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One


Unlucky Dip


For tens of thousands of boys in Britain the Second World War was an adventure. There was confusion and anxiety as families broke up and fathers and older brothers went into the forces; there was the upheaval of evacuation; and danger when the bombing began. But across the country boys too young to join up watched excitedly as RAF fighters attacked the German bombers overhead. They saw the bombs drop and at night the fires they caused, listened to the pounding of the guns and picked pieces of shrapnel from the rubble of damaged buildings as souvenirs.


As Boy Scouts they packed gasmasks into cardboard boxes, collected waste paper for the war effort, and delivered sandbags to homes. They volunteered for fire-watching, were taught how to tackle incendiaries, acted as messengers for the Civil Defence. They joined one or other of the cadet corps, drilled, went on manoeuvres, fired rifles or even artillery pieces on the shooting range, learnt Morse code and other skills including aircraft recognition. Some joined the Royal Observer Corps, which plotted incoming and outgoing aircraft, others the Home Guard, taking turns of duty on week nights and weekends at munitions plants, installations and aerodromes. Many of those whose education ended at fourteen (even thirteen where schools were destroyed) went to work in the war factories. And almost without exception they entertained the same hope: that the war would last until they were old enough to get into the fight.


It was possible to volunteer for the forces at seventeen and a half and some did. Those who waited for call-up went for medical and interview just before their eighteenth birthday. In December 1943 thousands were called to register, as millions in the four years of conflict had been before them. Those passed fit were seen by a recruiting officer, marked down for army, navy or air force, and went home to await their instructions to report. Days before Christmas the expected OHMS buff envelopes arrived.


For hundreds, they contained news that stunned them. In the next seventeen months over 20,000 other conscripts like them would be similarly stunned. Instead of a uniform they were to get a miner’s lamp. Ernest Bevin, the Minister of Labour and National Service, was sending them into the coal pits, where many would remain for up to four years.


*    *    *


Why Bevin felt it necessary to send 20,000 eighteen-year-olds into the country’s hardest and most dangerous industry is a tangled tale with its roots in the years between the end of the First World War and the beginning of the Second. These were the years of coalmining’s decline, when never less than a quarter of miners were wholly or partly out of work.


Things changed with the declaration of war in 1939. Coal was needed to conduct the war and the miners met the demand for increased productivity. Those who’d served in the forces pre-war and were in the Reserves or the Territorial Army were called up, but their going was balanced from the ranks of the unemployed. Then, eight months later, France fell, Italy entered the conflict on the side of Germany, closing another export market, and things changed again. Nearly a hundred pits shut down virtually overnight and men were again thrown out of work; over 34,000 were idle, with south Wales and the North East most badly affected. Miners’ leaders and MPs put strong pressure on the government to drop any restriction on men seeking to work elsewhere and Bevin was persuaded against his better judgement. He raised the age of reservation1 for military service in the industry from eighteen to thirty, which allowed thousands to leave for the mushrooming munitions factories and construction.


In the early months of 1941 it became apparent that this was a serious mistake.


In 1939 there had been 773,000 miners; now that number had dipped under 700,000 – and the pits were losing as many as 28,000 men a year through retirement, death, long-term illness and disablement. Moreover, the recruitment of fourteen-year-olds to the mining industry was at such a low ebb it wasn’t keeping pace with natural wastage. In May, with the shipyards, the steel mills, the power stations and everyone else crying out for ever more coal, an incredulous House of Commons heard for the first time that Britain, a country whose reputation was built on coal, a country used to an abundance of coal, was facing a coal shortage. Total production in the previous year had fallen by 7 million tons from 1939’s figure of 231 million. And was still falling.


From the time Churchill came to office, an Essential Work Order applied across industry to prevent workers quitting their jobs and employers from sacking them. Mining was the exception. The strong lobby of mine owners resisted it and there was uncertainty about how the miners, still bitter after two decades of hardship, might react. Though in a sense he was shutting the stable door, Bevin now imposed the Order. And not without misgivings, because it bound the miners to the owners – and the feud of the inter-war years was not forgotten. The miners accepted the control because Bevin had a carrot as well as a stick: the Order gave them, as it did all workers to whom it applied, a guaranteed week – a right they’d never been able to wring from their masters. He also threw in an extra shilling a shift.


The following month Bevin broadcast an appeal for men to return to the pits of their own accord. As those in the munitions factories were now earning more than the mining average of £4 (plus 2s 9d worth of domestic coal) and more again in the shipyards (£5 16s 7d) or in aircraft construction (£6 7s 5d), and in infinitely better conditions, it was hardly surprising that fewer than 500 answered the call. Bevin was obliged to tighten the screw. In July he ordered all ex-miners who’d worked in the industry since 1935 to register; gradually, reluctantly, men were returned to the pits, including from the forces. ‘A good many have been brought back, but a good many others don’t want to return – they prefer the Army life,’ wrote the journalist and broadcaster James Lansdale Hodson. ‘N.C.O.’s cannot be forced back, and one hears of the creation for protective purposes of additional “lance-corporals unpaid”’.2


Again and again Bevin pleaded that a workforce of 720,000 was critical, but still he couldn’t get it. Numbers were reasonably stable at something over 700,000, but production continued to slide: the 224 million tons of 1940 became 206 million in 1941. There were many reasons. Depleted of younger men, especially at the coalface, the miners were beginning to suffer fatigue. They were angered by amendments to the Essential Work Order that allowed them to be prosecuted for absenteeism – which had become persistent among a minority. Above all, they were aggrieved that, even with the increase of 1941, their pay packets, in the most essential of all industries, were still below those in the munitions factories.


Levels of absenteeism increased. In January 1942 men at Betteshanger colliery in Kent struck over the level of allowances for working difficult seams. Under wartime legislation all strikes were illegal and the Ministry of Labour decided to prosecute; over a thousand miners were fined £1, the fifty working the difficult seams £3. Three local union officers were imprisoned. Betteshanger stayed out and other pits came out in sympathy. The Home Secretary released the officials. By May only nine miners had paid their fines; the majority never paid.


In May and June more widespread strikes – 160,000 men out. Worried, the War Cabinet swiftly did three things. It set up a Ministry of Fuel and Power to coordinate coal output and try to increase productivity, improve relations between owners and miners, and persuade the population as a whole to be fuel conscious. With a nod towards nationalisation the pits were put under dual control: government regional controllers to direct operations, but the business of drawing coal left to the owners. A pay settlement at least tempered the miners’ dissatisfaction and halted the unrest. The Mineworkers’ Federation had demanded an increase of four shillings a shift; they got two and six. Perhaps more importantly, the miners were given something else that the owners had always refused: a minimum national wage.3


During the last six months of 1942 output rose; then, at Christmas, fell. The yearly total came in at 203 million tons. There was a continuous manpower problem. Bevin sought non-miner servicemen stationed on home soil willing to transfer into the pits; in September he made mining an option for those registering for military service, but by the end of the year no more than 1,100 elected to take it. Early in 1943 some collieries in Lancashire and Cheshire closed because of a scarcity of able-bodied men.


The old anxieties escalated in the first six months of the year. More absenteeism. More strikes. Between 2 July and 13 November there were 421 stoppages due to disputes. Miners at Valleyfield colliery in Fife, and Cortonwood and Hatfield Main near Doncaster were fined; in Nottinghamshire the imprisonment of an eighteen-year-old surface worker for refusing to work underground brought out 15,000, resulting in the loss of 50,000 tons of coal.


By July the Ministry of Labour had carried out a different calculation of the workforce and it made grim reading. When legitimate absenteeism through sickness and injury occurring for the whole of any week was added to wilful absenteeism and the total deducted from the numbers on the books, the effective labour strength was 646,600. Bevin told the miners’ conference in Blackpool:




At the end of this coal year there won’t be enough men or boys in the industry to carry it on . . . Every bit of territory we take from the enemy we have to find coal for . . . I will have to resort to some desperate remedies during the coming year . . . I shall have to direct young men to you.





His disclosure created furore. There was already talk of new conscripts from coalmining areas having pressure put on them to opt for the pits; now the miners’ Federation asked did the Minister mean to direct only young men from mining areas? And was this another device to evade the issue of nationalising the pits, which was the only way to put right coalmining’s ills? This wasn’t the first time in the war that the age-old question of the State taking over the collieries had raised its head (at its Ayrshire conference in July 1941 the Federation had reiterated its demand for State control). Here, however, it was tangled up with a different emotive issue. The Sunday Pictorial wrote an open letter to Bevin demanding ‘no conscription without nationalisation’. Bevin answered the Federation’s first point robustly, saying that if he was driven to using compulsory powers he would apply them equally to all classes and areas. On the subject of nationalisation he stayed silent.


All over the country miners were being fined for taking part in illegal strikes or for absenteeism, and in September, sixteen in Lanarkshire briefly went to prison for refusing to pay fines. ‘The mining industry is developing into a raging maelstrom of discontent,’ argued Seymour Cocks, the Labour MP for Broxtowe in Nottinghamshire, supporting the call for nationalisation during a three-day parliamentary debate on coal.


Churchill dismissed even consideration of the issue until the war was won:




I hold the opinion that there is nothing in the present coal situation which would justify the violent overturn of our present system. Even if the overturn were well conceived, which is improbable having regard to the hurried conditions in which it would be born, it would cause more trouble than it was worth and the reaction engendered might be deeply harmful to our war effort, and might well prolong the war.





As far as the miners were concerned, he chose to be expedient:




We are told of the great unrest in the mining industry. I think that it is a little unjust to the miners . . . The loss by stoppages compares very favourably with the last war . . . It must be remembered that we are in our fifth year of war. There is a fifth war year mentality . . . I cannot see anything in the mining situation which makes me apprehend that this will be found to be the one gloomy failure in our national struggle . . .


I can well realise that anxiety exists among the miners about what is to happen to them and their industry after the war. They had a very grim experience after the last war which went on biting at them . . . We can all lie awake thinking of the nightmares that we are going to suffer after the war is over and everyone has perplexities and anxieties. But I, being an optimist, do not think the peace is going to be so bad as the war.





That put the lid on nationalisation for the time being, but it was an issue that never went away.


In the same debate Gwilym Lloyd George, the Minister of Fuel and Power, laid down another marker for call-up to the mines, but for weeks Bevin held off, hoping if not expecting to find more men from somewhere. In the previous two years over 60,000 miners had been returned to the pits – 48,890 from industry, 9,600 from the army, 1,800 from the RAF. A final comb-out among older servicemen stationed in Britain in units not earmarked for forthcoming operations winkled out another 7,000. At this juncture only 3,366 ‘optants’ – conscripts opting on registration – had signed up, as had only 3,500 from the forces, still leaving Bevin short of his 720,000 objective (an objective, in fact, that would never be reached). The War Cabinet considered, and rejected, bringing back miners from units overseas and dismissed as unworkable the possibility of using the hundreds of miners among German and Italian prisoners in the country. That idea had occurred to others including Daniel Davies from Aberdare in Glamorgan, who in September had written to The Times: ‘North Italian miners are known to be first class, and the Germans are used to difficult and dangerous seams. These men, who must be fed and supervised, could produce coal and so hasten the day of their release.’ One Tory MP suggested convicted felons be offered prison or the pits, which did not go down well in the mining communities.


As part of an ongoing campaign, the Ministry of Labour was sending out letters to those reaching call-up age, seeking anyone prepared to put himself forward. The letter might have urged recipients to an act or patriotism, but it read like a job application form: ‘If you desire to be considered for underground mining work, you should complete the space below and return this form without delay.’ Few, if any, desired. In early winter Bevin made a radio broadcast to sixth-formers in grammar and public schools that did appeal to their patriotism; and he promised that any who made the choice would not be held in mining after the war, adding: ‘[But] some might like to stay; the industry is undergoing a revolution with the development of mechanisation – there will be a need for more technicians.’ He was as unsuccessful as the Ministry’s letter.


Unrest continued to erupt in the coalfields, with considerable loss of output. As plans advanced for the Second Front, with prodigious implications for the mining industry, and domestic use of fuel surged at the beginning of the second consecutive bad winter of the war (and on that front there were warning ripples about fuel stocks, with a hundred instances of firms stopping production for short periods because they had run out of coal), Bevin bowed to the inevitable: compulsory conscription to the pits it was going to be. On 2 December in a statement to the House he explained how he planned to conduct it. The selection, he said, would be made from men born on or after 1 January 1918 (that is, up to twenty-five years of age) who were medically grade I (or II ‘if their disability is foot defects only’). The only exemptions from it were men accepted for flying duties in the RAF or Fleet Air Arm, for service in submarines, and for bomb disposal; and men in certain highly skilled trades of great value to the armed services – such men already barred from being optants. For selection to be fair and seen to be fair, he proposed:




to resort to the most impartial method of all, that of the ballot. A draw will be made from time to time of one or more of the figures from 0 to 9 and those men whose National Service Registration Certificate numbers happen to end with the figure or figures thus drawn will be transferred to coalmining.





The first draw took place on 14 December – the ballot resorted to for the first time since the second half of the eighteenth century when the militia was raised from parish lists. Until the end of the war in Europe the scheme would take one conscript in ten, but so badly were men needed in the pits that two draws were made that day – and were on six of the later thirty-two dates that followed – thereby claiming one in five.


The newspapers reported that the draw took place in the presence of Bevin, Lloyd George and Rab Butler, President of the Board of Trade, and was made by a junior member of staff. More colourfully, the story subsequently changed: the numbers were plucked from Bevin’s homburg by his secretary whose name, a Ministry spokesman was quoted as saying, ‘is concealed lest she should be molested by mothers of boys who were sent to the coalmines.’ Perhaps Bevin did resort to this little ritual, though he never said so and perhaps it owes more to imagination than fact. On occasion Bevin was as likely to have asked another member of staff, or dipped a hand into his own hat. Or as any arbitrary method was as fair, or unfair, as another, he might simply have thought of a number off the top of his head.


At the end of the 1943 coal year, output was still plummeting: 194 million tons.


*    *    *


The possibility that some conscripts were going to be directed down the pits was on the cards from summer 1942, when Bevin addressed the miners in Blackpool, and became a certainty after the October coal debate. Despite the considerable publicity some soon-to-be conscripts remained unaware; few of those who were aware thought it could happen to them.


Numbers drawn in the ballot were never revealed during the war.4 The first, therefore, that men knew that the finger of fate was pointing at them was when their call-up papers dropped on the mat. The first batch arrived just before Christmas 1943 – an unwanted Christmas present. Geoff Baker, son of a London Docklands parson who’d just left boarding school and was waiting to go into the Royal Marines, reacted with disbelief:




This is a load of rubbish, I thought. It used the word ‘selected’, as if I was privileged – I’ll never forget that word. It was almost more than I could bear. I put the thing in a drawer, wildly thinking that with a bit of luck anything relating to me would be lost in the Christmas rush. Alas. For a lad whose school motto was Quae sursum sunt quaerite [Seek those things which are above] I seemed to be going in the wrong direction.





In some cases the dashing of hopes was even more painful. Their papers ordered some men to report to the armed service they’d expected – only for them to be countermanded immediately by others. One day in June 1944 Roy Doorbar, a butcher from the village of Smallthorne near Stoke-on-Trent, was to be on his way to Litchfield barracks and the North Staffs Regiment; the very next he was a coalminer:




I was the only one left at home out of four brothers, two already in the forces, and I wanted to kill Germans, didn’t I? My father, who’d died earlier in the war, was a miner in the twenties and been badly hurt. He’d become an insurance agent and swore no son of his would ever go down the pit. A good job I’ve a sense of humour.





Two or three months into the scheme, intakes of conscripts were much more likely to know all about ‘Bevin’s tombola’ and the anxious wait between registration and call-up. Knowing that they might be unlucky didn’t make it any easier to take for those who were. David Reekie from Deptford, an accounts clerk in a comic and magazine publisher’s in central London, chosen to be a navy wireless telegraphist, ‘was in a state of catatonic shock for days’. ‘It was a bigger bombshell than anything the Germans managed,’ for Ian McInnes, and he’d experienced bombing in London while taking an engineering crash course in anticipation of a commission in REME, and the arrival of the VI rockets both there and his home town of Dover, where he’d also witnessed the cross-Channel shelling. Warwick Taylor, from Harrow, a junior clerk in a City importers/exporters faced no anxious wait to discover what would happen to him – he found out when he registered at Ruislip. Registration boards generally didn’t know whether men they saw had or would draw the short straw (the delay between the ballot and the board, which didn’t always come in that order, was usually brief); and if they did know they kept quiet about it.




But there was this chap there from the Ministry of Labour who told me: ‘Hard luck, chum, you’ve been nabbed for the coalmines.’ I said, ‘Ridiculous, I’m going in the RAF.’ ‘Oh, no you’re not,’ he said. It was like a slap in the face – three-and-a-half years in the ATC counted for nothing.





Morry Pearce, who worked in his father’s bakery and grocery store in Monk Sherbourne, near Basingstoke, perhaps had even more reason for feeling aggrieved. A little after reaching seventeen and a half he’d volunteered for the Marines:




There were a dozen of us at the temporary recruiting office in Aldershot. We had a medical, did a written exam, some mental arithmetic and answered some questions, to see if you had anything up here. Four of us were kept back and the others let go. ‘You are now Royal Marines,’ the recruiting sergeant said. ‘Go home and wait for further orders.’ I expected something in a fortnight. After a month or more when nothing came I went on my motorbike to the permanent Marine office in Reading. The officer took me through to the back and told me, ‘We can’t take you, son.’ I think he must have had the result of the ballot but he didn’t let on. I was devastated. From when I was small I admired the Marines. If I was going to put my life on the line in action I wanted the best fighting men in the world around me to get me through. But I’d been overtaken by my registration group getting called.





The shock their papers gave them turned to anger for many. Typical was Dave Moody, who worked on his father’s smallholding in the Hampshire village of Lockerley, a Home Guard from fourteen and ‘proud to be parading with my rifle, ten rounds of ammunition and a bayonet’, due to join the county regiment. ‘I had two cousins in the army, two in the air force – and I was to be left out, sort of thing. I had a few things to say at the labour exchange in Romsey. They practically kicked me out.’ They practically kicked out Les Thomas at his labour exchange too. At fourteen he had become a telegram boy ‘running round London in the air raids’. Now he was the company cashier of a fountain pen company near his home in Hackney, and he




tore down and threw my papers over the counter. At work next day a telegram arrived telling me to report back to the Exchange or I’d be subject to arrest. The manager talked me round, he said I’d upset my mother.


But I was bloody upset. I’d taken a test for the navy, rigorous, you had to get 55 of 60, otherwise it was the army. I was offered training as a naval officer in decoding. And my mother would have got an allowance, being a widow. My brother was four years older and in a reserved occupation as an engineer and he was living at home, but my 15 shillings wages would be missed. The allowance would have made up for that. So I was disappointed for my mother and more disappointed for myself. I’d lost an opportunity that could have changed my whole life.





The call-up notification seemed to hold out some hope of escaping its decision: ‘You may appeal against this notification if you consider that there any special circumstances connected with coalmining which would make it an exceptional hardship for you to be employed in this work.’ Four in ten men did appeal, the majority of those who were cadets in the genuine belief that their service was being overlooked. They armed themselves with what written evidence they could to appear at their tribunal. Harold Gibson, a junior in the Blackburn tax office, brought a letter from the senior physics master at Queen Elizabeth’s grammar who was also the officer in charge of the school ATC squadron:




Corporal Gibson has thrown himself wholeheartedly and diligently into the specialised technical training to fit himself for service in one of the branches of H.M.Forces. He has passed the 1st Class Star test, the proficiency grade and the advanced training examination. This latter is of a very high standard and held by very few cadets in the entire ATC.


His record at school is equally distinguished.


I feel that he would be of greater value to the country in some form of technical service in one of the Armed Forces.





Reasoning that a figure of authority might sway a tribunal, some brought fathers or brothers already in uniform, often with a guarantee from their commanding officer that a place in his unit awaited the appellant. David Roland, a trainee cutter at a children’s clothing factory in Hackney, who ‘had no objection to being called up but a very strong objection to being called down’, took one of his twin sisters, an officer in the ATS, thinking ‘she’ll have a lot of pulling power’. While some men argued their own case that they were doing essential war work and should be allowed to continue, a few brought their bosses to argue it for them.


For others, the hope of salvation rested on challenging their medical grading. Arthur Gilbert, from the Staffordshire town of Cheadle and just out of grammar school in Uttoxeter, brought verification from his doctor about his asthma:




It was intermittent and, okay, it didn’t stop me playing football and cricket. But it used to hit me maybe once a month – asthma seemed different in those days, and there were no inhalers. Attacks lasted a day or two. And they were that bad it took me ten minutes to go up the stairs.





Derek Thompson from Salford in Lancashire, a diamond tool apprentice in a company making industrial tubes, was convinced he had more than enough evidence that he was medically unfit:




At seventeen I’d tried and failed three times to get into the navy. People used to come round the school giving talks on the forces and I tried for the officer ‘Y’ scheme but found it was closed. Then I tried for the Fleet Air Arm and discovered I was colour blind. Then I tried to become an ordinary seaman and was turned down because of defective hearing, though I wasn’t aware there was anything wrong with it – but as a child a group of us playing in a field were using elderberry twigs as spears and I’d got one right in the left ear; the inside was all jumbled up.





Although it smacked of desperation, others tried to persuade their tribunal that something physical about them made them unsuitable for what was in store. Morry Pearce decided that claiming to suffer from acute claustrophobia might get him out of it; others argued that they were too tall for coal seams; that they weren’t strong enough for manual labour; that as they wore glasses the dust underground would make them a danger to themselves and others.


Virtually without exception appeals were dismissed out of hand. Those with an apparent medical problem got a stay of execution by being referred to a specialist – who invariably passed them as fit. Derek Thompson’s hearing was pronounced fine, but might not have been if he had lied: ‘The cursed little man told me to kneel down behind a chair, whispered, and asked me what he’d said. I told him straight out. It never entered my head to say I couldn’t hear – I was brought up to be honest.’ The majority of appeals that were allowed were on compassionate grounds, but even these were few; at least one that should have been granted was turned down: Frank Pratt from Twickenham, who worked in a factory turning out small parts for Rolls-Royce engines, was the only carer for his mother, who had multiple sclerosis.




My father was a regular, a company sergeant-major in the Dorset Regiment. He’d been at Dunkirk and was now stationed at a training depot in Suffolk. There was no way he could get back at the time. And I had to make what arrangements I could for my mother and leave her. It was bloody wrong.





In their heart of hearts it wasn’t likely that more than a minority really expected to win their appeal. But the way in which almost all of them lost left a burning sense of resentment. For Geoffrey Mockford from Babraham in rural Cambridgeshire, a cabinetmaker whose workplace had gone over to making instrument cases for field telephones and bombsights, who had been accepted by the Fleet Air Arm and was hoping to be repairing aircraft on aircraft carriers,




the appeal was the greatest farce I had ever experienced. You were allowed five minutes to get into the appeal room, state your case, hear the judgement, and then get out. I tried to explain as clearly as I could that a) I’d already been accepted into the Fleet Air Arm and b) that I didn’t think I had any abilities which would be of use in the mines, so it seemed common sense to allow me to do work for which I had some ability. The chairman cut me short. ‘Your appeal is rejected.’ He didn’t even consult the other two members. I think the instruction was to reject all appeals unless some very obvious blunder had been made. I came out feeling quite sick.





‘They weren’t interested in anything you had to say,’ says Alan Lane, one of those who appealed because he wore glasses, ‘which I’d done since I was four or five and I didn’t think it would be clever for me to work underground wearing them. One of the panel told me “I have heard that poor eyesight improves underground.” I’m not kidding. The man on the end, I swear, was asleep.’


‘Appeal court? Kangaroo court,’ adds Dan White, who had just completed a four-year apprenticeship as a diesel mechanic in Hastings. ‘In, say your piece, blah blah, appeal dismissed – it was as quick as that.’ To Roland Garratt from Birmingham, who had spent two years making hydraulic pumps for the undercarriages and wing flaps of warplanes, it was ‘like facing a firing squad with the bullets already in the breech’. Turned down by his tribunal in Croydon, Dennis Faulkner, an engineer at the local BBC overseas receiving station, asked why. ‘”We never uphold an appeal,” the chairman told me. My next question: “In which case what’s the point of holding a tribunal?” The answer: “We live in a democracy.”’


Unusually, George Ralston was given a longer hearing by his panel: but his case was out of the ordinary run.


Grandson and son of Scottish miners, and one of twins, he’d come to Corby in Northamptonshire when his father’s pit in Lanarkshire, with many others, closed following France’s capitulation and he had come south looking for work. He found it in a steel mill making tubes for PLUTO, the pipeline under the ocean (or rather the Channel), which would provide the Allies with petrol in the 1944 invasion of Europe. At sixteen George Ralston joined him in the mill, and a few weeks before he was due to register went with his twin brother Robert to put himself forward.


The case he put to his tribunal ‘was that my twin brother and I had always been together and I would like to join him in the army’. Ralston was asked to leave the room while the tribunal deliberated. He was recalled to hear their suggestion – which was ‘to ask my brother to join me in the coalmines. And obviously I couldn’t ask him to do that.’ In splitting up the Ralstons, the Bevin scheme broke with a convention: the forces always tried to keep twins together, if that was what they wanted (a practice that continued right through the post-war years of national service that ended in the early sixties). The Shaffer twins, Peter and Anthony, both to achieve fame as playwrights, were kept together: both were sent into the pits, though only one of them drew the short straw. The late Anthony Shaffer was disgruntled; he had been anticipating intelligence work. The public schools were regularly approached by the heads of the services including the secret services and Shaffer, a pupil at St Paul’s (evacuated from London to Berkhamsted in Hertfordshire), was already, as he wrote in his memoir,5 imagining himself in a world of ‘Trenchcoats, turned-up collars and soft-brimmed hats; safe houses, code books and rice paper messages (to be swallowed)’. He had been sent to see ‘a certain Colonel X’ in a building near Victoria station and done rather badly translating a French railway bill of lading, but the colonel’s parting words, ‘I expect we will manage to find something for you’, made him confident of a glamorous war. That his war was to be spent down Chislet pit in the Kent coalfield Shaffer attributed not to the ballot but the colonel’s sense of humour.


To a lot of disappointed and bitter young men the tribunals were insensitive and uncaring. Not only were judgements abrupt, but witnesses were often refused permission to speak. To be fair to the panels, they were all but overwhelmed by numbers. They were being confronted by the same arguments over and over, many of which were trivial in the broad scheme of things. And it was obvious that a proportion of appellants were trying it on. Reg Fisher, a motor mechanic from Wembley, argued he should be spared because he was working for a commercial lorry company with army and RAF contracts. ‘Of course it didn’t wash, but it was worth a try,’ he says. Comments Morry Pearce: ‘When I got to the tribunal I realised I had a problem – there were 24 other claustrophobics.’ It was regrettable that the prior service training of so many was going to be wasted but even that was irrelevant. The ballot – and the country’s need for men to win coal – overrode all considerations.


Numbers of men didn’t wait for a tribunal hearing before seeking a way out. Some who had had their original call-up papers rescinded by the ballot rapidly reported to the destinations detailed in their first instructions, claiming a mistake was to blame for their names being missing from any paperwork. George Poston, an engineering undergraduate, went straight from his home in Leicester to the Royal Engineers’ training battalion in Wrotham, Kent, and tried to bluff his way. ‘But when it was discovered I’d received a communication about the Bevin Boy scheme, REME sent me packing.’ Others tried to enlist. In Ian McInnes’ case, ‘Arnheim had just taken place. I rushed to the recruiting office. “You must need paratroopers, glider pilots, I’ll do anything.”’ Ken Sadler, a salesman in the Co-operative Wholesale Society warehouse in Newcastle-on-Tyne, tried a variety of less predictable escapes:




Even in the war ads were going in the press for the Palestine Police, the Hong Kong Police, the South African Rifles. I tried them all. I tried to emigrate to Canada or Australia. As I’d worked on Newcastle quayside – as a messenger for a coal company, ironically – I knew all the merchant navy companies. I tried three or four but no one would touch me once I told them about my call-up papers.





That six men did not appeal for every four that did is no indication that they didn’t mind. Hardly a man wasn’t shocked by his fate. But many took it on the chin out of a sense of obligation. ‘I simply accepted it as something that was chosen for me – my duty if you like,’ is how Ron Bown, working in a Wolverhampton factory that made batteries and rectifiers for the navy, saw it. ‘In those days most young men did as they were told.’ Others accepted for the sake of their mothers who had lost an older son, were terrified of losing another, and pleaded that the pits were a safer place than the battlefield. At registration Cecil Kelly, a gardener in Bolton, even opted for that reason: ‘My brother Lewis was in the army and killed at 20 in Italy. My mother was traumatised. I did what I did for her.’


Others didn’t appeal because they anticipated that the process was largely pointless, like Brian Evans, a junior reporter in Stourbridge in the Midlands. He felt mocked by the timing of his papers’ arrival – they were waiting for him when he returned from two weeks at RAF Hixon in Staffordshire, where, ‘proudly wearing the white cap flash of the RAF reserve’, he’d been doing circuits in a Wellington bomber practising evasive action from enemy fighters. His mother urged him to appeal on compassionate grounds, ‘although there weren’t any – my father was very much alive and living with us, working in the timber control office in Birmingham’. He did, however, try evasive action by attempting to enlist in the Reconnaissance Corps (‘I rather fancied a scout car’), but failed like everyone who tried the enlisting route. He was realistic: ‘Once you were in the bag you were in the bag. But you can imagine what I felt that the war needed me down there and not in the air.’


*    *    *


Ernest Bevin, the Somerset farm boy and Bristol drayman, was made Minister of Labour and National Service by Winston Churchill as soon as he became Prime Minister in May 1940. Churchill considered Bevin to have ‘the temperament of a born fighter’ – and, as until now he had been the general secretary of Britain’s biggest union, the Transport & General Workers, he could carry the unions with him.


Before Bevin arrived at the Ministry, little had been done to mobilise manpower other than for the forces; despite the critical shortage of armaments and equipment, nearly three-quarters of a million workers were unemployed. All that changed. The Emergency Powers Act, passed in a single day, gave Bevin absolute authority over everyone in the country between fourteen and sixty-four (33 million people), making him the most powerful man in the Cabinet after Churchill, and he used that power to mobilise the entire population, with very little friction. Millions were compulsorily directed into essential employment. The trust the unions generally had in Bevin made them accept the loss of cherished privileges; skilled trades allowed the entry of unskilled labour, and under the ‘designated craftsman’ scheme, skilled men agreed to work when necessary as labourers. In 1941 Bevin’s appeal to women to join the industrial army was met with the same sense of cooperation.6 By 1943, over 8 million women were in paid work, in munitions, in the Land Army, in hundreds of jobs that were previously male preserves – women became train guards and tram drivers, telephone engineers, welders, plumbers, crane operators. Another million were in voluntary jobs.


Like Lord Woolton, the Minister of Food, people trusted Bevin even more than the unions. In their eyes he made only two really unpopular decisions, both in 1943. One was the ‘granny call-up’, the registration in July of women aged forty-six to fifty for war work. The other in December was to send eighteen-year-old conscripts into the mines.


The Bevin Boy scheme was unpopular with the RAF, too. This letter passed between the Air Ministry and the Ministry of Labour on 20 October 1943, when the details were being worked out:




My dear de Villiers,


I have your letter of the 13th October, in which you discuss the question of implementing the Government decision to call up men for the coal mines as they are now called up for the Forces.


We are anxious, of course, to assist you as much as possible in your difficult task of creating the procedure of selection, and we certainly welcome your proposal to exclude from the ballot the men who have been accepted for flying service. This is undoubtedly sound, in view of the quality required in men for air crew duties. With regard to the exclusion of the unasterisked tradesmen of certain categories, I assume you refer to the occupations, about 60 in number, which we refer to your Department where men apply for other air crew service . . .


I am afraid we must register a strong protest against members of the Air Training Corps being included, having regard to their training in air subjects and trades. To include them and to post a proportion of them for coal mining would be a complete waste of this specialised training. I am sorry that I must press for men with Air Training Corps service to be excluded on the grounds that they have received this training specifically to prepare them for Royal Air Force and Fleet Air Arm service.


I appreciate the points you made on the steps to be taken to prevent a man evading the ballot by volunteering for the forces after registration and subject to the men with A.T.C. service being excluded, we agree that after registration a man will not be accepted for ground service as a volunteer unless he is clear of the ballot . . .


With regard to the pre-registration volunteer, we would certainly wish to prevent the enlistment of a man who volunteers for the Services in order to evade being included later in the ballot, but equally we would not wish to be precluded from taking as volunteers A.T.C. cadets (having six months’ enrolled service) or men, though non A.T.C., required for special ground categories, such as Aircraft Apprentices and recruits for Wireless trades . . .


Yours ever


E.H.Donnell





In the October coal debate in the Commons, Seymour Cocks had been emphatic in saying that if conscripts were to become coalminers, ‘Eton and Harrow must send their quota as well as the elementary schools’, evidently seeing the issue in class terms as had the Minerworkers’ Federation.7 Unsurprisingly, middle-class parents were better able to give voice to their dismay at what was happening to their sons and to enlist the support of headmasters, serving officers, politicians and clergymen. What went unsaid was that the majority of the middle class felt mining was beneath their sons. As did more of their sons than at the time would have been prepared to admit it. Harold Gibson was of that mind:




I lived in a 1932 semi-detached house, I had two distinctions and six credits in my School Certificate, and I worked in a tax office. I’d seen miners when visiting relations in Burnley, not in Blackburn. I was being snobbish but I was brought up Congregational – nothing to do with working-class people. As far as I was concerned coal came in a sack.





But the Bevin Boy scheme was unpopular among the working class, many being as suspicious as the miners’ Federation that they were being singled out. Mining communities were particularly incensed. ‘My father was disgusted,’ says Arthur Gilbert, whose home town of Cheadle was a mining town.




He wasn’t in the pits, he was in the copper works, but an uncle of mine was killed underground when I was about seven. Nearly everyone I knew was either in the copper works or in the pits – the wife’s father was a pitman, so was her grandfather.


A lot of men like my father vowed their sons would never follow them into the pits. The years before the war were hard. Families struggled to make ends meet. Hungry children would be fed by neighbours who were little better off themselves. Hand-me-down clothes were part of a kid’s upbringing, or not having shoes. I remember children begging for food.


I used to hear the miners’ clogs clattering by the house and see the local pit from my bedroom window. I saw the blue scars and the surprising number who had missing fingers. I lived in dread of being a miner.





In the Welsh mining village of Cwmdare near Aberdare, Desmond Edwards’ father was another disappointed man.




He wanted my brother and me to escape the inevitable life, and the way to do it was through education – education was the entrance to a different life, he used to say. That’s why we won scholarships to the country grammar and I’d done a year at Aber [ystwyth] university. When the ballot directed me to the coalmines, it seemed fate had caught up with me.





Edwards had resigned himself to being forced into a job his father, like other miners, had sworn he would never do, but he still went the short distance to Oakwood training centre near Blackwood in a mood of ‘angry frustration’. Those attending university during the war were given a clear year before call-up that could come at any time thereafter.8 Edwards, reading geography and geology, had had almost a full second year and was within six weeks of his second-year exams. He asked for six weeks’ grace. The Ministry of Labour refused, ‘rendering at a stroke the whole year’s course worthless’.


The row over the rightfulness of turning conscripts into miners rumbled on into the early months of 1944. In February, when the first Bevin Boys were finishing their initial training and were being assigned to their pits, Lord Keyes in the House of Lords moved that men who had trained for the forces should be on Bevin’s exempt list. That they were not was an ‘outrage’, he said, adding: ‘The ballot system involves a waste of money by the service departments, a waste of time by the splendid team of voluntary officers and instructors in cadet units, and the complete destruction of any faith boys may have had in the guide they received from youth committees.’ He found support from Lord Elton, who spoke of ‘an alarming falling off in the intake of young men with the necessary intellectual and technical qualifications for some special branches of the services’, and urged ‘the importance of not withholding from the services potential officers of technical merit.’


It was left to the Earl of Munster, Under-Secretary at the India Office, to remind his fellow peers that the ballot was intended to be fair and equitable. A quarter of those who registered on 11 December were members of the ATC, the Sea Cadet Corps, the Army Cadet Force, Junior Training Corps or Home Guard. If that quarter had been ineligible for mining, he pointed out reasonably, ‘To obtain the required number it follows that one-third more of the remaining registrants would have had to be selected and their chances of being selected would have increased by 33⅓ per cent.’


Lord Keyes withdrew his motion.


A strike sparked at the end of the following month by an apprentice in South Shields finding himself destined for the pits brought out 5,000 shipyard and engineering apprentices on Tyneside and another 10,000 on the Clyde. A thousand aircraft apprentices in Huddersfield joined in, as did a few others in engineering establishments in Lanarkshire.


Back in December, when Bevin announced the ballot, apprentices on the Tyne had formed an unofficial guild to offer collective resistance to it. In February when one of their members had his number drawn from the Minister’s hat, they issued an imprudent statement demanding legislation within three weeks that would give unconditional exemption from the ballot for all engineering apprentices. ‘We refuse to carry the burden imposed on the industry by the lust for profit and inefficiency of the coal-owners,’ the statement said, adding, confusingly: ‘Since they are directly responsible for the coal crisis it is against them that compulsion must be directed.’


The priority of shipbuilding and repair, and heavy engineering also, was so great that apprentices whose employers sought deferment for them were automatically granted exemption from call-up, for the forces or otherwise, until they were out of their apprenticeship or reached the age of twenty. The apprentice at the centre of the dispute had not finished his apprenticeship. But his boss, an electrical sub-contractor, had not sought a deferment; and the job on which he was employed – rewiring a building at the time of call-up – could hardly be classified as high priority.


The TUC and the unions told the strikers to return to work. So did Bevin, who made it clear that thousands of non-deferred apprentices had been called up throughout the war, and how conscripts served their country was a matter for the government. The apprentices refused to listen, their leaders uttering defiance (‘Bevin won’t climb down so we’ll pull him down’), their highly charged rhetoric making the Minister of Labour declare they were being manipulated ‘by irresponsible mischief-makers with the purpose of coercing the Government’ and he began issuing the strikers with notices to present themselves for an armed services medical. The Times quoted the strikers as being ‘surprised’. Their surprise was such that within two weeks they had all gone back.9


*    *    *


For a ballotee determined to stick to his refusal to become a miner, form E.D. 383A Emergency Powers (Defence) Acts, 1939–1941, Direction issued under Regulation 58A of the Defence (General) Regulations, 1939, which was included in his call-up documents, spelt out the alternative:




Any person failing to comply with a direction under Regulation 58A . . . is liable on summary conviction to imprisonment for a term not exceeding three months, or to a fine not exceeding £100 or to both such imprisonment and such fine. Any person failing to comply after such a conviction is liable on a further conviction to a fine not exceeding five pounds for every day on which the failure continues.





Bert McBain-Lee, a clerk in an insurance office in Liverpool, was too incensed when he got his papers to notice the threat. He had been at college, waiting to go to university to read electrical engineering, but, ‘coming from a King and country family and wanting to do my bit’, had left and taken a temporary job while he waited to join the army – preferably the Cameron Highlanders, in which his father was an officer, he had told the recruiting sergeant at registration,




or failing that any Highland regiment or failing that, the Royal Signals – I had semaphore and Morse at respectable speeds. ‘You’ve got it all thought out, lad, haven’t you?’ he said, and I had. Except I hadn’t anticipated my number being drawn in April 1944. When my mother brought the post to the breakfast table the notification just about knocked me off my chair.





Like so many others he ‘kicked up hell’ at the labour exchange, before rushing off to see a local JP and then his MP. His MP listened to him and said: ‘“You know George Martin?” I told him I did, he was a year ahead of me at school and had gone into the navy. “No, he didn’t, he’s in jail – three months at hard labour for refusing to go down the pit.” That drew me up short.’


At David Reekie’s tribunal, where his submission to be allowed to become the telegraphist the navy had chosen him to be was abruptly dismissed, the chairman wagged a finger, telling him to do as he was told ‘or you must take the alternative’.




I knew what the alternative was, of course. But I was a mummy’s boy tied to her apron strings. I was mollycoddled at home – two sisters and various other ladies who were paying guests in my mother’s guesthouse. Some brave souls went to prison, but I wasn’t brave enough. I cried into my white flag and surrendered.





Laconically he adds: ‘Either way I was going to be sent down.’


In the initial blind rage at the cards dealt by blind fate, quite a few ballotees considered prison. The majority calmed down, were talked out of it or had family reasons for complying with their instructions. One was Dan Duhig from Popular, who had been engaged in making submarine periscopes and chain linkages for invasion barges. He was accompanied to his tribunal by his boss ‘because he wanted to hold on to me’; but when the appeal failed and Duhig was determined to go to prison, his boss persuaded him against doing so: ‘If I went to prison I’d have a prison record. And after the war with the troops home and jobs hard to come by, I wouldn’t get one.’ Ernie Jefferies, a spectacle-frame maker from Elephant and Castle, London, was another:




I’d dreamed of being in the desert with Montgomery. I might have done something silly, but my mother had died two weeks earlier and my dad was in a state. ‘We don’t want trouble by bring the police round here,’ he said. Under the circumstances I didn’t want to go against him.





But some men flatly refused to reconsider. According to a figure given in the House by the Home Secretary, Herbert Morrison, in the first year of the implementation of the ballot – 1944 – 500 of the 15,362 ballotees were prosecuted for disobeying their direction order and 147 of them went to jail then or later after they absconded. There seems to be no existing figure for how many of 1945’s 5,534 ballotees were prosecuted or imprisoned.


More might have been locked up if they hadn’t been prevented by the police, trying to act in what they thought was their best interests. Syd Walker, until call-up employed in a Birmingham factory that heat-treated armoured plating for tanks, worked down the pit with a couple of them:




In each case it was the same. At three in the morning there was a knock at the door and two policeman hauled them out of bed and took them off to the clink. There they were subjected to what you’d call treatment until they agreed to change their minds. If they’d gone through the proper machinery, prison it would have been. I supposed they were saved from themselves.





There was overwhelming sympathy for those caught up in the Bevin Boy scheme, some people believing that dispatching the Boys – little more than boys – into the harsh environment of the coalmines was morally repugnant; nevertheless the majority felt that, in war, they should do their duty, and that was how the newspapers saw it. The Birmingham Post of 14 March 1944 reported on two cases, one in Sheffield (imprisoned three months), the other in Birmingham (adjourned pending medical examination) and editorialised:




In each case the objection to work in a pit was based by the defendant on the same reasons; there was no plea of conscientious objection to war work, but a preference for a different form of service. One must feel some sympathy . . . But in each case an individual was demanding that his own wishes should override a direction of the Ministry of Labour . . . If the objector is so self-centred that he can see only his personal point of view, as sharp a sentence as in the Sheffield case may be needed to widen his vision.





Yet there was considerable ambivalence in attitudes, nowhere better exemplified than on the magistrates’ benches. Some handed down maximum three-month sentences and heavy fines; others sent men to jail for as little as two weeks – and some imposed fines that were nominal and sent those who appeared before them into the arms of the military, making Bevin retort that ‘while I am always pleased to see justice tempered with mercy’, the magistrates should enforce the law. ‘Courts,’ he added, ‘are not a place to express their personal view on policy.’


It’s doubtful that any Bevin Boy who went to prison served a second term. Having done their time, some decided of their own accord to go down the pits after all. Others continued to refuse – and were quietly shipped off to the army. There was a limit to how tough a government, never entirely comfortable with what it had done, was prepared to be.




Two


Problems, Problems


In early January 1944, days ahead of the first conscripts reporting to be trained as miners, the newspapers were full of encouragement. The Times correspondent went to Pontefract in the country’s biggest coalfield, Yorkshire, where at the Prince of Wales colliery batches of ex-servicemen and volunteers had been arriving since Christmas.


‘“Bevin’s boys’”, as they are already being called in the mining areas,’ he wrote, were assured of ‘a cheery welcome’. Looking round, he admired the keenness of the men already there and enthused about the ‘first-class pithead baths and splendid canteen’:




Up from a morning below ground, a group of the newcomers noisily washed off the grime under hot and cold showers, and then crossed the road to the canteen to enjoy a chop, roast potatoes, and carrots, and have an outsize mug of tea for 1s. 1d. Having been allowed to share this meal, I can testify that it was excellent.





The conscripts’ first visit below ground, he informed his readers, ‘will be a thrill’.


On 17 January, when the first 500 conscripts were due to arrive, roughly split between five training collieries – a second in Yorkshire, near Doncaster; one in Lancashire, near Manchester; one near Durham in County Durham; and one near Nuneaton in the Midlands – there was high expectation. Women officers from the Ministry of Labour Welfare Department, wearing red and white armbands inscribed ‘Reception officer’, bustled helpfully about. At Nuneaton, Movietone News rounded up a bunch of self-conscious arrivals and, once they had collected their pit boots, safety helmets and overalls (the overalls to be handed back at the end of training), blacked up their faces and got them to pretend they were hard at work. Reporters were on hand to ask the newcomers how they felt. At Pontefract the man from The Times ‘talked with scores of the boys and did not find one who without qualification was pleased to be here’. However, he noted they ‘spontaneously added that, now they were here, they would do their best’.


Two days later ‘Bevin’s boys’ were on strike.


The Ministry of Labour had had only two months to set up the ballotee scheme, to reach agreement with the Mineworkers’ Federation and identify at which collieries the training centres were to be set up – most at collieries still in production where a pit area could be segregated for training without interfering with the business of winning coal, but a few at collieries worked out earlier in the war and closed down. The Ministry had also had to identify the men to do the training, sort out what the training should be and decide where, once trained, the conscript miners were to go. The newspapers’ buoyant despatches gave the impression that all was efficiency and preparedness. It was far from the truth. Six other training centres that should have been open were weeks from completion – leaving Scotland and Wales as yet without the one apiece they were supposed to have.1 Already hundreds of Scottish and Welsh ballotees as well as others from elsewhere had had their instructions postponed. Even the five centres in operation were hardly ready: workmen were still hammering in the Manchester colliery canteen and the kitchen was devoid of equipment; the trainees had to go to Manchester corporation’s British Restaurant2 for their midday meals.


All the centres were taking recruits by the spring but they were scrambled into service and generally ill-prepared – as late as October, when George Ralston went to the Scottish centre near Dunfermline, he thought it hadn’t long been open because he and others were taken away from training and ‘spent a lot of time laying kerbstones and making roads’. All the centres were supposed to have pithead baths but they weren’t in evidence at the one near Sheffield when Stan Payne, a Cockney saw sharpener in a mill providing timber for ammunition boxes and air-raid shelter bunks, got there in March. As his lodgings had no bathroom and he didn’t fancy ‘washing the dangly bits behind the kitchen door’, he and a couple of other ballotees in the same predicament went into the city on Saturday mornings and indulged in a tub at the municipal slipper baths, although they could barely raise the shilling entrance and the fares. Pithead baths were being installed at Creswell centre near Chesterfield in Derbyshire in March, but still weren’t in use.


Creswell, one of the largest centres dealing at any one time with over 500 trainees in various stages of training, was in such a state of chaos that thirty-four ballotees wrote to the Ministry of Fuel (which ran the centres and had responsibility for their employment) protesting there was no lecture room and, a week into their training, they were without helmets and boots. When the situation became public the colliery manager was ordered to hire a local room and the Ministry apologised about the boots and helmets: at this stage around 7,500 trainees were at or had been at the different centres and the manufacturers of both items hadn’t been able to keep up with demand.


The trainees had more pressing problems than the readiness of the training collieries: where they were going to live and what they were going to be paid, problems that were very much related.


The Ministry was in the process of converting old army transit camps into hostels and had plans for larger, purpose-built ones, not only to house men while in training but to accommodate them when working in the surrounding collieries, but at the present had managed to open only two. To some extent the problem was alleviated by telling men whose home towns were in public transport distance of training collieries to travel daily. But finding lodgings for the rest put billeting officers into despair; in the already densely populated conurbations of the North and Midlands, most of what was available was long since taken by the thousands of workers directed to the war factories. In Doncaster a search for anyone willing to take ‘Bevin’s boys’ yielded 300 acceptances from 5,000 inquiries. In the Midlands, digs were so scarce the billeting officer had to resort to the Salvation Army. Peter Rainbow, an office boy in a cattle-cake manufacturer’s until call-up, came from the village of Yatton near Bristol, alighted in Coventry on his way to Nuneaton 8 miles away, and found himself sent to the Coventry Sally Army dosshouse – the maternity wing of the old hospital next door to the new. So on another occasion was Les Wilson, who had come from Brighton and his job at Sainsbury’s. Neither found it an edifying experience.


‘God it was a dismal building, and unheated,’ says Rainbow.




The Sally captain was unpleasantly strict in his dealings with the inmates – no gruel if you arrived for breakfast after 6.30am and lights out by 9.30pm. While I was there a battalion of American soldiers arrived in Coventry and about 40 were on the floors above us. On the second night we were awakened by fire sirens and then water poured through the ceiling. The Yanks had had enough of their miserable accommodation and chopped up a few chairs to make a fire, which had got out of control.





‘My family was poor but I’d never seen cockroaches,’ says Wilson. ‘Here, they infested the place. The area we ate in was swarming. When the lights went on they scampered everywhere. I hated them. In the end we collected our breakfast and ate in our room.’ He remembers something worse than damp beds:




All of us in our room got scabies. The authorities hadn’t made any health arrangement for us. Undeterred, we went to the hospital next door and they looked after us. We stripped off and got into a bath of some coloured solution. Someone came in and scrubbed our backs – not a pretty nurse, a great big fellow. Our bedding had to be burnt.3





Most men were prepared to put up with discomfort in the short term, in the hope that things would get better once they had gone to their permanent employment. But almost all quickly discovered that their wages would barely cover their outgoings, and in some cases wouldn’t. Eighteen-year-olds were on 44s a week. Lodgings typically cost 25 or 30s – but in the Manchester area 35 – with laundry 2s extra. Fares to and from the training collieries were 5s a week on average, with the cost of six midday meals in the colliery canteen 6s 6d. After a stoppage of 1s 10d for insurance, outgoings would come to between 40s 3d and 50s 3d. Those over eighteen were better off on a rising scale of pay that took all recruits to the full miners’ wage at twenty-one. But the bulk of the intake were eighteen. And while a one-off settling-in allowance of 24s 6d helped, a lot were broke – and the first week’s wage wasn’t to be paid until the following week.


In Nuneaton the trainees protested on their second day and were quickly followed by those in Manchester and Pontefract. In Doncaster, they went further, going on all-out strike. Morry Pearce remembers the meeting in the Miners’ Welfare gym where he voiced doubt that, as conscripts, they were allowed to strike.




‘They want to pay us 44 shillings and our board is 30 shillings, so we’re on strike,’ one of the lads said. ‘Are you prepared to do something about it?’ I said, ‘I’m on strike with you.’ The pit manager was incensed when a deputation of us went to his office and told him we were on strike. ‘You can’t do that, he said. ‘Well look out the bloody window’, someone told him. He did – the rest of the lads were sitting in the snow.





The manager did prevent a march to Doncaster: he locked the colliery gates.


In the rush to get the conscript miners into the system, the Ministry of Labour had been very short-sighted. It had sent them in at the rates that pertained for their age in the coal industry, but had overlooked that while young regular miners lived at home, the conscripts had to pay for their keep.4 The petitions from the four training collieries demanding either a substance allowance5 or a pay increase that now landed on Bevin’s desk made the oversight all too apparent.


Bevin was a man who said and did what he believed was right and he wasn’t a man to procrastinate. Four days after the trainees took action he gave them a 16s rise, with another 10s to come when they went underground. The trainees were certain they had won ‘because we’d created merry hell’ as Les Wilson puts it. Anxious that that wasn’t seen to be the case any more than he’d been shamed into action by a Daily Mirror campaign, Bevin distanced himself from the situation. The announcement of the award came not from him but in a statement from Lord Porter, chairman of the National Reference Tribunal of the Coalmining Industry. Since early January, the tribunal had been considering the miners’ latest pay claim and a statement was imminent. But the timing of its publication on 23 January was no coincidence. The headline recommendation was that the miners should have their third increase of the war, giving them a minimum of £5 underground – and a hastily incorporated paragraph effectively settled the conscripts’ demands, though this wasn’t admitted directly:
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