THE HISTORY OF ARKWRIGHT PIT - BY NEVILLE YATES

ARKWRIGHT TOWN

This village was built at the end of the 19th century to house miners and
their families whose livelihood depended on work in the Markham,Bondsﬁﬁin
and Calow Main collieries.

These pits had been sunk from 1882 onwards to win the rich seams of coal
which lay wunder Sutton Scarsdale, the agricultural estate owned by
descendants of Sir Richard Arkwright. The Arkwright family lived at Sutton
Hall until 1919 when the estate was sold off.

The mining village comprised 160 houses which, according to my grandfather
who lived in one of the first,cost £78 each. They were built in flve
terraced rows on ground previously cultivated by the Sutton estate nursery
men. In fact,it is claimed that the houses stand where rhubard was
previously cropped! Nothing is left of the nursery which is sald to have
cen started in 1875 apart from two blocks of three cottages, known &s
Nursery Cottages (ene at either end of the miners' row which fronts onto
the Chesterfield~Bolsover road), and two semi-detatched houses which stand
at the bottom end of the village.The latter originally housed the nursery
foreman, and the cottages accomodated the workmen.

In addition to the houses built for the miners and thelr families the
village 1ncluded the Station Hotel,a Miners' Institute a Primitive
Methodist Chapel,a large school and several shops. Three shops were builf
at the top end of fhe row of houses fronting the Chesterfield-Bolsover
road. The first was built for a butcher in 1898, the second for & grocer in
1900 and the third, built between the other two, in 1801. They are brick-built
afd the middle one has a large cellar,Mysteriously, when these properties
were advertised in 1919 during the Sutton Estate sale they were offered as
wooden buildings and bought by the Chesterfield grocery firm, Woodheads. It
may be that the sale catalogue confused them with the wooden shops which
cinod between the Miners' Institute and the railway bridge. These were
replaced with ones built,it is said,with stone from Sutton Hall in the
early 1820's.

By the 1920°s, Nursery House was in use as a general sftore,and a small shop
nhad been built across the Chesterfield road from the front row, together
with a small 'chip box' beside it. Finally,a small wooden sweet shop stood
on the embankmen:, across the road from the school,on the Chesterfield side
of the L.N. E. Railway.

At the time of writing, it is still impossible to leave Arkwright Town by
road without passing over or under a railway bridge. The Great Central
Railway, 1

ater the LNER crocsed the Chesterfield-Lincoln Raillway just to
the west of the village, and when the Chesterfield-Lincoln was taken over by
the Great Central just after the building of the village the two railways
were connected by a loop line which swung round the east and north sides of
the village, completely enclosing 1it.
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ARKWRIGHT PIT
Arkwright pit was sited opposite Nursery Farm hesse off Sutton Lane beyond
the Chesterfield-Lincoln Railway which skirted the south side of the
village of Arkwright Town.Before drilling for coal took place in 1837,Bill
Russell, the farmer, kept hens on the fields and on Sundays, after Chapel,
children picnicked there. Sutton,road from the station bridge down past
Russell's Farm, provided a first class sledge-run in the winter snows of
those days!

Known as 'The Arkwright Colliery Co.',the pit at Arkwright was started by a
group of Staveley Coal & Iron Co. directors and officials, Rex Ringham
(Chairman), Harold Berrisford (Secretary), John Hunter and Harold
Kirk,colliery agents. The new pit was a private venture financed by the
above men and was very much a 'belt and braces' affair with an uncertain
future until the outbreak of the 1938-45 War.

I: was a drift mine and driving the two access drifts, or footrills, began in
1938, No's 1 and 2 footrills were made about fifty yards, apart and ran
parallel to each other from the middle of the field to pass under the
Sutton road. Air was taken down No.1 drift and exhausted from No.2 drift.
No.1 drift, nearest the village, was the main transport route into and from
the mine. There was a double rail track in it to take the eflpty tubs down
and bring the full ones out. An endless steel-rope, to which sets of tubs
were clipped,hauled the tub-trains up and down. No.2 drift was used for
access by the miners and for taking in materials and supplies.

Ralatives of the writer, members of the Yates family, were the first workmen
to start the driving of the drifts, having been sent from their previous
colliery, Markham, by Mr Ringham. The writer remembers, when still a school-
boy, taking their 'snap' to the pit and sliding the metal snaptins down a
pipe which ran down the drift fo where they were hacking out the tunnel

Water ran from the surface,dripped through the strata, and collected where
they worked,and they had to return home to change into dry clothes several
times each shift. When No.1 drift had been driven fifty yards, work was
stopped for a time due to an inrush of water,and it seemed the pit might
have to be closed. The drift had intersected an old, flooded level driven in
the Top Hard seam from an old shaft near the new pit.With the type of pump
available it was several weeks before the water had been drained and the
work could go on.

There were no pithead baths at Arkwright until the early 195Q0's after the
pit was opened up,and in its early years the miners bathed at home. Their
village pals who worked at Markham collieries had enjoyed what then seemed
the luxury of bathing after work since 1937.The pit's manpower was bullt up
by including men transferring from other collieries such as Bonds Main,
Pilsley,and Bolsover. Such men were allowed to continue using the baths at
their previous pits until Arkwright had its baths and canteen block. The
first 'canteen' had been a six feet by four feet wooden shed!

The first seam of coal opened up was was the Top Hard Seam which produced a
high quality,hard coal for which there was a ready market. As production
faces were opened out,more men were taken on and employed on a three-shift
system both underground and on the surface



The dayshift comprised the stintmen, employed on stripping coal at the
ce. Each man had a length,or stint, of &% yards in length by 4ft.3ins.1n
ight and 6%ft in depth. Each stintman had to carry his tools onto the
:oal face each shift, and these included a pick,a large 'pan' shovel, a steel
wadge for splitting the lumps of hard coal,a 71lb hammer, together with a tin
of gun-powder,a ball of clay for stemming the shot holes and a bundle of
' pinners' - wooden wedges- for the roof supports.The latter were props of
rigid 'H' section steel which held corrugated steel bars up to the roof
to prevent falling rock from injuring the stintman and other face workers
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The normal leagth of a coal face at Arkwright was 120 yards,and stintmen
wera stationed along its length 6% yards apart. A stintman's first
task, after checking that the roof above his head was safe,was to clean out
the 'gummings'- the small coal in the space left by the cutting machine's
jib, so that when the shotfirer charged & shot hole and fired it the coal
would burst downwards.

Working alone,a stintman,as soon as he had <cleared enough coal from the
face to allow him to put up a set of 'timber' would check a steel prop for
suitable height and lean it against the coal face. Having made sure that
his 71b hammer was within reach,with a wooden wedge inside his shirt
front, he picked up a corrugated steel bar, held the bar between his head and
the roof, facing the leaning prop and the coal face. Then he pulled the the
top of the leaning prop towards him until it stood erect beneath the face-
end of the steel bar.

Taking the wooden wedge from his shirt front he pushed it between the top
of the prop and the underside of the steel bar,picked up his hammer, and
drove the wedge in, thus tightening the bar against the roof. Then he set
another prop under the other end of the steel strap and carried on breaking
the coal and shovelling it onto the conyeyor belt

Usually the Top Hard coal, being so hard,had to be won by blasiing out and
clearing the bottom half of the seam while supporting the top band of coal
with temporary supports. Once the lower band had been cleared, shot holes in
~the upper half were fired and,after removing the temporary props, the coal
was dropped and broken up with the wedge.

To clear 6% yards of coal within his shift,the stintman had to work with
the precision of a machine. His tools had to be to hand,along with the roof
supports he needed. He had to ensure that the shotfirer came ai the precise
time he needed him to fire each hole., He had to assist the shotfirer
and, before the explosive was fired,warn his mates in adjacent stinis to
take cover.

If the conveyor stopped, or broke,or the tub haulage system falled, stoppages
over which he had no confrnl, he might snatch a few minutes, wipe the sweat
from his brow, open his snaptin, grab a dusty sandwich, and take a swig from
his water bottle, being ready to swing into action again as soon as the
'belt' started moving again.

When Arkwright pit fi
iamp., This was a4 mesi
chargeable battery and having at its top an electric bulb inside a re-

started, a man‘s only light came from his 'bucket'
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inforced glass dome. Over the dome was {ixed a loop of thick wire by means
of which the lamp could be carried in the hand or suspended from a roof
bar, This lamp was as heavy as, and could in an emergency substitute for,a
miner's hammer!

On the afternoon shift,when fthe stintmen had finished and gone,men went
onto the face to move the conveyer belt closer to the web of coal which
would be won the next day. Also on the afternoon shift, teams of 'packers’
built rubble-filled walls with debris from the roof. Theses 'packs' helped
ko control the rate at which the strata above lowered to where the coal had
been removed. Men also bored holes along the length of the newly exposed
face in readiness for the stintmen's explosives next d
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Among the nightshift men were & 'cutters', teams who operated the Mavor
and Coulson cutting machines. Ti lled 'Sampsons', ri'ped ou
a six-inch gap at the botiom of the coal seam to a depth of six fee
gap made it easier for the stiniman to win the coal

.

Also on nights were the 'rippers',teams of men whose job it was to exiend
the tunnels which connected the coal face with the rest of the mine. Before
a coal face could be horhca,parallel tunnels were driven through the coal
and the rock. A larger tunnel,called the 'Main Gate', was made wide enough
for tubs to be hauled along it. At a distance of 120 yards parallel with
the Main Gate a smaller tunnel was driven,so that when the itunnels were
connected by the coal face fresh air would flow in aleong the Main
Gate, along the coal face,and out through the smaller 'Air Gate' and out of
the pit.As the coal face advanced,so the tunnels had to be extended by the
'rippers' who blew down the rock left by the removal of the coal, and packed
it into the sides of the ftunnels,or 'gates'

The coal,taken in tubs to the surface, had to be cleaned of dirt and
graded. For this work,a Simon Carves' washery and screening plant were built
on the pit top. The stone and dirt which had come out with the coal, once it
had been separated, was taken and tipped near the pit. The screening plant
loaded the different grades of coal direct infto railway wagons. A branch
from the Chesterfield-Linceln railway was laid to the pit from near the
east entrace of Duckmanton Tunnel. The branch ran to shunt lines at the
screens, and a small British Rall leoce moved the wagons

In the early days, tipping the waste or 'spoil'was a primitive operation. A
set of tub rails were laid end to end across the field. The rails were
graded along their length so that the last rails were much higher than the
first ones. Manty Ball,a local man who owned a horse was hired to haul the
uD along the rails, The stone and dirt was tipped from the ftubs, to form a
ank or '%tip' which grew higher and longer as the rails were extended and
the debris increased.Manty's services were also called on to haul materials
such as the steel rings,used as supports used in the Drifis,and any ofher
heavy objects which Manty's horse CDUlu pull around the surface
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The pit soon acquired its !

across from the pit. Pilel was & heads# ong oomy whose temperament could be
checked sometimes by adding another tub for him to pull. He was also a wily
pony. He seized any opporfunity to trot across the tips and up the Sutton
road. He was conscripted during the war by the local Home Guards to pull



of tubs used as road blocks on the station and Chesterfield road

Over time, a complex of buildings formed on the pit top. The first canteen
was a wooden hut just inside the pit ‘'gates'. During the War the Davis'
meat pies, sold there at 4 old pence, and the ssusage rolls which cost 2% old
pennies were favourites for stretching a meat ration which fell to about 1
old shilling's worth per person per week.

pevond the canteen,in the pit yard proper,there was a ToW of brick
buildings consisting of the main office and weighbridge,the manager's
office,an office for the deputies,a fitiing shop, electrical shop and the
lamp cabin,

The first manager of the pit was Lou Limb, the pit-top foreman was Harold
Stirling, the mechanical engineer was Wilf Bambridge, the electrical
engineer, Horace Barkes, and the first head lampman was Billy Winters

I started work at Arkwright pit on the first day of September 1941, the day
after my fourteenth birthday. My first week's wages were ten, shillings, plus
ten shillings Wartime Allowancs,a total of £1, But 1s/10d was deducted for
'stoppages' and my net wage was 185.2d. Of this sum I was given 2s/6d
(12%p) pocket money
My first job was as & clerk in the landsale office at Arkwright Colliery
and the price of coal in those days is imprinted in my memory:

Best Top Hard Lumps 39/11d per ton

Large & Small Cobbles 36/11d

Washed Nuis 29/114d .

Slack was given away free

Actually, most of the slack was taken away by Dickie Roach, the local coal
merchant, who would find a ready sale for it locally for greenhouse fires
or to eke oui the scarce,if un-rationed supplies for non-mining customers

At this time, married miners were allowed a take of 12 loads of coal per
year, paying 7/6d (37%p) haulage coshs,delivered loose at the coalplace oy
Dickie Roach's lorry.Popularly referred to in the press of the time as the
miners' " free' coal,in fact the true cost of the allowance coal was taken
into account in determining the men's earnings. Miners' widows had a smaller
entitlement- provided they did not re-marry- drawn from a pool of' coal
taken from that of the married miners. There were no ‘free rides' under
Staveley Company!

when Bonds Main pit closed some of the men were transferred to Arkwright.

For the transport and pithead facilities to cope with the increased ouiput
! I ! I

from these extra men the traditional cycle of stinting on days, packing on

af ternoons, and cutting on nights on all the production faces
simultaneously, gave way to some faces filling on days while others filled
on the 'back shifts'. This met with protests from the Arkwright stinimen

who had enjpoyed ten years of days regular. The blame for this, and the
blame for the pit hitting a series of geological faults was somewhat
whimsically laid on the Bonds Main men:
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The need for increased output during and after the war led to further
adaptations. A method of working the coal faces was introduced called
"composite mining' in which stint-lengths were reduced, so that by partway
through the filling shift the conveyor belts could be moved over on the
face, packing take place and coal cutting follow. The method broke down the
system of job specialisation and in turn was replaced by 'Power-
loading'.i.e. the use of machines which could cut and fill the coal onto
the conveyor system thus eliminating & need for stintmen and other
traditional skills.

One experimental power-loading machine was tried out at Arkwright and
8olsover collieries, Called the 'Gloster-getter',it was designed by ths
local Area Manager and the machine's manufacturer. Though successful it was
succeeded by 'Trepanners' and other machines later design.
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e rubber conveyor belts previously used on the coal face gave way 10
bust machines which used moving chains and scrapers instead of rubber.
ssive hydraulically operated roof-support sysiems saw tha end of wooden
d steel props. Machine efficiency rather than human muscles began to
termine output levels,while miners had fo become increasingly skilled in
the use of machines. By +the mid-1960's,to compete with cheap oil
imporis, the Coal Board introduced 'Management by Objectives' a theory of
industrial organisation derived from the Harvard Business School in
America. As applied, objectives of production, manpower deployment and
accountancy were determined and monitored in distant offices. For the
miner, the economic and social obligations of his work were transformed at a
time when mining communities were being exposed to the winds winds of
change in society at large.

To cope with high output peaks produced by machine mining at Arkwright, tub
haulage in the main gates and the main drifis was replaced by ever wider
conveyor belts to the screens.Like the mining industry generally, Arkwright
under—<went an unprecedented mechanisation revolution between 1940 and
1960, and the pace of change increased after that period. From being an
unimportant small venture when it began in 1938, its output in 13968 was
625, 000 tonnes, and in 1975 750,000 tonnes

When, in 1951, the faces in the Top Hard seam on which the pit had been sunk
approached old Markham colliery workings) drifts were cut to the ist
Waterleoo seam below, and it was worked from 1951 to 1969, followad by the Znd
Waterloo from 1969 to 1978.

During face developments in the Waterloco, water broke through from above,
To cope with the water,a hole was bored up from the Waterloo turouqn the

veWWylng strata so that a drainage pipe could be insarted. The Td rill used
to bore the hole ie-ssd==tz=rm—e emerged 1n the allotments!

Other seams, lower in the coal measures sequence, were progressiveley
wrought as the years passed. Below the 2nd Waterloo, the Second Ell Coal was
worked from 1971 to 1977, followed by the Deep Soft, 1980 to 1983, Tupton
Seam, 1960 to 1982 and finally the Threequarters Seam from 1878 to 1888.
Most of the Arkwright workings ceased when they came near or at the

voundaries of workings from other collieries, especially Markham



