mines

background notes

Century of change • mines

These Background Notes support historical enquiry for the Mines theme of the Century of Change.
The notes are structured around Key Questions.
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This unit focuses on the development of the
Nottinghamshire coalfields between 1850 and 1950.
Information is divided into key sections:

Miner with a pit canary. Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Dr David
Amos

› What is coal?
› Why were there so many mines in and around
Sherwood Forest?
› Who worked in the mines?
› What was it like to work in the mines?
› What impact did the mines have on local
communities?

Miners on a lunch break
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What is coal?
Coal is a fossil fuel. It is a black or brown rock made from
carbonised/fossilised plant matter including from trees. It is found
mainly in seams underground. It is used as a fuel.

Why were there so many mines in the
Sherwood Forest Area?
Most of the early mines were around the Erewash Valley bordering
Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire. There was a lot of coal and it
was quite easy to gather. Early miners didn’t have the tools or
the technology to get to the lower coal seams safely. Rather than
digging deeper, miners preferred to find another coal seam near
the surface.
Eventually miners realised they would have to dig down further
to get to the coal. The 16th century saw new methods of mining
below the surface. Miners had to sink shafts, create drainage and
use timber props to hold up the mines. At first, miners sank shallow
pit shafts to the slightly lower coal seams. The coal was then
extracted, and the mine held up by wood props.
This map, from Dr David Amos, shows where to find:
• The older exposed coalfields
• The older concealed coalfields
• The newer deeper coal mines.

A brief history
For 100 years, the Century of Change, British coal was the most
important energy trade in the world. It was the driving force
behind the economy. It powered all the major industries (steel
making, manufacturing, energy production). By 1920 almost one
million people were employed in the industry.
The story of mines goes back a lot further than the Century of
Change. There is evidence of coal being used as a fuel in Britain
during the Roman occupation. Coal was probably used by
blacksmiths but there is no real evidence of coal being mined
or extracted in the west of the county of Nottinghamshire until
1300s. By the 15th century there was a growing demand for coal in
Nottingham.
The Nottinghamshire coalfield is vast, stretching to Derbyshire and
Yorkshire. It runs from west to east. In the west the coal seam is very
close to the surface.

Geological cross-section taken from Selston: A History and Date Book’ by Ron
Storer
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The rise of the mining industry
The Century of Change, from 1850 to 1950, saw the rise and
(beginning of) the fall of the mining industry. Early mines were
generally small but there were 2000 square miles of deep coal
veins in Nottinghamshire. By the mid 1800s entrepreneurs, like
Thomas North, and local landowners realised they could make
large profits from coal.
Entrepreneurs rented the land from landowners such as the
Duke of Newcastle or Lord Middleton. They paid royalties to the
landowners based on the amount of coal mined.

Photograph credit: National Coal Board.

In 1860, 21 collieries were operating in Nottinghamshire. Between
1870 and 1970, 50 major collieries were developed in the
Nottinghamshire area.
The mines were often owned by or on land belonging to Dukes,
so mines in the Sherwood Forest area became known as the
Dukeries. The mines in the Dukeries coalfield included Clipstone
(1922), Ollerton (1925), Blidworth (1926), Bilsthorpe (1927) and
Thoresby near Edwinstowe (1928).
There were a few big mining companies in the area such as
Mansfield Colliery with the Rufford - Rainworth Colliery but the
Bolsover Colliery Company was the most prominent company.
The mining area grew because of improved transport links. The
Midlands Railway Company, set up in 1844, changed everything
for the mining companies. By the late 1800s the railway connected
the deep (or concealed) coalfields to the London market.
These two maps are from 1829 and 1959 and show how the
development of mines progressed across the county from west to
east. Advances in technology meant that mining companies could
dig deeper to find coal.

What was it like to work in the mines?
Mining has always been a difficult job but mines in the 19th century
were brutal places to work. At this time it wasn’t just adults who
worked in mines, whole families worked together underground.
Just before the Century of Change in 1833, the Factory Act made
it illegal for children under the age of 9 to work in textile mills. This
applied to the Cotton Mills in the Leen Valley. Lord Anthony Ashley
Cooper, later to become the Earl of Shaftesbury, wanted to see the
same protection for children working in mines.
The Children’s Employment Commission looked into the working
conditions of children in mines. The Commissioners went down
into the mines and interviewed miners, children and owners. They
were trying to find out about:
• The number of women and children employed in mines
• Their ages
• How they were hired
• Terms of employment, hours, time off, wages
• Treatment of children, young people and women
• Accidents and impact on physical health.
They were shocked by what they found. They were particularly
shocked when they found out that women and girls worked
alongside men, who often worked naked.
Lord Shaftesbury had to compromise on some of his
recommendations but in 1842 an Act of Parliament was passed
making it illegal to employ any females at all and any boys under
the age of ten.
Lord Shaftesbury had good intentions, but this act had
consequences he didn’t expect. Without the help of women
and younger children, men and boys were not able to produce
as much coal. As a result, more boys over the age of ten were
employed in the mines than before.

The coal seam stretches all the way from Derbyshire to Skegness.
In the east the seams are very deep. There are even oil wells
heading out towards the coast. Mining companies eventually
started drilling under the North Sea to get the oil.

It also meant it was much harder for women to find work in coal
mining areas. Some could work on the surface of mines. Some
women carried on working in mines illegally with the knowledge
of the mine owners.
Source: National Coal Mining Museum.
It wasn’t until the late 20th Century that women were allowed to
work in mines if they chose to do so.

Page 3

Century of change • mines

Different types of mines
Early mines were called bell pits.
Bell pits were used to reach seams about 10 metres below the
surface. Miners would cut a vertical shaft straight down and then
dig around the shaft to find the coal, and so making a bell shape.
Another way to extract coal was to use pillars of coal to support the
roof. Coal was then taken from around the pillar. This was known as
‘pillar and stall’, ‘bord and pillar’ or ‘stoup and room’ mining.
The deeper the mines, the greater the need for technology.
For example, mines need good ventilation to keep fresh air moving
to the workforce. There would often be two shafts in mines: a
downcast shaft to bring in fresh air and an upcast shaft to take stale
air out.
The miners would use fire at the bottom of the upcast shaft to draw
air through. The shaft acted as both a furnace and chimney shaft.
Later mines would use large fans on the surface to ventilate
underground working areas.

The first disaster happened a year before the start of the First
World War on 10th February 1913 during the sinking of Rufford
Colliery. 14 men employed to build the mine shafts died when an
iron bucket holding 800 gallons of water was overwound until it
broke free and dislodged scaffolding, knocking the men into the
water below. Thirteen men drowned and one man, Mr Paddon,
died later in Mansfield Hospital. The accident was reported in the
national news but also in the Cornishman, the Dundee Telegraph,
the Liverpool Echo and the Manchester Courier.
https://www.nmrs.org.uk/mines-map/accidentsdisasters/nottinghamshire/rufford-colliery-shaft-accidentmansfield-1913
The second disaster was at Bilsthorpe in 1927. https://
www.nmrs.org.uk/mines-map/accidents-disasters/
nottinghamshire/bilsthorpe-colliery-shaft-accidentbilsthorpe-1927
On the 1st of March 1927 fourteen pit sinkers lost their lives during
the new sinking of the Bilsthorpe Colliery. The men involved
were on the night shift. The night shift began at ten o’clock. It
was about three o’clock on Tuesday morning when the disaster
happened. At this time the ‘hoppit’ a type of cage was going
down into the pit, holding eight pit sinkers. Without warning, the
large water main crashed down upon the ‘hoppit’ carrying it to
the bottom of the shaft, crushing those already at work at the
bottom.

Dangerous work
Before any coal could be mined, the mine shafts had to be made.
Mine owners employed ‘sinkers’ to dig out mine shafts.

The next stage was for the mining companies to set up a village for
the mine workers and their families to live in. The whole process
from sinking a shaft to opening a mine and providing housing for
miners and their families could take seven years.

Winning the coal
A Hewer or Collier would mine coal from the coal seam using hand
tools, such as a pick. They would work in areas that could be 60
cm in height, the height of a desk. They would only have a single
candle to light their work area. The Hewer’s job was to ‘win’ the
coal.

Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Dr David Amos.

Sinkers came from all over the UK, from Cornwall to Newcastle,
Manchester to Dundee. Sinkers would often work in rural areas
with no towns or villages close by. They lived and worked from
makeshift ‘shanty’ towns set up for them. Sinking a mine shaft was
done by hand. The process wasn’t fully mechanised until the 1960s
and 70s.
It could take two years for the sinkers to dig down to reach the
coal seam. Once they reached the coal they could then put in
equipment for mining including winding wheels.
There are records of two mining disasters in the area where sinkers
died.

The Undercutter. Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Dr David Amos.
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Drivers were in charge of the underground wagons that were
used to bring the cut coal to the mine shaft to be brought up to
the surface. They often worked with pit ponies who would pull the
wagons. Eventually conveyor belts replaced ponies.

The Hewer. Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Dr David Amos.

Undercutters literally dug underneath the coal, took the scrags out
then let the coal drop.
Eventually this work would be carried out by a machine. Much
safer.

A pit pony. Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Dr David Amos.

There are lots of stories or myths about pit ponies being treated
badly but this is not the case. The miners had to care for the ponies
well so that mines were safe places to work.
There was a ritual in mining villages. Villagers would go to see the
pit ponies in the fields when they were brought up once a year.
Colliery officials supervised work and were responsible for health
and safety.
Mines were dangerous places. The National Coal Board produced
this short film pointing out dangerous behaviour in a mine.
https://player.bfi.org.uk/free/film/watch-thud-andblunder-in-knock-off-time-1964-online

Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Dr David Amos.

Watch Dr David Amos talk about working conditions and the
camaraderie of mine workers.

Shotfiring
Another way to loosen the coal was to use explosives. This was
called Shotfiring. The person who did this had to know the right
amount of explosive needed to loosen the coal so it could be
extracted.

Miner with a pit canary. Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Dr David
Amos.

There were many dangers in mines including Fire Damp, a term
describing dangerous coalface gases including Methane, a deadly
poisonous gas.

Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Dr David Amos.

Miners would take canaries into coal mines because canaries could
detect Fire Damp more quickly than people could. If a canary
reacted badly then the miner knew it was time to leave.
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Because very little remains of the mining industry, the Miner2Major
project team has worked with Claire Hartwell and Chris Matthews
to find out what these model villages can tell us about mining
communities. Their work focuses on the model villages of the
Dukeries Coalfield, mines on land owned by Dukes in the area but
leased to mining entrepreneurs. Mining companies largely built
model villages between the First and Second World Wars (1918 to
1939).
As much as a third of the cost to open a mine went on housing
and all the buildings and spaces needed for village life. Blidworth,
Bilsthorpe, Clipstone, Thoresby and Ollerton are all model villages.
A quick look at the architecture in each village shows that each
colliery had a different approach to building villages and different
styles. By providing model villages mining companies provided

Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Dr David Amos

Another challenge for miners was being able to see in the dark.
Early miners used candles but naked flames could ignite gases
causing an explosion.
Sir Humphry Davy invented the Safety Lamp, or the Davy Lamp.
The flame was protected by gauze making it safe for miners to use.
Later miners used battery powered lamps.

Late 19th century housing in Bestwood. Photograph reproduced by kind permission
of Dr David Amos

good housing and great communities but this also meant they had
a lot of control over the miners and their families. Miners knew that
if they lost their jobs, they would also lose their homes.
‘Motties’ and a list of the miners’ names. Photograph reproduced by kind
permission of Dr David Amos

Every miner who entered a mine had a number. The number was
engraved on to a tag or motty. If a tag was missing at the end of the
shift, then it was possible that a miner had been left behind or was
in danger.

What impact did the mines have on local
communities?

The mining companies provided incentives for good behaviour;
good housing, pay, social activities, opportunities for promotion
and support from the company. The colliery companies
encouraged ‘fellow feeling’. They encouraged good behaviour
through churches, shops, pubs, cinemas, surgeries and schools.
Miners had to look after their homes and gardens well. Every part
of their social, family and work life was controlled by the mining
companies. Miners and their families would even buy their food
from colliery-owned shops.

More than 50 major collieries were developed in the
Nottinghamshire area between 1870 and 1970. Colliery
companies didn’t just provide jobs, they created whole villages
for mine workers and their families. These villages are called
model villages and there are 12 in the Sherwood Forest area.

A colliery village. Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Dr David Amos

Late nineteenth century cottages in Newstead colliery village. Photograph
reproduced by kind permission of Dr David Amos
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