… There’s no things there… But Rosliston Forestry Centre have got all of that in their safe play area so Alexander can swing and he can climb in the ‘Bird of Prey’, the wooden bird of prey… And so can I.

So it’s still there?

It’s still there.
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