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THE PRICE OF COAL


For 200 years my people were miners


And dug in the mountains and valleys of Wales.


I grew to my manhood knowing their stories


And the price of the coal was the soul of these tales.





I knew of the fire and the fall and the famine


I knew of the lockout and strike and the dole.


I knew of the anger sharpened by hunger


I knew of the price that was paid for the coal.





But brothers, believe me, I never saw equal


When Aberfan drowned in the slag and the slime.


For never before was the price paid in children


And a whole generation was killed in that crime.





And people are kind and there’s money in plenty


But giving is easy and losing is dear.


And all of the kindness can’t comfort the aching.


Oh, the price of the coal, it was priceless that year.





Charles Mayo 1966




FOREWORD


By Jeff Edwards MBE


On 21st 0ctober 1966 a small mining village 20 miles north of Cardiff and four miles south of Merthyr Tydfil became the centre of attention for the world’s media. After a while the media moved on, but Aberfan would remain in the hearts and minds of the nation forever.


Early on that morning waste coal tip material from the No. 7 tip situated high above the village would come rolling down the mountainside, hitting the arterial water main from the Brecon Beacons reservoirs to Cardiff and forming a black sludge that would engulf everything in its path, including the Pantglas Junior School, wiping out a generation of young people who were looking forward to the autumn half term.


In this man-made disaster 116 children and 28 adults would perish, dying of physical injuries and asphyxiation after being buried in the school and many surrounding buildings that were destroyed in the process. The children who survived would live with a burden of guilt. Why had they lived while their friends died? Bereaved parents would have to deal with the emotional loss of one or more children. Rescuers would have to come to terms with the carnage they faced in the rescue and the recovery operations that followed. And a whole community would mourn the loss of a generation whose young lives were brought to such a tragic end.


As an eight year-old child I was buried in the school. I was the last to be brought out of the school alive – and the last survivor to be rescued. My physical injuries would heal but it was the psychological injuries that would have the greatest effect on me and will be with me for the rest of my life. I left the village in 1976 to pursue a university education and career in London, but was drawn back to the community following the closure of the local colliery, Merthyr Vale, in 1989. I became actively involved as a Councillor, Mayor and Leader of the Council in the regeneration of the community, following the decimation of the South Wales coalfield and the social and economic deprivation it caused.


This year, 2016, marks the 50th anniversary of the disaster and for many in the community that day is as raw now as it was 50 years ago. Whilst the years and decades have gone by, the memory of Aberfan has not faded but remains in the psychology of the nation, and people from all over the world still visit to pay their respects. Whilst the loss affected everyone in the community and the journey to recovery has been tortuous and hard, the message from Aberfan is that there is light at the end of a very dark tunnel and that a community can regenerate itself into a happy vibrant place to live, whilst still remembering the tragedy of the past.


This book records the personal testimony of individuals who have contributed their memories of their involvement in the disaster, many of whom have not told their stories publicly before. It represents a unique collective testimony of survivors, bereaved parents and rescuers, that tells of their individual experiences on that awful day and afterwards.


I commend it to you as a unique collection of personal memories that are a fitting tribute by those who were directly involved in a tragedy I hope the world will never forget.
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INTRODUCTION


2016 marks the 50th anniversary of the Aberfan disaster. The people of this Welsh mining village, where life for more than a century revolved around the Merthyr Vale colliery, have rarely spoken at length about what happened to them on 21st October 1966, and for good reason. On that morning, at the start of the school day, a massive tip slide careered down the mountainside, engulfing the village primary school and surrounding houses in thousands of tons of rubble and coal waste, killing 116 children and 28 adults.


Aberfan ranks high among the worst peacetime UK disasters of the 20th century: the loss of so many children in what should have been their safe haven shocked Wales, Britain and the world. The impact was immediate, the public response overwhelming in messages of condolence and gifts in cash and kind.


For those of us old enough to remember the tragedy the bare, terrible facts and those stark black and white television and newspaper images of that day and its immediate aftermath are easily recalled, though the detail may have grown hazy over the decades and the unfolding story of official mismanagement and worse that followed was always less well known. But for the people of Aberfan who were there and those rescuers first on the scene, images of what they saw and what they experienced that day cannot so easily be erased by time. Nor can the after-effects of trauma be so easily repaired.


Inevitably, talking about the disaster brings back acutely painful memories and the return of unwelcome physical and psychological symptoms. Because of this many have found sharing their experience just too difficult. As one survivor told us, talking ‘releases from your subconscious those things that many people have hidden away, been unable to speak about, and that’s not because they don’t want to speak about them. It’s because they can’t.’


This was a common experience for many of the people we interviewed. One described it like this: ‘No, I couldn’t speak about it. I just couldn’t. I’d start talking and I’d be very emotional about it. It’s like having a brand new film in the camera, and you’ve taken a photograph and that photograph never goes away. It’s always there.’


But even those who find it most difficult to speak publicly understand that the story of Aberfan and what happened afterwards is too important to be allowed to lapse in public memory. Though the official record appeared in the Tribunal of Inquiry, subsequent academic studies provided valuable analysis, and hundreds of newspaper, magazine and television reports told the immediate human story, the individual testimonies of survivors, rescuers, bereaved parents and all those close to them are still largely unheard.


After 50 years some of those people are no longer here to tell their stories. Many of the bereaved parents are now in their 80s and 90s. A significant number are now buried with their children in Bryntaf cemetery. Even the youngest of those who were children at the time are now approaching their 60s. So, at this significant anniversary, it is probably the last opportunity we have to capture this experience from the widest number of surviving witnesses.


This is what we’ve tried to do in this book and in the BBC television documentary Surviving Aberfan. We promised the people we interviewed that their stories would form part of a permanent oral history archive. To augment this book and to leave as complete a record as possible, arrangements are being made for transcripts of their interviews and the filmed interviews themselves to be lodged in public archives for future access and research.


The fact that surviving witnesses form a slowly vanishing community has made it more important to people in Aberfan that their story be told – and remembered – in their own words. As the years have passed, many have had time to reflect on what happened and reconcile old hurts with the moderating effects of subsequent experience. Feelings and experiences they were once unable to put into words and share with others can now start to be articulated.


Motivations for this vary. Many believe it is vital that the full story of what happened to their community should never be forgotten, so they are willing to talk – perhaps for the first time – on the record. Some who survived the ordeal when others had not and who perhaps have suffered what subsequently became recognised as ‘survivor’s guilt’ have been reticent for decades out of respect for the dead and the bereaved, but believe that now is finally the time to speak out. One adult survivor told us: ‘I’ve waited 50 years to give these interviews… After 50 years I will talk about it now. And the reason for that is, if the mothers and fathers [are] reading what I went through, they might have thought their kids went through it. So that’s why I wouldn’t give interviews until now’.


Others wanted placed on record the largely unsung role of the emergency services and the men who risked their lives in rescue operations in the most challenging conditions and who lived thereafter haunted by regret that they couldn’t have brought out more alive. At the time these men – though deeply affected by the experience – rationalised it as ‘just a part of the job’, chose not to discuss it and tried to forget. One told us: ‘I didn’t want to fetch it back in my memory… it was never coming out in the open. Not only for myself, I didn’t want to impose them pictures on other people of what we’d seen and dealt with in Aberfan that day’.


But Aberfan is too exceptional and too important to be forgotten. A former fireman told us: ‘If we don’t say what happened that day, then it will never be known. Many of the officers who were there that day have now gone, passed on. I felt that [their actions] should be recorded somewhere along the way. Maybe as a lesson for others, I don’t know, but that was my feelings’.


Yet others want to demonstrate to the world that Aberfan, though the scene of great tragedy, has rebuilt itself and its community and is stronger now than ever. That the physical regeneration of the valleys, with the scars left by mining now all but healed and Nature reclaimed, has been matched by community regeneration. Though that great engine of South Wales’ industrial clout and of Britain’s prosperity, coal mining, has gone, ‘we still have an important role in the life of the nation… as a great place to live, work and to play ’.


I believe that personal oral histories support and enhance the official record, fill in the human gaps, give perspective and convey complex emotions. That’s why I set up Testimony Films 25 years ago to help people tell important stories that otherwise might not be heard. For Aberfan, just as important as the horrific detail of the day and its immediate aftermath is what happened much later: how lives have been lived through difficult times, but also how so many positives have come out of the tragedy. It is striking how often the burden of painful memories is lifted in these testimonies by talk of laughter, inspiring friendship and family ties, hope for the future.


For everyone who decided to talk to us on camera and for this book, it was something of an ordeal and we don’t underestimate the personal cost of having to recall such intimate and painful experiences, perhaps from long-suppressed memory. It was a uniquely emotional experience for them, and for us. As a programme-maker who has conducted around 1500 interviews – including with 9/11 survivors and rescuers – for over 200 historical documentaries, I found these some of the most affecting I have ever done.


So we all owe them a debt of gratitude for their willingness to endure this exposure for the public record. It took much soul-searching before they came forward and we would like to pay tribute to them, and to those who were able to encourage them by making the first tentative moves. Aberfan is still a close community, like all of Wales welcoming to visitors but slow to share its most painful secrets with strangers, preferring to take comfort and support from among its own. We must respect that but we should also discharge our duty – and their wish – to tell these very personal histories of the Aberfan disaster of 1966.





Steve Humphries
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LIFE BEFORE



Aberfan in the 1960s was typical of dozens of villages scattered along the valleys of the South Wales coalfield. ‘Villages’ is misleading; they were more like small self-contained towns. They were there because the river valleys running down from the southern edge of the Brecon Beacons towards Cardiff and the coast still contained huge quantities of high-quality coal: coal that fed ironworks, powered ships and factories, and heated homes across Britain. Like so many villages in the valleys, coal was Aberfan’s life-blood, as Jeff Edwards recalls from his childhood.


The village of Aberfan was a mining community… supplying coal to the power station in Barry and in people’s houses because in the 1960s they all burned coal at home.


Merthyr Vale colliery was the pumping heart of the community and it determined everything else that went on in the village.


The colliery was on the floor of the valley and was the hive of activity, providing employment and most families were associated with coal mining. Basically they fell out of bed into work, they didn’t have far to go. The village itself was a thriving community. There were plenty of shops, a newsagent, butchers, bakers, ironmonger, chemists, men’s and ladies’ clothes shops. It was a bustling community and you didn’t have to go out of the village to get any of the essentials of life. There was a cinema and a Miners’ Hall where local people went to enjoy themselves, as well as the pubs.


During the course of the 1960s the number of collieries was gradually shrinking as successive governments’ pit closure policies proceeded by stealth. Falling demand and rising production costs meant that in Britain’s biggest nationalised industry there were too many pits and too many miners. Former Union man Lord Alfred Robens had been entrusted to halve the number of pits with the minimum of industrial unrest. But those still in production, like Merthyr Vale, continued to bring jobs and modest prosperity to their communities. The valleys had recovered from the Depression of the 1930s and come through the Second World War largely unscathed by bombing, unlike their less fortunate city neighbours. The arrival of the Hoover factory in Merthyr in 1948 offered another source of secure employment. So Aberfan lived a settled way of life that had, by the time of the disaster, been stable for several generations.


Alongside the well-established routines and certainties of life in the valleys, hard work was a given. Like many of his contemporaries Gerald Tarr went into the mines straight from school.


I worked in Cilfynydd pit for 10, 11 years, then [when that closed in 1966] I worked in Merthyr Vale and I must have worked there for nine months, something like that, before the disaster. I never really liked it underground but, at that time, there wasn’t much work about and there was good money in the pit so that’s why I stuck the pit like. I was a collier. That’s digging the coal out. I think the most I was working in was four-foot-six, and then the seam would go down to three foot, then four foot. Four foot was alright but it wasn’t a great place to work; there was a lot of dust in them days. Later on they used to put water through the coal to stop the dust but it weren’t so good in them days.


Your back was bent all day, shovelling, putting posts up, over the top. It was really hard work. You’d be on your hands and knees, sometimes all day when it went low – a fault in the ground, you know. And it would go lower, and you’d be digging it out with a puncher or a shovel. Sometimes the coal would be so hard, really hard. Oh, it would be murder, then, digging it. The puncher wouldn’t get into it, and you’d be all day struggling to get your quota off. You’d have so many feet to take off, you had to dig in four foot, four-foot-six, and then 15, 20 yards, you’d have to take it all out. It was really hard work.


Miners lived with constant dirt and danger.


My best friend got killed in Cilfynydd. We grew up together. He was about 18 years of age. And another mate of mine at the top of the street, David Owen his name was… Oh, it was dangerous work. I had to dig one fellow out, a big slab come down and snapped his leg, pinned him down. We had to dig him out then, put a post under the slab and jack it up and drag him out of there. Oh, it was pretty dangerous.


Was I frightened? No, it don’t enter your head, funnily enough. You got so much to do it just don’t come into your head. But accidents, you know, regularly happen in the pit.


Hard graft and danger brought miners together in a special kind of comradeship.


I wasn’t there long but the people there were marvellous, a real community, all stuck together.


That binding sense of community was evident elsewhere in the village. A source of strength in valley communities was their interlinking networks of extended families. Any child might have grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins living nearby. Neighbours and family friends provided another cadre of ‘aunties and uncles’, and the street provided an informal family, especially for children whose natural playground at that time was outside the home. Chapel, choir, the pub and the club offered a further network of supportive friendships. Overlaying all of these, the egalitarian nature of Welsh society made for easy communication and mutual respect between social classes: teacher, collier and pit overman often lived in the same terrace of houses.


Gerald had moved to Aberfan from a nearby village when he married Shirley, a local girl.


I met my wife in Abercynon in a dancehall. I was 15 at the time. We loved to dance then. I won a competition jiving when I was younger, in Porthcawl, aye. There’s a photo of us, it was in the local paper. ‘Crazy Legs’ they called her. She could dance! Jiving, Bill Haley, Rock Around the Clock, all that.


We got married when I was about 20. Before we got married we decided to buy this house at the bottom of the street because she’d lived in this street all her life. We bought the house and, of course, I was stony broke by then and so was she. Well, we moved in and were doing it up bit by bit like, you know. Every week we’d buy something for it when we could afford it and we were building the house up quietly like that. We were happy as sandboys, you know, in them days when we were first married.


My wife was a bugger for the kids. She’d have half the kids in from the school. They’d come and fetch their pets in, their mice and their hamsters and all that, you know. She loved kids. If she seen a kid outside the ice-cream van and he had no money, she’d give him a pound. Aye, she loved children. She spent hours and hours out the front with them kids.


Family life was paramount. The bond between parent and child was close but discipline was strict. Brothers Alan and Philip Thomas always knew when they’d gone too far.


Our mother could tell us off but she didn’t have to say anything. It was in her eyes. She only had to give us a glance and we knew. She could look at us and her face would light up if it was funny, and if we were a little bit cruel – as boys were – you’ll get a scowl and it was all done with the eyes.


She made sure we stayed safe, washed, dressed the same. For years my mother dressed me and Philip the same. If my Aunties were knitting and we had red jumpers, there’d be two red jumpers. There’d be two white shirts, two ties, two hats, two Burberry coats. What one had, we all of us had. There was always that love there, protection and love.


Children spent much of their childhood in the company of extended family, especially at holiday times. Porthcawl and the Gower peninsula on the nearby coast were favourite destinations for Jeff Edwards’ family and for many others.


Weekends we’d spend with the family. We’d go on trips to the seaside, to Porthcawl, to Mumbles and Caswell Bay. We could go to the Brecon Beacons for picnics. Both my father and grandfather had a car. Sundays we’d spend with my mother’s family. My mother liked to go to chapel at Pentrebach, not far from here and we’d spend the day with her family. So it was a close-knit family and a close-knit community and everybody was related to one another within the community itself.


For Karen Thomas it was the same. Her cousins were as close as siblings.


I’d got a brother and a sister. We were really, really close as a family. I remember we always went on holidays, two families – my Auntie and my Uncle and the children – we shared a caravan down in Porthcawl. We’d have our two weeks’ annual holiday down there. And yes, we were quite a close family. In the community everybody knew everybody, we all knew each other. I think there’d be about 10 of us in the street and every day we’d be out playing, breaking windows with our balls! We’d play skipping; we’d have a big rope… As I say, we were a jolly community; it was a happy, close street.


Family times were valued by the Thomas brothers, as Alan recalls.


Fridays were always a special time in our house, especially the evenings. Mum would be at home, my Auntie would come up - her sister would come up from Aberfan from the family home and we’d have a lovely evening by the fire.


*


A visitor to the valleys in the 1960s would have noticed the tightly-packed nature of its villages: long terraces of small houses, front doors opening directly onto the pavement. Above them the oppressive blackness of the spoil tips with the sun rarely permeating the wet mist shrouding the valley floor and the pollution from the pit and hundreds of coal fires. But there was fundamental warmth to daily life. People lived rounded and fulfilling lives despite the constant risk of accidents underground and the lurking threat of closure to the pits that fed these tight communities.


Below ground men laboured and sweated to get the coal out. Above ground, evidence of mining was everywhere and accepted as an inevitable fact of life. Dirt, hooters, whistles and grinding lorries… and the tips. Mine spoil had to go somewhere as former Mines Rescue worker Malcolm Davies explains.


When you dig a hole in the ground to sink a shaft, or drive a roadway into the hillside to extract coal, you get loads of debris. The rock etc has got to be dumped somewhere, it’s not worth a penny. Unfortunately in the past coal owners and managers would dump that coal in the cheapest way possible, and the cheapest way would be as near to them as possible. They wouldn’t want to carry it 10, 20, 100 miles away to dump it, and with our geography in the valleys - sloping sides - you just dumped the coal on the side of the valley, and of course when that tip was filled, they’d go on up further and tip the next one.


Like many others, Len Haggett saw that the valleys given over to mining were effectively appropriated by the NCB.


From the Coal Board’s point of view the mountains was regarded as a tipping area. You know, it was their land and they’d tip there.


The spoil after the washing of the coal was taken up the sides of the mountains to the tips by trams – small railways. A tram-track ran up the side of the school. Aberfan was surrounded by tips, built up over the life of the colliery, but one in particular dominated the village. Jeff Edwards, like everyone else in Aberfan, knew its history.


Since the colliery opened in 1870, there were seven tips. And No. 7 tip, which was situated over a spring, a natural spring, was basically a huge tip that overshadowed the whole of the village of Aberfan.


But as far as the residents were concerned, the tips were an integral part of the landscape: they’d always been there and they always would be. Mary Davies didn’t give them a thought.


In 1932, my aunt was married and I was bridesmaid. The wedding party had a photograph taken at the back of Moy Road and the garden was lovely… A few years ago I decided to have some copies made of these photographs and I went to the photographer in Merthyr. The first thing he said was ‘Gosh, I didn’t realise the tip was so tall’, and it was, you know. You don’t give it a thought when you’re living with these things, do you?


Her next-door neighbour Mary Morse felt the same.


You’d go out into your garden and you’d look up and that slag tip was just looking down on you. You lived with it. We saw the trams going up there. It always used to be dirty where the Community Centre is now, there’d be stuff coming down. But I mean we lived with it. They wouldn’t live with it today, which is a good thing.


Nevertheless No. 7 tip was a source of wonder for children like Alan Thomas.


But the tallest tip of all, and the only way I can explain the tallest one is – Mount Everest. It was a big top peak. And whether it was the material, or the sun from the summer, this rock used to get very hot, so we never knew for sure whether it was on fire inside, like a volcano, because when it drizzled in Aberfan or it rained, that one tip, the tallest of them all, would always steam. It would always look as if it was a volcano with smoke coming off it. So quite possibly it was on fire inside – we don’t know. But as a child, it was awesome to see it smoking, you know. When I was in the junior school – two years difference between me and Phil – I used to look up at it when we were lining up to go into school and I used to think to myself, cor, that’s high!
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