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To my wife, Zoe, for her unswerving support.
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FOREWORD





Peter Crookston has written a book that is at once an elegy and a tribute. This is a moving account of the pit closures and the miners’ strike in the North-east, but it is also an exploration of a landscape and a way of life that is vanishing day by day. He has captured testimony from miners and union officials, from miners’ wives and politicians, from town planners and fellow journalists, and he has caught it just in time.


He has ingeniously used as his narrative link Robert Saint, the man who wrote ‘Gresford’, the miners’ hymn. This brass band melody has been played on innumerable tragic and ceremonial occasions, and when it is played now it continues to bring tears to the eyes of many. It has a long history, recounted here for the first time. The portrait of Saint, whom Crookston knew when he was a boy, is impressionistic and surprising – his caravan, his weekend cooking, his love of music, his way with sick animals, suggest an eccentric who went his own way. Not everybody liked him, and his character remains enigmatic. His hymn lives on, but much of his life left few traces, and the record has many gaps. Crookston found some newspaper cuttings, but no precious archives, no shoeboxes full of treasured correspondence. The very absence of documents speaks volumes. Many of those who lived in mining neighbourhoods left few individual memorials. Most of the details of these lives are beyond the reach of the search engines of the internet. Their homes and their possessions (described here with a sympathetic inner understanding as well as sharp professional observation) were simple and sparse, their correspondence limited, their keepsakes and heirlooms without great monetary value. Yet the sense of a highly organised and much-valued community is strong, and strongly conveyed.


Crookston writes of colliery housing and the evolving fate of the Durham pit villages with feeling and intimacy. It is a sad story. Since the days when J.B. Priestley visited the North-east during the Depression much has changed, and not always for the better. Priestley was harsh on the pit owners and the slag heaps and the ravaged landscape and the stunted workforce in English Journey, and saw little to praise. Crookston takes us miles underground, deep under the North Sea, to the coal face, and praises the sense of solidarity that bound miner to miner in a shared risk. It was a hard and dangerous life that created its own fellowship, its own mythology, even its own language. ‘Pitmatic’ is what the miners spoke. I had never come across the word before, although I was brought up in sight of the South Yorkshire coalfield.


This is an informative, fair-minded, thoroughly useful history of place and period, which asks some large questions about the future of post-industrial Britain. Published at a time when a powerful theatrical mixture of nostalgia, respect and defiance – as represented in Billy Elliot and The Pitmen Painters, both frequently cited here – is still attached to a living memory, it offers no easy optimism about villages where unemployment is catastrophically high, where a struggle to create a dignified life and meaningful centres of cultural activity is carried on against heavy odds. Mrs Thatcher comes in for a good deal of criticism, but older and less personal forces were clearly at work in the destruction of the Great Northern Coalfield. Coal itself is no longer the popular saviour: it has become the eco-villain. The bewilderment of a whole region is tracked here. It is a timely document, by an inquisitive journalist and editor who knows where to look for a lively story and authentic material. It is also, indirectly and modestly, a memoir of his own youth.


 


Margaret Drabble


November 2009



















PROLOGUE





A cold northerly gale was blowing as the last shift walked to the gates of Ellington Colliery. They straggled in a loose crowd behind their Miners’ Lodge banner. A sudden squall almost dragged the men holding the banner’s poles and guy ropes off their feet as the heavy silk filled and billowed like the sail of a square-rigged ship.


Most of the miners were neat and snug in woollen caps, anoraks, jerseys and jeans. Some were still damp-haired from showers in the pithead baths. Six men, just up from underground, were in helmets, orange overalls and high-visibility yellow jackets streaked with stains of mud and coal.


They had been salvaging machinery from the mine. Millions of gallons of salt water had flooded the Brass Thill Seam, six miles out below the North Sea and 500 feet deep. None of the 340 men employed at Ellington would ever work there again. It was 26 January 2005. The last colliery in the Great Northern Coalfield was now closed.


The miners walked across the road to Ellington Colliery’s Welfare and Social Centre and set up their banner in the shelter of a wall. On one side of the banner was a painting of a pit village, showing small, closely packed terraces clustered around a black, smoky colliery, with the caption ‘Close the Door on Past Dreariness.’ On the other side, with the words ‘Open it to Future Brightness,’ was a picture of semi-detached houses with gardens, in a tree-lined street under clear blue skies.


Gathering around the banner, the men waited for the ceremony – ‘a last-minute sort of thing’ as one miner described it – to mark the closing of the mine. No speeches. Just the Ellington Brass Band playing the miners’ hymn, ‘Gresford’.


Bandsmen and women, hastily summoned from their day jobs, and only eight of them instead of the usual 35, hurried over from the rehearsal room in the colliery’s old pay office. Uniformed in crisp blue and red windproof jackets, grey trousers, white shirts and black ties, they formed a circle beside the banner, rubbing or blowing on cold fingers to warm them up.


When they began playing ‘Gresford’ the miners stood still and quiet. Press photographers and TV crews – almost outnumbering the miners – pushed forward to get good pictures. If the media expected some show of emotion they must have been disappointed. After the last melancholy chords of ‘Gresford’ were played the miners, still in their overalls, walked back to the colliery to shower and change in the pithead baths. The others went into the Welfare for a last drink or headed for the car park. The plangency of the brass band music seemed to hang in the air above the howl of the wind.


A miner from County Durham, Robert Saint, composed ‘Gresford’. It commemorates one of the worst disasters in the history of British coalmining. An explosion at Gresford Colliery, North Wales, in 1934 killed 256 men and boys. Saint, a band conductor and instrumentalist, was so moved by the deaths of so many miners that he decided to compose a simple melody to their memory that could be easily played by brass bands.


Some of the men who heard Robert Saint’s ‘Gresford’ on the last day at Ellington once mined a seam that Saint had worked in long ago, 30 miles to the south. The Yard Seam lies like the filling in a cake, squashed below strata of clay, whinstone, white post, blue metal, white thill and black stone, stretching along the coastal plain from Ellington in Northumberland to Blackhall, near the southern edge of County Durham. Several colliery villages were built above it, including Hebburn, where Robert Saint lived and worked.


Hebburn was where I lived. My father and mother knew Robert Saint. They were both good ballroom dancers and Saint played saxophone in the local dance orchestra he formed after losing his job at Hebburn Colliery. Otherwise they might never have met. There was not much contact between miners and other working-class communities.


The village around the colliery where Saint worked was on the eastern edge of Hebburn, two miles from where we lived. Most Durham pit villages were in remote rural areas, but even where they adjoined a town, as at Hebburn, they were very self-contained communities. They had their own schools, churches, welfare institutes, shops and pubs, in streets cheek-by-jowl with the colliery so that miners could be within walking distance for the 24-hour shift system operated by coal owners to maximise output.


When the colliery closed and Robert Saint joined the growing number of the unemployed in the 1930s Depression, a few of Hebburn’s miners found work in the pit at Wardley, four miles away, and were still working there in the late 1940s when I was a boy. I remember one of them cycling past the end of our street to his home at Hebburn Colliery – a silent and rather awesome figure in pit-blackened jacket and trousers, riding a black bicycle, and himself completely black in those days before Wardley had pithead baths. He still wore his black helmet above a long, grim face in which the whites of his eyes shone like lamps and his lips gleamed pink through a layer of coal dust.


As I played street cricket with my friends – like me, the sons of shipwrights, electricians or engineers – I would sometimes break off to stare as the miner passed by, tall and straight on the saddle, his long legs pedalling slowly, the dignity of the man transcending the pit dirt that clung to his face and clothes.


Memories of this mysterious miner, and of Robert Saint, who I met when I was a boy, were stirred every time I heard ‘Gresford’ at the Durham Miners’ Gala. It had been given its debut performance there by Brancepeth Colliery Prize Band in 1938, when there were 300 collieries in Northumberland and Durham employing 165,000 men.


Robert Saint’s life ran parallel to the decline of coalmining in the North-east. Hebburn Colliery closed in 1932, when he was 27. It was one of many pits that became unworkable because of flooding, or where seams became exhausted. Abandoned collieries caused a 20 per cent reduction in mining jobs between 1924 and 1934. The decline accelerated between the 1950s, when Saint died, and the 1990s, when the whole Durham coalfield died. Saint’s haunting melody was played at the closing down of pits, at funerals and, most frequently, at the Durham Miners’ Gala.


With the closing of Ellington in 2005 not a single working colliery remains in the Great Northern Coalfield today. The last one in County Durham, at Wearmouth, closed in 1993. Sunderland Football Club’s new stadium is now on the land where Wearmouth’s pithead stood. Appropriately – and admirably – the club named it the Stadium of Light; ‘Into the Light’ was inscribed on a sign at the top of the shaft that Wearmouth miners saw when they came up from underground. At the stadium gates a 4-metre high reproduction of a Davy lamp stands as another reminder of the vanished colliery and the miners who worked there.


Reminders are very much needed, now that all the colliery sites have been grassed over or built on. Pithead wheels are cemented into memorial plinths in some old colliery villages, and there is a fine mining museum, with an art gallery full of pictures by miners of the Ashington Group, at Woodhorn in Northumberland.


Lee Hall’s wonderful play about the Ashington Group, The Pitmen Painters, is a vivid reminder of the way many miners, aware of missing out on education by leaving school at 14 or 15, strove for self-improvement and revealed the real talent that lay within them. To reinforce the message of his play, Hall chose Robert Saint’s ‘Gresford’ – the artistic creation of another self-improving miner – as its musical finale.


To the young, mining is something that happened in the distant past. It’s history. During a lesson at her school in Durham city, 14-year-old Amy Sara mentioned that her dad had been a miner, but nobody believed her. Even the teacher was sceptical and said it must have been her grandfather. Yet it’s only 16 years since Amy’s father, Allan Sara, was working underground at Dawdon, another colliery where the Yard Seam runs out below the seabed.


The whole Sara family played in a former colliery village brass band, Mrs Catherine Sara on baritone, Chloe, 16, on timpani, Amy on tenor horn, 12-year-old Ned on a drum, and Allan on the cymbals. And, like everyone else in the Trimdon Concert Band, they knew ‘Gresford’ almost by heart.


I met them for the first time in 2004, at the Durham Miners’ Gala, a joyous event that brings thousands of people pouring into Durham city on a summer Saturday every year – a communal expression of solidarity that is incomprehensible to outsiders. Families such as the Saras, even people with no connection to mining except that they live in old pit villages, throng the streets and the old city racecourse to see the parade of bands and banners and to hear the political speeches. When Robert Saint’s ‘Gresford’ is played the crowds become quiet and some furtive tears are shed.


I began work on this book as a biography of ‘Gresford’s’ composer – ‘a famous Hebburn man’ as my father described him. By summoning up my childhood memories of Bob Saint, and by meeting the people who knew him, I found myself on a journey into my own family history as well as his. And when I learned that his brass band hymn meant so much to so many miners and their families, my book took on a much wider focus.


I wanted to discover what happened to the people in Saint’s native county who had been so totally dependent on coalmining and whose lives were changed so drastically when their collieries closed. To this end, I interviewed miners, their wives and daughters and their supporters. Their voices are woven into the narrative of Robert Saint’s life, forming a descant to the leitmotif that ‘Gresford’ has become in their own lives.


The pit villages of Durham, isolated and dependent on their collieries for their existence, suffered most when the decline of the Great Northern Coalfield began. Between the 1940s and 1960s, as the thin seams of the Pennine foothills became exhausted, or collieries vulnerable to flooding closed down, villages that lost their pits were condemned for demolition. New towns with satellite industrial estates were built to provide better housing and new jobs for redundant miners. County Durham began a period of painful social change.


Men working in the coal-rich pits along the coastline that provided fuel for power stations were told they had ‘jobs for life’. Then – as always in the troubled history of Britain’s miners – along came political and economic changes that smashed everything up again. The Thatcher government’s pit-closures policy and the miners’ strike of 1984–85 against it caused hardship in miners’ homes, violence on the picket lines and the criminalisation of men who were struggling to protect their jobs and their communities.


Folk memory of the strike is still vivid, even though 25 years have passed since the miners and their wives were defeated. The strike kept outcropping in the interviews I conducted for this book like a stone canch in a coalface. I have not attempted to counter-balance their accounts of what happened to them during the strike by any opposing views. The miners lost. The Conservative government won, and with all the powerful publicity sources at their disposal and on their side they made their case. It seems only fair to let people from mining villages give their version of events without contradiction.


Eight years after the strike, as feared and correctly predicted by leaders of the National Union of Mineworkers, the closures policy ended coalmining in County Durham and brought social devastation to several pit villages.


When the North-east’s collieries were being closed down, Polish, Russian and Australian coal was cheaper than deep-mined British coal. Now, as Asia’s economies expand – China was building two new power stations a week in 2007 – coal is in great demand and its price keeps on rising, along with the carbon emissions that contribute so significantly to global warming.


Almost a third of Britain’s electricity is still generated from power stations fuelled by coal, most of it imported from abroad. But coal has become a politically incorrect fuel. There are hopes that carbon capture and storage technology might enable power stations to burn it ‘cleanly’ without diminishing the government’s commitment to reduce carbon emissions, though there is disagreement between scientists, environmental campaigners and the government about how effective or economically sensible this technology might be. Whatever is decided, it seems unlikely that the millions of tons left lying in the coastal seams of County Durham will ever be mined again.


Yet people from the pit villages go marching into Durham city every Gala Day with bands playing and banners flying, like regiments of a victorious army rather than the remnants of a redundant and defeated industry. As ‘Gresford’ is played in the Gala’s solemn moments before the political speeches at the old racecourse, and at the end of the day in the cathedral, it’s a reminder that when the mines closed a strong and distinctive working-class culture began to die.


Robert Saint’s simple melody is its requiem.
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THE MAN WITH THE SHOWMAN’S WAGON





I met Robert Saint in 1946. I was ten years old and I watched, fascinated, as he brought a large gypsy caravan into the Northumbrian hayfield where my family had a small but very different caravan. My father told me Mr Saint was a famous man from our own home town, Hebburn-on-Tyne. But Mr Saint, his hair sticking up in tufts as if he had just got out of bed, his chin shadowed with black stubble, his stocky frame clothed in a baggy blue suit that flapped audibly in the wind, was not at all my idea of what a famous man should be.


Nevertheless, he became something of a hero figure to me because of the gypsy caravan. It was made of stout timber, painted green, and had yellow wooden wheels. I discovered only recently that it wasn’t really a gypsy caravan and that Bob Saint bought it from a touring fairground man. In the fairground business it’s known as a ‘showman’s living wagon’. It was so huge and heavy that in its previous incarnation it had to be hauled by a steam traction engine on its ponderous journeys between fairgrounds. Its last resting place was in the Northumbrian field where we had our caravan, built by my father just before the war.


When Mr Saint arrived unexpectedly at the gate of the field Dad greeted him warmly. He was obviously an old acquaintance he hadn’t seen for a long time. Dad showed him where to park his Austin van out of the way, just opposite our door, so that the fairground caravan could be manoeuvred into position. Emblazoned across the sides of the Austin were the words NATIONAL EQUINE (AND SMALLER ANIMALS) DEFENCE LEAGUE.


After he’d parked up, Mr Saint walked back to the tractor and driver he’d hired to tow his exotic caravan from South Shields. He passed within a few yards of our open door and called out, ‘Hello, Nancy,’ to my mother. But she had seen him coming and moved quickly to the kitchen sink to busy herself with the washing up. She called over her shoulder, ‘Hello, Bob.’


He hesitated for a moment, as if waiting for her to come to the door. When she didn’t, he frowned and said: ‘See you later when I’ve brought the caravan in.’ Mam muttered, ‘Not if I see you first,’ just loud enough for me and my two sisters to hear.


The red Massey-Ferguson tractor was now nosing through the gate, towing the high-sided caravan, its iron-rimmed wheels grinding and screeching as they rolled from the gravelled tarmac of the road into the narrow entrance of the field. The back of the caravan was pitted with hundreds of little indentations, which I later learned were made by airgun pellets fired at targets that hung there when it was part of a fairground shooting range.


The caravan’s door – with hand-carved embellishments and etched glass panes in its top half that opened separately – was high above the ground and we wondered how anyone would be able to get in and out. Soon a small truck arrived carrying timber and a carpenter from Morpeth, who began constructing a veranda with handrails. A gap was left where a flight of strong wooden steps, already pre-fabricated, was carefully set up and aligned with the side of the veranda.


We three children were now allowed to climb the steps to the veranda, but we were strictly under orders not to go through the door as Mr Saint had not yet unpacked his effects from the tea chests we could see filling the caravan to its ceiling. He now sat smoking in one of the deckchairs ranged around the veranda. The exertions of unfolding and placing the chairs and the climb up the steps had left him wheezing and coughing until his eyes watered. Dad said we should all leave him in peace to do his unpacking.


‘I’ll let you come and see the inside when I’ve got it shipshape,’ said Mr Saint. ‘Wait till you see my lovely old stove.’


As we walked across to our caravan – now seeming tiny by comparison – I asked Dad how he knew Mr Saint.


‘Oh, Bob’s from Hebburn, and he’s famous – he composed “Gresford”, a lovely brass band hymn in memory of a lot of miners who died in an explosion.’


‘He has a terrible cough,’ I said.


‘Yes, he’s been a miner. They get it from the coal dust.’


‘What does “equine” on the side of his van mean?’


‘It means “horse”. He rescues pit ponies that have been cruelly treated in the mines.’


Fifty-seven years later, when I began researching this book, I discovered that Robert Saint had once persuaded the Dean of Durham to silence the bells of Durham Cathedral. Newspaper cuttings of 1939 revealed he had met the dean and explained that the traditional ringing of the bells just before the service on Miners’ Gala day would drown out the quiet sadness of his new composition, ‘Gresford’, which was to be played as the procession of miners and their families approached the cathedral.


Saint, then aged 33, had organised a special brass band event for 1939 dedicated not just to the dead of the Gresford explosion, but to the memory of all the men and boys who had lost their lives in the coalmines of Great Britain. The massed bands of 13 Durham collieries,1 conducted by Saint, played ‘Gresford’ on Palace Green before everyone went into the cathedral. Thirteen massed bands! Here was a Geordie with the chutzpah of Hector Berlioz, who demanded two orchestras and ten tubas for his Grande Messe des Mortes.2


Saint was 41 when I met him in that Northumbrian hayfield and he died four years later. As Dad and I reached our little homemade caravan, I looked back at the great old fairground wagon across the field where Mr Saint still sat in his deckchair on the veranda, smoking and occasionally coughing.


‘Mam, that man over there with the gypsy caravan is famous,’ I told my mother.


‘Huh, a famous nowt,’ she replied, giving my father a look that I knew meant trouble.


‘Oh, come on, Nan, he’s not such a bad chap.’


‘You might think so, and spend all your time helping him out when you’ve got better things to do around here, but I want nothing to do with him. He’s pitmatic and he’ll soon be filling the place with all his pitmatic relations and friends.’


This was to be my first introduction to some fine degrees of snobbery, a trait, I’m thankful to say, that was alien to my father. It seemed to be more prevalent in working-class wives, a deduction I base on conversations I overheard between my mother and various other female relatives, such as Aunt Lily, whose husband was a foreman in an electrical engineering factory – a veritable aristocrat of the working class.


Aunt Lily was a beautiful, witty, formidable woman, who expected – and received – admiration and respect. She came to tea with my mother every Wednesday. Before I left for school on Wednesdays my mother would warn me: ‘Aunt Lily’s coming today. Smile at her as soon as you open the backyard door.’ She always sat by the window, the better to see her nephew and nieces as they crossed the yard to the house. If I forgot to obey my mother’s instruction the light in Aunty Lily’s smiling and expectant face at the window would go out. Framed by its luxuriant golden hair (in the style of her heroine, Rita Hayworth) her face would harden and her heavily lip-sticked mouth would pucker into a pout of disapproval.


After tea, when I was out of the room, my mother would endure sniped barbs from her older sister about my bad manners and my past misdemeanours of surliness or ingratitude. On occasions when I did remember that she’d be visiting I would overdo the greeting, throw the yard door open with a bang, fling my arms wide and advance towards the window with a smile I felt sure she would recognise as pure Danny Kaye.


Mam and Aunt Lily tended to look down on miners and their kin. They disapproved of their heavy drinking and, in those days when everyone dressed up on Sundays for church or a walk in the park, they were scornful about the miners’ pitmatic ‘Sunday best’. This was a navy blue serge suit with a white silk scarf knotted at the neck, the ends either dangling down in front or tucked into a waistcoat.


Thinking about it now, a soft silk scarf around a clean neck on Sunday morning must have been a very fine thing; comforting, perhaps even symbolic, after a week in which a miner’s neck was blackened and caked in sweat and dust at the coal face.


When I grew up I discovered that the word pitmatic has a meaning completely different to the one understood by my mother and Aunt Lily. It’s the rich dialect used by northern miners for people, things and tasks underground. When men from Cornwall, the Midlands, Ireland and Scotland migrated to the coalfields of Durham and Northumberland seeking jobs, this was the common language3 everyone had to understand in the noisy, dangerous darkness of a mine.


Dad looked dejected by my mother’s hostile reaction to the arrival of Bob Saint. As he usually gave in to her wishes, I couldn’t see much chance of us becoming close friends with our distinguished fellow citizen from Hebburn in his lovely old caravan just a hundred yards away down the field.




Notes


1. The bands were from the collieries of Hetton, Dawdon, Kibblesworth, South Moor, Silksworth, Ravensworth, Craghead, Blackhall, Boldon, Harton, Beamish, Thornley and Washington.


2. Forbidden by protocol to conduct its first performance at the Paris Conservatoire, Berlioz invaded the stage, seized the baton and took over at a crucial moment when it was obvious that the conductor was losing control.


3. Some examples: bait (snack); canch (obstruction of stone); cuddy (pit pony); bord (section of coalface); cracket (stool); kerving (cutting); marras (mates); hoggers (shorts).
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THE SHIP OF THE ROAD





Knowing how good-natured my father was, I suspect that when Bob Saint told him he’d bought the fairground caravan and was looking for somewhere to put it, Dad suggested he should try the farm where we rented the site for our caravan.


Dad found our site in 1940, far away from the factories and shipyards of Tyneside that were becoming a frequent target for German bombers. He negotiated for it with three middle-aged spinster sisters who were tenants of a small farm five miles west of Morpeth and 26 miles from where we lived in Hebburn. The sisters needed the rent to supplement their meagre income from the farm. Jessie, disabled by arthritis, was the oldest sister, a leonine-headed, magisterial woman who handled all the clerical work of the smallholding from her wheelchair at the table by the window. The other two women did all the work, herding and milking their half-dozen cows, feeding hens, collecting eggs, walking a quarter of a mile to the well twice a day to fetch buckets of water. Tina was the middle sister, a tall, well-proportioned, always neatly dressed woman, with kind brown eyes in a saintly, beautiful face framed by well-cut grey hair. Bella, though the youngest, was the boss – a short, plump, blue-eyed, beefy-armed dynamo, always in a blue polka-dot dress, her unruly black hair bursting out in spikes from a frilly white mobcap.
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