An Oral History interview with Maurice West

Interviewed by:
Roger Kitchen on  Tuesday 15th  March 2005

Whereabouts were you born?

I was born a little village, just outside Burton on Trent. It was called… still is called Rolleston-On-Dove. But only as a baby and then… A baby, still as a babe in arms,we moved to Coton Park. ‘Strip and at It’ as it’s called. And I stayed at Coton Park till I got married. 

Why was this place called ‘Strip and at it’? 

It used to be a bit rough and ready… Coton Park. If you lived in Coton Park you got no problems but if you were from outside Coton Park, you wouldn’t have dare walk through because the kids used to have you, the parents would have you.

Was it a new… Were they new houses then or were they old houses? I’m just trying to get the kind of feel of the place.

They were houses. They were built in 1923 for the pit… Coton Park pit… For the Coal Board. All same, all the same top row and bottom row. All same, lovely big houses. Outside toilets. You know, all got outside toilets. No hot and cold water. None of this modern stuff, radiators. It just used to be a big fire and you used to have a brick-out oven. Put in your bed or the shelf out that you’d put in your bed. None of this modern stuff.

And as you grew up as a kid, whereabouts did you play?
We played mainly in the streets because there wasn’t the volume of traffic, obviously, that there is now and played in the streets. Whip and top, tip-it. Tip-it’s one that you probably would want to remember or want to know about but it’s just a shaped piece of wood pointed at both ends. You tapped one end and, as it flew in the air, you hit it as hard as you could and the one that went the furthest was the winner. But we did have a field called ‘Top Field.’ And that were for everybody. A local bloke, a Mr Palliter (?)… Used to have a set of cricket stumps and whatever during the summer and he’d lend them to anybody but everybody used to play. Twenty-two, twenty-four a side and more and loved it. No falling out… Along Coton Park there was no falling out.

And what about wandering further afield?

We did go further afield. As I said we used to walk down to the second donkey bridge. That’s just a railway going over a normal road to Burton fields. We’d just walked across them fields then, either mushrooming or gathering water cress, because water cress from the local brook and local springs were brilliant. And, of course, when we moved up to the Fosse donkey bridge… Then we used to go… There’s a brook run very, very nearby. We used to rock the brook up, leave it for a couple of hours… Three hours… Go home and have a jam sandwich and then, when we got back, it would be deep enough to swim in and that’s where we learnt to swim really.

When you came to leaving school what were your possibilities?

The possibility was such as… That we could either… If your dad worked at pit it were automatic you went to the pit but I did have an interview to go to F and F at Burton. F and F is not there now, I think it’s Morrison’s now. Fine needle frames, an engineering firm and I’d passed me interview and everything and gone down for the interview. When I got back me dad said, “How much is that then, me mun?” And I said, “It’s thirty-four and six.” He said, “Take my bike  and have a ride to Cadley. See if they’re setting on.” And they were and I set on at Cadley… 1953 and that were three pound, nine shilling. Three pound, nine shilling and a penny for the week, including Saturday morning that. So, I went pit.

So it was money actually rather than family orientated? 
Money orientated. Aye, ‘cause you see I were one of nine so every penny helped and that were be all and end all. You go in pit. 

There wasn’t anything by your parent or your dad or whatever saying, “The last thing I want my children to do is go down the pit.” You know, because I’ve heard that story from other people, saying, “The last thing I want my child to do is do this.” But there wasn’t that kind of thing in the family?

Not at that time, no. I don’t think… Not even my time. I’d got a son start at the pit, he’s at Dore Mill and he’s travelled. He’s out at Donnisthorpe, he moved to Asfordby when that shut… Another white elephant. Moved down to Dore Mill, he loves it. But that’s his own choice.
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Before you actually went to the pit had you, through… Ever going there… Had you ever been to a pit before?

There were a pit at the bottom of me garden, Coton Park pit but I’d never… I could see the head stocks or whatever and the workings of the pit, the screens whatever but it never dawned on me that I would be working down pit one day, not at that stage.

Can you remember your very first day? 

Were difficult. I can remember very early on, very early on… When we start at the pit you’d got to do an induction course for a start. Everybody had to go to Donnisthorpe, the local lads all went Donnisthorpe for an induction course and then, when you got back to your own pit after this three months course, one of me very first jobs… It might have been the first day… Were bat-picking on the screens and that’s as the coal’s come down, you used to have to pick all the bits of stone and things that wouldn’t have burned on various fires and chuck them into a tub. 

It’s like a conveyor belt, is it?

Conveyor belt or they were wire belts then and you used to shake all the slack off them but our job then, as lads… Of course, some of the injured miners and the old ‘uns used to be on here showing you what to do. The first job were bat-picking on the screens. 

Bat?

Bats… Bats, that stuff that wouldn’t burn. It’s bat… Stone. All stuff that…

B-A-T?

Bat-picking, just like that. We’ve got photos of that across at our exhibition actually. But that were the first job and you progressed then to down pit.
When you were doing the induction course did you actually go down in… What was the point of the induction course then?
You went down and had a look. Fit… Try your boots on, make sure your boots fit you. There were no work wear scheme then. You went in whatever you could afford. Jeans or whatever, but there were no… As I say, there were no work wear scheme but it was sort of introduce you to wearing boots rather than pumps. And, of course, that’s all we had at school, in’t it? Pumps. And sort of familiarise you with what you’re going to be doing at the pit. They’d got a training place where you just down a couple of hours and have a look round and come back again but, basically, it was all a lot of building relationships really ‘cause there were probably twenty or thirty lads here from various pits. You’d be doing different projects. Loading tubs up, you know, for supplies. Unloading ‘em, ring-dragging, unloading ‘em. Just to get you used to working down a pit.

You said you worked, if you like, above ground doing this bat-picking. So, what was your first job?

That were it. 

No, when you actually went down the pit.

First job down the pit were… Used to drive… For a very few weeks… Belt-driving the conveyors. Until you’re sort of sixteen you used to have the little jobs that wouldn’t have knocked you about so much. So, you started off on the conveyors and then, as you got to sixteen, you went… What they called ‘on supplies.’ That’s with the ponies, etc. Very interesting job because we used to… Cadley then was a shaft mine and it also two drifts. So, we used to have to catch the ponies in the morning, saddle ‘em up, feed them, water them. Take them down the pit, walk ‘em in. It’s about two miles, you know, down this one in eight gradient… Or one in twelve… You know, it used to vary. But, anyway, all downhill. Once we got there you’d tie the pony up and then we used to come back on the surface and take what we’d call a train of tubs in, all filled with mining materials. Timber, rings, whatever and then have to go and distribute that when we got underground to the various districts, ‘cause every pit had got its own various district. I mean, at that time, down the drift… There were four districts down there… Sixes, Sevens, Ones and Swan Necks, what we called Swan Neck, so… And it were all distributed then by pony. Used to go down the main run with the endless rope or the direct rope and then, once you’d got to the bottom of there, take your tubs off and take them to your area… One, two a time… Depending on how heavy they were, to the various districts. And I did that then up to when I were eighteen, ‘cause you could go on the face. As soon as you were eighteen you went on face.
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So, I want to understand more about this. The ponies, overnight, were above ground?
Yeah. The ponies down the drift at Cadley stayed on the top overnight. The ponies down the pit only come up once every twelve months. They come up during the August Bank Holidays. Just bought them up for a fortnight and, as I were saying we were fortunate, we bought our ponies out every day. 

So they come out and then when you go down you’re going, sort of, down a slope, are you?
Yeah.

Into the mine. This long… A long tunnel, was it?

Yes.

That’s what the drift is, is it?

Just a long tunnel.

And they’re pulling these wagons?

The tubs, yeah.

They’re pulling the tubs, behind them, down into the…

All the supplies were taken in eight, probably ten tubs a time on this direct rope from the surface. So you go about two mile on this rope. Then when you get to the bottom that’s when the horse’s come in…

I see… Because it’s on a slope you can almost like let it down on a rope, as it were.

Yeah, it goes down on this rope and then, of course, when we get to the bottom it levels off and then we distribute, to the various districts, with pony.

These districts… How far away are they from that point? That distribution point.
I would think the farthest point would be about a mile, which is still a long way underground.

Is it illuminated?

No, there were no lights then. The only lights the pony got on was your light. I shouldn’t be telling you this but we used to ride on the shaft iron. That’s the iron that couples up to the horse to the tub. We used to ride on that so he could see where they were going and the only road of stopping the horse then… We’d switch the light out and they stopped dead. 

How wide were the paths, as it were, underground?

Arches… They were all set arches, nearly all arches underground. Steel arches… How wide? They were nine by eight. So they’d be nine foot wide and eight foot high. Just two section arches, just coupled together at the top with a set of blades.

Plenty of room really to…

Well, eight foot and your tub’s… What, three foot six wide so there’s only eighteen inches either side. It’s not a lot of room, is it?

And when you arrived at the kind of…

At the district, yeah.

The district… What did that look like? Was that a bigger, open area?

No, you’d got arches all the way up, even the ponies… Even taking the supplies right up to the back rip or front rip or whatever. That was right up to the face and only the face that were lower than that. The face can vary from… We started working in yard coal, you know. But it were only about two foot six, two foot nine really. Started working in that but that’s as far as we used to take the supplies and then from there they used to have their own district supply lads, keeping em moved up. 

You were saying earlier about this man… What did you call him?

The ‘Osstenter’ ‘Osstenter’, call it whatever you want. They were the bloke who looked after the horses. His job were to fill a book in. They’d got a proper log book and they used to check your horse out and check it back and, if there were the slightest mark on him, you were carpeted. They thought more of the horse, at that time, than the man. I had a Osstenter, Walter Ely were at Cadley …..and his son finished up deputy… With me. Young Walt… So, tradition goes back a long, long way.

It wasn’t a kind of… If you like, handed down from father to son type of job? He just happened…

Not that one. There were jobs, not underground… The engine-wright at Cadley, that were handed down a couple of times. You know, from Clamp  to Clamp  but not underground one, that weren’t handed down, no.

You’re saying that the ones that were down the pit lived all the time down the pit?

Yeah.

They came out once a year?

Once a year. They come up during the August Bank Holiday fortnight because all pits then used to shut off for the holiday fortnight and they’d bring the ponies up and let ‘em run round in the field and they used to go wild. You can imagine, twelve months underground. But, having said that, you know the stables were as clean and as light as where we’re sitting now. They were fantastically clean, yeah. They had their share of mice and that. They used to come down in the corn and the barley, whatever but they were fantastically clean. Very well looked after.
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When did the pit ponies die out?

I think they died out in sort of late fifties at Cadley Hill but recently I’ve been reading that the last four… I’m almost sure they were at Ellington pit… 1994. The last ‘uns, as recent as 1994. The last four ponies. Yeah

.

You do that job and you start to get to know people, do you, down there? You’re not assigned to any… I’m interested… You know when the people are working on the face, the people who are literally at the coal face?

Yeah.

Must have been quite a tight-knit bunch of people?

Could be your dad, could have been your dad. My dad worked at Rawdon so I didn’t have that opportunity because I worked Cadley Hill but… Yeah, everybody knowed everybody ‘cause nine times out of ten they were out of same village. Rode to it, were in car or on your pushbike. I had a pushbike for a good few years.

I’m trying to get the things… You arrived at fifteen. You’ve done your work up there?

Yeah.

You go down and spend a couple of years doing the…

Up to when you’re eighteen

Up to when you’re eighteen?

Yeah.
Now how are you then recruited for a gang? Is it done on the basis of management saying, “Over you go, West. You’re working with them.” Or is there an element of choice in it?

No, the element of choice is your age and, as you started at the pit, there used to be a bloke… The training officer. They’d take you the sort of the date when you started, when you’re eighteen and you went up in order like that. So, when it were your turn to go on the face you went on the face and not until. No matter who you knew. When it were your turn to go on the face there were a training face at Cadley and it were called ‘One’s.’ And I’m only talking about maximum a yard high. A yard high and they put you with this fella. One of the old miners, once again, that couldn’t quite chuck a length on but could show you how to and you’d go with him probably six months until you could chuck that length of coal on and then you’d be moved on to another face on your own, with your own length. And I did a while, you know, chucking coal on. Earning my keep chucking a length of coal on. A with a  length of coal there’s about twenty ton you know… In a stint of coal.

So to come back one… I’m a complete innocent in all this. You chuck a length?

Chuck a length on which is… Let me try and explain to you. The night shift would come along and cut it. Cut it by… A cutting machine would undercut the coal, leaving a gap under the coal and they’d put noggins of wood under to stop the coal breaking off and then you’d come along… Or shall I say… A shot firer in them days would come along and fire a length for you. You’d have to take your powder in but he took everything else. You’d fire a length of coal and then you’d shovel that coal onto a belt, onto a conveyer, and when you’d shovelled all your length on, timbered it up, made it safe and that were the end of your day. 

Let’s come back to this. I want this in a bit more detail. They cut this… They’ve exposed this bit of coal, right? You then take in powder because…

Explosives, yeah.

You would take your bit of explosives?

Yeah.

So where do you put those explosives?

They were carried in a proper explosives… They used to tins years ago. An explosive tin. In later days they were made out of belt. But they’d only got the locks on. The ones you picked up in the powder room you’d have five pound of powder and carry that to your job and then, only the shot firer would be… Would have the keys to unlock that and charge your shot accordingly. But we used to get a shilling for carrying that tin.

You’d carry it down and what would you put this powder in to shot… You know, you say the shot firer and firing it… How was it done?
The powder’s in… It comes in… How can I? I’m trying to think of the word I’m looking for. It comes in in tubes about an inch and half diameter and so long… Eight inches long and then, on the face, would be a borer. A bloke who bored all the holes right the way up the face and then you’d just shout at him, “Stick us hole in here, mate?” And then you’d put your powder in it and the shot firer would blow it out for you and, course, you could only fire one shot in them days. It were all called… The shot firer had a battery called a ‘Little Demon.’ Fire one at a time so you got six or seven shot firers on a two hundred yard length of coal (?) the face. 
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It would  all sort of break up?

It’d come down that little area. Probably four foot, five foot. It’d all be crumbled, depending how much charge or how much explosive you put in it, what size the lumps it made. Then, when you’d put that on…

And then you’d just have to shovel it?

Shovel that onto the conveyor and then you’d got a gap. Then you’d need to put something on to cover your back and then you’d shout the shot firer… The borer up again… They’d put you another hole in, fire down and fill out again and that’s how we went on.

Were you paid according to how much you did?

Oh, aah.

How did they estimate it then? Because it all depends… You know, you’ve got your bit. You put it onto… You’ll shovel it onto a conveyor belt, are you?
Yeah, but you were marked on in lengths and you used to put… In between each length they used to put a centre mark like that and you’d go from that… Ten, thirteen yards, depending on that… What sort of… “What you’ve got?” “That’s my line.” 

There’s about a ten yard…

Used to be anything… Ten, twelve, fourteen… Dependant on… Some blokes were bigger than others. They took more coal, they got more money but we used to get paid on chucking a length of coal on. Hand filling a length of coal.

How far did that length go back?

Four foot six with a jib. In length time…

Say that again… Four foot six was the jib?

The jib… You know when the cutter’s going through? Undercutting the coal? The cutter jib with all the picks on that were undercutting was about… No, it wasn’t about… It were four foot six undercut. Later on, of course, they increased that to six foot but, of course, you were involved in management regulations and support roles and all sorts then. They’re… I’m not going into!

So you’re cutting that away and then, as soon as you’ve finished that, you just get the borer and the firer to do the next bit for you?

Yeah, until that whole… Until your length has been chucked on. Are you with me? And when the whole face… When everybody’s… There’s probably twenty, thirty men on this face, you know, doing this. And when the whole face is done used to get the afternoon shift on then. They would withdraw the belt and move it over to the next track. Then they’d bring all the timber forward to the next track and when all that were complete, that were the afternoon shift. Night shift then used to come on and there’d be two men then, re-cutting. Starting all over again.

This ten yards… That would take you your shift, would it?

The whole… That would take you seven and a quarter hours to get that done. And timber it, of course. You’d got to timber it and cover your back.
And it was just you? Or were you working…

No, you were on your own. As I said, you’ve probably ten… If you were a bit more experienced you had twelve yards, you know. It made you a bit more money. And that’s how it went. Sometimes, if somebody were a bit behind… Or if they’d got a bit of rough ground and they got a bit behind and you’d say, “Go and give your mate hand up there.” Well, of course, there were no mates when it come to hand filling. Say, “What you paying me?” And he’d say, “Well, I’ll chuck you a quarter in.” So he’d chuck you a quarter of an hour in just for helping him. 

You’re saying this thing was like three foot high?

Yeah… The face.

Was that the actual height of it or was it for your head height? Within the whole thing was the coal there and only be three foot high or would it be three foot within something that was six foot high? Were you able to stand or not?

Can I just give you a rough drawing? These are the arches where the ponies get to and you come to the face, yeah? All that would be three foot high. This is your standard nine gate rings… Arches. But your face is only three foot high and that would probably be two, three hundred yards long. That’s the only way on and that’s the only way on. So, if you went on that road you’d got hundred and fifty yards on your hands and knees carrying all your tools to get to your job. No matter which road you went on you’d got hundred and fifty yards to get to your job. As I say it were all marked off in ten yard lengths.
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So you’re on your knees getting this coal on to the conveyor belt?

Yeah, all your shift. You used to take your bit of snap on with you because… Someone would call it the bip. You know, the Scottish people said, “Have you got your bip?” But it was snap. You’d take your snap and your water bottle with you because it was such a long way to crawl to come up for it. 

I’m dealing with so many things… There’s so many things I’m writing here. First of all let’s deal with this it’s up front. This snap… What would your snap normally be?

A bit of cheese or a bit of jam, nowt special.

And bread?
Bit of cake, yeah. Just a sandwich. 

And, again… Illumination, you just had your hat?

Just your cap lamp.

Nothing else?

No.

You’re on your hands and knees. What are you wearing? Have you got special pads or something or what?

They issued you with knee pads. You’d got to pay for them but they wore knee pads and, obviously, when you’re on your knees all that length of time you do need them because it used to make your knees red raw. Very often I had a beat knee, which is the knee swelling up and all soft and puffy, you know. But you’d still got to work on it. I know, as I say, I started hand filling that… I mean, when it got better… For two years I think I filled on this height and then, of course, were moved on to a different seam. I mean that were Kilburn. We moved on to Stocking Hill, which is about five…

That was called?

That were called the Kilburn seam. When we sort… The life of them had existed or finished we moved on to one called Stockings… Stockings seam, which is about between five and six foot width.

A lot easier?

A lot easier… Till we eventually moved on to one… Main Coal… And that were nine foot plus. Main Coal, that were name of the seam. But, of course, you’d only got a… You’d got a six foot jib by now, on the cutter and you’re only taking five and a half yards. Of course, you’ve still got your twenty ton… Roughly twenty ton of coal to shovel on to a belt. 

The other thing was… Let’s go back to the worst case scenario… This one where it’s only like two foot, three foot, whatever… What is it like in terms of temperature down there?
The only time you sweat is when you’re shovelling a length of coal on. It weren’t… I mean, the air down there it were fantastic. The air… Fantastic air down the pit. You had the same amount of dust but, of course, you’d got the air to dilute it. 

When you say the air… Did they pump it in then?

No, they suck it out. All the fans pull air out. There’s a… They don’t actually blow air into a pit, it’s all sucked… What we call the return airway. It’s all sucked out and then, of course, fresh air goes down the intake so you’d got intake with fresh air going in and then you’d got the return where the return air and all the gases are coming out. 

You said the air was fantastic but, presumably, the dust must have been horrendous?

We had dust at hand filling but we had a lot more dust when it was machine filling. As I say, I progressed from hand filling on to machine driving… Driving the shearers, which sheared the coal off but the amount of dust they throw out is unbelievable and, of course, if your seam varied a bit and you’d got a bit of stone at the bottom, you’d still got to cut it to get your follow through with all the other mechanics. You know, your conveyor was steel now. Everything’s steel by the time you get to machine filling so you’ve got to keep a level floor so that your pans could follow… You know, your steel conveyor and then your chock supports. I mean, don’t know where… Wooden props and timber now… You’re on chock supports so they’d got to be level or else they wouldn’t have climbed up steps. So you just carried on… And then there used to be a bloke named… They used to call him ‘Stan the Cleat.’ And all his job was putting these cleats under the conveyor to make you ride up out of the stone and that’s all his job. It were official. Called him the ‘Coal Bob.’ We called him Stan the Cleat.
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You’re working for seven and a half hours. It must have been exhausting?

All work’s exhausting, in’t it? 

Not if you’re a pen pusher it isn’t.

If you’ve been brought up to working manually and that’s all you did and it were a way of life anyway when all the blokes that I sort of worked with right through… Cadley… Still knock about with ‘em, still see ‘em and still good friends. But, of course, we… I personally went through from when used to do the hand filling and then went on machine filling and then I went on to rock heading then. Stone heading. That’s driving these roadways out of solid stone, using a machine of course but, sometimes, if your machine… We’d got a DICL machine, which is called a Dosco road cutting and loading machine… And if it got too tough for this machine to cut then you’d have to bring compressed air in and fire it to loosen it up a bit for the machine. I were on Dosco road headers then until I went deputying. 

Putting these roadways in… How do people find where the seams are? How do you know where they are? How do they know?

They do… Very simple really. They do a seismic sounding. They cannot do that with oil or gas but there’s a big machine. You’ve probably seen them on the road and the machine comes along and it sends vibrations down and it can tell you exactly what seams are, how thick they are, what distance they cover. Fantastic what they can do. Seismic sounding.

How long has that been around for? Was it around already when… In the fifties when you started?

Not in the fifties, no. No, it were a later sort of… Very nearly to the, I would think, in the seventies, the late seventies. 

So in the early days how were they finding these bigger seams? How did they know where they were?

The pattern is there anyway. You know, you got your strata and all your various seams down it but I can remember as a lad there used to be a couple of… No relation… Tom and Reg West. They used to work at Boardman’s. They used to travel from Boardman’s to Cadley doing all these driverages (?) and they would tell the manager because it belonged to Hall and Company then. It weren’t the National Coal Board. They would tell the manager who had sunk all this road, “Are we going for it?” And, of course, that’s the way they went. Clever men. As I said they were no relation.

And it was a dangerous job, surely?
It is a dangerous job. Unpredictable job. I got injured a couple of times. It is a dangerous job because when you consider you’re extracting that coal and you’re only putting little timbers up. The actual convergence on that they called it abutment, once the coal’s gone you’d lost an inch in abutment. In the early days, of course, we did packing and chocking. That were putting a little pack on to try and support it. In the latter days and, especially now at Dore Mill, they’ve got a five metre seam doing total caving and that means they’re putting nothing back at all. It’s a big area, sixteen foot of coal, in’t it? And putting nowt back.

Surely that will all subside?

It will, it will. Takes a while, don’t it? Course they’re… I should think they’re about twelve hundred feet deep but it will take a while but it will… I don’t know whether you’ve been down the M6 or not… Corley Service’s. That is very, very near to Dore Mill pit and Coventry pit and there’s an actual four foot dip now on the road. It’s took a long while to form but it has formed. I were on about it the other day, where Rawdon Colliery is. Conkers is now… That used to be Rawdon. That dip now has gone very, very deep. You used to be able to see a car all the while but you can’t now. It disappears for a while. So it’s still moving.

I heard from someone… This wasn’t round here. It was up in Bolsover… About sort of gases that sometimes creep out of things. Did you have any experiences like that?

Yeah. There weren’t a more gaseous pit than Cadley. Not gases… Methane, because you could dilute methane but if you got combustion gases, Co2… If you got them gases, they were only ignited by more air so we were a very gaseous pit as regards fires Cadley were. It had a lot… Fires underground at Cadley. We had a lot of fire problems underground at Cadley.
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So how does a fire… Does it just go like (sound of clicking)?

Well, it’s just… Can you imagine a hayrick? Inside a hayrick, right in the middle it’d be very warm. I wouldn’t say hot but very, very warm. This is similar. Inside all this coal that’s combusting down, it gets warm. And if air can get to it, it’s like fanning it so it does create a fire. We had a lot of fires at Cadley.

But how do you deal with it? I mean, as you’re digging in, suddenly there’ll be a fire appear or something, does it?
Yeah, if I can just explain. You can imagine this area here. As you’re going forward and there’s nothing replaced here, this is called ‘the goaf’ or the waste….. And nothing’s put in, nothing’s replaced although you set your packs and chocks up, you know, occasionally. Just to try and steady it a bit. Nothing is replaced. So, when that all starts combusting and if there’s any air gets to it, and it does, then it will start to fire or, shall I say, start heating a fire. Sometimes it’s just a heating. There’s smoke haze coming off and you need to do something about it then. There are methods… There were methods of detecting them. We called them a drager and you can take a sample, just like a thermometer and a little set of bellows. You took a sample of that and you could tell then how many parts per million were in the air and what you could do about it. The only way of fighting fires is seal the air off and pump it with what we used to call Hardtsem, which is a plaster-type of stuff and you just make it liquid and pump it into the holes.

I want to get a little bit about the language. What different things were called in different pits, different names. We’ve heard already about some of them. What different tools were called, different names, weren’t they?
They’d all got different names like a lot of them call it a crowbar, a pinch-bar or a ringer, depending on which area you come from. One of them’ll fit your crowbar. Another one were, what we used to use, was a rot-teal and all it were were a tapered spanner for lining your holes up when you were setting your plates on your arches, simple as that. But each one had their own little sayings for it and then, of course, we got the classic one was the pick in Derbyshire and it’s a peck in Leicestershire. I’m sure they’ve been called a lot more than that!

Did you have your own… You know, when you went out to get this stuff… When you were doing this by hand, did you have your own pick and so on? Were they your tools or were they the employer’s tools?

No, you’d got to buy your own then… On, how can I describe it? You used to have your own set of tools and lock ‘em up on your rod. A rod consisted of a piece of rod and there’d be an eye through it where you put bassis ring (?) through it and then put a lock on it so they couldn’t slide them off. If were for holding all your tools then so you couldn’t get them off. 

You’d store that above ground?

Oh no, you could store it underground, sort of on site. But everybody’d got his own set of tools then. As I say, you used to have to buy your own tools then. They did, later, issue you with tools but I’d sort of come off the face then. I’d got a shearer driver then.
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So it changed, obviously, over the years that you were there. When did you retire?

I retired from the pit… The pit retired me actually. I retired when I were fifty from the pit because the pit shut. There were two more pits round here that I could have transferred to. Rawdon were one, which is now Conkers, and Donnisthorpe were the other and that’s housing estate so wherever I had gone it would only have been another two years. So I packed the mining up when I were fifty or the mining packed me up. Having said that, when Cadley shut it didn’t shut for lack of coal, it shut politically. It left one hundred and twelve million ton at Cadley, untouched. The mining just shut at Yorkshire… Ellington… The ‘Big E’ they called it. Three hundred million ton they left. One day they’ll want it. Probably not in my time. But the coal’s still there. 

You said you became a Deputy. What was the job of a Deputy?

A Deputy was the next step up from your workman. As I say, I worked right through. I become a Deputy. A Deputy was assigned to the district. He was responsible for making sure that all the men worked within the Mine Manager’s regulations. Support rules, whatever. Mining regs, you know… Make sure that there’s no methane gases or whatever. His job was to look for them, detect them and do something about it.

Like the Health and Safety Officer, would it be, in a sense or what?
I suppose… Course, Health and Safety weren’t in in them days, were it? I suppose you could have called him the… He looked after everybody’s health and safety. Course that were a word wasn’t used then. He were Deputy, he looked after his men according to the mine’s regulations and the manager’s support rules.
And how many deputies were there at a pit?
At Cadley Hill, there were seventy-two officials but, of course, they weren’t all deputies. From the deputy you went up to an Overman. The overman would have, probably, half a dozen deputies in his district. So the overman was the overseer really, in’t he? Making sure that the deputy was doing the right thing. And then, from the deputy and then the overman and then you get the Colliery Overman. I finished up as Colliery Overman. That’s all the pit. You’re looking after all the overmen and setting the pit out, setting the work out for everybody. You told your different overmen what to do and they’d pass that on to their deputies and then, of course, I would then have to report back to management what I’d done, why I’d done it and how it were working or probably not working. Whichever the case may be. I used to take the flack for that then.
To people like me who, you know, have had no association with mining… The fact that there was a very, very dangerous job with lots of side effects from people… Pneumoconiosis…

Yes, the dust… Hearing.

It doesn’t seem… You know, you think well, “Thank God that’s gone,” but how do you feel about it? That there is no mining around anymore… How do you feel about that? 

Sad. Sad because it were a way of life and it were my way of life. My bread and butter and it were took off us. And it were took off us by the Government not… As I say, we didn’t run out of coal at Cadley. We’d actually just… We’d had the new tunnelling machine. You’ve probably heard of the Channel Tunnel, when that were driven. The prototype to the Channel Tunnel was the one that we had at Cadley Hill. It were doing a seventeen foot circle, all lined in concrete. I’d done nearly two mile of that. Brilliant roadwork, a brilliant roadway. We’d just gone up to a main coal seam twenty-four foot thick and they shut us off. Shut it. Switched that machine off and left it. That were the prototype for the Channel Tunnel. 

But there were… I mean, there are things that only you… You’ve lost your thumb…

That’s since. Went all through that whatsit…

Then you had it afterwards? But things like pneumoconiosis, emphysema…
Yeah.
Is that… For people of your generation is that still a problem? Or was that a past generation? Have things got a lot better? 

They didn’t get better soon enough. I’ve got friends now with pneumoconiosis and whatever. There are claims going through but you can’t replace quality of life, can you, with money? Knee problems, you know and hearing problems. There are claims going through for all that but your quality of life is not the same, is it? As I say, a pen pusher wouldn’t have had that problem. 

But you’re saying about the hearing… Is that because of all the shot, you know? The actual explosions.

Noise in general. Noise in general really.
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This is when you had the conveyor belts and the big machines?

And everything clanging away, yeah. And the shearer going, the cutting machine. Noise in general is… Your hearing’s deteriorating as soon as you switch on. 

And in a modern mine do people wear ear protectors? Do they wear masks or not? I mean is that just against…That might get in the way a bit, mightn’t it?

You’re talking about modern mining now because it’s all UK Coal, in’t it? And things like that. They have to wear safety goggles, knee pads, ear muffs. They’re also issued with the plug-in ear things, you know, so… And they have to wear the glasses… The safety glasses. They have to wear them no matter where they are if they’re underground. We didn’t… As an official when you’re reading… If you’re reading… You’re doing your job and reading gas caps off your lamp… My eyes deteriorated that I did need glasses to read them samples from. But coming back to noise, it were very, very noisy but you’ll never get the comradeship that you had at a pit, even now. If I’m in Swad, “Hey up you. How are you?” You know? “Wish Cadley were open again.” And I still get that. I’m glad it in’t. I didn’t want it at the time… I mean. I loved my job and, of course, everybody else you see? I saw a bloke in the pub last week and I hadn’t seen him for sixteen, seventeen years and he says, “Miss Cadley, don’t we?” And that’s what it were like. We miss Cadley, miss going to work and the comradeship and having the crack with one another. Loved it.

When you were above ground how did you spend your time? Above ground?

Pleasure you mean not…?

Did you have an allotment?

I’ve got a good garden. But we always had a garden. Always loved gardening, still got a nice garden… Greenhouse… I got a shed. I can potter about in me shed, making things. I’ve got some of the best shaped firewood in Gresley. Fishing, I love fishing. Grandkids, I’ve got grandkids to play with now that you’ve got more time for.

Was racing pigeons a big thing for miners around here or not? 

Aye, still is. Still is… A bloke at the top of the road… Ex-miner. Ex-Cadley Hill man, still got a pigeon loft. Aye and quite a few. In fact, Barbara’s dad had pigeons and her brother had pigeons.

When did that really kind of start dying out then? 

I don’t think it has, I don’t think it has. There’s the local pub just down the road. The Miner’s Arms… They’ve still got their own Miner’s Arms Homing Society. So it ain’t died out that much. Not just round here. We went on a holiday at Isle of Wight last year and a bloke from Nottingham… You couldn’t have wished for a bigger pigeon fancier than Ron… Pigeon daft. Got pigeon gold… Pigeons on it everywhere. So it is still a big… And when I go up me daughter’s… There’s a bloke up there does nowt but breed pigeons.

But it seems to me… I always got the impression… Being a soft Southerner if you like… That the mining bit was almost like you did that because that was a job. But you seem to be saying to me… I get the impression that it was enjoyable.

Loved it and everybody that worked at a pit they worked at a pit ‘cause they wanted to. Me dad said I’d got to go to the pit but, I suppose, if I had pleaded I could have gone into one of the farmyards and pots or whatever but, when I speak to my lad now, he loves it. His job… Mining, as I say, it’s handed down or passed on, call it whatever. But he enjoys it just as I did. We always looked forward with going to work. There ain’t many that can say that now, is there? Just looked forward to going to work and having the crack. Might be hand filling, might be deputying… Used to love it, having the crack.

Was there kind of… I wouldn’t call it a pecking order… But was the miner… Within the community round here… I mean, you had the pipe works as well as… And the quarry and so on…

The pots.
Were the miners the kind of elite?

I aren’t going to say they were the elite. We’d got a lot more miners then than people that worked at potteries or pipe yards away… Got a fair abundance of everything here but we had sixteen pits locally. We haven’t got one now. So, there would be a lot more miners but, no… There were no… The only… How can I say it? The only challenges is when you’re in the pub playing darts, dominoes or cribbage… They had to have the miner’s showing you how to do it but… They used to have… What were the word for it. Only frivolous, it weren’t serious.
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And now… As you said there were sixteen pits. There’s none… The area has physically been transformed. I come here, again, for the first time ever…

Not passed a pit?

I don’t think I would. Where are they? “Oh, that might have been a slag heap.” Do you know what I mean? It’s very… Again, how do feel about that? It’s nice, in one sense, it’s been transformed but, at the same time, the legacy of the place…

You say about legacy. Church Gresley… Two hundred and fifty yards behind you there were a pit. Industrial estate now. Rawdon Colliery… Conkers. Granville Colliery… Ski slope. Cadley Hill Colliery, which I spent my life… I loved Cadley. It’s Bison’s, the concrete factory now. So, I don’t think the jobs are there but I have a lot to do with this South Derbyshire Miner’s Preservation Group as you know and I cannot fault them that has tried and getting us concrete and everything so something is coming out of the old Cadley site, if you like. And there will be a plinth or a monument to the men that worked and died at Cadley Hill.

What do you think to The National Forest? The idea… I mean, that’s part of that transformation thing, isn’t it? It’s going to have a new life but as a…

As a forest. I can give or take it really but I do enjoy… They’ve created some fish ponds, haven’t they? Up at Conkers so… I love fishing and getting the canal part of the forest and getting the Ashby canal going which I quite enjoy. I love water, be it fishing, swimming or boating. I love water but they’re bringing it back. I mean, I can remember this first time round. They’re only opening up what used to be when I were a sort of teenager… Late teenage, early twenties… They had all the canals, all of them working. All of them full of water but they shut ‘em. What goes around comes around, in’t it? 

The same with… I presume in thousands of years time, the trees that will be in this National Forest…

And there will be some. I mean, there will be. Give it another few years. You can see it transforming now into a forest, can’t you? When you look at… You could sort of… When we went to North Gresley common, you know, as you come up from Swad you must have passed Gresley Common… You could sort of see for miles and you can only see trees now. You can’t see wood for trees… But it’s true. It is taking hold and all about, all around, you know. ? or whatever way. Do go to the Forestry Centre at Rosliston… Take the grandkids and have a walk round and, once again, they’ve created a couple of fish ponds down there which is interesting.

This is kind of like the last question… It’s an odd question really… But it’s kind of get the feel…If there was a place where… You know, when you’re gone and, you’d like your ashes scattered, where would it be? In that place that’s got a special kind of connection or special memories or whatever?

No, I haven’t got one, not really. I’ve always said they can chuck mine on garden. It makes taters grow! No, I’ve got no special one. I spent a lot of time fishing at Shortheath Water… Chuck ‘em on there. It wouldn’t hurt owt. Probably catch a few fish there.
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