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            Introduction

         

         In December 1994 the privatisation of British Coal took place. The organisation was split up into the three areas of Scotland, England and Wales, the successful bidders being the Scottish Coal Co., RJB Mining and Celtic Energy respectively. The seeds of the present successful industry were sown in the dark days of the Second World War when the deep mines found themselves unable to maintain production due to manpower shortages. It was largely through the involvement of Major Albert Braithwaite MP, a director of the civil engineering firm Sir Lindsay Parkinson & Co. Ltd, that the government was eventually persuaded to examine the possibility of exploiting the shallow coal reserves. This fledgling industry started and then prospered.

         By the end of 1941 just two sites were in operation but by the middle of 1942 the number had grown to twenty-two! In 1944 eight and a half million tons of coal were being obtained from the opencast sites.

         Throughout the years the nationalised NCB/BCO, although undertaking all the prospecting and proving of reserves as well as obtaining planning permission, always let contracts for the actual operation of sites to private contractors. Firms such as Parkinson, Miller, Wimpey, Taylor Woodrow and Crouch had all been involved from the beginning and Shephard Hill from the early 1950s.

         During the early years the plant available was very limited and small but gradually the sizes increased as machines were imported from the USA until eventually Parkinson introduced the massive, for the time, Bucyrus-Erie 1150B walking dragline for their Ewart Hill Deep site in 1948.

         From the early 1950s the NCB Opencast Executive followed a policy of buying large plant such as electric shovels and draglines in advance and then hiring or loaning them to the relevant successful bidding contractors to use on site. This culminated in the purchase of the largest walking dragline in Western Europe, the ‘Ace of Spades’, for the Stobswood site in 1991.

         Of course the contractors themselves also supplied their own similar machines, moving them from site to site, although in the case of walking draglines these tended to be slightly smaller than the British Coal ones. In later years many of these rope shovels and draglines all but disappeared to be replaced by the more efficient hydraulic excavators.

         Although it is understandable that opencasting is not particularly welcome in those areas of the country containing the shallow coal reserves, the restoration techniques employed in later years have resulted in many environmental awards. The removal of dereliction and the provision of country parks, the building of new roads and employment parks being a few examples.

         Since the early 1950s the industry had been consistently profitable, adding to the coffers of the NCB and British Coal, thereby indirectly supporting deep-mine production during this period to privatisation.

         
            Author’s Note

            Although I did not take photographs of all BCO sites in the period chosen – and in fact not all sites visited feature in this book – nonetheless I hope that the following shots give the reader a flavour of the opencast industry as seen until the end of 1994 when British Opencast Coal was privatised.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Coalfield North

            Coalville, Leicestershire, 3 July 1986. Shand Mining.
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               ‘Little John’, a 1,600-ton Ruston-Bucyrus 1260W walking dragline, was originally erected on the adjacent Coalfield Farm site in 1976. In 1982 it moved next door to Coalfield North where it was joined by a new 1260W named ‘Big John’. This second machine had a 285-foot boom, slightly longer than the 250-footer on ‘Little John’.

Designed by Bucyrus-Erie in the United States, the four 1260Ws bought by British Coal were assembled in this country in association with Ruston-Bucyrus based in Lincoln. They incorporated much British content.
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               During the late stages of the site’s development a Ruston-Bucyrus 195-B is loading a Terex 3311 from one of the earlier overburden mounds. At this time the 195-B was still a common sight but towards 1995 when British Coal Opencast was privatised, the hydraulic shovel and backhoe machines were in the ascendancy.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]
               Shand’s 195-B shifts its own power cable at Coalfield North.
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               Terex R50 trucks were used by Shand in conjunction with its 150-RB 7-yard shovel to shift the overlying drift material. The R50, powered by a Detroit Diesel two-stroke with Allison six-speed Torqmatic transmission, was an uprated R45. A Caterpillar 988B loading shovel was also used in the task.
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               A couple of the Terex R50s shuttle back and forth carrying the top layers of overburden to the storage mound in another part of the pit. A fleet of Caterpillar 631 scrapers was also employed in this work – as can just be seen in the background.
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               Coal was usually lifted by 45-ton Caterpillar front shovels fitted with extended front-dump buckets. They loaded a fleet of Terberg 8 x 8 trucks owned by sub-contractor Al Richards. Over eight million tons were removed over the life of the site with the Terbergs carrying about 25–30 tons at a time to the disposal point.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Ffyndaff

            Rhigos, West Glamorgan, 6 October 1986. Shand Mining.
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               An 8 x 4 Leyland (Scammell) Constructor awaits being loaded at Ffyndaff by a Cat 235 front shovel. The geology in South Wales is quite often very disturbed with many folds and dips in the coal seams making the recovery of the mineral much more difficult than in many other areas of the UK. The high rainfall in this part of the world does not help either!
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               The 13-cubic-yard RB195-B loads well-broken rock into the skip of the waiting R65 Terex truck, while not far away another R65 is served by a smaller 7-cubic-yard 150-RB. Within a few years of these shots being taken the family of Ruston-Bucyrus rope shovels would be much reduced by the introduction of increasingly popular hydraulic machines.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]
               At Shand’s Ffyndaff site a variety of trucks are being loaded with overburden in a typically disturbed area, very common on South Wales sites. In the foreground a Terex R65 is taking delivery of a few large rocks from the bucket of sub-contractor Stokey’s Caterpillar 235. Meanwhile, Shand’s 150-RB tops up a Terex R50 while a Euclid R50 waits its turn.
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               The 150-RB would soon become just a distant memory on British opencast sites, the 195-B lasting a little longer.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Parkslip

            Bridgend, Mid Glamorgan, 6 October 1986. Shand Mining.
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               This overall view of Shand’s Parkslip site shows the method of working the steeply sloping coal seams inclined towards the camera. At the base of the void Poclain 115 coaling shovels deposit their loads into a fleet of MAN six-wheelers with special coal bodies.
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               The double-spotting of the R50 dump trucks is keeping this RB195-B busy loading, thereby minimising waiting time and maximising productivity. Note the coal seam in the background, fairly level on the right but then shooting up at an angle to the left, typical geology in the South Wales coalfield.
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               On such a site as Parkslip where there is a need to work small areas of overburden and interburden between seams a small hydraulic backhoe like this Demag H85 is most useful. Here it is just coming down off the spoil pile for a short shift change and maintenance break. This machine is in the 85-ton and 7-cubic-yard range, suitable for loading the smaller trucks up to about 45 tons.
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               Not in use at the time of my visit were these three Haulamatic coal trucks of McDonald Transport. Powered by a Perkins 180-brake-horsepower engine and automatic transmission, these road-legal 6 x 4s had a special coal body of 22 cubic yards.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Maesgwyn Cap

            Nr Glynneath, West Glamorgan, 10 February 1987. Wimpey Mining.
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               In 1961 British Coal Opencast Executive bought a Ransomes & Rapier W1800 for its Maesgwyn Cap site in South Wales for operation by its contractor Wimpey Mining. On an extremely wet day, the area tending to have high rainfall during the year, the W1800 casts aside another 40 cubic yards of muck on the end of its 247-foot boom. After a complete overhaul in 1974 the machine continued working until 1988. In its early days it worked almost 24 hours a day, seven days a week. When the site was completed the dragline was dismantled and exported to the United States
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