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KEY
QUESTIONS

These Background Notes are slightly different to the 
previous themes. The Future Communities theme looks 
back over the Century of Change, to explore how 
historic events shaped communities. It then offers an 
opportunity to look at how young people can shape 
their communities in the future. 

 › What is a model village? 

 › Why were there so many model villages in and 
around Sherwood Forest? 

 › What was it like to live in a model village? 

 › What will our future communities look like?

Background notes

In Britain, the eighteenth century was a time of change. 
It was the beginning of the Industrial Revolution which 
brought great wealth and better standards of living to some 
but harsh working conditions for others. The eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries saw many innovations that transformed 
lives and changed the Sherwood Forest landscape forever.

Towns and villages at the beginning of the Century of 
Change were small by today’s standards. There was a 
strong overlap between rural and town life. Those living 
in the countryside were mostly self-sufficient. They grazed 
livestock and farmed crops on strips of land. They were at 
the mercy of the weather and relied on a cash economy.  

Before the Enclosure Acts were introduced in the 1700s, 
everyone, rich or poor, had the right to farm common land. 
Land was divided into strips about 1 acre in size and split 
among the poorer people (peasants), so that good and 
bad growing land was shared equally. There were very few 
hedges as we would recognise them today. There would 
have been very little to divide land.

Politicians believed enclosing the land would make it 
easier to farm and lead to greater production. The land 
was given to landowners who could pay for fencing 
(enclosing). Smaller landowners were forced onto the 
poorer quality land. The poorest people lost access to 
land altogether. At the same time the Game Laws of 1816  
meant only landowners were allowed to catch game 
(pheasants, partridge, hares and rabbits). Poaching became 
a criminal offence with severe consequences. Landowners 
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employed gamekeepers to prevent local people from accessing 
their land. Often poachers and gamekeepers lived side by side in 
communities.

In the 1700s and 1800s, people who had previously worked on 
the land, moved to towns to find work. Many worked long hours, 
14 hour days, in cottage industries (working from home). Others 
worked in the new factories or mills. Some mill owners, like the 
Robinsons in the Leen Valley, provided terraced housing or small 
cottages to house mill workers. When the mills declined, some 
mills were taken down and the bricks repurposed into housing. 
Evidence can be seen in villages such as Papplewick and Linby.
At the start of the Century of Change, around 1750, the mills 
in villages had declined although mills in towns like Mansfield 
continued to thrive. Landowners and entrepreneurs discovered the 
next source of wealth was underground, coal. It could take seven 
years to open a mine. In this time mining companies had to create 
makeshift villages to house the Sinkers, the men employed to sink 
the mine shafts, build the infrastructure of the mines and then build 
the towns and villages that would house the mine workers and 
their families. These towns and villages were called model villages.

What is a model village?

Land and business owners from the mid to late 18th century began 
to build model villages to house workers for their mills, mines and 
factories. There are some famous examples such as:
• Saltaire in Bradford, built by mill owner Sir Titus Salt
• Port Sunlight, built by William Hesketh Lever in 1888 to house 

workers for his soap factory
• New Earswick in York, built by Joseph Rowntree for people on 

low incomes including staff working in his factory.  

These people were seen as pioneers and philanthropists. 
Largely they were motivated to provide good housing and good 
communities, believing this would lead to a more productive 
workforce.

The early model villages like Saltaire are based on a grid system 
with rows and rows of terraced housing. Later, in the 20th century, 
more fluid garden developments made use of green space.

Why were there so many model villages in and 
around Sherwood Forest?

The maps below show the development of the mining industry 
from 1829 to 1959.

The 1829 map shows mines to the west of the area where the 
coal seam was nearer the surface, and so easier to access. The 
1959 map shows many more mines to the east. Here the coal is 
much further underground so more sophisticated technology was 
needed to dig the shafts and create the mines.  

Mining companies developed more than 50 major collieries in 
the Nottinghamshire area between 1870 and 1970. There are 
12 mining model villages in the Sherwood Forest area. 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 the mining 
communities. Their work focused on the model villages of the 
Dukeries Coalfield. The Dukeries were large estates, Clumber 
Park, Thoresby and Welbeck owned by rich landowners. The 
Dukes leased some of their land to mining entrepreneurs. Claire 
and Chris’s work resulted in a fascinating book and some small 
guidebooks about mining villages.

The Colliery Mining companies largely built model villages between the First and 
Second World Wars (1918 to 1939).      

Claire and Chris discovered: 

‘The layout of each model village reflected the management 
structure of the colliery companies. Usually a large detached 
house was built or acquired for the colliery manager, often 
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positioned separate from the housing estate but in view of the 
headstocks. Colliery managers were a consequence of the 1872 
Coal Act and the professionalism required for overseeing huge 
mines. On the estate itself, the prime locations were reserved 
for under-managers, clerks and engineers who were housed in 
large semi-detached housing nearest the pit entrance. The rest 
was designed for the miners themselves, but there were streets 
and houses that were more aspirational, which were usually 
larger and situated nearest the under-mangers. If the village was 
located close to the colliery then pithead baths were considered 
unnecessary providing houses were built with bathrooms 
positioned at a convenient distance from the ground floor 
entrance to the home.’

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. 
Most model villages in the area were built between 1918 and 
1939; between the First and Second World Wars.

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

What was it like to live in a model village?

Mining companies provided good housing and great communities 
through model villages, 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. 

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. 
Galas were a key feature of mining communities.

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.

Claire and Chris have produced nine maps all showing key features 
in the villages and the style of buildings. These are:
• Annesley
• Bestwood
• Newstead
• Warsop Vale
• Rainworth
• Bilsthorpe
• Clipstone
• Edwinstowe
• Ollerton

These guides are aimed at adults.

There are clues to how communities changed and developed over 
time. They may be in: 
• Style of housing
• Places of worship
• Public buildings like town halls, schools, courts, social clubs
• Shops
• Pubs, cafes and restaurants
• Parks and recreation facilities
• Green spaces
• Roads and road names 

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

What will our future communities look like?

We’ve seen how life has changed through the Century of Change 
from people working largely on the land, to working long hours in 
cottage industries through to working in mills and mines. 
Very little evidence remains of mills in the villages but some are 
still in use in larger towns like Mansfield and Hucknall. We know 
some mill owners provided cottages for their workers, and the 
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mining companies created whole villages to house miners and 
their families. The families had good housing, but they had to live 
by the rules of the mining companies. The natural environment has 
changed too. Lots of former mining sites are now nature reserves. 

Change happens all the time in our communities. Some changes 
are more dramatic than others. We have recently lived through a 
period of great change caused by the COVID 19 pandemic. This 
has affected how adults work, how young people learn, how we 
socialise and how we communicate. 

People have changed how they work, some now work from home, 
some travel less and meet online. 
• What would young people  like to see in future communities? 
• What sort of housing would they like to see? 
• What sort of businesses? 
• How will they generate heat and power for the houses and 

businesses? 
• What sort of activities would they like to be able to access?

The plans of the villages in the Dukeries show how the mining 
companies constructed communities. Young people can use these 
plans to help design a community for the future or they could just 
create their own vision. 

What are communities like now for young 
people?

• What features of their towns and villages are designed for young 
people?

• What features of their towns and villages are designed for older 
people?

• What works well and what could be improved?
• What would young people like to see in their local area to make 

their town or village a better place for young people to live?

How do young people want to see their 
communities in the future? 

• What do they want to protect? 
• What is the heritage of the area? 
• What is the character of the area? 
• What would they like to change? 
• What would they like to stay the same?


