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FOREWORD


I grew up hearing stories from my family members who emigrated to the United States from a County Durham mining community in the nineteenth century. My paternal grandfather, Hugh Simpson Rodham, came from England as a child with his parents and siblings to Scranton, Pennsylvania, in the 1880s. My grandmother, Hannah Jones Rodham – who went to work very young in a silk mill in Scranton, where she met Hugh – often talked about her great-grandparents who came from the small coal mining villages of southern Wales. That’s what drew me to Margaret Hedley’s remarkable trilogy of books about the women of the Durham coalfields.


Histories can be epic tales of wars, empires, economic forces, presidents, and kings. But I find myself most drawn to stories that illustrate the lives of ordinary people who, in their own small ways, shaped our world.


As I was reading about Margaret’s great-great-grandmother Hannah Hall, I began to picture my great-great-grandmother in Hannah’s place. She lived in the north of Durham while Hannah lived in the east, but I was able to imagine the type of life she and her family had lived based on Hannah’s story. The circumstances of their lives would have been similar, and they would have both faced the difficult decision of staying in the only home they’d ever known or sailing into an unknown future for a chance at a better life.


Through Margaret’s family saga between 1820 and 1968 – an era when life was lived around coal – we meet ordinary people caring for their families, making hard choices, and searching for meaning. The women married to coal miners were caregivers who waited at home, not with empty hands but with a relentless list of household tasks to carry out. They worried about whether their husbands would come home or if they’d join the list of miners killed in the dangerous mines. If that happened, they knew they would lose their family’s only source of income and the roof over their heads.


In her latest book, The Last Women of the Durham Coalfield, Margaret brings her family’s journey into the present with her own story. As the title suggests – and as Margaret witnessed at the age of 15 – the coal mines on which her family and their village relied closed forever. The impacts on the surrounding community were enormous. Her story shows not just how economies and industries changed, but how those changes affected the way people lived.


That’s why Margaret’s meticulous research and vivid prose is so critical. So often, books about County Durham tell us about the husbands, fathers, and sons who worked in the dangerous and dirty coalfields. But through their actions, daily tasks, and choices, the women at home formed the warp and weft of history. From Industrial Age hardship to post-war affluence to the women’s movement, the world went through monumental changes during Margaret’s family’s lifetimes, and they met the changes with resilience and resourcefulness.


There was progress on so many fronts, and much of that progress would have been impossible without the women we meet in Margaret’s books. They didn’t live their lives expecting that their stories would be included in future books, but their stories are essential. Without them, our understanding of the past is impoverished, our history only half complete.


I hope that Margaret’s books will inspire more historians to document the daily lives not just of men, who have been traditionally centred in historical narratives, but of the women living quieter but just as important lives alongside them. As this book shows, the women of the Durham coalfield played an equal role in shaping daily life and trajectories of history in the region, just as women today are building their own futures in communities around the world.


Hillary Rodham Clinton
Former First Lady, US Senator and Secretary of State.





INTRODUCTION


This is the final part of my trilogy that started with my great-great-grandmother, Hannah Hall, who moved into east Durham with her family and was there at the opening up of the coalfield when it at last became possible to drill through the magnesian limestone at Hetton Lyons pit in the early 1820s.


The importance of Hetton is described by Les Turnbull in his publication Hidden Treasures, published to coincide with the bi-centenary of the Hetton Lyons colliery in 2022. His words may surprise some, but we should always bear in mind that without the Hetton project, our pits in east Durham would not have been possible as early as 1822:




There are certain special events in life, like the landing of the Apollo 11 spacecraft on the moon, which change our perception of the world in which we live. The winning of Hetton Lyons Colliery in County Durham between 1820 and 1822 was another such event. Both these giant leaps for mankind were the outcome of years of technical development often carried out despite the scepticism of the scientific establishment of the day.





I doubt if Hannah or her family realised the massive impact the opening of Hetton pit would have on the rest of the area, but it allowed the development of a coalfield previously land-locked and concealed by the magnesian limestone into a massive expansion of a whole new society that became known as east Durham, with a deep sense of community throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and Hannah came to represent the women who were married to the men who mined the coal.


I had tripped and stumbled for several years over whether to introduce Hannah into the public domain and make her story known, but I always managed to talk myself out of it. Eventually, and recognising that the story was unique and hadn’t been told before, but still full of trepidation, I brought it into existence and, incredibly, it was successful.


I didn’t think there would be another book. I had certainly never planned for one, but readers had become invested in Hannah and her family and were anxious to see how they fared through the better times of the early twentieth century. There was more information for this book. Hannah’s youngest daughter, Susan, could read and write, and her memory was kept alive by her youngest daughter, my grandma, Bella. There wasn’t the need for speculation as there had been with Hannah’s situation, but I continued to include dialogue that had proved popular with most readers. The dialogue, while not accurate, gives me an opportunity to highlight what might have been said, in the words, turn of phrase and dialect of the time.


This is the format of my latest book, only this time I am not even reliant on my grandma for primary source material, as I appear in the narrative and much of the book is seen through the eyes of someone born in the mid-twentieth century who can shed light on how women married to coal miners fared during that time up until the end of the coal industry in my village, 1968, when I was 15 years old and became one of the last women of the Durham coalfield.


My own contribution to the story is not made up in any way. It is as I remember it and supported by some evidence along the way. I may have forgotten vital details or interesting snippets that people who know me will remember, but as far as I’m aware, I have researched this book as thoroughly as my previous work.
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THE DESTINY OF
WORKING-CLASS GIRLS


There was never any doubt that Bella Jopling would marry a pitman. Daughters born into coal mining families in the early 1900s were destined to marry men from that industry, and it was only in exceptional circumstances that it didn’t happen. It was the expectation of families in the coal industry and always had been. In turn, coal miners liked to marry girls brought up in the mining community because they knew what to expect. The price of coal dominated their lives. Coal owners were obsessive about sending cheap coals for export and a low selling price meant they would have to make economies elsewhere, which was usually at the expense of the miner and his family. Mining families knew how much the coal sold for and realised that profits were more important to the owners than their workforce. It was just one more of the drawbacks of life in a mining village, added to poor-quality housing, a lack of interest from landlords, who were the private coal owners, low rates of pay, poor working conditions for the men and long strenuous hours for the women. In addition, a wife had to be ready and willing to support her husband at times of industrial unrest. Marrying a girl who wasn’t used to the coal industry was asking for domestic trouble as far as the miners were concerned.


Bella’s family had a long association with the Durham coalfield that could be traced accurately back to the early to mid-eighteenth century in the old coal areas of Ryton, Washington and Chester-le-Street, and even though there were more opportunities for girls benefitting from a compulsory education by the time they left school in 1916, most mining families would still expect their daughters to marry a coal miner. A girl’s training to reach this eventual goal began from a very early age, was overseen by her mother, and covered every aspect of household management. Bella was the first of her parents’ children to be born in the twentieth century – January 1902 – a time of great hope for the Durham miners, who had been exploited for generations. After years of struggle to unionise, the Durham Miners Association had been in operation since the 1870s, and although change was slow, the miners felt it was bound to be sure. The mining families of the Durham coalfield certainly believed that the twentieth century would bring about improvements to their lives, both at the pit and at home.


Bella was born and brought up in the smallest of the colliery villages belonging to the Weardale Steel, Coal and Coke Company at Ludworth, County Durham. Since the early days of its pit in the 1830s, this village had received terrible reviews for its housing, sanitary conditions (or lack of them), water provision and sewage disposal. This negativity had been a feature of life in Ludworth during the lifetime of Bella’s grandparents and parents, and was much worse during her time growing up there at the turn of the twentieth century. From time to time sympathetic outsiders visited the County Durham colliery villages – William Morris in the 1880s, Sidney and Beatrice Webb in the 1920s, J.B. Priestley in the 1930s and Mark Benney in the 1940s. Despite their visits being many years apart, all described the conditions as bleak and dreadful, and while there is no record of any of them visiting Ludworth, it was not much different from other villages and much worse than most. Even at the time Bella was growing up, road and transport links to Ludworth were almost non-existent, and to visit the neighbouring village of Thornley it was necessary to walk along the railway line. Only a cart track linked the village with its other near-neighbour, Shadforth; however the people who lived there, like Bella, had a different set of values and they didn’t see it as an outsider would. Bella loved being part of the village and its close-knit community where everybody knew everybody else, and didn’t seem to notice the drabness of her surroundings.


Bella’s parents were respectable people, brought up to follow Victorian traditions, and both had lived in Ludworth for most of their lives and were well thought of. Her granda, Will Jopling, had owned a property in North View and ran a general dealer’s shop from his front room. Her great grandparents, Jack and Annie Jameson, were the licensees of the top house – the Ludworth Inn – at one time, and while this might not be seen as a mark of respectability by some people, it was a sign that they could make a success of running to business in a very small village with fierce competition from a further two public houses.


On her mother’s side, Bella’s grandma, Hannah wasn’t talked about much, but Bella knew she had been a dressmaker and later ran a hardware shop from the front room of her privately rented house in Margaret Street, Ludworth. From what little she knew of her grandmother, it seems that she and Bella’s mother had had a falling out, but Bella wasn’t aware of the circumstances. She did know that her granda had gone to Australia looking for work and that her mother, Susan, was born while he was away and didn’t meet him until she was 7 years old. Susan used to tell her daughters of the children her mother lost to TB and of the tough time she had while her da was away, when it was necessary for her to work on a farm and carry out dressmaking tasks in order to make ends meet while bringing up her children, but still finding the time to help with fundraising during the building of the Primitive Methodist Chapel at Ludworth. These were the parts of her mother’s life that Susan was prepared to share, but she was very vague about the rest. Susan was very good at being vague. One thing that was often mentioned about Hannah, however, was her dislike of anything to do with alcohol and all it stood for in the colliery village. This was an attitude carried on by Bella’s mother, Susan, and subsequently her daughters, including Bella herself.


Bella’s sisters had been like little mothers to her as she was growing up, as they were 14 and 11 when she was born, and she had a very happy childhood in the small mining community where neighbours became extended family. From an early age, children in the colliery villages learned to live with death – the deaths of elderly people that they knew well, deaths caused by accidents at the pit, deaths of children from illnesses that could not be cured and accidents inside and outside the home. However, Bella’s first direct experience of death in the family came in 1914 when she was 12. Her niece, Marion, the second eldest daughter of her sister Rachel, died of whooping cough. Bella was devastated. She couldn’t understand why a lovely, previously healthy 2-year-old should die from a bad cough. She saw the effect it had on Rachel, her husband Bob and also on Marion’s sister Nora, only 6. She never forgot little Marion’s funeral at St Cuthbert’s Church, Shadforth. Bella witnessed first-hand how her family supported her sister Rachel at this awful time and this was a further indicator, if she needed one, of how important family was.


Even at the time Bella started school in 1907, education for girls was still seen as unnecessary by some coal mining families, who felt their daughters’ time would be better spent learning from their mothers how to run a household in readiness for marriage to a coal miner. However, the school at Ludworth was well-attended and Bella received an adequate education for a girl of her generation and class.


With the outbreak of the First World War, the small colliery village saw some of its menfolk going off to fight, and those who stayed behind in protected occupations continued to work at the pit. Whatever happened to the men always affected the women. If there was a strike at the pit, the women had to carry on feeding their families with less money and therefore less food. If a man was injured at the pit, his wife became his nurse and carer, a task taken on alongside her already heavy workload. If her man was killed at the pit, she had to find alternative accommodation within two weeks, with perhaps no money to pay her rent. So, when some men went away to fight in the war, the priorities of the women changed. A wife didn’t have to work around her husband’s shifts at the pit and make food and baths for him coming and going, and she received wages more regularly from the armed forces than she did from the coal owners. However, the fear for her husband’s mortality was always on her mind, whether he was at the pit or fighting in a war.


The Jopling family unit joined forces in 1914 when Bella’s sister Hannah became very ill after giving birth to son Norman in June that year. The illness became so bad that Hannah spent spells throughout the coming months in the Royal Victoria Infirmary at Newcastle. Bella, her mother, and sister Rachel rallied round to help Hannah’s husband, Jack. They looked after the elder child, Leslie aged 4, while caring for the baby between them, and when Jack Grainger joined the Durham Light Infantry in 1915 and was therefore unable to help with childcare, the family took the extra responsibility in their stride.


Despite doing well at school, which meant that Bella could read, write and do her sums, employment for girls of her age from the colliery villages centred around the skills they learned from their mothers, which were based on homemaking and service – either housework or shop work. The training received at the hands of diligent mothers stood the girls in good stead to be effective servants in the homes of the better off. They were taught that being able to run a clean, efficient and well-ordered home was a sign of respectability and that was what the women married to coal miners were striving for. They knew that their reputation in non-coal mining areas was of dirty, slovenly people and the women in particular were always anxious to appear respectable in all its forms: running a well-ordered home, having clean, white washing hanging on the washing line, children who were decently turned out, sending the children to Sunday School, and encouraging good behaviour outside the house, including not owing anyone any money.


After leaving school it was only natural that Bella would seek employment, and after a spell working on a local farm, she went into service at a private school at Redcar during the war, not at all discouraged by the amount and variety of work she had to do.


When her sister Rachel died of the Spanish Flu just after the end of the First World War, at the beginning of 1919, Bella was recalled from her ‘place’ in order to support the family. She knew it was expected of her. The family needed her help, and she wouldn’t think of refusing to return. Rachel died only days after giving birth to her son, Douglas. Her eldest daughter Nora was 10½, her second daughter, Stella, just 4½ years old. Rachel’s early death required extensive intervention from her mother and sisters to keep the family unit together with each one doing their bit, and between them they took on the care of baby Douglas and the two girls without complaint while supporting Rachel’s husband Bob, until the children were old enough to find their own way in the world.


In 1924 Bella married coal miner Billy Carr from Wheatley Hill and her parents moved into an Aged Miners Home at Thornley. Bella was desperately sorry to leave behind the close-knit Ludworth community and took every opportunity to visit her sister Hannah, who continued to live there. Through this contact she could continue to hear news about those who had died, those like her who had moved away, and the people still living there that she grew up with and how their families were developing. Bella never forgot her roots.


Despite Billy’s job being at Wheatley Hill pit, their first house, by choice, was at Thornley to be near Bella’s ageing parents. It was a private rented property in Coopers Terrace. The house, like many at the time, was infested with cockroaches or black clock beetles (it is not clear which species). Bella described them as invaders of the home when there wasn’t a light on and often spoke of how every surface was covered by them when the family returned home at night. These infestations had plagued the colliery houses for years and the mining families saw it as another drawback of colliery-owned housing. However, all poor-quality housing at the time suffered from similar infestations. Despite these invasions Bella made the house in Coopers Terrace comfortable thanks to her home-making skills. Her wallpapers, purchased at the store, were much admired by visitors as she made the house into a home where she gave birth to her two sons, assisted on both occasions by her mother.


While they lived at Thornley, Bella and Billy kept hens and two pigs on land rented from local farmer Mr Roper, adjacent to their house. The day-to-day nurturing of these animals was undertaken by Bella as part of her daily routine. She would feed the hens and the pigs and collect the eggs, most of which were sold at Wheatley Hill by Billy’s mother, Meggie, at 2d an egg. It was well known that miners’ wives often had a sideline to make a bit of money of their own and to eke out the family budget, and this was Bella’s. Some would make mats or quilts, or pick berries in the hedgerows and make jams and chutneys to sell, anything to help them out financially if times got even harder. Bella’s mother, grandmother and great grandmother were dressmakers and made a good living out of their skills for over 100 years. However, with the availability of ready-to-wear clothing at the beginning of the twentieth century, there was not much demand for this service any longer. Despite being quite capable of making her own clothes, Bella had to look elsewhere for an income stream. The egg sales and selling of the fattened pigs added to the family budget. She also made ginger beer and sold it locally at 2d a bottle, her regular customers being the residents of the Aged Miners Homes where her parents lived.


As a result of these schemes, which carried on outside the formal economy and careful household budgeting, the family were able to buy a motorbike and sidecar offered for sale by their next-door-neighbour, Mr Stoddart, and throughout the 1930s would have regular outings around the area. Billy would drive the bike with Bella and the two boys in the sidecar. Bella’s sister Hannah and her family also bought a motorbike and sidecar, and the two families would go on these outings in convoy. They were the first of their families to have been able to travel around the region in which they lived, as a result of having access to a private means of transport.


In 1937 Billy became a deputy at Wheatley Hill pit and as a result of this supervisory role he was expected to live in the village, so the family reluctantly moved from Thornley. Their first house at Wheatley Hill was at No. 15 Wolmerhausen Street, where they stayed for two years.


[image: Illustration]


Wolmerhausen Street, Wheatley Hill.
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GOWLAND TERRACE,
WHEATLEY HILL


After leaving Wolmerhausen Street, their new address was No. 3 Gowland Terrace. Billy started work at Wheatley Hill pit in 1917 aged 14, the earliest that boys could get a job as a coal miner at that time. By 1941, because of his aptitude for pit work and ability to win the respect of the men, he was working as a grade 2 overman, having moved up through the coal mining ranks of datal work, putting, coal hewing and deputy. In this role he would be a deputy to the overman and have specific statutory duties involving safety inspections, gas monitoring and supervising coal production, and become eligible for a house in Gowland Terrace, where he had quick access to the pit if the need arose.


Gowland Terrace was built during the 1870s to house the miners at the new winning, started in 1869 by the Original Hartlepool Colliery Company, owners of Thornley and Ludworth collieries. One of the directors of the company was Ralph Gowland and he lent his name to Gowland Terrace. Most of the early colliery housing was named after directors of the coal company: Ford Street, Wolmerhausen Street, Pyman Street, Gullock Street, Grainger Street, Gothay Street, Patton Street, Smith Street, Arne Street. The streets given Christian names such as Louisa Street, Maria Street, Anne Street, John Street and Elizabeth Street would be the names of the wives or children of the directors. It was a constant reminder to the miners of who they should be grateful to for having a roof over their heads.


[image: Illustration]


Gowland Terrace, Wheatley Hill.


The Gowland Terrace houses were built of red brick and of the two-up two-down variety as opposed to the majority of the neighbouring houses at the time, which were single storey and built of a cheaper building material – limestone – which was available in abundance on the north-east coast. The Gowland Terrace houses appeared for the first time on the 1881 census. This street of houses was adjacent to Office Street where the pit management lived, Gowland Terrace being intended for middle management – overmen, deputies or foremen at the pit. The houses had an enclosed backyard and a long garden at the front, amenities that the single-storey housing did not enjoy.
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