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For Gran and Granda, whose stories started it all.
And Mark, for the journey.
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Foreword


Norman Kirtlan, Historian at Sunderland Antiquarian Society


As young children growing up in 1950s Sunderland, it seemed that giants played a huge part in our lives. My own giant, the one with whom I lived and called Dad, seemed to disappear into thin air every morning at seven. I would see him no more until late in the day, when he would return with his overalls and flat cap blackened with grease, his hands scrubbed red and stinking of Swarfega. It seemed that the smell of oil and grease was an ever-present companion to my Dad, except of course on Sundays, the working man’s day of rest.


The daily ritual of returning fathers and home-cooked teas was played out in thousands of households in our town, and often, when the men came home, the women would be off themselves. A day’s graft in the house and a night’s graft in Ericcson’s, Heppies or Jackson’s … there was always work for those who wanted it, and there were precious few who didn’t leave school on a Friday and start their working lives on the Monday.


My Dad often took me on walks along the banks of the river, where more giants loomed large against the skyline. He would name the shipyards as we passed them: Bartram’s, Thompson’s, Austin’s – and each would be alive with the sounds of toil and the crash of heavy hammers and rivet guns. Across the river stood the pit – it was never given its name, because he felt that it didn’t need one. It was just the pit. It was here that his own father worked, deep in the bowels of the earth, blue scars etched into his skin from a hundred cuts and a patch that covered the eye he had lost to a kick from a pit pony. The pit would eventually claim his life, but that was just the way of the world. Men accepted that they would breathe in the dust from the mines and the fumes from the yards, but giants, they say, usually expected a sacrifice of sorts.


As I grew up and left my childhood behind, the town still seemed to be alive and energetic. Ships still filled the river, smoke filled the air and heavy industry offered opportunity to those entering a vibrant and demanding workforce for the first time. Much has changed since those years of plenty. One by one the giants of industry have died. The industrial cathedrals wherein men and women spent their working lives are no more, replaced by luxury housing or fresh green fields. All that is left are memories. And memories, like summer flowers, must be collected before they too wither and die. Marie Gardiner has gathered the thoughts, the feelings and the stories of men and women who lived among the giants. She has given their stories a precious platform to be heard. Her book, Sunderland: Industrial Giant, contains not only words, but voices that may never be heard again.




Introduction


The city of Sunderland, in North East England, is home to around 300,000 people. Although named for its main settlement, it also encompasses Washington, Houghton-le-Spring and Hetton-le-Hole, as well as a scattering of villages in the area. In 1992, the town was awarded city status.


As I was interviewing the people whose stories appear in this book, every one of them asked me if I was from, or, more endearingly, if I ‘belonged’ to Sunderland. It’s a strange thing, the concept of belonging to a place. Even if we move away as students or young adults and spend most of our lives somewhere else, we refer to the place where we grew up, as home.


Having been born, lived and then worked in Sunderland for over thirty years, I’ve never really felt that my identity was strongly linked to the city and if that was the case, I wondered why, then, I’d chosen to write a book about it.


My family have been in Sunderland for a number of generations. During a recent trip to the battlefields of northern France, I by chance discovered a relative on the memorial wall at Arras. I’d decided to look up my surname in the book, and there, listed under Gardiner, was a David Gardiner from Hendon, Sunderland. I mentioned it when I got home and my gran told me that my grandfather’s grandfather was killed near Arras. Some further research confirmed that they were one and the same, and we visited the site again the following year. It seemed like every time I had a conversation with my gran, now in her late 70s, I’d find out something new about Sunderland, her life, or our family, that I didn’t know before. I wondered how many other families were experiencing the same thing and what the implications of that were.


The stories we hear from our grandparents are the ones we pass on, until eventually they wink out of existence, weakened by decades of retelling, changing details and forgotten names. It suddenly became really important for me to record some of these stories, not just the ones of my family but of others; of people who lived and worked in a Sunderland that seems long gone, but is really less than two generations ago.


The idea of identity is a strange and fluid thing. Sometimes our identity comes from how other people perceive us, and I think the characteristics of a town or city are no different. In early 2012, the Daily Mail published an article about how, according to government statistics, ‘people from Sunderland were more likely to drink themselves to death than anywhere else in the country’. I read a story recently that pronounced us as the ‘Facebook Capital of Britain’, and a few days ago on Twitter I saw a photograph of Fawcett Street, taken by a local, of two Greggs bakeries side-by-side, with the pithy caption ‘The Day Sunderland Peaked’. Don’t ever say we don’t have a sense of humour about our city. Still, these are not positive stories, and the saturation of this kind of reporting adds to how others are seeing Sunderland, and it’s not in a good light.


During the day, even on a weekend, Sunderland can be an uncomfortable place to spend time. I was once working on a photography assignment in Mowbray Park when a man sidled out of the bushes like something from a bad comedy sketch, to ask me what I was doing. He’d been sat in the shrubbery, drinking (and more, I suspect) and was slightly the worse for wear; this was lunchtime on a Saturday. That same day I spotted two people surreptitiously trading a package and money next to the Winter Gardens, about 5 feet from where children were playing and feeding the ducks. Mowbray Park is one of the oldest parks in the region, a grand old Victorian throwback which, restored in the 1990s and now kept in immaculate condition, should be the centrepiece for the city. Instead, it’s somewhere you’re told as a youngster not to walk through alone and never in the dark.
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Sunderland Museum and Winter Gardens. Marie Gardiner





Sunderland is in a curious position at the moment, torn between its ‘glory days’, what might have been, and frustration at lack of opportunities – a feeling the city isn’t moving forwards quickly enough. Part of this seems to be a struggle with identity. To the rest of the country, anyone with a North East accent is a Geordie (someone from Newcastle); there’s a perception that Newcastle–Gateshead receives the majority of funding in the North East and of course, there’s the bitter rivalry between the two football clubs. You accidentally call a Mackem (someone from Sunderland), a Geordie and you’ll soon be put right.


Industry in Sunderland was something to shout about, even to the most recent generations. ‘Did you know that we were the biggest shipbuilding town in the world?’ is something I’ve been asked on numerous occasions. The high turnout of ships, coal or glass, has long been a source of pride: we worked hard, we made things that the rest of the country needed, ergo they needed us. When those industries started to decline and eventually disappeared, people found themselves out of work, and that sense of pride faltered.


Recently, during the uncomfortable period surrounding the UK referendum on whether to exit the European Union, Sunderland hit the headlines as the poster child for Brexit. We even made headlines in the New Yorker, ‘Sunderland and the Brexit Tragedy’. John Cassidy reported:




In the minds of many inhabitants of Sunderland and places like it, Brussels and Westminster represent the political face of an economic system that has ignored them. As Wake told de Freytas-Tamura, the Brexit referendum enabled disgruntled voters to ‘poke the eye’ of the political establishment. The tragedy is that this gesture wasn’t just pointless – it was counterproductive. If the UK economy now enters a recession, which many economists believe is likely, Sunderland will suffer along with everywhere else. Unless the Brexit vote is somehow reversed, the residents of places like Sunderland will most likely be left to fly the Union Jack and fester.





The referendum has divided the nation, and Sunderland is no exception. The local newspaper, the Sunderland Echo, demanded an apology from the New Yorker for what they call a ‘biased, patronising and grossly distorted picture’ of the city. It’s also played host to numerous arguments on its website and letters page; Facebook groups that have nothing at all to do with politics have suddenly erupted into vicious rows about who’s right or wrong. The only time things really seem to be on a calm, even keel is when the rich history of Sunderland is being shared and talked about. Politics are long forgotten when Sunderland Antiquarian Society posts an old picture of Fawcett Street or when a photograph of the Wearmouth Bridge, packed with men heading to the shipyards, is shared and then exclaimed over with great nostalgia.


Our history and heritage bring us together; knowledge gaps cause us to ask questions and to seek answers. We need to be sure, however, that those answers are without the benefit of our rose-tinted glasses. This can only really come from the people who’ve lived here, had that vocation, and been through those experiences. Yes, our past was industrious, but it was hard, dirty and dangerous at times. Most importantly, though, it’s our history, told through the people who helped carve that great reputation, that we still reminisce about. These are their stories, but in telling them, reading them and learning from them, they belong to all of us.




1


Coal Mining: Monkwearmouth Colliery


Coal mining was one of the region’s first industries, and it became widespread in the North East around the thirteenth century. With good sea transport links near to abundant, shallow, coal seams it was the ideal place to mine. Jump forwards to the seventeenth century and Wearside was teeming with coal mines, commonly known as pits.


Mines covered County Durham’s landscape, and headgear, engine houses and associated buildings dominated the skyline. Sunderland’s largest mine, Monkwearmouth Colliery (or Wearmouth Colliery) opened in 1835 and was the last to still be in operation in County Durham’s coalfield. Small, rural villages became colliery towns, and new towns sprang up. By the early twentieth century there were almost a quarter of a million coal miners working in the region, and more than half of those were in County Durham.


The North East saw a massive influx of workers, particularly in the later part of the nineteenth century, when people travelled to the North East for the high wages that coal mining and shipyard work had to offer. There’s a perception that people of past generations didn’t move around much, but for manual work and particularly for mining, where there was the prospect of a house and good wages, they would go where the work was. Conversely, when opportunities dried up during a depression in the late 1920s to 1930s, a scheme was put into place to help relocate those living in mining towns who no longer had work. Some 10,000 people left the North East as a result.


The culture of mining is heavily ingrained in the people of the North East, not only from the work itself but from traditions that have risen from it. The Durham Miners’ Gala (often locally referred to as ‘The Big Meeting’) is an enormous gathering, held in Durham each year on the second Saturday in July. The gala consists of a march through the city with a number of banners being carried to represent the various union branches, and often with the local brass band of a particular town or village accompanying the relevant banner.
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Durham Miners’ Gala, 1983. Sunderland Museum and Winter Gardens





The tradition of a gala started in 1871 and was born from the first union established a few years prior. In the twenty-first century, the gala is celebration of the region’s rich mining history and on a good year it has been known to attract upwards of 300,000 attendees.


I meet Albert Holyoak in the Wearmouth Miners’ Welfare, a small but well-cared-for social club just off Thompson Road in Southwick, where the ex-pitmen still meet regularly. I’m accidentally half an hour late, but Albert is good natured about it and asks if I got lost. The room is freezing cold, despite the fact that they’ve been hanging around for half an hour waiting for me; Albert explains that they’re not allowed to turn on the heating. We chit-chat while I set up the equipment to record our interview, and I can already see Albert is full of character:




We lived in Ross Street in Southwick. There was a big family of us, five lads and five lasses so there was plenty to do! When you’ve got five lads, you haven’t got much copper. When your older brother grew out of his trousers, you got them because you were the next one down; nobody got anything new. I remember one Easter; my mother took me to the shop and I got a jersey and a tie. I was dressed like a lord! I’d never had anything new, everything was handed down in those days, couldn’t afford not to. Hard times, but we got through it.





Albert left school at 14, as most young boys did at that time, and started work as an errand boy at Thompson’s Red Stamp Store, part of a popular chain of grocery and kitchenware shops around the North East that would give out loyalty stamps with purchases. He worked there for a year before things were to change dramatically for him:




One Saturday when I came home, my father said, ‘You’ve got to put your notice in … the coal owners know I’ve got a son of working age and want to know why you’re not at the colliery.’ They told my father that he’d lose his job and the colliery house we were in if I didn’t go into the pit.





This is something that occurred frequently due to the hold the coal owners had over the pitmen. If someone worked at a colliery, and transport to the area wasn’t readily available, they were often provided with a house – the quality of which would depend entirely on how prosperous (and how generous) the owner was. It’s said that the mine owners of the North East took a more vested interest in their workers than elsewhere in the country. By comparison, wages in this region were generally higher than collieries in Yorkshire or Staffordshire, for example.
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An aerial view of Wearmouth Colliery, 1928. Sunderland Museum and Winter Gardens





‘If you had a father who worked at the colliery, you got a colliery house and you were tied to the coal owners. So that was it. I didn’t want to go to the colliery,’ Albert says. ‘The coal owners put a gun to your father’s head to make you go, otherwise you’d be sacked and lose your home.’


Albert recalls his first days at Wearmouth Colliery clearly:




I went to colliery offices on a Sunday morning and the manager said I had to start work on Monday at six o’clock in the morning. They used to let the new workers stay on the surface for a few days, to get you used to it, but they sent me straight down the pit, I was surprised. The first time in that cage …





Albert sucks in his breath and shakes his head at the memory. ‘The first day down the pit, they sent you down with an older lad and I was with him for about seven or eight days and then set up as a haulage hand.’


Lamp tokens (sometimes called checks or tallies) played a dual role. They let management know who was at work, but also ensured they knew who was still inside the mine if disaster stuck. Exactly how the token system worked could vary from pit to pit, but the majority issued one to each underground worker, who would exchange it for a lamp stamped with the corresponding number. When he finished for the day, the miner would hand in the lamp and receive his token.


We often retain the strangest fragments of information from our working life. One such piece for Albert is his token number, and it’s something that is common among miners. They were told never to forget their number, and they never have:




It was 1354. You had to get your lamp from the lamp room to go down the pit, and I was talking to the overman at the time and said there must be a lot of people come through here for me to be 1354. He told me that there were 3,500 people working at Wearmouth Colliery at that time. There were so many different parts of the colliery, you had Hutton, Harvey and Maudlin seams, and they all had to be employed. In those days they were all pony-driven putters, there was no mechanisation, it was hard slogging, you were ready for bed, I know that! You worked hard on the coal face, maybe filling as much as twenty tonnes of coal and you’d walk all the way out again.





The National Coal Board was created to run the coal-mining industry when it was nationalised, and started managing the collieries on 1 January 1947. It immediately began to invest money into the mines, making changes to increase and cheapen coal production by mechanising the process and investing in workers. ‘We all got issued with overalls and trousers, kneepads, safety boots, where at one time you had to find your own,’ Albert remembers, ‘the Coal Board had its good points as well as its bad. They paid over a million and a half for new pithead baths. Before that, we used to come home covered in dust and have to bath in a big tin tub in front of the fire.’


Pithead baths made a marked difference to the life of a miner, particularly one forced to wash outside in the yard. Before the baths were available, coal miners would make the journey home filthy with coal dust and often damp with sweat and water from the pit. As such, they were often susceptible to chest conditions like bronchitis and pneumonia. The wife of a miner had her quality of life improved greatly by the introduction of the baths, too. Previously, as well as having the bath ready for her husband and the arduous task of washing his clothes, she’d also be battling to keep the house clean from a constant layer of coal dust. With the baths, miners could bathe and store their dirty work clothes in one locker and their regular clothes in another, so that they could go home clean.


Advances in technology and innovation helped to improve conditions in the mines, refining coal extraction, enhancing working conditions and even simplifying travel within the seams. Albert experienced much of this evolution first-hand: ‘You had a 2-volt lamp and it was better than when you had an oil lamp. There were roadways under the ground and it was all whitewashed. I couldn’t fault the machinery. When I first started, there were pit ponies and everyone had to walk.’ Pit ponies were coming to the end of their time when Albert began working at the colliery, but their first recorded use was actually in the Durham coalfield in the mid-1700s and as such, they were a regular feature of mines in the area and seem to hold a special place in the hearts of many. The ponies were essential to coal mining at the time, used to transport the coal and help haul it up to the surface. The treatment of pit ponies and the conditions they were subject to are hotly contested. Many say they were well-treated and healthy; other accounts tell a sadder story of injury, blindness and death.
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