An Oral History interview with Ernie Sutton

Interviewed by Roger Kitchen on Tuesday 8 March 2005

Can I begin by asking when you were born

29.9.28

Where were you born? 

I was born at 24 The Heath, Linton in a miner’s cottage - well, they were more of miner’s houses then  - at no. 24

Tell me a little bit about what your mum and dad did 

My father was a miner, worked at  Netherseal Colliery which was just over there from here - just about a mile over the fields, if that - and my mum originally worked in the pipe works at Swadlincote – Woodward’s  Pipe Yard until she married - my father continued mining until just after the war started and he left Netherseal pit and went into Pirelli, worked at Pirelli most of the war until there was a shortage of miners, so he came back mining - about 30 odd he would be, coming up 40 by this time - he was too old to be called up though he had volunteered to go in the Air Force - but they said mining was an important occupation, a reserved occupation, and so he stayed mining 

And was mining in the family?

Er, yes, my grandfather was a miner and he had a broken back, so he went coal carting of all things, carting coal with a horse and cart - he had a smallholding, which he cleared himself, about 5 or 6 acres which was in our possession until - well, the late 1960s, 1970s - and then my father went and sold it just before he died.  My dad was the youngest but one of a family of 14 - his mother died in 1917 - so he was brought up by two older sisters - the two older sisters brought up my dad and Uncle Alf, as I always called him, and my Aunt Eva who was deaf and dumb, and my  Uncle Walter who was also deaf and dumb - I don’t know - I think my Uncle Walter got his from measles,   funny thing the same happened to Aunt Eva - she went to a special school in Derby and so she could cope quite well and she married another death and dumb chap and they had three children who were quite normal - if you look at it like that.  Granddad used to cart coal - very interesting - he used to cart coal from the Silt Pit and it was the old days when you went round the backs of the houses and you tipped a ton of coal and it stood there until dad came home from the pit and then it was stacked in the coal house very much like a pack hole down the mine where all the big lumps built up the front - all the smaller bits went behind and the coal slack was piled in the corner - that came handy on washing day which was always Monday, the only day we could read the paper at the table because the table cloth was whipped off and newspaper was put on the top of the table - so that’s how we read paper, other than sauce bottle labels!  My granddad - 7s 6d - as the language was, to draw a ton of coal from the colliery to someone’s house - and the coal was five bob a ton and granddad charged 2s 6d for moving it from the colliery to the house 

So the miners didn’t get free coal?

No, no - free coal didn’t come in until after the war - 

I find it extraordinary that your grandfather broke his back and yet was doing coal carting  - not too good for a back!

When I talk about broken back, I think the fact  that it was permanently hunched - sort of hunched like this - he was a little chap, I always remember him because he had a moustache - isn’t it funny what you remember - we had an old rosewood rocking chair - and that was granddad’s chair - and what we used to do, we had the groceries from the local shop and they used to come on a Friday night - and with the order came a free bottle of beer for granddad, he had a free bottle of beer from the shop - and, of course,  I had to have a little sip out of the bottle, which was one of my treats before I went to bed - and I always remember this moustache, very tickley when I kissed him before I went to bed 
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So granddad lived with you?

Yes, he lived with us until he died - just before the war - 

So growing up here- what was it like being a kid - where did you play and what did you do? 

Round the backs - each row of ten houses you could get round the back, a sort of service road, and it was just about wide enough to take a horse and cart, but when you were little, it was enormous - of course, when you’re grown up you can see it as it was - just sort of room to get a horse and cart round - but that’s where we used to play, on the backs - everything we did on the backs, whether it was skipping, hide and seek, tin can alerky - you name  all the fun and games we used to play,  it could our road, or we could run around - play football, cricket, marbles - all sorts of things and you would have older brothers and sisters, mums would come out, turn the rope for skipping, enjoyed it, and they joined in the games that you played which is ………………….

Did you run further afield?

Well, yes, we did up to a point - behind the house there was an open field and beyond the field was a wood, a wood that had been coppiced quite frequently, so a lot of the trees were not tall, very straggly, but it was ideal to play in and there were footpaths through this wood - in fact it was called Spittle Wood actually - it’s proper name, it was part of the whole Grange Wood system that was all here before it was cleared - and that’s where we used to play and you got - tea time, mealtime sort of disappeared and you knew it was time to come home when you heard your mother shouting - and believe me mother could shout, you could hear her a mile off - ERNIE, TEATIME, IF YOU’RE NOT IN THE DOG WILL HAVE IT - and that was it, you came home - the things you think of, why did summers always seem to be sunny - when you’re young that’s all you seem to remember and that’s it

And as you grew up - at 11 years old, war breaks out

That’s right

Didn’t that make any difference to you at all?

Not really, I think war breaking out was a godsend to us children in a way - I can remember the day, I can actually remember what happened, we were in Sunday School, everybody went to Sunday School, which was just up the Heath, half way up the Heath, and we came out about half past eleven and they had a Young Man’s Bible Class afterwards and… I used to go to that - and when we came out of Sunday School all these young men, for want of a better word, you know, fathers, elder brothers were all standing round the road, some still smoking, very seriously talking, and of course I went up to our dad, ‘What’s gooing (accentuates accent!) on?’  ‘Oh’, he said, ‘War started today at 11 o’clock’. I said, ‘Oh’. - so interested that I went down back to one of the middle road houses, far more interested ‘cos George Moore was going to kill a pig - and so I remember I was far more interested in that than the war really - but in a way, the war didn’t really affect us, I suppose, except for evacuees - when we were at school we had to cut out this netting stuff that was then stuck on the windows, we did a lot of that, paper was a bit short, I remember the headmaster  - I always used to like to do a lot of drawing -  and I went up to the headmaster, I went up to the teacher or the headmaster who was in the class one day - and said, ‘Could I have another piece of paper, please, Miss?’ - and she said, ‘Well, you’ll have to take care of it now we’re getting a bit short with paper’ - and he said, ‘Oh, let him have it, we can always find paper from somewhere’ - and that was it - but they took all the bulbs out of the lights which there weren’t many - from what I can I remember, thinking right back,  there was one up at Rickman’s Corner, there was one half way down what we called Top Road, one near the Chapel, and one at what we called Middle Road - there was one in front of the Council Houses and whether it was fortunate or unfortunate, there was one outside No. 30 - going from the bottom up, No. 30 - and then there was one at the bottom end, just outside No. 1 in the road- and that as far as I can remember was our lights - street lighting - now the one at No. 30 was an attraction when it was first put up and it was a minor attraction for a long time afterwards - No. 30 was an attraction - bit of a problem for the person who lived there who happened to be my uncle, Uncle Bill lived at No. 30, and, of course, the cast iron post was put up near the wall and had the handlebars up at that top - and of course, it 
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was against the wall, what were we going to do- we were going to climb up and swing on the handlebars up at the top, and of course they were level with the bedroom window, weren’t they - and, of course, it was a congregating point because in the houses I lived in there were one, two, three, four, five, six, myself, the Storey twins, Oliver and his sister - 7, 8, 9, 10 Ken Smith and his sister, 11, 12 - there were about 13 children all much about the same age, give or take a couple of years - and of course we always used to play together so there was always a big group of you playing - and of course we’d congregate around this light and the bigger boys - those who were 12, 13 or 14 would come up as well, so they’d be quite a congregation- and there was a lot of climbing up and down this thing - and my Uncle Bill got a bit choked off with this - it went on for a while and then afterwards he said, ‘Right’, he said, ‘Right, I’m just telling you that you must go away and play somewhere else or they’ll be trouble’ - so we retired across the road and mumbled and muttered among ourselves and the bedroom window shut and we drifted back to the lamp post and the window opened again and he said, ‘There’s going to be trouble here if you don’t go away and play somewhere else’ - and we went away across the road, that was the second time - and the third time, well, of course, the window opened and we were all down there, and we had the contents of the gazunda out of the window, we moved - I think it lasted about three days that we stayed away, but it was too much of an attraction for everyone to play, to play round there - course, childish games, I think nothing vindictive about children’s games when I was young - we used to play the famous game of - the house doors were in pairs and they both opened inwards - from the sort of outside door they opened inwards with nice big knobs on the outside, very tempting to tie the door knobs together, knock on the two doors and then retire across the road and watch what would happen - they’d go like this - and lots of remarks about children which were quite common I suppose - that was one of the games.  And of course, once the war started and they took the bulb out - that gave us more adventurous games really - you have to remember that there were two cars in the village, a bloke who lived in a house just down here, a bloke named Croxall, he had a blue Austin - and the bloke who owned the shop, Tom Wothews (?) still known as Wothew’s shop though there hasn’t been a Wothews shop for years, he had one - so there were two cars - there was a chap who had three lorries and used to cart coal from Netherseal Pit - everything else was horse and cart - or something pulled by a cart  - and yes, so we could sit across the road and when it was dark, one of the famous games was called pin and button - you’ve never heard of pin and button - well, oh dear, you’re education is sadly lacking - well, pin and button was a reel of black cotton and a pin – obviously a knob pin - and what used to happen, the knob pin we stuck in the woodwork of the window frame and then we dangled - a little way down - we dangled a piece of cotton, about a foot, 18 inches long, with a button tied on the bottom - off we went across the road trailing the cotton and you would sit in the ditch, a fairly deep ditch, but more often than not ……… - and then you’d do this and the button would go chink, chink, chink, chink on the window - you would see the hall door open, the light would shine and then it would be shut again because of the blackout - and the door would open and they’d be looking around to see what was going on and we wer in the hedge bottom so nothing happened really – and this is what we did until we got fed up with it – or they refused to come out and open the door and that was it – so you didn’t have to have your backside kicked or anything, once they got fed up with it, that was it – and another favourite was – I think most children did it – was the dustbin lids – they had metal dustbins – each house, each set of houses had a back yard, a ‘coursey’ it was called

Sorry?

A coursey - it was always called the back coursey - it was bricks laid down - sort of bottoms down, so you had all these bricks laid down to make a hard yard - and of course, the dust bins were left at the bottom next to the coal house and toilets, you see, and they had lids on don’t they, and they were metal dustbins, weren’t they, and of course I think one of the few things that we ever did that was really rotten in a way was,  ?? could have  a dustbin lid - of course, everybody would take their dustbin lid off and stand at the bottom in the gap, give a signal, used to roll them down the
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yard - ruum, ruum -  the noise was when they settled down - wham, wham, wham, all round the ten houses all going wham, wham, wham and of course, we scampered - you could get your backside smacked if you were caught - and a waste of time going home and complaining because you only got another one, so you took your punishment and that was it - oh yes, yes

Good stuff, and that must have – it’s interesting those kind of games, because the previous generations must have played very similar ones? 

Oh yes, I’m sure they did and of course

You’d think they wouldn’t fall for it!

No, I mean, they knew what was going on because the older people - though there’s always someone being ingenious with something new I suppose 

You know that game when you knock the door and ran away, what did you call it here?

We just called it door knocking - tying them together

Round our area it’s called Gingerbread 

We used to call it door knocking 

And the evacuees, where did they come from? 

When this first started, there was a right old panic on and people were evacuated mainly from London at the start, we had a lot of Londoners come up - and a lot of people from Southend - no, Westcliff on Sea, that was it - and Southend on Sea, but mainly Westcliff on Sea for some unknown reason, and Birmingham - they came from Birmingham - they were the three places I remember the evacuees came from - and the Londoners went back, cos we had that year of the phoney war and nothing happened - so they slowly drifted back - and that was it.  A lot of the people who came from Southend and Westcliff on Sea, they went back, some of them stayed, but the Birmingham ones more or less for most of the war - I had two girlfriends out of that lot! 

I was going to say, how did you get on, because you were the country people and here were the townies arriving?

Yes, alright, we fraternised - I think that would be a good term for it (laughs)  - they were looked on slightly curiously because their accent was obviously different to ours, specially the Birmingham ones - and they thought we were talking a foreign language – ‘doont ya cum from noo where the effet do’ (?)  and all this funny old stuff – ‘wan wanna a bus’ (?) and all this , which was quite the local dialect, and that was it, but quite a lot of them, I mean, I’m still in touch with a girl - a girl, well, she’s in her 70s now, she came here when she was eight, course I got to know her because there were a crowd of us went together after chapel on a Sunday night - you went to chapel three times on Sundays - and sometimes during the week if there was choir practice on - and there were a group of us went around – we’d go to the pictures and all this sort of thing - and Alice - Alice Wilkes was her maiden name, she arrived here when she was about eight, and she came from Erdington, a lot of people came from Erdington - but Alice was one that I still am in contact with and she still comes over occasionally and I take her out for dinner and we have a clucking session - meet one or two people she was friendly with - and then there was another one I remember Joan Bailey, oh, I had a right crush on Joan Bailey - ooooh, boy oh boy, and she lived in what is now the Post Office, it was a very nice big detached house, the Post Office originally, and she lived there, well, she was evacuated there, and her mother came and her sister, her mother came - she was in charge of welfare for the evacuees, her father was a policeman in Birmingham and he intercepted all our letters when she came back - so he wouldn’t let her come and meet me - though we did meet, we did meet much later - from out of the blue - I’m digressing slightly - but this is obviously a spin off from the evacuees - the evacuees came every two or three years to Ashby, they had a service for them in Ashby at St Helen’s, the church there, and one of my teaching staff used to go there and she said, ‘Oh, we’ve got the evacuees coming for the weekend from Birmingham’  ‘Oh, from Birmingham’, I said, ‘Ask if there’s anybody named Bailey, or who knew Joan Bailey who came to Linton’  - she said, ‘Ooh’, I said, ‘Yes, go on, don’t worry’. - so anyway she came back on Monday morning and said, ‘I’ve got a phone 
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number for you’ she said. There was a girl, I’m trying to think what her first name was - anyway, there was Joan Bailey’s sister had come to this service and had given her Joan Bailey’s phone number - so she passed it on to me, so I rang her up - and she said, ‘I’ve got a voice from the past here’.  Yes, so we had a long chat on the phone and then she said she was a freelance journalist - I didn’t know about her dad intercepting the letters, of course, anyway she told me she was a freelance journalist and she was going to do an article on evacuees and would I be prepared to talk to her - so I said, ‘Course I will’ - so she came over, I gave her a good day and I took her round all the local haunts, special places where we used to go snogging.  ‘Oh my god’, she said, ‘This I remember’. Anyway, she did an article for one of the lady’s magazines - she sent me a copy which I have somewhere - not sure where now, but I have somewhere, and my youngest son, works manager of a plastics firm down near Worcester, I went to stay with him, and went to visit Joan, Joan Goss as her name was then, just outside Worcester, a good clucking session, usual thing- and then the next thing, she disappeared and there was I one day, I’m trying to think - oh yes, I was here at a film show at one of the local chapels and one of the blokes came up and he said, ‘I hope I’m doing the right thing here’  I said, ‘What’s the matter?’  ‘Well’, he said, ‘It’s a little bit personal’, he said - I said, ‘What do you mean it’s personal?’ He said, ‘It concerns you and a lady’. ‘Well’, I said, ‘There’s nothing personal about me and ladies, they go together like this and the other!’ - and he said, ‘Do you remember someone called Joan Bailey?’ - and I said, ‘Of course I remember called Joan Bailey we were girl and boy friend during the war, she was an evacuee from…’  ‘Oh, I’ve got the right bloke’, he said, ‘I saw her, she’s now moved down to somewhere on the South Coast, her partner’s died and she’s movd down to the South Coast somewhere and she sends her regards’ and all the rest of it – ‘Oh, have you got her phone number for me?’ - and he said, ‘Yes’ - which unfortunately I lost, so I’ve not been in contact with her since then

Now, coming back, one of the things you mentioned there was this thing about when the evacuees came the thing about language and dialect - tell me a little bit about what dialect words there were - and how people 

Erm, well, if you’re gooing wome - that means you’re going home

Going..?

Wome

Wome?

You’re going home, you see, and if you were being naughty outside probably an irate dad or mum would come to where you were and say, ‘Wommit’ - wommit means go home - those sorts of things - and you could go to Swad which was the local town, ‘go won bus’ - obviously bus, ‘Brookies’, which if you went to Swadlincote on bus you went on brookies, you went on a bus run by Brooks Brothers - cos the other bus service was Midland Red - heard of the Midland Red - they were round here - things like that - how can I put it, a lot of it is – ‘Do you come from Newham where the effet do’ - which is you should come from Newham where the good people come from - you see, ‘effet do’ - you should do - things like that - ours is rather broad, the dialect round here is rather broad, whereas you get the Birmingham accent which is a bit of a ‘do you come from Berminham loike kid’ - all this sort of stuff, which is totally different - and we could understand them, but I’m damned if they could understand us 

I mean this was obviously like 60 years ago, when did - hasn’t it died out - are there still older people that still have that dialect or did that gradually die out

There are people of my - you see, I - this sounds awful - but I left home when I was about 17 - 18 and went in the Air Force and obviously my dialect was no good to people in the Air Force so I suppose I had to sort of had a middle English dialect - not dialect, but how we spoke, and so I lost mine except for things I can remember, if I start talking to some of the old boys it’s not very long before you get back into it again, but I think it all started to happen round about the 1950s I would’ve thought, Netherseal Pit closed in 1947 - so the miners moved away - a lot of new houses were then built - all round the back of here what I knew as Back Lane is now called the 
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Crest - it’s now called the Crest - but originally in the old village it was the Back Lane - this was the main drag, High Street, Linton, this was it - and behind the High Street was always the Back Lane - or on a Main Street, there’s always a Back Lane - Main Street didn’t come into use oh, for probably a long time while these were here, Linton basically finished at the bottom of Back Lane as it came on there - the part was known as Brooky Lane - it came up from Castle Gresley, up through here, and then turned down Linton right to the bottom of Linton and then you turned up the Heath - that was it, full stop - then it became called Main Street, and the bit as we term on the corner coming up from Castle Gresley and turning to go up into Main Street, was always Chapel Turn - why was it Chapel Turn, there was never a chapel there, there was a chapel there on the right hand side, behind the farm as it was then, there was an old chapel - and that’s why it was called Chapel Turn - and on the opposite side were the grounds of the Manor House, an original manor house which disappeared and a new place was built on it, as things do, as things progress - so I would think that really in the 50s it all began to change, new houses were built, new people moved in, the old people moved - especially girls, marry and move away to wherever their husbands works when they met them - at one time everyone married in this village or the next village, course that died out when there was more transport available and buses would take you to Burton, so people then tended to marry outside the village and, of course, they went outside, even the blokes, a lot of them married and moved away especially when the mines closed, they needed other jobs, so they would tend to travel, travel and get a council house somewhere else and move out the village - and other people moved in, so what happened dialect, I suppose, got swamped with more middle English type of dialects - and most of them now - there are one or two people, some of the old boys still – ‘whor bouy ‘ow you be doin’ - this sort of thing, it still goes on, but they are few and far between - in fact, the two who were the best who were still stuck at it, Jackie Lucas and Spike - Ron Peck, I went to school with both of them, they were real South Derbyshire lads, both with complete South Derbyshire - Linton dialect anyway  of course they’re dead and gone and of course there’s just I think one, two - probably half a dozen older people who still use it - sad really, sad 

Well, it is cos they probably weren’t recorded 

This was a problem - I suppose that’s happened over the years - like everything else, it changes - there were flocks of incomers - a lot from Birmingham live here and commute goes you can just hop on the A42, go that way and onto the A38 and get into Birmingham the back way by Sutton Coldfield - so people travel by cars - it’s killed dialects in a way - and in a way, and I’m not being nasty when I say, it has killed village life as such - the village life that I remember 

Very self contained

Oh yes, we were - you could leave your doors open - neighbours, you’re neighboured - first one to be making a cup of tea would shout, ‘You want a cup of tea, Flo?’ - and so Flo would come round for a cup of tea and a bit of a cluck and things like that - somebody would take the washing in or look after kids and so on - that all disappeared - there’s still remnants of it, but it’s very few and far between 

Now, you were saying you left here in 1945?

1945/6

You said the pit closed in 1947

1947

Cos I want to kind of do this before and after bit - cos you came back again - when you left, what kind of influence did the pit - I mean literally atmosphere, was there a lot of smoke, a lot of chimneys - was it a kind of - was the village a fairly dirty place? 
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No, it was never a dirty place because apart from the pit and the row of miners houses, it was still basically a farming village, there were two farms in the middle of the village - one down at the bottom end of – they politely call it The Crest, the bottom end of the Crest - and across the road was another farm - so you had two farms in the village.  You went down Linton Heath and opposite the school was Simpkins shop  and off licence and things like that but  he ran a small holding still in the village - and if you went down Pit Lane, next to the Pit, and the farm is still there now, you can see it ther was a farm, if you went up Seale Wood, there was a farm - if you went toward Overseal from Linton through the footpath, there was a farm - so we were surrounded by farms, open fields and forest - so it was never a dirty place, the only dusty place was the Pit Lane where the coal dust from the lorries, which started to come to move coal - you know, move the coal away, things like that , and that was it.  I mean it was a clean village as such - as I say, it was still basically a farming village 

How many people were employed there? 

At Netherseal Pit? - I would think probably somewhere 200 to 300 - most of this village people, fathers, grandfathers and sons, brothers, uncles - all worked in Netherseal Pit from the village - they did come from Netherseal itself, the village of Netherseal, they would come fro m Coton in the Elms and Rosliston - they would walk - and a lot of the footpaths are still there that the miners walked, a lot of them are there now, overgrown cos there’s no one to walk them - when Netherseal closed and they started shutting the mines round here, then a lot of the old miners still walked - old miners obviously get older and then no miners at all, so the footpaths were neglected as such - and it’s only recently, since the surge in walking for health reasons, that a lot of the footpaths are being walked again - but you could walk from here to Neatherseal and the only thing you needed to do was to cross a road - you could do it all on footpaths - the same to Rosliston and the same to Coton in the Elms, Overseal, you only needed to cross one road and that was Linton Heath road there and you could walk from here across the Rec follow the footpath down onto Linton Heath, through the alleyway at no. 10 - and you could follow the footpath right through to Overseal to get up to the A444 again if you wanted - so there are a lot of the footpaths - in fact when I was headmaster of Overseal school we used to do a sponsored walk for Leukaemia research and we used to send it to a hospital in Leicester and the haematologist used to come and walk with us - so we had great fun and we used to a walk these paths and the children didn’t have to go on the main road and they probably walked where they’d never walked before, but where their fathers or grandfathers had walked - mainly their grandfathers, I would imagine, because of the other jobs that came after Netherseal closed 

I know this is the big problem with this about compacting everything into about an hour, but I want to take you if you like - you went off, joined the RAF, you then trained as a teacher presumably? 

Afterwards, yes, I went in the Air Force, did 13 years in the Air Force as an engine fitter, had a couple of years in Gibraltar, took part in the Berlin airlift - fortunately the Suez crisis did not last that long for me to be dragged out to Suez - I went to Aden for a while when pulling out of Aden went across Africa from one side to the other by air - not walking - and - but for the time I spent in Norfolk and Suffolk, I was never, except for training, the only time I ever went to Cosford, I did what you 
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call a mixed course at Cosford, and from there I went to a place called Watton in Norfolk - went over their satellite airfield at a place Shepherds Grove - went - 1946 - 7 - that’s where I worked on Mosquitoes and Lancasters there - a very bad winter, we did no flying until end of March, beginning of April, in fact I was looking through some accounts I did for the group of people who live in the units on the old airfield at Shepherds Grove - I was looking through all the aircraft I’d listed and the number that were gale damaged, the gale in that very bad winter, I think about half  - a third of the Air Force Lancasters at the time that were flying out of Shepherds Grove were scrap - we didn’t have to worry about it, the war was over - lot of Lancasters hanging around - ditch, scrap one, get another out

I want to jump as it were to you coming back to this area 

I came back in 1970, so I’d been away basically from 1946, May 1946 when I joined the Air Force, so basically I moved away then, came back for the odd weekends and on leave to my parents and when they moved house out of the rows into the new houses that were built in Princess Avenue, we moved in there - and things like that - but when I went on leave I came here - when I came on leave I was a naughty boy, I used to go and work in the local garage, Brook’s Garage, and I could earn more in a week than I could earn in the Air Force in a month - you could do all sorts of things, you could take a gear box off a car, you would strip it down, rebuild it and put it back on again, now gearbox has gone, off the shelf, put another one in - so I used to come home and out of my ten days I would work a week at Brook’s Garage, work for my pet girlfriend at the time - that’s another story - and so I came back in 1970 - by that time - I left the Air Force in 1959, in the meantime, I married in 1951. T he Berlin airlift finished - that’s another story - anyway, I met my wife while I was at a place called Honnington in Suffolk - and went overseas for two years, came back- saved my leave up and flew home and we had a week together then and then got married when I came back in 1951 - and then, as I say, I left the Air Force in 1959 by this time we had three children - and went into Teachers Training College down at North Hinksey - just outside Oxford  - Westminster  Teachers Training College - they’d moved up from Horseferry Road in London to a brand new college - I was a day student there, so I lived out and went in every day - then I taught down in the Oxford area for about eight years, deputy head in a school down there, I was looking for a headship, I couldn’t get one down there, there were three came up that I wrote for - Overseal, Sprowston in Norfolk, and one down in Letchworth - so had a choice, one after the other, so I got called up for an interview with all three actually, so I came to Overseal for the interview and I was offered the job - so being a canny chap by this time, better the devil you know than the devil you don’t know, so I took the one at Overseal.  I rang up the Director of Education in Norwich and told them I had accepted another post and he gave me a verbal - put your fingers in your ears - over the phone and I rang up the people in Letchworth and told them I’d accepted a post round here - so I came back here in 1970

And how different was it - I know you had been coming back for weekends – but..

Once you were back here you could really see the changes -  a great difficulty in finding people I knew - at one time when I came down, everybody from number 1 up to  number 97 in the road, that’s how many houses there were, and you knew everybody ‘cos you’d played with everybody, might be chapel, Sunday School, so I mean you grew up, went to school with them, secondary school and so on, and that had all gone - the secondary school, Castle Gresley Central disappeared when the Pingle school

Sorry, what was it called?

Castle Gresley Central School - that disappeared when the Pingle school opened and the whole lot moved over to the Pingle - one or two of the masters went over there - one who even taught me was still there when I dragged my son over to start there - Mr Marlow, Mr Marlow, yes, and in fact the headmaster was a Mr Laurie when I came 
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back here - he did offer me a job when I was in the Air Force when I told him I was going into Teacher Training College - he said, oh, when you finish, there’ll be a job - I didn’t particularly want secondary school - no way - anyway, that was it, I came back, but it had changed because people had already, different families were in - more houses were here, in fact the population must have doubled with all the new houses being built - 

What about the Pit? 

Oh, that went in ‘47 - in 1947 that closed 

And is there any evidence? 

No - the only evidence of a colliery is a bank running from the end of the road and you can see it going along there with trees on it and then it disappears because the rest of the railway embankment was ploughed out - and there isn’t - I mean, if you knew where it was you’ve a rough idea, you could probably pin point it out - but if you’re a stranger here you’d probably think, oh, there’s a bank down there with trees on - not realising the fact that that was the railway line that took the coal, full trucks of coal back down to the mainline at Castle Gresley  so there’s not really any evidence at all apart from that  - only people who know that that’s there what it was, a railway

And when you were growing up the livelihoods were farming and mining? 

Mainly mining

What was it by the 70s? 

By the 70s there was still the odd mines open when I came back because my middle son Robert, he went to work at one of the few collieries that was still open - that was at Donisthorpe, there was Donisthorpe, Rawdon, Cadley Hill, Swad Lane - those were about the only collieries left open here.  Cadley Hill had been redeveloped with great expectations, which came to nothing, and they spent literally thousands, and thousands, and thousands of pounds on it  - and it all went phut because once they started to get the coal out of it, the salt content in the coal was so high that it corroded the boilers and the boiler tubes at the power station and at the breweries and it was no good, so - phut, it just died, that was it and it was all underground - I had the chance of going underground there - but that was it and gradually all these collieries closed, we had the miners’ strike, of course, but after that was over, I mean a colliery’s working life is about 100 years and these collieries round here all opened in the 1860s, 70s, 80s, 90s so they were reaching the point where getting the coal economically from them was more or less finished - Donisthorpe there was hope - they had what they called the Rawdon complex which was Donisthorpe, Marquis and Rawdon collieries were all joined up underground and all the coal came out and was all screened at Rawdon and then taken away by rail, but they had default at Donisthorpe - one of the main coal faces caught fire and had to be blocked off.  Really that was the end of the coal mining basically in this area when Donisthorpe finished  - Marquis closed, Rawdon finally closed - so Marquis Colliery   is now the site of the - where I work - Conkers, the National Forest piece, is all on that site – that Bath Yard

Oh right

The only evidence is the old boat house and bath yard where the canal came through and they put the boat, the boat coal was carried - and Marquis, all we have there is the two shafts fenced off, with the vents to let gas out every so often from the underground workings - so something ought to come out of it, but all that you get now is the other mess with open cast mining - the whole lot has changed, the whole - complete business - it is not a close knit community any more - there are - the church has its basically community and the local chapel has its community and the village hall sort of caters for most things, but there is not the same sort of village togetherness that there was when I was a young lad, that is missing 

Was that exaggerated because of the nature of mining as an industry because of the reliance on each other ?

I was going to say this ritual relying on each other down the pit and, of course, everything came together on top - if you were friends down the pit, you were friends at the top and that was it, and the community sort of in a way you could say it was a bit self centred, but it was there

What did your dad do when he wasn’t down the pit?
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Gardening, gardening for a start - my grandfather had this small holding - well, of course my dad used to work there - then my granddad died and my dad carried on for a while because it was a change, a way of getting into fresh air when you’d been down the pit - he also reared budgies and canaries - in fact he became a birdcage judge after the war - he managed to keep his birds alive during the war because you could still get little bits of bird seed and if you knew where to look, you could get your own seed, but he kept them alive during the war and then built up a breeding stock again - and carried on for quite a while until we moved from Linton, from the Rows, to up here in 1947 and then he just got interested gardening growing chrysanths and things like that which was his interest

What about other miners’ pastimes were there?

Pigeons - ferreting - rabbiting - you could always get a rabbit, someone could always get you a rabbit for 6d - yes, I think pigeons - that’s died slightly, there are one or two pigeons fanciers - football - there were always a lot of local football teams, mainly miners, and, of course, not in this particular Linton, but the colliery company - Moira, they had a band - there was a Moira Band - most of the collieries, the bigger collieries had a choir, which are still running under the colliery name, but obviously not miners any more - so you have Gresley Male Voice choir which was from the Gresley Colliery, the Gresley Brass Band - from the Gresley Colliery and a lot of others - and Moira Colliery, they had their Choir and Band - but the Moira Colliery Company in fact then owned the southern collieries that were working round here and there was a lot of brass band work - a lot of music and a lot of singing - very much like Wales, I suppose - but our choirs are better than the Welsh ones 

I mean it sounds like a man’s world - what did the women get up to? 

Mainly stayed at home and families - they would probably - I can remember when girls went into service, they didn’t go into service locally, they went away - I can remember my aunt Lizzy, who married one of my dad’s elder brothers, went as far away as North Wales to be in service - in fact, I have in my possession a letter from my grandma to my aunt Liz before they were married, before she married my uncle Charlie, telling her about what was happening here - a funeral, it was whatsit Tombs’ funeral and the photograph on the postcard was the police escorting miners, moving coal from Netherseal Pit up what is now Main Street  and the   usual go about when you’ve got the police out, you know, guarding the miners, well, the coal  - cos round here some of the miners kept working because at least you could earn money - if you didn’t work you didn’t get any money, full stop - it was as simple as that - and I suppose in a way that was where the mine owners had the miners over a bit of a barrel really .  We  were lucky - our family in a way were lucky because my grandfather could feed us from the small holding which we fed from anyway, apart from meat, but then rabbits - rabbits - you got rabbits without batting an eyelid,  and we grew most of our own veggies, spuds, carrots, cabbages - potatoes we kept all the year round because they were clamped, same with carrots, clamped in sand, so we were fortunate in a way - and a lot of miners were gardeners and grew a lot of stuff of their own - oh, there’s lots of interesting things I could tell you 

Well you have been, you have been - 

And I mean there was this thing about Christmas - always a good time at Christmas - when I was a kid we had a mummers play round here - most areas had some form of mummers play - and we had one here, it was sort of a version of a version of a version, that the sort of thing and that was slowly worked in some one’s wash house - no lights in a wash house but you’d have a candle in a jam jar for a light - and you’d practise in somebody’s toilet and it was all handed down, all word of mouth literally, you learnt it from somebody else, they would tell you what to say and so on and so forth - the only written version I ever came across was a mummers play from 

50 mins

down south, reading through you could see that ours was modelled on it, a bit different I suppose, it always contained a doctors, St George, a dragon and a fight between sort of Beelzebub and St George - the king of Egypt, all this sort of thing - all these little things came into it and so on - and you just learnt words from one another, it was passed down - I think it’s more or less died out now - once people started locking their doors there was no way you could do it because the opening line was - after I went through the yard and up to the back door and went in - I said - what was it, I had it on the tip of my tongue then ‘I open up this door to enter in to see what favours I can win, whether I sit, stand or fall, I’ll do my duty to please you all’ now you mightn’t have got that far and if the householder was in a good mood, you’d carry on and do the lot - but if he wasn’t you got to ‘open up this door’ and were given ‘well, close the bugger on the way out!’  Not very often, cos it was a form of entertainment –there were  no TV - some people had wirelesses, the old valve and cats whiskers - cats whiskers - I can remember them, we had one of them, god, and then them valve sets came in before the war - but television didn’t really appear till after 1947/8 though, did they  it was in in London before the war  - it was all stopped…

I want to come back to - I’m fascinated about this mummer’s play  - when you got into it, who was - if you like who got you involved in it, who was doing it?

Well, just the kids - it’d been just like handed down 

So it wasn’t an adult thing this ?

Oh no, no, the oldest people were probably about 14 - and it would be passed from older brothers - once you started to work - you finished with all this once you started to work, which was at 14 - well, they’d always be a hanger on, brothers, if you like, to this thing, and so we learnt the words by being in there and listening to them being said - so this is how it carried on - and there were modifications made because sometimes you’d miss a line so you’d improvise - so modifications take place 

And what about the costumes ?

Oh well, just depends what you could scrounge 

There weren’t any like…?

No, no, no - you wore sort of any old clothes - I mean the doctor wanted a top hat which we probably borrowed from somebody, but that was all - and a bag and a bottle of beer - that sort of thing - and you blacked your face with coal soot - things like this - you wore old clothes with jackets turned inside out - 

And you’d do this what just before…?

This was just before Christmas and you would do probably - there were a couple or three groups doing something similar in the village - I mean, we used to do what we called Bottom Rows, part of Main Street here, the pubs were always a money spinner, and things like that - so with time you’ve been in each house, possibly 30 houses and you’d start somewhere say about 6 or 7 o’clock at night and by the time you’d done that it would be a good two hours gone past - and that was it - of course you had to spend a lot of time - who got the largest share of the money and so on and went down to the lowest bit at the end - but it was good fun

And when did that die out - or is it still going?

Oh no, no it stopped years ago, I think it died out - as I say when people started locking their doors and Tvs became the fashion and of course there was no need, people became more entertained - cars - you could go to the pictures quite easily if you wanted - I think TV killed the cinema - so it died out about that time 

Were there any other points in the year like Bonfire Night, Harvest Supper, things like that ?

You could set your - when I was a child, you could set your calendar, the first thing was whip and tops which would be coming in sometime around now - and you had two types of tops, three types of tops - what we called the window breakers which was a little top about so big, nice round top with a shaft about so wide and a nice 
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nail stuck in the bottom and it - we called it ‘ flyer’ as well cos if you hit it hard enough you could get it up in the air - they were called ‘window smashers’ cos they tended to do that, smash the window - and used to whip and top all the way to school - and then do it at playtime - the girls would go on to skipping about this time so you were whip and topping girls were skipping – ‘salt, vinegar, pepper’ all this sort of thing  - that went on - then you had what we used to call ‘bike wheeling’ - we used to oh, we couldn’t get a proper hoop - a hoop with a metal bar round and a hole in and you could push it around with that - we used to have a bike wheel, chop all the spokes out - you could do the same thing with a stick and the v of the thing would drive it around like that - that was another session.  Marbles when it came obviously to more summerish and autumnish game was  marbles, we used to play on the backs - we used to have a semi circle like that - marbles you start with oners, twoers, threers, fourers  and so on - and then you would add to the pinkie line that - am I speaking a funny language now - the pinkie line

The pinkie line?

They call it now - in darts they call it the ockey - where you stand and throw from, well, the pinkie line was where you tossed your big marble up to - ping - keep your knuckle down and see how many marbles you could

Pingy?

Pinkie line it was called - and you used to take it in turns - we used to toss for it who would go first, second, third and fourth, and so on - cos if you went first you were more likely to get the most marbles out of the ring and of course, they got less and less as you went down the - getting a shot at them - I remember losing practically all mine I went home crying.  My dad said, ‘What’s the matter? - and I said that I’d lost most of my marbles - funny phrases isn’t it, when you think about it – ‘lost most of me marbles’ - anyway, ‘Ah, give me what you’ve got’. - and off he went and came back with a big cocoa tin full of them - and he said, ‘Here y’are - yes, yes, stop mithering’ - that’s another word, mithering

So after the marbles  - so this was your year really?

Yes, this was the year - and so on, hop scotching - most of the things like hopscotch,  marbles were summerish games, then you got on to sort of coming into Autumn, you started picking up - playing things like hide and seek or tig, release tig, things like that - but one thing we used to play was tin can alerky - which was similar to hide and seek but you had a circle in the backs, that’s where we used to play it round the backs, and you had a Tarantella Tomato tin - and what actually happened, the tin was thrown  off, thrown away and whoever was on chased - gave chase for the tin brought it back,  stick it in a circle, everybody else scarpered and hid - and what he used to do, coming round hunting for you and when he found somebody or  saw somebody ‘ahh’ you know, ‘Haircut’  cos that was Arthur’s nickname, Arthur Newgate’s nickname, always needed a haircut, and he would come, say, ‘Haircut, stand on the tin’ - and say ‘Can, can, Haircut’ - so if you was the first one you’d be out sort of thing and way through till he caught everybody - but if wanting to do the standing on the tin  and say can, can and you beat him to it, all the one’s that he caught could run away and hide - it used to go for hours 

I can imagine!
You used to play ball up against the wall, you know, one ball, two balls and round, round the back - backwards and all sorts, through the legs - and so on and so forth - that was a girl’s game, they used to play that

Were there any communal coming togethers at all?
Well, there wasn’t the sort of same - you see we didn’t have a village hall then - there was no village hall then

Bonfire Night?

Yes - but not like how you have a big communal bonfire - everybody had an individual one or if you couldn’t afford it you went with somebody else and you generally let off fireworks sort of individually and so 

And with the things like the chapels, were there Whit Walks or anything like that ?

Well, they - it’s a little bit awkward - they used to do what they called missionary work - which sounds ever so - missionary work, three Sundays starting -  we would start about next month, April, and we used carry a small organ on two poles and go all down the backs of the houses and we’d  put the organ down and somebody played the organ and sing a few hymns - then go a bit further down and somebody would go round rattling tins and we would raise money for chapel like that  - also the chapel doing that would also bring us up Sermons - have you heard the word Sermons? Anniversary basically - the Chapel Anniversary were always called Sermons - now at Sermons you all had new clothes, new shoes, socks, trousers, shirt, jersey, jacket or whatever you wore, they were always brand new  - so as it was it was off with your scruffy everyday clothes, and they were used for best 
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The Sermons took place the end of April - I’m trying to think of the exact date - cos that’s all died, that’s all gone - anniversary was some time - I’m sure it was - was sometime end of April, beginning of June 

Like Whitsun time?

Well, it would be just after Whitsun - then you’d have - the only thing, the chapel or the churches organised most things when I was a child.  I mean, on Good Friday you went to chapel and after a short service you were given a hot cross bun - and then there was the chapel treat during the August holiday when you were from school - and we used to go ever such a long way, we used to walk down Waterfallows and one of the chaps would throw a couple of ropes over a tree branch and you’d have swings and racing and things like this 

And whereabouts did you do this?

Place called Waterfallows which isa lane opposite the chapel – it is marked – and there was a farmer there named Lowe, thing I remember about farmer Lowe, he had three nice daughters, but he let the chapel have a field - you know, you could go and play in that field for the day - well, Saturday afternoons as a rule - and you took your cup, that’s all you needed a cup, and you got sandwiches and a cup of tea or soft drink - drink of what ever you liked, and you ran races and won prizes and things like that and you could enjoy yourself for two or three hours on a Saturday afternoon - that was the Sunday School Treat - what else did they use to organise - Whitsun, of course, which was slightly different - later on in the years the Sunday School became - the Sunday School Treat became an outing - after the war - and they used to go further afield by bus - used to go to Wicksteed Park down near Kettering

Gosh, quite a way? 

Yes, well, there weren’t much traffic on the roads then - not in those days - all these sort of things, but the church used to do something similar for the people in church - and then they’d arrange a Christmas party - but then again we used to have lots - there used to be lots of parties - especially during the winter months, you’d have a chapel party where, you know, you’d have a few sandwiches, cakes, tea and mainly soft drinks - and you’d have a party and mainly the Sunday School kids would have a party - my long term girlfriend at that time - we used to have a game called Winking, you see, have you played these games, no

Is it when you wink at someone and the other person’s got to spot it ?

Well, no, you sat - well, I don’t know how you played it, but we played it - we had a row of seats there and a row of seats there - now the lads on one side - girls sitting, girls behind girls and boys sitting - so what you had, you had somebody in front of you and if somebody over there winked at your seated partner you had to stop them from going over there which you did by sort of more or less strangling them - this was quite fun when you think about it then because this is the sort of indoor games you played, obviously Musical Chairs was another one - and there was always rather - well, I suppose looking at it now it seems harmless, but it was quite hilarious at the time - when we used to have grownups coming to these parties - we used to play a game called Kissing the Blarney Stone - oh, this was a bit near the knuckle was this one, all it was, you put people outside the room you see, and then you had a chair and to kiss the Blarney Stone you had to fetch somebody out and they would kneel on the chair, lean over to kiss the blarney stone, you see, of course, in Ireland to kiss the Blarney Stone you have to lean out of a window and you have to lean backwards, in this you had to lean forwards, and so to kiss the Blarney Stone what it was, a bloke would roll up his sleeve, like this, you see, he’d got a nice bare arm here. So they’d blindfold the person coming in – ‘You’re going to lean over and kiss the Blarney Stone’, so they’d lean over and kiss this bloke’ s arm, you see.  As  they were taking the Blarney stone he’d be pulling his trousers up - and of course some of these old dears used to get all hysterical.  Looking back, it was funny then, I still think it’s funny now when I remember the expressions and shrieks of laughter and all that sort of thing - that was another game - and all other sort of things, spinning the platter - we played forfeits - the opportunity for kissing, like Postman’s Knock, were

Good stuff

Yes, good stuff
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I’ve come to the end - but I wanted to ask one question really which was in terms of places round here - this is about landscape and so on - where is your favourite place round here?
My favourite place doesn’t exist any more - it disappeared - it was a little - near where my grandfather had his ground, there was a copse and it was very old trees, and it was my favourite place and I used to walk round there - you could go bird’s nesting, you could find all sorts of things - way out in the wilds and it was surrounded by farmland - and you could find all sorts of things in this piece, but unfortunately, before I got back here it had all been chopped down - so my favourite place, I’m afraid, disappeared.  But I had one in Suffolk, but I must admit - there’s a favourite place where I met my wife in a little village called Honnington - and I go back there quite often - at Christmas, normally what I do - well, the wife’s been dead now what just over 2 years - and on Christmas day I usually drive up to a place called East Dereham, cos she’s buried with her parents, and I usually drive up there on Christmas Day, leave some flowers on the grave, and then drive over to Bury St Edmunds which is just a way from Honnington, go to Honnington, which is where we lived, started our married life, where I met her, and then I go over to a place called Great Barton to stay with some of her relatives which we used to have a lot to do with  - so I stay on the farm then for two or three days with them - then I come back home.  I shall go off again 18th, 19th because that was her birthday and that was the day we actually ?  on her birthday - so I shall go and take some flowers and probably go on to Norwich and stay with my sister in law - but it’s my part of the country now - I’ve been away so long - I’ve lived so long in Norfolk and Suffolk that I like it out there now it’s nice, pleasant, and ‘have you got a loit boy?’ I’m it!

Well, thank you so much 

It’s been a pleasure, if you want any more there’s lots more 
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