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7 thirties are remembered - perhaps sbove
for the unemplovment. In 1979 some 1.

o

L300 people were
registerad ag unemploved By 1932 the figure had doubled and
it stayed oves the two million mark for three vears. The Norih
East then (as today} was one of the worgt it aress. The Hunger
March from Jarrow - a town virtually made redundant by the
chosure of the steelworks and the shipyards - became « National
symbol. [ other parts of the arez unemployment was as bad -
in mining villages such as Crook and Stanlev in County Durham
over half the people were unemployed,

GUT an experisnne

LEE



The effects of unemployment were deep and far reaching,
Families were disrupted by the imposition of the Means Test
and enforced migration of many sons and daughters out of the
arez. Bt affected work too. Even in the North Fast more people
were at work than not {nationally, of course, new mdustries ke
motors and chemicals were established in these years) and there
in factories and mines, the presence of the unemployed gave
more power to the boss.

In reflecting upon these things, the need fo relate to the present
is a pressing one. In many respects things have changed so much.
{One man we tatked to mentioned that his father had alwavs
wished it were possible 1o return 2 hundred vears after death 1o
see what life was like; *By damn, he'd think he was on g gifferent
pianet if he did, wouldn’t he?’) But the similarities are there 100,

Unempioyment, the tailk of ‘scroungers’ on the Dole, of Social
Security ‘snoopers’ and the threat of fascism and the MNational
Front are all important reminders of a past that will not stay
lacked away in the cupboards of historians.

To be born into a working class family in Britain around the

turn of the century involved living a life that encompassed two
world wars, a General Sirike and a depression that lasted over ten
years. Ih that same time the Labour Party was formed, elected
into office and had its leadership incorporated into a National
Government. On the world stage Russia was transformed by
Bolshevism and in America the United States were smsrging as
the powerful centre of a new world capitalism.

Our hope is that this booklet does justice to some of the ideas
feelings and experiences of that generation. Also that, in reading
it, people of later generations will gain a greater understanding of
their grandparents and of the past; of the nature of capitalism and
the forces within it which create perpetual probiems for working
class people, Above all then, we hope that this booklet will be

a help - today.

Several people have helped in making this booklet. All the people
we talked to {including those whose accounts could not be included
because of limited space} have our thanks. As do Nigel Gray, who
initially encouraged several of the contributors o write down their
experiences and Val Gillespie who interviewed John Bell.
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t coflected in small lots {each one was & gain,

tes, sugar tins of food for fiohters out in Spain.

Pennies, boby and tanners, we hoped would help support
their cause. (i sireet corners we young Toll would exhort
each passer-by, be they worker or Ris wite,

o offer what they cobid for men who oftered iife.

Irs ninetesn-thirty-seven neopie could not hear

the rifle nexbdoor as the jackboot swaggered neay,
Insulated by the see zod reports anon,,

in bull, the pale, pathetio seoples plodded on.

L_’fﬂﬁea;; eofiect. Give pamphiets out, spesk up and say
defeat in Spain will be Surope’s blackest day.

{har frantic ervies weve a whisper., The dyving groans

of Brigadiers were not news hike Potaio Jﬂi‘{e;

Ciifford Lawther, Fox and Not bebling, Jo

:mgﬁ awther, Fox and Nothan, dobling, Johnson,
Edward and William: Tattar, Sright, Denison -

names of the dead vanguard In "Thirty-Eiehit, & few

of those whose ranks, within two years 1o millions grew!

b marched on May Days with the miners;
mayched with dozens to profest

against the Munich agreement -

oniy dozens, but the best.

Marched in London to hear Robeson,
marched with Peace Pledoe Union folk
and with communists and others,

tens of thousands, ranis unbroke,

I remembar how the police

shuvved us, ang the marshail's call:
‘ran’t shuy baclk, or the procession
wilt be bust-up,flags an’ alll’

i react pamphiets, minutes, spesches,
ioined the F.P. A, and read

pooks by humanists, Treethinkers,
some still living, some long dead.
Fead the Herald, John Bull, Revonolds,
Plebs and Sunday Referee,

read the Worker and the Tribune,
Chalienge and my Arthur Mee,
Swallowed up Gollancz’s Book Club
Fast as they could turn them out.
Where have all the papers gone 167
Where's a truly angry shout?



The Depression days were bitter days, never to be forgotten days,
which left myself and many better equipped people with a complex
we have never shed. We were so short of things, so belittled in
every way, in every aspect of life that we grew up te manhood
with a complex. When you met somebody in those days the
grecting wasn’t “Hello, how are you? or “How’s the family?’
Always the greeting was *Hello, are you working? You grew

up with this complex, You were afraid of things. You were
nulled, It means that yvou were afraid. There’s more to it than
just being afraid. You were humbled, cowed. There’sa
tremendous lot of descriptions you can apply 1o the word
‘nulled’. You were nulled because of circumistances. Because

of life,

Families

tnever got close to my father but [ got very close to my mother
because she was that kind of a person. My father was a very quiet
man, Mever laid a hand on any of us in our lives. A reserved marn.
He was very deaf. That also made him an introvert, My own
children remember him as the man who sat behind the newspape:.
That's how they remember their grandfather. He was 2 selfish man,
If there was three scones he'd want the biggest one. He'd sit at the
table with his knife and fork on the table before the meal was even
prepared. He'd pick the newspaper up at night and read it as



quick gt he could. Mobody would get the newspaper 41 he had
reac it. There was 2 newspapers on 2 Sunday. He would read one

and sit on one.

There’s no doubt about it men in that generation were the Kingpin

of the house. OUther people cleaned their shoes. They had a

special seat. Nobody dared sit in their seat. This kind of thing,

My wife's father, nobody dared pass him in case thelr shadow

went on his newspaper. This was 2 general kind of thing at that

time. They were tyrants really in their own way.

My mother was a very kind person. She absolutely gave of

* herself completely, Like thousands of other women in those
days, they gave of thelr all. She was a very strong woman. She
used to go out to work. And apart from that she would bake
huge batches of hread for the family, She took washing in just
for coppers. We carried this washing considerable distances.
They had to be washed. They had to be ironed very often.
And they had to be carried away. She used to carry food from
the market on a Saturday. Asa child I couldn’t lift the bags.

And she would carry it because a tramecar was maybe tuppence.
She was like lots of other women who were having to do the same

thing, They would be in the market late on a Saturday rtight

because they would get meat at a reasonable price. They would

get maybe a few links of sausage wrapped around the meat.
Very useful They were wonderful folk, the women. She
would buy fish heads and shoulders. She knew one fishmonge
where she’d go where she always got decent shoulders on the
fish head.  She would boi! them and she would extract the fish
from them. Quite a considerable amount of fish too, With
potato and parsiey she made the most wonderful batches of
fish cakes. Jt was another satisfving and good meal She was
always using her ingenuity. She would buy gooss fat. So
much z pound. She’d put that in the oven and render it down.
This waould produce a dripping and it made the most wonderful
pastries,

Selling Yourself

As soon asg Pd finished serving my time as a fitter ¥ was out of
work, When [ was about 22 vears of age ! got employment with

Flectrolux and underwent a weel's training 1o sell water

softensrs. It was something that extracted the chalk from the
water supply. The cheapest one wag about £8 or £2. And
people h“aidhf fad money for o loaf t‘hen; Well araylway, Y ou htaiii
1o knocok at houses. And you had first of all 1o go to the public
Hbrary and vou had to procure from there the votery register
and vou had to get all the names and addresses t¢ cover enough
streets for vou 1o canvass ina week., You went to the door and
Vou knocked at the door and yvou'd sy “Mrs. Mugsent or "Mrs
Monaghar and immediately 1t broke the ice. But they didn’t
kmow it had been preconceived, that you'd been to the pubhe
Hbrary, You goi no wage. Only comnussion on sales and &

: et be remembered thal after

syour card vou wer
hiese siamps on by
i mongy o7

y
25 Wers oy

reular was distributed throughout

sraonnel to sitend 5 meeting in the

P date. Vatiended and the room

wat very falt of men, coverng all age groups from eashy sixiies

v tweniies. When everyone was settled & very big man

thinic of vou gathered here.” And on the blackboard he wrote in

very large letiers in white chalk the word ‘SHITE.

I iooked around the room and not ong moved or uitered ong

Nesdless to say, | informed the uifice 5

were down but there wis no reason Wiy we

seefl i f
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Getiing By

One of the many impressions left with me is the processions of men,
women and children that went scratting on the pit heaps and
railway sidings for coal of any kind. The men pushed old cycles,
without tyres; the women used old prams, and the children pushed
puiled or trundled buggies and barrows of every description. |
never had 1o do it myself but | remember seeing these people,
white-faced and exhausted.

Men with a small tin of cheap black paint painted door knockers
for 2d a time. I they made  shilling a day it was worth having
There were certain people who would repair ketties and pans,
You couldn’t replace a kettle or par very easily. You had to uy
to keep the one going that you were using. And if you got 4 hole
in it it was a catastrophe. My father couldn’t do it. He couldn’t
hang a picture. If we wanted 2 kettle or a pan repaired we used
to take 1t to one of these men and they would solder and repair
it.At kept the vessel in use and it gave the man tuppence for himself.
Word got round that Mr, So-and-So in Such-and-Such a street
would do one thing and semeone else would do a Hitle bit of
cobbling. They were trying to get by and you were trying to get
it done as cheap as you could and this was the way it went on in
communities, Even though we were living in a city there was a
kind of rural community spirit. Within an area of several streets,
you knew who the midwife was, vou knew the best one to cobble
a palr of shoes for 1/6d for you, .and this kind of thing, You had
to know these things. It was essential.

Politics never meant a thing to me at all. Fwas too mad keen on
sport. D'didn’t wish to be mvolved. ! remember the day the larrow
marchers set off though. I remember speaking to one of the chaps
when | was signing at the Dofe at that time. ¥'said, ‘What about
you and I going down to Jarrow and going with the marchers?’

He said ‘No, I'm not interested in marching.” Maybe if I'd got a
pal ! would have gone. But it was filthy weather | remember.

ek
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i wasn't to0 politically conscious- most people of my age weren’t
rsally politically conscious - but § remember Mosley and his Black
Shirts vividiy. The ones that { saw on Tyneside around Mosley at

his meetings were all known for what they were - they were a lot

of villzing, { heard him speaking but T wasn't influenced by him at all.
What § didn’s ke was, and I was involved in this in the city one day,
I'saw two Black Shirts giving a Jew in Blackett Street a hammering
and of course § was young and [ was Tit and [ jumped in, and { would
do the same today if ¥ saw two Black Shirts or two of the Mationat
Frout assaulting somebody - 4 feel duty bound to go 1o that
person’s assistance, !wag incensed that day because I'd seen it for
the first time with my very own eyes, Now that was the Black

Shirts attitude 16 2 man who was born a Jew - ¥ mean ‘there but for
the grace of God .. .7 it could have been us, we conld have been
born a Jew just the same way. I thought that there’s something
basically wrong with this political party and [ could never have
thought of sapporting it.



borak
Iy

bt

The miners felt betrayed after the 1926 sirike. Betraved and left
on their own. A ot of people said, “Never again, never again’,
They had bills that long, to pay - from the ¢olliery houses and

all that. They were in debt to the masters and they wouldn’t

get a start if they didn’t repay the debt, I'was in the office one
day and there was a bloody row on. They were setting men on,
and when we came away from the office this lad was calling
them ‘rotten buggers” and T says to him ‘What's the matter now?
He owed money from the 26 strike. They wouldn't give him

a start, Right through the 1930s [ remember that, ‘Never again,
Dickie . .. the bloody bills we've got to pay.’

The colliery houses have abways been like the farmers tied
cottages, exactly the same. The owners had the whip hand, always
the threat of eviction. And it was the same after nationalisation,
you know. When they closed this pit in 1966 not one man would
have gone and accepted it if they hadn’t had the threat of eviction
hanging over their heads. “If you don’t go we'll have to evict you
from your houses.” it frightened the bioody fife out of them,
That’s why I never had a colliery house, 1 was sent for twice to
have one and I refused it both times because of that,

Browrn the Pit

When | started in the pit my mother said, *You'se not going,”
And my eldest brother said, “You're not going’. The whole
farnily was in uproar because | dared to say | wanted to start
 the pit. [ was fourteen in 1928 and my mother kept me at
school for another vear. You know there was everybody
standing about at the corner end. As a kid I dign’t understand
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it all, § just dide't understand, My mother safd, “There's no
work, there’s either the pits or the ‘Hirings’. You had 1o go
to Bishop Auckland where the farmers examined YOU - §0 see
i you were {1t enough to milk a cow. Well the stories that
used ie come back from lads who'd been o the Hirings. They
were Hiving in little tinv white-washed huts miles away from

anywhere, And my mother said “You dor’t want to go up
there!” So that lefi the pit,

Anyway, [ started down theve, When [ went to get a start he said
‘Come in the early morning shift.” You know about haif-past
twelve in the morning, and my mother wouldn’t have got me
up. I'szid, ‘Ohf Can | come in the back shift?” He said ‘What's
the matter? and 1 said, “I¢'s the ads T'm mﬁﬂdiy with' o he
satd, “0.K. come in the back shift” And T ean tell vou ¥ went
down that shift with a bloody little oil lamp, in the dark.

The stables were about & hundred yards from the shaft and all
the men were stripping off, The coal hewers would strip off
just down to their shorts and bootrs and carry 2 big round water
tank on their back. And then they went out along what they
calied the “travelling roads’ 1o the coal face. It was really hot
and humid. And my job with the other lads, was tracing the
tubs up the line from the putiers who had brought them from
the face, and they’d leave them for us and we'd trace up and
down a thousand times in a shift! And the poor old ponies
would be bumping their backs. And vour lamp would go out

and you'd be in the dark and have to light it again .. up and down.

So there T wag, working eight hours, coming home black as the
ace of spades, and as soon as | got home there was a squabble.
Three brothers, all working in the pit - who got washed first.
What a carry on! My poor old mother, she had the big washing
pan and the first one in got the water, the sscond one followed
on, and the next got what was left.

Druring the 1930s we were laid off quite oftern, and at one time
the pit closed for about six months. {For ‘economic reasons’
although a ot of development went on down the pit during that
time,} Anyway I spent my six months sojourn from the pit,
picking coals from the pit heaps. Almost everyone in my young
life experienced unempioyment. It was just like self-preservation,
The hardship was really severe. Asa kid the first time | saw the
River Wear I went with my father and elder brother right down
te a pit heap about three or four miles from here - with the
barrow. And there’d be people there all night digging huee

hioles in the side <>54 € it | Lo ged eoul for the fires. Thers

were mothers and wives and gOF Ones {eichis g sandwiches
and o can of tea,

You've got to understand that then, everything wis sooked on the
fire. We hadn't even a gas ving in them dave. And my ald mother
was oniy {00 giad when ! came back with a barrowful of coal and
some bits of wood for her to do the baking. Because it was

baking one day, v shing the next day, serving the nex: dav and
nookey mats the next day. That was my old mother's Hfe. When

! fook back - she was 2 proper slave to all of us, A slave and nothing
else, She was 2 real good mother, she brought up a big family,

and now | appreciate evervihing she did for us |

Biood on the Coal

i abways remember as | was walldng 1o school passing the gravevard
where alf the miners who were killed in the Tudhoe Colliery wers
suried. On cach tombstone was the insoription:

WE&.{} ﬁ‘-iea-, nol on the battiefield red
re the red blood is shed

tat Tudbhoe Colliery
Earning his dafly bread.

A hell of a {ot of miners were killed down the mines after that.
There was an explosion in Dean and Chapter in 1931, And one man
was killed, Pwasn't down the pit at that time but there was z
controversy over it. The man who was killed was unfinancial

{he hadn't kept up with his union duses) like hundreds of others

and the union wouldn't recognise him so he had no legal
representaiion at the Inguiry. And 1 talked with the Deputy whoe
gave evidences - hie was a near nervouy wieck, Within two weeks he
had had his notice and had laft the pit.

There have been no end of accidents in the pits. Ferryhill

pit used o be called ‘The Slaughterhouse’ - one 2 week used

to die over there.

My brother was killed down the pit. He was a pumper. There
were a fot of dips in the pits and the water used to be pumped
out of the dip - where the miners would be working - into
another dip. Just chasing It sround the pit. It was one Sunday
morning my brother and the Deputy went down 1o see that
everything was safe. Legally the Deputy should have gone
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around the whole pit with my brother, but he didn’t, He did
one half and my brother did the other. When they found my
brother he was Iying fast where the hanging stone had fallen
and pinned him down., Lying there in the water for four or
five hours, He died soon after they got him to the hospital.
So that’s our family’s blocd on the coal

The Land

in the 1930s 1 spent 4 lot of my time poaching, T was the
‘knitter’. T'used to knit all the neis {or the lads. Put them

over the holes, you know and pui the ferret in. ¥ Tound that
more interesting than pit heaps. And that’s how [ learned my
political thoughts. Well, whose was the tand? You go on all
these neglected heaps. Tused to think what harm are we doing?

We were caught by the police and when we received our summons

it said that we were catching ‘conies’. We didn’t know what
that was for. (It wasn’t until Iater in my life that I discoverad
that “conies’ is the old English name for rabbits. Rabbits

ars classified as vermin - and so you could sav you were
catching vermin - but ‘conies’ is not.} So the magistrate
iooked &t me and he said, ‘Where did vou get them? And |
said °F found them 3kt Well, he said he'd never heard such

a bloody tale and fined us all.

The land around here actually belongs to the Ecclesiagtical
Commissioners {the Church), Dusbam. Down the pit twenty-
one tubs was the score, we always had to put (or fill) twenty
one tubs for the score - twenty tubs and one for the Royalty
to the Heclesiastical Commissioners. And [ used to say this

{0 the fads - twenty-one io the score! And we are still paying
this to this day. The Government now owns all the Royalties.
They bought them out in about 1938, about £75 million they
bought them out for. And the interest on top of that. So they
got a very good living just because they happened ic own the
land that the coal was under. Lord Londonderry and the
Bishop of Durham and people like thathad a very good living,
alt the money that really should have belonged to the miners
They've had their pound of flesh out of us, with that and the
compensation for nationalisation. Plenty of money for them
but not for the miners and their families.

fes and Ponies

1¢ was private enterprise then in its most ruthless form, 3t

was coal, King Coal and the Devil take the hindmost. 1T
anybody got lamed then, hurt or anything, the only bandages
that were Kept were at the shaft bottom. So you had 1o tear
the man’s shirt to bandage him. And if there was a fall of stone
you can bet your life the man would come and say, ‘How is
the pony?': it wasn’t the man, always the pony.

But those poor old penies. Fused to think if ever I camne back
into this world | wouldn’t want o be a pit pony. Dear me!
They worked them into the grovnd: the little pondes used to
work a double shift, I always remember one day when some
ingpectors were supposed to come into the pit and the ponies
backs were all skinned the way we were from catching on the
roof, And they dug holes between the way so that the poniss
would't catch. Bui then that made i 2 thousand times works
for us because it was an up and a down, an up and a down,
and with the off lamp and bumping your head,

Another day the horse keeper says ‘T want you to take this pony
in bye: besides your own. Just tie it up when vou get in.’
‘But’ 1 said, Tve plenty t o do looking after my own.” “Just
take it in bye and do what vou're told, will yvou? ‘What's
the matier” The pony was all scabs and the inspector was
coming! “Tie it away from any prop 8o it car’t scrub ifself)’
Dear me, at the end of the shift that poor thing had scrubbed
all ite scabs off? You can imagine what it was ke, The
inspector should have been in the pit, not just stopping

at the stables. When the pondes were lamed, there were no
humane Idllers vou know. Just the hammer or the pick, Then
voll them over, saw their legs off and take them out. My
heart used to bleed for them

Asa kid § used to think {hat there ought to be police down
the pit to see some of the things that went on. It was

terrible under private enterprise in the thirties . . . ierrible.
The men would only be paid for coal and not stone, And the
kide used to be on the belis picking the stone, And you only
had your oif lamp and you could hardly see the tubs never
mind pick the stones out. But the owners had what was
called ‘faid outd, and ‘set outs™; fines against the men if thei
tubs weren’t filled with coal. ¥ou were penalised from going
down to coming out. This is how vou were, To me you
were nothing else but wage slaves,



Sometimes they'd add insult to injury. I'remember one putter
wik trying to beat the minimum, and so he decided to trér £

fill an extra tub. So he went up this old working with & lump
of old canvas - getting bits of coal, putting them on the corners
dragging it down puiting it at the top. il lamp swinging
around his neck, foul air . . And he was sweating, the sweat wag
oozing out of the lad. Anyhow; he got the tub just full and this
overman came in with his fancy walking - stick and knee-pads,
and his shining litte oil Iamp. {Fust to let you know he was
somebody important vou know). “Csught red-handed.” And
the fagd was fined ten shillings for filling an exira tub of cozls.

[ remember when they first brought in the ppeumatic picks.
The men were complaining about the compressed air. They
were trying their damndest {0 11 the tubs of coal to beat the
mindmum rate of vay (because if you didr’t get the minimum
vou were hauled up to the office, threatened with your notics
or your minimum pay stopped because you weren't rvingh
You know no pressure, no wind, for the pneurnatic picks,
And this agent turned round and said *Yes - my wind’s bad
this morning!” That was the typical type of them - wrrogant.

When I first started down the pit my job was to have ¢ the rope
end in my h.a:ici and when the tubs came up I used to clink it on,
you see. Well, this day I had this dammed overman standing
there locking at me with his stick and his white hat. 'got

2 bit frustrated and I missed the damn thing and alf the tubs
went back, “What's your name?, Taaid, ‘I’z Beavis.” *Beavig!

Bt will be “leave-us’ if you carry on like that.”

They were really arrogant men And vou daren’t cheek them or
answer them back, There was ong occasion though, The payv-

ments used to be handed out through a little pigeon-hole by the
overmen, and one day there was an argument over the laid-outs

Suddenly this fella shot his hand through the pigeon-hole
a“é saught hold of the overman by the tie and pui‘ied him

i

up against the hole! I always remember that.

Creaping Paralvsis

The men were very demoralised doring the 1930s. They had
stood together in 1926 and held out for almost 2 vear but they
had to go back to fonger hours, and huge debis. The older men

a8
I a2

wituhd never azain in
And from then onwar
Creeping pzs.i'aéys-é@ Tyve call

When vou ook back the union was very we Ein the ni‘{ss,

¥
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yey were more Hike collaborators. ';f,_.um.mg sack now |
gt tolerate them for a moment. They were all
ery, more liberals than anything. They seemec to be

5 out ¢ b ove vou, They didr’t like to be interfered will,
L1 siaried to go fo the Lodge meetings | used 1o agk
questions, Uresember one day this chap said to me "Oh -

v the Hittle fella that dared attack Joe Butcly because
wad dared to stand up and criticise the outstanding Lodge
ary who was 2 very orominent person i that time.
st think be was ngﬂaf §was all § used
my mouth off I suppose

wers asmnm:mim;as against unsmptoyvment in Duthan thougle

stgnding ica@.ers at the Dean and “-.aj.’iapié)':‘ -
the unemployed movement,

- was active i
mmL g demonstration and he was attacked by the

. By talked with some of the lads, who were at the ﬁlf*a-(f
the hanner and all the perading polics said, “That's Mm there!”
Todd was struck dows - it was 2 peaceful march, And
F it was From that Blow - the repercussions alterwards -

d died in 1946, They will always beHeve that it was

e
vhy death.

-

- \f';
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that blow that led 1o.his ca

We used to talk about all those things though, At the shaft

hottorm, the men from all over the pit, maybe 2 hundred and {ifty men
men, would meet at the end of the shift at what they called

“the steps, They would sit there and put thelr clothes on and

wait for a few minvies before getting in the cage, And that's

where the different men wonld arpue and put the pros and cons

of this and that, [ was discussing this day with an oid Welsh

mat - Teddy Jones was his name - [ always admired hin for
s views; he was a very strafghtforward man. And [ said

0 him “What's vour opinion of Ramsay MacDonald? What
did you think when he turned away and went on to the
Mational Goverament? And be looked st me and ke said He
should have been hung on the back of the Brockwell cage and
gent up coal worlk.,” And those words are ag true today as
gyer they wore,
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Dead~end jobs;
‘Dead bodies

At the peak of the slump, men and women would sell their soul for a job of
work. Even ship’s captains, whose ships, as world trade diminished, were tied
up in the River Tyne four deep. Most of these ships were to lay idle until mid-
1938 when they were sailed and sold to Japan for scrap, about the date when
skippers were to be in great demand. At first a ship’s officer would sell his
valuables (he was not entitled to Dole) then furniture, then his house. Some
would finish up with their families living aboard ship acting as watchmen, main
duty being to keep the fore and aft lights on their idle ships.

Asa youth of 17,1 stood with scores of men, old and young, on the Mill Dam,
South Shields, watching the Irish potato boats being unloaded by women at

the rate of 6d per hour - no tea breaks until these coasters were empty.

i watched police, calied from as far as Newcastle on horse-back, baton-charge
seamen who were rioting because Lascars were being signed and then they were
not. The Lascars, who lived alongside the river, were used as cheap labour,

as firemen, stoking boilers etc. There was a great amount of corruption when a ghip
signed on, The chief mate would tell the seamen’s union official that he needed so
many firemen. The union official would tell the local hotel come shipchandler’s
ownert {an Indian) that he needed so many crew. The Indian hotel owner would
pick out the number of Lascars needed and tell them that it wouid cost them

a month’s pay for signing on, When they dgned on they received their month’s
pay in the form of a ticket which had to be taken or sent to Newcastle. On the
Milfl Dam were ticket changers who charged 2/~ in the £1 interest, to buy certain
articles such as ‘donkey’s breakfast’, straw mattress, overalls, etc. So the poor
blighters sailed 2 month’s pay it the red, A portion of the bribe went to the

ninn nfficiale and annther nartion tn tha chiaf mate
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My brother was due to sign on as a cabin boy for the first time. A union

official demanded a monih’s pay for his first payment to juin the seamen’s

union. The rest of the crew objected and told him not to sign on, but with

their help he stowed away until the ship arrived at Burnt Island in Scotiand.

where he was signed on and had only to pay the proper dues which was about 2/-,
I'spent many hours on the River Tyne sharing a very small sculler boat with a friend.

We earned a few shillings here and there. As ships came in and moored off-shore
at the buoys we would take the crew and baggage ashore, or dredge coal from the
bottom of the river below the coal chutes loading coal. There were many ways one
could earn a shilling or two on the river. One chap on the river was known ag
‘Dead Bodies. There were quite a lot of suicides during the Depression, a

great many of these suicides finished in the River Tyne, starting from the Tyne
Bridge. This chap ‘Dead Bodies™ kept his ears to the ground (or water) to hear

of anyone jumping in. He knew every tide and current on the river and knew
within a couple of yards where the body would come ashore three days or so
later, even if the victim was from Newcastle, ten miles away, He would use

a hook on a long pole to tow the body to the River Police morgue; for this
service he would receive 7/6d.

On the river regular gangs were employed, to unload ships To get into one
of these gangs wasimpossible unless a relative, such as a father, had died.
However, there were casual workers who would wait outside the dock gates
hoping a ship would be due in. The ganger would choose from the desperate
men waiting for a job, The nature of a person who had power to hite or fire
changed with the Depression. He became a God among men, an evil God, his
family suffered through this power, he could buy other women, and did. If
the person who was trying to obtain a day’s work was called Smith he had more
chance than a man whose name was Carruthers; the ganger found it easier to
write Smith than Carruthers - such was the arogance. The ganger would
arrange to pay the men at a public house opposite the docks a couple of
hours after knocking off work. If there was no treat or bribe from a paid
worker that worker would never get another job at that dock.

A Gamble

In the early 19305, Italians imported and controlled the one-armed-bandits
which were installed in almost every corner shop. The temptation of the kitty
which was in full view in the form of about £1 worth of pennies, was too much
for many poor housewives who had popped in for a 1d packet of tea or 2d of
tiver-sausage. Very often they would leave the shop without the tea, with an
empty purse and nasty temper, which would usually be vented on the children,
There was so much distress caused that in about 1936 some legislation was
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passed, police raided and confiscated all these machines and ook them to the police
yard where they destroyed them with 1416 hammers, took them out to se2 and
dumped then..

Another evil was ‘pitch and toss’, in most back alleys and lanes where YOoung

and old men would play their fow pennies away, especially on Sunday mMOornirgs,
hese antics were harmless compared (o what happened at the Trow Rocks on the

beach at South Shields where the temptation by many married men to win the

great prize of about £49 was too much for them. Men, including bookmakers,

would arrive there from as far afield as Newcastle and Sunderland. On the sea
ward side of the rocks was an alcove with a sand floor, and on the promenade
side, about 200 yards of open san-. So, unless you were watching from the sea, you
could not see what was going on. There were usually two lookouts who had 3
good view all around to wam of the approack of police. Sometimes the police
mingled and dressed as holiday-makers and caught them in the act; taking them
to court, When a lucky winner had a good run in the bigger school, where they
played for 1d or 2d, he could afford to go nto the smaller schoo! where the
bookmakers were playing for 5/- a time. As this became smalier {men going
broke} the stakes would rise to 1G/- then £1, until there were only twe men

who would gamble winner-take- afl which, as I said before, would be about £40.
This winner would tip the chap who placed the two bright and well-worn pefnies
on the small piece of wood in the tosser’s hand ready for the toss and, of COUTSE,
he would pay the lockouts. Police pressure eventually disbanded such schools.

From Pawnshop to Workhouse

Most working class children played in their bare feet, or rope slippers. Some
children would be lucky enough to have what we called ‘Police Boots',
According to the circumstances of the family, widows children etc., would
be aliowed to go to the police station and be fitted with boois, Both boots
would be punctured at the top with three holes, this was to stop parents from
pawning the childrer’s boots,

Pawn shops were as common as betting shops are today. In almost every
strect there was an old woman who offered her services as messenger to

and from the pawn shops, for those people who were too proud to be seen
going into 2 pawn shop. She was usually well-known to the Pawnbroker and
could be trusted. The average housewife would be broke by Monday or
Tuesday so she would give the 01d man’s suit to the messenger who would
get, say, L1 loan. The pawn shop would charge 2d per week until redeemed,

b3
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which would usually be on Thursday, The messenger would get 3d or 4d trom
the housewife. A¥ first the pawn shiops would be taking watches, jewellery, stc.
but as the shump became worse and people were unabie to redeem the articles
the old man’s suit would be in on Tuesday and out on Thursday until it was too
worn out 1o be pawned. The old messenger, however, had her regular customers
who could be trusted and was able 1o take a parcel of rags to pawn for a pound.
This parcel would never be opened, the pawn shop got its 2d per week and the
ald woman received her reward,

The Means Test broke up many homes. After 26 weeks on unemployment

pay one had 10 apply 1o this dreaded court. They would inspect one’s

belonging; niane, watch, all had to g0 before one was ailowed g few

shillings. ¥ there was a family of father, son, mother and daughter and one or the
other was earning say 26/-, daughter and son inciuded, there would be no refief,

I the davghter was of marriageable age {or the son’s thev would naturally be
wanting o save up (o be married, so in order to do this they would have 1o

ieave homw and get rough board and lodging for about 13/ per week, Young
couples, very often with the nelp of friends, made their own furniture from hoxes.
A maa"{ many young married couples had the tevrible ordeal of having no money
offered but only two tickets - one for the male workhouse and one for the

femaie workhouse,
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[was very jucky, I went siraight on the Dock and got a job, but | know

fellas who Jeft school with me in 1925 and didn’t get 2 job untit 1939, Many
of these fellas got a job and that was their last job, They went {o se2 and were
tlown up, T'm bitter, perhaps [ shouldr’t be, but ¥ am - when you think people
were telling us how to five and they were going shooting on the Moors and
spending five pounds on a meal, or something, This happened vight up to

1930 and the people of this country were bitter about it. Thev only

shifted one set of gaffers out 1o put another same type of gaffer in under a
different name, They were really bad days, )

The English ' Gestapa’

We had the brutal, vile Means Test. 1t was the birth-child of the 1929-1931
Labour {rovernment and, being 1 member of the Management Committes of

the local Labour Party and In the Trades Councll, we fought this Ast as much

ag we could, Anyway, the National Government put it in full - they didn’t pull
any punches. They pul a figure down, and if your Father was getting that figure,
vou got put off the Dole. So it meant that the father was keeping the son. Now
if the son was getting an income which was above a certain figure then the father
got reduced.  You got a six month benefit and then the man came round to your
house, The Gestape wasn’t in it. Some of these fellas had the same style as
coming in: “Where’s this? and “What's that? and you had to show them
everything, Vou hadn’t to show you had a radio, you hadn’t to have this or

that - honest people made themselves lars because they were afraid of these
felles, i'think the National Government at that particular time broke more famifies
up than at any time in our history, We had lads running down, and taking little
atfics so they could get an address. if you got an address- vou had to have an
address - you got your Dole. It vou were fortunate enough io be on the Dols



ke some of the dockers were you had to attend twice  day, and on a Friday you
had to attend three timesa day. Bo vou had 10 go and get your stamp in the
morning, stamp in the afternoon and then vou got your pay, s0 you had 1o
attend that Dole three thmes a dav. Every other day you had to stamp twice a
day.

Well, in 1931 everybody had (o lake g cut. Now the cut in 1931 under the infamous

National Government was ten per cent, so the rich only had lost ten per cent
of their’s, but the felfa on the Bole with fifteen shillings a week to keep him on,
he also got ten per cent taken off.

Batons and Demonstrations

You see, these were starvation days. We had people writing in the paper telling
us how vou could hve well on fifteen shillings,

These were the days of the Brepression, the days of the baton charges. Some of
these policemen were nice sort of fellas, but others of them werer’t. Some of

them brought down their batons and they glorified in it. Especially i North Shields.

There were demonstrations all round the country. The National Unemployment
Movement fed these demonstrations. We got very little support off the T.U.C. In
fact, the T.U,Cl'brought out a black circular, They teld us not to go and
demonstrate. Anyway, we were demonstrating and people were hungry and
practically walking on the top of their shoes, These people weren't revolutionaries
at all - | knew best part of them in this town - these people were just ordinary
people driven to desperation by the conditions they had to live under. 5o all
round the country we had baton charges, und they were charging people who

were Just asking for « little bit bread - they weren’t asking for the moon. Right
through the thirties we had this Jight.

Dockiland

H vou read fhc whole ristory of Bockland its one series of batties, because ii

was vile work. The conditions were bad, in fact, I thought they were violent. You
went and stood on the Dock at 8 o’ clock in the morning - you had to stand twice
a day - and you stood there and one of the foremen would get up there and he

used to pick his men. He used to say: “You with the dirty shirt’, “You there, go
do 2 job and feed vour kady. You stood there and vou had to fght o catch the
gaffors eye. We knew before we went that we wouldn’t get a job. We knew
through our own Hitle secret sevvice that some of the fellas had been picked the
night before, We knew that some of therm had been round with the gaffer, So
in fhs Morth Hast we had ‘the markets”. It was the same in Liverpool - Liverpoo!
was the ‘peng’ - they put you all together, just like cattle, and the men were
picke@ thers, Vou had the “siones” in London with the big chain and a couple
of policemen there, So, vou see, it didn’t matter what part of the covntry you
went to. People were Tighting for jobs - and Tm talking about dockers now -
fighting for jobs, this & the vrover histoew of Dockland, You had to stand there
and lisien o the people, and if vou eaid anything vou were 2 marked man and
vou didas's get g fob - and i didn’t only concern you, vou knew you had g 2 wife
and kidities « 50 vou see, it made these folias fighters. Right through the history
of Diockiand we fought, and my people before me. We fought {0 try and pet some
kind of decency in Doclland, where & man could say he iz 2 man, My grandfather
often told me this, when he went in the Bar - he was an old docker - peopie
wouldn't even talk to dockers, they uged to walk away from them, and in many
cases they were even called “toe vape’. So vou sse 2l the power n the world wag
left to 2 few people,we used 1o talk about this sort of thing, At that particular
tire, they ussd *the King and Country”, they used everybody to gain their own
particular ends.

War

o

In 1938 there was the biuff called - Chamberlain went over there and Douglas Home,
v backed down, We thought, and st} think, we were betrayed then becsuse if
r’i; tler had been stopped then it would never have happened. We sald in the Spanish
Civil War - and 1 was on the left wing of the Labour Party then - if the Spanish Civil
War had been stopped, instead of Bitler and Mussolind tryving these plans out
against the Spanish people, then | don™t think this War would have started booauss
¥ think there wag 2 lot of bluif with Hitler,

L.‘.:

o

In 1940 ) said ‘O, TR ha*vff* g g, ‘T'm going 1o hang my washing on the
Siegiried Line’ and sil that The phoney war, On the 5th May | joined the
Army ot Ashington and me}}f said: “Charnpion, just the ells we want {or the
i‘ﬁmy doclkers’, What we saié in the Barrack Room then was ‘W: vour Counity now,

ate, but when the war’s over H71 not be your Country then'. 15 a farce o ses on

2 ‘f%fﬁeme:m al to the de aé: m@ﬁ for God, King and Country’, Tneitausa nong of us
fellas ever owned the country at 2l T've paid rent now for forty odd years, |
don’t even own a brick.



The 1930s were a period of abject poverty whether you worked or
whether you didn't work. 1 worked for some of these years at the

Derwent Colliery in Meadowsley; owned by the Consett Iron Company.

Mostly we were on short time; on three or four days a week. 1
remember going around the countryside looking for motor bike
tyres. You couldn’t afford to send vour shoes to the cobbler but

if you could get a piece of rubber from a motor hike tyre you could
repair them.

I was a miner but I can always remember that the job of someone
sweeping the roads was the envy of everybody. 1t would be a big

step up in the world if you could get 2 job as a council road man,

They had about £2/14/- a week, Which was, to us, a decent wage,
and security as well, without working like hell like we were down

the pit.

Deafeated

In 1925 we went on strike for 7 months, stopped for three months
and then the national strike came on and we were it for another
ten months, We went back with the wages cut ripht down: defeated.
And the company operated the Black List. It wasn’t only militants
either, If you were known to have attended union meetings you
weren't sent for.

Before the strike we worked seven hours a day and when we went
back we had to work an extra hour. This was because ‘in Poland
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miners only got 4/- a day and they had captured the market: we had
to produce coals cheaper and so we had to work eight hours to make
ourselves more competitive’. This is the sort of thing they told us,
‘Work the extra hour just for a short time untit we recapture the
markets from the Poles and then youw' !l have the seven hours back’,
We haven’t got the seven hours back yet!

The places in the pit where we worked were called *cavils, You
worked it a place for three months and when the three months was
up all the piece workers put their names in the hat for a different
place. This would be organised by the men themmselves because some
places were bad, very bad, and you could not make anything at all.
Other places were decent, a hit better, and you had the chance of
making a few shillings. So we had *good cavils’ and ‘bad cavils’. On
the bad cavils you couldn’t make anything, You were working on the
minimum. The minimum wage was about seven shillings, and the
piece rates were s0 low that you had to work very hard o earn more
than that seven shillings. And a lot of men - in a bad place - coutdn’t
get near the seven shillings. And so it was left to the colliery manager,
and he could say to them ‘You haven’t worked hard enough, so you're
not going to get the minimum. You're only going to get what you
realy earned according to the piece work rate’. Which meant four or
tive shillings or six shiflings. And every Friday night there was a quens
at the manager’s office. Men who hadn’t earned enough to earn the
minimum. No matter how hard they’d work. You had to go begging,
cap in hand, to ask him, to plead with him saying you'd worked as hard
as you can so could you have the minimum rate. But men used to
dread that. Every time these cavils went in, if you couldn’t get 2

place where you could earn the minimum. Because you had to work
harder just trying to get near it. If yon got very near it, you see, he'd
give you the seven shillings, which you were supposed to get and be
entitled to, [t was heartbreaking to see the men on the minimum
begging at the manager’s office,

At the end of the three months yow'd have a ‘revision of prices’. And
if somebody had worked hard, and been in a good place and earned say
fifteen shillings a day, that was too much. They'd chop the rate, take:
threepence or tuppence a ton off there and put it on a place where
they were maybe earning four or five shillings a ton, You know,

where it wouldn’t make much difference because the men wouldn’t
get above the minimum anyway. So you'd earn less money for the
same work,

The unions were so weak then, you see. They used to ride rough shod
over them, There was no fear of the men going on strike again after
they’d been flattened down in the 1926 stoppage. There wag no
possibility of the men being able to resist.

A lot of men decided to never let their sons go down the pit. Butin
those days you had to leave a record of your family with the pit
manager. And on the fourteenth birthday the manager would say
‘Send your son along to see me tomorrow’, ‘No, he's not going down
the pit.” And thea “Look, you have a colliery house? You werk in the
colliery? 1f yvou want fo keep your home and your job just send him
along.” That was how it was. You sce, they had to produce the next
generation of miners. 1 remember the last time that it happened. It
was during the war and the chap was able to reply: ‘1 don’t live in a
colliery house - I Hive in a council house.” And his son didn’t go down
the pit. The colliery house was a tremendous hold on a man,

1.ooking for Worl

Al the villages had places where man would stand at the cornerin a
bunch and talk and have a cigarette. You'd have about two draws out
of it and then out. You'd light it up about five or six times to make it
last. A weekend treat in these days would be to walk up to Consett and
walk around the market piace looking in the shop windows. You
couldn’t afford to buy anything. Just look in the windows and walk
back horme.

Each village had its Institute with a billiard table in a room. Billiards
was only 3d a game and it lasted twenty minutes, Or there was
dominoes, chequers and sometimes chess. And it would get newspapers
in, sometimes magazines. And men used to meet there in the evening,

I used to play a lot of billiards and the dream 1 had was that | would
get locked in ali night. So that I could play bifliards right through

the night for nothing!

In those days if you’d been on the dole for so long you had to go on
what they called the Tribunal. A man would come down to the house
Lo interview you. So,you went up before the Tribunal, And he would
say “Where have you been jooking for work?” I you weren’t ‘locking

35
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for worlf’ they’d suspend your Dole or stop it altogether because you
werer't trying to get work. Well, fooking for work then was absolutely
farcical. Because we used to get a bicycle and go all around the district
and, everywhere you went, there were hundreds of men sitting around.
There was no chance for you - all unskilled men - when there were men
on the spot. Anyway we had to go in front of this chap to explain. And
he’d say ‘Where were you on Monday?” and you had to have the name of
the place where you'd been looking for work. ‘Where were you on
Tuesday? right through the week. Then they'd try to trip you up ‘Where
were you on Tuesday again?” And if he tripped you up and you couldn’t
remember of give the same name, he’d scratch your name off and stop

your Dole. So 1 had a little square piece of cardboard with 2 name on
for every day of the week and I used to carry it here inside the cuff of
my jacket. ‘Where were you on Wednesday again? And I'd look out
of the corner of my eye. They never tripped me up. You'd go to
places and ask ‘Is there any chance of a job here? and they’d ook

at you as if you were daft!

We thought of these people, the Tribunal and the Means Test, as the
enemy. 1'can remember the time when there was a Relieving Officer
(this was before the 1930s) and he would look around your house -
‘that sideboard, you don’t need that’. You had to be absolutely
penniless before they let you have anything.

They’d send you to Canada for the harvest. They’d pay your passage
out and you would work the harvest and pay back your fare and return
But this was just for a limited number of people. Like the retraining ‘
camps where they were supposed to learn you a trade, although there

were any number of fully trained tradesmen in this area who couldn’t
pet work,

Today and Yesterday

There’s something different now amongst the trade unions and that.

I think they’re more united than what they were then. BPuring the
time after the strike in 1926, the leaders were victimised. Bui now if
you have a dispute the men will stand by the leaders and if the leaders
are sacked on some pretext the men will jpst down tools. The
management can’t pick the ring leaders out and give them the sack
now, with the ease that they could in those daye Management could
always find some fault with a worker and use it as a reason to give him
the sack. And do it with impunity. But they can’t do that now. He'll
think twice if he knows the whole lot will stop for a week or two,
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Many a time during the 1930s 'd look at the rent man with dark
thoughtsbin my mind. But I never did anything, nor did other people,
there was yery little robbery during that time, but 'm sure there
would be now if people were reduced to such a state. People today
just wouldn’t stand for it. Life is better now than what it was then.
We can live a normal life now as pensioners while, then, anybody in
our position, whe had finished work, could hardly live. People

have struggled for this, we dot't just get these things given to us.

My father worked down the pit until he was fifty and he had
rheumatist, he couldn’t work any more, e was on the sick, and
his sick benefit was 15/- a week. After he’d been on it for a certain
time, it was reduced by a half to 7/6d a weel. And that’s all my
mother had to live on for the rest of her life. Seven and six a week.
He had a few hens and a couple of gardens. Without that he wouldn’t

have survived.

Mowadays I sit and read and sleep. About eleven o’clock at night !
think about putting on my pit clothes and going off to the pit. 1

think I don’t have to do that now. Lused to be a stone man and you
had to get the face ready for the hewers to come in. And it was all so
arranged that you had to work like hell right to the last minute to get
the face ready for the next shift! For the wages you got when you
finished, I choke when I think about it. 1 used to say ‘We must be mad,
nobody with any sense would do this!” Lying at the face, about two
foot high in the wet with ali the water raining down on you. Soaking
wet and working like mad.

There were three men in the pits - brothers - they were great workers.
The coltiery manager used to say ‘if I had a dozen like them I could
close the pit.” 1 was working on this face one day, it was about one

hundred yards long and these brothers used to put the machinery up.
And this particular place was only about eighteen inches high and the
rain was falling down. So this fella was coming along. You couldn’t

creep, you just had to pull yourself along on your stomach, ease
yourself along. Well, he was coming along, water was streaked dewn
his face, like little streams. And this was in 1940 and they had a big
campaign on ‘Send your sons into the mine:make mining your career’,
And his face came up to about a faot off mine and he said “Send

your sons into the mine. Make mining your career’. I'll never forget
that! Asked him once ‘If you had your time to begin again, do you
think you'd go down the mine? And he said ‘If T thought I had to go
througl all this again I'd cut my throat now?!.



1 was brought up in Chopwell. 1lived there right through the 1926
strike and the thirties. Right up until T got married and moved to
Congett in 1940. Chopwell was a very militant village you know.
The Chopwell banner has Karl Marx and Lenin and Keir Hardie on
and the streets in Chopwell - Lenin Terrace, Marx Terrace, It wasa
very militant village.

! was going to the grammar school at Blaydon during the 1926 strike,
We had to walk to Westwood Station to catch the train, and I can
always remember sitting in the carriage full of girls - we were all
miners’ daughters, I was twelve and we were all talking about the
strike and one of the girls said ‘I hardly dare tell you this. ..’

And we were just getting to know where babies came from and we
said *Are you going to have a baby? And she said No - my father’s
going to be a blackleg.” Very shamefaced you know. I remember
runniag home to tell my father ‘Mary Wilson’s father’s going to
blackleg’ and my father saying ‘By he’s a ‘card joker’, he’ll get nge
coal oot

After that strike we always remembered who the black legs were,
You know, ‘what can you expect - he biackleggéd.’ The whole village

used to go out to see the blacklegs. Chopwell had - oh, about two
hundred police at that time, You know how you see the police with

the National Front, Well it was like that, bringing the blacklegs home

in Chopwell,

The Colliery Car

After the 1926 strike in Chopwell none of the militants were employed.
After the strike just a trickle went back to work and it depended upon
the degree of militancy when they would take you back. A lot of
militants had to leave the village to find work. And the whole feeling
in the village during the 1930s was that ‘strikes do you no good’.
Particularly amongst the women who had had {o bear the brunt of

the suffering anyway.

But just after the strike, when they were taking men back, one at a
time, all the conversation in the village wouid be about “the colliery
car'. When the colliery car called at somebody’s house they were
getting sent for at the pit. All the gossip would be “Ah, the colliery
car's gone down Seventh Street. 1 wonder who got sent for there?
Well, my father wasn’t sent for until 1928 - for two years, And he
spent all his time in the Reading Room in Chopwell above the Co-op.
tt used to have all the Left literature, the ‘Daily Worker’, ‘Labour
Monthly’, ‘Russia Today’, ‘New Statesmarn’ all this literature was in

the Co-op. And ail the men met, played cards and read the papers

and spent all their spare time in this reading room. I can remember this
day when the colliery car stopped at our door, And all the street used
to be out, you know, seeing where ihe colliery car stopped. The clerk
used to call down and of course my. mother was excited because ny
father was at fast going to be set on at work. “Run over to the Reading
Room to fell your dad that the colliery car has come and he’s to gO up
to the colliery.” I go up to the Reading Room and my father comes
back and my mother looks at him and says, ‘By, you don’t seem very

excited about it.” And my father looked at her and said ‘Why Ada, there’s

nowt exciting about having to gan doon that pit agen’. You know my
mother and father got on really well, there were never any rows between
therm, but T remember there was a row then because my father wasn’t
excited about “going down that pit’, It was awful you know starting
work in the pit after being off three years - aches and pains and that.

Well, my father just worked ten weeks when a great stone fell on

his wrist and smashed his hand. He had to work about three miles
from the pit (they didn’t have a colliery ambulance in those days)

and 1 can remember my father coming home - pouring with rain and
he was drenched and biack with this broken hand., And ! had to run
for the District Nurse and the doctor came the next day. Butitgot
worse and worse and I remember my father banging the table with the
pain. All the doctor advised was to hold it in a jar of hot water.
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He became so ill he had to go to bed with it. And we had no hot
water - we didn’t have a sink, just a tap ~ and we had to keep the
fire going all through the night to ease the pain in my father’s hand.
Apparently blood poisoning had set in and his hand was all locked
together and he could never work again. We had twenty-two
shillings a week for mether and father and three children. And an
awful thing was that your coals were stopped by the colliery. Miners
always got their coals free but if you had an accident at the pit your
coals were stopped. But there was a great community spirit so
whenever anybody had a load of coals they'd say ‘Come and get

ten pailfulls” We didn’t have to buy any coals but it was just out of the
goodness of the other miners that we had coals, But they were hard
days, [ can tell vou,

Hard-up Times

‘Upstanding’ - that was the thing. ‘Upstanding jobs’, vou know, where

you had your pay if you were off sick. Oh, that was it, that was the Mecca.
[ lived in Chopwell right through the thirties and all the colliery houses
there had earth closets (a hole in the wall where you threw all your rubbish)
and the Council men had to jump in there and then shovel all this out,

Well, you had to be in the know to get one of these jobs. To have a

council job - oh, that was something! In Chopwell they had a Labour
Council and they had this scheme where you got your turn at ten weeks
working on the roads. Ten weeks when you knew you were going to

have a pay. That was 2 big thing,

Those times - they were hard-up times - nobody had an overcoat, And at
Chopwell, at every comer end on bitter cold nights, all the men with
nothing but a jacket on, talking and stamping their feet. And the

things people used to do to make ends meet or get those few extra
coppers!

My father and my uncle used to take bets for the local bookies.
And it was illegal and every now and then the police would catch
you and youw'd be fined. And my father got 1/6d in the pound for
every pound he took the bookie.

It was quite common for people to take lodgers, This old Irish
woman who lived next door kept lodgers. She had pitmen who
slept in the beds during the day and she had men who worked in the
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coke yards during the night. On different shifts you see. When one
would get out of bed the other would go in, My friend’s family; there
were two sons working at the pit and the father working at the pit and
two lodgers. That was five men working at the pit. The father kept pigs
and hens and he took in cobbling! All these things to eke out the pay.
And that house always had a pan boiling with potato peelings and we

all used to take our peelings there and we'd get a sweet. And it was a
regular thing to see a pig hanging in the yard - because in those days
you could kill them yourselves. And some people would make ginger
beer and sell it, other people would make toffee,

We didn’t have a scullery or anything you know, we just had the

living room. And on a washing day there was all these pots on the

fire and this poss tub in the middle of the floor, And nobody washed
once a week, Once a fortnight was washing day. You had to be thrifty
and save on the hot water. And then - because hot water was so

scarce - yow'd poss the white clothes first, and then the coloureds

and so on and the pit clothes, they would go in the poss tub last of all,

And every miner's house used suet. That was like the basic. Bveryday
vowd have something with suet in for. the main meal of the day. To

fill you up. You'd buy a big piece of suet from the butcher's for tuppence
and every day you grated a bit of the suet into the flour. Monday’s
dinner was always a plain suet pudding with what was left from

Sunday’s dinner. Another day ‘pot pie’ we called it. Then ‘Spotted

Dicl’, with currants in it or you'd roll it out and put blackbersries in

the middle, tie a cloth around it and put it in the pan.

At Chopwell, of course, everyone bought at the Co-op and the
Co-op allowed the miners’ families to have credit during the strike.
And as a kid I always knew that we were in debt at the Co-op.

And it always used to bother me no end, even as a kid. If you dealt
at the Co-op and the man or woman died you'd get an insurance on
what you'd purchased over the years, And when my mother died it
was that insurance that cleared the debt off, We were in debt right
until my mother died and it was the Co-op insurance money that
cleared the de bt off.

This was the Means Test period too you know. And my father was
unemployed and I had this job at the picture hail, and my father never
reported it because if they knew { was earning 12/6d a week they would
deduct that from his dole, And 1 had a sister who was working in an
office in Newcastle and she had it down that she was lodging at Blaydon .
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somebody we knew at Blaydon. This Means Test man used to come
periodically and we used to be terrified of him. We just had a big living
room and a pantry where the tap was. And as soon as this Means Test
man came ['d go in the pantry. “Your daughter isn’t working?” And my
father would say “No.” He never turned 2 hair and T was terrified that we'd
be putin jail! And people did all these things vou see. All the sons were
supposed to be lodging eisewhere because you'd 1ose your Dole,

It was a regular thing during the thirties for people to go to Canada,
Australia, America. Our Billy went south to London and got a job

there, sweeping the roads, for three pounds a week. And really he was
just the same as we were up here on the Dole you know, with the higher
rents and everything and no coals, They had one child and then

she thought she was pregnant again, When Billy used to come in from
work he used to pick her up and dance her around the room three times,
to try and induce a miscarriage! But as it turned out it was a false alarm.

The things we used 1o have to do!
Women's Work

All the girls in the village - if ever you got boyfriends - if you went
to a dance and you met a boy, the first thing you'd ask - *Are you
working? Oh, if you could get a boy friend who was working you
knew you were guidsin! I can remember when | started going with
Jock Marshall, my father said ‘What are you doing with him? He's
not working, You want nowt with him. You want somebody who's
working,” You had to look for 2 man who was working,

In a mining village there was no work for girls, A lot of women
would have loved the extra work but there was no wotk, Not like
the mill towns. Some women would take in washing or do
papering, but in a colliery village there was no prosperous people
either. Maybe a doctor or the colliery manages. My auntie used
to take in washing and she would do a fortnight’s washing for

four people. Wash and starch and iron four people’s clothes for

a fortnight for ten shillings. One family in Chopwell had three
daughters, They never married, and they used to make guilts and
clippi¢ mats. And they would work all week around this big frame
and every week they would deliver sither a mat or a quilt. People
would pay so much a week for them. And they’d get £3. Qut of
that they’d have to buy the wool for at least s pound which would
leave the three of them £2 for a week’s work.
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All the girls, when they became fourteen used to go down to

Newcastle in service, And they used to get a half day off every

fortnight. And every Wednesday in Chopwell you’d see all the girls
coming home and then on every other Sunéay afternoon. They used

to get about ten bob a week and their keep. The two girls next door to

us were in service. There were no washing machines and so they had to
do ail the washing. I know those two used to hate it. They were always
leaving and coming home ang their mother was always going mad. And
she was always saying “You want ic get yourselves a boy friend’. Someone
whe would marry them to take them off their hands. And this day she
went on about them not having boy friends and Florrie, she says, ‘Mother
there’s two million surplus women in the country so somebody has to go
without a man.” ‘But aye,” she says, ‘bonny hard lines when two out of
my family have to go without.”

7

But | would have hated to go into service. I was in dread of it. And

if T hadn’t had to look after my father I would have had to go. Asit
was | got one of the very few jobs in the village for a girl. I was _
favoured to have that job I had. Iused to clean the picture hall in the
morning and take the tickets at night. For 12/6d a week. But to be
in service - I would have hated that,

Henry’s sisters both had to go. And in this one place there was this
great big cupboard full of cut glass, And every Monday she had to
wash it - and with a toothbrush! Another thing they used 1o do over

in Jesmond at the time when they were getting their houses modernised
would be to take a girt on and it would be just like labouring, Cleaning
up all the mess. Really hard work every day, And then when it was
modemnised they could manage without a maid. The girls used to dread
to come home to tell their mothers that they’d got the sack again.

Chopwell and Politics

Gala Day was always a big day in Chopwell, At seven o’clock in the
morning they’d march with the . banner around the village and then up
to Blackhall Mill and to Westwood Station, and they’d all get on the train
there and go to Durham. At night time everybody who hadn’t gone to
Durham for the Big Meeting Day would wait around in the street for the
barmner coming back. They would get off the train and march all the way
up with the band playing. It was always a big thing: ‘“Wait til} the banner
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comes home . . . " - *the banner's coming home." The Friday before Durham
Big Meeting Day everybody used to bake plate pies with meat in for people to
take  away with them. And before the 1926 strike there were always political
meetings in Chopwell The Lawthers were very active there and they’d

arrange for Page Arnot, Emile Burns and all these to come to talk at

Chopwell. I've heard my father say that they had weekly lectures on

socialism and the first week there were about twenty there and the next

week about fifty and the week after over a hundred,

But this was all before the strike. My father was a2 member of the

Labour Party but he and a lot of people became disiliusioned. Not that
they "d ever vote Tory, but with all the strike they became disheartened.
But I remember in 1935, the Black Shirts came out to hold an open air
meeting. Well, the local people knew they were coming. And the open
meetings at Chopwell were held at the Hotel Corner and the local Labour
lads started a meeting and as one finished the others would get up and start.
And the Black Shirts had to go away. They never got a chance to speak.

And in 1935, that same vear, I went to Hitler’s Germany, Some of the
girls that I had gone to grammar school with went to College, Well, I
couldr’t go.We were always in debt. In 1935 they were having a trip to
Germany, youth hostelling. I'had 2 job then, of course, so I decided I
wanted to go. I'saved up £8 and [ went to Germany for a fortnight on £8
in 1935. We went by boat from the Tyne to London {12/6d it was but it
was terrible - just like cargo, you know, twenty-six hours it took). And
from there we went to Germany. Hitler was at his height then. We were
staying in these Youth Hostels which were beautifully made and very
cheap, but every night they’ d be parading outside, the flags hoisted every
night with ceremony. Well, we got to know some young German girls
and one night we were having a sing-song and someone struck up
‘Jerusalem’ but oh, straight away they said “You mustn’t sing that.” 1

was young but 1 was politically conscious enough to know what was going
on in Germany at that time.

Anyway, at this Reading Room where all the literature came, you could buy
the old issue afterwards. Just coppers, but when the next issue came you
could buy the old one. Anyway, my father had bought this magazine

called ‘Russia Today’ and he brought it home and I was reading it. And

I thought ‘1 wonder if they've got any Youth Hostels in Russia,  could

go there next year.” Just then, the Jocal Communists were going door 1o
door selling the ‘Daily Worker’ and 1 said to this Sid Sutherland, ‘Do you

know if there are anv Youth Hostels in Russia?” And he said *Oh, no,

45

and that was it.

Later a representative of the ‘Russia Today’ society came to Chopwell

to say that they were sending a women’s delegation to Russia for Women's
International Year, 8th March. And she came to the local Communist Party
and said that it cost £20 to send a delegate to Russia for a month. Well,
the local Communist Party didn’t have twenty pence, let aione twenty
pounds and so the person said, ‘Do you know anybody in the village who
would have twenty pounds?” And Sid Sutheriand said “‘Well, Hilda
Harbottie asked me about Russia.’ So they came up to our house and I had
£2 . That was all I had . Well this woman said, ‘Do you think you could
raise £10 and then you could pay the other £10 later?” because I had

this job earning 12/6¢ a week. Well, I reckoned it up on how much I

could save out of my wages and they gave me this coliecting sheet and

I got this £10.

So I went 1o the Soviet Union in 1936 and I was greatly impressed. In

1936 bread rationing had just finished but it was the spirit of the people

that affected me. Our train came to the borders of the Soviet Union and there
was this big banner across the railway lines- “Workers of the World Unite’.
And T was so small they made a great fuss of me. They saw me as a real
victim of capitalist exploitation! The spirit was great though - ‘Have you

seen this? have vou seen that?” ‘Have you seen the new school we're having
built?” and so on,

Then when | came back I didn’t join the Communist Party straight
away. I'thought ‘Ugh.” Going and selling ‘Daily Worker’ and that
lot. Knocking on people’s doors, You know I didn't fancy doing
that iot. Fadmired the sort of work they did you know, but 1
didn’t want to do it myself. I'was very reluctant. Butl did join
the Communist Party. And I remember the local Communist Party
going around Chopwell with a crake. (Anything that was on in the
village, there was a crake-man, and every Saturday he’d go around
every street “There’ll be a union meeting tomorrow in the Top Club’
or sometimes the local cinema would get him to go around “There’s
a picture showing in the King's Theatre tonight’), Well this time
it was ‘Hilda Harbottle has just returned from the Soviet Union, come
to hear her speak of her experiences,” And so I spoke on what I'd
seen. And I remember we had quite a decent crowd turned up.

And then, of course, the Spanish Civil War broke out. We collected loads
of food in 1936, We had women making bandages and sheets for Spain.
Its so differen. nowadays. Sometimes { wonder if people know what
socialism is about anymore. There are no socialist lectures or classes.
It’s a bit disheartening sometimes.
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pursuit of

It was a very terrible time. I remember going to a meeting in Jarrow, which
was a meeting of the local Labour Party, and it was crowded, absolutely
full because people were saving gas in their homes and they wanted to
come to any meeting where gas was provided. And at the meeting,
Paddy Scullion, who later became the Mayor of Jarrow, was particularly
critical of my husband and I said, when I came away, “What a horrible
man’ and my husband said to me “You want io remember that the
conditions make him opposed to everybody whose got a regular wage’
and I took that answer, and later, when Paddy Scullion became the Mayor
of Iarrow, he invited Will and myself to a meeting, the usual Mayoral

4 reception. And he came up to us and he said ‘T've given you a great deal
of trouble in times past but I was a rat then, not a man, now I'm a man
agafry: that made a very big impression on me.

The Boot Fund

People used to collect a penny a week for membership of the Labour
Party and we paid them one penny as a result of all their collection and
they were thankful to have it and we had a principle by which, if the
collector was behind hand with his books that they were called into the
office’ and they were told that they werer’t going to collect anymore and
I dor’t think that anybody ever had to be disciplined in that way and [
knew one of the friends that was a bookie’s runner and he was also a
collector for the Labour Party. He used to hang about the streets getting
very, very small amounts - twopence and threepence - to have a bet. I
remember particularly the Boot Fund (the Boot Fund was a mayoral
function). It was particularly directed to supplying boots for school
children and we had a preliminary meeting of parents who wanted their
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great many more parents than ever got boots, I remember also that |

was on the leaving commitiee of the school and I went down and one boy
said that he was interested in Art and his mother said, ‘Oh; no, vou’re
going to have a job with your uncle who's 2 cobbler’, and we were
compelled t¢ accept it because he had a job and I feel now, occasionally
when I think about it, that possibly we lost a great artist to the world,

Jarrow March

I felt that the Jarrow March was a very great thing. I was terrific

for people who were weakened by malnutrition to walk ali the way to
London, it was terrific. 1 think it was the general feeling that people

were entitled to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, and the

pursuit of happiness was a thing that was impossibie with unemplioyment
at that level I'don’t think it brought anv more jobs to the North East but
I think it fo cussed people’s attention on the fact that there was an area of
the country which did suffer very badly from unemployment. I think
that they were courageous, very courageous indeed, and the organisation
that lay behind it must be praised. 1 think it did get through to the
Government. I think it did get through, but it didn’t aiter their method
of government.

The National Government was a total fiasco and the proof of it is that

no Labour Party in the whole of the country followed Ramsay MacDonald.
P've heard 2 story of Josh Ritson who was 2 member for one of the Durham
constituencies at the time, he travelied down with Ramsay MacDonald in a
first class compartment after the Miners' Gala or something like that, and he
said that Ramsay MacDonald went on to him about the charms of Lady
Lendonderry, that she was a very spiritual person and of very high intelligenice
and so on; and Josh's comment was ‘] thought the bugger was daft’. He
dismissed it completely! You see what was {ailing the Labour Movement

at the time was that a great many people had never experienced the
inteliigence of the middle class and the upper class.

Fascism

Ive written down my autobiography and I've got (o the establishment in
later years and 1 do record in it the growing sense of anxiety that Will and

I had about our family, and the young people wha were growing up and the
fact that Churchiil and Mussolini and Hitler scemed to be pally. | feel

Tore or more or less about the National Front as I did about

Mussolini and Hitler in the vears preceding the war and | felt a

growing uneasiness and everything that seemed to occur deepened
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the feeling. We supported Mosley when he was 2 member of the
Labour Government hut we certainly didn’t support him after he came
out of the Labour Government and we certainly didnt support the
Black Shirts. In fact, when the war broke out, and this is later,

1939, I put down my youngest daughter to be evacuated to Canads
because I thought all of us would be on Hitler's list and we’d better
save one of the family. I did think it was a war worth fighting, |
thought that it was tmportant to fight Hitler.

Fve never bought anything from Spain since Franco won, though Pm

now allowing myself 1o buy a few things - Spanish oranges! { was in Spain
in 1932 - my aunt died in *31 and she’d left me £25 which was enough

to pay to go with the camping club to Northern Spain, and what got

me was that people said to me, in Spanish and English, ‘we’re going

to be like you now, we're going to be a democracy, and we're going

to have hospitals and education and so on” and Franco was already
plotting the civil war,

I don’t think the National Front should be allowed o speak. !

would ban them because | think the principles that they advocite are
a deniaf of Hberty to other people. P'think a great deal of blame

is on the current television and press stunt that “ail politicians are

the same’ and I think that thisisa very widely held opinion and that

it tends fc obliterate the dangers ahead. You see, we could see the
dangers ahead when Mussolini invaded Ethopia and we could see the
dangers ahead when Hitler invaded Alsace Lorraine, but we didn’t

see it in the beginnings.. I think we should fight the National Front
now, You see, Fm on the Community Relations Council and it seems
to me that if you aceept the principles of equality and freedom, vou've
g0t to aceept it for everybody and I've very happy relations with the
West Indians and the Indians and so on, Because they are my brothers
and sisters, I fzel that their cause is my cause,

Voluntary Work

Married women werent employed in the thirties so I had to do
voluntary work. [ was a convinced socialist and a convinced
egalitarian and freedom was important to me. I had to do voluntary
work 1o achieve tha obiect. But what | think at the moment is that
everybody thinks monev will get them happiness and it doesn’t, |
don’t think they are as lappy as when their neighbours were interesteg
w them and I think s grear many more people can make themselves
Bappier if they take on some kind of voluntary work. My husband,
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when I had my first baby, used to say to me ‘If you were in the North
now, you'd have somebody come in and make your bread and you'd
have somebody come in and do the washing and somebody come in
and tidy up the house for vou, and you would have it as long as you
wanted it I don’t think if's so now. People are tending to think it’s
either a case for the police or the Social Services.

People are looked after better now than they were in the thirties
becanse they had very small amounts to draw on and ! hear people
talk about the Dole now but it was a dole really then, in the thirties
and they were given the smallest amount that would keep thermn alive
as a family. And there was no provision for free school meals or
anything like that. And you had to go round to jumble sales. Jumble
sales were a terrific success in those days because people who wanted
to come and buy things for their children rushed into the door and
we had to have two stalwarts at the door to protect any Labour Party
jumble sale from too many people getting in.

Signs of Hope

1 think, gradually, as I became older, I realised that it would take a
long time to change society and I became reconciled to the fact that
that it would take a long time, but i felt when my husband died that one
person had got to do as much work as two persons had done

before. And1I feel that I haver’t got very much time to spare.

I could live to be a hundred but I could die tomorrow and today,

in fact, but I feel that it takes a long time to change society. It

did to get the vote. It took 135 years from the publication of

Mary Wollstonecraft’s *Vindication of the Rights of Women® and

I think, possibly I'm more reconciled to it taking a long time to
alter society, but I certainly am prepared to accept the point of view
of peopie who can’t wait.

I think there are signs of hope because if there weren‘t, I'd have
died long ago in despair.

o
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W,

Only the people who lived in the period during the years of
Depression knew what it was really like living in those dark
days of mass unemployment. It wasa case of survival of the
fittest for the working class, The Yarrow hunger marchers -

hunger was an appropriate name for this crusade. During the
years of Depression, thousands of pecple succumbed to
tubercul osis, a disease which stemumed from mainutrition -
lack of food, hunger, starvation and poverty. In those days
there was an abundance of good wholesome food for the
people who could afford to purchase it - the upper class.

It has been the same for generations, people with plenty of
the good things in life, the living-it-up brigade, while
thousands have to struggle to make ends meet to survive.
Class distinction has been the bugbear throughout the
world right down the ages, -

Thousands of women were exploited by slave labour.
Employed in domestic service, working for these money-
bags from eight in the morning till six in the evening for
wages which were 4 mere pittance, The kippering houses
wete thriving in those days from the result of sweated
labour, Women working in these kippering houses worked
in deplorable conditions, standing on saturated floors, hand-
splitting herrings from six in the morning till twelve and

one in the morning, and for the princely sum of two pence
per hour for expertenced women and three halfpence for
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learners. My mother was one of these women, Duzing her
lifetime she worked 1n every one of these sweatshops in
North Shields and travelled as far afield as Yarmouth,

Lowestoft, Harwich, Mallaig and many other places,

Where | lived, in the East end of the town, the women-folk used
to set to work at seven o’clock in the morming, get the wash-
house boiler going and then for the best part of the morning

they were scrubbing clothes on the wash house bench to endeavour
to make up a bundle to take to their one and only friend, the
pawnbroker, who, in those days, had a thriving business. There
were very few people who did not go to the pawnshop, especially
those women with large families. This was the only means of
getting food, otherwise, if it had not been the pawnbroker, many
a poor family would have succumbed to starvation. These people
were poor but, by heaven, the women folk had guts and were
never lacking in spirit. Everything was scrupulously clean, where-
ever anyone went one would smell carbolic. Yes, the womenfolk
of yesterday were born at the wrong period, no washing machines
or carpet cleaners in those days. As a matter of fact, many women
never had any canvas on their floors let alone carpets. When one
hears these people talking about the good old days, it was good
for some, but it was certainly grim for thousands of others. To
my way of thinking the only things that were good were the
neighbours. I anyone had a bereavement or gave birth to 2

child there were always plenty of willing hands to cope with the
situation, such as cleaning the house, doing the washing and every-
thing in general. The old timers gave birth to a child one dav and
the next few days they were back to work, no grants in those days
and convalescence was unheard of,

One of the diabolical Acts of Parliament - the Means Test -
came into being in these years. The persons responsible for
passing this Act should have been hung, drawn and quartered
when this Means Test came into force. I{ there was any worker
in the family employed that worker was responsible for
maintaining the entire family. If you had anything of value

in the house, you were forced by these people to seil it, If
there were any sons in the family and their Dole money was
stopped, no help was forthcoming from any quarter due to
this barbaric Act. The last resort was to apply for help from
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that benevolent body of puppet dictators who sat on the

Board of Guardians. Anyone who appeared before this Board
were cross-examined with ridiculous questions like ‘Where

have you been looking for work? This was typical of those
bureaucrats in the days. of so-called democracy. The unfortunate
people who appeared before this Board seeking help were
exceedingly lucky if they received any help. It was like getting
blood out of a stone, a real bunch of Hitlers. I knew several
good, decent men who appeared before this Board for help

and they were told their families would be provided for on

one condition, that these men should enter the P_o_or Law
institution, namely the workhouse. In those days this
institution was one of the most depressing and foreboding
places anyone could enter. These men had the proud
distinction of serving their country throughout the first

World War.
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All my family were leadminers, I'was three-and-a-half when we came to
Leadgate (Co. Durham) with my mother; and [ can remember it asif it
wete yesterday, although it's seventy-nine years since. My mother came
to keep house for a chap - he was a blacksmith - and eventually he became
my stepfather. So I was fetched up in that house. It was called the

*back kitchens'. It was one up and one down and you went upstairs
through a ladder; there wasn’t staircases in them. Eleven of us

children were fetched up there.

The stepfather had started in the pit when he was nine. His mother
used to carry him over to the Busty pif. He was married three times.
His first wife died in childbirth, I think, and then he married her sister
And she died.

There were three streets of “back kitchens in Leadgate. They’d been
improved by taking off the coalhouses and such like off the back and
building on a back kitchen. The toilets were just earth closets - open
ash heaps - and when I went to work at the Eden Colliery the first
colliery house 1 had was that type. Outside there was an open drainage
system. There was a common channel that came down the back and
there wonid be a sink half way down and one at the bottom. They
were always a bone of contention and people would often fali out
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over them. People wouldr’t wash their share of the gutter until the
people above them had washed theirs, you see, because all the muck
would come down, I've seen women tearing the hair out of each other
over these gutters,

Tommy Armstrong, the pitman poet who lived in Stanley, wrote a
song about these quarrels :

One day I went walking

I heard some folk talking

With voices as loud as the one o’ clock gun
And though I could hear them

I couldn’t get near them .

For folks of alt kind were enjoying the fun.

There were about half a dozen verses like this, I've always had an
interest in the Tyneside songs and such like. They were the things
I was fetched up on: and kept myself going on. I got myself a copy
of Tommy Armstrong’s songs and I used to sing them down in the
Chab,

War, Work and Pain

The Consett Iron Company owned the whole countryside around
Leadgate. They owned seven pits, they even had a pit in Langley

Park, four miles out of Durham. Oh, they owned the whole Iot -

farms and everything. But because the Iron Company kept working, the
pits kept working right through the 1930s. We lost some shifts but the
pits didr’t close.

[left school when I was thirteen and started in the pit. 1

started piece work when I was fourteen years old - putting.

Then the very day before ¥ was twenty-one a chap got

his leg broken and I was called and told to start coal hewing the

next dav. So the day I was twenty-one was the day I started hewing
coals, And right up into the 1950s I was working piece rates - hewing
coals. I've hewed coals with a hand pick for 64d a ton up in the Eden
Colifery.

When I was young 1 got the idea of fancying being a soldier and I joined
the Territorials. There was any amount of propaganda for that sort of
thing. That's how you were brought up - reading boys’ papers and such
like, I'went to the war in 1915 and a week after I left Newcastle | was
wounded. One bullet went through my leg and came out by the side of
my ankle. I'had a splinter through my other foot and one near the
thumb ~ right through the ibint. And when I was lying on the ground
with: those feet wounds I had a bullet in the behind. In fact that was the

onlv one I felt because it seemed to go in off the bone and out again.
There were eighteen holes in the greatcoat I had on at the time . . . 50

B was a bit,of a close thing,

'was in hospital in Dublin for five months before I came back to Lead-
gate, I'got £60 compensation as they decided ] was alright for earning

a living so 1 went back down the pit. I'think that was the beginnings of
my political consciousness: seeing them selling stuff to both sides and
making profits; how they were crying out for the miner now they needed
him - they didn‘t give a damn before.

So | went back to Eden. And I think I must have had the record for
accidents along there, I've had cuts and broken bones - all sorts, In fact
I've had the same ankle that the bullet smashed broken, in the pit too,
T'was off eleven months with that, It was the top coal that I

was filling at that time .. . T remember I was taking the last of the coal
down and the wedge was fast, So I took the pick and tried to ease it
and then the whole lot came down on top of me. The coal hit me on
the top of an ankle. I'just thought it was a bad strain and { didn’t want
to go 1o the hospital. I'couldn’t sieep and as soon as I'd get to sleep I'd
wake up with these dreams - the stones chasing me. I’d been off eleven
weeks and the X-ray in Newcastle showed that the ankle was badly shattered.
The company doctor said I'd be ne good in the pit any more. They
wouidn’t give me a light job. But ] had to go back and I went back to
my own work. [just decided that T wasn’t going to be a cripple.

in 1935 1 had an injury to an eye. In fact two days running I got a
blow in the eye from the pick-point, After the second one 1 got up
in the morning and 1 couldn’t see out of the eye at all ;there was a great
ulcer over the whole of the pupil. T went up to the Doctor’s and he said
‘how sharp can you get away down to Newcastle to the Eye Infirmary?’
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I was in there for twelve days (and that was at the time of the march of
the fascists - Mosley’s crowd). I'was off four months all together at that
time, They gave me no hopes of the eye becoming normal again, or
even improving. And it was making reading difficult. T'had to shut the
bad eve and read with just one for a bit. So I had to get glasses. The
Cooperative had an optician who used to come out here once 2 month.
The first opportunity I had, he finished at four o’clock, and [ was down
the pit, so 1 missed him and had to wait for the next month. By the
next time I got there - it was four months after - [ thought “they must
be like false teeth, you’ve got to get used to the damn things.

The one was a very thick lens vou know. But it seems that my eye had
improved,

Then I had a nasty gash across my knee. It was a Saturday moming
shift and I'd only just started. A chap had put a prop under this
miniature fault {where there had been small streams when the coal
was being laid down}. And it meant that I couldn’t work properly,

f just touched it with my pick and the damn thing feli cut and down
it all came, T'was sitting on the cracke? ( you know the small stool
the miners used). It was a terrdble mess, there was small coals alt
over the top of the gash. So they sent for the ambulance and I arrived
at the Consett Iron Company Infirmary at about two o’clock in

the morning. Well, the nurse who was there tried her best, poor soul.
She had to clean the damn thing and she was using swabs and she kept
saying ‘Am I hurting you?” I said ‘You get away. You can use a
scrubbing brush if you've got one to take that stuff out. It’s got

to come out.” Oh, it was a hell of a mess. [ was sat there with this
great gaping wound and there was this lad sitting beside me, He was
looking at me, and then the wound, and back at me. The nurse
looked at him and she said “You get out of here’, And she clased

him out: he looked like somebody dying just at the sight of the
business. Anyway she stitched it up but it was that dirty she
couldr’t clean it properly, so in two or three days time it turned
septic and the stitching had to be taken out again, They had to

hold the wound together with elastoplast but that coulds’t draw

it together enough - it left a bad scar.

Then after the last war a piece of stone fell between two planks

- and hit me over the kidney, The company doctor said ‘T'll make
you off for light work’ but the National Insurance doctor reckoned
I'd recovered. So I went back to hewing. This one day there was
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water on the face and the belt was slipping and I got my finger caught
in the coupling pin. So I had to have a piece taken out of my arm and
grafted on. And, of course, I've got some dust. But not enough for
compensation. Perhaps when they open me up they’ll find different.

An Education

For a couple of years before I left school T did very little school

work. Fwas mostly sent to help the teachers in the lower standards,

The headmaster would send you down after you’d done a card of sums
or something and say ‘Whitfield - slip down to Miss Craig’s (or Miss
Parker’s) and give her a hand.” That's what | did for the last two

years I was in school. I'passed what they called the Labour Examination:
but they just learned you enough to make you fit for using vour back
and getting into some work.

I began to take an interest in socialist writing from 1916 and I tell

you it stopped me taking an interest in any Party, because I thought
Fwasn’t up to it. I'didn’t know enough. ['didn’t have enough knowiedge.
in fact, I didn’t do any trade union work because 1 felt I waspy’¢ intallipent
enough for it. But I started to read quite a lot of books, apart from books
of my own 1 used to borrow books from the Labour Library in Annfield
Plain. The wife and I used to walk the three miles over there and back
again to get hold of the books,

After the 1926 strike we'd been out for seven months, we'd all been
given out notice and we went back to work in the November, Fwas

the last man to sign on for work at the Eden. I remember the final
meeting prior to signing on for the pit at the miners hall and everybody
was that eaper in case thev didn’t get a job that when it came to the
fime when they were released from the meeting to fall in and march away
and go down to the pit in an orderly manner. Well they smashed the
doors off the meeting room in their hurry to get out. When I saw that,
I said “Well, that’s the finish as far as Fenwick’s concerned.” So [ went
and sat on the platform and watched the struggle! Then [ went out and
turned down to the house and the first person I met was the wife, She
sai¢ “Where are you going?’ I said ‘T'm going home for me tea.’ *But,’
she said, “they’re all signing on.” ‘Ah, but Pm not going with them.

I'm not going along with a mob like that even if I never work again,
We've managed seven months, we've struggled through. F'm going

back decently when I do go back.” S0 I went home and had my tea
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and then walked up to see what was going on. Well, they were
around there, all milling around. So I said ‘To hell with them and
their pit” I didn’t go until the next day.

I'went into the office and the manager was sitting there. And there

was a policeman there. (I don’t know whether they were afraid of the
boss being attacked!) ‘Come in,” the boss said® ‘you’ve been a long time
coming along, Fenwick - I'm sorry we’ve nothing for you.” But seven days
time I was sent for, and I've been stuck at the pit ever since. | should
have just hopped away! But the wife wasn’t prepared to shift, jobs being
SO scarce, ~

It was just then that the County Delegate left and they proposed me for
the job. But I thought | wasn't well enough versed in the business to
take a job like that on, and [ refused to let my name go forward. In

the following vear at the annual election of the Lodge, people alowed
their names to go forward and were elected - but they didn’t turn up to
the meeting. They weren’t taking any chances. People were afraid to
do trade union work, you know. So it was in 1927 that I took up trade
union work - as auditor in place of one of the chaps who didn’t tum up.
Then in the next year we had a situation where an old school mate of mine
was victimised. The company wouldn’t allow him back into the pit at
any price. He was a pit inspector - a lodge official - but they wouldn’t
let him in even for a pit explosion. So I allowed my name to go forward
as pit inspector. Four men were killed in the first year | had the job and
that really worried me because I felt I wasn’t versed in it enough to deal
with the job,

Then in 1929 the chap who had taken the delegate’s job was elected as
Relieving Officer for the District! On the old parish council. Well he
wasi’'t 10 my way at all. So [ thought if he can do the Delegate’s job,

I can do it, 'm as capable as he is. In fact he used to plagiarize my ideas
anyway so I allowed my name to go forward and I was the Delegate to
Durham right through until the war.

Politics

As a delegate to Durham in the 1930s it was very difficult. There

were some progressive-minded people, but there were some queer fellas
going there at that time toc. We had people who took religious
objections to any fight we weze putting up. They threatened to with-
draw their membership from the union if certain ideas were put forward
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which were progressie - on religious grounds! And we had a few that
were just there as show-pieces - they were careerists, just there for
their own glorification, and they proved it afterwards.

AsT told you, I saw the Mosleyites as they took their march out of
Lovaine Place in Newcastle when I was at the Eye Hospital. The type
of chap they attracted were what we call “the corner ends’. The chap
who would be standing around o the street corner. This type of chap
has been used time and time again. They were used during the 1926
stoppage. They were put in the uniform of ‘Special Constable’. We
know all about their antics. Fellas with no opinion at all, bruisers,
Here in the 1920s when the first Labour M.P. was elected, we had

guys going around here in support of the Conservative candidate. They
were boxers and ex-boxers and 1 don’t know what, going around smashing
meetings up. In fact, I don‘t think we’d have had 2 Labour M.P. ifit
hadn’t been for that. He got sympathy instead of losing support. I
remetnber one of the blokes, I was in the army with him, he was a
heavyweight boxer - strong in the back and no brains, You couldn’t
talk with them about anything, :

I can say now though that I've had a unjversity education! I went for
2 weekend school at the University of Durham. Upin the Castle there
And in the Hall was a big painting of Lord Londonderry. And I looked
up at him and thought ‘Ah, you bugger’,
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bt was in the early part of 1926 that our own family was hit with unemployment.
The firm at which my father and brothers were employed was taken over by 2
large combine and some departments were closed whilst changes took place in the
managerial depariments. Everyone felt uncertain about the future and 1
retember the evening my father returned from work and said to my mother
‘4 have more bad news, the whole place is closing down.” The whole family
my father and two brothers were hit with unemployment in one biow.

A large number of unemployed took to the roads during the Depression
period and slept in the casual wards of the workhouses at night. The
Gateshead workhouse, with a targe casual ward, was near to where 1 lived
and those who were going down for a night’s sleep frequently asked us

the way to the workhouse and stopped {or a chat before going in for

the night, These people were not tramps or drop-outs who had fallen from
society, They were honest working people who were tramping around
locking for work, Some of them were married with families whilst others
were single and had left home because they had no income whatever and
did not desire to be a burden on their parents,

During the pertod I was serving my apprenticeship some of my unemployed
friends used to go off on the road, They usually went in groups of three or
four and when they returned they all had the same story - after several weeks
of tramping around there was no work to be.found. They slept in the

casual wards of the workhouses at night and, during the day, often knocked
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at the doors of houses in the more prosperous parts of towns and cities
to beg not for money but for bread.

i.abour Camps

During the thirties the Government introduced what were known as
Ministry of Labour camps. These camps were in various parts of the country
and anyone who was in receipt of benefit of any description, whether it

was Unemployment Benefit or Public Assistance, would be disallowed
benefit if requested to go to a camp and refused to do so. Theoretically
those who had no income whatever, such as my brother, could not be
compeiled to go to a camp but, of course, many agreed to go because they
said they would at least receive their food. My brother was sent to a camp
in County Durham where the men were employed digging stone and helping to
malce roads for forestry work. They were accommodated in huts and
following breakfast the Union Jack was hoisted whilst they were all lined

up and marched to the place of work. In the evening they were again

lined up and marched back to the camp when the Union Jack was then lowered,

All that they received for doing the work was their food and 2 few shiltings
pocket money. The work was obviously being dosne on the cheap instead
of employing labour at correct trade union rates.

When my brother arrived at the camp there was insufficient food and

it was of very poor quality, Along with a few others, he succeeded in
organising a ‘stay in’ strike as a protest against the food. They barricaded
the doors of the huts and refused to go out to work. They had, of course,
taken the preliminary steps of storing up in the huts some food which they
had taken from the store-house before they commenced the strike. The
strike committee met the camp manager who threatened to have them all
prosecuted. His threats did not have any effect as the strikers remained
solid and after several days agreement was reached resulting in the quality
and quantity of the food being greatly improved. Shortly afterwards,
however, all of the strike commitiee were transferred to other camps. No
two members of the strike committee were sent to the same camp and my
brother was sent to one at Carshalton in the south of England.

Whilst he was at the Carshalton camp we received by post two visiting cards
from Kingston Municipal Hospital. We immediately instituted enquiries and
discovered that he had collapsed with pneumonia whiist working in the camp.
The Ministry of Labour did not take any trouble to contact the 1elatives

but apparently thought their responsibility ended when they sent for an
ambulance to take him to hospital,
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My eldest brother was sent to a Ministry of Labour camp at Kielder
where the men were employed on forestry work. It was very isolated
with no village and there was more than one case of suicide during the
existence of the camp. One can only assume that in the suicide cases
the individuals were so broken in spirit, and perhaps physically weak
through the years of unemployment, that the isolation and hard work at
Kielder caused them to have a complete breakdown,

Boxing

Boxing was a popular sport in the North-East during the twenties and
thirties and the largest boxing hall was situated in Newcastle, When a big
fight was to take place the weigh-in was held round about midday and large
numbers of unemployed would walk miles to attend the weigh-in just to

see the boxers walk from their dressing room, take off their dressing gowns,
stand on the scales and then hear the weights announced. This was as much
as the unemployed saw of the boxers because they could never find the cash

fo attend the match. During mid-week, the boxing hall used to stage a

number of three-round contests. Those who participated in the three.

round contests were new starters and if they couid win a few of the three-
round fights they would be offered a minor contest on one of the principal
nights. My unemployed friends often volunteered for the three-round contests.
Some of them could box and some of them could not. Those who could nof
box just received a good punching-up and the fee which was paid to the

boxers was five shillings, out of which they paid two shilling to the seconds.
One night at the hall there was 2 man who looked so weak and tired that it

was obvious he should not have been in the ring. He appeared to have no idea
of how to box and was just punched around the ring by his opponent. He
survived the first round but, in the second round, was so badly punched-up that,
when he went down, the referee stopped the fight without sven counting him
out. The crowd were just beginning to voice their disapproval of his poor show
when the referee waved for the crowd to be quiet and explained that the man
was on the road, had not had anything to eat ali day, but had come along to the
Hall and volunteered for the fight,

In the early thirties afier | had completed my apprenticeship, 1 became active in
the unemployed workers’ struggles, participating in marches and demonstrations,
Our siogan used to be ‘Work or Full Maintenance’ and we agitated against the
low rates of unemployment benefit and public assistance allowances whilst, at
the same time, agitating that schemes should be in troduced to provide work for
the workless. 1 1934, some particularly vicious and inhuman regulations were
introduced, hundreds of thousands of unempioyed workers suffered large cuts in
their benefits. Ih many cases, where there was an employved worker in the house,
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the unemployed workers was disallowed benefit compietely. 1 clearly recall at
that time the case of two brothers who were unemployed and living together in

a house - probably the house in which their late parents had lived. They were
each in receipt of 15/3d per week unemployment benefit but, under the new
regulations, they were classed as ‘man and wife’ and given 23/3d between them.
These regulations caused a revolt throughout the country and, in one week, we had
three massive demonstrations in Gateshead and Newcastle. Twelve thousand
people marched the streets of Gateshead and demonstrated. cutside the Unemployment
Assistance Board offices. Then we sent in 2 deputation to request the manager to
send a telegram to the Government demanding that the regulations be repealed.
Later in the week we had a demonstration and march to the Gateshead Town

Hall where we arrznged for a deputation to meet the Town Council with a request
that the Town Council should send a telegram to the Government demanding
the repeal of the regulations, and in the same week we had a march to the City
Hali, Newcastle-on-Tyne where the then Minister of Labour who introduced the
regulations was addressing a meeting. These marches and demonstrations were
aiways well disciplined without any violence being displayed by the unemployed.
The organisers of the demonstrations had no funds so they couid not publicise
the intended marches by posters or leaflets, and the Press and radio did not

give any publicity to intended marches or demonstrations in those days.

The whole of the organising had to be done by chalking the streets, calling

upon everyone to assemble at a particular place and line up for a march against
the Dole cuts or to demand empioyment. Sometimes to announce the
demonstrations a few men would go into the streets, ring a bell, and when the
people came out they announced that a march was to be held and called upon
everyone to join in,

In the immediate post-war years [ was a member of the National Insurance
Tribunals, being a trade union nominee, Those who had been unemployed for
about twelve months or more were interviewed by the Tribunal to ascertain

that they were cooperating with the Employment Exchange to obtain work.
Frequently men over forty years of age would appear and it was evident when
they entered the room that they were suffering mental anxiety, fear could be
seetl in their expression. They had the fear that it was a return to the conditions
of the thirties when their only income could be taken away from them.

-
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The Means Test lives in memory,

A scar upon their soul,

The land they'd fought for heroes to live in
Had put them on the Dole.

Being on the Means Test was all that could be expected in the great
poverty-ridden thirties, at the height of the Depression. Unemployment,
soup kitchens, marches and processions, great unrest all over the
country, distress, and feelings of despair, fear and misery. Who hasn’t
heard of the Jarrow March, when a group of men, ill-clad and on the
Dole and Means Test were led by a little red-haired woman, who
instilied fire into their hearts. She gave them courage, hope and
fortituce to march to London and demand work. This fiery woman
was Ellen Wilkinson, one of their M.P.s, who saw them on their way,
encouraging them to sing as they went, and then at their head, led
them into Londoen to pillory the Government to draw attention to
their plight. Everywhere they passed through villages on the March,
inhabitants cheered them on because their cause was the same
problem as they had - no work. This Yarrow March alone in the
thirties is blazoned across the pages of history. These men were
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sad, and bitter, because they had fought and sacrificed their all in
the First World War and had been promised a land for heroes to live
in.

Next many younger unemployed who were tired of facing day after
day of emptiness with empty bellies and blank despair and with time
on their hands went to fight in Spain where Civil War had broken out,
They had ideals risking their lives to help their fellow man, receiving
the actien that their bodies needed as well as adveniure. Some were
killed, but others gained experience - trajning in how to shoet - which
later stood them in good stead for Hitler's war, which was looming up.

The Means Test

Clerks and managers behind the counters, where the men had to sign
o1, could be very disparaging and even exceeded their authority by the
way they treated the unfortunate men who were unluckly enough to
find themselves in their out-of-worl situation. They were like little tin
Gods, with enforcement of strict rules, and there was unnecessary
antagonism on both sides of the counter. Men had to sign on with
their buff-coloured card at set times and, if they for any reason whatever,
did not turn up at that time, they were hauvled up in front of a Board
to give an explanation, Sometimes, if they didn’t accept your
explanation, these Board’s would stop their Dole, usually for six weeks
and an appeal was necessary to have it restored. I you had been ifl,

a certificate had to be produced from 2 doctor, and you had 1o pay

for certificates then. So most unemployed did without. Men had

1o stand in queues, long queues, in pouring rain and move up, one

by one, towards the counter. God help them if they needed to

relieve themselves, as they lost their place in the queue and had to

go to the end and start up again. Most of them had no overcoats

or means to keep the rain off and so they got soaked.

But note, there would be various political men, imploring people to
vote for them in the next Flection. One Communist speaker, on
May Day, dished out sweets to the children, who came to listen
with their parents and small loaves of bread were handed out. This
soon got around, and people, out of work and hungry, flocked to
these meetings, The sweets were throw-outs— {rom a nearby factory.
Further along, bread loaves, which had been spoilt in the oven, were

thrown out of the bakery,
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One man who was the father of 10 sons and one daughter,was on

the Means Test and was given a green card by the Employment
Bureau to go for a job in a factory, but when he got there the job

had already been taken. This angered him, dejection set in and he
went on the drink. It was when he was on the drink that his wife

fell pregnant with another child. He tried for another job, and
found out the wage was iess than what he was receiving on the Means
Test. When he refused the job, one word ‘Refusal’ was put on the
green card, When he returned the card to the Labour Exchange he
was told he’d be up before the Board for an interview, which resulted
in the loss of six weeks’ allowance. His wife was trying to keep body
and soul together in..one room, and a small bedroom, only the size
of a goriful coalhouse. The bedroom door couldn’t be shut, it had to
be left open against the wall. They had one shabby doubie bed and
the only way to get into bed, was by crawling in. When the seven
boys were in, top to tail, they were like sardinesin a tin. The three
older boys went to sleep at their grandfather’s, who bad a room
nearby and he fed with the family.

The daughter iooked after her old father then, as her mother had
died early in her life and his 10/- pension helped towards the family
finances. The mother, father and baby girl slept in a bed they made
up most nights by putting chairs against an old couch and a mattress
or twovery thick blankets or coats, even a hookey mat on top.

Many people had to sleep in these makeshift beds because there was
no money to buy a bed and you could not get H.P.‘béing on the

Dole or Means Test.

Making Do

We had an allotment and we shared some of our vegetables with the
old man next to us. He would swap if our vegetables had come up
better than his. He, like us, had to be wary to avoid the snoopers
who went around., You could not cut an old person’s hedge or
garden or paper a room. If these snoopers saw you when going
around, they'd come and ask you what you were doing, were you
receiving money, so you dare not do anything until after 5 p.m.
when these snoopers were off the street,
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i was due to have a child in 1935 and we went down to the Maternity
Hospital on City Road. 1 was starved when I went in there. Because

we were out of work, ! had to scrub floors and | had to pay 30/- as weli-
the lowest amount you could pay, My daughter was born on 2 horse-
Thair couch because there were no beds, and there was 15 children

born that night. It was abominable - vou were crowded i You

could have a private ward but there was only one or two - most

private patients went up to a Nursing Home in Gosforth, Newcastle.

They give you a right slap on the behind if vou were Iate or you
didn’t behave yourself. [t was really fantastic some of the horrible
things they did to vou, you wouldn’t believe it. It was worse in a way,
i should think, than being in jail

The nurses were very,very badiy treated in the sense that they

got poor pay and they got nothing to eat. If you had anything left
over they'd come and beg it off you and they would beg your fruit
and everything, They worked hard and they only got one day off a
month,

The lady, who sold flowers in the Bigg Market, had these three chitdren,
three girls they were, one after the other and she said tc me one day,
but of course,I never tried it, but she said to me one day “You're

daft for having kids when you're out of work’. She said ‘Tl give

you an address and if you care to go to Daisy Hill and take 104

there’s a woman who'll put you right, give you an abortion.” This
shocked me and | never tried it, I was too scared, but she’d had one

and two or three more had had one.

I was green as grass, having been in the orphanage, for ail I had two
kids, T'never learnt about half the things until I went nursing, I
didn’t know what things like masturbation were. !'don’t know

where I"d been, but that’s the way we were brought up: you never had
any idea. When you had vour first child you thought it was going 1o
come out of vour tummy.,
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My grandfather was a Cornish miner and he came to Coxhos in
County Durham when the mines were closing down in Cornwall,
There was a dispute at the Coxhoe pit at the time - that’'s why

they were sent for, as blacklegs - and my grandfather and the others
refused to start, The people from Coxhoe took them into their
homes until the pits started again, If they hadn’t been taken in
they would have starved. In those days you’d have to be dying
before the Parish would give you anything,

The Pit and the Dole

My mother didn't want me to go down the pit, She took me away
on the Saturday to an uncie of hers who was going 1o train me to
be a saddler. When we got there he was as deaf as a stone, In
those days they had a big frumpet that you had to shout down,
like a horn. He’d put it in his ear and I had to shout down it.
Well I thought, I'm not stopping here! My mother went back

and I'li bet before she was home in Tursdale I was at Dawdon
with my prandfather. And 1 was down the pit on the Monday.
My mother didn’t know for a while but eventually ' she found out
I was in the pit and she said thatif I was to be a miner I had just
as well go down the pit at Tursdale nearer where we lived. So
that’s what 1 did.
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A lot of the lads were very kind to the ponies, They'd get very
attached to them. Particularly if one was a good worker, They’d
pinch carrots and turnips from the fields on the way to work for
them, Some of the lad’s mothers used to give apples. You'd

teli your mother, you know, about the pony - how it was a good
pony - and she’d say ‘Oh, take an apple for the poor thing!” My
mother was always giving me apples - one for me, the other for

- the pony.

Right wrough the Depression years | remember lads with their
ponies. Sometimes on the main drive ways of the pit they would
ride the ponies out - flying out like cowboys. And the overman
would be standing there with a riding crop covered in chaik.

And he’d tap you on the shoulder with it. Al those who had

a white mark would be fined.

It was a hard job for a ‘politician’ to get a job in the thirties.

if ke was a ‘politician’ he had to keep it under his cap because
if it once got out that he was 2 bit of an agitator, and fighting
for better conditions, there was no chance of a job for him.
There were a 1ot of good workers who never worked after the
1926 strike, you know, Ih fact I had an uncle who was in the
1921 strike and never worked another day in the pit again!
Anyone who was a bit of an agitator couldn’t get a job in the
pit. And 1 was always shouting about something. I'don’t know
what it was but I couldn’t see anything wrong and not say some-
thing. But they had evervone taped. They knew what vou
were - if you were a bit of 2 shouter they didn’t want you there.
So you'd go to the Dole: “Where have you been today, Bestford?”
‘T've been to Trimdon and 've been to Tudhoe and here and
there.” I’d never been because we knew there was, no point in
going! We used to meet men coming back you see and they’d
tell you it was no point going there. So you could walk your
feet off but there was no bloody chance of a job. But you had
to tell the Dole you’d been because you had to be “Jooking for
work’. There were some men - dole clerks - who had worked
with you down the pit and yet were bloody awful. They’d
make you take your caps off before you came in. ‘Have you
forgotten anything? “No, I'm looking for work’; ‘Well take
that cap off, In a nasty, snotty way you know. Just to

show their authority. It used to vex me, But you had to

be very very careful you know. If you used any violence they
soon picked you up.
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At that time, my father was getting about 35 bob, and my brother
15 bob. Under the Means Test if your father was earning you

got less - and they got my Dole down to ninepence a week, We
lrad two sisters and a younger brother and we all had to live on
that, It was a bit tough. So I went into Durham and played

hell about #! They told me that if I didn’t behave myself

they’d send for the police and I’d be in trouble. So I just had

to keep quiet, you see.

At the Dole they had notices up for Training Centres, 4/- a week
and they'd train you.to be something different. So I went there;
to Brandon in Norfoik and we were living in tin huts. We were
making fire roads and digging trenches- just to harden us up, vou
know, so that we could take work. And if a contractor such as
McAlpine and Wimpey wanted a navvy they’d send to the Centre
and they’d send him, it was a good idea but McAlpine had a
racket going. If you worked for them so many weeks the little
section that you were working on was stopped - supposed to be
finished, and then you went back on to the Dole again, But

they were opening other sections further along and they were
taking a new batch in. They were getting so much a head from
the goevernment for setting them on.

We were working in Middlesex for 11d an hour and then we
learned that they were paying the locals a shilling, It wasn’t
much more iike but it was more. So they were bringing us
down and using us as cheap labour you see. Some of us
packed in and started again at a shilling an hour, They were
mostly non-union people who were working, you see. You
wese moved on to different jobs. You just got to know the
union men and joined and you were moved again.

I met a lot of Welsh lads who had gone through just the same
aswe had gone through. Exactly the same. Some of them had
never worked from leaving school, In those Training Centres
four bob and a meal was better than nothing at all. But they
were always more militant than the Durham lads. They were
always sit:ting in batches, talking politics and playing helt
about the four bob and the work we had to do for it,

And Back to the Pit

1'was never satisfied with navvying work, T'kept writing to my
father asking him if there was any work; any chance of a start,
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My father was a good worker, he’d always been a good worker,
he never lost work. And eventually he got mie a start. He wrote
down to me where I was working and told me he’d got me ajob
as an engine ‘man. And I loved engines. So I started work again
and it nearly killed me. I¥'s awful when you’ve not been working
bent, and crouched up. Getting back into the form again, I

used to come home so tired my mother had to wash my back

for me; I couldn’t get my arms round,

But the 1926 strike knocked hell out of the Durham miners.
They were very nearly starving and when you're starving it’s
pretty tough, Up to that time there were lots of little strikes

all over the country. Strikes that people didn’t hear of. One

I remember in a very fine summer, when the putters wanted

some time off you know. So they had to have a strike about
something! There was one pony down the pit that had this
horrible bad leg; and by God it used to stink. But for all it had
this diseased leg it was a hell of a worker! Sc they had a strike.

It was only for a day but it was a fine day. The pony was taken out
of the pit until its leg recovered. So it was good for the pony: and
they all had a day off?

But in the 1930s people were afraid to strike - with so many out
of work. The managers used to say to you; ‘M you're not satisfied
you know what to do. .. You can pack it in now if vou like,
They weren’t long in telling you! Back-answer the boss and you
were sacked, you know.

There was an awful Iot of bullying down the pit. Fcould get
young lads to work for me and the overman used to say; ‘George,
I don’t know how the hell you do it but these lads like to work
with you.” T was kind to them you see. I'didn’t used to bully
them around. Some of the overmen down there were real bullies.
One of them had been a professional wrestler and he was a big
man but he never frightened me. ['used to say to him ‘anytime
you're ready Jack, I'll have a go at you.” Some pits used to set
men on like that. Big strong men who would frighten people,
bully them.

Different pits had different conditions and different prices.
If you were strong enough and it was a good pit you could get
better prices. At Comnforth the money was always better. The

21
checkweighman there was 2 Communist - George Cole - and he
was a hell of a fighter. The Cornforth Colliery didn’t start right
away after 1926 - they blacklisted the lot! But when the demand
for coal increased they opened it and the men wouldn't go back
without George Cole and they elected him checkweighman., The
pit closed a few times but when it started up the men voted George
checkweighman again. He was checkweighman for years and years,
And they always had better prices . at Cornforth. If it was 6d - 8lad
a ton at Bowburn you could bet it was 7d - 8d at Cornforth, They
used to fight like heil.

Survivat

Because of the Means Test there were men who were leaving home
to live in sheds in the aliotments in Cornforth - in order to hget the
Dole. They wouldn’t allow their fathers to work to keep them so
they just left vou know. Quite a number used to live in the gardens
Sometimes they’d go home to have a meal - unofficialty! That's
what they had to do if they didn’t want their mothers and fathers
to suffer. They did some awful things around here,

With a bit of land you could get by with living out of the gardens.

But rabbits were the thing! And a good dog was half the battle,
And | did have 2 good whippet! I think we’d have starved if it
hadn’t been for this dog. Away he’d go and back with a rabbit.
They always had the game keepers out and they were there
watching to make sure you didn‘t get any of their game you
know. They always saw that the miners didn’t get anything. 1
was lucky because I was well in with a farmer and he used to let
us have half of what we caught on his land, Se on a moonlit
night - away with the dogs and catch a few rabbits! Some of
the farmers were very good. They would give you some potatoes
or a turnip, But some would give you nothing; nota sausage,
We used to pinch off them.

Work and Play

If we had our Dole cards we could go to the pictures twice a week
for twopence. We used to walk from Tursdale to the Gaiety in
Ferryhill and spend the afternoon at the pictures. That wasa
good entertainment - twice a2 week! We forgot all our troubles -
cowboys and Charlie Chaplin. It was a two hour show and we’d
walk back for tea. That's how most of us learned to read! In
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people who couldn’t read you know - ‘Will he catch her?” The jazz bands came along in the thirties when things were

getting a bit tough you know. They needed something to keep

the men busy! There were some military minded men who had

been in the Army and the Territorials and they started these things.

Just to take people’s minds away from politics and things like that,

It was a racket. There’s always been a love of uniform amongst

some Englishmen you know; give them a uniform and a bloody

dram and they’l! follow for miles. That was the attraction of the Fascist
party, you know because of the uniform and the riding breeches.

People used to walk about together in age groups. And yow'd

walk about for miles. and play football. T've seen games of football

last all day. We were Iucky in Tursdale we had a leather ball which
lasted a long time. I‘ve seen twenty a side. People used to come

along - old men, young ones - ‘Which way do I kick? Other places,
people used to sew their caps together or blow up a pig's bladder.

If you were 2 good footballer - or a cricketer - you could always get work
in the pits, It Tursdale vou were on if you were a sportsmarn. We had

sixteen horsekeepers at Fursdale - all professional footballers. The
trainer for Durham City was one of the overmen, the undermanages
was one of the Directors! One of those horsekeepers told me how
he’d sleep hours down the pit before a match! A lot of the men
didn’t mind. They liked a good worker or a good sportsman yo
know! Ido. T'love sport you know. ‘

Politics and Jazz Bands

The social security payments and Dole nowadays are really
preventing riots. There would be a revolution if they did now
what they did then, In the thirties 2 lot of young lads were ready!
I was in a state myself. ['used to think it was awful being out of
work! If1 had had 2 gun at that particular time I would have gone
with it. Because I was fed up of being out of work and out of
money. And there was no prospect of getting work, you see, But
if there had been any fight made we’d have had sticks and stones
and they’d have had guns you see. Sticks and stones are no good
against guns,

When Ramsay MacDonald went over we all played hell about it,
because we knew what it would be, “You can come on our side
but you have to do what we tell you,” That’s what it all boiled
down to. ‘Follow our policy or you're out.” It would be the

same today if there was a coalition government. Everybody knew
what MacDonald would get; whether he was too stupid or whether
he thought he was stronger than the whole Conservative Party I
dor't know. He was taken on as the Leader just to guieten the
majority of the working people down. He had had a big following
you see, He had been a damn good man; that coalition broke him.
He should never have had a coatition government. You cannot
work with the bloody devil, and that’s what the Tories were, It
was impossible to work with them and you can’t work with them
vet.

That was the thing. Men, grown men, in the jazz bands with fancy
feathers in their hats and knocking hell out of a drum. They never
learned to play an instrument. But it kept thern away from politics.
The lads who didn’t get involved in these carry-ons used to discuss
politics and world affairs - and sit and listen to the old men talking
about their experiences and how they had to fight all the way
through. But these were enjoying themselves! They had assistance
from people with money to buy the uniforms and so on! Like in
America - with competitions for men pushing the pea with their
nose - it was quite a diversion. If they were learning to play an
instrument or appreciate music it would be different. 1 tell you

if you were a bit sensitive and you went to listen to them you'd
want to be away as sharp as possible or vou’d soon have a bad head!

A lot of people cannot stand the racket. Bump, burap, bump; biff,

biff. The colliery bands were different. They were great bandsmen
and they joved music. The jazz hands came with the Depression,

If everyone who was in the jazz bands had marched to London

and demanded work! They were just as hungry as those who walked
on the hunger march but they marched around biowing whistles.

It was to keep them away from politics.

Prosperity

In 1926 they cut the rate down 7 bob to 6/6d. And our hours went
up from 7% hours to 8 hours. And after the Strike we had

the Depression. But as the thirties went on and the trouble was
starting with Germany they tried the carrot to try to please us.

And we were almost back to the 7 shillings, Before the war broke
out we were getting quite prosperous. But we knew what was coming.
They’d been calling up the reserve to practise on their new guns, you
know. The writing was on the wall. There were a lot of lads by 1939
who were sick of being out of work. So they gave them something
else to do,



84

I was born in a place called Happy Land, near Annfield Plain
in County Durham. All my family had been involved in the
mines. My grandmother worked underground and that was
years after it had been made illegal to employ women in the
mines. And I've a brother killed in the mines. So my family
has had it's share out of coal mining,

Finding a Place

In a coal mining area the mining girls had to find work, My mother
was one of seven sisters and they all worked as domestic workers
for farmers. She told me that she used to have to get up at 3
o’clock in the morning on a washing day and go down the

garden to wring out the clothes that had been steeped in tubs
overnight, réady to be washed. Often in the winter she had i
break the ice,

I had to go into service, more or less like the men who had to go
down the mine, It was a living. My mother would have Bked to
putus to a trade. She wanted me to be 2 dressmaker but, of
course, having a family she couldn’t wait until a dressmaker
could take me. There was a very good dressmaker in the village
but she couldn’t take me for about a year or a year and a half,
So that was how I got into service or into a place’ as we used

t0 say.
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When [ was fourteen and a half | went to a day place not far
from home. Then a year later I went to work for Lady Eden -
the mother of Anthony Eden - at Windleston Hall, 1 left there
and went to Northumberland to work for Lord Armstrong’s sister.
I left there because my younger sister was then at a place in
Newcastle and my mother thought it would be better if we were
together. So 1 worked at a house in Jesmond in Newcastle, then
[ went to Scotland and then I came back to Neweastle to work
in a hostel at a girls’ Training College. You were really tied.
You had three days off a fortnight and for the rest of the time
you were tied fo the house. You were practically always on
duty you know. 1If there was a knock on the door m the
middle of the night you had to get up and answer it

The Edens weren’t nice people! You could tell they hadn’t
much time for the workers. I'remember 1 had to be in at seven
o'clock. One day cook told us that ‘Her ladyship says that you
all have to be in at seven, Because these awful miners are about
and you never know what might happen to you'. T told her,
“¥'m not frightened of the miners. My father and brothers are
miners!” Well then, of course, they became bankrupt and soon
after T left.

I was’t involved in the worst of the Depression like they were
in the villages. Living in Jesmond I was out of the way of it.
There weren't so many good mistresses in those days. It was
like the colliery bosses - you never got an hour more than your
time, I'used to go home on my half day. I'would go down to
Martborough Crescent and get the bus out through Chopwell to
Annfield. T used to help my mother out with my ten shilling's‘
a week but | didn't see as much of the suffering as my sister
and brothers.

In Jesmond all the houses were occupied by the middle classes
(some of them struggling) and they'd each have a maid. One of
the women | worked for was a widow. Her husband was the son
of the owner of a colliery near Sunderland and he had got into
trouble - embezzlement or something - and went abroad and
left her with a son and a daughter. The son was killed in the
first world war. It was very sad really. She took in two paying
guests, her daughter was a high school teacher and I worked as
the maid. There were hundreds of girls in that area- Gosforth,
Jesmond and Heaton - who were from the mining villages. We
had a club in Westgate Road. It was the Y.W.C.A. and it was

a great place for the girls, On your nights off you could go to
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the chub and you could get a cup of tea and a biscuit.
it was somewhere to go, off the streets you see. And
hundreds of girls vsed to go there,

Labour and Socialism

I met George at a Durham Big Meoting Day. ['was there with
with a friend. When we were young we used to go every year
with my mother and father, And when the men went for

a drink the women and the kiddies either had a picnic or they
had tea which was served in some of the hotels and public
houses, Well my friend and I went up Claypath and went in
the General Gordon thinking we could get some tea. We
walked through but there was no tea; the marquee was taken
up with the men drinking. George came over and got us a
seat sach. He told his friend ‘T’m poing to marry that girl’.
And so he did.

But the Big Meeting in those days: the streets were crammed;
packed with hundreds of thousands of people. The Gala today

is but & shadow of what it used o be, I can remember we used

to walk two and a half mile from Annfield Plain down to Lanchester
stztion, and on to Durham by train, That was when I was younger.
Then, of course I had to go to work,

My father was a union man: he was Treasurer of the union. He
was interested in politics and so was my mother. They always
took newspapers and my father always used to explain things

to us, For along time I wasn’t very interested in politics so
wnen I had the vote he explaine d to me who I should vote for-
he explained the reasons. He explained that the Labour Party
was the party of the working class: as far as it went. I'remember
clearly the first time I went to vote, “Well, Bdie,” he said, “the best
one for you to vote for is the Labour Party, #'s nearer the
working class, Butif's socialism we want and the Labour

Party ism't socialist.” I can remernber ag if he told me it last
week, “You'll have to vote” he said, ‘but vou'll never get in.’

And this was at Jesmond and Conan Doyle’s brother was the M.P.
there, He'd been an M.P, for years; afl his political life. I think
the Labour man only got two thousand votes but still | thought
it was airight because my vote was one of them!
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As a lad T had every boy’s ambition for a good job, to marry a

nice girl and have a home and family - but all I had was frustration,
The Dole queues were a misery - twice a week signing-on periods,
long waits and plenty of cheek from the supercilious clerks hiding
behind their desks, warm and with full bellies,

F'was serving my apprenticeship as a plumber at Doxford’s
shipyard in Sunderiand. Then, suddenly, everyone seerned to

be on the dole. The figures of unemployment had reached the
2% million mark. Like Mother Hubbard and her cupboard all

the shipyards looked like skeletons, showing the open spines
between the bones. Not a ship on the stocks, no hurry, no flurry,
just a deadly silence, not unlike our cemetaries, the grass and
weeds growing madly 2s if in a jungle,

I became a member of the Territorials. I'had discarded my troop
leader’s Sea Scout uniform for the khaki tunic, spurs and riding
breeches- though our unit was horseless! The few exira shillings
I got from this I gave to my mother for there were seven of us

in the family. My father was also unemployed, giving up his
chance of returning to the pit, after the 1926 strike, but my
younger brother worked as a putter at Silksworth Colliery. It
was quite a journey from where we lived and how often we sat

in fear and dread when he failed to turn up at his usual time. Mothers,

wives and relatives were never removed from this constant Worry,



Mecessity

1 can still laugh, when1 recall our effort at starting up a window-
cleaners’ business. My pal - an apprentice joiner - and myself,
bought some timber from which we made several ladders but due
to lack of publicity, the only windows we ever cleaned were his
mother’s and mine. Result- a tragic loss, we soid the ladders

for next-to-nowt. 1 then tried a-few days of snow-shovelling for
the Sunderland Corporation. You know, | could hardly 1ft the
empty shovel, never mind the weight of the slushy snow. My
good-npatured workmates saw my distress and told me, ‘Just

rake it together,” In those days, you tried anything that came
along. I next tried some casual work at Jopling’s Glass Works -
4/2d a day. How I sweated in my bare skir, as the molten glasg
was pouring into the basement. That was near slavery.

Necessity decided matters during those hungry davs, The most
popular page in the Sunderland “Daily Echo’ was *Situations
Vacant’. ‘Ambitious Salesmen Wanted - apply so and so address -
bring attache-case’. Idid. Ten very ambitious hopefuls were
accepted. Our cases were filled with several articles: toothpaste,
hair-oils, vaseline, shaving soap, etc., all supposedly products of

a famous chemical company. They kindly offered two for the
price of one. After the first week, I was the only salesman left,
the rest had retired swiftly back to the Dole queue.

My greatest customers were the miners’ wives of Easington and
Spennymoor; in fact, alt the colliery villages. “Throw away your
sandwiches and come in and have some hot broth’ was a regular
answer. | was a good salesman - you had to be to clear £3 & week.
Then came the day I saw the Manager sticking on the bottles of
smelling salts, a gilt label marked British Made over the word
Foreign. He said I was a fool fo pack a good job-in “You could

be the next under-manager’, he snarled. I refused to carry on, 1

90

kept thinking of those kindhearted collier-wives spending their frugal

cash on rubbish.

In 1931, 1 decided to join the Regular Army but I received a

terrific biow after the M.O.’s inspection. He said I was.under-weight

and had a slight murmur in my heart. This I confirmed with my
doctor. The days and months dragged on, with no respite in the
gloomy Depression. I was approaching that should-be-wonderful
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age of 21, The firm of ship-builders where I had begun my '
apprenticeship to be a plumber, gave each apprentice the opportunity
to finish out his time. So for three weeks [ worked with the
charge-hand at the ‘rich’ sum of 10/3d. Then back to the éfﬂe
queue. The weeds and grass in the shipyards were growing higher
and higher - but no new ships to fill the berths.

Next mormning | began a trek o the Newcastle Recruiting

1 began a trek to the Newcastle Army Recruiting Centre at Rye
HilL for I thought the Sunderland recruiter would not have for-
fotten me. To make sure of my weight, I drank pints and pints

of water and, to my delight, passed all the M.O. and intelligence
tests. My choice - the Royal Corps of Signals. I'forgot my hunger
and sore feet, I'hadn’t a penny. My thought as I trudged home
were of Wolfe and Montecalm, of the Indian Mutiny, the Battle
of Mons, of every soldier | had read about.

Having kept no diaries, 1 cannot fix any dates. All jobs have a
certain monotony. Onlv the very rich can have variety - the gpice
of life, So those years, though long and soul-destroying, do not
merit many words in an out-of-work man’s life.
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You hade’t the money. Them were hard times; even more when you
were working, You were working at the pit for nothing,

Some of the places were terrible for to get coals out of. I thought I'd
served the wrong occupation and that I'd better get scrapping and start
to make headways for to get further advancement. It was then that I
started away at night schools.

1t was just bed and work and bed and work and into the College and back to
work again on a Saturday. I paid my own money for to sit my first tickets
to be an undermanager. My first course and I paid £5 to sit them.

There was men gannin to the pit; they had their feet sirapped up. They
hadn’t the money to buy a pair of laces. The management were greedy.
The coal owners lived in their big halls all over the county but you
weren't allowed in them circles. You did see them but they didn’t

recognise you. They were only men the same as me, the only thing
was they hiad more money than me.

We're all born the same and we all go back the same, and I say they
shouldn’t be allowed to hold as much land, none of them, because, they're
strangling the people with what they're doing. It's still going o1

The whole lot of them are living off your back. The working man has

no rights whatsoever if ‘they’ say ‘no’. It’s the tie. Money. It’s

money talks to someone everyday, But I've never been able to get

on speaking terms with it; all it’s ever said to me is ‘goodbye’. These
peopie are born into it, they’ve got it, and they’re going to make

sure you don’t get it - but you're the man who’s working, you're the

man that’s using the shovel.
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