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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores cross-generational experiences of 

deindustrialisation in County Durham, with a focus on three former 

coal mining villages: Bearpark, Brandon, and Langley Park. By 

analysing oral history life narratives from individuals connected to 

these communities, it investigates the ever-evolving relationship 

between collective memory, individual experiences, and the dominant 

narrative of deindustrialisation. Memory is a central theme, not only 

in comprehending how people conceptualise deindustrialisation but 

also in understanding industry’s place within collective memory.  

Adopting a longue durée approach, deindustrialisation is 

understood here as an ongoing process, that continues to shape 

individuals and communities, both in its emotional legacies and 

physical remnants. The thesis assesses how past industrial 

communities are reconstructed in the present and their contemporary 

relevance. In doing so, it seeks to interrogate how memories of the 

past are used to inform understandings of belonging, identity, 

commemoration, and politics.  

 Moreover, while the conventional narrative of coal industry 

decline in the UK centres on the 1984-85 miners' strike and 

subsequent closures, deindustrialisation had been occurring in earnest 

in County Durham since the 1960s. This research therefore seeks to 

explore this longer timeline and understand its place within the 

prevailing strike-centric narrative. It also aims to critically interrogate 

the construction of ‘imagined mining communities’ in memory, by 

unpacking the more complex and nuanced responses to 

deindustrialisation within life narratives.  

Throughout, a spatial perspective is adopted, examining how 

industry shaped the social dynamics of villages within space. Rather 
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than offering an exhaustive history of coal mining in County Durham, 

this thesis focuses upon how these villages were socially and spatially 

constructed around industry, as well as how this has been 

remembered, and how interviewees make sense of the transformations 

in space following deindustrialisation.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis explores cross-generational experiences of deindustrialisation in 

County Durham, focusing on three former coal mining villages west of 

Durham city—Bearpark, Brandon, and Langley Park. These villages, and 

West Durham more generally, provide a valuable case study of the spatial, 

temporal and emotional dimensions of deindustrialisation in the United 

Kingdom, and is an area which has been thus far overlooked within existing 

literature. By the time of the 1984-85 strike, only one colliery remained in 

operation in the west, Bearpark, and this closed three weeks into the 

commencement of strike action in 1984. The other two collieries discussed 

in this thesis, Brandon Pit House and Langley Park, closed in 1968 and 

1975 respectively. 

  Although the 1984-85 miners’ strike holds a significant position within 

popular understandings of the decline of coal mining in the United 

Kingdom, an undue focus upon the strike serves to disregard a much longer 

history of deindustrialisation as a process that had been occurring in many 

areas of the country throughout the postwar period. On 1st January 1947—

vesting day, in which all collieries passed into public ownership—there 

were 201 coal mines employing 148,000 men in the North East of England, 

yet by 1980, only 28 collieries employing 33,500 men remained.1  

 

 

1 Nerys Anwen Jones, ‘Coal Was Our Life’ (PhD Thesis, The Open University, 

1997), http://oro.open.ac.uk/54426/. 
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Fig. 1 Map showing Bearpark, Brandon, and Langley Park in relation 

to the city of Durham.2 

This research aims to explore the deindustrialisation of County Durham 

over the longue durée, viewing it as a process rather than a single event. 

This has been done effectively in relation to other coalfields, and yet there is 

a relative scarcity of discussion of earlier. In particular, little work has yet 

been done that examines how people and their communities within the 

region experienced this longer timeline of coal mining’s decline, and how 

deindustrialisation as a process, rather than an event, is understood within 

individual and collective memory.  

 

2 Google, Map of Bearpark, Langley Park, Brandon, available at at 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=1h-

RcYX6Rr3bbAEYxPieCeS5dmdxNBUI&usp=sharing (accessed September 2023) 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=1h-RcYX6Rr3bbAEYxPieCeS5dmdxNBUI&usp=sharing
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=1h-RcYX6Rr3bbAEYxPieCeS5dmdxNBUI&usp=sharing
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By drawing upon detailed life narratives within the original oral 

histories from current and former residents of these villages, this research 

investigates the emotional and spatial landscapes of industrial closure. 

Critically, this is just as much a work about memory, place attachment, and 

emotion within the context of deindustrialisation, as it is about coal mine 

closures themselves. It is a history of both individuals and communities 

within a challenging and changing socio-economic context, and one which 

recognises the validity of memory as a legitimate historical source capable 

of revealing the complex interplay between past and present within 

individual narrative and collective memory. This is particularly pertinent 

when we understand deindustrialisation as an evolving, on-going process; in 

turning to oral history testimony, we are able to see how memory interacts 

with and adapts to the process of deindustrialisation over time.  

 A key aim of this research was to produce an oral history which 

respects the principle of shared authority in the interview process, and one 

which gave voice to the personal and collective experiences of industrial 

decline, no matter how close or far they stood to dominant narratives of 

coal’s decline. Although perhaps an unwise step away from time-efficient, 

well-regimented research plans, for the most part, I gave interviewees the 

floor to speak about their experiences with as little intervention from myself 

as they were comfortable with. The result was a small number of extensive 

testimonies that were emotionally rich, and which illuminated memory’s 

central place within ideas of community, politics, and place across 

generations.  

This thesis analyses such memory critically, whilst seeking to remain 

as sensitive as possible to the intentions and meanings put forward by 

interviewees. In doing so, it assesses the way in which industrial 

communities of the past are imagined in the present, and the purpose these 

constructions serve today. Yet in order to comprehend how people conceive 

deindustrialisation and its impact upon communities, it is also essential to 

understand how industry itself is positioned within memory. This demands, 
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firstly, an interrogation of how industry developed within County Durham, 

and more specifically, how industry shaped the social relations within 

villages.  

A spatial approach is valuable in this exploration. This thesis 

understands space as being socially produced through continuous 

contestations and conciliations over power and meaning. 3  It does not 

purport to offer an extensive analysis of the history of coal mining in 

County Durham. This has been done comprehensively elsewhere, as will be 

discussed below. Instead, it seeks to explore how the villages in question 

have been both produced and remembered spatially, to further understand 

the spatial and social implications of deindustrialisation in the present day. 

At the same time, it interrogates the understanding of Durham mining 

villages as homogenously and statically experienced spaces, by exploring 

testimony that discusses experiences of division and exclusion based upon 

ethnicity, class, gender, and disability. 

With this attention to memory across the longue durée of 

deindustrialisation in County Durham, another central aim of this thesis is to 

investigate how the process of deindustrialisation is engaged with by 

interviewees of different generations, considering both the tensions and 

transmissions that exist within cross-generational relationships to place. 

Throughout, it remains attentive to the ways in which the dominant 

narrative of industrial closure and constructions of communities of the past 

figure within these generational understandings. As with the approach to 

 

3 Doreen B. Massey, For Space (London ; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: SAGE, 2005); 
Doreen B. Massey, Spatial Divisions of Labour: Social Structures and the 

Geography of Production, Critical Human Geography (London: Macmillan, 1984); 

Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991); David Harvey, 

‘Between Space and Time: Reflections on the Geographical Imagination’, Annals of 

the Association of American Geographers 80, no. 3 (1990): 418–34; David Harvey, 

Spaces of Global Capitalism (New York: Verso, 2006); R. E. Pahl, Divisions of 

Labour (Oxford: Blackwell, 1984). 
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understanding industrial communities, it again seeks to uncover the 

complexities within responses to deindustrialisation, problematising the 

notion that it was a homogenously experienced process.  

Within the testimony collected for this thesis, three generational 

cohorts are apparent. Firstly, there is a generation with a distinct living 

memory of industry, these people were either employed within coal mining 

themselves, or had friends of relatives that were. Then, there is a generation 

whose memory of industry is characterised by its closure. These are 

individuals who were children or young adults at the point of colliery 

closure, who may have a degree of lived memory of industry in operation 

but whose experiences are dominated by an industry in decline. Finally, 

there is a younger generation with no lived experience of industry, but for 

whom deindustrialisation holds significant weight in their emotional 

relationships to place. 

Furthermore, it questions how the industrial past remains present for 

individuals and communities that have experienced deindustrialisation, both 

in relation to the emotional legacies of closure and the physical remnants of 

industry. In doing this, it retains a spatial approach, to consider how 

memory and emotion shape engagement with deindustrialised spaces 

through practices of commemoration, both tangible and intangible. Again, it 

seeks to introduce nuance, investigating the tensions inherent within 

representations of the past, as individuals look to find personal meaning and 

identity within a collective memory of the industrial past.  

Indeed, the final key question this thesis poses is how the industrial 

past figures within individuals’ conceptualisation of place in the present, 

and their hopes for the future. To do so, it considers interviewees’ 

discussions of both social and economic regeneration, in relation to both 

economic opportunities like green industry, and social practices like 

community engagement with the Durham Miners’ Gala. Whilst this thesis 

remains attentive to the physical and affective sense of loss that continues to 
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pervade the villages of County Durham as deindustrialised spaces, it seeks 

to challenge the perception that these are places in all out decline by 

simultaneously investigating ideas of political, social, and economic 

renewal.   

 

Literature Review 

 

HISTORIOGRAPHY OF DEINDUSTRIALISATION 

 

This thesis is concerned with three mining villages of County Durham, but 

in researching deindustrialisation, it is located within a transnational field of 

study that provides a broad range of transferable perspectives and 

knowledge to be considered within the former coalfield communities of 

North-East England. The field of deindustrialisation studies is itself 

relatively new, emerging first in the 1970s with its focus predominantly on 

the immediate economic consequences of industrial closures in the United 

States. 4  In particular, Barry Bluestone and Bennett Harrison’s The 

 

4 John E. Ullmann, The Anatomy of Industrial Decline: Productivity, Investment, 

and Location in U.S. Manufacturing (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 1988); 

Dale A. Hathaway, Can Workers Have a Voice?: The Politics of Deindustrialization 

in Pittsburgh (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993); 

Felician Foltman, White- and Blue-Collars in a Mill Shutdown: A Case Study in 

Relative Redundancy (New York: New York State School of Industrial and Labor 

Relations, Cornell University, 1968); John C. Raines, Lenora E. Berson, and David 

McI Gracie, Community and Capital in Conflict: Plant Closings and Job Loss 

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1982); Jane Jenson and Rianne Mahon, The 
Challenge of Restructuring: North American Labor Movements Respond, Labor and 

Social Change (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993); Steven P. Dandaneau, 

A Town Abandoned: Flint, Michigan, Confronts Deindustrialization, SUNY Series 

in Popular Culture and Political Change (Albany: State University of New York 

Press, 1996); Staughton Lynd, The Fight against Shutdowns: Youngstown’s Steel 

Mill Closings (San Pedro: Singlejack Books, 1982); Bruce Nissen, Fighting for 

Jobs: Case Studies of Labor-Community Coalitions Confronting Plant Closings, 
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Deindustrialization of America is a significant touchstone in this early 

period of work, and established a definition of deindustrialisation as ‘a 

widespread, systematic disinvestment in the nation’s basic productive 

capacity’ that has since been taken forward in a myriad of ways.5  

 Around the turn of the millennium, the focus of the field shifted away 

from discussions of the immediate economic restructuring related to 

industrial closures, moving beyond the ‘body count’ towards examinations 

of the longer-term impacts of deindustrialisation.6 Some of this work, such 

as Cowie and Heathcott’s Beyond the Ruins, and Steven High’s Corporate 

Wasteland seeks to situate the deindustrialisation of North America within 

historical perspective.7 Rather than limiting their scope to the sudden shock 

of an industrial closure in a specific location, such scholarship instead 

positions deindustrialisation as a process intrinsically linked to the historical 

trends of industrial capitalism.   

With increasing distance from the event of closure itself, there is now 

also increased attention paid to its social, ecological, and cultural legacies 

that addresses the ongoing effects of deindustrialisation in individual 

communities or specific geographical areas, examining at the micro-level 

 

SUNY Series in the Sociology of Work (Albany: State University of New York 

Press, 1995). 
5 Barry Bluestone and Bennett Harrison, The Deindustrialization of America: Plant 

Closings, Community Abandonment, and the Dismantling of Basic Industry (New 

York: Basic Books, 1982), 6. 
6 Sherry Lee Linkon and John Russo, Steeltown U.S.A : Work and Memory in 

Youngstown (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002); Kathryn Marie Dudley, 

The End of the Line: Lost Jobs, New Lives in Postindustrial America (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1994); Bill Bamberger, Closing: The Life and Death of 

an American Factory, The Lyndhurst Series on the South (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1998); Steven High, ‘Beyond Aesthetics: Visibility and Invisibility in the 

Aftermath of Deindustrialization’, International Labor and Working Class History 

84, no. Fall (2013): 140–53. 
7 Jefferson Cowie and Joseph Heathcott, Beyond the Ruins: The Meanings of 

Deindustrialization (Ithaca: ILR Press, 2003); Steven C. High and David W. Lewis, 

Corporate Wasteland:  The Landscape and Memory of Deindustrialization (London: 

ILR, 2007). 



   

 

8 

 

the spatially bounded affective responses and local concerns.8 Perhaps one 

of the most influential concepts devised to explore these legacies is the 

‘half-life of deindustrialisation’, employed by historian Sherry Lee Linkon 

in her study of the United States’ communities that sit within what is now 

characterised as the ‘rust belt’.  

For these communities, Linkon suggests, ‘deindustrialisation is not an 

event of the past. It remains an active and significant part of the present. 

Like toxic waste, the persistent and dangerous residue from the production 

of nuclear power and weapons, deindustrialisation has a half-life. Its 

influence may be waning, slowly, over time, but it remains potent, and it 

cannot simply be forgotten or ignored.’ 9  Whilst the half-life metaphor 

provides a rather grim assessment of deindustrialisation as a process, 

elsewhere Linkon, examining literary and artistic representatives of 

deindustrialised Youngstown and Detroit, explores how the ‘contested and 

productive relationships between the past and the present’ can provide 

‘physical and social resources…for renewal’.10  

At the same time, in interrogating experiences of ‘working-class 

erasure’ as part of the deindustrialisation process, other scholarship outlines 

the difficulties involved in obtaining such renewal with the increasing 

retrenchment of representative space.11 For instance, Jackie Clarke focuses 

 

8 Linkon and Russo, Steeltown U.S.A : Work and Memory in Youngstown; Lachlan 

MacKinnon, Closing Sysco: Industrial Decline in Atlantic Canada’s Steel City 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2020). 
9 Sherry Lee Linkon, The Half-Life of Deindustrialisation: Working-Class Writing 

about Economic Restructuring (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2018); 

Steven High, ‘The Emotional Fallout of Deindustrialization in Detroit’, Labor 16, 

no. 1 (1 March 2019): 127–49.07/11/2024 07:31:00 
10 Sherry Lee Linkon, ‘Narrating Past and Future: Deindustrialised Landscapes as 

Resources’, International Labor and Working Class History 84, no. Fall (2013): 44. 
11 Lachlan MacKinnon, ‘Coal and Steel, Goodbye to All That: Symbolic Violence 

and Working-Class Erasure in Postindustrial Landscapes’, Labor (Durham, N.C.) 

16, no. 1 (2019): 107–25; Lachlan MacKinnon, ‘Post-Industrial Memoryscapes: 

Combatting Working-Class Erasure in North America and Europe’, in The 

Routledge Handbook of Memory and Place, 1st ed. (Routledge, 2020), 175–84, 
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upon the closure of the Molineux factory, arguing that to dismantle of the 

industrial workplace also served to remove the representational space that 

had allowed for the cultural and political discourses of its workers, 

rendering them invisible within a post-industrial landscape.12  

In the United Kingdom, a significant amount of attention has been paid 

to the decline of the coal industry in particular.13 A great deal of scholarship 

on the miners’ strike of 1984-85 emerged, positioning it as a watershed 

moment in the industry’s history and for industrial communities. 14 

Historians like Jim Phillips have recognised the strike as a pivotal moment, 

often interpreting it through the lens of E.P. Thompson's concept of the 

‘moral economy,’ which emphasises the breach of a longstanding social 

contract between workers and the state.15 Phillips, in particular, has used 

 

doi:10.4324/9780815354260-21; High, ‘Beyond Aesthetics: Visibility and 

Invisibility in the Aftermath of Deindustrialization’, 2013; Loïc Wacquant, 

‘Relocating Gentrification: The Working Class, Science and the State in Recent 

Urban Research’, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 32, no. 1 

(1 March 2008): 198–205. 
12 Jackie Clarke, "Closing Moulinex: Thoughts on the Visibility and Invisibility of 

Industrial Labour in Contemporary France," Modern & Contemporary France 19, 

no. 4 (2011). 
13 Tim Strangleman, ‘“Mining a Productive Seam? The Coal Industry, Community 

and Sociology”’, Contemporary British History 32, no. 1 (2018): 18–38, 

doi:10.1080/13619462.2017.1408532. 
14 Huw Beynon, ed., Digging Deeper: Issues in the Miners’ Strike (London: Verso, 

1985); Raphael Samuel, Barbara Bloomfield, and Guy Boanas, eds., The Enemy 

Within: Pit Villages and the Miners’ Strike of 1984-5 (London: Routledge & Kegan 

Paul, 1986); Ken Smith, A Civil War without Guns: 20 Years On, the Lessons of the 

1984-85 Miners’ Strike (London: Socialist Publications, 2004); David John 

Douglass, Ghost Dancers: The Miners Last Generation, Stardust and  Coaldust 3 

(Hastings: Christie Books, 2010). 
15  Jim Phillips, ‘Material and Moral Resources: The 1984–5 Miners’ Strike in 

Scotland’, The Economic History Review 65, no. 1 (February 2012): 256–76; Jim 

Phillips, Collieries, Communities and the Miners’ Strike in Scotland, 1984–85 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017); Andrew Perchard, ‘“Broken 
Men” and “Thatcher’s Children”: Memory and Legacy in Scotland’s Coalfields’, 

International Labor and Working-Class History 84 (2013): 78–98; Ewan Gibbs, 

‘The Moral Economy of the Scottish Coalfields: Managing Deindustrialization 

under Nationalization c. 1947–1983’, Enterprise & Society 19, no. 1 (2018): 124–

52; Andrew Perchard and Jim Phillips, ‘Transgressing the Moral Economy: 

Wheelerism and Management of the Nationalised Coal Industry in Scotland’, 

Contemporary British History 25, no. 3 (September 2011): 387–405. 



   

 

10 

 

this framework to highlight how the strike symbolised a breakdown in this 

moral economy, reflecting the deep-seated tensions between the working 

class and the Thatcher government.16 

However, while acknowledging the significance of the strike, Phillips 

and others have also sought to establish a more long-term approach to 

understanding coal's decline throughout the 20th century. This perspective 

moves beyond the dramatic flashpoint of 1984-85 to consider the broader, 

more gradual processes of economic restructuring and community 

disintegration that predated and followed the strike.17 By tracing the roots of 

deindustrialisation to earlier decades, such work argues that the decline of 

coal was not simply an event but a prolonged process that had been 

unfolding over many years, shaped by changes in global energy markets, 

technological advancements, and shifting government policies. 

This long-term approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of 

the decline that considers how coalfield communities had been dealing with 

economic uncertainty, unemployment, and social change well before the 

strike, and continue to do so long after its end. It also opens up space for 

exploring the diverse ways in which these communities experienced and 

responded to deindustrialisation, moving beyond the strike-centric 

narratives to include the everyday realities of life in declining coal regions. 

 

16 Phillips, Collieries, Communities and the Miners’ Strike in Scotland, 1984–85; 

Jim Phillips, ‘Deindustrialization and the Moral Economy of the Scottish Coalfields, 

1947 to 1991’, International Labor and Working-Class History 84 (2013): 99–115. 
17 Andrew Perchard, The Mine Management Professions in the Twentieth-Century 

Scottish Coal Mining Industry (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press Ltd, 2007); Stephen 
Catterall, ‘The Lancashire Coalfield 1945-1972: NUM-Labour Party Hegemony and 

Industrial Change’, Manchester Region History Review 14 (2000): 102–16; Keith 

Gildart, North Wales Miners: A Fragile Unity, 1945-1996 (Cardiff: University of 

Wales Press, 2001); Jörg Arnold, ‘“Like Being on Death Row”: Britain and the End 

of Coal, c. 1970 to the Present’, Contemporary British History 32, no. 1 (2 January 

2018): 1–17; Jim Phillips, The Industrial Politics of Devolution: Scotland in the 

1960s and 1970s (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2008). 
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Earlier scholarship, particularly Royden Harrison’s seminal edited 

collection Independent Collier (1978), laid important groundwork for this 

nuanced understanding. Harrison challenged the homogenised trope of the 

miner as the "archetypal proletarian" by illustrating the significant variations 

between individual coalfields across the UK.18 His work disrupted simplistic 

historical and sociological narratives that portrayed miners as a uniform 

group, instead revealing a complex range of economic identities and 

experiences that differed vastly between regions. 19  Harrison's effort to 

complicate these stereotypes has since been advanced by others, like David 

Howell, who, in his review of the literature emerging from the 1984-85 

strike, emphasises the difficulty of accessing the 'truth' of the strike due to 

the deeply embedded ideological understandings of the mining industry.20 

Howell points out that much of the historiography surrounding the strike 

was marred by crude stereotypes and biased narratives, which often 

simplified the complexities of miners' identities and struggles. He called for 

a more rigorous, critical, and creative historiography that could move 

beyond these reductive portrayals. 

Progressing with attempts to problematise earlier generalised accounts 

of deindustrialisation in the United Kingdom, subsequent work unpacks the 

emotional landscapes of deindustrialisation, shifting the focus from merely 

economic and political aspects to the cultural and psychological impacts on 

former coal communities. This shift has allowed for an exploration of the 

cross-generational legacies of industrial decline, where scholars have 

frequently drawn upon Linkon’s "half-life" to describe the lingering effects 

 

18  Royden John Harrison, Independent Collier: The Coal Miner as Archetypal 

Proletarian Reconsidered (Hassocks: Harvester Press, 1978). 
19 Ibid. 
20 David Howell, ‘Goodbye to All That?: A Review of Literature on the 1984/5 

Miners’ Strike’, Work, Employment and Society 1, no. 3 (1 September 1987): 388–

404. 
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of deindustrialisation. 21  Works like Andy Clark’s study of Scottish 

communities, and Tim Strangleman's exploration of industrial change, 

highlight how memory, identity, and emotional experiences continue to 

shape these communities long after the physical structures of the industry 

have disappeared.22 

This evolving scholarship has also focused on now increasingly 

redundant aspects of coal communities, such as leisure pursuits and 

recreational spaces, offering a richer, more comprehensive understanding of 

how these communities have navigated the long-term consequences of 

deindustrialisation and underscoring the importance of these cultural 

dimensions in understanding the full impact of industrial decline.23 This 

focus on memory and emotional landscapes has become a crucial element in 

the broader narrative of deindustrialisation, connecting the past with the 

present and highlighting the enduring legacy of coal in the collective 

consciousness of former mining communities. 

 

21 Andy Clark, ‘“People Just Dae Wit They Can Tae Get by”: Exploring the Half-

Life of Deindustrialisation in a Scottish Community’, The Sociological Review 71, 

no. 2 (1 March 2023): 332–50; Tim Strangleman, ‘Deindustrialisation and the 

Historical Sociological Imagination: Making Sense of Work and Industrial Change’, 

Sociology 51, no. 2 (April 2017): 466–82; Jay Emery, ‘Geographies of 

Deindustrialization and the Working-Class: Industrial Ruination, Legacies, and 

Affect’, Geography Compass 13, no. 2 (2019): e12417; Jim Phillips, Valerie 

Wright, and Jim Tomlinson, ‘Being a “Clydesider” in the Age of 

Deindustrialisation: Skilled Male Identity and Economic Restructuring in the West 

of Scotland since the 1960s’, Labor History 61, no. 2 (3 March 2020): 151–69. 
22 Clark, ‘“People Just Dae Wit They Can Tae Get by”: Exploring the Half-Life of 

Deindustrialisation in a Scottish Community’; Tim Strangleman, ‘Networks, Place 

and Identities in Post-Industrial Mining Communities’, International Journal of 

Urban and Regional Research 25, no. 2 (2001): 253–67. 
23 Ruth Cherrington, Not Just Beer and Bingo! A Social History of Working Men’s 
Clubs (Bloomington: Authorhouse, 2012); Martin Johnes, ‘Pigeon Racing And 

Working-Class Culture in Britain, C. 1870–1950’, Cultural and Social History 4, 

no. 3 (1 September 2007): 361–83; John C. O’donnell, ‘Industrial Songs as Part of a 

Culture’, International Journal of Music Education os-6, no. 1 (1 November 1985): 

7–11; Mike Huggins and Keith Gregson, ‘Northern Songs, Sporting Heroes and 

Regional Consciousness, c. 1800—c. 1880:“Wor Stars That Shine”’, Northern 

History 44, no. 2 (2007): 141–58. 
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However, as historian Arthur McIvor contends ‘overly sentimentalised 

and nostalgic representations of deindustrialised workplaces have perhaps 

contributed to a neglect of the multifaceted impacts industrial work and its 

loss had upon workers’ bodies’.24 Indeed, McIvor and other historians of 

industrial disability offer comprehensive assessments of the long-lasting 

consequences of both industry and its decline on both individual bodies, and 

conceptualisations of ill-health and disability within communities more 

broadly. 25 Significantly, such scholarship facilitates a greater understanding 

of the complexities and contradictions within responses to 

deindustrialisation, as individuals simultaneously celebrate and mourn the 

decline of the coal industry.  

 Likewise, these explorations frequently highlight the relationship 

between mining and constructions of masculinity, outlining the highly 

gendered division of space and labour within coalfield communities. In turn, 

the effect of deindustrialisation upon male identity and conceptualisations of 

masculinity are now significant areas of research in their own right. 26 

 

24 Arthur McIvor, ‘Deindustrialization Embodied: Work, Health, and Disability in 

the United Kingdom since the Mid-Twentieth Century’, in The Deindustrialised 

World, ed. Steven High, Lachlan Mackinnon, and Andrew Perchard (Vancouver: 

UBC Press, 2017), 26. 
25 McIvor, ‘Deindustrialization Embodied: Work, Health, and Disability in the 

United Kingdom since the Mid-Twentieth Century’; Arthur McIvor and Ronald 

Johnston, Miners’ Lung: A History of Dust Disease in British Coal Mining (London: 

Routledge, 2016); Arthur McIvor and R Johnston, ‘Dangerous Work, Hard Men and 

Broken Bodies: Masculinity in the Clydeside Heavy Industries’, Labour History 

Review 69, no. 2 (2004): 135–52; Ben Curtis and Steven Thompson, ‘“This Is the 

Country of Premature Old Men” Ageing and Aged Miners in the South Wales 

Coalfield, c.1880–1947’, Cultural and Social History 12, no. 4 (2 October 2015): 

587–606; Vicky Long and Victoria Brown, ‘Conceptualizing Work-Related Mental 

Distress in the British Coalfields (c.1900–1950)’, Palgrave Communications 4, no. 1 

(6 November 2018): 133. 
26 Anoop Nayak, ‘Displaced Masculinities: Chavs, Youth and Class in the Post-

Industrial City’, Sociology 40, no. 5 (2006): 813–31; Anoop Nayak, ‘Last of the 

“Real Geordies”? White Masculinities and the Subcultural Response to 

Deindustrialisation’, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 21, no. 1 

(2003): 7–25; James Patrick Ferns, ‘Workers’ Identities in Transition: 

Deindustrialisation and Scottish Steelworkers’, Journal of Working-Class Studies 4, 

no. 2 (2019): 55–78; George Karl Ackers, ‘Rethinking Deindustrialisation and Male 
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Walkerdine and Jimenez explore this through use of ethnographic 

psychosocial interviews in a deindustrialised town in South Wales, named 

‘Steeltown’ for the purpose of their study. They note that industrial closure 

ruptured ‘the strong gendered aspects of the community matrix’, primarily 

the idea of the industrious male breadwinner and the domestically orientated 

female, and ‘the loss of these gender relations is traumatic’.27 

Yet Anna Reading identifies the ongoing ‘unequal gendered legacy’ of 

industrial history that allows little room for women to express their 

experiences of deindustrialisation and articulate conceptualisations of 

feminine identity within a dominant discourse of industrial masculinity.28  

There is an increasing amount of research into the experiences of women 

workers affected by industrial closures, but there remains a paucity of 

attention granted to female experiences within former coalfield 

communities, beyond research into female participation in the miners’ strike 

of 1984-85. Whilst there is a recognition within the literature that 

deindustrialisation significantly alters gendered roles and behaviour, the 

voices of women themselves are largely absent.29 

 

WHY COUNTY DURHAM? 

 

 

Career Crisis’, British Journal of Guidance & Counselling 42, no. 5 (2014): 500–

510. 
27 Valerie Walkerdine and Luis Jimenez, Gender, Work and Community after De-

Industrialisation: A Psychosocial Approach to Affect (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2012). 
28 Anna Reading, "Making feminist heritage work: Gender and heritage," in The 

Palgrave handbook of contemporary heritage research, ed. Emma Waterton and 
Steve Watson (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), pp.11-12. 
29 An exception to this is Bella Dicks, ‘Coping with Pit Closure in the 1990s: 

Women’s Perspectives’, in Gender and Qualitative Research (1996) (Routledge, 

1996); Bella Dicks, David Waddington, and Chas Critcher, ‘Redundant Men and 

Overburdened Women: Local Service Providers and the Construction of Gender in 

Ex-Mining Communities’, in Men, Gender Divisions and Welfare, ed. Jeanette 

Edwards, Jeff Hearn, and Jennie Popay (London: Routledge, 1998), 287–311. 
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The history of the Durham coalfield has been the subject of extensive 

scholarly analysis, with a rich body of literature exploring its economic, 

social, and political dimensions. 30  W.R. Garside's The Durham Miners, 

1919-1960, provides a detailed examination of the coalfield's economic and 

industrial history, particularly during the tumultuous interwar and post-war 

periods.31 Garside's analysis highlights the complex interplay between the 

coal industry, labour relations, and government policy, documenting how 

the Durham coalfield navigated fluctuating demand, technological changes, 

and recurrent labour disputes.  

In contrast, Martin Bulmer's Mining and Social Change, takes a broader 

sociological approach, exploring the impact of the coal industry on the 

social fabric of the Durham coalfield throughout the twentieth century. 32  

Bulmer’s work is invaluable for its exploration of how mining shaped social 

relations, identity, and class consciousness in the region. His analysis 

provides a nuanced understanding of the coalfield not merely as an 

economic unit but as a deeply embedded social structure that influenced 

every aspect of community life. This sociological perspective is crucial for 

grasping the full scope of the coalfield’s influence on the lives of those who 

lived and worked there. 

Likewise, the historical politics of the Durham coalfield is explored by 

Robert Moore in Pitmen, Preachers, and Politics: The Effects of Methodism 

 

30 M. Sill, ‘Landownership and Industry: The East Durham Coalfield in the 

Nineteenth Century’, Northern History 20, no. 1 (1984): 146–66; Amanda Donald, 

‘Miners’ Health and Welfare: Care and Compensation in the Durham Coalfield, 

1870 to 1920’, Student Dissertation, (2019), https://oro.open.ac.uk/60281/; Norman 

Emery, The Coalminers of Durham (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 1992); W. R. 

Garside, The Durham Miners, 1919-1960 (London: Allen and Unwin, 1971); 
Hannah Elizabeth Martin, ‘Local Spaces of Labour Control or Platforms for 

Agency? The North East Durham Coalfield, 1820–1890’, Geoforum 119 (1 

February 2021): 72–82; David Spring, ‘The Earls of Durham and the Great Northern 

Coal Field, 1830–1880’, The Canadian Historical Review 33, no. 3 (1952): 237–53. 
31 Garside, The Durham Miners, 1919-1960. 
32 Martin Bulmer, Mining and Social Change: Durham County in the Twentieth 

Century, Routledge Revivals (London: Routledge, 2015). 
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in a Durham Mining Community, which examines the intersection of 

religion and politics, particularly the influence of Methodism on the 

political culture of the Durham miners. His analysis offers a unique 

perspective on how religious and moral values intertwined with labour 

activism to shape the identities and political behaviours of miners.33 Later 

work by Lewis Mates on the political landscape within the Durham Miners’ 

Association (DMA) reveals significant internal divisions and a dynamic 

rank-and-file activism that frequently diverged from the official leadership. 

Mates demonstrates that the political experiences within the Durham 

coalfield were far from uniform, with localised activism shaping the broader 

labour movement in ways that often conflicted with both national union 

strategies and state policies.34 

Scholarship on the Durham coalfield has also problematised the notion 

of a homogenously experienced coalfield by revealing variations in both 

work practices and political dynamics. Joel Krieger's Undermining 

Capitalism examines the complexities introduced by state ownership after 

the nationalisation of the coal industry, showing how the government's 

efforts to standardise and control the industry often clashed with local 

practices and the established ways of working within different coalfields.35 

Krieger highlights how these top-down policies were met with varied 

responses at the local level, reflecting the diverse work cultures and 

practices across the coalfields, including Durham.  

 

33 Robert Moore, Pitmen Preachers and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1974). 
34  Lewis H. Mates, The Great Labour Unrest: Rank-and-File Movements and 

Political Change in the Durham Coalfield (Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 2016); Lewis Mates, ‘“We Want Real Live Wires, Not Gas Pipes”: 
Communism in the Inter-War Durham Coalfield’, Twentieth Century Communism 

23, no. 23 (2022): 51–95; Lewis Mates, ‘The Limits and Potential of Syndicalist 

Influence in the Durham Coalfield before the Great War’, Labor History 54, no. 1 

(February 2013): 42–63. 
35  Joel Krieger, Undermining Capitalism: State Ownership and the Dialectic of 

Control in the British Coal Industry., Princeton Legacy Library (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2014). 
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Despite this rich academic tradition that thoroughly documents the 

economic, social, and political history of the Durham coalfield, the reality of 

its decline in the post-industrial era is starkly illustrated by Ray Hudson’s 

observations in 2009, described the Durham coalfield as a ‘marginalised and 

near-bust periphery…blighted by widespread poverty and inequality.’ 36 

Here, Hudson drew on the past thirty years of his own research, which has 

consistently demonstrated the socio-economic problems experienced by the 

region as a result of industrial closure. His conclusions are attested to by 

statistical studies, such as that of Beatty and Fothergill, that illustrate 

continued high levels of unemployment, economic stagnation, and poor 

population health in former coalfield areas. 37  

More recently, with Huw Beynon, Hudson turns to explore the forces 

that drove the decision to exit the European Union, attesting once more to 

feelings of continued marginalisation and political alienation that they argue 

resulted in large ‘leave’ majorities in former coalfield communities. 38  

These areas have also been subject to renewed scrutiny following recent 

political changes, notably the ‘fall of the Red wall’ and the Brexit 

decision.39 Much of this attention relies heavily upon the conceptualisation 

of deindustrialised areas as ‘left behind’, predominantly composed of a 

 

36 Ray Hudson, "Rethinking Change in Old Industrial Regions: Reflecting on the 

Experiences of North East England," Environment and Planning A: Economy and 

Space 37, no. 4 (2005), https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1068/a36274. 
37 Christina Beatty and Stephen Fothergill, ‘Labour Market Adjustment in Areas of 

Chronic Industrial Decline: The Case of the UK Coalfields’, Regional Studies 30, 

no. 7 (November 1996): 627–40; Christina Beatty, Stephen Fothergill, and Ryan 

Powell, ‘Twenty Years on: Has the Economy of the UK Coalfields Recovered?’, 

Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 39, no. 7 (July 2007): 1654–75. 
38 Huw  Beynon and Ray  Hudson, "The road to Brexit on the British coalfields," in 

Doreen Massey Critical Dialogues, ed. Marion Werner et al. (Newcastle Upon 
Tyne: Agenda Publishing, 2018). 
39 Huw Beynon and Ray Hudson, ‘The Road to Brexit on the British Coalfields’, in 

Doreen Massey Critical Dialogues, ed. Marion Werner et al. (Newcastle Upon 

Tyne: Agenda Publishing, 2018); Gillian Evans, ‘Brexit Britain: Why We Are All 

Postindustrial Now’, American Ethnologist 44, no. 2 (2017): 215–19; Luke Telford 

and Jonathan Wistow, ‘Brexit and the Working Class on Teesside: Moving beyond 

Reductionism’, Capital & Class 44, no. 4 (1 December 2020): 553–72. 
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white working class that lack the qualifications and skills needed in a post-

industrial economy.40 In turn, Lisa McKenzie suggests that such arguments 

severely ‘underestimate the depth and intensity of the devastation 

experienced by working class people and their communities’ and serve to 

reinforce narratives of a ‘feckless poor’ who remain old-fashioned and 

backwards looking. 41  In response, McKenzie relies upon ethnographic 

research in London and Nottingham to outline  more clearly the ongoing 

emotional relationships with deindustrialisation and the way these influence 

political decisions. 42  There is scope to explore this more complex 

development of political change in County Durham, too.  

The dissonance between the historical vibrancy of the Durham coalfield, 

as captured by earlier scholars, and its contemporary challenges, 

underscores the importance of examining both the rich legacy of the 

coalfield and the deep scars left by its decline. In this sense, the enduring 

relevance of the Durham coalfield’s history, coupled with the pressing 

socio-economic issues identified in Hudson’s more recent work, justifies a 

renewed focus on this region. Such research can deepen our understanding 

of how the coalfield’s rich past and challenging present are intricately 

linked, providing important insights into the broader narrative of 

deindustrialisation and its long-term effects on communities. 
 

40 Matthew J. Goodwin and Oliver Heath, ‘The 2016 Referendum, Brexit and the 

Left Behind: An Aggregate-Level Analysis of the Result’, The Political Quarterly 

(London. 1930) 87, no. 3 (2016): 323–32; Stephen Drinkwater, ‘Brexit and the “Left 

behind”: Job Polarization and the Rise in Support for Leaving the European Union’, 

Industrial Relations Journal 52, no. 6 (2021): 569–88; Matthew Watson, ‘Brexit, the 

Left behind and the Let down: The Political Abstraction of “the Economy” and the 

UK’s EU Referendum’, British Politics 13, no. 1 (2018): 17–30; Robert Ford and 

Matthew Goodwin, ‘Understanding UKIP: Identity, Social Change and the Left 

Behind’, Political Quarterly 85, no. 3 (2014): 277–84.  
41 Lisa McKenzie, ‘The Class Politics of Prejudice: Brexit and the Land of No‐hope 

and Glory’, British Journal of Sociology 68, no. S1 (2017): S265–80. 
42 Ibid.; Lisa Mckenzie, ‘“It’s Not Ideal”: Reconsidering “Anger” and “Apathy” in 

the Brexit Vote among an Invisible Working Class’, Competition & Change 21, no. 

3 (1 June 2017): 199–210. See also James Rhodes, Stephen Ashe, and Sivamohan 

Valluvan, ‘Reframing the “Left behind”: Race and Class in Post-Brexit Oldham’, 

Manchester Centre on the Dynamics of Ethnicity (CODE), 2019. 
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For despite this renewed attention given to the region in the present day, 

and the centrality of coal mining to the area’s industrial past, there is little 

existing scholarship that fully considers the social and emotional impact of 

deindustrialisation there. As discussed above, the field of deindustrialisation 

studies is now rich with research that examines the socio-spatial legacies of 

industrial closure across generations, with much research reliant upon oral 

history narratives that capture the dynamics of memory, generational 

relationships, and attachments to place. For the most part, however, County 

Durham has been excluded from these discussions.  

The two primary areas that have received attention in County Durham 

are the 1984-85 miners’ strike and the Durham Miners’ Gala. There is a 

substantial amount of work that explores the 1984-85 miners’ strike with 

reference to the area, in which a great deal of attention is paid to the 

mobilisation of women in this action.43 As collieries in the east of Durham 

were still in operation at this time, the focus of this work is on experiences 

there. The strike literature undoubtedly raises key themes for further 

exploration, like the conceptualisations of community, gender, and identity 

that emerge in strike narratives, but as Waddington, Critcher and Wykes 

 

43 David Peace, No Redemption: The 1984-85 Miners’ Strike in the Durham 

Coalfield (Newcastle: Flambard, 2010); Beynon, Digging Deeper: Issues in the 

Miners’ Strike; Samuel, Bloomfield, and Boanas, The Enemy Within: Pit Villages 

and the Miners’ Strike of 1984-5; Jean Spence and Carol Stephenson, ‘“Side by Side 

With Our Men?” Women’s Activism, Community, and Gender in the 1984–1985 
British Miners’ Strike’, International Labor and Working-Class History 75, no. 1 

(2009): 68–84; Meg Allen, ‘Women," Community" and the British Miners’ Strike of 

1984-85’’, in Women Resist Globalization: Mobilizing for Livelihood and Rights, 

ed. Sheila Rowbotham and Stephenie Linkogle (London: Zed Books, 2001), 46–70; 

Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite and Natalie Thomlinson, ‘National Women Against 

Pit Closures: Gender, Trade Unionism and Community Activism in the Miners’ 

Strike, 1984–5’, Contemporary British History 32, no. 1 (2018): 1–23. 
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remind us, the strike was simply a moment within a much longer process of 

deindustrialisation in the area.44 

The multi-generational oral history testimonies collected for this thesis 

from current and former residents of west Durham, which had been subject 

to industrial closures throughout the post-war period, also make a strong 

case for a greater exploration of the longer timeline of industrial decline. As 

is demonstrated in the Scottish, Welsh, and Lancashire context, the policies 

adopted by the state-managed National Coal Board (NCB), often with 

cooperation from the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM), that saw the 

contraction of peripheral coalfields and the concentration of labour into 

‘super pits’ had long-lasting effects upon communities and individuals that 

have thus far been unexplored in County Durham.45  

Other work that has focused on County Durham, such as that of Carol 

Stephenson and David Wray, has largely concentrated on the Durham 

Miners’ Gala and its associated banner making practices, arguing for the 

symbolic significance of the Gala in relation to broader themes such as 

community, identity, and class. 46  Stephenson and Wray explore the 

resurgence of gala attendance in the 2000s, following a lull in attendance in 

 

44  David Waddington, Maggie Wykes, and Chas Critcher, Split at the Seams?: 

Community, Continuity and Change After the 1984 Coal Dispute (Buckingham: 

Open University Press, 1990). 
45  Catterall, ‘The Lancashire Coalfield 1945-1972’; Phillips, Collieries, 

Communities and the Miners’ Strike in Scotland, 1984–85; Gildart, North Wales 

Miners; David Howell, The Politics of the N.U.M.: A Lancashire View, First Edition 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1989); Andrew Perchard et al., ‘Fighting 

for the Soul of Coal: Colliery Closures and the Moral Economy of Nationalization in 

Britain, 1947–1994’, Enterprise & Society, 2024, 1–34. 
46 Carol Stephenson and David Wray, ‘Emotional Regeneration through Community 
Action in Post-Industrial Mining Communities: The New Herrington Miners’ 

Banner Partnership’, ed. Carol Stephenson, Capital & Class, no. 87 (2005): 175–99; 

David Wray, ‘The Place of Imagery in the Transmission of Culture: The Banners of 

the Durham Coalfield’, International Labor and Working-Class History 76, no. 1 

(2009): 147–63; Mary Mellor and Carol Stephenson, ‘The Durham Miners’ Gala 

and the Spirit of Community’, ed. Mary Mellor, Community Development Journal 

40, no. 3 (2005): 343–51.. 
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the 1990s. Through use of interviews, they demonstrate that banner 

restoration and participation in the Gala act as a significant protest against 

the invisibility and marginalisation imposed by deindustrialisation, by 

allowing for individuals to assert their own interpretation of place and 

granting the opportunity to occupy space in a physical, visible way.47 

Likewise, Chris Scott, writing in 2009 whilst a curator of industry at 

Beamish Museum, notes the recent increase in requests to the museum for 

the right to restore old colliery banners, as well as the creation of new ones. 

These efforts, he observes, typically begin as grass-roots movements from 

residents of mining towns as an expression of pride in place and 

community; instead of focusing upon the physical structures, which are 

often left to regenerate, therefore, the turn to the past often seeks to renew a 

perceived sense of former solidarity within these communities. 48   This 

existing work on the Gala demonstrates the significance of place within 

County Durham, and highlights the entanglement of emotion, identity, and 

memory within the region as a deindustrialised space.  Whilst this thesis 

does consider the Durham Miners’ Gala, both historically and in the present 

day, it also seeks to look beyond the Gala to explore how these themes play 

out in the more everyday spaces of the former industrial villages in order to 

undertake a renewed analysis of the area to understand how meanings of 

deindustrialisation have continued to change over time in County Durham.  

In her 1991 article, A Global Sense of Place, Doreen Massey notes that 

places must be understood as processes instead of static features, and 

therefore it is important to explore how understandings and interactions with 

place and community within County Durham have been augmented, altered 

 

47 Stephenson and Wray, ‘Emotional Regeneration through Community Action’, 

2005. 
48 Chris Scott, "Contemporary Expressions of Coal Mining Heritage in the Durham 

Coalfield: The Creation of New Identities," Folk Life 47, no. 1 (2009). 
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and transmitted cross-generationally to fit the needs of the present. 49 As 

discussed already, the socio-spatial inequalities entrenched within the 

North-East region as a result of deindustrialisation have been clearly 

demonstrated. 50  Yet such work historicises deindustrialisation and sheds 

little light upon how these inequalities are experienced by individuals, or 

how they may be studied. 

There is, therefore, a pressing need to place the current experiences of 

the region within a historical framework that considers the central role of 

industry in shaping place and identity. Understanding the ongoing 

negotiations with deindustrialisation requires not only a temporal 

perspective but also a spatial one. Other work by Doreen Massey, as well as 

that of David Harvey, extensively examines how the spatial reorganisation 

of capital and industry influences social relations and economic landscapes. 

They lay down a crucial framework for understanding the political nature of 

space, demonstrating how the reorganisation of capital leaves behind 

communities that are economically and socially devastated—a process that 

has been starkly visible in the decline of the Durham coalfield. 

Building on this framework, Steven High’s work on deindustrialisation 

from a spatial perspective is particularly relevant. High applies these spatial 

theories to explore how deindustrialisation transforms physical landscapes 

into ‘industrial ruins’ or ‘wastelands’, which continue to affect the memory 

and identity of the communities left behind. 51 Although High is writing 

about the North American context, his ideas are relevant to County Durham; 

 

49 Doreen B. Massey, "A Global Sense of Place," Marxism Today, 1991. 
50 Raymond Hudson, Wrecking a region : state policies, party politics, and regional 

change in North East England (London: London : Pion Limited, 1989).; David 

Byrne, "Industrial Culture in a Post-Industrial World: The Case of the North East of 

England," City 6 (11/01 2002). 
51  High and Lewis, Corporate Wasteland:  The Landscape and Memory of 

Deindustrialization; High, ‘Beyond Aesthetics: Visibility and Invisibility in the 

Aftermath of Deindustrialization’, 2013. 
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the abandoned sites of former coalfields are not just empty spaces. They are 

instead active sites of memory that shape how these communities remember 

their past and navigate their present, underscoring the emotional legacies of 

spatial change. Indeed, various studies on deindustrialisation in other 

regions have adopted a spatial approach, such as those by Tim Edensor in 

the North West of England and Alice Mah, in the context of the former 

shipbuilding sites of Newcastle.52  

While such work examines the cultural and social implications of 

industrial ruins and urban decline, the development and decline of industry 

in County Durham have received limited attention from this spatial 

perspective. With that said, Huw Beynon and Terry Austrin’s Masters and 

Servants lays an important foundation for understanding how space was 

structured and contested in the Durham coalfield, although stopping short of 

adopting an explicitly spatial approach or examining industrial decline 

itself53 Their work offers a comprehensive account of the development of 

mining villages in the region, highlighting the paternalist origins of these 

villages and the rise of the Durham Miners’ Association as a political force 

challenging the dominance of coal owners, yet leaves unexplored the 

specific spatial implications of deindustrialisation and this is a gap that this 

thesis seeks to address. 54 

 

52  Alice Mah, Industrial Ruination, Community, and Place : Landscapes and 

Legacies of Urban Decline (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012); Tim 

Edensor, Industrial Ruins: Spaces, Aesthetics, and Materiality (New York: Berg, 

2005). 
53 For other discussions of politics and unionism in relation to the Durham coalfield, 

see Mates, The Great Labour Unrest; Hester Barron, The 1926 Miners’ Lockout: 

Meanings of Community in the Durham Coalfield, Oxford Historical Monographs 
(Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Moore, Pitmen Preachers and 

Politics; Martin Bulmer, ‘The Character of Local Politics’, in Mining and Social 

Change: Durham County in the Twentieth Century, ed. Martin Bulmer (London: 

Croom Helm, 1978), 128–42. 
54 For other discussions of politics and unionism in relation to the Durham coalfield, 

see Mates, The Great Labour Unrest; Barron, The 1926 Miners’ Lockout; Moore, 

Pitmen Preachers and Politics; Bulmer, ‘The Character of Local Politics’. 
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To do this, the work of Henri Lefebvre is useful, particularly his 1974 

The Production of Space which suggests that:  

“Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology or politics. It has 

always been political and strategic. There is an ideology of space. Because 

space, which seems homogeneous, which appears as a whole in its 

objectivity, in its pure form, such as we determine it, is a social product.”55 

In adopting this approach, this thesis interrogates the production of space in 

the coal mining villages in the west of County Durham, from their 

development as representations of industrial capitalism, to the emergence of 

representational space, and ultimately, how space is now occupied and 

practiced following deindustrialisation.   To return to Massey’s argument, if 

places are processes, oral history can be used to reveal how individuals have 

changed, or been changed by, the altering dynamics of where they live. 

Such an approach requires the interrogation of identity formation, from the 

individual to the collective level, and an exploration of changing 

interactions with place, memory, class, and politics over time.  

 

COMMUNITY AND BELONGING 

 

Of course, the study of the social impact of deindustrialisation is 

underpinned by the study of industry’s place within communities in the first 

 

55 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991); To 

understand this, Lefebvre proposed a conceptual triad: spatial practice, perceived 

space that is physically used, representations of space, those conceived by the 

dominant actors such as city planners and social engineers, and representational 

space, the lived spaces that are modified over time by the lived experience of 
inhabitants and may be imbued with symbolism or counterculture.  see also, in 

relation to the 'spatial turn',  Doreen Massey, ‘Places and Their Pasts’, History 

Workshop Journal, no. 39 (1995): 182–92; Doreen B. Massey, For Space (London ; 

Thousand Oaks, Calif.: SAGE, 2005); David Harvey, ‘Between Space and Time: 

Reflections on the Geographical Imagination1’, Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers 80, no. 3 (1990): 418–34; Michel Foucault and Jay 

Miskowiec, ‘Of Other Spaces’, Diacritics 16, no. 1 (1986): 22–27. 
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instance. Dennis, Rodriguez, and Slaughter’s seminal Coal is our Life offers 

the first comprehensive sociological account of mining communities, using 

the fictional ‘Ashton’ as a model to explore the social structures of coal 

settlements in the United Kingdom.56 To a significant extent, such work 

positioned coalfield communities as homogenous, somewhat idealised, 

examples of working-class life.   

Later work counters this oversimplified conceptualisation, arguing for a 

more critical approach in the investigation of coal communities in order to 

understand the nuances of experiences both within and between places. 

Indeed, following on from the arguments of Harrison’s Independent Collier, 

Peter Ackers criticises '...the constitution of a stereotypical coalminer, an 

ideal-type figure who, in reality, existed barely anywhere’, arguing that such 

‘romantic historicism’ overlooks the diversity of true historical 

experience.57 

The very concept of ‘community’ has been the subject to much debate 

over its utility as an analytical device.58 Indeed, it is a nebulous construct 

that can be employed in a multitude of different ways with different 

meanings. In relation to coal communities, however, Jim Phillips offers a 

useful categorisation of three broad ways in which community can be 

understood in this context:  

• An economic locality, geographically bounded, where coal was a major 

source of male employment. 

 

56 Norman Dennis, Coal Is Our Life : An Analysis of a Yorkshire Mining Community 
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• An ideological communality, also geographically bounded, with shared 

cultural, political, and social norms, and emphasis on solidarity and 

mutuality. 

• An occupational group, imagined to some extent, although channelled 

through trade union organisation, and operating across local, regional and—

within the United Kingdom—national boundaries.59 

Similarly, Gilbert extends Anderson’s concept of ‘imagined 

communities’ to interrogate the nostalgic construction of mining 

communities as archetypal symbols of a lost moral and political order.60 In 

particular, Gilbert is concerned with how this mythologised idea of a mining 

community was deployed as political rhetoric during the 1984-85 strike and 

in assessments of the impacts of industrial closure. He argues that as ‘actual 

mining settlements are disappearing from the actual landscape of 

Britain…their place in the political and cultural landscape is becoming 

fixed’ in a way that marginalises alternative voices and experiences.61 

Again, we are reminded of the importance of looking beyond the 1984-

85 strike, because for all its significance in the history of British coal mining 

in the twentieth century, an undue focus serves to obscure a much longer, 

complex history and further marginalises the voices of those whose 

experiences were spatially and temporally different to the mythologised 

portrayals of the miner’s strike. The oral histories collected here certainly 

demonstrate the strength and complexities of emotion associated with this 

broader timeline. As oral histories conducted in other coalfield contexts 

have, interviewees touch on the highly emotional memories of migration, 
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dislocation, and changes in community structure as a result of coalfield 

restructuring in west Durham, too.  

In discussing these themes, the oral histories included here demonstrate 

the ways in which memory is used to construct mining communities of the 

past in imagination, as a way of understanding deindustrialisation and one’s 

individual role within in.   In doing so, it is attentive to industry’s principal 

place within the social relations of space. As Tim Strangleman contends, 

‘the singular character of the coal industry meant that it shaped many 

aspects of individual and communal life’.62  Yet as will be explored in the 

proceeding chapters, there is nuance in the way that people experienced this 

centrality of industry to community, and thus complexities in their 

interactions with deindustrialisation in turn.   

In order to understand how individuals position themselves within the 

broader network of a community, both in the present day, and through 

memory, in the past, Raymond Williams’s concept of structures of feeling is 

useful. Structures of feeling, as outlined by Williams, can be understood to 

be ‘affective elements of consciousness and relationships’ that emerge in a 

specific temporal and spatial context, or ‘meanings and values as they are 

lived and felt’, being either dominant, residual, or emergent.63 David Byrne 

explores the notion of ‘industrial structures of feeling’, arguing for 

industry’s central role in shaping a dominant framework for social 

relations.64 

 

62 Tim Strangleman, ‘“Mining a Productive Seam? The Coal Industry, Community 
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In turn, Tim Strangleman suggests that lived experience of 

deindustrialisation can be understood in the context of Williams’s residual 

structures of feeling, defined as:  

‘certain experiences, meanings, and values which cannot be expressed or 

substantially verified in terms of the dominant culture, are nevertheless 

lived and practiced on the basis of the residue – cultural as well as social – 

of some previous social and cultural institution or formation.’ 65 

As such, this thesis seeks to explore how these residual structures of feeling 

shape life narratives of individuals dealing with deindustrialisation. It also 

examines how ideas of belonging and authenticity are generated within 

these residues, and the manner in which memory is drawn upon to do this. 

Already, Valerie Walkerdine and Luis Jimanez, in a former steelmaking 

town in Wales, explore how this construction of an imagined community of 

the past functions in the present, generating narratives of belonging and 

exclusion in now deindustrialised spaces.66 They describe community as a 

‘protective envelope’ or a second skin, used to provide ontological security 

in times of uncertainty such as the closure of industry. 67  They note, 

moreover, how this claim to space and placed-based belonging, is often 

coupled with a distrust or fear of outsiders, and a limitation of which 

identities are acceptable within the community boundaries; as such, 

belonging typically becomes bound to having access to the collective 

memory of place and exhibiting the ‘correct’ forms of identity that align 

with this historical conceptualisation of community. 

 

65 Tim Strangleman, ‘Deindustrialisation and the Historical Sociological 
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This thesis explores claims such as this in relation to County Durham, 

interrogating the notion of ‘imagined mining communities’ as it appears 

within oral history testimony as a feature of memory. In doing so, it seeks to 

understand the purpose such constructions of the past serve for participants 

in the present day. Likewise, it attempts to explore the perspectives and 

experiences that fall beyond this mythologised idea of community, in order 

to better understand the nuanced responses to deindustrialisation.  

 

 

GENERATIONS 

 

In order to understand how such structures of feeling are perpetuated or 

contested across space and time, and indeed, how a collective memory is 

maintained within these, it is also useful to consider Mannheim’s theory of 

generations. A generation, Mannheim suggests, is based upon ‘a common 

location in the social and historical process’ in which a person is limited to 

‘a specific range of potential experience, predisposing them for a certain 

characteristic mode of thought and experience’. 68 For Mannheim, a new 

generation is created through a sharp social rupture; collective memory is 

transmitted across generations, but it is also in parts rejected, transformed, 

and augmented by the subsequent generation in response to their social 

context.69  

 Therefore, the pertinence of memory to this thesis is not solely due to 

its oral history methodology, but also because of its cross-generational 

 

68 Karl Mannheim, "The Problem of Generations," in Essays on the Sociology of 
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approach. Edward Shils, in his study of tradition, emphasised the centrality 

of inter-generational relationships in establishing a sense of order in self-

identity and societal structure. Humans, Shils states, ‘need the help of their 

ancestors’ to provide a guiding chart of rules and categories by which to 

order life and society. 70  As such, the cross-generational exchange of 

memory is understood to underpin much broader structures than simply the 

relationships between people of different ages.  

To turn to the arguments of historians like Jan Assmann and 

Alessandro Portelli, to examine how memory is transferred and transformed 

across generations is a useful indicator of how what is felt to be relevant or 

useful in the present.71 These changing interpretations and uses of memory 

may also provide telling insight into the relationships between different 

generations by highlighting areas of consensus or possible tensions. To 

explore this in the context of County Durham is to contest the argument of 

Pat Thane, who argues that ‘the concept of generation has little resonance in 

the politics of modern Britain’ because it has not experienced sharp 

historical breaks such as hostile invasions or revolutions.72  Indeed, High 

compares the process of deindustrialisation as ’not altogether different from 

what happens in wartime’.73 

In mid-twentieth century Western employment patterns, Riley, 

Johnson, and Foner argue that there existed an 'age-agreed sequence of 
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roles' through which generational cohorts progressed over time. 74   This 

sequence, particularly within the coal industry, was predominantly 

masculinised, with successful adulthood closely tied to male participation in 

the workforce and the associated gender socialisation. 75 As Gildart argues, 

this process of socialisation was not merely about acquiring technical skills 

but about internalising a distinct working-class identity rooted in solidarity, 

resilience, and a collective sense of pride.76 In relation to the North Wales 

coalfield, Gildart emphasises that this identity was transmitted across 

generations, often within the same families, reinforcing a powerful sense of 

continuity and duty within mining communities. 

However, this established pathway was significantly impacted by the 

broader economic shifts of the 1970s. In 1974, the Plan for Coal was 

introduced aiming to secure the future of British coal through substantial 

investment and expansion. This plan, coupled with renewed recruitment 

campaigns and significant wage increases for miners following the 

settlements after the 1972 and 1974 miners’ strikes, temporarily rekindled 

optimism within mining communities.77 This period saw a resurgence in the 

belief that mining could continue to offer stable, well-paid employment, and 

thus sustain the traditional masculine identities that had long been 

associated with coal mining.78 Phillips, in particular, discusses in how these 
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identities were central to the resistance against industrial decline, as miners 

saw themselves not just as workers but as defenders of a way of life.79 

Yet, despite this optimism, the anticipated continuity proved short-

lived. Writing in 1975, Waring observed that 'new cohorts, through aging, 

are being readied for allocation to roles which have disappeared.'80  This 

statement captures the growing dissonance between the optimism fostered 

by the Plan for Coal and the reality of ongoing industrial decline. The roles 

that had once been secure and integral to the masculine identity within these 

communities were beginning to vanish, leaving younger generations without 

the clear occupational pathways that had defined their predecessors' lives 

As has already been outlined in this literature review, much of the 

recent scholarship of deindustrialisation sets out to explore these cross-

generational legacies of closure, although County Durham is notably absent. 

By its very nature, Linkon’s ‘half-life’ metaphor demands a cross-

generational understanding of deindustrialisation, that is apparent in her 

own work and of those who have adopted her framework subsequently.  

Similarly, Geoff Bright devotes attention to cross-generational memory and 

its uses in the Yorkshire coalfield. However, Bright draws heavily on the 

work of Avery Gordon, who developed the notion of ‘social haunting’ to 

explain a ‘social violence done in the past’ that continues to demand change 

and acknowledgement in the present. 81  By examining the continued 

presence of the coal-mining past in deindustrialised communities, Bright 
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suggests that the engagement of later generations is a response to feelings of 

continued marginalisation and injustice within these communities.82  

Relatedly, Miriam Hirsch and Eva Hoffman explore the difficulty of 

negotiating traumatic memories of which an individual does not have direct 

experience of and questioning how individuals can heal trauma which they 

themselves do not have the matching experience from which to make it 

comprehensible.83 Hirsch describes this phenomenon using the term ‘post-

memory’, arguing that the inheritance of traumatic memories means 

younger generations risk having their own memories ‘displaced or even 

evacuated’. Yet Hoffman, building on this concept of post-memory, 

suggests that this inherited trauma can be used by future generations to 

create something useful and relevant to the present.84 As such, whilst much 

of the attention paid to generation in deindustrialised areas provides a 

negative conceptualisation of the past being apparent in the present, there is 

also potential for this past to be used in a way that is progressive and useful 

for future generations.  

In their study of two generations of Jewish-Israeli soldiers, Ben Ze’Ev 

and Lomsky-Feder have identified the emergence of what they term 

‘canonical generations,’ who have become historically bonded within 

national memory to a significant event because of their lived experience of 

it. 85  David Nettleingham draws upon these ideas in relation to the coal 

industry,  exploring the canonisation of the ‘last generation of miners’ and 

arguing that they have become a symbolic asset for collective memory and a 
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tool for successive cohorts to derive social and political identity from.86 In 

interviewing younger generations from coalfield communities, 

Nettleingham reveals, for instance, how individuals feel an increased 

political consciousness and participation is inspired directly by inherited 

memories of the miners’ strike; as such, the past is constructed as a 

repository for the present.87 

Likewise, James Rhodes uses oral testimony to establish the different 

generational responses to the Youngstown born boxer, Kelly Pavlik. He 

notes that older generations are drawn to the figure of Pavlik due to his 

invocation of a ‘power, co-ordination and domination’ that felt akin to the 

traits that had formed their identity through industrial work, whilst younger 

generations, raised in a post-industrial landscape, identified Pavlik as a 

symbol of hope, an embodiment of the opportunity for a new, progressive 

community from which they could draw their own novel and distinct 

identity. 88  Importantly, Rhodes’s work highlights the tensions also inherent 

in the cross-generational engagement with deindustrialisation, not simply 

the transmissions, picking up on different generational understandings of 

gender, identity, and work. This is key to Mannheim’s conceptualisation, in 

that generations are formed through inheritance and contestation of ideas.  

 In exploring these cross-generational accounts from a cultural 

perspective, Rhodes demonstrates the evolving generational meanings of 

industrial identity beyond the workplace itself. There remain questions to be 

asked about whether this is true of the former mining towns of County 

 

86 David Nettleingham, "Canonical Generations and the British Left: The Narrative 
Construction of the Miners’ Strike 1984–85," Sociology 51, no. 4 (2017). 
87 Nettleingham, "Canonical Generations and the British Left: The Narrative 

Construction of the Miners’ Strike 1984–85." 
88 Edward Slavishak, Bodies of Work: Civic Display and Labor in Industrial 

Pittsburg (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008). quoted in James Rhodes, 

"Youngstown's ‘Ghost’? Memory, Identity, and Deindustrialization," International 

Labor and Working Class History 84, no. Fall: 62. 



   

 

35 

 

Durham. By participating in collective remembering or commemoration of 

industry, do residents feel haunted by the memories of past generations, or 

does this inherited memory have more future-orientated uses in the present?  

 

INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE 

 

Much of the existing literature on deindustrialisation discussed above also 

touches upon the debates surrounding the preservation of the industrial past 

for the purposes of commemoration and heritage, or alternatively, the 

ruination of post-industrial landscapes.89 Where heritage is discussed in this 

thesis, it is understood, as Harvey succinctly outlines it, as ‘the process by 

which people use the past’.90  Adopting this broad-spectrum definition of 

heritage allows us to examine both ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’ approaches 

to heritage, encompassing the cross-generational relationships to place and 

community already discussed in this introduction. 

In 2006, Laurajane Smith brought to the table the now widely used 

term ‘authorised heritage discourse’. The concept denotes the emergence of 

a hegemonic approach to the management of heritage that: 

 ‘focuses attention on aesthetically pleasing material objects, sites, places 

and/or landscapes that current generations ‘must’ care for, protect and 
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revere so that they may be passed to nebulous future generation for their 

‘education’’91 

Indeed, within the authorised heritage discourse, there is an overwhelming 

compulsion to preserve; heritage, therefore, becomes an exercise in 

uncritical, conservative nostalgia, and notably, this is how it was assessed in 

early academic scholarship.92 David Lowenthal, for instance, suggests that 

this drive to preserve the past as heritage is based on the assumptions that 

‘the past was unlike the present; that its relics are necessary to our identity 

and desirable in themselves; and that tangible remains are a finite and 

dwindling commodity’. 93  In contrast, however, Lachlan MacKinnon 

engages directly with these assumptions, arguing that ‘While this is true, in 

deindustrializing and post-industrial spaces, we might also view working-

class attempts at preservation as an exercise or test of power’ within the 

context of increased social and economic marginalisation. 94  Framed this 

way, MacKinnon suggests, preserving and displaying the industrial past 

offers a source of renewal for working-class communities. 

This tension between preservation and power is particularly evident in 

the heritage projects of former coal-mining communities, as explored by 

Gildart, Perchard, Curtis, and Miller. in their study of the politics of 
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memory and heritage within representations of the British coal industry.95 

The article highlights the political and social fractures that arise when 

different groups within these communities attempt to control the narrative of 

their shared past, examining how ‘heritage projects… have become 

battlegrounds for what kind of history should be presented to the public, 

where memorials should be located, and which memories and experiences 

should be preserved’.96 For example, in both Lancashire and North Wales, 

the 1984/85 miners' strike remains a deeply divisive issue. Former miners 

who supported the strike often feel that their experiences are being 

marginalized in heritage projects, which they argue present a sanitized 

version of history that fails to adequately represent the struggles they 

endured during the dispute.97 

Nevertheless, for County Durham, there remains questions of how this 

is done in practice. In particular, discussions of industrial heritage in County 

Durham frequently turn to assess the place of Beamish Open Air Museum.98 

To Robert Hewison, Beamish is ‘the height of historic invention’ and is 

representative of the fact that deindustrialisation in the United Kingdom has 

led to the replacement of traditional heavy industries with the ‘heritage 

industry.’ 99  

This argument should not be dismissed outright, as it does raise 

important questions regarding the commodification of working-class 

culture. Bella Dicks explores this too in Culture on Display, questioning 
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‘Who has the power to display whose culture, in whose name, and in whose 

interest?’.100 Addressing questions of cultural representation more broadly, 

Beverly Skeggs discusses the positioning of working-class culture as at 

times ‘merely an absence’, but at others, a commodity to be borrowed from 

and fetishised.101 Indeed, this is an argument central to many criticisms of 

heritage projects that purport to represent working-class culture.   

 Steven High’s The Wounds of Class emphasises the deep social and 

cultural impacts that industrial decline has on communities. High argues 

that the ‘wounds of class’ cut deeper than just economic loss, extending into 

the very fabric of community identity and memory. 102  He notes that as 

industries close, the associated working-class culture often becomes 

marginalised or erased, replaced by middle-class narratives that aestheticize 

industrial ruins rather than engage with the harsh realities of 

deindustrialisation. This critique is particularly relevant when considering 

the preservation efforts in former coal-mining areas, where the legacy of 

industrial labour is at risk of being overshadowed by more palatable, 

nostalgic representations that do not fully capture the complexities of the 

working-class experience.  

 However, elsewhere, in her work on the Rhondda Heritage Park, Dicks 

demonstrates the complexities of engagement with such sites of ‘living 

history’. Indeed, by engaging with former miners working as site guides and 

visitors to the park, Dicks highlights how industrial heritage sites are often 

spaces of contestation over meaning and visibility; within these 
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contestations, there are opportunities for working-class people to find 

representation and meaning. 103   

 Furthermore, if we expand the understanding of heritage beyond formal 

sites such as museums, towards the broader definition outlined by Harvey, 

we see that ‘heritage’ is taking place on smaller, everyday scales too. Like 

Lowenthal, French historian Pierre Nora suggests that the acceleration of 

history now sees society increasingly concerned that memory and tradition 

are slipping away. Nora suggests that, in response, lieux de memoire are 

created, being ‘any significant entity, whether material or non-material in 

nature’ around which ‘memory crystallises and secretes itself’.104  Nora is 

primarily concerned with how lieux de memoire function as operatives of 

the nation-state, exploring how the imbued symbolism of certain sites and 

practices contribute to the collective understanding of French nationalism.  

However, in following Lefebvre and underscoring the social production of 

the spaces of memory, Nora’s concept also allows for an understanding of 

more local sites of commemoration and the multiple ways they are imbued 

with symbolism through collective memory. For instance, Jay Winter 

explores engagement with sites of memory, arguing that ‘the group that 

goes to such sites inherits earlier meanings attached to the event, as well as 

adding new meanings’.105 Heritage, therefore, becomes as much about the 

emotional responses to memory as it does about the sites of memorialisation 

themselves.  
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 Indeed, increasing attention is now paid to intangible aspects of heritage, 

defined by UNESCO as ‘practices, expressions, knowledge and skills that 

communities, groups and sometimes individuals recognise as part of their 

cultural heritage’.  In this sense, intangible cultural heritage is understood to 

be an inherently cross-generational phenomenon, and one rooted in the 

collective memory of communities. The UNESCO definition also states 

that ‘intangible cultural heritage can only be heritage when it is recognised 

as such by the communities, groups or individuals that create, maintain and 

transmit it – without their recognition, nobody else can decide for them that 

a given expression or practice is their heritage.’106 

Yet this definition presents a rather static idea of intangible 

heritage, despite its attempts to move beyond the rigid definition of heritage 

itself. There is no singular way in which a community interacts with the 

intangible heritage of the past, and contestations over meaning and memory 

are an inherent part of the process.107 Marion Fontaine captures this well 

within her article on the uses of mining identity within political debates in 

the North of France, demonstrating the ambiguous ways in which the past in 

drawn upon for present purposes.108 As such, even its in abstract, intangible 

forms, heritage can be a difficult, contested site. 

This thesis therefore seeks to engage with these ongoing 

discussions that surround both tangible and intangible heritage, asking how 

both figure within individual’s experiences of the emotional and physical 

landscapes of deindustrialisation. To do so, it will discuss both physical 

representations of the past, like Beamish Museum, but also immaterial sites 
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of remembrance like the Durham Miners’ Gala, to unpack the contested 

meanings of the industrial past within the present. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Structure 

 

This thesis is divided into six chapters, adopting a chronological approach 

that traces the development of the villages as industrial communities, 

through to the onset of deindustrialisation, and up to the present day. This 

structure lends itself to the investigation of cross-generational 

understandings of deindustrialisation, by allowing for an interrogation of the 

continuities and transformations within place and how these are assessed 

across generations. This is underpinned by the research’s oral history 

methodology, and as such, Chapter 1 of this thesis outlines this 

methodological approach.   

Firstly, therefore, it explores the development of oral history as 

method, and in doing so, examines the key debates concerning memory, 

nostalgia, and emotion in relation to the practice. Here, it also considers the 

unique orality and subjectivity of the source and discusses how this is 

approached in this thesis in relation to transcription and its inclusion in this 

writing. Secondly, the chapter discusses oral history in practice, reflecting 

on how the testimony used in this thesis was collected. In particular, it 

considers the context in which this research was conducted, namely the 

Covid-19 pandemic, and seeks to demonstrate findings from interviewing in 

this context that may be useful for other oral historians researching 

deindustrialisation.   
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Next, the chapter reflects on researcher positionality. It considers the 

discussion of the researcher as an ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ to the community 

being studied, by examining my own dual position during this research. 

Here, too, it considers ideas of power and intersubjectivity in the oral 

history process and reflects on the implications for this thesis.  

Chapter 2 interrogates the development of the Durham coalfield 

through a spatial lens, examining how industrial capitalism's broad-scale 

processes shaped the everyday experiences of industrial communities. It 

begins by discussing the production of paternalistic space, exploring how 

space reinforced existing class relations in service of industrial capitalism. 

As well as this, it examines the coal mine, or ‘the pit’ as a space of work. In 

doing so, it investigates the unique social dynamics that emerged within the 

underground workspace, where industrial capitalism and the natural 

environment converged, affecting workers' lives and their sense of 

solidarity. It also explores how spaces of autonomy and independence 

emerged within the mine and in outdoor areas of colliery villages. 

Finally, this chapter examines how these conditions and social 

relations gave rise to labour organization, particularly the Durham Miners’ 

Association, and subsequently, representation in parliamentary politics. 

Here, it also discusses nationalisation, focusing on the role of the National 

Coal Board (NCB) as a form of state paternalism that continued to 

intertwine village spaces with industry. While not providing an exhaustive 

examination of these movements, the chapter draws from existing 

historiography to investigate how they influenced the social relations within 

the coalfield and whether they altered the power dynamics associated with 

paternalistic control of space. In summary, this chapter uses spatial theory to 

explore the formation and transformation of colliery villages, emphasising 

the constant negotiations and conflicts over space that have shaped these 

communities, underscoring the enduring centrality of industry, and thus 

establishing the significance of deindustrialisation within the broader 

context of the thesis.  
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Chapter 3 builds upon this spatial approach, but here turns to oral 

history testimony to explore how these spaces are constructed in memory. 

Drawing upon the lived experience of interviewees, it discusses the creation 

of industrial communities. Throughout, it is attentive to Gilbert’s notion of 

‘imagined mining communities’ and as such, simultaneously explores the 

threads of nostalgia and idealism that are weaved through 

conceptualisations of communities of the past. This chapter also examines 

the villages as gendered spaces. It considers the intrinsic position of industry 

in the construction of masculinity, and the socialisation of young men for 

industrial work. At the same time, it discusses notions of femininity in 

coalfield communities, highlighting women’s labour as an integral part of 

everyday life. This encompasses an assessment of domestic labour, but 

importantly, also of emotional labour and women’s role in constructing the 

social networks of support within mining villages. Finally, it considers 

understandings of belonging in relation to interviewees’ constructions of a 

homogenous, idealised community of the past, using other testimony in turn 

to unpack alternative memories from those who were excluded. In doing so, 

it seeks to explore the complexities and nuances of the mining villages 

before deindustrialisation.  

Having provided, in the first two chapters, a substantial historical 

context of industry in County Durham, and established the socio-spatial 

relations of the villages as understood in memory, Chapter 4 turns to an 

examination of deindustrialisation in its own right. It begins by outlining the 

contraction of the coalfield in the county, with particular attention to the 

timeline of closures. In highlighting that the highest number of colliery 

closures occurred in the 1960s, with sporadic closures in the proceeding 

decades, this chapter first seeks to understand experiences of these earlier 

closures, but also how these narratives are subsumed beneath a dominant 

narrative that centres around the 1984-85 strike. It does also give significant 

discussion to the experiences and emotions surrounding the strike itself.  
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Here, it explores testimony from two distinct generations- those with 

direct experience of industry, either through their own employment in coal 

mining or their wider participation in the industrial community as adults, 

and a second, who were children or teenagers at the time of closure, whose 

direct experience is dominated by deindustrialisation. This chapter explores 

the experiences of both generations, with attention to their emotional 

responses in memory. Finally, the chapter also outlines the context of 

alternative employment in the region, with reference to the Miners’ 

Redundancy Scheme. It draws on testimony to understand the emotional 

and social responses to unemployment, and here begins to consider the first 

cross-generational legacies of deindustrialisation as they were emerging.  

Next, Chapter 5 turns to an examination of the colliery villages as they 

exist now, as deindustrialised spaces. Here, it introduces the third generation 

outlined in this thesis- those with no direct experience of industry or 

industrial closure. First, the chapter interrogates the physical landscapes of 

deindustrialisation. Again, it challenges the notion of deindustrialisation as a 

uniform process aligned with the dominant cultural narrative, exploring how 

earlier closures such as Brandon Pit House in 1968, distinct from the later 

wave of deindustrialisation, shaped the remembrance of the industrial past, 

both in physical landscapes and emotional legacies. This investigation seeks 

to further understand cross-generational consistencies and differences in 

perceptions of place, belonging, and community. 

It examines the interplay of memory, community, and belonging, 

considering how migration patterns and perceptions of newcomers have 

influenced individual relationships with collective memory. 

Commemorative practices in Bearpark are also explored, interrogating the 

use of the past in contemporary contexts. This section further investigates 

how memories of a past ‘imagined mining community’ are employed to 

assert individual identity today. Lastly, the chapter turns to examine cross-

generational relationships with these deindustrialised places. It explores 

how younger residents understand and negotiate with these environments 



   

 

45 

 

and how tensions can arise, both within and between generations, due to 

differing perspectives on place. Additionally, it revisits the theme of 

memory, analysing how younger generations utilise the industrial past in 

new ways, despite lacking direct lived experience of industry.  

Finally, Chapter 6 investigates how politics in County Durham has 

become intertwined with nostalgia and appeals to the past, both from 

political parties and voters. It begins by examining how the past contributes 

to regional identity and imaginings of the region, acknowledging both 

experiences of decline and evidence of the industrial past being used in 

progressive ways for the region's renewal, particularly in regard to 

technological and renewable industries. Next, the chapter explores the 

connection between regional politics and national politics, using individual 

testimony to contextualise the decline of the Labour Party, the Conservative 

government’s 'levelling up' agenda, and the Brexit vote within the historical 

context of deindustrialisation.  

Lastly, the chapter examines how these large-scale political changes 

manifest at the local level, particularly in relation to the erosion of 

representative, democratic spaces within villages previously shaped by 

strong trade unionism. It considers how deindustrialisation has impacted 

these spaces and, consequently, how cross-generational relationships to 

politics have evolved. The Durham Miners’ Gala serves as a focal point for 

examining these changes and their implications for the region's political 

landscape. 
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CHAPTER 1 METHODOLOGY 

 

“Katherine Waugh: And what was it that made you take the videos and collect the 

items? 

 

Ian Cummings: The same as before I think. Perhaps to-- in celebration of what I could 

see was starting to go, which is one of the reasons to volunteer to do this with you, 

because it is disappearing.”109 

 

This chapter examines the oral history methodology of this thesis, both in 

relation to the theoretical debates regarding oral history as method, and the 

practicalities of conducting and interpreting oral history interviews.  In 

doing so, it reflects on the research process behind this thesis, unpacking 

some of the successes and challenges in how the method was used within 

this research.  The thesis relies upon twenty-one original oral history 

interviews. Participants ranged in age from twenty-one to eighty-eight. 

Whilst the majority of interviewees still lived within or near to the villages 

in question, others had moved away.  

All interviewees were provided with a participant information sheet that 

outlined the project before the interview took place and given the 

opportunity to ask any further questions. 

 

 

 

109  Interview with [Robert] Ian Cummings (Zoom: August 2020) 
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What is the purpose of the research? 

The research is an updated exploration of County Durham mining villages, that have largely 

been overlooked in existing studies and reports into industrial closure. It aims to examine 

how ideas of community, identity and heritage have changed in the decades following the 

closure of the pits, and how the social, economic and political feelings of the villages have 

been affected. For this reason, the research is cross-generational, to understand how different 

generations understand their relationship with the village and its industrial past. 

Oral history allows people to contribute their own experiences and opinions about the history 

of their communities and your participation is incredibly valuable in this research.  

Why have I been invited to take part? 

You have been asked to take part because of your connection to a former mining village. You 

do not need to have any special knowledge of the village’s history or have any direct 

relationship to mining yourself.   

What does taking part involve? 

Participants will be taking part in an oral history interview, which is an opportunity for you to 

share your experiences of life in a former mining village. You are free to share as much or as 

little as you wish about yourself and your life within the interview, and there is no right or 

wrong response to any of the questions.  

 

Fig. 2: Extract from Participant Information Sheet provided to all 

interviewees. 110 

 

Before recording began, each interviewee was also provided with a consent 

form to review and sign, that indicated that they were happy for the 

interview to be recorded. Afterwards, interviewees were provided with the 

audio recording and a transcript of their interview, before being asked to 

review and sign a copyright agreement.  

The interviews were deliberately loosely structured to foster a sense of 

‘shared authority,’ a principle that underpins oral history’s democratic 

ethos. 111 This approach sought to empower participants to take control of 

 

110 See Appendix A for full document. 
111 Michael H. Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral 

and Public History (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990); Kathryn 
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their narratives, allowing them to highlight the aspects of their experiences 

and memories that they found most significant. This approach not only 

seeks to give voice to those who might be excluded from official records but 

also ensure that their stories are told in their own words, reflecting the 

complexities and nuances that archival sources typically overlook. By doing 

so, the research not only captures their voices but also respects and 

prioritises their agency in the telling of their own histories. 

There were no prepared questions, but instead, a few central themes that 

were raised in questions at appropriate times or introduced by interviewees 

themselves. In this way, each interview discussed the topics of community, 

work, childhood, family, politics, and place.   As Errante observes, despite 

the fact that this loose structure sometimes led to sections of interviews 

being devoted to subjects that did not feel particularly relevant to the topic 

under investigation, it does, at times, allow for a ‘flow’ to develop in which 

narrators follow more naturally the threads of memory, illuminating what is 

significant to them in the process.112 

 

Oral History and Memory 

Like the field of deindustrialisation studies, the development of oral history 

as a research method is relatively new. Although the first organised oral 

history project was undertaken in 1948, by Allan Nevins at Columbia 

University, its concern with interviewing elite white men did little to expand 

the historical narrative beyond its traditional actors.113 Instead, it was in the 

 

Anderson and Dana C. Jack, ‘Learning to Listen: Interview Techniques and 

Analyses’, in The Oral History Reader, ed. Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson 

(London: Routledge, 2016), 199–212. 
112 Antoinette Errante, ‘But Sometimes You’re Not Part of the Story: Oral Histories 

and Ways of Remembering and Telling’, Educational Researcher, 1 March 2000. 
113 Allan Nevins, Oral History: How and Why It Was Born (New York: H.W. 

Wilson Company, 1966); Rebecca Sharpless, ‘The History of Oral History’, in 
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1960s and 1970s that oral history fully emerged as a method significantly 

different to what had come before. Under the direction of those such as 

British historian Paul Thompson, the potential for oral history to grant 

historical agency to otherwise excluded and marginalised people came to 

the fore.114  Oral history was positioned as a method to uncover ‘history 

from below’ and uncover history ‘as it really was’.115 

Oral history, therefore, emerged in part as a critical response to the 

limitations of archival sources, which often exclude the perspectives of 

marginalised communities and fail to capture the full complexity of social 

and cultural histories. In the context of County Durham's mining villages, 

where the lived experiences of residents are central to understanding the 

impact of industrial decline, oral history offers a richer, more inclusive 

narrative that archival records alone cannot provide. 

However, it is a method that has been challenged by criticisms of 

memory as an unreliable and unprofessional method of history. Eric 

Hobsbawm, for instance, writes that. ‘most oral history today is personal 

memory which is a remarkably slippery medium for preserving facts’.116 

Memory, it was argued, is too prone to romanticised nostalgia and a 

selective choosing of the past to fit one’s own purpose.117 In response, oral 

historians highlight the potentials of this malleability of memory, arguing 

 

Thinking about Oral History: Theories and Applications, ed. Thomas L Charlton, 

Lois A Myers, and Rebecca Sharpless (Lanham: Altamira Press, 2008), 7–32. 
114 Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral History, 2nd ed.. (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1988). 
115 Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson, eds., ‘Introduction’, in The Oral History 

Reader (London: Routledge, 1998), 1–9. 
116 Eric Hobsbawn, On History (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1997). 
117 William W. Cutler, ‘Accuracy in Oral History Interviewing’, Historical Methods 

Newsletter 3, no. 3 (June 1970): 1–7; David Carr, Time, Narrative, and History, 1st 

Midland book ed.. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991); Charles 

Fernyhough, Pieces of Light: The New Science of Memory (London: Profile, 2012). 
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that it is this very aspect of the method that helps further understanding of 

how the past is engaged with and used in the present.118 

 Progressing from the presentation of oral history as having the 

potential to uncover the ‘real’ truth of history, focus shifted to its potential 

to explore the process of how people construct historical narratives through 

memory and meaning.119Oral history’s true strength emerged in its capacity 

to reveal how individuals construct historical narratives through the lenses 

of memory and meaning. By embracing the subjective nature of memory, 

this explores how the people of County Durham's former mining 

communities engage with their past, not just as a series of events, but as a 

dynamic process that shapes their current identities and sense of 

community. 

While memory has been critiqued as an unreliable medium, prone to 

romanticized nostalgia and selective recall, it is precisely this fluidity that 

makes oral history invaluable. Memory's malleability reveals how 

individuals and communities construct their identities and histories, 

particularly in response to significant social changes like deindustrialisation. 

Rather than being a flaw, the subjective nature of memory allows us to 

explore the deeper meanings and emotional truths that underpin how former 

mining communities in County Durham perceive their past and present 

As Alessandro Portelli writes, “Oral sources tell us not just what 

people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, 

 

118 Jan Assmann, Moses the Egyptian : the memory of Egypt in western monotheism 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998). 
119 See,  for instance:  Luisa Passerini, Fascism in Popular Memory: The Cultural 
Experience of the Turin Working Class, Studies in Modern Capitalism (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2010); Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft 

and Meaning of Oral and Public History; Paula Hamilton and Linda Shopes, Oral 

History and Public Memories, Critical Perspectives on the Past (Philadelphia: 

Temple University Press, 2008); Linda Shopes, ‘Oral History and the Study of 

Communities: Problems, Paradoxes, and Possibilities’, The Journal of American 

History (Bloomington, Ind.) 89, no. 2 (2002): 588–98. 
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and what they now think they did”. 120  Indeed, the way in which people 

model, invent and reconstruct the past reflects the experiences of the 

present, and is telling echo of the morals, behaviours and practices that 

individuals or groups deem important. 121 

Likewise, the dismissal of nostalgia as an inherently flawed feature of 

memory has also been refuted. For instance, both Svetlana Boym and Fred 

Davis argue convincingly that the prevalence of nostalgic sentiment is a 

phenomenon worth exploring in itself. 122  Crucially, Boym differentiates 

between ‘restorative nostalgia’ that ‘manifests itself in total reconstructions 

of the past’ and ‘reflective nostalgia’ which is ‘not the recovered of what is 

perceived to be absolute truth, but the mediation on history and the passage 

of time’.123 Nostalgia, Boym contends, is a ‘defence mechanism against the 

accelerated rhythms’ of the contemporary period. As such, this thesis 

embraces memory, and any nostalgia contained therewithin, as part of the 

fundamental value of oral history as method; not as a distortion of history, 

but as a vital element of oral history that reveals how individuals and 

communities emotionally navigate their pasts.  

By exploring nostalgia within memories, this research offers insights 

into how former mining communities maintain a sense of identity and 

continuity amidst the significant social and economic changes they have 

experienced. It is not concerned with producing a comprehensive history of 

the development and decline of coal mining in County Durham, but rather, 

it is interested in how the residents of former mining villages construct this 

history through memory, and how that is transmitted and transformed in the 

context of the present. 

 

120 Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli, and Other Stories: Form and 

Meaning in Oral History (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991). 
121 Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli, and Other Stories: Form and 

Meaning in Oral History (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991). 
122 Svetlana Boym, The future of nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001). 
123 Boym, The future of nostalgia. 
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This research deliberately moves away from producing a 

conventional, archival-based history of County Durham’s coal mining 

industry. Instead, it focuses on how residents of former mining villages 

construct their history through personal and collective memory, highlighting 

the ways these memories are transmitted, transformed, and reinterpreted in 

the present day. This is important, for as Gyanendra Pandey writes of 

archives, 

 “…the very process of archiving is accompanied by a process of ‘un-

archiving’: rendering many aspects of social, cultural, political relations in 

the past and the present as incidental, chaotic, trivial, inconsequential and, 

therefore, unhistorical. In a word, the archive as a site of remembrance and 

doing the work of remembering is also at the same time a project of 

forgetting”.124 

By foregrounding oral history, therefore, the thesis prioritises lived 

experience over institutional records, arguing that this approach provides a 

richer, more nuanced understanding of the community's heritage and 

identity. 

 Central to this is Halbwachs’s theory of collective memory, from 

which a wealth of subsequent scholarship has drawn its base.125 Drawing 

himself on Durkheim’s ideas of social memory and its continuation through 

commemoration and ritual in early societies, Halbwachs proposed the idea 

of common domains of memory from which individuals both draw from and 

augment.126 Different groups, for instance, families, or those based upon 

social class, gender, or religion, have their own distinct collective memory, 

 

124  Gyanendra Pandey, ‘Un-Archived Histories: The “Mad” and the “Trifling”’, 

Economic and Political Weekly 47, no. 1 (2012): 37–41. 

125 Maurice Halbwachs, On collective memory, trans. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
126 Halbwachs, On collective memory. 
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that may conflict with that of other groups. For Halbwachs, individual 

memory cannot exist beyond the social influences and circles which we 

interact with, and there remains a current of continuous thought that is 

transmitted across generations and between individuals from which our 

conceptualisation of our self and our past is created. Nevertheless, the way 

in which individuals draw from this collective memory, or augment it with 

their own experiences, is also a significant part of the oral history process.127 

In part, the construction of ‘imagined mining communities’ within 

narratives of this past speaks to the selective drawing upon collective 

memory by individuals. As Penny Summerfield argues, individuals often 

seek composure within their own life stories by drawing upon the wider 

‘cultural circuit’ or dominant public narrative of the past.128 ‘The challenge 

for the historian,’ Summerfield contends, ‘is to understand the cultural 

ingredients that go into accounts of a remembered and interpreted 

past’.129Alistair Thomson, too, examines the interplay between individual 

and collective memory, in relation to interviews with Australian veterans 

and popular conceptualisations of Anzac day in the nation. Thomson 

contends that ‘oral history can help us to understand how and why national 

mythologies work (and don’t work) for individuals and in our society. It can 

also reveal the possibilities and difficulties, of developing and sustaining 

oppositional memories’.130 

Already, there is significant attention afforded to a turn to memory 

in periods of instability or uncertainty, as a tool for the assertion of identity 

 

127 Anna Green, ‘Individual Remembering and “Collective Memory”: Theoretical 

Presuppositions and Contemporary Debates’, Oral History 32, no. 2 (2004): 35–44. 
128 Penny Summerfield, ‘Oral History as an Autobiographical Practice’, Miranda, 

no. 12 (24 February 2016); Penny Summerfield, ‘Culture and Composure: Creating 

Narratives of the Gendered Self in Oral History Interviews’, Cultural and Social 

History 1, no. 1 (1 January 2004): 65–93. 
129 Summerfield, ‘Culture and Composure’, 67. 
130 Alistair Thomson, ‘Anzac Memories Revisited: Trauma, Memory and Oral 

History’, The Oral History Review 42, no. 1 (1 April 2015): 1–29. 
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and creating social cohesion. Drawing on a collective memory, Assman 

argues, is a way of asserting ‘We are this’ but also ‘We are not them’.131 In 

times of social change or uncertainty, therefore, the collective memory of a 

group becomes a tool for social cohesion by establishing identity and 

belonging, but to do so is also to exclude, to differentiate and to contest 

which identities are acceptable. 132  As such, the construction of a life 

narrative during an oral history interview may be seen, at times, as part of 

this broader process of establishing authenticity and belonging. 

After a number of interviews, I was contacted by participants with 

further elaborations. In some instances, this allowed for a better 

understanding of some of the testimony shared with me already, allowing 

me to interpret it more sensitively. In other cases, it was clear that the 

interview itself had elicited further reminiscence and probed 

autobiographical memory; people continued the process of trying to 

compose a linear narrative of their past and make sense of it after the 

recorder was switched off and I had left. As such, these conversations 

provided an extension to the interview, and are useful in exploring memory 

and its purposes in their own right.  

 For instance, in Chapter 2 of this thesis, I use one of these post-

interview correspondences, with Robin Chapman, alongside his testimony 

itself. Around ten days after our interview, Robin emailed me, saying:  

“After your visit I got to thinking more about mining communities and 

Bearpark in particular.  I have put my thoughts into words which are 

attached.  Please use these thoughts in any way you wish.”133 

 

131 Assmann, Moses the Egyptian: The Memory of Egypt in Western Monotheism; 

see also Allan Megill, ‘History, Memory, Identity’, History of the Human Sciences 

11, no. 3 (1 August 1998): 37–62. 
132 Ibid. 
133 Robin Chapman, Interview with the author (Durham, 2022). 



   

 

55 

 

The attached document was a combination of his own memories of 

Bearpark, and his knowledge of its historical development; these were 

blended to form an articulate summary that combined lived experience with 

collective memory, and provided an insight into how individuals actively 

create a ‘history’ through memory. Indeed, whilst there is a focus upon how 

to elicit memory within the oral history interview, these post-interview 

conversations suggest that the interview itself can act as an elicitation 

device, and the process of constructing a life narrative oral history does not 

necessarily end with the finished recording.  

At the same time, oral history can also help us to uncover the 

emotionality of memories, both through the words being spoken and within 

the embodied performance of telling one’s story. William Reddy’s work on 

emotion is particularly instructive here. In contesting the work of pioneering 

US sociologist William James, that positions emotion as a mere biological 

reaction, Reddy argues that an emotion is a ‘translation’ of both biological 

responses and complex thoughts. 134  Moreover, Reddy also stresses the 

power of linguistic expressions of emotion.  Coining the term ‘emotive’, he 

suggests that the voicing of an emotion is not simply a description of a 

feeling. Rather, it is an integral part of processing that feeling, and in 

expressing it in words, our feeling is either confirmed or transformed in 

turn.  As such, the expression of emotion within oral history testimony can 

be seen as an important element of sense-making in relation to memory, and 

further emphasises the fluidity of memory as it is altered by different 

emotional states.135  

 

134 William M. Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for the History of 

Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); William James, ‘The 

Physical Bases of Emotion’, Psychol Rev 101, no. 2 (April 1894): 205–10. 
135 Katie Holmes, ‘Does It Matter If She Cried? Recording Emotion and the 

Australian Generations Oral History Project’, The Oral History Review 44, no. 1 (1 

April 2017): 56–76. 
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As Katie Holmes contends, however, emotions are rarely expressed in 

words alone.136 Instead, we convey them to others in our body language, our 

facial expressions, our gestures, and our behaviours, and therefore, the 

embodied, intersubjective encounter of the oral history interview is about 

more than what an interviewee says. Silence, too, is often a constitutive part 

of the oral history process.137 Yet as Raphael Samuel observes in the essay 

Perils of the Transcript, ‘the spoken word can very easily be mutilated 

when it is taken down in writing and transferred to the printed page’.138 A 

transcript does not capture tone of voice, facial expressions, or body 

language. Often, silences are erased in transcribing, punctuation is added, 

repeated words are deleted, and stumbles in speech corrected; in doing so, 

the very orality of the source is flattened.139  

Some guidance for transcribing oral histories suggests further editing, 

‘correcting’ colloquialisms, and words or phrases in local dialect to formal 

English. 140  In contrast, Alessandro Portelli opts to transcribe all 

colloquialisms and dialect, in order to preserve the orality of the source as 

far as possible. This approach, Portelli argues, helps to remind the reader 

that the words ‘originated in a dialogic oral performance, not a monologic 

 

136 Ibid. 
137 Alexander Freund, ‘Towards an Ethics of Silence? Negotiating Off-the-Record 

Events and Identity in Oral History’, in The Oral History Reader, ed. Robert Perks 

and Alistair Thomson (London: Routledge, 2016), 273–86; Robyn Fivush, 

‘Speaking Silence: The Social Construction of Silence in Autobiographical and 

Cultural Narratives’, Memory 18, no. 2 (February 2010): 88–98. 
138 Raphael Samuel, ‘Perils of the Transcript’, in The Oral History Reader, ed. 

Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (London: Routledge, 1998), 403–6. 
139 Anne Karpf, ‘The Human Voice and the Texture of Experience’, Oral History 

42, no. 2 (2014): 50–55; Kate Moore, ‘Perversion of the Word: The Role of the 
Transcript in Oral History’, Words and Silences: Journal of the International Oral 

History Association 1 (1997); Willa K. Baum, Transcribing and Editing Oral 

History (Rowman Altamira, 1977). 
140 See, for instance: Minnesota Historical Society, ‘Editing an Oral History 

Transcript’, Unknown, 

https://www.mnhs.org/sites/default/files/library/research/oral-

history/editing_oral_history_transcript.pdf. 
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text.’141  With this in mind, I transcribed all interviews in full, leaving in any 

colloquialisms or dialect as it was spoken. Punctuation has been added, 

however, representing as far as possible sentences as they were spoken. 

Nevertheless, some aspects of the orality will always be lost in the process.  

To try to mitigate this further, I worked from the recordings themselves 

when analysing the testimony and writing about it. Doing this allowed me to 

better reflect on how words were spoken, at times picking up on overt 

emotion within them. As these things are difficult, often impossible, to 

convey in the transcription of words, I have in certain instances elaborated 

on the way things were spoken. This in itself is an act of mediation upon the 

original source, despite my best efforts to be as sensitive as possible to these 

‘off-the-transcript’ displays of emotion when sharing interviewees 

testimony.142   

 

Oral History in Practice  

 

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT 

 

The original methodological plan for this project was the identification of 

twelve initial interviewees, found using existing contacts and community 

groups, and then the utilisation of a snowballing technique. In part, this 

approach relied upon my ability to be present within the communities I was 

researching, with the aim of identifying participants by engaging with local 

 

141 Alessandro Portelli, They Say in Harlan County: An Oral History (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2012). 
142 Lynn Abrams, ‘Revisiting Akenfield: Forty Years of an Iconic Text’, Oral 

History 37, no. 1 (2009): 33–42; Carl Wilmsen, ‘For the Record: Editing and the 

Production of Meaning in Oral History’, The Oral History Review 28, no. 1 (2001): 

65–85. 
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community groups, events, and services. The intention was to then conduct 

interviews in-person, in a setting of the participant’s choosing. My first 

interview, six months into this project, was with an existing contact, Liam 

Adamson. This took place socially distanced at my home in March 2020, in 

the midst of the uncertainty of the Covid-19 pandemic, occurring just before 

lockdown restrictions were imposed.  

However, the subsequent lockdowns that followed in the proceeding 

eighteen months, forced a significant reconsideration of this method. As 

such, interviews with ten participants took place using either Zoom or 

Microsoft teams, four were socially distanced, and seven were face-to-face.  

Seven initial interviewees approached me in response to a call for 

participants posted on various community groups on social media platforms, 

with one interviewee, Ian Cummings, then introducing me to his daughter 

Chloe to interview remotely too.  

Once lockdown restrictions were lifted, I was able to interview a 

number of existing contacts and then successfully gather more interviewees 

using a snowballing technique as initially intended. Even following the 

easing of restrictions regarding social interaction, however, I carried out two 

remote interviews; one with Hannah Ashton, who lives in Australia, and one 

with Oonagh Claber, because time restraints made it more convenient for 

her.  

Below are short biographies of each interviewee whose testimony is 

quoted in this thesis. Of course, these biographies are by no means 

comprehensive, but they aim to provide key biographical details and 

information that is relevant to the testimony shared throughout, as well as 

brief details about how I encountered each interviewee and the interview 

format. They are listed in the order they were conducted.  

Liam Adamson was born in 1995 and raised in Meadowfield. He currently 

lives in Gateshead. His maternal grandfather worked at Bearpark Colliery, 

and his grandmother still lives in the Aged Miners Bungalows there now. 
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His mother and father moved to Meadowfield before he was born. Our 

interview took place socially distanced at my home in March 2020. I 

already knew Liam before the interview, as he is a friend of my partner.   

Marion Wilson was raised in Bearpark in the 1950s, and lives there now. 

She is a Labour Party county councillor within Durham County Council, 

and a parish councillor for Bearpark Parish Council. Our interview took 

place remotely on Zoom in August 2020, after Marion responded to a call 

for participants I posted on a Facebook community group for Bearpark. Our 

interview lasted around an hour. Marion is well-known in Bearpark due to 

her political appointments and was kind enough to share my call for 

participants widely. 

Robert ‘Ian’ Cummings is Marion’s cousin, raised in Ushaw Moor in the 

1950s, but frequently visiting his grandparents in Bearpark. All his male 

relatives worked at Bearpark Colliery He lives in Bearpark now. He worked 

as a product designer, then production and design manager for various 

companies, but now works at Beamish Museum. Our interviews took place 

on Microsoft Teams in August 2020, after Ian responded to my call for 

participants. Our first interview lasted just over an hour, with a follow-up 

interview of a similar length occurring a few weeks later.  

Chloe Cummings is Ian’s daughter, who he suggested I approach to 

interview. Born in 1998, she has spent most of her life in Bearpark. Chloe 

studied Architecture and Urban Planning and was about to begin a master’s 

degree in building Conservation at the time of our interview. It took place 

on Microsoft Teams, in August 2020.  

Dave Shotten was born in 1947 and raised in Langley Park. He currently 

runs a historic tour company called Durham Ghost Walks, but was 

previously a teacher, and before that, a research chemist. During his 

teaching career, he was a trade union representative, and became active 

within the Labour Party. Our interview took place on Zoom, in August 
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2020, after Dave responded to a call for participants I posted on a Facebook 

heritage group.  

Maureen Smith was born in Meadowfield, and spent her childhood and 

adult life between there, Langley Moor and Brandon. She currently lives in 

Langley Moor, where she previously served as a Parish Councillor. She also 

previously served as a County Councillor for the Liberal Democrats. Raised 

during the Second World War, Maureen’s mother worked as an Aycliffe 

Angel, a worker in a Newton Aycliffe factory manufacturing bombs. 

Maureen herself worked as a bus conductress, whilst her husband worked at 

Brandon Pit House colliery until its closure. Our interview took place on 

Zoom, in August 2020, after Maureen’s daughter saw my call for 

participants on a Facebook group called ‘Memories of Brandon, Co. 

Durham’ and put me in touch.  

Jacqueline Evans was born in 1969 and raised in Langley Park. She 

attended university in Preston, studying Applied Social Science, and has 

stayed in Lancashire since. Her parents still live in Langley Park. Jacqueline 

responded to my call for participants on a Langley Park community 

Facebook group, and our interview took place on Zoom in August 2020.  

Ben Mummery was born in 1985 and raised in Seaham. He now lives in 

Langley Park and works as a project manager in the IT industry. Ben 

responded to a call for participants I posted on a Langley Park community 

Facebook group, and our interview on Zoom, in September 2020, lasted just 

over an hour.  

Eric Wood was born in 1948. He grew up in Langley Moor and Brandon. 

His father worked at Bowburn Colliery, before accepting a transfer to the 

Nottinghamshire coalfield when Eric was 14, and then finally to Silverdale 

colliery in Staffordshire. Eric started his career as a teacher in Manchester. 

After working in the education department of Stockport Council, he 

eventually became County Education Officer for Warwickshire. His final 

job, from which he retired, was as the deputy Police and Crime 
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Commissioner for an independent commission. He still lives in 

Warwickshire, visiting his former home city of Durham whenever he can. 

He is a member of the Facebook group ‘Memories of Brandon, Co. 

Durham’ and responded to a call for participants I posted there.  Our 

interview took place on Zoom, lasting just over an hour, in December 2020.  

Jonathan Elmer was born in 1971 in London but grew up in Lincolnshire. 

He studied Environmental Biology at Aberystwyth and moved to County 

Durham after accepting a role at Durham County Council. He is now a 

Green Party county councillor for the Brandon division, the first of his party 

to be elected to this council, and lives in Langley Moor. Our interview took 

place on Zoom, in June 2021, lasting just over an hour. Having seen news of 

his recent election, which was a particularly significant change for the 

division, I reached out to him via e-mail to ask if he would be interested in 

being interviewed. 

Anne Carter was born in 1956 and raised in Bearpark. Her father worked 

as a surveyor for Durham County Council, and her mother was the doctor’s 

receptionist in Bearpark. Anne herself studied theology at Durham 

University, going on to be a Religious Education teacher. Anne’s maternal 

grandfather is Billy Kingston, a checkweighman at Bearpark colliery and 

lodge secretary. Her paternal grandfather is Bob Shotton, who was also a 

checkweighman and the lodge delegate. Shotton was also president of the 

Bearpark co-operative society and secretary of the Durham Parliamentary 

Division Labour Party. Both men were parish councillors and county 

aldermen. Our interview took place in-person, in a local café, in July 2021.  

Alison Hiles was born in Hammersmith and raised in North Yorkshire. She 

moved to Esh, Durham, when married, and has remained there ever since. 

She is a former Esh Parish Councillor, and District Councillor for what was 

formerly the Esh Ward. Our interview lasted over two hours and was carried 

out socially distanced in Alison’s garden in July 2021. 
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Oonagh Claber was born in 1962 and raised in Bearpark from around the 

age of three. She was the daughter of the village doctor. She left the village 

in 1980 to attend university, going on to live in Manchester and London. 

She returned to County Durham in 1989, and now lives in Langley Park, 

working as a Lead Genetic Counsellor in Newcastle-upon-Tyne. Our 

interview took place over Zoom in August 2021 and was around an hour 

long.  

Hannah Ashton was born in 1960 and raised in Bearpark. She now lives in 

Australia. The name used here is a pseudonym.  Our interview took place 

over Zoom, in October 2021. 

Redvers Crooks was born in 1962, raised in Bearpark, and lives there now. 

His father worked at Bearpark Colliery, until a serious accident at work in 

1963. Redvers previously served as a County Councillor for the Liberal 

Democrats, and later the Labour Party. Redvers is an old friend of my 

father’s, and our interview took place at his home in October 2021.  

Gary Crooks is Redvers’s nephew, introduced to me by Redvers. He was 

born in 1973 and raised in Bearpark. He left school with no qualifications, 

and during his twenties, was a drug dealer. He has served a number of 

prison sentences for drug dealing and armed robbery. He is currently the 

CEO of the community interest company, Positive Directions North East, 

and was a key figure in the establishment of Bearpark Community Boxing 

Club. Our interview took place in a meeting room at Positive Directions NE, 

in October 2021, lasting just over an hour.  

Norman Anderson was also introduced to me by Redvers. He was born in 

1964, raised in Bearpark and lives there now. He runs a local roofing 

business with his son. He is currently chairman of Bearpark Working Men’s 

Club and sits on Bearpark Parish Council.  Our interview took place at the 

Working Men’s Club, lasting just under an hour and a half, in October 2021 
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Stefan Gemski was born in 1954 and was raised in Bearpark, one of nine 

children. His father was in the Polish army and met his mother in England 

during the Second World War. After my interview with Norman Anderson, 

Norman was showing me a number of photographs of old sports teams that 

adorned the walls of his office in the working men’s club; Stefan’s brother 

was pictured, and I questioned Norman on who it was, noting the surname 

to be quite unusual for Bearpark. I found Stefan through his involvement 

with the Waterhouses Community Association and approached him to see if 

he was interested in being interviewed.  The interview took place at his 

home in Waterhouses in November 2021.  

Barrie Carse was introduced to me by a family friend. He was born in 1935 

and raised in Ushaw Moor. He left school at sixteen and took up 

employment at Bearpark Colliery. Following an injury at work, he was 

transferred to the National Coal Board Planning Department, and later went 

on to be a cover manager, covering manager’s holidays across the county. 

He retired in 1997 and remained living in Ushaw Moor. Our interview 

lasted just under two hours and was recorded at Barrie’s home in January 

2022. Barrie passed away in June 2023.  

Robert ‘Robin’ Chapman was born in in 1939 in Bearpark. His father was 

also born in Bearpark and met Robin’s mother whilst working as a tree 

planter in Dalby forest during the 1926 miners’ lockout. His father passed 

away when Robin was fourteen, at which point Robin left school and took 

up employment at Bearpark Coke works as an apprentice electrician. He 

was then employed by Durham County Waterboard, before going on to 

operate his own business. Robin was interviewed in his home, with his wife 

Margaret present with us in February 2022. Our interview lasted for 3 hours 

and 40 minutes. 

Harry Nixon was born in Bearpark, grew up there during the 1940s and 

lives there now. He was the fourth generation of men in his family to go 

underground at Bearpark colliery, starting when he was sixteen. He became 
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the NUM lodge chairman for Bearpark for a brief period before it closed. 

He accepted a transfer to Wearmouth Colliery, but this was halted by his 

participation in the miners’ strike of 1984-85. He was highly active during 

the strike, travelling across the country as part of flying pickets. Our 

interview took place in Harry’s home and lasted around an hour. He was 

introduced to me by Redvers, who was there during parts of the interview. 

Our interview took place in July 2023.  

 

REMOTE AND IN-PERSON ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEWS 

 

Indeed, although initially hesitant about interviewing remotely, reflection 

during and after the process has allowed me to explore the potential insights 

it holds for oral history methodology, as well as better understand some of 

its inherent challenges. At the same time, both the advantages and 

challenges of this alternative method of interviewing have also shaped the 

research process and what is written in this thesis to an extent worth 

exploring here.  

A recurring discussion in the following chapters centres around 

migration away from deindustrialised areas. Population movement 

following industrial closure is a well-explored topic within the field of 

deindustrialisation studies.143 Yet whether due to deliberate limitations in 

participant recruitment to the specific geographical area under investigation, 

or due to financial barriers and time restraints within research projects, often 

interviewees are those who have remained relatively local.  Indeed, the 

original methodological plan for this research was geographically specific 

and focused upon interviewing people living within or near to the 

communities themselves.  
 

143 High, ‘“The Wounds of Class”’. 
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Yet interviewing remotely opened up the possibility of interviewing 

people anywhere, significantly widening the scope of conversation about 

experiences of industrial closure. Interviewees Eric and Jacqueline both 

lived a substantial 2-to-3-hour car journey away from me in Newcastle-

upon-Tyne, whilst Hannah was interviewed from her home in Perth, 

Australia.  As such, these interviews introduced alternative perspectives on 

emotional attachments to place and functions of memory, as well as 

perceptions of politics and social change within County Durham from those 

at a geographical distance. 

Beyond this, the conversations regarding remote interviewing during 

the pandemic have raised important questions about the accessibility of in-

person interviewing practices from a disability justice perspective.144 For all 

oral history as a method has been championed a way to give voice to those 

formerly ‘hidden from history’, less consideration has been given as to how 

standard interviewing practices may actually enforce marginalisation. 145 

Instead, assessments of the method are rather rose-tinted. Sharpless, for 

instance, states that, ‘Oral History, easily accessible and useful for talking 

with almost any type of person, became a primary tool for documenting the 

lives of ordinary people.’146 

Likewise, for a field so conscious of chronic ill-health and disability in 

relation to industrial work as that of deindustrialisation studies, it is quite 

remarkable that there is a silence surrounding how these intersect with the 

qualitative research process. As Sarah Dziedzic rightly questions, ‘who have 

our practices excluded, who have our practices put at risk, and who have our 

 

144 Sarah Dziedzic, ‘Immunodeficiency and Oral History’, Medium, 7 April 2020, 

https://medium.com/@sarahdziedzic/immunodeficiency-and-oral-history-

85695925dd43. 
145 Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden from History: 300 Years of Women’s Oppression and 

the Fight against It, 3rd. ed.. (London: Pluto Press, 1977); Thompson, The Voice of 

the Past. 
146 Sharpless, ‘The History of Oral History’, 7. 
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practices protected?’. 147  The same questions should be asked of remote 

practices too, of course. With the shift to online learning and working for 

many during the pandemic, the digital divide received significant attention 

during this period, but more specifically, this attention highlighted clear 

generational differences in internet access and technological capabilities, 

with older people often excluded from online interactions.148 

This is not to generalise; three of the people I interviewed remotely 

were over the age of seventy. Rather, it is to encourage a consideration of 

shared authority over project design, as well as the interview itself, in order 

that our practices are as accessible as possible to all potential interviewees. 

Indeed, my research relied on interviewing people of different ages, in order 

to fully capture the cross-generational responses to deindustrialisation 

apparent within County Durham. Yet despite this focus, before the 

pandemic I had not once considered how age may interact with the research 

process, both technologically and methodologically.  

In some respects, too, interviewing remotely has also allowed for a 

greater attention to the interview process as an intersubjective, embodied 

encounter between two people, by demanding my consideration of how to 

reproduce this remotely.  In turn, this increased awareness through remote 

practices has encouraged reflexivity within my in-person practices, too. This 

has been particularly important when considering emotions as they appear 

within interviewee testimony, and how they have then been interpreted 

within this thesis. 

 

147 Dziedzic, ‘Immunodeficiency and Oral History’. 
148 Geoff Watts, ‘COVID-19 and the Digital Divide in the UK’, The Lancet Digital 

Health 2, no. 8 (2020): 395-e396; Viknesh Sounderajah et al., ‘Bridging the Digital 

Divide: A National Survey Assessing Public Readiness for Digital Health Strategies 

Against COVID-19 within the United Kingdom’, 2020; Centre for Ageing Better, 

‘How Has Covid-19 Changed the Landscape of Digital Inclusion?’, 11 August 2020. 
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Most notably, the absence of physical presence and non-verbal cues 

can be a significant obstacle when discussing emotional topics remotely.  As 

already discussed, emotional subjects often require a nuanced understanding 

of the interviewee's feelings; body language, facial expressions, and tone of 

voice play a vital role in conveying and comprehending emotions. 149 

However, in some of my interviews conducted remotely, these valuable 

non-verbal cues were either limited or entirely absent from the small virtual 

rectangle of the video call, making it difficult to fully grasp the depth of 

emotions being shared. In these situations, I had to rely heavily on verbal 

communication and the interviewee's ability to articulate their emotions 

explicitly. This can place an added burden on the interviewee, who may 

struggle to convey their feelings adequately without the full range of non-

verbal cues they would have in an in-person setting.  

This also further complicates interpretation of testimony, as emotional 

subtleties may go unnoticed or be misinterpreted over a video call.  

However, in an attempt to mitigate this, I turned to existing reflexive 

scholarship, such as Anderson and Jack’s Learning to Listen, and attempted 

to deploy their suggestions for active listening in practice.150 Likewise, I 

also simply asked direct questions, like ‘Can you remember how you felt?’, 

in order to explicitly probe emotional memories when it felt appropriate and 

sensitive to do so. I continued to do this during in-person interviews 

afterwards, despite the additional cues of embodied emotion present there. 

 

149 Holmes, ‘Does It Matter If She Cried?’ 
150 Anderson and Jack, ‘Learning to Listen: Interview Techniques and Analyses’; 
Anna Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki, ‘Slowing Down to Listen in the Digital Age: 

How New Technology Is Changing Oral History Practice’, The Oral History Review 

44, no. 1 (1 April 2017): 94–112; Hugo Slim and Paul Thompson, ‘Ways of 

Listening’, in The Oral History Reader, ed. Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson 

(London: Routledge, 1998), 128–39; Martha Norkunas, ‘The Vulnerable Listener’, 

in Oral History Off the Record: Toward an Ethnography of Practice, ed. Anna 

Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 81–96. 
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Yet many memories are intrinsically linked to specific material items, 

such as photographs, and this thesis in particular is interested in how people 

choose to remember the past and how they curate their own personal 

heritage.151 Remote interviewing introduced a set of notable challenges in 

this respect due to limited access to material objects or difficulty sharing 

them through a digital medium. Some items may be difficult to show to the 

camera, and trying to do so might actually serve as quite an interruption to 

the natural flow of testimony. Ian Cummings, for example, told me he had a 

large collection of photographs and videos that he would be happy for me to 

look through, but there was no practical way to show me them unless I 

viewed them in person.  

It did, however, mean that during in-person interviews I was very 

aware of our material surroundings, because of their absence in previous 

remote interviews. With these tangible objects physically present, 

interviewees employed them as prompts to stimulate memory recall or 

discussions of their significance. For instance, during my interview with 

Harry Nixon, he left the room during a discussion of the Durham Miners’ 

Gala, and came back with a number of ties, all related in some way to 

coalmining or his union activity, telling me he was not sure which one he 

would wear this year. In doing so, he proceeded to share with me his 

memories of obtaining the ties, and things that had happened when wearing 

each.  

While interactions with material objects during interviews might 

initially seem like digressions, they actually provide vital prompts for 

memory recall and the communication of meaning. These tangible 

 

151 Janis Wilton, ‘Telling Objects: Material Culture and Memory in Oral History 

Interviews’, Oral History Association of Australia Journal, The, no. 30 (2008): 41–

49; Anat Hecht, ‘Home Sweet Home: Tangible Memories of an Uprooted 

Childhood’, in Home Possessions: Material Culture behind Closed Doors, ed. 

Daniel Miller (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 123–49. 
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connections to the past—whether photographs, artefacts, or personal 

belongings—enhance the richness of the oral testimonies by grounding 

abstract memories in the physical and sensory world. This interplay between 

materiality and memory is a key strength of oral history, offering a more 

textured and multidimensional understanding of the past 

There are ways to mitigate the challenges of addressing sensory and 

material cues remotely, such as asking participants to scan and share 

photographs, or simply to show or describe significant objects, that I did not 

employ in this process that could have potentially enriched the testimony 

shared.  However, I was acutely aware that interviewees were providing me 

with a great deal of their own time, and sharing a life narrative can be a 

difficult task in and of itself; adding extra layers of expectations to this 

should be approached with careful consideration.  

However, it was only when I did move to in-person interviews that I 

realised there were other opportunities I had missed in my remote practices 

that were perhaps less burdensome for interviewees. In particular, I had 

relied on a rather throwaway off-the-record question in finding other 

participants, asking interviewees if they knew of anyone else who may be 

interested in being interviewed. Yet in person, with photographs in front of 

me, I was able to ask about specific people in the pictures, prompting 

interviewees’ memories about individuals who they otherwise would not 

have thought to introduce.   

For instance, it was only due to the fact that I conducted one interview, 

with Norman Anderson, in-person at Bearpark Working Men’s Club, that I 

came across a later interviewee, Stefan Gemski. As Norman was showing 

me photographs of former Bearpark sports teams, that were hung on the 

walls of the club, I enquired about the Gemski surname and was told of their 

Polish origins. Locating Stefan took some investigation on my part, and his 

name did not come up as part of the interview but rather due to my 

deliberate questioning. Norman, for his part, could only vaguely remember 
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the Gemski family, but provided me with a couple of pieces of information 

to follow up on. Whilst I remain hesitant about asking too much of 

interviewees in remote interviews, there is a balance to be struck, and had I 

asked to see even one or two photographs or material objects remotely, I 

may have found similar unexpected ways to prompt memory or locate other 

interviewees, as occurred here.  

In short, the evolution of this research project has underscored the 

flexibility, reflexivity, and adaptability essential to the practice of oral 

history, enriching my comprehension of how we approach memory, 

emotion, and materiality within interview practice. Although driven by the 

unexpected challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic, the need to alter the 

format of interviewing has led to significant, unexpected insights that are 

useful to my practice as an oral historian. While the initial methodology 

anticipated in-person interviews within specific communities, the pandemic 

necessitated a shift to remote interviewing, uncovering unforeseen benefits 

such as the inclusion of distant voices and raising critical issues of 

accessibility. This transition also deepened my understanding of the 

interview process as an embodied, intersubjective encounter, particularly 

when discussing emotional subjects or material items.  

 

Researcher Positionality  

My interest in the topic of deindustrialisation in County Durham stems from 

a personal connection to the area, something which a number of other 

scholars in the field of deindustrialisation studies note as their driving 

motivation for research.152 My father worked as an electrician at the colliery 

 

152 For instance, see the contributor discussions in the introduction to Steven C. 

High, Lachlan MacKinnon, and Andrew Perchard, eds., The Deindustrialised 

World: Confronting Ruination in Postindustrial Places (Vancouver: UBC Press, 

2017). 
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in Bearpark, although he had left the industry by the time it closed and so as 

a family we were not personally impacted by its closure. His parents, my 

Grandparents, lived in Langley Moor and Brandon until their deaths. I grew 

up in the area during the late 1990s and early 2000s. Like for many people 

of my generation, industry was there in residues even when it was no longer 

actually there, often in ways I only realised to be significant afterwards, like 

school trips to Beamish Museum, and the old pit lamp on my Dad’s hearth. 

I mention all of this because it has significant implications for the 

research process. The oral history interview is an intersubjective encounter 

between interviewer and interviewee, and positionality can influence what is 

shared.153  As Naples argues, however, there is no binary ‘insider/outsider’ 

status; instead, these positions are ‘ever shifting and permeable social 

locations that are differentially experienced and expressed’.154 Here, I want 

to discuss my position as a researcher in both locations, to explore how it 

influenced the oral history process, and thus what is contained in this thesis.  

 One of the most obvious benefits of existing links to the community 

being researched is easier participant recruitment and existing rapport. 

Building rapport and trust is essential for the oral history interview and 

requires us to understand the process beyond an effort to ‘extract’ data from 

people.155 Whilst the interview is about the interviewee’s experiences, its 

success is ultimately built upon the relationship between interviewee and 

 

153 Valerie Yow, ‘“Do I Like Them Too Much?”: Effects of the Oral History 

Interview on the Interviewer and Vice-Versa’, The Oral History Review 24, no. 1 

(1997): 55–79; Mahua Sarkar, ‘Between Craft and Method: Meaning and Inter-

Subjectivity in Oral History Analysis’, Journal of Historical Sociology 25, no. 4 

(2012): 578–600; Amy Tooth Murphy, ‘Listening in, Listening Out’, Oral History 
48, no. 1 (2020): 35–44. 
154 Nancy Naples, ‘The Outsider Phenomenon’, in In the Field: Readings on the 

Field Research Experience, ed. Carolyn D Smith and William Kornblum, 2nd ed. 

(Westport: Praeger, 1996), 139–49. 
155 Donald A. Ritchie, Doing Oral History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); 

Valerie Raleigh Yow, Recording Oral History: A Guide for the Humanities and 
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interviewer. Thus, elements of self-disclosure and informality on the part of 

the interviewer before the interview are often important in allaying nerves 

and lessening power inequalities.156 

Although having to interview remotely disrupted this somewhat, as 

people I already knew wanted to wait and be interviewed in person, it was 

an advantage to have even a small number of pre-existing contacts. There 

was already a degree of trust there, and as such, people were incredibly 

generous with their time, as well as freely sharing their personal 

photographs and belongings in relation to their testimony. At the same time, 

this familiarity can cause us to be blind to the ordinary, or to be distracted 

from the research process by unintended self-reflection.157 As such, where 

items or testimony either resonated with my own emotional experiences, or 

simply confirmed something I accepted as mundane reality, I had to take 

care to return to these critically and analyse objectively.  

 Moreover, knowing interviewees has further complications. Despite 

going through the same participant information, consent, and copyright 

forms with all interviewees, there is likely an awareness that I, as an 

interviewer, could share all the personal testimony recorded with me with 

mutual connections even if they asked for redactions or anonymity. Of 

course, this would have been highly unethical and a significant breach of 

trust, but it was only upon reflection did I consider that interviewees may 

have self-censored their narratives because of who was interviewing them. 

Alternatively, the degree of informality introduced by pre-existing 

 

156 Susan Armitage and Sherna Berger Gluck, ‘Reflections on Women’s Oral 
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relationships may lead interviewees to overshare information they do not 

necessarily want on the historical record. During one interview, I had to 

remind the interviewee we were recording because I suspected it was highly 

confidential, and as expected, they hurriedly asked me to switch the recorder 

off.  

 The other issue I encountered was how easily interviews with people I 

already knew seemed to slip into less formal conversation. For instance, in 

my interview with Redvers Crooks, who had known my Dad since 

childhood, when discussing leisure time in the village, he remarks, “I hope 

your Dad comes out though for the Cheltenham Festival. I bet Jimmy is 

there.”158 On some occasions, like this, it was easy to gently nudge the 

direction of the interview back on course, but other times it felt more 

difficult and the subject matter more uncomfortable.  

Talking about his political opinions, Redvers also asked me ‘What does 

your Dad think?’. In the recording, my own hesitation and discomfort 

makes for equally uncomfortable listening, as I weigh up my position as a 

researcher but also, as the daughter of Redvers’ friend. I eventually 

concede-truthfully- that I do not really know, and Redvers adds ‘He’s a 

socialist I think…cause when I mentioned, he agreed’. After a few minutes, 

the interview is back ‘on track’, but not before my positionality had 

contributed to a sense of discomposure and unease in the interview.  

Indeed, although this was not the case here, research that blurs the line 

between the professional and personal risks complicating relationships, 

either with interviewees themselves, or with other people mentioned during 

the course of the interview. As DeLyser warns, ‘Those of us whose place of 

research may also be a personal space to refuge, would be well advised, 

 

158 Redvers Crooks, Interview with the Author (Bearpark, October 2021) 
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before undertaking insider research, to attempt to tease out and contemplate 

the potential repercussions that professionalizing the personal may have’. 159  

Katherine Borland found, in conducting an oral history interview with 

her own grandmother, conflict in interpreting meaning within what is shared 

can give rise to significant tension.160 When interviewing a family member, 

or someone you already know well, there is a significant risk that this 

tension spills over into the relationship beyond the research process. 

Borland shares that through dialogue and collaboration with her 

grandmother, they were eventually able to find meaning within the 

testimony that realigned their interpretations. Depending on the severity of 

the tension and interpretive conflict, however, reconciliation may not be as 

easy to achieve. 

Interpretation of testimony may be further complicated by ‘insider’ 

status, because as Christina Chavez suggests, our position may provide us 

with a ‘rose-coloured observational lens’. 161  This thesis examines how 

individuals make sense of the residues of industry, and how, through an 

interplay of memory, emotion, and nostalgia, construct ideas of mining 

communities that suit the needs of the present. I too, through my own 

experiences, come to this research project with my own imaginations of 

community and personal interpretations of the past that I have had to, as far 

as one can, step beyond. Whilst insider status may help us to understand 

better the perspectives of interviewees, great care must be taken in 

interpretation, to ensure we are truly listening to what is being shared 

beyond our own experiences.  

 

159Dydia DeLyser, ‘“Do You Really Live Here?” Thoughts on Insider Research’, 

Geographical Review 91, no. 1/2 (2001): 441–53. 
160 Katherine Borland, ‘“That’s Not What I Said”: Interpretive Conflict in Oral 

Narrative Research’, in The Oral History Reader, ed. Robert Perks and Alistair 

Thomson (London: Routledge, 1998), 320–33. 
161 Chavez, ‘Conceptualizing from the Inside’. 
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Moreover, whilst some aspects of my identity as a researcher placed me 

as an ‘insider’ within some interviews, other elements left me firmly as an 

‘outsider’. Being in my mid-twenties, I was younger than all but one of my 

participants. In some instances, this was less notable, with only a few years 

between us, but in others, a sixty-year age gap situated us firmly in different 

generations. People asked my age frequently, at times out of curiosity, and 

at others, to gauge my own awareness of significant moments, like the 

1984-85 miners’ strike.  

For instance, talking about his own childhood, Redvers asks, 

‘‘Because my daughter, she's 30, how old are you? [25] 25. You would not 

have been able to cope.’162 Age difference is not necessarily a barrier in 

itself- this research is centred around cross-generational interactions- and it 

can be a rewarding opportunity for cross-generational dialogue. In some 

cases, however, my interviewees decided that I might be too young to fully 

comprehend the experiences they were sharing. I used these moments as 

opportunities to probe further, asking them to help me understand things 

better. As Portelli remarks, ‘the most important things I had to offer were 

my ignorance and my desire to learn…. It was what I didn’t know that 

encouraged people to talk to me, knowing that they were helping instead of 

being “helped.”’163 

Likewise, a significant portion of many interviews with male 

participants, as was to be expected, centred around industrial work. As this 

thesis will explore, the work was inherently masculine, and my position as a 

young female researcher naturally places me very separate to this, regardless 

of how much contextual reading I had done to understand the more 

technical side of coal mining. In my interview with Barrie Carse, for 

example, he was highly aware of this, repeatedly stating that he knew we 

 

162 Redvers Crooks, Interview with the Author. 
163 Portelli, They Say in Harlan County, 7. 
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would run into ‘snags’ because of how much there was to explain. He often 

asked me to turn off the recorder so he could make sure I was following. In 

other interviews, it took a lot of persuading on my part that I would not be 

offended by swearing or crude stories.  

Often, too, power in the interview is discussed in relation to the power 

the researcher has. These concerns are valid, and well explored, and I was 

conscious that as a university educated, graduate student, this social position 

may influence the dynamic of the interview.164 However, more frequently, 

these implicit nods to my age and gender made me feel rather 

disempowered- I often wondered whether I was the ‘right’ person to be 

doing these interviews and interpreting people’s experiences. Despite 

having been thorough in explaining all participant information, the nature of 

the project, and filling out all the proper consent and copyright forms, in a 

pause during one interview so the interviewee could take a phone call, I was 

referred to as a ‘young girl here to learn some things for a college project’. I 

made sure to return to another full explanation of my purpose and what had 

been signed before I left. 

 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the methodological framework of this thesis, 

emphasising the critical role of oral history in engaging with contemporary 

issues of identity, place-attachment, and community r. Where traditional 

archival sources often overlook the lived experiences and emotional 

memories of ordinary people, oral history offers an indispensable tool for 

 

164 Lenore Layman, ‘Reticence in Oral History Interviews’, The Oral History 

Review 36, no. 2 (2009): 207–30. 
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understanding how these communities navigate the legacies of industrial 

decline and continue to shape their identities in the present. In line with the 

work of oral historians like Alessandro Portelli, Penny Summerfield, and 

Alistair Thomson, this thesis firmly positions oral history as the most 

appropriate methodology for capturing the complex, subjective, and 

evolving ways that individuals in former mining communities engage with 

their past. Oral history not only documents these personal narratives but also 

plays a crucial role in shaping and sustaining collective memory, 

particularly in the context of deindustrialsation where traditional sources fall 

short 

Related to this, therefore, the way in which the interview is conducted, 

and who conducts it, is important. The creation of life narratives in oral 

history is a profoundly inter-subjective process, where both interviewer and 

interviewee engage in a collaborative dialogue from the initial conversation 

to the final interpretation of the testimony. This democratic approach 

ensures that the histories of former mining communities are not just 

recorded, but actively shaped by those who lived them, making oral history 

an essential tool for capturing the full breadth of these communities' 

experiences. The chapter has also reflected upon some of the dynamics that 

emerged between myself and interviewees during this research. In reflecting 

upon this, it has outlined the way in which the setting and form of the 

interview, as well as my own changing positionality, has altered my practice 

as an oral historian and influenced the testimony included within this thesis.  

This chapter has outlined the methodological foundation of this thesis, 

offering both the necessary background on each interviewee and a reflection 

on the dynamics that shaped the collection of their testimonies. By choosing 

oral history as the central methodology, this research not only captures the 

rich, subjective experiences of those living in County Durham's former 

mining villages but also ensures that their voices contribute to a more 

inclusive and representative historical narrative. The challenges faced, 
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particularly during remote interviews, further underscore the flexibility and 

resilience of oral history as a method uniquely suited to exploring the 

ongoing impact of deindustrialisation. 
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CHAPTER 2 THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE IN THE COALFIELD 

OF WEST DURHAM 

 

“Notice to Miners- Messrs Strake and Love, owners of Brancepeth, 

Oakenshaw, Willington, and Brandon Collieries in the County of Durham, 

have resolved not to employ men connected with the Miners’ Union. They 

offer work and good wages to pitmen who are at liberty to give their labour 

unrestricted…House, Coals and Garden for 6d per fortnight. Families will 

be removed free of cost.”165 

“It was hard work for us, but I says it was nowhere near—nothing 

compared to what me Dad and me Grandad did. There was no health and 

safety…because they were actually treat like slaves before 

nationalisation”166 

 

This chapter explores the Durham coalfield from a spatial perspective, 

providing the necessary historical and social context for understanding the 

experiences and memories of the communities examined in subsequent 

chapters. By outlining how the large-scale processes of industrial capitalism 

shaped the small-scale experiences of industrial communities, this chapter 

sets the stage for the detailed oral history analysis that follows. Establishing 

this context is crucial for understanding how memory, place, and generation 

interact within these communities, particularly as they navigate the 

profound changes brought about by deindustrialisation. This foundational 

analysis supports the thesis's broader exploration of how the spatiality of 

deindustrialisation has been experienced and remembered across 

generations. 

 

165 Laurie Moran, The History of Brandon Colliery, 1856-1960 (Houghton-Le-

Spring: The Gilpin Press, 1988), 30. 
166 Harry Nixon, Interview with the Author (Bearpark: July 2023). 
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In doing so, it understands space as socially produced and in a 

constant state of transformation, as Lefebvre contends. 167  As such, it looks 

to examine the early contestations and concessions over space that occurred 

in the Durham coalfield, as lived space was experienced through continuous 

negotiations between the paternalist representations of space and the 

representative space created by industrial workers’ and their families.  

 One of the most prominent assessments of this early history of the 

Durham mining communities is Huw Beynon and Terry Austrin’s Masters 

and Servants. The work provides a comprehensive evaluation of the unique 

‘Durham system’ of paternalist control that emerged in the blending of 

former feudal practices with new ideas of industrial colonisation, and so too 

does it provide a history of the political and social movements that emerged 

from below in response to this control. Yet Beynon and Austrin treat space 

as a passive receptacle of control and contestation, at times implicitly 

hinting at its uses for asserting these social relations without fully exploring 

how intrinsically linked the spatial and the social are.  

 First, therefore, this chapter turns to examine the production of 

paternalist space. Indeed, many of the colliery villages in existence today 

have their basis in the creation of basic housing stock centred around a coal 

mine by newly formed coal companies. The chapter therefore draws upon 

historiography specifically concerned with the development of villages to 

the west of Durham city, in order to outline the dynamics of power that 

developed in these villages in their earliest forms. Again, it adopts a spatial 

approach to consider how the system of Company paternalism produced 

 

167 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991); see also, in 

relation to the 'spatial turn',  Doreen Massey, ‘Places and Their Pasts’, History 

Workshop Journal, no. 39 (1995): 182–92; Doreen B. Massey, For Space (London ; 

Thousand Oaks, Calif.: SAGE, 2005); David Harvey, ‘Between Space and Time: 

Reflections on the Geographical Imagination1’, Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers 80, no. 3 (1990): 418–34; Michel Foucault and Jay 

Miskowiec, ‘Of Other Spaces’, Diacritics 16, no. 1 (1986): 22–27. 
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space that reinforced existing class relations for the needs of industrial 

capitalism.  

 Next, this chapter explores the spatiality of the coal mine as a workplace, 

because whilst so central to the wider village itself, a distinct set of social 

relations emerged in response to the unusual space of an underground 

workplace. In particular, it is of interest to understand how the forces of 

industrial capitalism and the natural world come together within the coal 

mine to exploit and endanger the worker.  At the same time, here we 

examine how these conditions were crucial to developing a sense of 

solidarity amongst miners and how spaces of autonomy and independence 

did emerge within the coal mine as a workplace, as well as how this 

relationship with the natural world was paralleled in leisure time through 

use of outdoor spaces in colliery villages. 

 Finally, this chapter discusses how these conditions, and the social 

relations forged within them, came to be channelled into labour 

organisation, namely the Durham Miners’ Association, and further into 

political representation through the Liberal and Labour parties. A 

considerable scholarship evaluates the organisation and political 

relationships of the Durham miners, and as such, this chapter does not offer 

a comprehensive discussion of their workings and actions. 168  Rather, it 

draws on existing historiography to interrogate how these movements 

altered the social relations of the coalfield and asks whether these alterations 

changed the paternalist power dynamics of space. It examines local politics, 

which are often neglected, to question how deference and dependency 

evolved over time. 

 

168 See, for example Garside, The Durham Miners, 1919-1960; R. Challinor and B. 

Ripley, The Miners’ Association: A Trade Union in the Age of the Chartists 

(London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1968); Mates, The Great Labour Unrest; Keith 

Wilson, ‘Political Radicalism in the North East of England 1830-1860 : Issues in 

Historical Sociology’ (Ph.D., Durham University, 1987), 

http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/1680/; Moore, Pitmen Preachers and Politics. 
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 Lastly, this chapter examines nationalisation, not to delve into the 

intricate details of policy and politics, but to consider the role of the 

National Coal Board (NCB) as the final structure of state paternalism that 

perpetuated the entwinement of village spaces with industry. This analysis 

lays the groundwork for the subsequent chapters, where oral history will be 

used to explore how these historical processes are remembered and 

interpreted by those who lived through them. By establishing this historical 

context, this chapter justifies the methodological choice to focus on oral 

history in the chapters that follow, highlighting how these personal 

narratives offer invaluable insights into the lived experience of 

deindustrialisation and its impact on community identity and memory 

Overall, this chapter situates the developments of colliery villages 

through time, in order to examine the significance of deindustrialisation 

later in this thesis. As noted, spatial theory can usefully frame how social 

relations both alter, and are altered, by space. As Doreen Massey suggests, 

the identity of a place is fluid and relational, forged through negotiation and 

constatation, it ‘is always, and always has been in the process of formation: 

it is in a sense forever unachieved’.169 This chapter is concerned with these 

formations and transformations of place, seeking to outline the constant 

contestations and negotiations with space that created the colliery villages as 

we experience them today, in their deindustrialised state. Most 

fundamentally, this exploration of space-through-time shows the intrinsic 

centrality of industry despite all other changes, setting the stage for a deeper 

examination of memory, generation, and space in relation to the 

deindustrialisation of these villages in the chapters that follow.  

Producing A Paternalist Space 

 

169 Doreen Massey, ‘Places and Their Pasts’, History Workshop Journal, no. 39 

(1995): 186. 
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The history of coal mining in the United Kingdom long pre-dates the 

industrial revolution, with evidence of coal extraction from the Roman 

occupation and later medieval period widely apparent. In County Durham in 

particular, however, the pre-industrial market for coal is notable for both its 

size, and its capacity to shape the social relations of space in a way which 

prepared the area for the later growth of industrial capitalism.170 With its 

designation as a palatinate in 1081, ‘Prince’ Bishops, associated 

ecclesiastical bodies, and a number of aristocratic families including the 

Nevilles and the Eures dominated land ownership within County Durham.171 

Although still a largely agrarian society, the extraction of coal for domestic 

use in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries provided a significant source of 

income for both the ecclesiastic and lay landowners of the time.172 In turn, 

domestic demand for coal and other materials like steel bolstered the trade 

of cities such as Newcastle-upon-Tyne, with waterways that provided 

effective means for transportation. 173  The subsequent emergence of the 

steam train, and the construction of significant rail infrastructure in the 

region, further enlarged the capacity for coal exportation.  

As Ray Hudson notes, ‘The transformation was a decisive and 

profound one, with an all-embracing impact: class relations, hegemonic 

ideas and political practices, and the patterns of economic activity were all 
 

170 J. B. Blake, ‘The Medieval Coal Trade of North East England: Some Fourteenth-

Century Evidence’, Northern History 2, no. 1 (1967): 1–26; Margaret. Bonney, 

Lordship and the Urban Community : Durham and Its Overlords, 1250-1540 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
171 Anne Orde, ‘Ecclesiastical Estate Management in County Durham during the 

Eighteenth Century’, Northern History 45, no. 1 (2008): 159–71; Sill, 

‘Landownership and Industry’; Jonathan Paul Boniface, ‘The Durham Gentry: 

Social Stablility and Change in the Palatinate of Durham, c.1286-1346’ (Doctoral, 

Durham University, 2006).. 
172 A. T. Brown, ‘Estate Management and Institutional Constraints in Pre-Industrial 

England : The Ecclesiastical Estates of Durham, c.1400-1640.’, Economic History 

Review. 67, no. 3 (2014): 699–719; Christian D. Liddy, The Bishopric of Durham in 

the Late Middle Ages: Lordship, Community, and the Cult of St. Cuthbert, Regions 

and Regionalism in History (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2008). 
173 Gerard Turnbull, ‘Canals, Coal and Regional Growth during the Industrial 

Revolution’, The Economic History Review 40, no. 4 (1987): 537–60. 
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radically altered’.174 Indeed, the wealth generated by such trade would go on 

to establish new families within the region’s landed gentry, of whom the 

Ridley family is perhaps the most noted. Older landed families, such as the 

Bowes, joined these newcomers in a preoccupation with coal, increasing 

their ownership of coal-bearing land, that was in turn typically leased to 

private coal companies.175 These private coal companies, for their part, were 

instrumental in the creation of colliery villages, both in relation to the built 

environment, and how this built environment generated the social relations 

of these places. 

Between 1800 and 1900, the coal industry of County Durham 

expanded rapidly. The coalfield to the west of Durham city was relatively 

late to be exploited, with many larger collieries only being sunk in the 

second half of the nineteenth century in what had previously been 

predominantly agricultural land with a number of relatively small-scale lead 

mining operations.176 What occurred as a result, therefore, was the rapid 

creation of housing stock by colliery owners, and a subsequent increase in 

population through inwards migration, creating the foundations of the 

villages that now exist today.177 Speaking of this population movement, and 

 

174 Raymond Hudson, Wrecking a Region: State Policies, Party Politics, and 

Regional Change in North East England (London: Pion Limited, 1989), 1. 
175 McCollum-Oldroyd, David Andrew (1998) Accounting and estate management 

in North-East England c.1700-1770 with particular reference to the Bowes estates, 

Durham theses, Durham University. Available at Durham E-Theses Online: 

http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/4644/ 
176 Arthur E. Smailes, ‘Population Changes in the Colliery Districts of 

Northumberland and Durham’, The Geographical Journal 91, no. 3 (1938): 220–29; 

Weardale and Teesdale, to the West of the County, had previously been the site of 

lead mining activity. This was enacted on land leased from landowners, including 

the Bishop of Durham, and overseen by private companies. For a detailed history of 

lead mining in the county, see; Les Turnbull, The History of Lead Mining in the 
North East of England (Newcastle upon Tyne: H. Hill, 1975). 
177; The population of Brandon and Byshottles parish, for instance, rose from 478 in 

1831 to 1486 by 1861 following the sinking of Brandon colliery by Strakers’ and 

Love Ltd. in 1856. Bearpark, with its colliery sunk in 1872 by the Bearpark Coal 

Company, appears to have experienced a similar growth in population, although 

figures are obscured by its inclusion in the broader Durham St. Oswald Parish for 

census data. 
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the subsequent rapid creation of housing, the former miner and author Sid 

Chaplin writes:  

“The villages were built overnight—the Americans are much more realistic 

about mining than we are. They know it's a short-lived thing relatively 

speaking...so they talk about mining camps; we talk about villages, which is 

one of the oldest words in the language. It means a permanent settlement. 

But most of the Durham villages were camps. The first street was Sinkers 

Row, and an upper and a downer. At best a sort of but-and-ben [a two-

roomed cottage with an outer room or kitchen (but) and an inner room 

(ben)] arrangement. That is a little scullery with a fairly large kitchen and if 

you wanted a bedroom for the kids, you put planks across the rafters.”178 

Reflecting on these early settlements, a 1950 report from Durham County 

Council notes that “They were built as quickly and cheaply as possible, and 

as close to the mine as possible. Little or no thought was given to the real 

needs of the inhabitants.”179 Instead, what mattered was how effectively the 

settlement could serve the needs of the coal company. Moreover, in order to 

ensure a consistent degree of labour, employment in the collieries was 

typically tied to the provision of housing by the coal company. This system 

of tied housing was quite unique to the North East, appearing more as a 

continuation of the feudal agricultural systems that had preceded industry, 

and allowed for a very specific set of social relations to emerge between 

owner and worker.180 

“In Northumberland and Durham, we find every man his house, his firing 

coal, his garden, and everything of that sort. A little of the paternal system is 

useful because you can keep your men in times of difficulty.”181 

 

178 Chaplin, Sid, ‘Durham Mining Villages’, in Mining and Social Change: Durham 

County in the Twentieth Century, ed. Martin Bulmer (London: Croom Helm, 1978), 
63. 
179 Durham County Council, ‘County Development Plan 1951: Written Statement’ 

(Durham: Durham County Council, 1951), 18. 
180 Huw Beynon and Terry Austrin, Masters and Servants: Class and Patronage in 

the Making of a Labour Organisation: The Durham Miners and the English 

Political Tradition (London: Rivers Oram Press, 1994). 
181 Quoted in ibid., 22. 
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Accompanying this system of tied housing for miners and their families was 

the yearly bond, through which a miner contracted themselves to a colliery 

owner each year. Breaking of the bond frequently resulted in arrest, trial, 

and imprisonment, as well as being entered onto a county-wide black list.182 

In part, these ‘surface’ practices were so essential, because of the levels of 

autonomy and solidarity that could emerge in the ‘underground’ work place 

itself. Indeed, the colliery village was imbued with the power of the colliery 

owners in order to ensure a compliant and dependent labour force, and for 

this reason is of equal historical importance as the coal mine itself.   

These levels of control offered colliery owners strong leverage to quash 

industrial disputes. For instance, in 1863, miners at the Strakers and Love 

owned Brandon colliery began a strike for wage improvements. In a notice 

to striking miners, the company wrote: 

"Take notice, that by your having absented yourself from our service, you 

have determined and broken your contract of hiring with us; and we hereby 

require you to deliver up to us the possession of the cottage house which 

you have occupied as our servant before the 27th day of October 1863; and 

in default of you doing so, you will be turned out of possession.” 183 

Indeed, throughout the mid-nineteenth century, various attempts to organise 

and unionise miners had been made across County Durham, and strike 

action had certainly been attempted at several collieries.184 Throughout the 

early to mid-nineteenth century, there is strong evidence of a burgeoning 

class consciousness and political participation amongst colliers, with a 

number of well-attended rallies that signified engagement with both a 

 

182 Beynon and Austrin, Masters and Servants; William Henry Maehl, ‘Chartist 

Disturbances in Northeastern England, 1839’, International Review of Social 

History 8, no. 3 (1963): 389–414. 
183 Moran, The History of Brandon Colliery, 1856-1960, 1988. 
184 James Alan Jaffe, The Struggle for Market Power: Industrial Relations in the 

British Coal Industry, 1800-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
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growing union movement and Chartism. 185   In short, however, these 

attempts were unable to produce a trade union movement capable of uniting 

the efforts of the county’s collieries, in large part because of the strong 

resistance from colliery owners who held the power to dismiss, evict, and 

blacklist striking workers. 186  Even without explicit strike action, the 

residence of colliery officials within the villages ensured a close watch was 

kept on village activities, in order to ensure compliance and discourage 

dissent.  

 Moreover, what we see here is the way in which power is wielded 

spatially by the coal companies, with labour control easily exercised beyond 

the workplace because of paternalistic constructions of space.  The tying of 

colliery housing to employment is a very literal example of this control, but 

power was continually reproduced and reinforced in a multitude of ways 

within these spaces.  In Esh Winning, a colliery village to the west of 

Durham, the manager J Crofton would ‘ride around the colliery streets and 

severely reprimand anyone who did not maintain their garden or keep their 

house tidy. He lived in a colonnaded villa close to the colliery but looking 

away from it’.187  

This customary practice, of management being provided with large, well-

attended homes that intentionally looked away from the industrial 

landscape, is perhaps the most overt reminder of the hierarchical social 

relations that shaped the entire village. In addition, Beynon and Austrin 

comment upon the use of company embossed bricks in the building of 

village structures. 188  In the same style, newly constructed terraces and 

commercial streets often bore the name of company officials. Bearpark’s 

 

185 Wilson, ‘Political Radicalism in the North East of England 1830-1860’. 
186 Ibid. 
187 Emery, The Coalminers of Durham, 33. 
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‘Fry Street’ for instance, pays homage to the influential partner in the 

Bearpark Coke and Coal Company, Theodore Fry, serving as a physical 

reminder of his power and influence.  

Elsewhere in the Deerness valley, Pease and Partners appointed Methodist 

missionaries, whilst their contemporary Joseph Love gifted the Methodist 

New Connexion a chapel at Cornsay.189 Methodism held a central position 

within the Durham coalfield, in particular. The promotion of religion also 

offered coal companies and their directors with an added level of social 

control. Methodism advocated for temperance, thrift, and piety, and as 

Moore contends, many colliery owners were eager to promote these values 

in the hope of producing a more industrious and placid workforce. 190  

Likewise, coal companies sought to further influence employees within 

the spheres of recreation, leisure, and education, through either constructing 

facilities themselves, contributing financially to their construction, or at the 

very least, being part of their opening ceremonies.191 For instance, as well as 

contributing to the costs of three chapels in Bearpark, Bearpark Coke and 

Coal Ltd. also erected a literary institute in 1892, later adding a larger 

institute in 1921 and a recreation ground in 1928.192 As Rimlinger notes, the 

provision of social welfare and recreation facilities was ‘profitable from the 

point of view of productivity…to develop and maintain the capacity and the 

willingness to work’. 193   In particular, influence over reading room and 

 

189 Norman Emery, ‘Pease and Partners and the Deerness Valley: Aspects of the 

Social and Economic History of Waterhouses, Esh Winning and Ushaw Moor’ 
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190 Moore, Pitmen Preachers and Politics. 
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school material, allowed for a strong element of social control that 

underpinned the actions of the colliery owners.194     

Yet the reliance upon coal companies to provide such village 

facilities, and the fundamental lack of regulation regarding the standards and 

types of facilities required, meant that provision could be piecemeal and 

depended primarily on the wishes of the company directors and 

stakeholders. Evidencing the potential for this system to generate inequities 

between coal mining settlements, the 1919 Sankey Coal Commission 

identified severe shortfalls in the quality of housing, healthcare, education, 

and recreation within coal mining settlements in the United Kingdom.195 

The major suggestion made by this report, however, was that the wartime 

nationalisation of the coal mines should be upheld in the post-war period, in 

order to uphold improved wages and working conditions, and ultimately 

prevent strike action on the part of the triple alliance. Although the 

recommendation of nationalisation was not heeded at this time, the 1920 

Mining Industry Act did seek to address to some extent the social issues 

highlighted in the Sankey report through the introduction of the Miners’ 

Welfare Fund, which imposed a levy upon coal exports to generate a fund to 

be drawn upon by local committees for the construction of welfare facilities. 

Overall, what is evident here is that the development of coal mining 

in the Durham area produced a set of social relations that extended far 

beyond the workplace, deeply embedding themselves in the physical and 

social fabric of the community. These spatial relations, forged in the 
 

194 Roy Hay, ‘Employers and Social Policy in Britain: The Evolution of Welfare 
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for Agency? The North East Durham Coalfield, 1820–1890’. 
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industrial era, continue to resonate in the collective memory of the 

community, influencing how these places are remembered and understood 

by subsequent generations. This chapter provides the historical groundwork 

for the later exploration of how these memories and social dynamics are 

transmitted, transformed, and sometimes contested in the context of 

deindustrialisation. 

Indeed, just as this thesis is concerned with the impact of 

deindustrialisation upon communities, to understand this relies upon the 

above exploration of how colliery owners ensured that industry became 

central to communities from their inception in order to create a labour force 

that was both compliant with and dependent upon existing class relations. In 

turn, these wider structures ensured continued profit from the system of 

industrial capitalism, by enmeshing workers and their families so 

intrinsically with their work even in times of rest. Even the development of 

the Miners’ Welfare Fund, for instance, entrenched the reliance of these 

communities upon coal, despite being a significant win for miners’ 

themselves. The production of these spaces for the purpose of labour control 

and social stratification has significant and far-reaching consequences.  

 

‘The Pit’ as a Space of Work 

Thus far this chapter has examined the spatial relationships of the colliery 

village to establish how the wider structures of paternalism and control were 

deployed spatially. Now, however, it turns to examine the colliery or ‘the 

pit’ itself to explore why these strong levels of surface control were needed, 

and moreover, the way in which the unique spatiality of the coal mine was 

experienced.  

A coal mine is in its most fundamental sense an uneasy liaison between 

two conflicting spaces, occupying an intersection between nature and 
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capitalist production.196 Those working within it, therefore, were subject to 

two powerful forces, that of the colliery owner who employed them and 

exploited their labour, and that of the very earth in which they worked. 

Mumford’s Technics and Civilisations explores this relationship in detail, 

making much of the alien nature of the underground landscape of the coal 

mine. He writes: 

“The act of wresting minerals from the earth has historically required the 

subjugation and demeaning of both nature and humankind, as faceless pairs 

of hands and unseen laboring backs descend into the dark, inhuman hell of 

tunnels to strip away the organs of nature.” 

“Day has been abolished and the rhythm of nature broken; continuous day-

and-night production first came into existence here. The miner must work 

by artificial light even though the sun be shining outside; still further down 

in the seams, he must work by artificial ventilation, too: a triumph of the 

"manufactured environment."”197 

The pit in many ways, therefore, was manufactured space, but different to 

representations of space manufactured by city officials and architects as 

Lefebvre discusses.198 By very nature of its underground location, and its 

intrinsic relationship with the natural world below the surface, the pit was a 

space quite unlike any other. For this reason, the spatiality of the pit is 

granted a great deal of attention in many artistic and cultural discussions of 

coal mining. The metaphorical construction of the coal mine as an 

underworld is frequent, such as ‘the pit of hell’ as included in the folk song 

 

196 For example, see John Bellamy Foster, Marx’s Ecology: Materialism and Nature 

(New York: Monthly Review Press, 2000). Bellamy Foster explores the inherent 

conflict between capitalism and nature using the Marxist concept of the metabolic 
rift and its disruption by capitalism. In short, not only does capitalism reproduce 

unsustainable practices that degrade nature, but it disrupts the relationship between 

human beings and nature, alienating workers from their own inherent belonging 

within the natural world. 
197 Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civilization, ed. Langdon Winner (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2010), 175. 
198 Lefebvre, The Production of Space. 
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The Blackleg Miner.199 Likewise, Sid Chaplin wrote of the ‘unreal men in 

their inner hades’ and in his poem Miner: 

I am the inner Atlas of this spinning globe. 

At the dark centre of your green circumference 

I crouch, the crawling wonder of my darker world, 

The sweating surgeon of the strata depths, 

The probing, blasting hero of my diamond doom.200 

Robin Chapman was an electrician at Bearpark Coke works, but his father 

had been employed as a miner at Bearpark drift mine in the early twentieth 

century. He details here his only experience of a mine following his father 

to work one day: 

“And so, I went in and then I'd gone far enough; it was dark and-- just... 

What I always remember is turning around and you could just see the light... 

I'd gone in maybe, I don't know, 100 metres, maybe 100 yards and then 

turned around and it was dark, and I didn't like it and I turned around and 

you could just see the light and he says "Well off you go back out" he 

carried on going to work.”201 

Robin’s reaction of fear, contrasted to his father’s typical journey to work, 

speaks to the fundamentally alien temporal and spatial construct of the ‘pit’, 

in which the normal circadian rhythms of life are disrupted by work, and the 

emergence of new rhythms embraced by mine workers as part of the 

everyday arrival at their workplace. Indeed, the pit as a place of work is 

quite unique in the way in which it demanded the full immersion of one’s 

 

199 John C. O’Donnell, ‘Industrial Songs as Part of a Culture’, International Journal 

of Music Education os-6, no. 1 (1 November 1985): 7–11. 
200 Quoted in Henry Stead, ‘Classics Down the Mineshaft: A Buried History’, in 

Classics in Extremis: The Edges of Classical Reception, ed. Richardson, Edmund 

(London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019), 139. 
201 Robin Chapman, Interview with the author.  
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body into the subterranean world, and the way this environment dominated 

an individual’s senses so entirely. 

 Not only did coal mining alienate the worker in the Marxist sense from 

the product of their labour, but it also facilitated the alienation of an 

individual from all that was natural, such as daylight and clean air.202 When 

JB Priestley travelled through Shotton, to the East of Durham, he described 

it to be ‘a symbol of greedy, careless, cynical, barbaric industrialism…One 

seemed to be looking at a Gibraltar made of coal dust and slag’.203  Priestley 

also commented more generally on industrial development in England that 

‘We headed the procession when it took what we see now to be the wrong 

turning, down into the dark bag of greedy industrialism, where money and 

machines are of more importance than men and women. It is for us to find 

the way out again, into the sunlight.’204 

In many ways, Priestley condemns the worker to be a passive and pitiable 

figure, subject relentlessly to the ills of industrial squalor.  Yet beyond 

work, many miners found agency in leisure pursuits that counteracted the 

unnatural alienation of the pit, and as such, found their own way ‘into the 

sunlight’ in a more everyday manner than perhaps Priestley imagined. In 

particular, despite the rather grim image of the colliery represented above, 

the rurality of many colliery locations sets them apart from other sites of 

industry, different from the urban images of ‘satanic mills’ in Manchester, 

the steel works of Sheffield, or the shipyards of Newcastle and Sunderland, 

and as such, access to outdoor landscapes was more easily obtained here. 

 

202 Foster, Marx’s Ecology : Materialism and Nature. 
203 J B Priestley, English Journey: Being a Rambling but Truthful Account of What 

One Man Saw and Heard and Felt and Thought during a Journey through England 

during the Autumn of the Year 1933 (London: W. Heinemann, in association with V. 

Gollancz, 1934). 
204 Ibid. 
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The travel writer H.V. Morton records the testimony of a Welsh miner in 

1930: 

“Every miner has a hobby. Some are useful; some are not … Why do we do 

so many things? It’s difficult to say. It may be a reaction from physical 

strain. The miner works in a dark, strange world. He comes up into the light. 

It is a new world. It is stimulating. He wants to do something. It may be, in 

good times, pigeon racing, fretwork, whippet racing, carpentry, music, 

choral singing or reading”.205 

Ian Cummings, whose father worked at Bearpark colliery, attests similarly: 

“They worked hard, and they worked five and half days a week when I was 

a small boy, and the rest of the time they would be doing things which were 

sort of the antithesis of working down in the black coal. You know, they 

were out in the sun, growing leeks, racing whippets and pigeons…If you 

spend five days a week in a black hole, without seeing any sunlight, 

working in filth, then you don’t want to be spending time—your hobby 

doesn’t want to be inside. They want to be outside; you want to be in the 

allotment”206 

Although enacted on land often owned by the colliery owner, or later the 

NCB, such activities offered the opportunity to exert agency over space and 

to make use of it in a way that provided personal satisfaction or self-

sufficiency. 207 Importantly, whilst they may have taken place in colliery 

villages, they demonstrate further the unique spatiality of the pit itself.  As 

Ian notes, these activities were the ‘antithesis of working down in the black 

coal’, instead focusing on pursuits that nurtured new life, physical freedom, 

individual triumph, or simply fresh air and daylight. 

Moreover, a specific set of social relations emerged within the pit as a 

space of work. One’s job position signified one’s rank in this social order, 

 

205 H.V. Morton, In Search of Wales (London, 1932), pp. 247–9 quoted in Jonathan 

Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (Yale University Press, 

2001), 242. 
206 Ian Cummings, Interview with the Author.  
207Johnes, ‘Pigeon Racing And Working-Class Culture in Britain, C. 1870–1950’.  
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with hewers typically the most experienced and influential workers due to 

their position at the coal face.208 Significantly, hewers were paid piece-rate 

for the amount of coal hewed, but they were also permitted to self-select 

their work teams, known as their ‘marras’, and each team were responsible 

of the division of their pay amongst themselves.209 Where exactly on the 

coal face each team worked was important, as the geological conditions 

affected how much coal could be extracted and therefore how much a team 

was paid.  

However, where they were positioned at the coal face was decided by the 

drawing of cavils; ‘A miner’s place, then, was down to chance, not the 

whim of a mine manager.’.210  The use of the board-and- pillar method in 

most north-eastern coalfields also ensured less managerial oversight than 

the alternative long walling system, allowing teams to divide the labour 

between themselves the best way they saw fit.211 As a result, at the coal face 

itself, a certain degree of autonomy was allowed to develop away from the 

overarching decisions of the colliery owners and their officials.  

Likewise, methods, and practices to best cope with the hazardous and 

strange underground space emerged. The political activist, labour historian, 

and former miner Dave Douglass writes of his own experiences as a miner, 

but also reflects more generally on the way in which individuals adapted to 

the unusual space of the mine. He remarks that “A man who could not 

 

208 Alan Campbell, ‘Skill, Independence, and Trade Unionism in the Coalfields of 

Nineteenth‑Century Britain, with Particular Reference to Scotland’, Historical 

Papers / Communications Historiques 16, no. 1 (1981): 155–74; Beynon and 

Austrin, Masters and Servants, 146–48. 
209 Beynon and Austrin, Masters and Servants, 149–50; Emery, The Coalminers of 

Durham. 
210 David M. Turner and Daniel Blackie, Disability in the Industrial Revolution: 

Physical Impairment in British Coalmining, 1780-1880 (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, 2018), 60; Beynon and Austrin, Masters and Servants, 149–53. 
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‘switch off’ his surface self and change his nature when he went 

underground would not last long in the mine”. Douglass describes the pit as 

‘a barbaric world, a world of filthy smells and stagnant air, of gasses ever 

lurking in the roofs and floors, of small, cramped places, of falling rocks, of 

gushing water and stranded pools, of thick clouds of dust and stifling heat. 

Sharp objects dart downwards from the roof to tear at the head and back; the 

floor buckles and rolls and the feet are never sure. Into such a world, 

shaking with weight and deafened by machinery, men with a solitary beam 

of light to aid them fight out an existence.’ 

From this, an idea of the sensory experience of the pit as a space of work 

can be understood. Indeed, Douglass’ description conveys the complete 

domination of all senses within the coal mine. The way that the pit as a 

place of work had to be occupied physically is particularly unusual, due to 

the frequent need to work with stooped back or in a crawling position. 

Whilst coal mining was by its very nature an attempt to conquer and extract 

from the natural world, there was also an awareness that to do so was 

inherently dangerous, that nature may at any point result in a pit disaster, 

such as an explosion or a shaft collapse.  

More typically, the pit was a space that imposed physically upon workers’ 

bodies, leaving residual legacies of itself. Tom Lamb, known best for his 

artwork of coal mining in County Durham, describes his own experiences in 

a coal mine and the formation of ‘pitman’s buttons’ on his back, scabs from 

scrapping his back on the roof.212 The hazards and hardships of the industry 

 

212 Interview with Tom Lamb, Coal Mining Oral History Project, No Date, Durham 

in Time, Durham County Council, available at 
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meant that “bodies were worn out and discarded, mangled, poisoned in the 

workplace to varying degrees”.213  Robin again reflects on his father’s work: 

“He had lots of scars, like all miners used to have these blue scars all over 

their back and things like that. In fact, I’ve got a couple. The coal dust gets 

into them and then it heals up and leaves a little blue, very minor, but that’s 

the same. So, miners had them all over-on their elbows, on their back...”214 

Robin’s father passed away when he was fourteen from lung cancer, 

meaning Robin had to leave school to work and support his mother and 

sister. The memories that Robin shares of his father revolve around work, 

but specifically, his awareness from an early age of the danger and risks of 

coal mining. His father, recalled here in memory, is remembered with the 

scars obtained from the pit; physical representations of the other-worldly 

space that had caused Robin such fear, etched upon his father’s body.  

The physicality of coal mining is also central to understandings of 

masculinity, that in turn shaped the wider conceptualisations of gender 

outside of work, too.215 This is made more explicit in Douglass’ description, 

as he writes: 

“A man must become hardened to this hellish cavern; he is in a permanent 

state of aggression and the temper stimulates hard work; cruel things happen 

to men underground, as in a war, men must steel their minds against the 

thought of them. All day long the miners are being prodded and struck by 

supports and rock; the blood is at boiling point.”216 

 

213 McIvor, ‘Deindustrialization Embodied: Work, Health, and Disability in the 
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There are several layers to this construction of masculinity. First, there is 

an emphasis upon the physicality and exertion involved in mining, invoking 

the idea of masculinity as an embodied display of physical strength and 

ability. 217  Secondly, the psychological impact of working within such a 

space is made stark, but so too is the line for acceptable masculine emotions 

drawn in response. 218  Anger is normalised, and fear disregarded, 

constructing a normative masculine identity that centred around physical 

and psychological steeliness.   

 Douglass adds that “If it wasn’t for the jokes which come non-stop, we 

would all be fighting in a few minutes.”219 Indeed, working under such 

conditions also produced a strong level of solidarity and comradeship in 

many instances. Robin makes this clear, saying “You had to trust—you 

were trusting your life to someone to do the job right. Otherwise, you know, 

there could be a nasty accident, and there were. They were frequent.”220 

Echoing this, Ian Cumming comments: 

“The family spirit was very much engendered in terms of the environment 

of the men working down the pit, because you had to have a huge sense of 

trust, and if you couldn’t trust a man down the pit there was a good 

possibility that you’d have an accident caused by that person. So, your life 

and your own safety depended on what the guys around you were doing”221 

At the same time, Ian’s testimony emphasises the conceptualisation of the 

wider village as a ‘family’ based upon the work of male breadwinners.  

Again, we see that space is not a neutral container, but rather something that 

actively produces, and is produced by, the interaction of people with and 
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218 Claire Williams, ‘Masculinities and Emotion Work in Trade  Unions’, in Gender, 

Diversity and Trade Unions: International Perspectives, ed. Fiona Colgan and Sue 
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within it. We see here how alternative social relations came to displace the 

vertical frameworks of owner paternalism within the pit itself, but 

simultaneously, served to reinforce the paternalistic ideas of family and the 

patriarchal structures of the home by entrenching a rigid conceptualisation 

of masculinity and a man’s role as household provider.  

 

Contesting Control  

By the 1860s, there was both the renewed demand and a greater potential 

for unionization in Durham. Four events of the decade- the Mines Act of 

1860, the Hartley Disaster, the ‘rocking strikes’ at Brancepeth collieries, 

and the Wearmouth strike- highlighted the inherent injustices of the bond 

system. 222  In 1869, therefore, a group of committed unionists met at 

Durham’s Market Tavern and laid the foundations of the Durham Miners’ 

Association (DMA). By 1872, the bond was abolished, and union 

membership grew rapidly.  There exist several detailed accounts that 

analyse the activities of the DMA in this period and the proceeding decades, 

which of course included events of huge significance for the Durham miners 

in the inter-war and war years.223 Here, however, what is of interest is how 

the formation of the DMA altered the power dynamics of the coalfield, in 

the face of the inherently paternalistic system that underpinned the interests 

of the industrial capitalists who owned and managed the county’s collieries.   

 Similar ideas were being considered elsewhere, too; in 1862, the 

Reverend Henry Solly founded the Working Men’s Club and Institute 

Union (CIU), underpinned by a proposed purpose to moralise, educate, and 
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223 For instance, see Mates, The Great Labour Unrest; Barron, The 1926 Miners’ 

Lockout; Garside, The Durham Miners, 1919-1960. 
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ultimately ‘civilise’ the working man through leisure. 224  An underlining 

concept of the Working Men’s Clubs was that they would be overseen and 

managed by middle-class patrons, in the belief that working-class men 

lacked the capabilities and political aptitude to manage a club’s affairs.225 

As such, the initial conception of the club was, once again, as a space for 

paternalistic control. Yet by 1883, following years of frustrated appeals by 

working-class club members regarding the restrictive and often impractical 

controls of patrons, the decision was made to grant each individual club the 

right to democratic control by a committee of their choosing. 226 As had 

occurred in many Methodist chapels, a space designed with paternalistic 

overtures of control intent on policing morality had once again been co-

opted in the interests of workers’ organisation and provided a space to 

develop political consciousness. 

 Indeed, many leaders of the early union movement had cut their teeth in 

Methodist halls, such as Tommy Hepburn who adapted his skills in 

Methodist preaching to the field of union organization.227 Many of the men 

who founded the DMA, such as the first general secretary William 

Crawford, were also committed Primitive Methodists. 228  In fact, the 

Methodist chapels so often constructed by colliery owners served as useful 

spaces for union meetings in general, or at the very least, allowed 

individuals to gain experience in preaching and community organization. 

Nevertheless, the basis of the early DMA leadership within the Methodist 
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movement aligned them neatly with principles of temperance, moderation, 

and co-operation from the outset.229  

Likewise, whilst some colliery owners demanded strict control over 

village reading rooms and institutes, others were left to be managed by the 

village itself, allowing for elements of self-education and political literacy 

to develop. 230  In reality, therefore, the ability for local organization 

depended heavily upon the attitude of the individual employer; whilst some 

owners, such as Joseph Pease, permitted the formation of trade unions in the 

hope that co-operation would prevent antagonistic relationships developing, 

others as we have seen were quite ready to quash all union activity.231  

Whilst the union was a county association, collieries were represented 

individually at the micro-level of the lodge. Whilst some lodges existed 

before 1869, remnants of former attempts to unionise, many were built after 

the formation of the DMA.232 Each lodge had a chairman, a treasurer, a 

secretary, and a committee, and would send a delegate to attend DMA 

meetings. Lodge officials were miners themselves or were frequently 

checkweighmen.233 The role of checkweighman itself was a result of the 

miners’ victory in obtaining the legal right to appoint their own tub-weigher, 

to eradicate unfair weighing practices from owner employed weighmen.234  

Amongst the many village buildings that served as implicit reminders of 

the colliery owners’ control, the lodge offered, at the very least, the physical 
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presence of a representational space for the village’s workers. More broadly, 

David Wray terms the DMA a ‘mini-welfare state’. 235  The Association 

offered members access to convalescence hospitals, injury or death 

compensation, sickness pay, and in villages in which colliery owners had 

not, often funded the provision of recreational and work-related facilities 

such as institutes and pithead baths.236 The decisions made in this respect by 

the DMA were of course significantly more democratic than those made by 

coal owners. Even so, the provision of financial and practical welfare 

support to villages and their inhabitants by the miners’ union continued to 

reinforce the dependency of such places upon the coal industry.  

As such, it is difficult to separate the colliery village as a space in and of 

itself, because often their very fabric was created through layers of coal 

owner paternalism and union welfare. Increasingly, villages came to contain 

both representations of space that enforced the power of the industrial 

capitalist, and representational space that reminded of the growing potential 

and latent solidarity of the union. Regardless, both co-operations of space 

required the perpetuation of a system of industrial capitalism, and the 

maintenance of coal’s place within it.   

Though operating with relative autonomy on an everyday level in relation 

to minor concerns and disputes, lodges were expected to defer to the 

broader DMA policy in relation to more serious industrial action; those who 

took unofficial strike action, for example, were severely reprimanded by the 

executive committee.237 Historian Lewis Mates argues convincingly for the 

heterogeneity of coalfield politics within the rank-and-file of the Durham 

coalfield, with elements of radicalism and syndicalism existing in pockets 
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throughout. Despite this, the DMA as an organisation continued to favour 

moderation and cooperation with coal owners within industrial affairs.238  

As Ray Hudson writes:  

“It was recognised by capitalist interests in the region that this sort of trades 

union organisation moderated working-class demands and that this internal 

discipline from within the working class allowed capitalist production to 

proceed more smoothly. Liberal paternalism served as part of the required 

world view and an elaborate set of practices-rewards and sanctions- helped 

moderate liberal men to become and remain trade union leaders and so 

underpin that hegemonic position of that dominant world view”239 

Yet the Liberal consensus was broken down by the late nineteenth century, 

as a series of bitter strikes and lockouts would prove the ability of colliery 

owners to shatter this good faith relationship with the union when faced 

with loss of profit.240 Increasing socialist influence in the coalfield, and the 

rise of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) would eventually erode the 

Liberal base of the DMA entirely by offering a political choice that actively 

challenged the interests of the coal owners rather than attempting to appease 

and circumnavigate them. Regardless, the rise of a new political player in 

the form of the Labour Party continued to offer the opportunity for 

parliamentary representation drawn from within the union.241  

In much the same way as there had been similar overlap between colliery 

owners and politics- Theodore Fry, of Bearpark Coke and Coal, had also 

been a Liberal MP, for example- there is also an observable 

interchangeability between leadership roles in trade unionism and 

politics.242 With increased enfranchisement in the early twentieth century, 

the rise of the Labour Party and the DMA’s subsequent support for it, and 
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ultimately, the election of MPs actively involved in or sympathetic to the 

miners’ union movement, the grassroots labour movement that brought forth 

the DMA had now grown to secure significant representation in national 

politics.243   

Likewise, 1919 saw the election of the first Labour council in Durham, led 

by Peter Lee, an agent, and later, general secretary of the DMA.244 It is 

unsurprising that the election of a Labour council so deeply enmeshed with 

the miners’ union marked a commitment to the betterment of colliery 

villages.  Perhaps one of the most significant actions by Durham County 

Council under Lee at this time was the use of the 1919 Housing Act to build 

council houses in colliery villages across the county, after substantial 

shortfalls had been highlighted in the quality of housing provided by private 

colliery owners. 245  In doing so, local authority housing provided an 

alternative to the tied housing that granted owners extended control over 

their workforce.  

When  the council homes constructed by Durham County Council were 

completed in Bearpark, the streets were named after parish and county 

councillors, a stark contrast to the older terraces named for colliery 

owners. 246  In response to this, Douglas Pocock’s historical account of 

Bearpark cites the 1920s as a period in which ‘power was passing to the 

people’.247 Yet, whilst these figures represented a new sense of democracy 

and worker’s representation, there is a clear sense of a transferred deference 
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and dependency, as the DMA’s ‘mini welfare-state’ became increasingly 

formalised through a politics as equally reliant upon coal mining 

employment. 

The Durham Miners’ Gala, first held in 1871, perhaps exemplifies the 

relationship between politics and the Durham miners most potently. Writing 

of the Gala in the present day, Stephenson and Wray contend ‘the Gala is 

the visible representation of that complex process of socialisation into 

occupational identity and class politics, and symbolic of the long established 

and deep-rooted relationship between community and union. Participation 

in the ‘ceremony’ of the Gala represents a restatement of allegiance to the 

community, to the union, and to a unique culture: ‘This is how it is; this is 

who we are’.248  

Historically, too, the Gala acted as a very visceral representation of 

the mining workforce and their communities, as these statements of 

allegiance and collectivism played out in the physical occupation of space in 

Durham’s city centre. Lodges were represented individually by their band 

and banner, allowing even the smallest mining community a space for 

representation and inclusion within the wider ceremony. That said, 

discussion of the Gala, as a reflection of coal mining communities in the 

region more generally, should not allow a focus on the themes of solidarity 

and comradeship to eclipse the diversity of opinion and action within even a 

singular coalfield such as Durham.  

For instance, whilst John Tomaney discusses how many early 

banners were designed to convey the ideas of moderation and cooperation 

that were so central to DMA more broadly, Mates also explores how 
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banners such as that of the Follonsby Lodge and Chopwell were used to 

communicate more radical or revolutionary strands within individual 

communities.249 In many ways, such variations in lodge banners exemplifies 

arguments that have contested the homogeneity of coalfield politics, notably 

Royden Harrison’s Independent Collier. As Geary notes, for example, 

industrial militancy was never a necessary consequence of becoming a 

miner, and thus neither was entire uniformity to standard DMA practice.250 

However, as Ewan Gibbs suggests, building upon Beynon and 

Austrin’s characterisation of the Durham Miners’ Gala as a ‘political 

project’, Gala day facilitated ‘the ‘imagining’ of a large, unified, 

collective’.251 Despite the evidenced heterogeneity of coalfield politics, the 

Gala acted as a symbolic representation of power and solidarity, and 

increasingly came to act as a stage upon which the relationship between the 

Durham Miners’ Association and the Labour Party could be demonstrated. 

Figures such as Keir Hardie appeared alongside union leaders on lodge 

banners, serving both as a visible commitment from the mining population 

to the Labour Party and as a reminder of the political strength of the mining 

electorate and their unions.252 
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Yet many banners also depicted figures of more local significance. 

In the same way that power flowed between union and politics on a national 

and regional level, the same patterns emerged within parish and district 

councils too. Often, individuals held multiple or consecutive roles within 

colliery lodges and councils, as well as other appointments such as on the 

school board or working men’s club committee. 253  In Bearpark, two 

individuals dominate all official bodies during the first half of the twentieth 

century- Billy Kingston and Bob Shotton. Both known as ‘Mr. Bearpark’, 

their position as parish councillors and lodge officials offered them 

powerful influence within the village.254  

Yet at this local level, the lingering paternalist control of the colliery 

owners is most apparent. All the while, the collieries remained under private 

ownership, and the reality of what figures such as Kingston could achieve 

remained largely constrained to what concessions could be sought from the 

colliery owners. For instance, DMA lodge officials could offer advice to 

families being evicted from their colliery-owned homes but had no power to 

prevent this. 255  When the Durham Aged Miners Homes and the DMA 

constructed aged miners’ homes in Bearpark, for retired miners evicted from 

their colliery-tied homes, colliery owner Sir John Fry appealed for unity of 

purpose in industrial relations, and Kingston thanked the colliery owners for 

their donation of bricks during the opening ceremony.256 

Indeed, being all too aware of the continued power of private coal 

companies, and the inequities in wages and conditions this could bring 

about between collieries, miners’ unions had sought the nationalization of 

the nation’s coal mines since the early twentieth century. In 1947, following 
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the 1946 Coal Industry Nationalisation Act, all the United Kingdom’s 

collieries were transferred from private to public ownership, and to the 

control of the National Coal Board (NCB). Harry Nixon, who became the 

fourth generation in his family to work at Bearpark colliery, remarks that his 

predecessors in the industry ‘were actually treat like slaves before 

nationalisation’. He later adds, ‘When the pits and that were nationalised, 

when we got shot of the landowners and all the ones that owned the 

collieries and that, it was the best thing that ever happened to the miners’.257  

Although not unanimously, the act was widely celebrated among 

miners as a guarantee of improved wages, safety, and management of their 

workplace, which Harry himself notes, and a recognition of their vital 

position within the nation. 258 There was a sense that a social and moral 

obligation had been made to the mining population through 

nationalisation. 259  Keen to make nationalisation a success, the National 

Union of Mineworkers (NUM)- which had been formed in 1944, partly in 

recognition of the need for an effective central authority to advocate for 

nationalisation and its predicted improvements- adopted a policy of 

cooperation and conciliation in their partnership with the NCB in the initial 

years following nationalization.260 For their part, the NCB sought to swiftly 

modernise the coal mines, through increased mechanization, more thorough 
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health and safety procedures, and more rigorous training for recruits and 

existing employees.261 

 As we well know now, in retrospect, any sense that this would sustain the 

industry throughout the twentieth century would be gradually eroded and 

finally destroyed in the decades that followed, a reality that would generate 

much of the anger and anguish that will be explored in later chapters. Even 

in the first decade following nationalisation, the NCB's repeated emphasis 

on coal mining as a 'job for life' contrasted sharply with widespread 

concerns about the viability of the United Kingdom’s coal trade. The coal 

industry faced significant challenges, including increasing competition from 

alternative energy sources like oil and natural gas, rising production costs, 

and declining domestic demand.262 These factors cast doubt on the long-

term sustainability of coal mining. Nonetheless, the NCB continued to 

promote coal mining as a secure career option to attract and retain workers, 

bolster morale, and mitigate the disruptions caused by the transition to a 

nationalised industry. 263  This promise was part of a broader strategy to 

stabilise the workforce and gain support for the nationalisation effort amidst 

growing economic uncertainties. 

As Joel Krieger argues, while nationalisation aimed to stabilise and 

modernise the coal industry, it also introduced new complexities and 
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tensions. 264  In the Durham coalfield, these effects were particularly 

pronounced. The state's dual role as both regulator and employer led to 

conflicting priorities, with economic pressures often clashing with political 

goals. The NCB's push for modernisation and efficiency, though well-

intentioned, sometimes exacerbated these tensions by prioritising cost-

cutting and productivity with policies that favoured mine closures and 

rationalisation. The NUM, including the Durham area branch, largely 

acquiesced to such policies throughout the 1960s, encouraging miners from 

closing pits to transfer to more economically viable sites.265 

Krieger’s concept of the ‘dialectic of control’ illustrates how state 

ownership created a dynamic interplay between control and resistance, as 

Durham miners and their communities resisted the undermining of their 

autonomy and the imposition of new bureaucratic structures.266 The strong 

sense of comradeship and solidarity among Durham miners, forged through 

years of hazardous work and shared struggle, became a significant force of 

resistance against these top-down policies. This ongoing struggle 

highlighted the inherent contradictions in the nationalisation project and its 

effects on labour relations and community cohesion in the Durham 

coalfield. 

At the same time, increased standardisation, more rigorous health and 

safety training, and growing bureaucracy from the NCB could also not 

entirely eradicate the hazards that had long produced strong levels of 

comradeship and solidarity. Fatalities did decrease sharply following 

nationalization, and so too did the number of serious injuries lessen, 
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although not quite so drastically. 267   Increased ventilation, improved 

drainage, and better lighting undoubtedly served to gradually lessen both the 

dangers, and the ‘otherworldly’ nature of the underground space, but 

mechanization brought with it increased coal dust, noise, and mechanical 

injuries.268 As such, the coal mine continued to dominate all the senses of 

those who worked within it and more pertinently for the long term, 

continued to leave its physical traces on workers’ bodies.  

Despite this, and the initial widespread celebration for long-sought 

public ownership, there was also elements of discontent as many of the 

former colliery managers and officials retained their posts. 269 Writing in a 

1979 Strong Words Collective booklet, one contributor notes that: 

“Before nationalisation, we were against the mine owners. But when the pits 

were taken over, who became the managers? The owners again. The very 

same men who we were trying to get rid of. We weren’t altering the top men 

but just their terminology.”270 

In some ways, the retention of such figures allowed for an effective 

transition for the industry, as they often held knowledge and skills essential 

to the proper and safe running of collieries.271  Interviewee Barrie Carse, for 

instance, entered the NCB Planning Department following an accident at 

work at Bearpark Colliery, liaising with what he terms the ‘top brass’ of 

management, and then later going on to be a cover manager himself. He 
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says that “Well, that was the great advantage- that I could speak with 

authority, because I'd done it, you know?”272 

 Yet despite his position within the managerial ranks of the NCB, Barrie 

was not unaffected by closures. He shares that:  

“I was in management, and obviously getting a good wage, but I wasn't 

getting the full appointment because, as pits were closing, they were moving 

the manager from a pit that had closed to one where the manager had 

retired. So, you couldn't get the appointment...and that was 

unfortunate…”273 

Indeed, the idea that the ‘gaffers simply changed their coats’ following 

nationalisation is perhaps also a significant oversimplification of the 

position of many colliery managers, both before and after nationalisation.274  

Many, like Barrie, occupied a complex ideological position between their 

own upbringing within colliery communities, work in the coal mines, and 

their status as agents of owners or the state. Perchard highlights that mine 

managers had to adapt to new organizational structures and policies 

introduced by the National Coal Board (NCB), which included changes in 

managerial practices and a shift in focus from purely production-driven 

goals to incorporating worker safety and welfare considerations. 

Nevertheless, such comments provide an insight into elements of 

dissatisfaction about the apparent lack of radical change following 

nationalisation.275  

Where these continuities are most overt, however, but less discussed, is 

within the National Coal Board’s management of the colliery villages more 

broadly. As well as control of the collieries themselves, the NCB assumed 
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responsibility for the welfare and recreation facilities of colliery villages. In 

1952, the Coal Industry Social Welfare Scheme (CISWO) was established, 

replacing the former structure of the Miners’ Welfare Commission. For 

despite the creation of the Miners’ Welfare Fund over two decades earlier 

seeing an increase in provision of welfare facilities such as pit head baths, 

by the time of nationalisation, only 366 pit head baths were in operation. By 

1962, there was 632, ensuring that ‘ninety-five of Britain’s mine workers 

now left their pit dirt at the pit’.276  

Likewise, the NCB also took over approximately 140,000 houses, 

many which had been allowed to severely deteriorate under private 

ownership, as well as over 225,000 acres of land formerly held by private 

coal owners.277 Although the provision of local authority housing in colliery 

villages now offered a degree of security, it is noteworthy that NCB owned 

housing remained tied to colliery employment, and despite processing 

evictions with less antagonism than the private colliery owners of the past, 

the NCB still requested that those who left employment vacated their 

homes.  

Beynon, Hudson, and Strangleman, in a 1999 paper reflecting on the 

redevelopment of coalfield areas, quote a member of the East Durham 

Development Agency saying: 

“…in the past [communities] relied upon a paternal National Coal Board to 

look after them. They lived in Coal Board houses, working the pit, going to 

miners’ institutes for social evenings, playing football in the ground which 
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the miners had provided. Everything was done by themselves or by 

NCB.”278 

As is clear from this quote, the idea that ‘the gaffers merely changed their 

coats’ is applicable beyond the management of the mine itself, to the 

management of villages as a whole. Where once local facilities were 

constructed with bricks engraved with the name of the colliery owner, after 

1947 the engraving read ‘NCB’.  

Nationalisation represented a repackaging of Company paternalism into 

the state management of work and leisure, and as Ray Hudson observes, 

cultural and political resources continued to be ‘enmeshed in the traditions 

of dependency and Labourism that had come to a position of dominance in 

the locality’.279 Once again, therefore, we see that industry continued to 

form a fundamental basis in the structuring of the wider community even 

into the second half of the twentieth century. As a result, it is unsurprising 

that deindustrialisation would have significant repercussions, as the 

foundations of these places were rapidly stripped away. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has adopted a spatial perspective to explore the interplay 

between industrial capitalism, space, and the small-scale experiences of 

industrial communities. It has embraced Henri Lefebvre's notion of space as 

a socially produced entity in a state of constant transformation, and as such, 
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has examined the early contestations and concessions over space that 

defined the coalfield's history. 

While acknowledging the value of existing work, like that of Huw 

Beynon and Terry Austrin in assessing the "Durham system" of paternalist 

control, this chapter has taken a step further by reframing the spatial 

dynamics of power and control. To do so, it has examined the production of 

paternalist space, tracing the origins of colliery villages from basic housing 

stock centred around coal mines to the construction of spaces of leisure, 

worship, and welfare, and has demonstrated how this spatial arrangement 

reinforced existing class relations in service of industrial capitalism. 

Furthermore, the chapter has explored the spatiality of the coal mine 

as a workplace, demonstrating the distinct social relations that emerged 

within the underground environment. In particular, it has discussed the 

complex interactions between industrial capitalism and the natural world 

within the mine, where exploitation and danger coexisted alongside the 

development of worker autonomy and solidarity. As has been shown, these 

dynamics extended into leisure time, as outdoor spaces in colliery villages 

provided opportunities for autonomy and independence. 

Lastly, the chapter has demonstrated how the conditions and social 

relations forged within these spaces found expression in labour organisation, 

notably the Durham Miners’ Association, and subsequently in political 

representation through the Liberal and Labour parties. Whilst not seeking to 

provide an exhaustive analysis of these movements, the chapter has drawn 

from existing historiography to probe how they altered the social relations 

of the coalfield and question whether these changes disrupted the paternalist 

power dynamics of space. 

Therefore, this chapter has established the rich historical context of 

mining villages within County Durham.  In employing spatial theory, it has 

explored the formation and transformation of colliery villages, underscoring 
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the constant contestations and negotiations with space that have shaped 

these communities. Through this exploration of space-through-time, this 

chapter has established the intrinsic centrality of industry in shaping the 

identity and experiences of these communities, providing a critical 

foundation for the detailed oral history analysis that follows. The spatial 

dynamics explored here are not merely historical; they continue to influence 

how these places are remembered and experienced across generations, 

which will be the focus of the chapters that follow. This connection 

underscores the thesis’s core contribution to understanding the spatiality of 

deindustrialisation and memory, as seen through the lens of multi-

generational oral history 

  

 

  

  



   

 

117 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 ‘THE COLLIERY COMPLEX’: COMMUNITY BY 

EXTENSION? 

 

“The common lifestyle, with its hardships and anxiety, played out within the 

physical proximity of the colliery rows, induced a togetherness where 

everyone shared everyone else’s joys, burdens, and griefs. No news was 

private, not visit to the outside netty could be concealed. Every fresh round 

of baking, ever making of a pot of tea, could be a communal occasion. 

Doors were left open, certainly never locked.”280 

“It was-- it was very close knit and it was the sort of place where nobody 

locked their doors. And people would kind of go in and out of each other's 

houses. And there was always somebody there that would help somebody 

out.”281 

This chapter critically examines the concept of community in the colliery 

villages to the west of Durham, with a particular focus on how these 

communities are remembered by those who experienced the coal mining 

industry firsthand. While this chapter primarily draws on testimony from a 

single generation—those who lived and worked during the industrial era—it 

lays the foundation for a broader exploration of memory, place, and 

generation that will be developed in later chapters. By focusing on this 

generation, the chapter reveals how their memories are deeply intertwined 

with the physical and social landscapes of these villages, offering insights 

into how these spaces were experienced and understood at the time. 

Much attention has already been devoted to exploring and explaining 

the concept of community within mining settlements, both in the United 
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Kingdom and globally. 282  There are also wider debates about whether 

‘community’ is a practical or fruitful subject for sociological analysis, and if 

so, how it might be defined. 283   However,  during the oral history 

interviews, individuals consistently returned to the theme of community and 

centred their memories of it in their narratives. Building on Gilbert’s notion 

of ‘imagined mining communities,’ the chapter examines how this first 

generation conceptualises their past communities through the intertwined 

lenses of memory and place. 284 By focusing on their testimony, the chapter 

uncovers the ways in which the physical and social spaces of the colliery 

villages were central to the formation of community identity. 

It begins by exploring how these communities are recalled both 

spatially and emotionally, drawing on narratives that highlight the physical 

and psychological closeness of mining villages. These memories include 

everyday structures of mutual aid and support within the villages, as well as 

broader communal experiences like annual holiday trips and the Durham 

Miners’ Gala. Throughout, the chapter underscores the enduring influence 

of industry in shaping both the social relations and spatial dynamics of the 

village. 
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Yet in doing so, it also considers exclusions and divisions that arise 

for those who are perceived as not belonging to the dominant industrial 

culture. Importantly, this chapter seeks to look beyond the constructions of 

mining communities as they are imagined in memory, examining too 

divisions or tensions within these spaces. The most blatant division, which 

is already well-discussed in existing literature, is that of gender.285 Although 

far-removed from definitions of femininity that invoke ideas of fragility and 

meekness, women within the coalfield villages of Durham still exhibited a 

clear gendered identity based around domesticity and unpaid labour. As this 

chapter argues, despite being actively distanced from male spaces of work 

and leisure, women too were enmeshed within industrial rhythms and were 

vital actors in the creation of the social networks that made up a community.  

Relatedly, here, understandings of masculinity, too, are examined. 286 

Drawing on the testimony of men who were formerly, or who hoped to have 

been, employed in coal mining, it is apparent how expectations of normative 

masculinity were bound up with industrial employment, and thus how 

central both were to individual identity. In exploring this in opposition to 

the role of women as domestic housewives, even separate for the most part 

in leisure, the chapter seeks to understand how prominent these gendered 
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expectations and gendered spaces were in coal mining communities, and 

thus later understand the difficulties in undoing these long-held ideas once 

deindustrialisation began.   

Finally, this chapter explores further divisions in these communities, 

considering how these close-knit, often idealised, social networks also 

served to divide and exclude those beyond the accepted norms and 

behaviours of a dominant structure of feeling. Indeed, here, it is useful to 

interrogate the place of oral history in studying community. For as 

Alessandro Portelli argues, the “importance of oral testimony may lie not in 

its adherence to fact, but rather in its departure from it, as imagination, 

symbolism, and desire emerge.” 287  As such, interviewees construct 

community as they experienced, or now remember it, meaning that whilst 

some recall a harmonious, supportive community, others share feelings of 

exclusion and alienation. Here, this chapter examines the testimony of 

individuals who felt excluded based on their ethnicity, class, and disability, 

to demonstrate an alternative experience to that of a homogenous, idyllic 

mining community. 

 

‘What made a mining village different from other villages?’: 

Memories of an industrial community 

 Interviewee Robin Chapman was raised in Bearpark, later becoming an 

electrician at Bearpark Coke Works. Our interview took place at his home 

in Gilesgate, Durham, with his wife Margaret also present, who at times 

contributed her own thoughts and prompted the direction of his stories. For 

the most part, however, Robin responded to the loosely structured interview 
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with a remarkable flow of testimony. Still, after our interview, he sent an 

email to me, stating ‘After your visit I got to thinking more about mining 

communities and Bearpark in particular.  I have put my thoughts into 

words’ attaching a document entitled “What made a mining village different 

from other villages?”  

 Throughout our interview, Robin is celebratory of the village 

community of the past, praising its ability for self-sufficiency and the 

networks of mutual aid his family drew upon following his father’s death. In 

his written account, as its title suggests, he argues for the unique specificity 

of social relations within mining villages, constructing an idealised image of 

a homogenous, well-organised community. Significantly, he describes it not 

as a village, but as ‘the colliery complex’. In Robin’s memory, therefore, 

Bearpark is remembered metaphorically as a series of interconnected sites 

that centre around the coal mine itself. In fact, perhaps due to his former 

occupation as an electrician, Robin’s description positions the village like a 

closed electrical circuit, as he suggests it “was a self-sustaining industrial 

process with little need for external sources.”288 

His account traces the early development of Bearpark from a small 

agricultural settlement to a mining village. Housing stock was built and 

then, as functional consequences of the colliery “Amenities such as the 

church and chapels, the school, the miner’s welfare hall etcetera soon 

followed. The Co-op store provided food, clothes, butchery and drapery and 

even funeral services…. Local farms provided staples such as potatoes and 

milk delivered to the homes. A cobbler had premises in the colliery houses 

and kept the population well shod.” 

In Robin’s account, even spaces of potential leisure are underpinned 

by their functionality. He writes that “many miners kept hens either in their 

 

288 Robin Chapman, Email correspondence with the Author (February 2022) 
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own gardens or at the nearby allotments. Gardens and allotments were used 

mainly for the production of food... They made their own entertainment 

such as the billiard hall, reading room, working men’s club and village pub. 

There was a recreational ground near to the colliery houses with a football 

field, a cricket field and bowling greens.”289 

Significantly, as discussed in chapter one, many of these spaces were 

imbued with overtures of control, with the housing, churches, and leisure 

facilities subsidised or fully funded by colliery owners. Whilst Robin does 

not discuss the spatial implications of the larger, isolated housing provided 

to figures of authority in the village here, he does note that “Car ownership 

was mainly limited to the Doctor, the colliery manager the colliery agent 

and the store manager.”290 As such, there is an implicit awareness that levels 

of social hierarchy based upon authority did exist in the village. Yet in 

memory the social implications of this are not dealt with explicitly, instead 

being glossed over in the construction of an idealised homogenous 

community.   

In many ways, what he describes is reminiscent of Lefebvre’s 

assessment of the new town Mourenx, which was far from celebratory. To 

Henri Lefebvre, the creation of a functional new town to meet the needs of 

industry, like Mourenx or indeed, like many of the mining villages of 

Durham, represented the increased organisation of space and time by 

capitalism, and the increased alienation of workers from culture, 

spontaneity, and freedom.291 Lefebvre was concerned that “the more space 

is functionalised ... the less susceptible it becomes to appropriation’’ 

 

289 Ibid. 
290 Ibid. 
291 Henri Lefebvre, Introduction to Modernity, trans. John Moore (London: Verso 
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meaning that everyday life and behaviour fail to alter or challenge the 

fundamentally capitalist space.292 

 To some extent, this rigid organisation of the everyday around the 

capitalist venture of coal mining is evident in other interviews. Hannah 

Ashton, who was raised in Bearpark, recalls her daily routine of “going to 

walk into school in the morning, as the miners were coming off shift at 

night. So they would—because they didn’t shower at the pithead they were 

still black coming from work.” 293   Likewise, Alison Hiles who lived at 

Langley Park notes having ‘to be awfully careful at the end of the shift, 

because all the men would be in tin baths all the way along the gardens’.294 

Neither Hannah nor Alison had family directly employed in the coal mines 

of their villages, yet as their testimony demonstrates, the shift patterns of the 

coal mine acted as significant markers in people’s everyday life.   

 Indeed, despite the inherent functionality of the villages as produced 

spaces, and the manner in which the structures of industrial capitalism 

underpin these recollections, there is nevertheless emotional, personal 

meaning in these memories, too. For instance, Ian Cummings, of Bearpark 

recalls fondly his weekly visits to his grandparents but does so in reference 

to the colliery and its surrounding landscape: 

“Every Friday after school from being four-year old I would walk up to 

Bearpark and down to their home. They lived in Taylor Avenue overlooking 

the pit heaps and the colliery- on a Friday. And then sometimes, not always, 

I would go and play in the pit yard; sometimes I’d get a ride on the 

locomotive”295 

In fact, the childhood memories of multiple interviewees are infused, even 

in passing mention, with reference to the colliery, in a manner which 

 

292 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 356; Lefebvre, Introduction to Modernity. 
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demonstrates how intrinsic industry was to the everyday experience of the 

colliery village. For instance, Jacqueline Evans, who lived on Front Street in 

Langley Park, recalls her childhood bedroom in reference to the view of the 

pit heaps opposite her window.296 Eric Wood, raised in Langley Moor until 

the colliery closure drove his father’s relocation, recounts sitting ‘on the pit 

heap’ acting as ‘a lookout for the police coming’ for men playing illegal 

gambling games.297 

 In Bearpark, the pit heaps were located directly opposite the village 

school. Anne Carter remembers the school garden as ‘virtually on the pit 

heap’ and remarks on the dangers of this in relation to the Aberfan 

disaster.298 Despite the National Coal Board (NCB) recognising the need to 

extend health and safety considerations beyond the workforce, to encompass 

the general public in the wake of Aberfan, the report of the general enquiry 

into the disaster repeatedly stressed a failure on the part of communities to 

recognise and take responsibility for the dangers of industrial waste.299  

 The work of John Preston on industrial disasters and children refutes this 

claim, pointing to evidence of community activity in the form of letters, 

public meetings and petitions demanding increased safety measures. 300 

Whilst drawing on international case studies of industrial disasters, Preston 

does not explicitly recognise how widely these events permeated into the 

consciousness of industrial communities, becoming psychologically 

damaging even at substantial distance. For instance, Hannah Ashton speaks 

of her childhood fear, recalling that:  

 

296 Jacqueline Evans, Interview with the Author (Zoom, Remote Interview, 2020) 
297 Eric Wood, Interview with the Author (Zoom, Remote Interview, 2020) 
298 Joan B. Miller, Aberfan: A Disaster and Its Aftermath (London: Constable, 

1974); J. Preston, ‘From Aberfan to the “Canvey Factor”: Schools, Children and 

Industrial Disasters’, British Journal of Sociology of Education 37, no. 4 (28 

October 2014): 607–22; Anne Carter, Interview with the Author. 
299 Iain McLean, ‘On Moles and the Habits of Birds: The Unpolitics of Aberfan*’, 

Twentieth Century British History 8, no. 3 (1 January 1997): 285–309. 
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“Aberfan happened—and I used to sit and watch the—and we used to still 

go in the garden—and I used to be digging with my spoon, looking up at 

those pit heaps. I was terrified of the pit heaps coming down on us. But you 

know, it was never addressed—it was never addressed as you’d think 

‘Perhaps other children might be frightened because they’re under pit 

heaps’. Never mentioned.”301 

Once again, we see how emotions are entangled within these memories of 

industrial places, that provide personal meaning to a place otherwise 

designed for the accumulation of profit. Rather than fear for themselves, 

however, more frequently interviewees remember feelings of fear or anxiety 

for family members at work in the coal mine. Robin recalls hearing of a 

fatality at his father’s workplace and that “he became as a child aware of 

what could happen”. 

 He recalls pleading with his father when he came home from his shift, 

saying “Dad, don’t go down the mine Daddy” but that he also remembers 

“[my father] said ‘But what would I do? I’m a miner.’ That was the work. 

He says ‘I’m a miner. That’s that is my job’”302 

Not only this, but the hazardous nature of coal mining was a key 

factor in the development of close relationships amongst colleagues. Robin 

speaks of the ‘acknowledged trust each miner had with his workmates as 

each depended on each other to keep themselves as safe as they could in the 

undoubtedly dangerous environment of the colliery”.303 We have discussed 

how this environment generated solidarity within the workplace and in 

workers’ unionisation already, but Ian Cummings recalls this solidarity 

‘percolated up outside the pit as well’ to create a framework of mutual aid 

and support within the wider community.304  

 

301 Hannah Ashton, Interview with the Author. 
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 Robin shares his own experiences of this. When his father passed away, 

Robin, aged fourteen, left school and took up employment at Bearpark coke 

works to provide an income to support his mother and sister. He reflects on 

his manager’s strict discipline, but also his tendency to provide Robin with 

overtime, stating “He was looking after me. He knew my dad had died. He 

knew—everybody knew everything about everyone else.”. 305  A later 

manager modified the work allocation system to allow Robin an easier 

commute from work to enable him to care for his sister. 

In the same way, Eric Wood reflects on Langley Moor during his childhood:  

“In School Street, everybody knew everybody’s business. You know, and if 

you—it literally was a cup of sugar, John, you’re out next door to see 

Aunty. Everybody knew everybody. They had their own system of moral 

code and judgement. And that was enforced, you didn’t need external 

groups to enforce it…”306 

Likewise, Maureen Smith, now in her mid-eighties and still living in the 

village adjacent to her childhood home, reflects:  

“I grew up mainly at Meadowfield during the war, and there was the usual 

shortage of food, which today, well, people wouldn’t be able to cope with, 

but it was very friendly, and Langley Moor. Everybody knew everybody 

and people cared about each other. If you were poorly during the night, you 

weren’t frightened to go and knock for a neighbour. You knew all your 

neighbours.”307 

Robin, Eric, and Maureen all note that ‘everybody knew everybody’. Ian 

recalls, similarly: 

‘It was a very tough life for those people involved in it, but also, I think, a 

fabulous way of living because of the closeness, because of the community. 

Everyone would do anything for anybody. You know, the doors were never 

locked’308 

 

305 Robin Chapman, Interview with the Author. 
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These types of recollections, of doors left unlocked and everyone knowing 

each other, appear frequently in testimony from older interviewees 

reflecting on village life before the colliery closure.309  

The idea of this past community is deeply spatial, understood through the 

physical closeness and the absence of boundaries between families, as 

remembered by those who lived through the industrial era. This spatial 

understanding is crucial in how this generation constructs and recalls their 

sense of community. The strong, interconnected social networks described 

by the interviewees are not just personal memories; they are reflections of 

how these places functioned and how they are remembered today. This 

chapter’s focus on the memories of one generation offers a detailed 

understanding of the community’s past, setting the stage for later chapters 

that will explore how these spaces and memories are reimagined by 

subsequent generations. 

Eric explains: 

“Social pressure kept people together, the highs and the lows, the goods and 

the not so goods. And in—partly because there were times of ill health 

where people rallied round. And if you’re off work for a while, you know, 

you’d be slipped five bob in the toilet in the working men’s club. I’ve seen 

the father standing there, somebody’s gone in just put two half crowns in his 

hand, knowing they’d get them back. Not when, but they would get them 

back.”310 

Here, again, we see how, in memory, the mining community is imagined as 

a homogenous, idealised space. This is not to say that these strong social 

 

309 Similar sentiments are also shared by participants quoted in Jane Parry, ‘Care in 

the Community? Gender and the Reconfiguration of Community Work in a Post-
Mining Neighbourhood’, The Sociological Review 53, no. 2_suppl (1 December 

2005): 149–66; Stephenson and Wray, ‘Emotional Regeneration through 

Community Action’, 2005. Likewise, in a former mining community in West 

Virginia Shannon Elizabeth Bell, ‘“There Ain’t No Bond in Town Like There Used 

to Be”: The Destruction of Social Capital in the West Virginia Coalfields1’, 

Sociological Forum 24, no. 3 (1 September 2009): 631–57. 
310 Eric Wood, Interview with the Author. 
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networks of mutual aid and support that Eric describes did not exist. Instead, 

it is simply that to a significant extent, they are prioritised in testimony 

above discussions of the circumstances that demanded their existence. For 

instance, as explored in chapter one, these villages were created in the 

pursuit of profit through industrial capitalism, fundamentally underpinned 

by the paternalistic designs of coal owners.  

Even by the time of Eric’s childhood, when nationalisation had taken 

place, such places remained tied to the processes of global capitalism and 

managed through the state authority of the NCB. Whilst passing mention is 

given to police presence, or hierarchies of authority and status as in Robin’s 

testimony, any tensions or contestations over such power dynamics are 

largely absent in the interviews. Perhaps, in part this is because they conflict 

with the community myth that individuals construct in memory, but it is 

also a telling point about how the emotional, everyday practices within 

place come to define how people look back and remember it.   

 Indeed, it is not just in its response to hardships that community is 

remembered so fondly, but naturally, also its place in times of leisure and 

recreation. Ian speaks happily of the ‘trips to go to the seaside and so on, 

which were done all within the community, because the community was that 

lot of people who worked at the pit or did work that was associated with the 

pit’.311 The closure of a pit for a fixed two-week holiday meant that all 

workers took their leave at the same time, and a trip, usually to the coast, 

would often be organised by the working men’s club or welfare institute. 

Indeed, in 1930, the Derbyshire Miners’ Holiday Camp was opened in 

Skegness, with funding from the Miners’ Welfare Fund, to be used by 

miners and their families during this holiday.312 In County Durham, it was 

 

311 Ian Cummings, Interview with the Author.  
312 Julie-Marie Strange, Francesca Carnevali, and Paul Johnson, Twentieth-Century 

Britain: Economic, Cultural and Social Change (Pearson Education, 2007), 206. 



   

 

129 

 

more commonplace for trips to take place to Scarborough, South Shields, or 

even Blackpool, by train or by coach.313 

Norman Anderson, of Bearpark, recalls “If you didn’t go the village was 

empty. There was no bugger here. They were all at South Shields. And it 

was chocca honestly.”314 Also commenting on this, Robin remarks that “For 

many this was the only time they left the village.”315 Despite this, there is no 

sense in interviewee’s testimony that the holiday represented any sort of 

utopian escape, rather just a pleasant break from work.316 Instead, people 

position the trip as yet another example of the strength and insularity of 

community, recalling it almost as a transplantation of the everyday social 

relations and routines of a community to an alternative location. Therefore, 

whilst community was largely centred around a shared experience of place, 

belonging within it is also understood as a key element of individual identity 

that could be performed elsewhere, too.   

 Robin compares the club trip to another community excursion to the ‘Big 

Meeting’, the colloquial term for the annual Durham Miners’ Gala.317 As 

David Wray suggests, ‘the Gala can be described as part union rally, part 

political rally, part community get together, and part family picnic’ and 

 

313 For instance, in 1948, 1809 people departed from Brandon by train to 

Scarborough, a trip organised by the working men’s club, Laurie Moran, The 

History of Brandon Colliery, 1856-1960, 2020 Reprint (Houghton-Le-Spring: The 

Gilpin Press, 1988). 
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315 Robin Chapman, Interview with the Author. 
316 For discussions of working-class holidays, in particular seaside holidays, see 

Robert Troschitz, ‘Liminal Seaside: Working-Class Tourism in the Nineteenth 

Century’, in The Making of English Popular Culture, ed. John Storey (London: 

Routledge, 2016), 108–17; John K. Walton, ‘The Demand for Working-Class 

Seaside Holidays in Victorian England’, The Economic History Review 34, no. 2 
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& Society 22, no. 3 (2005): 121–38. 
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acted as a ‘process of consolidation for the social solidarity of the mining 

communities.’318 Each village was represented by a colliery banner in the 

march through the city of Durham, with many drawing on common themes 

in their designs, such as Aesop’s ‘Unity is Strength’ fable, or the ‘All Men 

are Brethren’ motif. 319  The banners, borne and surrounded by village 

residents in their march, served as a visible reminder of the strength of 

individual communities amidst an event which drew on a much wider 

understanding of solidarity and community within the mining occupation as 

a whole.320 

 Indeed, the Gala is remembered by interviewees as a performative 

display of the everyday social relations that made up mining communities, 

and the sense of a togetherness moulded by industry played out in the much 

more ordinary setting of the village, too. What is apparent is that industry 

provided a rather rigid structure of rhythms and routines, and within these, 

the social relations that make up a community emerged. Not only did the 

design of colliery villages demand a physical closeness, and a blurring of 

public and private spaces, industry also required an emotional solidarity 

amongst people in response to its dangers and hardships. As such, similar to 

the observations of Walkerdine and Jimanez in Welsh ‘Steeltown’, 

interviewees within the Durham coalfield understand their former 

communities as a protective ‘envelope’, in which mutual aid and support 

flourished.321 
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When ‘women knew their place’: Gender and Industrial Community 

Coal mining in the United Kingdom had been an employment limited to 

men since 1842, and as such, the industry itself was characterised by 

masculinity. 322  Indeed, the hardships and danger of work at the colliery 

served as a source of communal pride, and more specifically, represented a 

traditional masculinity obtained through manual labour and courage.323 Yet 

beyond the workplace, like many historic coalfield communities, the 

colliery villages of Durham were comprised of gendered spaces that were 

distinctly separated from each other. 324  Here, this chapter explores the 

manner in which men and women negotiated the everyday rhythms of an 

industrial space, examining how community and identity were actively 

constructed within these gendered bounds.    

Redvers Crooks, whose father was a miner on long-term incapacity 

payments, had hoped to find work at Bearpark colliery with his friends, yet 

was also acutely aware of the realities of colliery work, and directly 

correlates this to his sense of familial and community pride.  

“Bearpark Colliery face was eighteen inches, you had to work in eighteen 

inches chipping the coal off the wall, off the face, in water, and it must have 

been harrowing. And I’m really proud, not just of my father, but every 

miner in this village who worked there”.325     

 

322 Angela V. John, ‘Colliery Legislation and Its Consequences: 1842 and the 

Women Miners of Lancashire’, Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 61, no. 1 (1 
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For many, therefore, the risks added to the mysticism of pit work, 

positioning it as a rite of passage to becoming a man.326 As such, whilst 

women’s lives were largely dictated by strong gendered expectations of 

their role in a coalfield community, men too were bound by rigid 

understandings of masculinity that were intrinsically linked to industrial 

work.327 In analysing a multitude of miners’ autobiographies, Howard notes 

the ‘compulsive fascination’ of the colliery upon boys and young men 

raised in coal mining villages.328 He quotes from one autobiography:  

“But these shafts still drew us back, time after time, with a sort of hypnotic 

compulsion. Practically every kid in the village had had a relative mauled, 

broken or killed by this pit, and yet we still played around it, and we all 

knew as we grew up, no matter what we did, that someday it would claim 

us.”329 

Many followed their friends or relatives into the industry, having been 

socialised through their younger years in the expectation of doing so.330  

Although notes the pull of a guaranteed good wage in the coal industry, his 

remarks also speak to a broader desire to both follow family tradition and a 

pride in this generational continuity. 

 Yet for Barrie becoming a coal miner was ‘the last thing my parents 

wanted, but…there wasn’t much around in the way of jobs’, and so Barrie 

joined his father in the coal industry, although he too felt his education 

 

326 For discussions of this occupational socialisation, see for instance William Stuart 

Howard, ‘Miner’s Autobiographies, 1790-1945 : A Study of Life Accounts by 

English Miners and Their Families.’ (PhD Thesis, Sunderland Polytechnic, 1991); 
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allowed him to progress to the managerial levels within the National Coal 

Board.331 Particularly at this time, when alternative employment was kept 

deliberately scarce by national policy, the coal mine offered one of the only 

options for employment for young men like Barrie, and as he notes too, his 

industrial employment kept him out of National Service, which he felt was 

not for him.332  

For others, such as Redvers, there was a sense that education did not 

matter, because ultimately coal mining employment would be waiting for 

them when they left school.  

“Let's say the early 70s when I was at the secondary modern as we used to 

call it. There was-- every son and daughter's father was basically a miner 

who lived in the village otherwise they would have to travel, and they 

probably couldn't afford a car, wasn't many cars on the on the road then. So, 

we didn't have a lot of belief and coming to 14 and 15, the lads in the year 

above me…they worked at the pit when the left school, and their fathers 

worked there, too. So, they put them in for and they got they got straight on. 

There were loads employed, when I was still at school, and they were over 

the moon to get a job because money meant they could go out”333 

From such testimony, we see a dominant structure of feeling in action; the 

accepted norms, customs and behaviours of a community implicitly dictate 

the socialisation and ultimate direction of individual lives.334 In particular, 

this is underpinned by accepted gender norms of what is expected of a boy 

entering manhood, and individual identity thus becomes bound by these 

broader definitions of masculinity and work, standing in contrast to ideas of 

femininity and domesticity that were equally as constrictive.  

In particular, marriage to a miner was a significant determiner of the 

everyday routines and rhythms of day-to-day life for women in coalfield 
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villages. Even into the later twentieth century, when levels of female 

employment were increasing nationally, employment of married women 

remained notably low in coalfield areas prior to industrial closures.335 To a 

great extent, this was due to the large amount of unpaid domestic labour 

required. For instance, until the widespread construction of pithead baths by 

the NCB, the preparing of a bath and the washing of miners’ clothes 

occupied a significant place within the routine of wives and mothers within 

coal mining communities.336 Likewise, the practicalities of working around 

colliery shift patterns made childcare difficult. 

To return to Robin’s testimony, the death of his father resulted in 

Robin having to leave school to become the breadwinner and support his 

mother and sister.  Despite this, domesticity in this context was far removed 

from the middle-class ideal, represented in the separate spheres ideology of 

the late Victorian and early twentieth century, which equated femininity 

with physical fragility.337 Beynon and Austin quote a recollection of miners’ 

wives as the ‘slaves of slaves’, noting the extent of unpaid physical labour 

undertook by such women, such as bringing buckets of fresh water and coal 

into the home before modern amenities were added as standard.338  

In my interview with Redvers, he discusses his memories of women 

in Bearpark when he was growing up in the 1960s and 1970s. Here, he 

struggles to align the position of women in the past with his present-day 

advocacy for gender equality, stating “I nearly used the term women knew 

their place but that was totally, totally wrong. It was—although I shouldn’t 
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have used that term, they sort of did.”339  Redvers does not explicitly state 

whether his disdain for the treatment of women is a retrospective 

development, or whether he felt this way at the time, but what is certainly 

evident is a strong memory of clearly gender-segregated spaces, in which a 

‘woman’s place’ is limited to the traditional sphere of domesticity.    

This clear demarcation of gendered spaces applied not only to spaces 

of labour, but spaces of leisure too. Working men’s clubs, for instance, were 

encouraged by their central union to only permit women into certain areas 

of the club, such as the library, although the actual decision over when and 

where women were permitted in the club varied between sites in the United 

Kingdom.340 Very few clubs permitted female membership, and all required 

the supervision of women in attendance by a male relative. Instead, 

alternative spaces for social organisation, namely the church or chapel, 

allowed women to engage with and construct community relationships in 

leisure time.341 

 Yet too frequently, women’s work and position in coalfield communities 

have historically been framed as only relevant or important in the way in 

which it supported the work and political organisation of men.342 Instead, 

women acted as key actors in the creation and maintenance of a community. 

Whilst the workplace provided the basis for male sociability, the domestic 

space of the home offered the opportunity for women to create social 

networks too. Stuart Macintyre, although focusing upon the coal mining 
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villages of the Rhondda valley and Fife, notes the way in which the closely 

packed terrace houses generated a sense of communality despite ostensibly 

being private space; outdoor lavatories, frequently used washing lines, and 

outside coal stores ensured residents were often outdoors and in close 

proximity to their neighbours, particularly in the first half of the twentieth 

century.343 Asked if there was a sense of community in the village of Ushaw 

Moor when growing up, interviewee Barrie Carse responds:  

“Yes, I think that the fact that people lived in narrow streets. Women used 

to jump over the wall, and there was a strong community sense, much 

stronger than what there is here because people are more separated.”344 

 

It is worth noting, however, that the practice of tied housing, in which 

accommodation was dependent upon employment in the colliery, ensured 

that women were often entirely reliant upon the work of male relatives to 

maintain their home. As already noted, this was a paternalist practice that 

continued following nationalisation, with much privately-owned housing 

being transferred to NCB ownership. Nevertheless, whilst the role of 

women in the coalfield is often positioned as relational and passive, the 

everyday rhythms of women’s time and space dictated by men’s work, these 

strong social networks established by women were essential in generating 

the basis of a systems of mutual aid and communality.345 These systems 

have received the most attention for their importance in the 1984-85 miners’ 

strike, but they had also long operated on an everyday level in a manner 

which sustained a sense of community, drawn upon not only in relation to 

 

343 Stuart Macintyre, Little Moscows: Communism and Working-Class Militancy in 

Inter-War Britain (London: Croom Helm, 1980). 
344 Barrie Carse, Interview with the Author. 
345 Mcdowell and Massey, ‘A Woman’s Place?’; Anna Reading, ‘Making Feminist 

Heritage Work: Gender and Heritage’, in The Palgrave Handbook of Contemporary 

Heritage Research, ed. Emma Waterton and Steve Watson (London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2015), 397–413. 
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colliery accidents, but other instances of difficulty, grief, or illness.346   For 

instance, Maureen Smith (a bus conductor herself whilst her husband 

worked at Brandon Pit House, which she recognises herself made her an 

anomaly amongst her female peers), recalls:  

“When I was a little girl, there was a young lad, he was dying of TB. He 

was only in his twenties, and his Mam said, 'Is there anything you'd like?' 

and he said, 'I'd love one of Mrs. Brown's clouty puddings' which was a 

pudding made in a-- you probably won't know what I'm talking about--But 

erm, she knocked her up at twelve o clock at night, and the lady made him 

this pudding, and erm, he died at four o clock. He ate it and then he died. 

Now, would you dare knock anybody up now? I don't think they would.”347  

As is evidenced here, these networks were particularly useful in times of 

illness or injury. Unsurprisingly, much attention is devoted to men’s ill-

health directly related to work in the coal mine, and this will be explored in 

the next section of the chapter. However, incidences of female ill-health 

were also common within coalfield communities, with hard labour, 

particularly the preparation of miners’ baths, and poor housing conditions 

frequently causing long-term disability or impairment.348  

 Despite this, women’s health is largely absent from my interviews, 

receiving only one brief mention, in a way that is reflective of the broader 

invisibility of its occurrence within industrial history. Nevertheless, when it 

is discussed by Robin, whose mother was hospitalised when he was ten 

years old, it is done so in a way that emphasises the social networks of 

 

346 Allen, ‘Women," Community" and the British Miners’ Strike of 1984-85’’; Carol 

Stephenson and Jean Spence, ‘Pies and Essays: Women Writing through the British 
1984-1985 Coal Miners’ Strike’, Gender, Place & Culture 20, no. 2 (2013): 218–35; 

Spence and Stephenson, ‘“Side by Side With Our Men?” Women’s Activism, 

Community, and Gender in the 1984–1985 British Miners’ Strike’. 
347 Maureen Smith, Interview with the Author, (Zoom, 2020). 
348 Alexandra Jones, ‘“Her Body [Was] like a Hard-Worked Machine”: Women’s 

Work and Disability in Coalfields Literature, 1880-1950’, Disability Studies 

Quarterly 37, no. 4 (2017), doi:10.18061/dsq.v37i4.6103. 
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support that assisted his family during his mother’s illness..349 For most of 

this time, Robin stayed with his Aunt Liza who lived in the village, whilst 

his younger sister stayed with a neighbour; the village ‘rallied round’ in his 

words, drawing on female-led networks of mutual aid. 

 As has been demonstrated here, then, the distinctly gendered division of 

coalfield communities was a fundamental element of their very existence. 

Both men and women’s labour contributed in different but equal ways to the 

construction of the social networks and relationships that form a 

community, and both operated within the rhythms and routines of industry 

to develop channels of mutual support and solidarity. Yet by the concluding 

decades of the twentieth century, much of what had seemed fixed, and rigid 

was altered by the changing tides of industrial closure, and understandings 

of gendered work were not left untouched.  This will be explored in the next 

chapter, having established the significance of men and women’s work and 

identity to community cohesion here. 

 

‘People just weren't close’: Belonging and Exclusion in an Industrial 

Community 

This rather unique and seemingly well-ordered manner of social 

organisation, borne from occupational singularity and geographical 

isolation, earned a great deal of attention from social theorists, remarking on 

the homogeneity of mining settlements and the position of the miner as the 

 

349 Robin’s mother was hospitalised at Winterton Psychiatric Hospital in Sedgefield. 

The psychiatric health of women in coalfield communities is an important topic that 

has thus far received little academic attention, but due to its absence in my 

interviews it would be impossible to address it fully here.  
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archetypal proletariat. 350  Yet more recent assessments highlight the 

oversimplification of mining communities, instead pointing to variations 

both within and between different coalfields in the United Kingdom.351 In 

particular, here, this chapter is concerned with addressing the 

oversimplification of coal mining communities as being experienced 

uniformly, with everyone receptive of the same levels of inclusion and 

solidarity.  

 As sociologist Mike Savage notes, ‘anyone that conducts research on 

local belonging cannot but be struck by the power of popular nostalgia for 

old ways of neighbourhood life’.352 Indeed, whilst oral history’s advantage 

is the insight it gives into granular, personal experience, it is important to 

remember that in doing so, we receive a subjective account that may not be 

representative of everyone’s understanding. For instance, Robin’s account, 

quoted earlier in this chapter, depicts the mining community of his 

childhood as harmonious, self-sufficient, and supportive. Yet as Savage also 

argues, these nostalgic constructions of the past serve to legitimise ideas of 

belonging and authenticity, whilst simultaneously enforcing ideas of 

otherness and exclusion, particularly along class and ethnic boundaries.353 

This is not to suggest that Robin’s testimony is invalid, or that he did not 

experience his past in the way he recounts, but rather that his experiences 

 

350 Dennis, Coal Is Our Life : An Analysis of a Yorkshire Mining Community, 1956; 

Warwick and Littlejohn, Coal, Capital, and Culture: A Sociological Analysis of 

Mining Communities in West Yorkshire; Clark Kerr and Abraham J. Siegel, ‘The 
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Conflict, ed. Arthur Kornhauser et al., Bobbs-Merrill Reprint Series in the Social 

Sciences (New York: McGraw Hill, 1954), 189–212. 
351 Ackers, ‘Life After Death: Mining History without a Coal Industry’; David 
Gilbert, ‘Imagined Communities and Mining Communities’; Strangleman, ‘“Mining 

a Productive Seam? The Coal Industry, Community and Sociology”’, 2018; Howell, 

The Politics of the N.U.M.; Harrison, Independent Collier. 
352 Mike Savage, ‘Histories, Belongings, Communities’, International Journal of 
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353 Ibid.; Mike Savage, ‘The Politics of Elective Belonging’, Housing, Theory and 

Society 27, no. 2 (January 2010): 115–61. 
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may not be shared by all, and that to accept them as a universal fact is to 

entrench historical exclusions further.  

Although people may move into the village following marriage, migration 

into Bearpark for any other reason, such as immigration from overseas, 

seems particularly uncommon. Stefan Gemski, for instance, recalls being 

from the only family of overseas origin in Bearpark when he and his 

siblings grew up there between the 1960s and 1980s. In contrast to other 

interviewees, who describe in near-idyllic terms the close-knit nature of 

community, and the solidarity within it, Stefan provides another perspective. 

His father was a member of the Polish army and had remained in the United 

Kingdom after being stationed near London during the Second World War.  

When first approached, Stefan remarked that being asked to participate 

had prompted some reflection on his past, after some consideration as to 

whether he would like to take part in the process. He notes before the 

interview that he is sure that, as a child, he did not fully recognise 

experiences hostility or discrimination that resulted from his father being 

Polish. When he begins to discuss this in his interview, he voices aloud this 

thought process, saying “Now, the, the attitudes at the time, I kind of as a 

kid, when you're growing up, this is the bit of trying to sort of recall-- was 

there any animosity because of my dad's sort of background?”354 

Stefan’s testimony speaks to the nature of adult memory. Whilst 

sometimes we are faced with involuntary associative memory at the prompt 

of a sound, smell, taste, or touch, other times we must make a voluntary 

effort to recall the past.355 As such, what we remember is always mediated 

through the lens of making sense of it in the present day, and here Stefan 

 

354 Stefan Gemski, Interview with the Author, (Waterhouses, County Durham: 

November 2021) 
355 Paula Hamilton, ‘The Proust Effect: Oral History and the Senses’, The Oxford 

Handbook of Oral History, 2012, 218–32. 



   

 

141 

 

explicitly voices that process. Here, he does so without any prompting on 

my behalf, instead probing this memory himself as part of a much longer 

discussion of his childhood. He continues:  

“And I can, I can remember vaguely a couple of incidents where he got into 

fights with people, you know, who had a drink or two and then started to get 

a bit aggressive. And I can kind of remember a couple of incidents, but they 

weren't common. Most of it was just, instead of any kind of overt aggression 

or dislike, people just weren't close. It was it was kind of weird, looking 

back, you know, weren't very neighbourly. Some people were neighbourly. 

But some people, most people weren't, they would just kind of let you get 

on do what you want to do. Now, we were a large family and so because I 

think it was possibly because of my dad's background.”356 

For Stefan, this reflection does not appear to be some sort of monumental 

shattering of a long-held myth of a strong community, but rather a more 

nuanced attempt to understand his family’s treatment within the community 

through the perspective of memory. Yet through this deliberate exercise in 

trying to make sense of the past, Stefan’s testimony provides a direct 

contrast to the recollections of the closely-knit, supportive community 

described earlier in this chapter by other residents.   

Here, we see how that ‘protective membrane’ conceptualised by 

Walkerdine and Jimanez is put into operation to exclude and reject, in order 

to reinforce the inclusion and acceptance of those already within it.357 Stefan 

expresses doubt over the exact reasoning behind their exclusion and 

considers it to perhaps be his father’s ethnicity or their family size. More 

pertinently, he suggests that his father’s struggle to find work, and reliance 

on piecemeal factory shifts, may have contributed most to their status as 

outsiders. He reflects: 

 

356 Stefan Gemski, Interview with the Author. 
357 Walkerdine and Jimenez, Gender, Work and Community after de-

Industrialisation: A Psychosocial Approach to Affect. 
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“He was the only one in a little mining village and in the '60s, which was 

when it was, you know, the rest of the village--really the vast majority of 

people were still attached to the coal mining industry, and they worked at a 

Bearpark pit- that was still going at the time.”358 

Hannah Ashton, who also grew up in Bearpark at the same time as Stefan, 

expresses that she too ‘had a bit of a different upbringing to many people in 

Bearpark’, although for different reasons. Her father ran a transport firm, 

linked but not directly reliant upon the village’s industry, and both her 

parents had been university educated. Hannah describes their home, a larger 

house on the outskirts of the village, as ‘almost a parallel universe’ to the 

terrace row homes of her school peers. She notes:  

“My Father wasn't part of going to the Dog and Gun, he wasn't part of the 

drinking culture, he didn't used to go to the Working Men's Club. So it was, 

you know-- I know people used to say we were snobbish. Perhaps they 

thought we were, I don't know. But it was just my parents were just-- that 

wasn't their cup of tea. And when they opened a bingo in the village and 

people were desperate to go to the bingo, I remember looking at my Mum--I 

had no idea as a kid--I said, "Would you go to the bingo?". The look I got! 

This was the woman who was the President of the Federation of University 

Women. So, she used to go into Durham for meetings. And here’s me going 

"Why don't you go to the bingo?", I had no idea that--that life was--that you 

did one or the other and my mother wasn't a bingo mother at all.”359 

Reflecting on this, Hannah says of her peers, “I was envious for a lot of 

their lives because it was much more normal… you just want to be like 

every other kid, don't you.”.360 Here, perceptions of class identity, and the 

influence of being situated spatially outside of the village centre, form the 

basis of her feelings of exclusion. Yet despite the differences between 

Stefan and Hannah observable here, it is clear that both note the significance 

of their fathers not being employed at the colliery, and thus also not being 

involved with the dominant industrial culture. Once again, it is evident how 

 

358 Stefan Gemski, Interview with the Author. 
359 Hannah Ashton, Interview with the Author. 
360 Hannah Ashton, Interview with the Author.  
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strongly the rhythms and routines of industry dictated community life in 

these coal mining villages, but it is also apparent how alienating it felt to fall 

outside of these rhythms, to be spatially but not socially located within a 

community.  

For another interviewee, Oonagh Claber, it was being the daughter of 

Bearpark’s village doctor that “did kind of separate you from everybody a 

little bit.”361 She recalls that: 

“My dad, even though he was a very normal ex miner's son himself--being 

the doctor was… he was a bit of a-- not a celebrity, but do you know what I 

mean? He was like the--sort of--an important person in the village, which is 

kind of bizarre if you knew him”.362 

Whilst Oonagh does not recall feeling excluded as a child- like other 

interviewees, she remarks “everybody knew who you were and everyone 

looked out for your really”- there is a clear awareness that her family were 

viewed differently based upon her father’s occupation. 363  Whilst other 

accounts stress the homogeneity of social relations in the village, Oonagh 

suggests that there were levels of social stratification based upon ideas of 

authority and deference.  

 Moreover, to return to Eric’s discussion of community quoted earlier, he 

notes that the village ‘had their own system of moral codes and judgement’ 

and that they ‘didn’t need external groups’ to enforce that.364 Yet in being 

established within the boundaries of a dominant industrial culture, these 

systems of judgement undoubtedly acted to further enforce exclusion in 

setting strict social norms for what was considered morally acceptable and 

 

361 Oonagh Claber, Interview with the Author (Zoom: July 2021). 
362 Ibid. 
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stigmatising those acting outside of these norms.  Robin, too, comments that 

‘Serious crime was virtually unknown, and the people policed themselves to 

a large extent.’365   

Such statements, however, leave questions about how ‘serious crime’ 

was defined, how this self-policing looked in practice, and how it was 

experienced by different groups within a community. Redvers does offer 

some insight in recounting his own experiences, and his actions not being 

reported because ‘You could not be a grass, to the police. It was just 

unheard of. I mean all sorts went on.’ He recalls one particular incident: 

“There was one day I was wheeling my Uncle George, who was an ex-

miner. He had COPD [Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease] as well, it 

put him in a wheelchair, you know, with all the workings, the harsh 

workings. Anyway, I was pushing him in the club and this lad said 'Hoy him 

round' rather than move out of the way, so I parked George up- me Uncle 

George- and I grabbed him. I threw him to the ground and as he was 

crawling under the snooker table, I'm kicking him, violently kicking him 

and no one stopped us because they said well, he deserves it, because he's a 

disabled person. Not one committee member reported me. [laughs] I had a 

temper you see.” 366 

Redvers’s testimony also serves to highlight attitudes towards disability 

within coalfield communities.  Although here Redvers acted in defence of 

his uncle, with the implicit support of other members in the working men’s 

club, the words of the other individual involved suggest a level of disrespect 

and disregard for George in relation to his disability. Whilst work-related 

illness and injury were so frequent in coal field communities that they did 

not necessarily result in outright stigma or rejection, the inability to 

participate fully in the dominant industrial culture introduced levels of 

exclusion, nevertheless.  

 

365 Robin Chapman, Correspondence with the Author. 
366 Redvers Crooks, Interview with the Author. 
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Historian Arthur McIvor, who has written extensively on the subject of 

industrial disability, comments that ‘bodies were worn out and discarded’ in 

the workplace, but here we see how ill and disabled bodies continue to be 

disregarded beyond the workplace too. 367  Despite the prevalence of 

disability, spaces of leisure often lacked adaptations to make them 

accessible to all.368 Indeed, in a community in which masculine identity was 

so centred around hard physical labour, and in which even leisure frequently 

meant outdoor pursuits or heavy drinking, inability to participate may lead 

to a stripping of personhood to an extent, as we see with the blatant 

objectification of George in his wheelchair.  

Moreover, whilst there is a significant body of work that examines the 

health-related consequences of industrial work, the emotional response to 

disability and unemployment in these sectors is less frequently explored.369 

As Long and Brown note, there is an emphasis upon the physical ill-effects 

of coal mining, with the impacts upon mental well-being often neglected. 

As they argue ‘the low visibility of work-related mental disturbance in 

mining does not automatically equate to a low incidence.’370  

In part, the apparent low incidence of work-related mental illness was 

due to a prioritisation of physical illness on official records, because this 

categorisation was more likely to be accepted when claiming support and 

compensation. 371  However, it is also likely that the long-maintained 

‘macho’ culture of industrial work, in which displays of emotion were 

viewed as a deviation from an accepted masculinity, served to discourage 
 

367 McIvor and Johnston, ‘Dangerous Work, Hard Men and Broken Bodies: 
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370 Long and Brown, ‘Conceptualizing Work-Related Mental Distress in the British 

Coalfields (c.1900–1950)’. 
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workers from expressing concerns of mental illness. 372As such, despite the 

remembered idea of communities that exhibited unwavering solidarity- 

through the ‘goods and the not-so-goods, as Eric phrased it- the reality was 

more complex. In response to this culture of silence and the stigma 

surrounding psychological illness within coal field communities, strategies 

to cope manifested themselves in other ways.373  

Redvers’s father was signed off work with post-traumatic depression 

following an accident, although it was his Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary 

Disease (COPD) emphasised on doctor’s letters and in disputes with the 

British Coal regarding compensation for disability caused through his 

employment. Redvers explains what he knows about his father’s accident, 

which occurred when he was only one year old.  

“He went to work, and the cage was open. And he went in and shouted. And 

his cage fellow mustn't have heard him, and he just sent it down as he 

thought it was empty. If he didn't think it was empty, he's a sadist. And then 

they found me Dad in the corner of the cage, trembling, because it had gone 

down. I don't know the depth of Bearpark colliery, but I know it'll be a deep 

mine. And for him to go through that, it would have killed a few, and it 

sadly ruined his health. So, from then he was on the sick and then he was 

finished in 1963, with ill health. That's it, for any man.”374 

He later adds, ‘‘He used to tell me he’d chucked his medication in the fire— 

whether he did or not I don’t know.” Gary Crooks also speaks of his 

grandfather, who was Redvers’s father, saying: 

“My Grandad, who was a miner at Bearpark colliery, turned into a bit of a 

lunatic after he fell down the colliery lift shaft. He was a big drinker. He 
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made my dad collect coal from the slag heap and chop logs to fund his 

drinking”375 

As Ali Haggett notes, alcohol was a commonly employed coping strategy, 

or form of self-medication for men in communities where ill-health, 

particularly mental illness, was stigmatised.376  To align with the accepted 

norms and behaviours of the community, disabled and unemployed 

individuals may have felt more pressure to perform their masculinity, 

having been otherwise removed from the traditionally masculine space of 

work.377 Violence, too, acted as a channel to perform this masculinity, in 

spaces where paternal authority underpinned the entire social structure. As 

such, work-related trauma was often transmitted across generations, 

engraining a damaging interpretation of masculinity that served to 

traumatise once more in the future.  Gary continues:  

“… My dad was a miner for a while, but mostly he worked on building 

sites. I was frightened of him. He would hit me with a belt… When I was 

eleven, my mum got together with Alan. He was a miner at the colliery at 

Esh. He used to drink and then he got violent and then at other times he got 

depressed. He tried to hang himself in our house.”378 

The mythologised construction of a family-like, homogenous mining 

community serves to overlook these alternative, difficult experiences. 

Memories of depression, suicide, domestic violence, and child abuse do not 

fit neatly into the narrative of a supportive community in which the ‘doors 

were never locked’ and where people ‘rallied round’. Whilst in Disability in 

Industrial Britain, the authors argue that there was an ‘interpenetration of 
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home and neighbourhood, marking the house as a liminal social space of 

disability’, they also recognise evidence that suggests the burden of care did 

fall primarily on women within the household.379 This is not to say that 

broader neighbourhood support did not occur frequently, but rather, it was 

not consistent or constant, and left individuals like Gary and his family 

members to struggle with a privatised cross-generational trauma.  

Indeed, Gary’s grandfather struggled with the aftereffects of his 

accident for many years and attempted to take his own life.380 The term 

‘lunatic’ is a term that stigmatises and misrepresents mental ill-health and 

positions psychological illness as a type of personal deficiency, but here 

Gary’s usage seems intended to demarcate a more serious form of mental 

illness, one that was debilitating and severe enough to form grounds for 

exclusion from the wider community. 381  Indeed, despite psychological 

distress, and even suicide, being rather commonly associated with work-

related trauma, there remained a stigma attached to unemployment on 

account of mental ill-health; those visibly psychological unwell saw their 

behaviour stigmatised as lunacy, and those unable to express or represent 

their illness coherently risked accusations of malingering.382  

 Although the testimony quoted above draws on a variety of individual 

experiences, feelings of stigma, alienation, and exclusion are apparent in all. 

Whilst this chapter began by exploring experiences of community from 

within the dominant industrial structure of feeling, here we have examined 

the experiences of those who fell outside the bounds of these accepted 
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norms and behaviours, to whom the industrial rhythms and routines were 

acutely observable, but not always open for participation. In doing so, these 

experiences counter the conceptualisation and memorialisation of such 

mining villages as ideal and homogenous communities, instead revealing 

their past to be a great deal more nuanced and complex.   

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has undertaken a comprehensive exploration of the concept of 

community within the coal mining villages to the west of Durham, 

demonstrating the complexities of belonging, exclusion, and divisions that 

shaped these close-knit settlements. In doing so, it has engaged with 

existing debates on the very definition of ‘community’ in sociological and 

historical analysis, while focusing on how interviewees themselves 

construct the idea of community in memory, drawing upon Gilbert's notion 

of "imagined mining communities." 

The chapter has offered an examination of how the idea of community 

is recalled spatially and emotionally, being particularly attentive to how 

interviewees recollect the physical and psychological closeness of mining 

villages. The oral histories used here are invaluable in capturing the nuanced 

interplay between individual and collective memory, particularly for those 

who directly experienced the coal mining era. These testimonies provide a 

rich, personal perspective that is often absent from official records or policy 

documents. By focusing on the memories of this generation, this chapter 

uncovers the deep emotional and psychological impacts of 

deindustrialisation on individuals and communities. While this chapter 

centres on a single generational cohort, it also opens up questions about how 

these memories will be engaged with and transformed by future generations, 

a theme that will be explored in subsequent chapters 
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  This chapter also turned to memories of mutual support structures and 

traditions that underpinned these communities, which served to emphasise 

the central role of industry in shaping social relations and understandings of 

community. Crucially, it has stepped beyond the idealised constructions of 

mining communities in memory, exploring the divisions and tensions that 

existed within these spaces. Gender is one prominent division discussed in 

this chapter, with women occupying a distinct gendered identity based on 

domesticity and unpaid labour, despite their active participation in the social 

networks of the village. Simultaneously, the chapter demonstrated how 

understandings of masculinity were closely intertwined with industrial 

employment, highlighting the challenges of dismantling deeply ingrained 

gender norms during deindustrialisation. 

Furthermore, the chapter explored other divisions within these close-

knit communities, demonstrating how these idealised social networks could 

serve to divide and exclude those who did not fit within the dominant 

structure of feeling. The role of oral history is particularly important here, as 

through recognising that interviewees construct community based on their 

experiences and memories, individuals introduce nuanced understandings 

within and between narratives. Some remembered harmonious, supportive 

communities, while others recounted feelings of exclusion and alienation 

based on ethnicity, class, or disability, challenging the notion of a 

homogenous, idyllic mining community. 

In sum, this chapter has critically examined ideas of community, 

identity, and exclusion in the coal mining villages of County Durham, as 

remembered by those who experienced these places during the industrial 

era. Through the use of oral history, this chapter has provided a detailed 

understanding of how this generation recalls and interprets their past, 

emphasising the role of memory and place in shaping their identities. While 

this chapter has focused on a single generational perspective, it lays the 

groundwork for the broader multi-generational analysis that will follow. The 

next chapters will build on this foundation by exploring how the memories 
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of this industrial past are engaged with, reinterpreted, and transmitted to and 

by subsequent generations, revealing the enduring impact of this idea of 

coal communities on the collective memory of the region. 
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CHAPTER 4 DEALING WITH DEINDUSTRIALISATION 

 

“A lot of other people didn't have those opportunities and it was the scars, 

and the whole energy that were left behind post miners’ strike--you know--

and people had kinda--that whole industry had collapsed, and that whole 

identity was gone. You know, so there was a lot of kind of--you know--a lot 

of the guys who worked there went--went to the working men's club and 

drank themselves to death--you know--and a lot of the young people... 

couldn't see a way forward.”383 

“And after the strike because there was just no work around really, it was 

just-- A lotta lads that I went to school with and that didn't have jobs, they 

sorta got jobs when they got a little bit older when there was work more 

work around then but at the time there was nowt. Nothing.”384 

Introduction  

 

This chapter begins by setting the stage for a deeper exploration of the 

emotional and spatial impacts of coalfield contraction in County Durham, 

focusing on the multi-generational memories of those affected. By 

examining the timeline of colliery closures, this chapter highlights not only 

the historical trajectory of industrial decline but also how these events are 

remembered and reinterpreted across generations. This approach 

underscores the thesis's broader contribution to understanding how 

deindustrialisation is experienced and remembered within the context of 

place and community 

 

383 Gary Crooks, Interview with the Author.  
384 Norman Anderson, Interview with the Author.  
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Significantly, too, this timeline demonstrates that the highest number of 

colliery closures in the area occurred in the 1960s, continuing throughout 

the following decades. These earlier closures remain unexplored in Durham, 

and yet the oral history testimony included here demonstrates their 

significant emotional impact on both individuals and communities.  This 

chapter explores testimony from two distinct generations—those with direct 

experience of industry through their own employment in coal mining, and 

those who were children or teenagers at the time of closure, whose 

experiences are dominated by deindustrialisation. 

 By examining how these two cohorts remember and interpret the 

impact of colliery closures, this chapter reveals the complex interplay 

between memory, place, and generational identity. These testimonies 

illustrate how the spatial and emotional landscapes of these communities 

have been shaped by the industrial past and how these memories continue to 

influence present-day relationships with place. This chapter adheres to the 

multi-generational focus of this thesis by examining how these two cohorts 

experienced and now remember industrial closure, and how these memories 

shape their relationship to place. The use of oral history is central to this 

analysis, as it allows for the capture of personal and emotional narratives 

that are often missing from official records. By giving voice to those who 

lived through these changes, this chapter not only enriches the historical 

understanding of deindustrialisation but also demonstrates the value of oral 

history in exploring the spatial and emotional dimensions of industrial 

decline 

 First, it turns to testimony that explores the emotional responses to earlier 

closures, in particular considering the experiences of migration that 

occurred due to colliery transfers at this time. Then, it turns to interviewees’ 

memories of the miners’ strike of 1984-85, unpicking the manner in which 

it is framed as a pivotal moment in individual understandings of 

deindustrialisation and the way that these recollections are imbued with 

personal and collective emotional responses. As will be discussed here, 



   

 

154 

 

interviewees recognise their own paradoxical response to closure, being 

both glad to see the demise of a dangerous and difficult occupation, yet 

deeply disdainful of the effects upon individuals and communities alike.  

Next, this chapter examines the impact of colliery closures on 

individual and community identity, interrogating changes in leisure patterns, 

health, and gender roles, particularly in the changing policy context of the 

1980s. Here, it draws on individual testimony that discusses how people 

comprehended and coped with changes to the everyday rhythms of life that 

had long been structured by work, considering observations of increased 

alcohol consumption and mental health concerns. 385 

 Finally, whilst closure undoubtedly had significant and damaging 

consequences for those employed in the coal mining industry, and their 

spouses, it also bore longer-lasting repercussions for those growing up in its 

wake. On a practical, financial level, well-paid and stable employment 

became more difficult to obtain. As such, this chapter explores 

interviewees’ testimony regarding this cross-generational legacy of closure, 

examining the apparent emotions of anger, grief, and hope as they appear in 

memory.  

  

 

‘Our fate was sealed’: Emotional Responses to coalfield Contraction 

in County Durham  

 

County Durham as it exists today is an area which to a great extent has been 

defined and designed for the specific purposes of industrial work.  To 

 

385 Henri Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis: Space, Time and Everyday Life (London: A&C 

Black, 2004). 
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reiterate, the majority of the small former mining towns of the region came 

to be only to serve the requirements of a labour force brought to the area by 

the establishment of a coal mine there.386 Throughout the early twentieth 

century, employment figures reflect the concentration of labour within the 

coal industry of County Durham. 387   Yet with increasing rates of 

unemployment in the post-war period, followed by the gradual and 

fragmented contraction of the coal industry throughout the later twentieth 

century, it was a sector characterised by its vulnerability and fragility to the 

fluctuations of global markets.  

Following nationalisation in 1947, the National Coal Board (NCB) 

were keen to increase the productive capacity of specific locations within 

the coalfields, overseeing the onset of a protracted series of colliery closures 

and the concentration of labour to the most economically viable sites. In 

order to ensure the continued productivity of such collieries, the NCB also 

effectively lobbied government to discourage the establishment of new 

industries as ‘to do so would be to invite an exodus from the mines to 

better-paid jobs in healthier and safer environments’. 388  Throughout the 

1950s and 1960s, the decrease in global demand for coal saw the rate of 

closures and the restructuring of labour intensify.  

Yet continued opportunity for relocation to other collieries, and 

relatively generous retirement and redundancy schemes allowed these 

closures to pass with little resistance from the workforce or the National 

Union of Mineworkers (NUM).389  Although not warmly accepted, such 

 

386 Beynon and Austrin, Masters and Servants. 
387 John Benson, British coalminers in the nineteenth century: a social history 

(Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1980).  
388 Raymond Hudson, Wrecking a Region: State Policies, Party Politics, and 

Regional Change in North East England (London: London: Pion Limited, 1989), 

p.357. 
389 Perchard and Phillips discuss this in the Scottish context, using a moral economy 

framework, in Perchard and Phillips, ‘Transgressing the Moral Economy’; See also 
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closures followed by relocation did not represent a complete severing of the 

social and moral contract imagined within the optimism of 

nationalisation.390  

 

Fig.3 Colliery closures in County Durham following nationalisation. 

As the above figure demonstrates, the 1960s saw the highest levels of pit 

closures in County Durham.  By 1962, unemployment in the region stood at 

3.2%.391  Although aware of the need to ensure the continued supply of 

labour to the remaining coal mining industry, increasing pit closures began 

to mark greater outward migration from the region, and higher levels of 

unemployment as the sporadic introduction of new industries to the region 

failed to provide sufficient levels of replacement jobs. Between 1962 and 

 

R. C. Taylor, ‘The Implications of Migration from the Durham Coalfield: An 

Anthropological Study’ (PhD Thesis, Durham University, 1966). 
390 Phillips, ‘Deindustrialization and the Moral Economy of the Scottish Coalfields, 

1947 to 1991’, 2013; Perchard et al., ‘Fighting for the Soul of Coal’; Perchard and 

Phillips, ‘Transgressing the Moral Economy’; Gibbs, ‘The Moral Economy of the 

Scottish Coalfields’. 
391 Mcdowell and Massey, ‘A Woman’s Place?’ 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

19
4

8

19
5

0

19
5

2

19
5

4

19
5

6

19
5

8

19
6

0

19
6

2

19
6

4

19
6

6

19
6

8

19
7

0

19
7

2

19
7

4

19
7

6

19
7

8

19
8

0

19
8

2

19
8

4

19
8

6

19
8

8

19
9

0

19
9

2

19
9

4

County Durham Colliery Closures

Closures



   

 

157 

 

1971, 15,000 miners and their families left Durham, Northumberland and 

Scotland.392  

 For some in Durham, their experiences of industrial closure align more 

closely with a dominant cultural narrative that centres around the strike of 

1984-85 as a pivotal point in their emotional experiences of 

deindustrialisation. 393 However, whilst scholarship on the Scottish context 

highlights the significant emotional and spatial impacts of earlier closures 

also, this period has been largely unexplored within County Durham.394 As 

such, there remains highly emotional memories related to this period that 

have been thus far overlooked.  

 In one interview, Eric Wood, joining via video-call from his home in 

Warwickshire, gently prompts the direction of the interview by adding 

“What I do hope is picked up is the manner in which the pits were closed 

and the way in which the miners were treated.”. 395  Eric was raised in 

Langley Moor until around 1962, when in his early teenage years, his family 

relocated to Nottinghamshire after his father accepted a transfer following a 

colliery closure. Eric recalls the events preceding the move with precision, 

accompanying his father on the ‘bus to Crook’, the ‘port-a-cabin’ office, 

and his father signing for his transfer ‘on the dotted line’.  

 Speaking sixty years later, Eric conveys his family’s sense of 

powerlessness in the face of such macro-economic restructuring.  “Our fate 

was sealed” he says, “That was it. And I remember he signed it. We came 

 

392 Perchard et al., ‘Fighting for the Soul of Coal’. 
393 Arnold, ‘“Like Being on Death Row”’; Debbie Ballin and Esther Johnson, 
‘Echoes of Protest: Untold Stories of the 1984–1985 UK Miners’ Strike’, Oral 

History 45, no. 1 (2017): 100–110. 
394 Ewan Gibbs, Coal Country: The Meaning and Memory of Deindustrialisation in 

Postwar Scotland (London: London University Press, 2021); Phillips, Collieries, 

Communities and the Miners’ Strike in Scotland, 1984–85; Perchard et al., ‘Fighting 

for the Soul of Coal’; Perchard, ‘“Broken Men” and “Thatcher’s Children”’. 
395 Eric Wood, Interview with the Author (Zoom: August 2020)  
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out he said 'That's it. Done now.'” He notes that at that time there was “no 

sense of anger, or betrayal, it just happened” and yet now, his comments are 

underpinned with a sense of resentment, as he says “I mean, it was it was 

cruel and callous, and there must be-- still are thousands of people feel 

untimely ripped and placed in communities together, which maintain some 

tradition, but all the real community strength had ebbed away and gone.”396 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, there was little official resistance to these 

earlier closures by the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM), nor its 

Durham branch.397 Yet that does not mean that closures and subsequent 

relocations were not severely emotionally charged and strongly felt. Instead, 

such changes disrupted communities and dislocated people from their ties of 

kinship and support.398 Subsequent chapters will go on to discuss the cross-

generational legacies of this dislocation, as well as the manner in which it 

altered the spatial dynamics of place. Here, however, we return to Eric’s 

memories of the period, which highlight the painful experiences of closure 

and a sense of forced migration. 

 The colliery closures no doubt created a significant deal of financial 

anxiety. Eric was one of five children, and he frames his father’s options to 

relocate or accept unemployment, as being questioned ‘How do you want to 

die, be shot or be executed on a guillotine?’ He made the choice to relocate, 

but it is clear from such impassioned framing that this was a painful 

decision. Yet for Eric, this was because of the way such relocations created 

tears in what he remembers as a community whose ‘backbone’ was the 

phrase ‘I am my brother’s keeper’.399 

 

396 Ibid.  
397 Taylor, The NUM and British Politics. 
398 Phillips, Collieries, Communities and the Miners’ Strike in Scotland, 1984–85. 

399 Ibid. 
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Closures were not just about loss of work; they were fundamentally 

altering the dynamics of places that had long centred around industry and its 

management. Significantly, as outlined in chapter one, these were 

communities brought into existence for the purposes of industrial 

capitalism. In turn, spaces of leisure, recreation, and welfare were created 

first as a paternalistic arm of private ownership, but they were later state 

managed under the NCB.  

 However, Eric is particularly keen to stress that he is not romanticising 

coal mining itself. During Eric’s childhood, his father had been “Adamant. 

Adamant. That whatever happened I was not going down the pit”, at one 

point taking him to the pit’s entrance and stating, “You'll never go down 

that pit, have a good look at it, son, because you will never get in there.” His 

father, for his part, “spent the biggest part of his working life in a four-foot 

seam on his knees” and the first time “he stood up on his legs to work” was 

following another transfer from Nottinghamshire to Staffordshire. Eric 

recalls him returning from his first day of work at Silverdale Colliery 

“saying he'd been standing up all day and he couldn't believe it.”400 As Tony 

Hall contends, there is a ‘great paradox’ that emerges within mining 

communities. ‘They will describe at lengths the horrors and hardship of 

mining. They will encourage and even plead with their sons to find another 

job. Yet at the same time there can be no other group that would fight as 

hard for their traditions, collieries, colleagues, and industry’.401 

Informed by these early memories, Eric is emphatic that he would 

‘hate the thought that we went back to coal mining’ which ‘provided food 

and livelihoods and a sense of community but at the terrible price’ of 

 

400 Ibid.  
401 Tony Hall, King Coal: Miners, Coal, and Britain’s Industrial Future 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981), p.47. 
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constant danger and difficult working conditions.402 Others express similar 

sentiments. Robin Chapman was working for the local water board, who 

took on ‘one or two’ former miners, as the industry began to contract. He 

recalls one such new employee saying, "Robin, I never knew such jobs 

existed. This is wonderful. I'm getting as much money as I got at the pit and 

I'm not dirty. I'm not physically working hard, just lifting a few pipes."403 

As is apparent from such comments, few mourned the departure from coal 

mining itself, recognizing it as not just a dirty and unpleasant job, but a 

dangerous one too with the real potential for physical harm.  

For many, there is also an awareness that coal, as much as it provided 

such an intrinsic part of the region’s character, is a finite resource. When I 

began my search for participants, I joined multiple social media groups 

dedicated to community history or industrial history in the North East. 

Whilst much attention is given simply to reminiscence or reflection on the 

past in these groups, a minority of commentors voiced impassioned 

opinions about how much coal was left unmined in the region, and their 

hopes that the coal mining industry may be revived.  

I asked interviewee Barrie Carse about this, which prompted a rather 

exasperated response. ‘Coal in the ground where?’ he replied, “You’ve got 

to remember they were working three miles out to sea. So, if they're 

working three miles out to sea-- I'm not gonna say there isn't a certain 

amount of coal, but nothing that's of great significance.”404 Interviewee Ian 

Cummings discusses this too, saying:  

“There's no way we will ever return to that now. The minerals have gone, 

the coal's gone, the iron's gone… We can no longer rely on the countryside 

around us to provide us with the means to have the work here. We're all here 

 

402 Eric Wood, Interview with the Author. 
403 Robin Chapman, Interview with the Author (Gilesgate, March 2022). 
404 Barrie Carse, Interview with the Author.  
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now because of that geographical thing that happened millions of years ago, 

but we now have to change that and do it a different way.”405 

 

Indeed, the very nature of coal mining as an extractive process means that 

closures have been a feature of the industry throughout its long history, as 

supplies are continually exhausted. It is also an industry dependent upon the 

global market, and by the end of the twentieth century, a decline in demand 

for British coal and an increase in alternative energy sources also created an 

economic exhaustion for the coal industry. Ian also reflects on this, 

commenting:  

 “The pit closure in itself wasn't a bad thing, in my view, and the view of 

actually many of the miners. What was done badly, terribly badly, and 

perhaps done in spite, was the fact that there was no plan for what happens 

afterwards. There were no jobs afterwards.”406 

Eric voices similar sentiments: he remains composed, but there are flickers 

of anger in his tone. He says: 

“There had to be a move at some point because the dependency on coal was 

disappearing but to do it in such a brutal, unthinking, uncaring way… was 

not the way to do it”407 

For many, like Ian and Eric, it was not the fact that the coal mines closed- 

this was an eventual inevitability and brought an end to a dangerous, 

difficult employment- but the broader landscape of how they closed, how 

communities were treated by the government, and how they have since been 

left to decline. Huw Beynon- writing of the 1984-5 miners’ strike, although 

this sentiment is also evident in Eric’s reflection on his father’s relocation- 

notes that many miners felt they had their ‘backs to the wall’.408 Indeed, the 

optimism of nationalisation’s potential to protect miners’ interests was soon 

 

405 Ian Cummings, Interview with the Author. 
406 Ian Cummings, Interview with the Author. 
407 Eric Wood, Interview with the Author. 
408 Beynon, Digging Deeper: Issues in the Miners’ Strike. 
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proven short lived. By the election of the Thatcher government, within the 

same decade where the 1974 Plan for Coal had offered a sliver of soon 

crushed hope for the industry, it was evident that the social and moral 

contract once thought due to the mining industry’s workers risked being 

torn up entirely, never to be replaced.409 

Speaking of this, interviewee Harry Nixon, who had been the NUM 

lodge secretary for Bearpark colliery in the months before its closure, 

remarks that “I’m 80 year old now, and I will—for the few years I’ve got 

left, I will never, never, forgive them Eton, Oxford and Cambridge lot down 

there.” He is angry, but he adds with a chuckle, pointing to the soft toy upon 

his mantlepiece that holds a placard reading ‘Iron Lady burn in hell’, “And 

that’s what that’s there for”. 

 In 1983, Ian MacGregor was appointed head of the NCB, following his 

three-year period as chairman of British Steel, during which he had 

overseen a programme of rationalisation that had earned him a reputation as 

a ‘butcher of jobs’. 410  His appointment was undoubtedly part of the 

changing government relationship with industry under Margaret Thatcher’s 

Conservative premiership, with an increasing focus upon the coal industry’s 

rationalisation and contraction, and a hard-line approach towards union 

relations.411 However, like the longer timeline of industrial closure, changes 

in the NCB’s approach had also been shifting since the mid-twentieth 

century. Despite increasing the sale of houses after the 1984-85 strike, the 

NCB had stopped building houses and had been selling existing stock since 

 

409 Perchard et al., ‘Fighting for the Soul of Coal’. 

410 LBC/IRN, ‘Arthur Scargill on MacGregor Coal Board Appointment’, British 

Universities Film & Video Council, 1983, 

http://bufvc.ac.uk/tvandradio/lbc/index.php/segment/0007200264007. 
411 Beynon, Digging Deeper: Issues in the Miners’ Strike; Francis Beckett and 

David Hencke, Marching to the Front Line: The Miners’ Strike and the Battle for 

Industrial Britain (London: Constable, 2009). 
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the 1960s. 412  Whilst the election of Thatcher, and her appointment of 

MacGregor to the NCB may have marked a significant shift in industrial 

relations, therefore, the NCB’s role within communities themselves had 

been transforming over a much longer period.  

 Despite these earlier changes, however, the year-long 1984 miners’ strike 

is often framed as defensive action to protect not only jobs, but communities 

and a particular way of life, perhaps due to an awareness that these later 

closures marked a finality for the coal industry that had not been present 

until then.413  Bearpark colliery closed just three weeks into the strike of 

1984-85 but had been declining in size in the previous decade and many 

men had already accepted transfers to other, usually coastal, collieries prior 

to this. As such, this meant that the village was still engaged with the strike 

action even without its own colliery. In a village like Bearpark, though, that 

had seen all surrounding pits closed before its own closure so soon into the 

strike, it is starkly evident how the strike itself was just a single moment in a 

much longer process of social change.  

 My interview with Gary Crooks took place at the office of his 

community interest company, Positive Directions NE, which offers training 

and support to young people and those released from prison in the County 

Durham area following his own experiences of incarceration and 

unemployment. Gary is well-accustomed to being interviewed, having had a 

 

412 Huw Beynon, Raymond Hudson, and Emma Hollywood, ‘Regenerating 

Housing’, The Coalfield Research Programme (Cardiff University, 2002). 
413 Smith, A Civil War without Guns: 20 Years On, the Lessons of the 1984-85 

Miners’ Strike; Beynon, Digging Deeper: Issues in the Miners’ Strike; Samuel, 

Bloomfield, and Boanas, The Enemy Within: Pit Villages and the Miners’ Strike of 
1984-5; Seumas Milne, The Enemy Within: The Secret War Against the Miners, 

Fourth Edition.. (London: Verso, 2014); Beverley Trounce, From a Rock to a Hard 

Place (Stroud: The History Press, 2015); Sutcliffe-Braithwaite and Thomlinson, 

‘National Women Against Pit Closures: Gender, Trade Unionism and Community 

Activism in the Miners’ Strike, 1984–5’; Spence and Stephenson, ‘“Side by Side 

With Our Men?” Women’s Activism, Community, and Gender in the 1984–1985 

British Miners’ Strike’. 
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book, an independent film, and numerous newspaper articles centred around 

his experiences.414 As such, he spoke with a confident ease, his narrative 

composed and honed through repetition.415 This is not to devalue Gary’s 

testimony; instead, his repeated selection of memories for both this 

interview and those past, provides a significant insight into how the retelling 

of memories is used as an exercise in self-composure, and self-

identification.416 When individuals do this, we see how elements of the past 

being utilised in the present, and we are alerted to what is deemed most 

significant and powerful even when more emotional reactions are not 

present.  

Starting first with a discussion of his childhood in Bearpark, Gary 

quickly gets to the topic of the miners’ strike, stating that ‘things kind of 

went wrong’ with its onset both in his own home and the previously ‘idyllic 

village life’ of Bearpark.417 I also interviewed Gary’s uncle, Redvers, at his 

home in Bearpark, who was equally as quick to mention the strike. Yet 
 

414 Bearpark: Gary’s Story (Made Good Films, 2016), 

https://www.madegood.com/bearpark/; Julian Abel, ‘Gary Crooks- You Don’t Have 

to Be Alone’, Survival of the Kindest, n.d., https://compassionate-

communitiesuk.co.uk/podcast/22-survival-of-the-kindest-gary-crooks-you-dont-

have-to-be-alone/; Barry Nelson, ‘Former Durham Drink and Drunk Abuser Helps 

Others Turn Their Life Around’, The Northern Echo, 8 May 2012, 

https://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/9692478.former-durham-drink-drunk-

abuser-helps-others-turn-life-around/; Farrell, ‘North-South Divide in Opioid and 

Painkiller Prescribing with High Use in England’s Most Deprived Areas’, Sky News, 

7 October 2022, https://news.sky.com/story/north-south-divide-in-opioid-and-

painkiller-prescribing-with-high-use-in-englands-most-deprived-areas-12706821. 

Bearpark: Gary’s Story; Abel, ‘Gary Crooks- You Don’t Have to Be Alone’; 

Nelson, ‘Former Durham Drink and Drunk Abuser Helps Others Turn Their Life 

Around’; Farrell, ‘North-South Divide in Opioid and Painkiller Prescribing with 

High Use in England’s Most Deprived Areas’. 
415 A similar idea is discussed by Etter-Lewis, in relation to the way interviewees 

may respond to a question quoting a previous conversation, in doing so magnifying 

the importance and further honing a narrative to fit a certain standard of self-
composure, Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis, Sherna Berger Gluck, and Daphne Patai, 

‘Black Women’s Life Stories: Reclaiming Self in Narrative Texts’, in Women’s 

Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History (London: Routledge, 1991). 
416 Summerfield, ‘Oral History as an Autobiographical Practice’; Charlotte Linde, 

Life Stories: The Creation of Coherence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993); 

Thomson, ‘Anzac Memories Revisited’. 
417 Gary Crooks, Interview with the Author (Langley Moor, October 2021). 
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unlike his nephew, Redvers speaks of the period less calmly, instead 

allowing residual feelings of anger and pain to feed into his testimony. 

Recalling the period, he begins “The strike was erm...Oh my god, it was 

painful. The strike…” but also that at first, “Everybody was bolshie. We're 

gonna beat the government.”418 

The strike action, in protest of colliery closures, was by its very nature 

a rallying cry against the loss of work and potential long-term 

unemployment, and a painful reminder of how close these events potentially 

stood. Despite this, enthusiasm for the strike and its potential to secure 

longevity in industrial work gradually waned as time passed and hardship 

increased. Redvers worked for Durham County Council at this time, and as 

such, looked on at these growing difficulties from the outside. Nevertheless, 

he expresses the pain of watching friends and neighbours struggle. 

“I suppose they spent their savings. But as soon as they didn't have any, any 

money at all, that's when it became obvious. I mean, you've got to 

remember that strike was over a year. And they went through the motions. 

Nothing. Pete Thomas* came to me says Rev can I dig your garden? 

because he didn't want to ask for money. And I said, Pete, I'll give you 25 

quid just to dig-- you see at that time, he had two kids and they had nothing. 

Nothing. So, the 25 quid wouldn't have gone far.”419 

Redvers’s testimony evidences the concern he felt for his striking friends, 

and also provides an example of community networks in play, being drawn 

upon for support in times of hardship.420 ‘It was the worst time. It was the 

worst time for them’ Redvers recalls emphatically. Again, he reminds of the 

fact that this was happening to ‘them’ and not to him, whilst still 

demonstrating a clear sense of pain at what he witnessed in his community. 

Moreover, as he continues, Redvers’ recollections identify apparent 

divisions emerging within the community:  
 

418 Redvers Crooks, Interview with the Author (Bearpark, October 2021). 
419 Redvers Crooks, Interview with the Author. 
420 Beynon, Digging Deeper: Issues in the Miners’ Strike; Samuel, Bloomfield, and 

Boanas, The Enemy Within: Pit Villages and the Miners’ Strike of 1984-5. 
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“I had friends that were going on picket lines, and one that I played football 

with, he was a copper. And I was friendly with Grant Harris*, who was a 

miner, and they went to school together and they were facing each other. 

Horrendous. Horrendous time. Then the police are waving money at them. 

And it was just shocking. Absolutely heart-breaking to be honest.”421 

As Penny Green notes, the strike had a ‘radicalising influence’ on even 

historically ‘moderate’ coalfields, like Durham was. The witnessing of 

police behaviour, and the hard-line attitude of the government, served to 

generate a significant degree of anger and anguish.422 For Gary, witnessing 

this ongoing strike during his formative teenage years had a profound 

impact on his understandings of this community and his own personal 

development. He describes Bearpark as having a ‘strong sense of 

community’ during his earlier childhood, yet as the strike continued, he 

recalls: 

“I witnessed violence in the community, as the strike went on, the sense of 

rebellion, and rage against the government kind of turned inwards, with the 

sense of desperation, you know, people being hungry, out of work, you 

know, no fuel, all of those kinds of things.”423 

Ballin and Johnson, in their Echoes of Protest project, identify how the 

miners’ strike is framed within many interviewees’ narratives as a pivotal 

point within their childhood memories, akin to Mannheim’s 

conceptualisation of a sharp historical break in which a new generation is 

formed.424  For Gary too, the period represents a crucial moment in which 

emerged a composite of both collective trauma, at the community level, and 

individual trauma, within the home. 425  The strike represents a break in 

 

421 Redvers Crooks, Interview with the Author. 
422  Penny Green, The Enemy Without: Policing and Class Consciousness in the 

Miners’ Strike (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1990). 
423 Gary Crooks, Interview with the Author.  
424 Ballin and Johnson, ‘Echoes of Protest’; Karl Mannheim, ‘The Problem of 

Generations’, in Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge: Collected Works, ed. Paul 

Kecskemeti, vol. 5 (New York: Routledge, 1952), 276–322. 
425Thomson, ‘Anzac Memories Revisited’; Gilad Hirschberger, ‘Collective Trauma 

and the Social Construction of Meaning’, Frontiers in Psychology 9, no. Article 
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Gary’s imagination of his community; the idyllic before, and the fractured 

after.426 He shares:  

“And then in my own home though--things kind of went wrong with the 

onset of the miners’ strike and there was a lot of--kind of--domestic 

violence in the home and I witnessed violence in the community…So, that 

kind of informed my behaviour over the next couple of decades, really, a 

lack of fuel and a lack of food. And those kinds of things. I drifted in the 

petty crime with a bunch of other people in the community.” 427 

Gary’s first burglary was breaking into his school in order to obtain a copy 

of The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, because he could not wait to read 

the ending, but after that, he was ‘very rarely’ at school because it ‘didn’t 

matter’. He continues:  

“I didn't realise that there was a Durham University--that could have been 

open to me--until I was 26. So, no one ever spoke about that kind of journey 

being available to people like us.”428  

Redvers, Gary’s Uncle, shares a similar experience saying, “we didn't have 

a lot of belief and coming to 14 and 15, the lads in the year above me…they 

worked at the pit when the left school, and their fathers worked there, 

too.” 429  Indeed, despite the fact that the importance of education was 

stressed so prominently within Durham’s mining communities- so much so 

that educational themes appeared on numerous lodge banners- the deliberate 

national policy to keep regional employment concentrated on the coal and 

steel industries meant alternative options were scarce.430 
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 As a result, colliery closures had a profoundly damaging impact for 

communities that had long orbited a central, single industry.431 Like Gary, 

who perceives the miners’ strike as the crucial moment in which everything 

changed, Eric too divides the past into ‘before’ and ‘after’ industrial closure. 

What is important here is not so much how existent this sudden change was, 

but rather how deindustrialisation comes to form such a pivotal point in 

memory, becoming a moment from which individuals draw their 

understandings of communities and places, and their relationships to them.   

Instead, what Eric mourns is the loss of community at being made to leave 

a place in which he was so enmeshed within the social fabric. ‘We could 

have been going to Siberia,’ he remarks, after drawing on Shakespeare to 

describe his feelings of being ‘untimely ripped from Durham’. 432  Like 

Gary’s experiences over two decades later, therefore, industrial closure 

marked a turning point for Eric, forming potent memories of the past. Yet 

for others who had historically fallen outside of this ‘imagined mining 

community’, perceive the fracturing of these bounds by industrial closure 

differently. Stefan Gemski, who notes feeling excluded from the community 

of Bearpark because his father was both Polish and not employed at the 

colliery, reflects on industrial closure, in his interview here:  

“We were we were pretty poorly off because getting work was kind of 

difficult for my dad, and I suppose that changed when the pits started to 

break up, you know, they were all closing here there and everywhere…I 

suppose the landscape changed in terms of you were no longer in a society 

where there was one employer and people had worked for that employer for 

generations in some cases, and that identity was lost... So that really mixed 

things up a little bit. My dad was able to get regular work at that point, by 

this point, sort of here am I sort of 17 years old, something like that. And so, 
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life became a kind of a bit more normal in a way you know, after that 

point”433  

 

Testimony from those such as Stefan, who experienced deindustrialisation 

from a different perspective than those directly involved with industry, is 

limited both in this project and in wider scholarship of deindustrialisation. 

Perhaps, in part, this is due to the manner in which individual memory is 

often influenced and shaped by a wider collective memory and broader 

public discourse; deindustrialisation is so often framed, as Eric and Gary do, 

as a monumentally negative rupture that it is difficult for more marginalised 

perspectives to emerge from beneath this idea. 434  Whilst this dominant 

narrative is still vitally important to understanding experiences of industrial 

closure, and how it is later recalled from memory, accounts such as Stefan’s 

do serve to remind that there are alternative understandings into which 

further investigation is required.   

 

‘A Time of Flippin’ Doom and Gloom’: The Aftermath of Industrial 

Closure 

 

Eric’s father relocated, and it was an injury at work that ultimately ended his 

career in coal mining. Yet by the concluding decades of the twentieth-

century, relocation became a less feasible option, with increasingly fewer 

collieries in the region, or even the country, to transfer to. In West Durham, 

the coal mines were gone by the conclusion of the strike action in 1985, but 
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more across the region and country would soon join them in closing 

amongst the accelerated closures pursued after the NUM’s defeat.   

 

 

Fig. 4 Number of individuals employed in the United Kingdom’s coal 

industry from 1873-2019.435 

 There had been an awareness within Durham County Council from as early 

as the 1960s that colliery closures would be significantly problematic for the 

area. Through legislation such as the 1966 Industrial Development Bill, it 

was hoped that financial incentives would encourage investment in regions 

such as the North East to absorb potential job losses from further colliery 

 

435 Available at ‘Employment in the Coal Industry in the United Kingdom’, Our 
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Production, Availability and Consumption’, GOV.UK, 27 July 2023, 
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closures ‘if the need should arise’.436. In particular, it was hoped that the 

introduction of ‘modern industry’, including light manufacturing, 

technological manufacturing, and service-orientated industries, would offer 

employment to both men and women in the region in the context of 

increasingly elevated levels of unemployment.  

Whilst this approach saw some success, with large firms such as tyre 

manufacturers Dunlop setting up in Washington, what is perhaps most 

historically significant for the region is that much of this investment did not 

last and would rather rapidly compound issues of unemployment and job 

loss upon closure.  Indeed, this issue would significantly worsen following 

the 1979 election of a Conservative government led by Margaret Thatcher, 

with the removal of capital export controls resulting in the departure of 

many companies to locations where labour costs were significantly lower.437 

This, and a tightening of monetary policy as well as a high sterling 

exchange rate, encouraged cheaper imports at the expense of British 

manufactured products. Between 1979 and 1985, close to two million jobs 

had been lost in the United Kingdom manufacturing industry as a result.438  

In this context, many miners accepted a recently increased redundancy 

lump sum, or took early retirement, with the regulations around the 

Mineworkers’ Pension Scheme also recently relaxed. 439  Redvers again 

observed this as a relative outsider, well involved with the community of 

Bearpark, but not employed at the colliery. He notes that most of the miners 

he knew “took the 1000 pounds for every year they worked and that 
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escalated into-- I mean some got 40,000 pounds and 40,000 was a lot of 

money.”440 

Although some, like Robin’s new colleagues at the water board, did find 

alternative work, many more experienced difficulty finding other 

employment after redundancy.441 At this time, there was a clear shift in 

government attitude towards employment, with an increased focus on 

‘employability’ through training schemes, that can otherwise be understood 

as a shifting of responsibility from state to individual regarding 

employment.442 Amidst unfavourable labour market conditions, therefore, 

such programmes entered many into a series of training programmes to 

constantly adopt new skills and characteristics perceived as more suited to 

the current labour market.443 

 The NCB, for its part, launched two government funded schemes 

aimed at retraining redundant mine workers, the Manpower Services 

Commission, and the British Coal Enterprise (BCE) scheme. Nerys Jones, 

in a study of Westoe Colliery in South Shields, found that only ten per cent 

of the 1,200 men made redundant upon closure had found alternative 

employment. 444  For many men, it seemed BCE re-training opportunities 

offered few options for sustainable, long-term work. One of Jones’ 

interviewees comments 
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‘In the Gazette every night there were adverts for security guards: £1.60 an 

hour, rising to £1.80 after three months. When I used to pop into the Job 

Shop, I used to cringe at the jobs advertised. I thought ‘Christ, you can’t 

expect anyone to work for that; you’d be better off turning to crime.” 445 

There were some notable exceptions to this trend, such as the establishment 

of a Nissan manufacturing plant in Sunderland in 1984, of which then Prime 

Minister Margaret Thatcher commented, “Not only will it provide a steadily 

growing number of jobs in an area which really needs them, but it also 

shows in the clearest possible way how such areas can help to recover their 

prosperity and self-esteem.” 446  Yet with such a large available pool of 

labour, firms like Nissan could afford to be selective in their hiring process, 

often recruiting from outside the area.447 Likewise, lower than average car 

ownership levels, and poor transport infrastructure, effectively isolated 

many rural mining communities from such opportunities.448 

As Coffield, Borrill, and Marshall bluntly surmise, therefore, for many 

there was a limited choice between unemployment, or ‘shit jobs and govvy 

schemes’. 449  I asked Norman Anderson if he had observed similar in 

Bearpark. Norman has lived in Bearpark all his life, running a local roofing 

firm. The interview took place on a quiet weekday evening at Bearpark 

Working Men’s Club, of which he is chairman. Like Redvers, Norman 

watched the decline of industry from the outside during his mid-twenties. 

Nevertheless, he echoes the sentiments of Jones’ interviewee, recalling that 

“In the 80s there was nothing, no jobs or owt, there were those government 

training schemes, which were slave labour for about twenty-one pound fifty 
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a week or something and nobody had a—there was no apprenticeships or 

nowt, there was nothing.”450 

He adds, “It was a time of flippin’ doom and gloom when you look 

back to it wasn’t it.”451 He follows the comment up with a slight laugh, but 

Redvers confirms that Norman’s statement was accurate. “Once the 

redundancy payments were spent”, he remarks, “Some had nothing in two 

years. They had nothing in two years because they didn't know what to do 

with their lives.”452 For such individuals, closure signalled a detachment 

from the rhythms of work that had long organised their patterns of leisure 

and provided an affective comfort through familiarity.  

What followed for many, therefore, was a period of ‘limitless leisure’ 

that was often severely damaging on an individual, familial, and community 

level. 453  Indeed, the psychological impact of unemployment cannot be 

understated; levels of depression, anxiety, and suicide were found to be 

significantly higher than average in former coalfield areas.454 As such, long-

term unemployment is shown to frequently beget ill-health, in turn 

preventing a return to the workforce and a reliance on state welfare.455 Yet 

with a tightening of restrictions around qualification for welfare since the 
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Thatcher government, access to welfare support for long-term health 

conditions and unemployment has been increasingly complicated.456   

With the loss of the pit, and working routines, redundancy money 

provided poor consolation. When asked how the redundancy pay was 

typically used, Redvers responds “They drank. They drank. Morbidly drunk 

on an afternoon and a night. For two years.”457 Just as alcohol had often 

been used as a coping mechanism and a form of self-medication in response 

to ill-health and disability related to industrial work, it was also being used 

here in response to unemployment and its associated health problems. 458 

Bearpark Working Men’s Club at this time was, according to Norman, 

“absolutely chocca…absolutely heaving” on an afternoon.459  

When prompted further about his memories of this, Redvers outlines a 

struggle to embed new routines, as new norms struggled against the old.460 

Positioning work as the gravitational source of routine, he says of the 

increased time spent drinking “that's all they ever did but they worked in 

between and you know, they used to come in and play dominoes, or play 

darts and play snooker. That was the life”.461 Whilst talking, Redvers is 

visibly unsettled by these memories. Throughout his discussion of this 

period, he makes repeated references to death.  Most overtly, he shares how 

the club’s bar came to be named “death row” by him and his friends, being 
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“a row where all the miners sat in their 40s and 50s. And they all had the, 

you know, the cirrhosis. We said oh he's next, he's on death row, because 

they were drinking, just drinking all the time”. 462  Most specifically, he 

recalls the declining health of one man, who he remembers as “the fittest 

man alive. You could see the abs coming through when he was a miner.”463  

Redvers conveys no sense of moral judgement upon these men, 

instead framing them as casualties from a drastic change of economic and 

social circumstance. From such testimony, with Redvers describing what he 

witnessed as a young adult, we begin to see the origins of cross-generational 

memories of deindustrialisation and its effects. Whilst previously premature 

death and ill-health were ever present risks in such communities due to the 

inherent risks of coal mining, here it is apparent that their presence lingered, 

transformed by different risks once the coal industry departed. 

 At times, this underlying distress worked its way into the oral history 

interviews. As oral historian Emma Vickers also finds, often seemingly 

benign narratives can suddenly pivot towards emotional and traumatic 

memories that may blindside interviewers. 464  For instance, during my 

interview with Norman Anderson, his testimony regarding his work as a 

roofer suddenly shifts in tone, as he turns to discuss the sudden death of his 

colleague and friend.   

“…I mean, he worked with us on the Saturday, and he'd had troubles after 

the first lockdown, he'd come back, he had pains in his chest and stuff. 

Worked at the coal mine from being a boy and--er-- they found he had 

cancer, lung cancer and he was told on that particular day that he had lung 

cancer, that his tests had come back, and on the night he--he died-- his 

daughter found him on the morning.” 465 
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Norman shares this unprompted. He is visibly composed, but his words 

convey a clear sense of horror and fear that demonstrate his emotional 

response.   

“And he-- it was sad-- it was so sad--It was terrible, aye. Horrible. He 

worked for us, but he was me friend and that as well you know, he would 

come in here with us and he worked for us for years, just me and him at the 

time and he was a good worker and everything worked but er-- I couldn’t 

believe it. Absolutely terrible.”466 

In many ways, however, this inclusion of a traumatic, upsetting memory, 

which Norman couched between more benign discussions of his work, is a 

telling reflection of the way in which industrial ill-health, death, and trauma 

continue to linger within everyday life even following deindustrialisation.   

As levels of male employment in the region declined, levels of female 

employment rose in turn.467 Although he is quick to distance himself from 

such views, Redvers reflects upon the difficulties many men felt in 

accepting this switch in the household breadwinner role, stating “But it was 

like second nature to them. They couldn't think outside that box where they 

would treat their wives as an equal”.468 Dicks, Waddington, and Critcher 

contend that in practice, therefore, increased female employment simply 

created a dual burden for women as men failed to undertake more domestic 

activity in response. 469 Unemployment often has significant consequences 
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for their home and family structure; in the same way that the arrythmia 

induced by a widespread loss of work disrupts on a community level, 

changes to work and income patterns naturally also disrupt at the micro-

level of the home.470 

This dual burden shouldered by women in deindustrialised areas is 

also observed by Valerie Walkerdine and Luis Jimenez in their study of a 

deindustrialised South Wales town. Drawing on interviews with both men 

and women, they argue that industrial closure ruptured the strongly 

gendered aspects of ‘the community matrix’, primarily the idea of the 

industrious male breadwinner and the domestically orientated female. 471  

Their interviews identify that the loss of these gender relations is traumatic 

on an individual and community level, undermining long established 

identities and social relations. 472  For instance, deindustrialisation, and 

unemployment more broadly, has been linked to increasing levels of family 

breakdown and a rise in lone parenthood, which in turn, disproportionally 

burdens women and significantly complicates employment opportunities.473  

Yet finding women to interview regarding similar experiences in 

County Durham proved difficult. There is a great deal of scholarship on 

women’s participation in activism and community support during the 
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miners’ strike of 1984-85. 474  This work certainly evidences the strong 

emotional responses amongst women to the threat of deindustrialisation, but 

this thread has been less frequently followed to seek female testimony 

regarding the period after the coal mine closures occurred. Those who have 

included women’s voices when taking a long durée approach to 

deindustrialisation, for instance Ewan Gibbs’ Coal Country on post-war 

Scotland, use such testimony to argue convincingly for the broader impact 

of industrial closure upon community and individual identity beyond male 

workers.475  However, despite the gender split of my interviewees being 

almost equal, finding women whose male householders had been actively 

involved in mining who were willing to be interviewed proved difficult. 

Many such women responded that they did not feel they had anything 

important to say, despite encouragement to the contrary. Instead, they 

suggested I ask male relatives.  

Perhaps, of course, this is purely coincidental bad luck, but there is 

also the possibility that this dismissal of their own experiences by women 

reflects more broadly upon a continued perception of deindustrialisation as 

something that happened to men, and that the need for women to find work 

or cope with male unemployment was simply a reactive necessity to this 

reality rather than a significant part of industrial history.476 Both Deborah 

Fink and Kathleen Ryan reflect on the tendency of female interviewees to 
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‘dodge’ recognition of their own importance and qualify their narratives 

with comments such as ‘I didn’t do anything important’.477 Yet for Ryan 

and Fink, these women agreed to be interviewed, and thus did voice their 

contributions, even if they themselves deemed them unimportant. Here, 

those voices are entirely absent.  

Redvers, however, offers his own perception of women’s response to 

the changing role of women following deindustrialisation: 

“Some women didn't even think about-- it wasn't as if they were, you know, 

stamped on. They couldn't change. That's the way their mother was and 

their grandmother was, so they had to be. So they didn't have the mindset to 

say yeah, I'm not doing that. No, I'm under the cosh. And I'm happy to be 

under the cosh, because god knows what I'd be getting up to.”478 

Although eight of my interviewees were female, only Maureen’s husband 

worked in the coal industry, and she was already working before the pit 

closed. As such, without female testimony to support or contest this, it is 

almost impossible to judge if Redvers’ comments do reflect how some 

women felt. Whilst previously, his memories were rich with individual 

names and details, at this discussion of gendered identities he enters into 

more generalised, anonymous terms, ‘some’ women and ‘some’ men. 

In doing so, former gendered identities are recalled as static and 

uniform, dictated by a broader set of accepted norms and behaviours rather 

than individual experience. Identifying these fixed notions of identity can 

perhaps be viewed as a broader attempt to explain the less tangible, but 

more collectively felt, affective atmosphere of disruption and trauma caused 

by deindustrialisation, as observed by Walkerdine and Jimanez. 

Nevertheless, caution should certainly be applied when applying such 
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generalised ideas to individual experience and there is a pressing need to 

investigate further the long-term, practical and emotional implications 

deindustrialisation had for women in Durham’s former coal mining villages.  

 

‘A Lot of Dreams Got Crushed’: A Post-Industry Generation 

For young people entering the job market following industrial closure, 

therefore, optimism about sustainable career opportunities was in short 

supply. Many young men who were approaching adulthood at the time of 

industrial closure had spent the first two decades of their lives in 

communities that had historically socialised male residents for industrial 

work, which in turn formed a key component within masculine identity.479 

To return to Gary, he speaks of the former prospects of employment in the 

coal industry as a ‘foundation’ from which young men could build their life 

upon, and notes that without it, “a lot of young people couldn’t see a way 

forward”. 480  

“Eventually”, Gary says, “they found construction or factory work” 

but in the process “a lot of dreams got crushed”. From his point of view, 

these jobs were “soul crushing”, yet he does not elaborate on exactly why 

these roles appeared to be so psychologically and emotionally more taxing 

than the coal mining jobs previously anticipated.481 Indeed, men like Eric’s 

father, quoted above, had expressed vehement opposition to their sons also 

becoming coal miners, framing them perhaps not as ‘soul crushing’ but 

certainly unpleasant and dangerous.  
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 In some respects, therefore, Gary’s comments may be viewed as a 

romanticised ‘smokestack nostalgia’ to borrow Heathcott and Cowie’s 

pejorative term. 482  Yet as Tim Strangleman argues, nostalgia cannot be 

entirely dismissed, and is instead of a telling feature of how individuals 

engage with both their present and their future.483 Using this framework, 

nostalgia can instead be viewed as an affective response to the changing 

material and social conditions within the deindustrialised villages of County 

Durham; Gary’s testimony speaks to the idea of hope, and then relative 

hopelessness, as inherent to the personal, emotional process of making sense 

of industrial closure.  Individuals and communities alike had, to a 

significant extent drawn their social relationships and identity from the 

shared occupation of coal mining; with that in mind, it is unsurprising that 

individuals turn to the past to try to make sense of the present.484    

Moreover, whilst prolonged strike action and industrial closure 

evidentially impacted those who lost employment as a result, for those of 

Gary’s generation, growing up in the wake of closure had significant long-

term consequences for their own attitudes to work. For many entering the 

workforce in the decades that followed industrial closure, it was a lack of 

well-paid, secure employment and long spells of unemployment that they 

faced.485 Gary continues to detail the trajectory of his teenage years and 

 

482 Cowie and Heathcott, Beyond the Ruins: The Meanings of Deindustrialization. 
483 Strangleman, ‘“Smokestack Nostalgia,” “Ruin Porn” or Working- Class 

Obituary: The Role and Meaning of Deindustrial Representation’; Tim Strangleman, 

‘Work Identity in Crisis? Rethinking the Problem of Attachment and Loss at Work’, 

Sociology 46, no. 3 (2012): 411–25. 
484  For a further discussion of this, see Tim Strangleman, ‘The Nostalgia for 

Permanence at Work? The End of Work and Its Commentators’, The Sociological 
Review 55, no. 1 (2007): 81–103. 
485 Nayak, ‘Displaced Masculinities’; Luke Telford, ‘“There Is Nothing There”: 

Deindustrialization and Loss in a Coastal Town’, Competition & Change 26, no. 2 

(1 April 2022): 197–214; Anthony Lloyd, ‘Working to Live, Not Living to Work: 

Work, Leisure and Youth Identity among Call Centre Workers in North East 

England’, Current Sociology 60, no. 5 (1 September 2012): 619–35; Ray Hudson, 

‘Rethinking Change in Old Industrial Regions: Reflecting on the Experiences of 
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early 20s into more serious violent crime and drug dealing. He speaks freely 

and with little overt emotion, despite the emotive experiences he shares, 

perhaps due to his now long history of providing his life story in interviews.   

Gary's testimony exemplifies the lingering impacts of 

deindustrialisation, where the loss of stable, identity-forming employment 

led to a search for alternative, often destructive, pathways. This shift is 

emblematic of a broader intergenerational struggle to find meaning and 

purpose in a landscape where traditional industries and the associated 

community structures have eroded. 486  As already discussed, Gary’s 

experiences at this time were shaped not only by the collectively felt shock 

of deindustrialisation, but also ongoing personal struggles at home. Yet as 

he himself identifies, the two were intrinsically linked. In 2007, Gary took 

part in a project set up by photographer Adrian Clarke; entitled Gary’s 

Friends, it is ‘a collection of portraits of people affected by drug addiction 

and alcoholism in the villages around Durham’. 487  In his accompanying 

interview with Clarke, Gary details the physical abuse inflicted on him by 

his father, and then later his stepfather, Alan, a former miner. Speaking to 

Clarke of Alan, Gary recalls: 

“He used to drink and then he got violent and then at other times he got 

depressed. He tried to hang himself in our house: he pulled the bed to the 

bedroom window and put a rope round his neck and jumped out: we found 

him with bubbles coming out of his mouth and my mum had to cut him 

down. On New Year’s Eve he slit his wrists in front of me, my sister, and a 

friend of ours. I bandaged them up for him. He isn’t with my mum anymore, 

but I still see him occasionally. He’s still a drinker”.488 

 

North East England’, Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 37, no. 4 

(2005): 581–96. 
486  Strangleman, ‘The Nostalgia for Permanence at Work?’; Perchard, ‘“Broken 

Men” and “Thatcher’s Children”’. 
487 Adrian Clarke, Gary’s Friends (Hove: The West Pier Press, 2007). 
488 Ibid. 
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Gary is not alone in recalling such exceptionally traumatic memories in 

Clarke’s book; many others photographed share similar childhood 

experiences of violence and witnessing the severe mental distress of their 

parents. At the same time, many of Clarke’s interviewees share that their 

relationship with Gary stemmed from his former role as their drug dealer, 

and in turn, reveal the lasting damage caused by drug addiction on their 

physical and mental health. From this, we are able to observe the cyclical 

nature of inter-generational trauma. Even in the present day, levels of 

alcohol consumption are greater in County Durham than England’s average, 

matching trends for other similar deindustrialised areas that have struggled 

to adequately economically and socially recover.489 These persistent issues 

underscore the deep-seated and unresolved challenges that have been passed 

down through generations, as communities continue to deal with the legacy 

of industrial decline. The testimonies collected here reveal how these 

inherited struggles manifest in ongoing social and psychological difficulties, 

providing a poignant reminder of the enduring impact of deindustrialisation 

on community and individual wellbeing 

  To return to Seabrook’s study of unemployment and the frequent 

associated period of ‘limitless leisure’, he notes a recurring link between 

worklessness and “violence, marital breakdown and mental health 

difficulties”. 490 At the same time, illness and disability related to industrial 

work naturally persisted after deindustrialisation. The ever-presence of 

observable ill-health, and premature death, therefore, continues to impart 

psychological distress on both those affected and those around them.491  

 

489 “InstantAtlas Durham – Living Well – Alcohol Related Harm,” accessed 

December 2, 2021, https://www.durhaminsight.info/living-well/alcohol-related-

harm/ 
490 Jeremy Seabrook, Unemployment (London: London : Quartet Books, 1982), 1–3. 
491 Curtis and Thompson, ‘“This Is the Country of Premature Old Men” Ageing and 

Aged Miners in the South Wales Coalfield, c.1880–1947’; see also Ronnie Johnston 

and Arthur McIvor, ‘Oral History, Subjectivity, and Environmental Reality: 
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 At the same time, however, Gary has since drawn upon this 

inter-generational trauma in a way that has forged a very different life path 

for him than what he imagined for himself as a teenager. Indeed, after his 

final spell in prison, he recalls that:   

“I started thinking maybe, with my experiences--you know--you know--

sitting in prison cells looking at life in prison, and the drugs and all--like--all 

the heinous, negative stuff--maybe I could take that negative stuff and do 

something positive with it”492 

One aspect of this is his community interest company, Positive Directions 

NE, that ‘works with a range of adults and young people who need to 

change direction or focus due to challenging personal circumstances’.493 

Another is his role in running Bearpark Community Boxing Gym. As. a 

teenager, Gary recalls “I joined the boxing because I wanted to learn how to 

fight and properly learn how to fight. So that's what I did.” Specifically, he 

notes that he did so because “that's what made me feel like a man”, again 

speaking to the cross-generational transmissions of understandings of 

masculinity based upon physical strength and violence.494 

However, now he reflects that “the gym should always be much more 

than just for people who want to fight… I think these community hubs 

should be exactly that. It should be a place--it should be a bit of a beacon of 

hope that--you know--where you can come and-- we've just had it recently, 

actually. Two young guys lost a good friend, he jumped in front of a train. 

And they were feeling suicidal--you know, the impact of that. Because quite 

often what will happen--I'm sure you're aware--there'll be a spate of suicides 

 

Occupational Health Histories in Twentieth-Century Scotland’, Osiris 19 (2004): 

234–49; McIvor and Johnston, ‘Dangerous Work, Hard Men and Broken Bodies: 

Masculinity in the Clydeside Heavy Industries’. 
492 Gary Crooks, Interview with the Author. 
493 Further details on Positive Directions NE can be found at 

https://www.positivedirectionsne.co.uk/ 
494 Gary Crooks, Interview with the Author. 



   

 

186 

 

around one. But they came to the gym, and they came to talk about it. And 

you know, they brought their pain in there, and they got the support.”495 

Of course, from Gary’s testimony, it is apparent that there are still the 

pervasive issues of mental illness and isolation within the wider community. 

However, while Gary spoke of the hopelessness that pervaded in the initial 

aftermath of closure, here he speaks directly of hope. The boxing gym, in 

this sense, acts as a direct challenge to the cross-generational inheritance of 

a masculinity that perpetuated violence and stigma regarding mental health. 

Individuals like Gary are actively reshaping the social fabric of their 

communities, creating new spaces of hope and support in areas still dealing 

with the aftereffects of industrial decline. These efforts not only challenge 

the cross-generational inheritance of trauma but also represent a reimagining 

of place, where the community becomes a site of resilience and renewal in 

the present.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has interrogated the timeline of deindustrialisation in County 

Durham, challenging the dominance of the 1984-85 miners' strike in 

understandings of coal mining’s decline by highlighting the significance of 

earlier closures in the 1960s. It has undertaken a thorough exploration of 

oral history testimony from two distinct generations, those with direct 

experience of the coal mining industry and those who came of age during 

the era of deindustrialisation. 

 The memories of Eric Wood, shared here through his testimony, 

evidence the strong emotional effects of the earlier wave of closures. His 

experiences of relocation as a teenager, as his father moved from Durham to 

 

495 Ibid 
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the Midlands through a colliery transfer scheme, provide poignant insight 

into the ways in which deindustrialisation relates to individual and 

collective understandings of place and community. Oral histories like Eric’s 

are invaluable in capturing the interplay of individual and collective 

memory, offering a window into the personal and emotional histories that 

are often overlooked when relying solely on official records or policy 

documents. These testimonies bring to light the lived experiences of those 

directly impacted by deindustrialisation, revealing the profound emotional 

and psychological effects that are otherwise missed in more traditional 

historical sources. 

Eric and other interviewees grappled with the paradoxical nature of 

closure, acknowledging relief at the conclusion of dangerous occupation 

while simultaneously expressing deep disdain for the profound effects it had 

on individuals and communities. Indeed, the testimony quoted here makes 

clear the impact of colliery closures on individual and community identity, 

highlighting the challenges of coping with unemployment and addressing 

issues like increased alcohol consumption and mental health concerns. 

 Indeed, the multi-generational nature of the oral histories collected here 

has allowed this chapter to trace these emotions across generations, 

revealing how the memories of the past continue to influence the present. 

Although these experiences are taken from the micro-level of individual 

villages, the way in which anger, loss, and pride in the past are shared 

through memories is a phenomenon noted in studies of deindustrialisation 

globally. Gary’s interview in particular emphasises the cross-generational 

legacy of closure, most notably in relation to conceptualisations of 

masculinity.  

However, whilst anger, grief, and hopelessness pervade his narrative 

of the initial aftermath, Gary’s testimony also demonstrates the potential for 

cross-generational renewal. Whilst some aspects of the past are inherited, 

some are transformed or outright rejected. Traumatic memories like Gary’s, 
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and collective memories of the industrial past, can be damaging across 

generations, but they can also be a significant source for progressively 

altering places to meet the needs of the present.  

   In short, this chapter has demonstrated how a complex web of 

emotions, identities, and transformations unfolded as County Durham dealt 

with deindustrialisation. In doing so, it has provided a critical foundation for 

understanding the lasting impact of colliery closures on the region and its 

people. By highlighting the emotional and spatial dimensions of 

deindustrialisation, it sets the stage for the deeper exploration of 

deindustrialised spaces and the evolving cross-generational relationships 

with the industrial past that will be explored in the following chapters. This 

connection underscores the thesis’s central contribution to understanding 

how memory, place, and generation intersect in the context of industrial 

decline, offering new insights into the enduring legacy of coal mining in 

County Durham 
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CHAPTER 5 THE PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL LANDSCAPES OF 

DEINDUSTRIALISATION IN COUNTY DURHAM 

 

“forgotten spaces organised amnesia the activity of coal mining 

erased beneath the surface of the visible rising mine-waters 

entrail acidic salts they saturate voids 

Romans left more traces in Durham County than the collieries 

by the end of the twentieth century few traces of their 

existence nothing commemorates places where several 

generations thousands worked 

and dozens sometimes hundreds died the sense of emptiness 

experienced in a place which is losing its memory. how to 

know a place or represent something you can’t see that isn’t 

there everything I don’t remember”496 

 

“It is interesting that we, you know,-we do live in an ex industrial area and 

even this-- you mentioned, as you came over the hill and looked down into 

the village, ah, beautiful. It's so rural and beautiful, but it was the sight of a 

pit 70 years ago. And, you know, it looks a lot different if you look at the old 

photographs.”497  

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores cross-generational relationships to deindustrialised 

places. Having already, in previous chapters, examined both the economic 

and political context of industrial closure, and the contemporary responses 

to this, this thesis now turns to interrogate the legacy of colliery closures in 

County Durham. In doing so, it looks to further understand the 

entanglements of memory, identity, and place within deindustrialised areas, 

asking how a place’s past comes to influence its present.  

 

496 This is an extract from an untitled poem by John Seed, within a collection of 

poetry, prose extracts, and extracts from historical documents in John Seed, 

Brandon Pit House: Recollections of the Durham Coalfield (Ripon: Smokestack 

Books, 2016), 104. 
497 Stefan Gemski, Interview with the Author.  
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 To do this, the chapter draws primarily upon Halbwachs’s theoretical 

understanding of collective memory, and Mannheim’s generational 

theory. 498  Memory, and its transmission across generations, feature 

prominently within recent work in the field of deindustrialisation studies.499 

However, as this chapter outlines, the cross-generational transmission of 

memory is not a uniform or universal process across deindustrialised sites. 

Nevertheless, there exists a dominant cultural narrative about the decline of 

coal mining in the United Kingdom, which centres around the 1984-85 

miners’ strike, and the subsequent colliery closures. 500  The use of oral 

history testimony allows for insight into how individuals interact with these 

dominant narratives, negotiating with them by drawing upon individual 

experience and memory to make sense of the present.  

 Moreover, this chapter seeks to challenge this idea of a homogenously 

experienced process of deindustrialisation that aligns with the dominant 

 

498 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, trans. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1992); Mannheim, ‘The Problem of Generations’. 
499 High, ‘Beyond Aesthetics: Visibility and Invisibility in the Aftermath of 

Deindustrialization’, 2013; Linkon, The Half-Life of Deindustrialisation: Working-

Class Writing about Economic Restructuring; Clark, ‘“People Just Dae Wit They 

Can Tae Get by”: Exploring the Half-Life of Deindustrialisation in a Scottish 

Community’; James Rhodes, ‘Youngstown’s “Ghost”? Memory, Identity, and 

Deindustrialization’, International Labor and Working Class History 84, no. Fall 

(2013): 55–77; Jackie Clarke, ‘Closing Moulinex: Thoughts on the Visibility and 

Invisibility of Industrial Labour in Contemporary France’, Modern & Contemporary 

France 19, no. 4 (2011): 443–58; MacKinnon, Closing Sysco; Mah, Industrial 

Ruination, Community, and Place; Beynon and Hudson, The Shadow of the Mine:  

Coal and the End of Industrial Britain; David Byrne, ‘Industrial Culture in a Post-

Industrial World: The Case of the North East of England’, City 6 (01 2002): 279–89; 

Emery, ‘Belonging, Memory and History in the North Nottinghamshire Coalfield’; 

Bright, ‘“The Lady Is Not Returning!”: Educational Precarity and a Social Haunting 

in the UK Coalfields’; Stephenson and Wray, ‘Emotional Regeneration through 

Community Action’, 2005. 
500 David Nettleingham, ‘Canonical Generations and the British Left: The Narrative 
Construction of the Miners’ Strike 1984–85’, Sociology 51, no. 4 (2017): 850–64; 

Julian Rappaport, ‘Community Narratives: Tales of Terror and Joy’, American 

Journal of Community Psychology 28 (1 February 2000): 1–24; Laurel Richardson, 

‘Narrative and Sociology’, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 19, no. 1 (1 April 

1990): 116–35; Kate McLean and Moin Syed, ‘Personal, Master, and Alternative 

Narratives: An Integrative Framework for Understanding Identity Development in 

Context’, Human Development 58 (1 July 2016): 318–49. 
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cultural narrative. In particular, it investigates how the earlier closure of 

Brandon Pit House, before the acceleration of deindustrialisation almost two 

decades later, has affected the way in which the industrial past is 

remembered, both in physical structures and emotional legacies.  This, in 

turn, allows for further consideration of cross-generational consistencies and 

differences in the perception of place, belonging, and community.  

 Firstly, this chapter examines the physical landscapes of 

deindustrialisation that surround the two former collieries. There is a great 

deal of existing literature that discusses the ruination of sites of former 

industry and the way in which individuals and communities engage with 

these sites. 501  Yet much of this work focuses upon urban sites of 

deindustrialisation and is concerned with the affective practices of people 

with visible ruins. The semi-rural colliery villages of County Durham are 

somewhat different to such sites, in that many sites of industry were 

demolished with deliberate speed. As such, this chapter seeks to understand 

how people engage with this transformation of space, drawing upon the 

work of both Henri Lefebvre and Pierre Nora to extricate the diverse ways 

residents negotiate with sites of memory, or in other instances, come to 

terms with the lack of such spaces.  

 Next, this chapter turns to explore the relationship between memory, 

community, and belonging. Here, it considers how patterns of migration, 

and perceptions of incoming ‘strangers’ following the closure of Brandon 

Pit House have shaped individual relationships to a wider collective 

 

501 Edensor, Industrial Ruins: Spaces, Aesthetics, and Materiality; Mah, Industrial 

Ruination, Community, and Place; Kolenda, ‘Aestheticising the Post-Industrial 
Debris’; Michaela Trippl, ‘Industrial Ruination, Community, and Place. Landscapes 

and Legacies of Urban Decline’, Regional Studies 47, no. 8 (September 2013): 

1380–81; James Rhodes, ‘Rust Belt Chic: Deindustrialization, Place and Urban 

Authenticity’, Journal of Urban Cultural Studies 6, no. 2–3 (1 September 2019): 

265–86; Strangleman, ‘“Smokestack Nostalgia,” “Ruin Porn” or Working- Class 

Obituary: The Role and Meaning of Deindustrial Representation’; High and Lewis, 

Corporate Wasteland:  The Landscape and Memory of Deindustrialization. 
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memory. In doing so, it turns also to Bearpark, examining the communal 

commemorative practices enacted there, considering how the past is made 

useful in the present day. This section also interrogates constructions of 

belonging and authenticity. In particular, it seeks to understand the way in 

which memories of, or nostalgia for, an imagined idealised community of 

the past are used to stake powerful emotional claims to place and collective 

memory, in a way that asserts individual identity in the present.  

 Finally, although explorations of cross-generational relationships to place 

are woven throughout this chapter, here it turns to discuss them fully in their 

own right. In particular, this section considers how younger residents 

understand and negotiate with the deindustrialised places they’re residing in, 

and how tensions may arise, both within and between generations, from 

alternative understandings of place. Moreover, too, it returns to discussions 

of memory, thinking not only of how individuals draw on their memories of 

lived experience, but also how memory and the industrial past more broadly 

is drawn upon in new ways that are useful for younger generations without 

that lived experience.  

 

 

‘You can't share the feeling’: The Physical Landscapes of 

Deindustrialisation  

 

Deindustrialisation in County Durham is most typically associated with the 

timeline of accelerated colliery closures and political conflict in the late 

1970s and 1980s. Yet the rationalisation and restructuring efforts of the 

National Coal Board (NCB) from the late 1950s had seen colliery closures 

occur over two decades before this generally acknowledged timeline. The 

effects of such earlier closures are frequently overlooked, because these 

closures were typically pre-negotiated, and men were provided the 
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opportunity to join a colliery elsewhere, either locally or nationally. 502 

However, these places that experienced earlier industrial closure now sit 

within the broader deindustrialised landscape of County Durham, and this 

alternative time frame also has significant implications for people’s 

relationship to place, and how the industrial past is understood in the 

present.  

In my interview with Jonathan Elmer, who had in 2021 recently been 

elected a Green Party County Councillor for the Brandon division, he 

reflects on a lack of visible representation of the industrial past in the area 

he serves. The Brandon division encompasses Brandon itself, but also 

Langley Moor, Browney, Stonebridge, and Meadowfield; Brandon Pit 

House, the largest and latest colliery in that area to close, shut in 1968. 

Jonathan suggests that:  

“When pits first started closing, the idea that that you would need to try and 

find some way of conserving that heritage, probably just wasn't on people's 

minds, because they just probably didn't realise that it would eventually 

affect the entire area and everything in it. And I guess people at the at the 

back end of it, they knew what was happening, the writing was on the wall, 

at that point, so they did what they could to capture the remnants of heritage 

that were being lost”503 

In fact, at this time efforts were being made in County Durham to preserve 

the region’s mining heritage, namely through the opening of Beamish Open 

Air Museum in Stanley. The museum aimed to challenge traditional 

approaches to heritage, what Laurajane Smith terms the ‘authorised heritage 

discourse’, by adopting a bottom-up approach in the obtaining and curating 

of collections, as well as providing an immersive historical experience to 

 

502 Jim Phillips, ‘Deindustrialization and the Moral Economy of the Scottish 

Coalfields, 1947 to 1991’, International Labor and Working-Class History 84 (ed 

2013): 99–115. 
503 Jonathan Elmer, Interview with the Author Zoom: [Remote Interview], June 

2021. 
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visitors.504 As Natasha Vall observes, “Beamish was conceived during the 

1960s when dramatic changes to the regional coalmining industry were 

benignly managed. A world was being lost but the future appeared bright, 

and Beamish held the promise that the past could be revisited, and nostalgic 

yearnings assuaged.”505  

Indeed, despite being modelled as a radically different type of museum, 

which offered historical recognition to working-class life, Beamish remains 

a site of authorised heritage, with elements of the past curated to decide 

what should be remembered.506 At the very same time, elements of that past 

were being erased from the colliery villages themselves, leaving only 

carefully selected, officially designated spaces like Beamish to 

commemorate the past in a way which may not always align with actual 

personal experiences. 

Maureen Smith, introduced in the previous chapter, is now in her late 

eighties and has lived in Langley Moor or adjacent Brandon all her life. In 

our interview, we discussed a lack of visible representation of the villages’ 

industrial past. “We don't have anything really down here,” she comments, 

before I ask if she would like to see more of the village’s mining history 

remembered within the physical environment.  She responds, indicating that 

she is not sure about how other residents feel, but “Personally, for me, yes, 

but I mean, I'm just me, you know…”.507 Maureen’s comments speak to a 

broader privatisation of memory, but also suggest shortfalls in the creation 

 

504 Laura Carter, ‘Rethinking Folk Culture in Twentieth-Century Britain’, Twentieth 
Century British History 28, no. 4 (1 December 2017): 543–69; Hannam and 

England, ‘The Making of Two Mining Museums’; Smith, Uses of Heritage. 
505 Vall, ‘Coal Is Our Strife: Representing Mining Heritage in North East England’. 
506 Kevin Walsh, The Representation  of the Past: Museums and Heritage in the 

Post-Modern World (London: Routledge, 1992), 98–100. 
507 Maureen Smith, Interview with the Author, Zoom: [Remote Interview], August 

2020. 
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of authorised spaces of remembering, like Beamish.508 Maureen’s memories 

are intrinsically linked to her attachment to place, and as such, she hopes for 

visible representations of the industrial past that attend to both her memories 

of this past and her memories of place. 

 By the late 1970s, deindustrialisation was reaching an accelerated pace in 

the United Kingdom; the economic, political, and emotional landscapes of 

industrial closure had changed.509 In Jonathan’s words, ‘the writing was on 

the wall’ for the coming end of the coal industry in County Durham. As 

such, after the closure of Bearpark colliery in April 1984, when a rapid 

demolition of all colliery workings and buildings was undertaken, 

interviewee Ian Cummings, recalls his awareness of the historical 

significance of its closure. In the period preceding and during the closure, 

Ian recorded on video the pit and its community, later retrieving items like 

the pit head gear in the days before the site was demolished, ‘in celebration’ 

of what he could ‘see starting to go’. 510  Indeed, Bearpark was the last 

colliery in the West Durham area to close, with neighbouring collieries 

closing intermittently in the previous three decades. The ongoing strike 

action also served as a reminder of the threat to the industry as a whole. 

Pierre Nora suggests that in a period of temporal acceleration, as 

occurred in the later stages of deindustrialisation, the past is frequently 

abandoned in search of progress.511 For sites of deindustrialisation, what Ian 

describes as a ‘disappearing’ of industry and industrial solidarities was often 

an enforced forgetting, an erasure of memory by the design of the 

 

508 Richard Sennett, ‘Extract from “Disturbing Memories”’, in The Collective 
Memory Reader, ed. Jeffrey K. Olick, Daniel Levy, and Vered Vinitzky-Seroussi 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 283–87; Walsh, The Representation  of the 

Past: Museums and Heritage in the Post-Modern World. 
509 Vall, ‘Coal Is Our Strife: Representing Mining Heritage in North East England’. 
510 Robert ‘Ian’ Cummings, Interview with the Author, Zoom [Remote Interview]: 

August 2020. 
511 Nora, ‘Reasons for the Current Upsurge in Memory’. 
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hegemonic forces that drove industrial closure.512 In particular, the timing of 

Bearpark Colliery’s closure allowed Ian to reflect on this reinvention of 

place post-industry in surrounding villages and observing this enforced 

forgetting in practice, Ian became an active agent in contesting it. Ian 

describes being motivated by his observations that neighbouring 

communities who had experienced industrial closure earlier, in the 1960s 

and early 1970s, seemed to swiftly have lost or forgotten their industrial 

character. 

Moreover, there is a significant difference between the experiences of 

semi-rural colliery villages and urban industrial areas in relation to the way 

in which the landscape now looks and is used. The work of Alice Mah 

considers place attachment in Walker, and how people construct a sense of 

home alongside the legacy of industry and the visible ruination of such 

former industrial areas. 513 As Wheeler notes, these urban frameworks map 

somewhat, but not entirely, onto hybrid rural-urban landscapes such the 

former mining villages of Durham.514 Whilst there are shared patterns of 

economic struggle between rural and urban sites of deindustrialisation, 

Mah’s observation that in Walker there has been ‘little to replace the 

evidence of industrial decline’ in terms of the physical landscape, this is not 

so readily observable in the semi-rural villages in question here.515  

 

512 High, ‘Beyond Aesthetics: Visibility and Invisibility in the Aftermath of 

Deindustrialization’, 2013; Ian Thompson, ‘After Coal: Reclamation and Erasure in 

the Great North Coalfield’, in The Post-Industrial Landscape as Site for Creative 

Practice: Material Memory, ed. Gwen Heeney (Newcastle Upon Tyne: Cambridge 

Scholars Publishing, 2017), 27–35. 
513 Mah, Industrial Ruination, Community, and Place. 
514 Rebecca Wheeler, ‘Mining Memories in a Rural Community: Landscape, 

Temporality and Place Identity’, Journal of Rural Studies 36 (1 October 2014): 22–

32. 
515 Mah, Industrial Ruination, Community, and Place; Martin Whitby et al., ‘The 

Rural Economy of North East England’ (Centre for Rural Economy Research: 

Newcastle University, 1999). 
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Instead, where the industrial past is still present in these villages, it is 

more a result of its deliberate insertion for the purposes of commemoration 

than a lingering ruination. Indeed, often total demolition was carried out 

swiftly following closure in an attempt to cleanse painful memories, to 

‘eradicate all traces of this failed industry’.516 Early reports on regenerative 

efforts in coalfield communities focus on the reinvention of place to 

improve the ‘self-respect of communities afflicted by dereliction’.517 Yet as 

Mills and Mcintosh suggest, the erasure of industrial landscapes can 

produce complicated responses. Whilst some may be pleased to see the 

removal of all remnants of industry, others may feel that an important part 

of their experience has been deliberately expunged from the historical 

record.518  

As well as this, there are also contestations about how the industrial 

past is then represented as heritage in the present. Often, the debates around 

heritage centre around the use of the past as a visitor attraction, such as in 

museums. Bella Dicks explores this extensively, unpacking the contested 

meanings and engagements with heritage sites such as the Rhondda 

Heritage Park, and the representation of working-class histories. 519 

However, these debates are also occurring on a much smaller scale too. In 

Bearpark, for example, the former Miners’ Welfare Institute is now the 

village community centre. When serving as a councillor, Redvers Crooks 

established a youth club in the centre, but conflict with other users of the 

 

516 Stirling Central Regional Council Minutes, Land and Buildings Sub-committee, 

18/07/1988, held atStirling Council Archives, 5 Borrowmeadow Road, Stirling in 

Catherine Mills and Ian McIntosh, ‘“I See the Site of the Old Colliery Every Day”: 

Scotland’s Landscape Legacies of Coal’, Landscapes 21, no. 1 (2 January 2020): 

50–71. 
517 Alice Mah, Industrial Ruination, Community, and Place: Landscapes and 

Legacies of Urban Decline (University of Toronto Press, 2012); Martin Whitby et 

al., ‘The Rural Economy of North East England’ (Centre for Rural Economy 

Research: Newcastle University, 1999). 
518 Mills and McIntosh, ‘“I See the Site of the Old Colliery Every Day”’. 
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space made the experience difficult. In particular, however, he is critical of 

the Bearpark Artists Collective, who also used the space as their studio.  

“I must admit, I went in, and the work was absolutely fantastic. But that's 

not enough for me. Selling pictures for 1000s of pounds. And wanting 300 

pounds [for a workshop]. But you're taking the soul of the village away by-- 

you're turfing all the kids out onto the streets with nothing to do.”520 

This reimagining of space is deeply tied to memory, as former industrial 

spaces are repurposed, often leading to contestations about whose memories 

and histories are being preserved or erased. These conflicts highlight the 

complex process of negotiating the past in a way that is meaningful to 

current residents while respecting the industrial heritage that shaped the 

community.  There are two aspects to Redvers’s anger about this.  Firstly, 

he is angry because a space of leisure he used as a teenager himself was 

seemingly taken away from village teenagers and children in the present. As 

discussed in chapter one, the Miners’ Welfare Institute had originally 

provided one place for representational space to develop, through use by 

community members, in villages otherwise predominantly composed of 

paternalist representations of space. In the present day, Redvers feels its 

most fitting use would be to provide a similar purpose for leisure and 

socialising, in a village where there are few alternative sites for young 

people to do so.  

 Secondly, Redvers's anger also speaks to the broader issue of class 

barriers to accessing cultural spaces, as well as the commercialisation of 

working-class culture itself.521 Whilst the Institute was formerly a space that 

allowed for expressions of working-class leisure, education, and culture, it 

 

520 Redvers Crooks, Interview with the Author. 
521 Beverley Skeggs, Formations of Class and Gender: Becoming Respectable 

(London: SAGE, 1997); Steven High, ‘Beyond Aesthetics: Visibility and Invisibility 

in the Aftermath of Deindustrialization’, International Labor and Working Class 

History 84, no. Fall (2013): 140–53. 



   

 

199 

 

has since, in his opinion, been co-opted for purposes that offer little service, 

access or representation to working-class people in the village.522  

 Interviewee Dave Shotton attests similarly. Dave is a former resident 

of Langley Park. He is a retired chemist, who now spends his time as a 

community historian and archaeologist, as well as running a small business 

offering ghost walks in Durham city. He explains that he had given ‘one or 

two talks’ in a shop called ‘Outstanding Art’, on North Road in Durham 

city, ‘the poorest part of Durham’ he explains. He continues, describing how 

‘you sort of walk in, and you've got these paintings on the wall which are 

worth thousands of pounds, and you've got miners lamps painted pink and 

blue. I went in there and these pink and blue miner’s lamps sort of tore my 

soul out, you know?’523 

Like Redvers, Dave shares a very emotional response to this 

experience. In his testimony, the site of the gallery is jarring to him in its 

position within an area marked by deprivation, but in particular, it is the 

commodification of the miner’s lamp that elucidates such a strong response. 

Indeed, the sale and display of these modified symbols of former working-

class culture perhaps speaks to the broader processes of working-class 

erasure within cultural spaces following deindustrialisation.524 Later, Dave 

also raises questions that are central to Laurajane Smith’s discussion of the 

 

522 Spence discusses the relative invisibility of working-class art and wider artistic 

portrayals of miners in Jean Spence, ‘Miner Artist/Minor Artist? Class, Politics, and 

the Post-Industrial Consumption of Mining Art’, Frontiers in Sociology 5 (2020): 

62–62. 
523 Dave Shotton, Interview with the Author (Zoom: 2020) 
524  Gildart et al., ‘Revisiting the History of the British Coal Industry’; Arthur 

McIvor, ‘Where Is’ Red Clydeside’? Industrial Heritage, Working-Class Culture and 

Memory in the Glasgow Region’, in Constructing Industrial Pasts: Heritage, 

Historical Culture and Identity in Regions Undergoing Structural Economic 

Transformation, ed. Stefan Berger (Oxford: Berghan Books, 2020), 47–68, 

https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/69781/. 
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authorised heritage discourse, about who has the power to define what is 

worthy of being preserved and displayed as heritage.525 He recalls that:  

“Fifteen, twenty years ago, I was swimming in the river, and I would pull 

out tub wheels and these are the wheels of tubs who brought coal from the 

ground that helped us win World War Two. Other people were doing this 

and signed it off as scrap, whereas there's now a friend of mine who is 

conserving this stuff because I think that will be important, you know?”526 

Here, Dave stakes a potent claim to an item otherwise deemed as worthless, 

drawing upon elements of the past that he feels significant in order to assert 

its value. Indeed, Smith asserts that ‘heritage is not a thing, site, or place, 

nor is it ‘found’, rather heritage is the multiple processes of meaning 

making that occur as material heritage places or intangible heritage events 

are identified, defined, managed, exhibited, and visited’. 527  Yet Dave 

continues:   

‘People have criticised me saying that you're not documenting this properly, 

we should leave this for the archaeologists, so do we leave this in the river 

until it's virtually rotted away and then somebody might take notice of it, or 

do we get it out now?’ 

At the same time, Dave is also critical of how the mining industry has been 

subject to a ‘romanticisation’ through sites such as Beamish Museum, 

visited by ‘people who have very little notion of what mining was like.’ We 

are reminded again of Steven High’s contention that the ‘wounds of class’ 

go beyond economic loss, extending into the cultural erasure that occurs 

when working-class history is commodified for middle-class 

consumption. 528  Arthur McIvor, too, observes the impact of neoliberal 

policies that sanitise post-industrial Glasgow whilst still purporting to 

 

525 Smith, Uses of Heritage; see also Dicks, Culture on Display: The Production of 

Contemporary Visibility. 
526 Dave Shotton, Interview with the Author. 
527 Laurajane Smith, ‘Discourses of Heritage: Implications for Archaeological 
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represent the authentic working-class reality.529 In part, Dave’s comments 

may represent a claim to authenticity, asserting a legitimacy for his own 

construction of the industrial past.  He continues: 

“You know, when you see people walking around with blue scars on their 

skin because they had been hurt and the coal dust is ingrained in there and, 

like I say, it's what's called a miners' tattoo. And you know, miners 

coughing and spitting because they have this lung disease because of coal 

dust in their lungs the whole of their working life. You know, you forget 

that, you forget the fact that they do this and after twenty-five years or so, 

their bodies were broken down.”530 

Offering an alternative perspective, interviewee Ian discusses his work at 

Beamish Museum, where he predominantly works within areas representing 

the Edwardian era. Of this, he says, ‘It has to be sanitised, for all sorts of 

reasons… it was a very rough and dangerous time to live. You've got 

children working down the pit, women going down the pit, you've got fights 

at the drop of a hat, you've got train drivers who were drunk on a daily basis 

because the water that they had to drink wasn't safe so they would drink 

beer. So, that's something which is actually quite difficult to show in a 

museum, without being thoroughly depressing and putting people off.’531 

Whilst Ian is aware that Beamish may not provide a truly authentic 

reconstruction of the past as it was, he is also keenly aware of Beamish’s 

wider significance to the region beyond representing local history. He 

remarks that it ‘seems that the heritage industry has become the industry for 

County Durham’ and that ‘it's got to be a tourist attraction because if it's not 

a tourist attraction people won't come.’532 In reality, the North East as a 

region has the lowest number of people employed in the heritage industry in 

England, but here what is significant is that Ian is drawing upon the past 

 

529 McIvor, ‘Where Is’ Red Clydeside’?’ 
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with an eye on the area’s current needs, considering economic and social 

renewal through its history.  

 He also adds that he does try to have conversations with visitors about 

the more difficult, unpleasant elements of the past, if they’re interested.  He 

says, ‘we hope that people will take away more than just the tram 

experience, having learnt about some of the more interesting things, or some 

of the things that I think are more interesting about the way of life.’533 

Indeed, whilst there may always be ongoing tensions between representing 

what is authentic and displaying what is attractive to tourists, what visitors 

take from a site very much depends on their own interpretation and 

engagement with it.534 Likewise, in his role as a volunteer, Ian is also able to 

engage with this past, interpret it through individual experience, and present 

his own perspective to visitors; this, for him, is a valuable aspect of his part 

in a much larger museum, and a way for him to feel his heritage is 

represented.  

In other instances, sites of former industry, visible to Mah as ruins in 

Walker, have been adapted and re-used in Durham in a way that reinforces 

each village’s historic connection to the rural landscape in which they are 

located.535 Afforestation on former colliery sites is a common approach, 

designed to be economically, environmentally, and socially beneficial. In 

the case of Bearpark, this process of reclamation has also been accompanied 

by attempts to acknowledge the village's mining past. Although there are no 

visible structures that remain of Bearpark Colliery, the site is now reclaimed 

 

533 Ibid. 
534 Dicks, Heritage, Place, and Community; Bethan Coupland and Nikolas 

Coupland, ‘The Authenticating Discourses of Mining Heritage Tourism in Cornwall 

and Wales’, Journal of Sociolinguistics 18, no. 4 (2014): 495–517. 
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Council, n.d.), Accessible at https://neregenarchive.online/wp-

content/uploads/2018/04/Land-Reclamation-Programme-1997-98.pdf; Thompson, 

‘After Coal: Reclamation and Erasure in the Great North Coalfield’. 



   

 

203 

 

woodland, named by local schoolchildren in 2012 as Miner’s Wood.536 The 

site was designed in line with the Woodland Trust’s vision of the 

conservation of nature, offering rich habitat for a diverse range of flora and 

fauna.  

However, it is also a space of leisure for Bearpark residents, offering 

space to walk in nature, picnic, and cycle. Community involvement in the 

project has been a key element throughout; although managed by Durham 

County Council, the woodland was planted with the help of local school 

children, and the community group Friends of Bearpark Woods plays a key 

role in its maintenance.537 Examining this transformation using Lefebvre's 

spatial triad, we see how the re-conceptualisation of space by council 

planners has fundamentally altered its representational and lived aspects, 

and how a negotiation between the community and the planners has led to 

the production of a new space that reimagines the former pit's location.538 

The shift from a place marked by the absence of the pit to one of public 

recreation and natural conservation has resulted in a profound change in 

spatial practices, transforming the site from one of work, then dereliction, to 

a sanctioned space for leisure activities.  

Here, Nora’s concept of lieux de memoire is also useful.539 Miners’ 

Wood is one such site of memory, an attempt at remembrance in the 

absence of milieux de memoire, the sites of real memory, like the swiftly 

demolished colliery, which offer richer emotional and sensory insights into 

the lived experience of the past. In Bearpark, other such sites remain 

standing, but are inaccessible; the union lodge remains, for instance, but is 

 

536 ‘Bearpark Colliery Reclamation’, Woodland Trust, accessed 3 July 2023, 
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537 ‘Bearpark Colliery Woods’, Bearpark Colliery Woods, accessed 21 July 2022, 
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boarded up, adorned with warning signs to trespassers, and awaiting its 

renovation into flats. Instead, commemorative sites, those sanctioned by 

planners and those which fit into a broader reimagining of a place, are 

offered in response to the social need to remember.  

Yet for some, a lieux de memoire represents a fundamental disconnect 

between such places and their own experiences. Before my interview with 

Harry Nixon, a former miner at Bearpark colliery, we stood in his 

conservatory admiring the view. From his house, we looked down upon the 

site of the old colliery, now unrecognisable as a site of industry beneath the 

dense woodland. He agreed with my comments about its beauty, but then 

lamented that plans to create a golf course there, instead of woodland, had 

been scrapped. To Harry, Miners’ Wood was pretty, but pointless; from his 

perspective, the golf course would have been economically beneficial to a 

village struggling with the effects of industrial closure.  

This was not because Harry did not wish to remember the past. 

Indeed, Harry’s house is decorated with mining memorabilia which he 

talked me through proudly- a miniature reproduction of Bearpark’s banner 

in a sculpted coal surround, his lamps and pit tokens, framed collections of 

union badges, and a soft toy upon his mantelpiece wearing a ‘coal not dole’ 

t-shirt, bearing a placard reading ‘Iron lady rot in hell’. For him, these items 

are imbued with personal memory that comes from lived experience, 

offering meaningful and emotional uses to him in the present. Miners’ 

Wood, unrecognisable from his remembered experiences of work, offers no 

such psychological comfort or opportunity to remember, regardless of the 

commemorative name given.  
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Yet these intangible aspects of the past are difficult, often impossible, 

to fully transmit to future generations.540 It is not necessarily that the older 

generation make deliberate efforts to exclude newcomers or younger 

residents from this collective memory. Instead, attempting to preserve the 

intangible structures of feeling that make up the industrial community and 

transmit these to future generations is a somewhat complex task. For 

instance, I asked Eric Wood, introduced in the previous chapter and who 

had left his childhood home after his father accepted a transfer to another 

colliery, if he frequently spoke with his own children about his childhood in 

the colliery village of Langley Moor. He replies: “Not a lot. Because it's a 

different world…Because there are things you've experienced, you go 

through and you feel, which you can't readily transmit, you can talk about 

them and bore people to death as I'm doing now—” 

 Eric pauses to contemplate for a moment, after I reassure him that 

nothing that he is sharing is boring, before continuing “You can't share the 

feeling. You can't share the sense of holding it, knowing it, smelling it, er 

and just getting on with it and I think if anything, it's given me a legacy and 

a kind of stoic 'If something happens, you get on with it.' And if somebody 

dies, fine, you've got to get on with it”.541 Eric’s comments encapsulate the 

inherent challenge of transferring sensory and emotional memories to 

subsequent generations. Memories are complex and multifaceted 

experiences tied to our senses, emotions, and physical presence in a specific 

moment in time. The feeling of holding something, the weight of it in our 

hands, the texture beneath our fingertips, the scents in the air—these 

 

540 For discussions of the uses and challenges of intangible heritage, see: Natsuko 
Akagawa and Laurajane Smith, Safeguarding Intangible Heritage: Practices and 

Politics (London: Routledge, 2018); Stefan Berger, Christian Wicke, and Jana 

Golombek, ‘Burdens of Eternity?Heritage, Identity, and the “Great Transition” in 

the Ruhr’, The Public Historian 39, no. 4 (1 November 2017): 21–43; Christian 

Wicke, Stefan Berger, and Jana Golombek, Industrial Heritage and Regional 

Identities (London: Routledge, 2018). 
541 Eric Wood, Interview with the Author, Zoom: [Remote Interview], August 2020. 



   

 

206 

 

sensory details are difficult to capture in language alone.542 While we can 

articulate and describe our memories to others, there is a fundamental 

limitation in conveying the entirety of the sensory and emotional aspects 

that define them. 

Instead, a lieux de memoire like Miner’s Wood relies upon the 

potential for people to find meaning within it that is useful to their present-

day experiences. It is not a milieux de memoire, as is being longed for by 

Eric in his wish to transmit a real, full memory of the past, but that does not 

mean it cannot still be a productive site for engaging with aspects of a 

collective history and identity. For instance, Ian’s daughter, Chloe 

Cummings, in her mid-twenties, introduces herself with a statement that 

demonstrates the entanglement of familial bonds and community 

repositories of memory, and links an awareness of the industrial past to an 

enjoyment of the present landscape.      

‘“My name is Chloe Cummings. I come from a long line of mining families. 

I live in Bearpark, which is one of the last pits to close. You can still see a 

lot of remnants around here, like the landscape and erm, most of the places 

that used to be railway lines, it's just walks now. But um, it is a really nice 

place to live, particularly for the walks, interesting to walk along these 

places where people would have been working.”543 

Here, Chloe exemplifies the present uses of landscape to form an affective 

connection to the past and to comprehend the residual structures of feeling 

in which nature represented a freedom, a psychological and physical relief 

from the hard labour of coal mining. In doing so, she is able to present a 

composed narrative of place that aligns with her own sense of identity and 

belonging to place. Others note that the woodland and walking routes that 

now cover old sites of industry are frequently used by parents and 
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grandparents as both a form of leisure with children, but also as brief 

historical lessons, especially when there is a family connection to coal 

mining. Chloe herself notes the exceptionality of her strength of knowledge, 

due to her father’s very active efforts to instil it in her. 

Yet whilst others may not know the same intricate details of the 

industrial landscape as Chloe does, she recognises amongst her peers a 

shared culture that values Bearpark’s heritage and the ‘hard work’ it 

represents. She notes it as an intangible presence, ‘hard to pin down exactly 

what it is’ but obvious to her as a felt experience of place.544 She adds “We 

might not necessarily be proud of the built environment of our region but 

we're certainly still proud of how strong the connections are with each 

other.” 545  This chapter will explore the construction of these close 

connections next.  Here, what is significant is Chloe’s perception of the 

intangible, that which Eric struggled so much to transmit. Indeed, Chloe is 

not experiencing the intangible elements of the past but is instead perceiving 

the creation of a new affective atmosphere, based upon the past but relevant 

to the present.  

 

‘The caring seems to have gone out the window’: Community after 

Industrial Closure 

 

Now this chapter turns to explore the relationships that people have with 

place more broadly, beyond specific sites of memory. Here, it considers 

how ideas of belonging and authenticity are constructed as part of 

attachments to place, and how these ideas of place are drawn upon in the 
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formation of identity. In doing so, it returns to examine the alternative 

timelines of industrial closure in County Durham, highlighting the manner 

in which earlier closures, and subsequent migration, have altered 

understandings of place in specific ways.  

Indeed, whilst the coal communities of County Durham are intrinsically 

linked to migration and flows of labour- many of the villages that exist 

today came into being with the inwards migration of workers to meet the 

labour demands of newly established collieries during the nineteenth 

century- the early twentieth century had provided a degree of population 

stability centred around a working colliery in many Durham 

communities. 546  Yet the rationalisation and restructuring efforts of the 

National Coal Board (NCB) from the late 1950s would once again 

encourage migrancy through the Inter-Divisional Transfer Scheme, with 

many County Durham miners accepting transfers to collieries in 

Nottinghamshire, South Yorkshire, and the West Midlands.547 Later, more 

widespread deindustrialisation, resulted in further migration in search of 

alternative employment.  

In the previous chapter, this thesis turned to the testimony of 

interviewee Eric Wood, exploring his memories of his family’s departure 

from Langley Moor after his father accepted a transfer to the 

Nottinghamshire coalfield. For Eric, this migration is expressed as a forced 

displacement. As a child, he had no option but to leave with his family, but 

his testimony suggests that his family were obligated to leave in search of 

 

546 Beynon and Austrin, Masters and Servants. 
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work as is common following deindustrialisation.548 Fullilove suggests that 

‘Dis-PLACE-ment, is, by definition, a rupture of the geographic and the 

social. Disruptions of this kind force people to remake their emotional 

connections, including those we know as “place attachment”’. 549  Eric 

expresses this best himself:  

“I always feel untimely ripped from Durham. Because, you know, at the age 

of 14, to leave all of your friends, all of your family. I remember standing 

on the platform in Durham station with my mother and four other kids, there 

were five of us at that time, saying cheerio to my grandparents and we could 

have been going to Siberia. We had no idea where Stoke-on-Trent was 

because that's the station we were heading to. And we just got on the train. 

And off we went. So, everything-- I mean you imagine at 14, the friends I'd 

been to junior school with, we'd gone to Ushaw Moor together and then just 

left them. Gone.”550 

Yet rather than diminish the affective bonds that attach people to place, 

disruption at times instead ‘triggers and illuminates otherwise latent or 

taken-for-granted states and attitudes.’551  Almost seventy years following 

his departure described above, Eric notes, “There's always been a close 

relationship from my point of view with Durham, professionally and 

personally… so it's quite emotional going back.”552 This affective bond to 

Durham acts as psychological comfort to Eric, creating a composure in his 

narrative because he can establish a strong sense of place-based identity 

through memory. As such, attachment to place does not necessarily coincide 

with continued residence, but rather exists through the recollection of place-

 

548 See, for instance: Barrie Bluestone and Bennett Harrison, The Deindustrialization 

of America: Plant Closings, Community Abandonment, and the Dismantling of 

Basic Industry (New York: Basic Books, 1982). 
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based memories, in this case evoked through the act of sporadic returns. In 

such instances, ‘memory is a “glue” that connects people to their places.’.553  

 As May and Muir suggest, however, remaining and ageing in a 

changing place can produce similar effects to emigration on one’s sense of 

belonging, creating a sense of dislocation that leads to a nostalgic reliance 

upon memories of an idealised past. 554  Maureen, like other older 

interviewees remembers how ‘everybody knew everybody’ when the 

colliery was in operation. “The pit closing changed everything. When they 

closed down and [people] moved away and it changed”, reflects Maureen, 

“It’s not the same now. We were all very friendly and we knew everybody. 

You know, you could rely on everybody.” When prompted to further 

explore the specificities of this change, she continues “Generally, caring for 

people, that's what changed. The caring seems to have gone out the 

window”.555  

This generational perspective highlights a significant shift in 

community cohesion, where the tightly knit social fabric of the past is 

perceived to have frayed in the absence of the unifying presence of the 

colliery. This change in social dynamics is not merely a reflection of the 

physical closure of the mine but also of a broader transformation in the 

community's relationship with place, where memories of shared labour and 

mutual reliance have given way to a more fragmented social reality 
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‘Researching Community and Its Moral Projects’, Twenty-First Century Society 4, 

no. 2 (June 2009): 201–14. 
555 Maureen Smith, Interview with the Author.  



   

 

211 

 

Likewise, of Bearpark, interviewee Norman Anderson says, ‘now 

there's still old families, what I call old Bearpark families, they're still here, 

there's still quite a number. But there's a hell of a lot of people that you don't 

know. You know. You don't know who they are, where they're from, or owt 

like that.’ When asked when those changes started to take place, he 

responds, “It sort of crept in, I think. And you get like, there's a lot of houses 

even now when they’re coming up for sale, investors are buying them and 

just sticking anyone in them. Yeah, I means the guy near where I live, he's 

got two. Now this old lady died a couple of year ago and he's got that, that's 

three he's got.”556 

 Indeed, with Thatcher’s right to buy policy coming into effect in 1980, 

alongside the continued sale of NCB owned housing, an increased number 

of privately owned homes has also been reflected in an increase in buy-to-

let landlords who do not live in the community themselves. 557  Norman 

shares his anger and frustration at this happening in Bearpark:  

“He doesn't give a monkey’s who he puts in them. He doesn't care. He had 

flippin’ rats in the garden and all this that and the other. I caught him and 

told him and “I'll sort it out” never bothered…. And they're starting, it 

seems there's quite a few old people and it seems like as soon as they're 

dying this bloke’s buying them up.”558 

Both Maureen and Norman highlight this decline of ‘caring’. Whilst 

Maureen focuses upon the fragmentation of social relations in isolation, 

Norman’s testimony provides an insight into the spatial dynamics of 

deindustrialisation. Indeed, as has been established in previous chapters, 

Bearpark is a village that has been historically spatially regulated from 
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above, first through company paternalism and then through state-

management. As Norman’s testimony demonstrates, the increasing 

fragmentation of space through private ownership following industrial 

closure is increasingly shaping the way residents experience place and 

interact within it, where the sense of collective identity that once centred 

around shared industrial spaces has been disrupted. The shift from 

communal to private ownership has, in Norman’s view, exacerbated social 

divisions and weakened the bonds that once held the community together 

 Interviewee Alison Hiles also discusses this in relation to the use of 

leisure spaces in Langley Park, where she was formerly a District 

Councillor. She explains that there, 

 “CISWO, the Coal Industry Social Welfare Organisation, owned two 

recreation grounds in the village, and part of the agreement in handing them 

over to the Parish Council was that they should remain--or one of them 

should remain used free--for free by the cricket club, the football club and 

the bowls club...But anyway, so, the council was very happy to allow the 

sale of it, provided that those sports clubs had rights on it. Since then, things 

have gone haywire because it was bought privately, and the bloke really 

wants to make the cricket field into a housing estate but that's another 

issue.”559 

 Like Norman, Alison describes the increasing privatisation of space that 

had formerly been accessible for public use through its ownership by NCB 

managed CISWO. However, she continues that “the other playground... had 

been vandalised to the extent that the tennis courts weren't usable and the 

pavilion was burnt down one night. But, the putting green wasn't being used 

and sprouted heather quite naturally. Heather seeds last about 25 years in 

the soil. That's because it wasn't being mown, the heather grew and with my 

new job with natural England, I recognised it as Lowland Heath, which is a 

very rare habitat, and got in touch with the school… to talk to them about 

 

559 Alison Hiles, Interview with the Author (Esh: July 2021) 
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what we're going to do with the wreck and we all decided it was going to 

become a nature reserve.”560 

 This designation of the former recreation ground as a nature reserve is 

an interesting adaptation of the space into something new and seemingly 

useful for the present day, particularly due to Alison’s collaboration with 

local school children. Yet Alison also shares her frustration, at a campaign 

from “the children and grandchildren of the miners” who are unhappy with 

the recreation ground becoming a nature reserve. She explains that they 

“feel an ownership of it, because it belongs to CISWO--and I can't blame 

them for that at all--who are remembering as the way it was and not the way 

it has been and blaming the parish council for letting it go when, actually, 

what let it go was the community who vandalised it. So that's an ongoing 

campaign now...They want their rec back. They don't want it back as a 

nature reserve. They want the swings back in and they want the tennis court 

back and they want the pavilion rebuilt.”561 

 Like the already discussed Miners’ Wood in Bearpark, Alison’s 

testimony implies tensions both within and across generations, highlighting 

evident divisions within deindustrialised communities that are playing out 

within everyday debates about the uses and meanings of space.  In 

particular, the assertion that the campaign is being run by the children and 

grandchildren of miners also suggests that there are claims to authenticity 

occurring that imply a right to authority over such former industrial spaces 

bases upon a perceived link to the memories of the industrial past.  

 Offering a different perspective, interviewee Marion Wilson describes 

the village of Bearpark as continuing to be ‘close-knit’, with subsequent 

generations still frequently remaining in residence, suggesting Norman’s 

 

560 Ibid. 
561 Ibid. 
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perception of instability is either not observable to all, or not fully 

pervasive.562 Indeed, Marion uses the term ‘insular’ to describe the village, a 

word usually used pejoratively to suggest a parochialism and close-

mindedness but here used in reference to a sense of belonging and 

emotional closeness. Marion herself describes her residence in Bearpark as 

‘just a part of’ her own identity. Explaining this in greater detail, she says 

“my grandparents, they came into the village when the village came about. 

You know, like my paternal Grandfather, his dad sort of moved around to 

each colliery because he was someone who went in and sort of blasted the 

way through the ground to sort of get the miners up and running. So, my 

granda’ was born in the village, so it's sort of a sense of history”.563 In doing 

so, Marion offers a powerful emotional claim over space, constructing an 

authenticity in her belonging to place that asserts her family’s position in the 

creation of Bearpark and its industry.564 

 Marion also reflects on a 2014 commemorative ceremony marking the 

thirty-year anniversary of the colliery closure, describing it as ‘jam-packed’ 

with people of all ages.565 They attend, she suggests, because it offers a 

connection to their parents and grandparents and thus there is personal 

emotion imbued in these collective actions. Indeed, although narrators who 

witnessed the closure of the pit in 1984 recall feelings of sadness and loss 

felt at the time, they discuss the presence of the industrial past in the present 

day as a productive and empowering force that reinforces strong social 

networks and communal solidarities. As such, this opportunity to remember 

 

562 Marion Wilson, Interview with the Author, Zoom [Remote Interview], August 

2020. 
563 Marion Wilson, Interview with the Author. 
564 Julia Bennett, ‘Narrating Family Histories: Negotiating Identity and Belonging 

through Tropes of Nostalgia and Authenticity’, Current Sociology 66, no. 3 (1 May 

2018): 449–65. 
565 Marion Wilson, Interview with the Author; Mark Tallentire, ‘Marking 30 Years 

since Bearpark Colliery Closed’, The Northern Echo, 4 April 2014, 

https://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/local/northdurham/11128203.marking-30-

years-since-bearpark-colliery-closed/. 
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offers a form of resistance to the spatial changes occurring within Bearpark. 

Stephenson and Mellor suggest, ‘communities are taking pride in their past, 

which is enabling them to heal the wounds of defeat and economic decline 

and begin to assess their future needs’.566  Here, they refer specifically to the 

Durham Miners’ Gala, but as is clear from Marion’s testimony, this process 

is also happening on a much smaller, place-specific basis.  

 Yet to return to the work of Natasha Vall, places that experienced 

colliery closures earlier, such as Brandon Pit House’s 1968 closure, were 

often subject to swift and hopeful attempts to modernise and progress, 

erasing all sense of the industrial past. Steven High suggests the process of 

deindustrialisation is ‘not altogether different to what happens in wartime’ 

drawing on Bevan’s argument that “to lose all that is familiar can mean a 

disorienting exile from the memories they have invoked.”567 Despite this, as 

we see from Maureen’s testimony, that industrial past remains a key 

element of individual relationships to place, but there is little opportunity to 

exercise these memories collectively.  

 In the absence of such opportunities to remember, Maureen turns to 

nostalgic memories of an imagined, idealised community to explain the 

change in place through her narrative.568 Such nostalgia frequently acts as a 

defence mechanism against accelerated change and perceived threats to an 

established sense of order, in this case, population change driven by the 

reorganisation of capital that ‘brought strangers into the village’. 569 This 

 

566 Mellor and Stephenson, ‘The Durham Miners’ Gala and the Spirit of 

Community’, 2005. 
567 High, ‘Beyond Aesthetics: Visibility and Invisibility in the Aftermath of 

Deindustrialization’, 2013.; Robert Bevan, The Destruction of Memory: Architecture 

at War (London: Reaktion Books, 2007). 
568 David Gilbert, ‘Imagined Communities and Mining Communities’; Bennett, 

‘Narrating Family Histories’. 
569 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001); 

Anthony Smith, ‘Extract from “The  Ethnic Origins of Nations”’, in The Collective 
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turn to memory as a legitimising agent for establishing belonging in the face 

of change may strengthen individual relationships to place and may even 

maintain a more contained collective memory amongst an exclusive 

network of friendship and familial ties constructed before community 

change.570 In many ways, the transmission of collective memory is a closed 

cultural circuit that both generates affective bonds to place and is 

maintained by them.571  

 Indeed, Maureen is not inherently hostile towards such ‘strangers’, nor 

are they totally unknown to her. During our interview, we were interrupted 

by a knock on the door, her downstairs neighbour collecting a parcel she 

had taken in for him. Their exchange was friendly, and they were familiar 

with each other, and yet she uses him as an example of an outsider coming 

into the village, saying “Well, that man what just come to the door, he's a 

student and he's very nice. I don't--- I don't really have a problem with 

them.”572 Instead, Maureen's relationship with strangers seems rooted in a 

fundamental disconnect. She perceives newcomers as individuals who are 

not part of her imagined community, a group that shares with her a 

collective memory and historical context, and which represent a comforting 

sense of belonging and familiarity.  

 

Memory Reader, ed. Jeffrey K. Olick, Vered Vinitzky-Seroussi, and Daniel Levy 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 231–37. 
570 Megill, ‘History, Memory, Identity’; Mary P. Corcoran, ‘Place Attachment and 

Community Sentiment in Marginalised Neighbourhoods: A European Case Study’, 

Canadian Journal of Urban Research 11, no. 1 (2002): 47–67. 
571 For further explorations of the relationship between collective memory and place, 

see Sofya Aptekar, ‘Looking Forward, Looking Back: Collective Memory and 
Neighborhood Identity in Two Urban Parks’, Symbolic Interaction 40, no. 1 (2017): 

101–21; Igor Knez and Ingegärd Eliasson, ‘Relationships between Personal and 

Collective Place Identity and Well-Being in Mountain Communities’, Frontiers in 

Psychology 8 (2017); Maria Lewicka, ‘Place Attachment, Place Identity, and Place 

Memory: Restoring the Forgotten City Past’, Journal of Environmental Psychology 

28, no. 3 (1 September 2008): 209–31. 
572 Maureen Smith, Interview with the Author.  
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‘You can tell that there’s something missing there’: Remembering 

Industry Across Generations 

 

This has significant implications for the cross-generational understandings 

of deindustrialised places, particularly for those who do not have a personal 

connection to a place’s past.   For whilst these full-bodied memories of the 

past allow older, longer-standing residents to reflect on what they feel has 

been lost after industrial closure- the disappearance of industries, the 

erosion of economic stability, and the fracturing of the social fabric- 

younger generations exist within the affective atmosphere these reflections 

generate, without those fully formed sensory, emotional memories that 

allow for its comprehension.573  

When this is combined with a total disconnect from the collective 

memory, growing up in a place with a past that is inaccessible to them may 

be particularly disorientating.   This was apparent within an interview with 

Liam Adamson, aged 27, who had grown up in Meadowfield, a small 

village adjacent to Langley Moor and Brandon.  Liam’s parents moved to 

Meadowfield in the 1980s.  His father was born in London, his mother more 

locally in Sacriston, but they were the ‘strangers’ that Maureen describes. 

Whilst his maternal grandfather had been a miner at Bearpark colliery, 

Liam’s father was a prison-officer who commuted to Stockton for work; 

their ties of friendship, employment, and family lay beyond the place they 

resided in. 

The industrial past exists for Liam as an absence, although he struggles to 

articulate exactly how and why. He comments “You can tell that there’s 

something missing there, it’s—a little bit empty”.574 It is in this context that 

 

573 Emery, ‘Geographies of Deindustrialization and the Working-Class’. 
574 Liam Adamson, Interview with the Author, (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: July 2020).  
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Liam had to establish a sense of belonging and to negotiate his relationship 

to place. There is an awareness of the village’s industrial past in his 

narrative, but Liam cannot remember learning anything about it in school or 

from his family. Instead, he credits his knowledge to popular films and his 

own research as an adult. Most of this information relates to the miners’ 

strike of 1984-85, rather than specific details of the industrial history of his 

hometown, already deindustrialised by the time of strike action. Liam turns 

to the dominant narratives of industrial closure that he encounters in popular 

culture to seek composure in his own narrative of place and to understand 

the residues of loss around him.575  

Even so, he struggles to align them entirely with his own experiences in 

Meadowfield. As already discussed, this dominant cultural narrative does 

not adequately capture the experiences and memories of those in places that 

experienced closure earlier. For individuals like Liam, their exclusion from 

a place’s collective memory is exacerbated further by the physical absence 

of the industrial past. This dominant narrative serves to overshadow and 

minimise the earlier closures, rendering these communities and their lived 

realities largely invisible in the historical record.576 Consequently, younger, 

or newer, residents find themselves struggling to reconcile their own 

experiences with the historical accounts they encounter. The absence of 

outlets for their experiences and memories perpetuates a cycle of 

disconnection, leaving them searching for ways to establish a sense of 

belonging and understanding in a place where the industrial past has been 

intentionally erased. 

Moreover, although concerned with post-soviet industrial 

neighbourhoods of Russia, Alexandrina Vanke’s extension of William’s 

 

575 Summerfield, ‘Culture and Composure’. 
576 Emma Waterton and Laurajane Smith, ‘The Recognition and Misrecognition of 

Community Heritage’, International Journal of Heritage Studies 16, no. 1–2 

(January 2010): 4–15. 
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differentiated structures of feeling is also observable here. As Vanke 

observes, generation is a significant factor in how individuals relate to 

place, often leading to the emergence of alternative, co-existing structures of 

feelings.577 Even for individuals themselves, they may engage with multiple 

structures of feeling, generating a more ambiguous relationship to place. 

Indeed, whilst older interviewees like Maureen and Eric highlight the 

damaging nature of change to their villages, younger interviewees like Liam 

describe the same places as static and ‘stagnating’. Explaining this, Liam 

says, “It’s very set in its ways—there’s always going to be the same sort of 

takeaway shops, where everyone goes round and gets their food there, the 

same corner shops, the same pubs. Nothing’s ever going to change or 

revamp”.578 For Liam, Meadowfield is a place in limbo, suspended between 

the past and present with little useful being drawn from either.  

Within this environment, participants like Liam struggle to find 

meaningful social, economic, or cultural uses for the places around them. 

Talking of his experiences in Meadowfield as a child and a teenager, he 

describes himself as a ‘bit lost’ with the only way to spend time out of the 

house was ‘sat in the park…just [doing] nothing with your time at all’.579 

For these narrators, caught between the affective atmosphere of loss that 

permeates such deindustrialised spaces and the exclusion from a collective 

memory that may help them make sense of this, there emerges a more 

ambiguous relationship to place.  Discussing his choice to leave 

Meadowfield to live in Newcastle, Liam comments: 

 

577 Alexandrina Vanke, ‘Co-Existing Structures of Feeling: Senses and Imaginaries 

of Industrial Neighbourhoods’, The Sociological Review, 30 January 2023, 

00380261221149540; Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, Marxist 

Introductions (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1977). 
578 Liam Adamson, Interview with the Author.  
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 ‘A lot of people tend to stay in the village, stay in the same pubs, and live, 

breathe, and die in the places that they were born. Some people, like I say 

myself, would like to escape and know the other sort of life as well’.580 

The denigration of immobility is key here because it speaks to broader ideas 

of territorial stigmatization, and what it means to stay in and belong to a 

place viewed to be so stereotypically ‘grim’.581 This perception of being 

stereotyped, or ‘stigmatyped’ to borrow Wray’s extension of the idea, is not 

uncommon and appears too in Geoff Bright’s ethnographic work in the 

Derbyshire coalfield. Bright draws on the work of Skeggs to explore this 

point, particularly her contention that there occurs a ‘moral and discursive 

positioning of all types of the working class with degeneracy’ that is linked 

to ideas of immobility and lack of aspiration. 582  Despite this, all 

interviewees expressed pride in the villages they were raised in, and a strong 

emotional attachment to the places and the industrial past that appeared to 

refute the derogatory labels upon these deindustrialised places.  

However, as the sociologist and social psychologist Erving Goffman 

outlines, it is possible to be both stigmatised and the stigmatiser.583 Unlike 

Eric and Maureen, who position increased mobility and population change 

as a damaging consequence of industrial closure in Brandon, Liam 

characterises his mobility as a defence mechanism against the parochial and 

monotonous atmosphere of deindustrialised place. Amongst those who 

remain, he notes, ‘there’s just a hole in [their] mentality’. 584 As already 

discussed, despite growing up there, Liam observes the spatial dynamics of 

 

580 Ibid. 
581 Loïc Wacquant, ‘Territorial Stigmatization in the Age of Advanced Marginality’, 

Thesis Eleven 91, no. 1 (1 November 2007): 66–77; James Rhodes, ‘Stigmatization, 

Space, and Boundaries in de-Industrial Burnley’, Ethnic and Racial Studies 35, no. 4 
(2012): 684–703; Bright, ‘“The Lady Is Not Returning!”: Educational Precarity and 

a Social Haunting in the UK Coalfields’.;  
582 Bright, ‘“The Lady Is Not Returning!”: Educational Precarity and a Social 

Haunting in the UK Coalfields’; Skeggs, Formations of Class and Gender: 

Becoming Respectable. 
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this in practice from the perspective of an outsider. Perhaps as a reaction to 

this, he also actively differentiates himself on the basis of his mobility and 

constructs his own sense of place through experience at the edges of 

collective memory. 

For those who grow up amongst these competing narratives of place, 

and whose place-memories are confined to their own generational 

experiences, it is unsurprising that their understanding of place is 

ambiguous and disorientated, and that they struggle to express a composed 

conceptualisation of their existence within it. For instance, despite his 

disparaging comments about Meadowfield and Brandon cited earlier, Liam 

describes the psychological comfort of returning to his local pub there, 

stating, ‘It just feels a little bit more of a home’.585   

 Despite this, Liam perceives rootedness in place as an uncritical 

acceptance of one’s position in space, or a failure to ‘escape’ in the way that 

he did. Indeed, it is not uncommon for immobility to be viewed with stigma, 

particularly in deindustrialised spaces associated with decline.586 Indeed, to 

return to Doreen Massey, places are not static and coherent entities, they are 

processes, made through interaction with the past and contestation in the 

present. As a result, belonging is equally as multifaceted. In particular, 

increased homogeneity amongst the population, and the rise to prominence 

of neoliberal discourses of social mobility, individualisation, and austerity 

politics, are reflected in in the fragmentation of identity and complex 

relationships to place.587  

 

585 Liam Adamson, Interview with the Author.   
586 For instance, see: Tracy Shildrick, ‘Poverty, Social Class and Social Immobility’, 

in Poverty Propaganda (Bristol: Policy Press, 2018), 87–112; James Rhodes, 

‘Stigmatization, Space, and Boundaries in de-Industrial Burnley’, Ethnic and Racial 

Studies 35, no. 4 (2012): 684–703. 
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In contrast, in Bearpark, where experiences of industrial closure fit 

more neatly into this dominant narrative, efforts to engage in the cross-

generational transmission of a shared past appear much easier. In her 

interview, Marion Wilson identifies the village primary school as a key site 

for this process, pointing out that lessons on the village’s industrial past are 

taught in every year group.588 Indeed, in their statement of intent for the 

curriculum, the school notes ‘We want to create a curriculum that gives 

children a sense of pride about living in Bearpark (Heritage)’, and as such, 

the school provides an effective site for exploring the village’s past and 

generating a cross-generational attachment to place.589 Crucially, however, 

this turn to the past is more about the present and is not an uncritical 

exercise in ‘smokestack nostalgia’.590 Instead, it seeks to emplace children 

within a supportive web of community, encouraging a sense of pride in the 

current day. The curriculum also notes ‘We will show children the world 

beyond Bearpark’, actively rejecting a parochial approach to history and 

instead attempts to generate a powerful sense of place and belonging that is 

useful in instilling confidence, pride, and self-identity for children to utilise 

beyond their school and village. 

Marion also shares her observations that childcare, and other more 

‘traditional’ feminine roles, continue to be carried out largely by women in 

the village.591 Whilst the former community may have centred around the 

masculine work of coal mining, as observed in previous chapters, women 

have always played a crucial role in maintaining the social networks of 

place beyond work. Marion’s comments about both the school and the 

gender imbalance of childcare suggest that women in Bearpark continue to 

be significant actors in the creation of community in the village, but perhaps 

 

588 Marion Wilson, Interview with the Author. 
589 ‘Our Curriculum 2023’, Bearpark Primary School, accessed 3 June 2021, 
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now inhabit a more central role in the absence of the dominant masculine 

culture associated with work. 

The school’s latest Ofsted report marks it as ‘requiring improvement’ 

but highlights the school’s success in building a strong sense of community 

and effective relationships with parents.592 Indeed, Simpson and Simmon’s 

ethnographic research within a small primary school in a former industrial 

village outlines the manner in which the school has replaced the colliery as 

a site for community building and communal leisure, and the same is 

observable in Bearpark.593 Marion explains: 

“It's neighbours helping neighbours or, you know, you see it at school. 

Someone will go along to school, take the children to school and they're not 

feeling very well, and you know, someone will say 'Look, if you don't mind, 

I'll bring the kids home from school for you'. You know, it’s helping people, 

that's what makes a good community”.594 

As such, not only does the school operate as a site to explore a shared 

history of place, it is also operating as a regenerative tool for community 

building in the absence of the former community nucleus, the colliery. This 

is not to say that the people of Bearpark experience the village uniformly; 

there is undoubtedly also ambiguous relationships to place and the past here 

too, as in Brandon. Instead, we see another alternative structure of feeling 

emerge here, based upon the past but focused on the present, and clear direct 

attempts to transmit memory across generations in a useful, productive 

manner.  

 

 

592 ‘Inspection of Bearpark Primary School’ (Ofsted, 2020), 
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Conclusion 

This chapter set out to examine, most fundamentally, the relationships of 

people across generations to places experiencing deindustrialisation. It 

follows a broader trend within the field of deindustrialisation studies that is 

concerned with the interplay of memory, generation, and place. However, in 

focusing upon different sites of industrial closure in County Durham, set 

less than ten miles apart, it has demonstrated the varied experience of 

deindustrialisation even within one coalfield. In doing so, it has highlighted 

the need to step away from homogenising accounts of universal experiences 

of industrial closure that diminish individual experience. Whilst the 

transmission of memory, and attachment to the past of a place is significant 

across deindustrialised communities, the way in which these are enacted on 

an everyday basis is notably different.  

 In particular, this chapter has demonstrated that people’s relationship to 

place is complex and multifaceted. This is true both in how different 

individuals relate to the same sites of memory, such as Miner’s Wood in 

Bearpark, but also within individual experience too, as people such as Liam 

construct ambiguous meanings of their home. This is unlikely to be a 

phenomenon isolated solely to deindustrialised places, but certainly, the 

centrality of the industrial past in people’s construction of place and 

belonging is significant. In exploring this, too, the chapter has highlighted 

the problems that arise from attempting to confine memory to authorised 

spaces or dominant narratives of the past; whilst designated commemoration 

may be useful to some people, for others, its failure to align with their own 

experiences and memories is difficult to manage.  
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CHAPTER 6 RENEWAL IN DEINDUSTRIALISED COUNTY 

DURHAM 

 

“Just give us the opportunity to show what we can do. Clearly, the 

days of big industry like coal mining-- coal mining's gone, the 

communities are still here.”595 

“Really, I think that's what people should remember- that we were 

incredibly important, the whole of the North, in Great Britain, in a 

sense, you know. I think what's important is not just that we were a 

dirty little pit village, but that it was--we were hugely important in the 

industrial revolution and that makes us who we are now, in a sense. 

Yes, it's all gone but actually, part of what this country is built on is 

the fact that--the people that served and worked here, and I think 

that's what is very important that people remember, that these--you 

know--they might have been just miners, but actually, they were 

hugely, hugely important.”596 

 

Introduction 

Since the 2016 Brexit referendum, and the subsequent 2019 general 

election, the former industrial areas of the United Kingdom have 

found themselves subject to a renewed scrutiny in relation to politics. 

The North East in particular came into sharp focus with Sunderland 

being the first to declare its decision to leave the European Union, 

with public celebrations televised nationally. The whole region, 

except for Newcastle-upon-Tyne, followed Sunderland in their vote to 

leave. In 2019, the North East electorate delivered more significant 
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change, voting in Conservative MPs in what had been long-held 

Labour seats within its so-called ‘Red Wall’. 

This chapter is concerned with these political changes in the 

region, but interrogates them from a historical perspective, asking how 

and why the industrial past continues to hold such significance across 

generations in the present day. This is not a reiteration of the ‘left 

behind’ narrative that positions the post-industrial white working-class 

as old-fashioned, uncritically nostalgic, racist, and unintelligent. 597 

Rather, it is a fundamental challenge to this, asking instead if there is a 

more nuanced engagement with the past in play in County Durham. 

Indeed, the industrial past certainly holds a significant role in political 

decisions of the present, but it is not quite so simple as a broadly felt 

desire for an uncritical reconstruction of the region as it was.  

Here, the work of Davis and Boym on nostalgia is useful in 

exploring the complex ways in which individuals draw upon the past 

in relation to perceived uncertainty and disruption in the present.598 In 

particular, this chapter follows the idea of a ‘progressive’ nostalgia, as 

put forth by Laurajane Smith and Gary Campbell, understood as ‘a 

particular and unashamedly overtly emotional way of remembering 

that actively and self-consciously aims to use the past to contextualise 

the achievements and gains of present day living and working 

conditions and to set a politically progressive agenda for the future’.599  

 

597 Arshad Isakjee and Colin Lorne, ‘Bad News from Nowhere: Race, Class and the 
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598 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001). 
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This chapter first sets out to explore the manner in which the 

past configures within conceptualizations of a regional identity, asking 

how the industrial past and subsequent industrial closures figures in 

imaginings of the region from both those inhabiting, and those 

observing it. 600  Whilst still remaining attentive to experiences of 

stigmatization and decline within testimony, looking to Massey’s 

work on uneven regional development in doing so, it also examines 

evidence of the industrial past being drawn upon in ways that are 

progressive and hopeful for the region’s future renewal, with 

particular attention to technological and renewable industries.601  

Next, this chapter moves to interrogate some of the ways in 

which this regional position relates to national politics. In particular, it 

uses individual testimony to situate the recent decline of the Labour 

Party in the region, the Conservative promises of ‘levelling up’, and 

the Brexit vote, within the historical context of deindustrialisation. 

The work of Svetlana Boym is particularly useful here in enabling a 

differentiation between restorative and reflective nostalgia, in order to 

explore the heterogeneity in individual’s appeals to the past in their 

political decisions.602 

Finally, this chapter questions how these large-scale political 

changes and decisions are playing out at a local level. As outlined in 

the first chapter of this thesis, strong trade unionism within County 

Durham’s mining communities had forged significant political 

 

600 Although all living in County Durham, interviewees typically referred to the 

‘North East’ more broadly when discussing a regional identity, and so that 
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601 Doreen Massey, ‘Uneven Development and Spatial Structures’, in Spatial 
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Doreen Massey (London: Macmillan Education UK, 1995), 65–120; Doreen 
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influence, and ensured the creation of representative, democratic space 

within villages. Here, this chapter seeks to understand how 

deindustrialization has altered or erased such spaces, and in turn, how 

this has altered cross-generational relationships to politics more 

broadly.  In particular, it looks to the Durham Miners’ Gala as a key 

signifier in examining this relationship.  

 

‘We’re quite a special breed’: Creating a Regional Identity 

from the Industrial Past  

 

Whilst as Tom Hazeldine suggests, levels of distinct northern 

consciousness may appear somewhat ‘low-wattage’ in England when 

compared to the ‘nationalist imaginaries’ of the Basque Country or 

Catalonia, there does still exist a strong element of cultural 

differentiation and strong place-based identity that centres around the 

understanding of the ‘North East’ as a distinct region.603 This identity 

is simultaneously constructed both within and outside the region, as 

‘knowable imagined communities’ are formulated to define a sense of 

place from its past. 604  Region, in this sense, is understood as an 

emotional and cultural division of space, as opposed to an arbitrary 

geographical boundary. 605  As such, the manner in which regional 

identities are constructed is complex and multifaceted. The broad 

conception of the North East’s industrial past is drawn upon in 

 

603 Tom Hazeldine, The Northern Question: A History of a Divided Country (Verso 
Books, 2020); Bill Williamson, ‘Living the Past Differently: Historical Memory in 

the North East’, in Geordies: Roots of Regionalism, ed. Robert Colls and Bill 

Lancaster (Newcastle Upon Tyne: Northumbria University Press, 1992), 149–68. 
604 Robert Colls and Bill Lancaster, Geordies:  Roots of Regionalism, 2nd ed.. 

(Newcastle upon Tyne: Northumbria University Press, 2005), Preface. 
605 Edward Royle, Issues of Regional Identity (Manchester: Manchester Manchester 

University Press, 1998). 
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different ways by different people, both those inside and outside of the 

region itself, and these alternative constructions of place at times 

interact, overlap, and conflict, continuously shaping this imagination 

of place.606  

 Interviewee Ben Mummery is a resident of Langley Park. In his 

mid-thirties, Ben is employed by a large, US based IT company. He 

picks up on a point of discussion that becomes a common theme 

throughout most of my interviews, that the North East as a region 

lacks sufficient employment opportunities and both public and private 

investment. To Ben, this is tied to stereotypical perceptions of the area 

based upon its former industrial character. He remarks, “We're still 

seen in the South as it's grim up north, and everyone wears a flat cap 

and has a Whippet on a bit of string, and we're not very clever, you 

know, and we need to kind of-- we're still in a very sort of, wide 

transitioning period for me. I think if we had a little bit more 

investment… we’re in a very transitional period that seems to be 

lasting more than twenty or thirty years.”607  

Within Ben’s comments, there also emerges a distinct sense that 

the North East can be separated from other Northern regions in turn, 

noting a sense of political neglect in the North East even in 

comparison to other Northern regions such as the North West. Using 

the example of the HS2 train project, he comments: 

‘The high-speed train job that was going to cost billions of quid is a 

great example. You know, Parliament said it goes to ‘the North’. 

Wasn’t Leeds as far as it went? But that’s half way up the country 

mate, do you know what I mean? HS two or three or whatever it was 

 

606 Dave Russell, Looking North: Northern England and the National Imagination 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004). 
607 Ben Mummery, Interview with the Author (Zoom, August 2020) 
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called, was a very, very, very good example of how people in power 

view the North East. We tend to be the last to get things.”608 

 

Ben’s comments outline a lived experience of the uneven regional 

development that is inherent in capitalist societies, as described by 

Doreen Massey.609 In particular, as Ray Hudson explains, the rise of 

Thatcherism and neoliberalism was ‘characterised by a continuing 

marginalisation of the region relative to the main centres of growth 

and affluence, both within the European community and globally’.610 

Deindustrialisation, therefore, marked the shifting of industrial regions 

like the North East to the periphery, having previously maintained a 

position of relative prominence due to their economic outputs. 

 Dave Shotten reflects upon the former position of the region, 

constructing a powerful account of the North East’s significance to the 

broader national history: 

“A country is not valued by the amount of gold that lies in its bank 

vaults, the real wealth of a country is the amount of labour, the 

amount of work that that country can do, and once upon a time, work 

and power were one and the same thing. From a chemist’s point of 

view, what you’ve got to understand is energy is vitally important. 

World War Two was won because the North East of England 

managed to produce massive amounts of coal. You take a bomb, you 

take a ten-ton bomb, a thousand tons of coal have gone into that ten-

ton bomb. We won because we were able to produce more coal than 

Germany. It’s as simple as that.”611   

 

608 Ben Mummery, Interview with the Author. 
609 Massey, ‘Uneven Development and Spatial Structures’; Doreen B. Massey, 
Spatial Divisions of Labour : Social Structures and the Geography of Production, 

Critical Human Geography (London: Macmillan, 1984). 
610 Ray Hudson and John Pickles, ‘Geographical Uneven Development and Regional 

Futures: A Conversation’, in Regional and Local Development in Times of 

Polarisation: Re-Thinking Spatial Policies in Europe, ed. Thilo Lang and Franziska 

Görmar (Singapore: Springer Singapore, 2019), 29–59. 
611 Dave Shotten, Interview with the Author (Zoom: August 2021). 
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Such reflections on the past are often countered by a focus on the 

current peripheral and marginalised position of deindustrialised places 

within political and economic spheres of influence. Rather than apply 

an uncritical nostalgia that lionises the past at the expense of the 

present, however, many interviewees contested this economic and 

political marginalization by adapting the memory of the past in ways 

progressive for the present.612 For many, the most pressing issue that 

informed their political choices was a need for renewed economic 

opportunity in the North East. ‘One word. Jobs’ states Ian Cummings, 

an interviewee from Bearpark who has been introduced in previous 

chapters, when asked what the region needs.613 Ian draws upon the 

memory of industry within this discussion, emphasizing the 

adaptability of industrial skills and community behaviour to the 

present-day context. 

“I think that we’re quite a special breed. I’m not suggesting that 

people in the North East are the only people who have these 

characteristics, but we do have a sense of comradeship, we do have a 

sense of belonging and self-worth, we do have a sense of self-reliance, 

and we’re quite skilled as a regional people. If you look at somewhere 

like Nissan…, Why should we in the North East have such a world 

beating factory? And it’s because of some of those characteristics”614  

Ian credits the former heavy industries of the area for the presence of 

these characteristics, emphasizing the adaptability of former industrial 

identities to the present-day. Of course, the traits Ian lists are 

behaviours that are socially constructed, here within a residual 

structural feeling formerly engendered through industrial work. 615 

What matters most here, however, is Ian’s perception of their 

 

612 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 2001. 
613 Ian Cummings, Interview with the Author. 
614 Ibid 
615 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 1977; Strangleman, ‘“Smokestack Nostalgia,” 

“Ruin Porn” or Working- Class Obituary: The Role and Meaning of Deindustrial 

Representation’. 
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distinctiveness, and the image constructed of the North East by those 

who live within it. The way in which people perceive the places that 

they live is fundamental to understanding their perceptions of what the 

area needs and what political priorities should be. Ian’s comments 

form part of a broader discussion about the need for more work in the 

region; to him, these identities, historically constructed in place, 

influence the belief that the North East is prepared for more skilled 

employment than it currently receives.  

Jonathan Elmer, the Green Party councillor elected for the 

Brandon division, echoes Ian’s sentiments. In his opinion, the 

industrial past of the region places it in good stead to lead the way in 

the development of green and renewable industries. He says:  

 “What I'd like to try and create a case for in Brandon, but much 

further afield as well is that there is actually an opportunity still to 

transition into a much more modern industry that actually respects the 

heritage and history of this area. So renewable energy technology is 

exactly that. And we could, through investment, position ourselves to 

be competitive in relation to that sort of an industry”.616 

Already, the renewable energy sector is a significant contributor to 

County Durham’s economy, and in the North East region more 

broadly, there has been a number of notable investments into green 

industries. 617  The collective memory of coal mining, with its 

associated skills and community solidarity, provides a cultural 

 

616 Jonathan Elmer, Interview with the Author (Zoom: August 2020). 
617 Jane Robinson and Henry Kippin, ‘How the North East Is Leading the UK’s 

Transition to Net Zero’, Newcastle University, accessed 30 January 2023, 

https://from.ncl.ac.uk/research-the-north-east-leading-the-uk-transition-to-net-zero; 
‘Net Zero in the North East: Regional Transition Impacts’ (Department for 

Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, October 2021), 
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ment_data/file/1026765/net-zero-north-east-final-report.pdf; ‘The North East 

Strategic Economic Plan’ (North East Local Enterprise Partnership, January 2019), 
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foundation for this transition, and means it is more than an  economic 

strategy but also a means of reimagining the region’s industrial 

identity in a way that honours its past.. By drawing on these 

memories, the region has the potential to redefine itself as a leader in 

sustainable industry, ensuring that the legacy of the coalfields 

continues to shape the economic and social fabric of the North East in 

a progressive and forward-looking manner. 

However, Jonathan stresses that the shift towards more climate-

friendly industry must be a well-managed transition that protects the 

area’s communities. Indeed, his comments align with broader 

discussions of a ‘just transition’ for the North East, in light of what 

Beynon and Hudson term the ‘unjust transition’ of swift industrial 

closure in the late twentieth century.618 Likewise, Jonathan is keenly 

aware of how meaningful the historical experiences of these coal 

mining communities are in any approaches to present-day transitions, 

noting:  

“Well, the interesting thing about County Durham is that it 

historically, its economy has been about energy through coal. So that's 

actually the industry of our area. And the tragedy is that when all of 

the coal mines were closed, there was no thought given to the 

transition of the people that worked there into a new modern industry. 

There were just there was just devastation, by creating mass 

unemployment. And it was really destructive and thoughtless in the 

way the whole thing was, was the way the whole thing happened, that 

you can't imagine a worse way of doing it.”619 

Opinions on this shift to green industries, however, are divided. Dave, 

whose testimony above demonstrates the centrality of coal to his 

 

618 H. Beynon and R. Hudson, ‘Moving to a Green Economy? The Story of an 

“Unjust” Transition in the UK’, International Union Rights 29, no. 1 (2022): 23–25; 

‘The “Just Transition”: A Fairer Way to Fight Climate Change’, Greenpeace UK, 

accessed 31 December 2023, 
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construction of the region’s national significance, perceives the shift 

to green industry as an attack on this heritage. “Coal is now a dirty 

word” he contends, continuing “I mean, rightly or-- I don't know 

whether you believe in global warming. Is it Greta Thunberg that has 

made us believe that anyone that digs coal out of the ground is some 

kind of criminal?”. 620  Indeed, whilst for Jonathan the potential 

upsurge in green industry poses an opportunity for the North East to 

embrace a new industrial character, to Dave the increasing criticism of 

fossil fuels such as coal represents a further marginalisation of a 

region so historically linked to its extraction.   

 Beyond this, others recognise the potential for a continued 

growth in the region’s scientific and technological industries. 621 

Speaking from his own position in the IT industry, Ben says:  

“And you know, we could come out with a generation of kids who are 

fabulous at coding and programming and IT companies could spring 

up everywhere and then we could be the country’s epicentre of 

technology, or we could be the epicentre of something else. I think it’s 

the next generation coming through who are going to define how the 

North East is seen in years to come”622 

Such aspirations for the region have historical precedence. As leader 

of Newcastle City Council between 1960 and 1965, T. Dan Smith 

embarked upon projects to significantly modernise the city, expressing 

his hope that a growth in the science and technology industries would 

replace the region’s declining heavy industries. 623  Smith was also 

involved with the development of Peterlee new town, which was 

 

620 Dave Shotten, Interview with the Author. 
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Strength’, Invest North East England, 2 February 2022, 
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initially recognised as the United Kingdom’s first ‘science campus’. 

Although Smith’s plans would ultimately falter following his 

corruption charge in 1970, there has been some level of investment 

into the sector since, such as the development of Sedgefield’s 

NETpark.  

 Despite this, there are concerns that such investments are not 

fully benefiting the former mining communities of County Durham. 

Marion Wilson, a Durham County Councillor and Bearpark Parish 

councillor, discusses her experiences of this. She says:   

“It’s a lack of jobs, a lack of investment. And a lack of the right kind 

of jobs, you know, it seems that investment is going into places—I 

shouldn’t really say this because it’s Labour council—it seems like 

investment is going into places like Netpark, you know, which is the 

scientific sector. A lot of people in Bearpark are still harking back to 

the colliery and what have you and to that level of education, you 

know. We need factory jobs, building work, that sort of thing”624 

Indeed, whilst figures on educational attainment for County Durham 

as a whole may be balanced by pockets of relative affluence, such as 

the City of Durham, the Index of Multiple Deprivations highlights 

patterns of rural deprivation across the region’s former coal mining 

villages. Bearpark, for instance, is amongst the 30% most deprived 

neighbourhoods in the Education, Skills, and Training domain.625 The 

idea that such places are hindered by a nostalgic wallowing in the 

past, therefore, overlooks the reality that many such places remain 

deprived of public investment in education and infrastructure. As 

such, not only is there uneven development across the nation, but also 

within regions themselves. 

 

624 Marion Wilson, Interview with the Author, (Zoom, 2020) 
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Taking, for instance, the Nissan manufacturing plant in 

Sunderland. Opening in 1984, then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 

commented of the factory’s opening “Not only will it provide a 

steadily growing number of jobs in an area which really needs them, 

but it also shows in the clearest possible way how such areas can help 

to recover their prosperity and self-esteem.”626 The plant does now, in 

2023, still employ 6,700 people, making it one of the largest 

employers in the region, although the firm does often recruit from 

outside the area.627 Yet lower than average car ownership levels, and 

poor transport infrastructure effectively isolate many semi-rural 

former mining communities, like Bearpark, from such opportunities in 

the region’s urban areas.628Likewise, Marion reflects on the further 

issues faced by such communities, saying: 

“It's difficult because Durham on a whole-- County Durham lose out 

on a lot of grants because the government say we're not a rural county. 

So, we lose out because they won't class us as a rural county, so all the 

funding that comes into villages, we don't get.”629 

Indeed, this perhaps speaks to a much wider issue for County Durham, 

in that there exists wide disparity within the region.630 The city of 

Durham itself, for instance, is bolstered by the presence of its 

university, and falls within the top 10% of least deprived areas in the 

United Kingdom. Interviewee Hannah Ashton, who was raised in 

Bearpark but emigrated to Australia as an adult, reflects on this:  

 

626 ‘Speech Opening Nissan Car Factory | Margaret Thatcher Foundation’. 
627 Beatty, Fothergill, and Powell, ‘Twenty Years On’. 
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“Because it's too far from London. They do not care. Or you have 

people like Dominic Cummings, who basically Durham just happens 

to be something on the way to go and visit, you know, the land and 

landed gentry out in the county town. But no, and I think when people 

think of Durham, they think ‘Oh, the cathedral’ and you think that's 

not Durham, that is not how people are living.”631 

 Less than ten miles away from the city, multiple former mining 

settlements, like Bearpark and Brandon, fall within the country’s top 

20% most deprived areas. Other towns in the region, such as Seaham 

and Stanley, former centres of heavy industry, also record 

significantly high levels of deprivation. Whilst individual councillors 

such as Marion act as representatives for these rural areas, the County 

Council as a whole must balance the governance of a relatively 

polarised area, in which priorities between the rural spaces of 

deindustrialisation, and the affluence of a university city such as 

Durham compete to be addressed. 

‘Things Don’t Have to Be Like This’: The Past in Political 

Opinions 

In the run up to the 2019 general election, the Labour Party released a 

campaign video that centred around ‘Thatcher’s toxic legacy in the 

North of England’. Entitled, ‘The North remembers. You can never 

trust the Tories’, the video sought to enliven the feelings of anger and 

betrayal that surrounded the miners’ strike of 1984-85 and the 

subsequent rush of industrial closures.632 This was a starkly different 

approach than that taken in previous Labour Party election campaigns 

under Blair and Brown, which had both focused upon appeals to an 

improved future; Blair’s 2001 campaign slogan was a simple 

 

631 Hannah Ashton, Interview with the Author. 
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‘Forward, not Back’.633 In contrast, the 2019 election was permeated 

by deliberate appeals to the past. Campaigns such as that above 

‘sought to reunite Labour’s people with a nostalgic reimagining of the 

party’s political practice’. 634  This shift to a more nostalgic appeal 

underscores the deep emotional resonance of the industrial past in the 

political consciousness of the region.  

However, this nostalgia is multifaceted; it is not merely a 

longing for a lost era but also a critique of ongoing regional 

inequalities and a call for renewed attention to the needs of 

deindustrialised communities. At the same time, the Conservative 

campaign centred around the slogan of ‘Get Brexit Done’, based upon 

the 2016 decision to leave the European Union which proceeded a 

campaign that drew heavily upon a nostalgic reimagining of national 

identity.635 The selective use of this nostalgia in political campaigns 

reflects the complex ways in which memory is mobilised to address 

contemporary concerns, revealing both the potential and the 

limitations of invoking the past in the pursuit of future change. 

 In an article published in early 2019, months before the 

December election, David Skelton comments that although Labour 

support had waned, voting Conservative was ‘counter-cultural’ in the 

North East and predictions that there would be a Conservative switch 

in 2017 lacked ‘insight into the region’s psyche’. 636   Interviewee 

Jacqueline Evans was raised in Langley Park. Although not from a 
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mining family herself, she witnessed the closure of the colliery there 

in her early teenage years. In our interview, she reflects on the 

position of the Labour Party in the Durham coalfield during her 

childhood and early adulthood, saying “I remember my uncle 

saying, "You could put a donkey up for election in Langley Park and 

as long as it was red it would get elected" which of course, is no 

longer true.”637 

 Indeed, the 2019 general election saw the first defeat of the 

Labour Party in North West Durham since the constituency was 

recreated in 1950. This change reflects a broader renegotiation of 

political identity in the region, where collective memory of the 

industrial past plays a critical role. The memories of Labour’s 

historical ties to the coal industry are juxtaposed with contemporary 

frustrations over perceived neglect, leading to a complex and often 

contradictory political consciousness. These shifts are not merely 

reactions to present-day politics but are deeply rooted in the ways the 

region’s industrial heritage is remembered and mobilised in political 

discourse. 

 This connection between memory and place is essential for 

understanding the evolving political landscape in County Durham. 

Elsewhere in the area, Conservative MPs also won the historic Labour 

seats of Sedgefield, Darlington, and Bishop Auckland, reflecting a 

wider shift to the political right in areas of former heavy 

manufacturing and industry in the nation as a whole.  Although his 

constituency, the City of Durham, remains a Labour seat, interviewee 

Robin Chapman is one such voter who changed political allegiances 

in recent years. I ask him why, to which he responds:  
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“I don't know exactly why--well my view is, I know exactly why. 

People were fed up over years and years, ever since a contraction of 

the coal industry. And many places have never really recovered, and 

people can remember, like me, people could remember what it was 

like, and they could see that it was the North East was becoming 

forgotten. The same happened in Northumberland. The same 

happened in the Yorkshire coalfields and, you know, Labour 

dominated the whole scene, regardless of public opinion. And they 

became very, very cozy, you know... And I think that's the sort of 

thing that that people have realised. It doesn't have to be like this. You 

don't have to be controlled by the Labour Party. And the Labour Party 

is just a shadow of itself. And a lot of people voted because their dad 

voted that way, their Granddad voted that way, but people have 

moved away from that dependence into a realization that things don't 

have to be like this.”638 

A wider Conservative switch amongst older, retired voters like Robin 

is often credited to a deliberate emotional appeal to restorative 

nostalgia employed by the party.639 To some extent, this is apparent 

within Robin’s testimony, as he also adds “Because I'm old enough to 

know. It doesn't have to be like this. And what was the secret? Full 

employment.”640 Another interviewee, Barrie Carse, who is several 

years Robin’s senior, also reflected on his hopes of seeing 

employment opportunities restored to pre-deindustrialisation levels. 

Of this, he says:  

“Well, I'll give you my politics. I voted Labour all my life until the 

last election and I voted Tory and I'm pleased I did. When you see the 

number of jobs that are coming to the North East through Boris it's 

phenomenal. And all of these years we voted Labour and what the hell 

did we get? Nothing. They just closed down closed down, closed 

down”641 
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Robin, too, speaks of then Prime Minister Boris Johnson using only 

his first name, aligning with the leader’s construction of a humorous, 

relatable populist image, enthusing that his election represented a 

‘brave new world’ for the North East. 642  Indeed, both Robin and 

Barrie adopt an approach that combines both restorative and reflective 

nostalgia at different points; they hope for the full employment of the 

past, deployed in a way they see to be beneficial and progressive for 

the region’s future.643 Yet this turn to the past and their memories of it 

is drawn upon selectively, excluding or reconstructing the central role 

of the Conservative Party in escalating deindustrialisation in the 

region in the late twentieth century, and overlooking the reality that by 

2019, the Conservative Party had been in power for close to a decade. 

There is evidence of contradictory consciousness at play here, to turn 

to Gramsci.644 Robin and Barrie both recognise the issues of regional 

inequalities and how these have shaped their own experiences in 

County Durham, but simultaneously, this consciousness is subsumed 

within the hegemonic discourse of the group in control, here the 

Conservative Party. Robin continues: 

“Boris, completely fresh, completely new bit of a buffoon, bit of a 

character, someone you'd remember, he goes on telly and you'd know 

him straight away, and he was making all of these promises of 

levelling up and people realise…As soon as you start looking at 

figures, How much is spent per capita in London, the southeast, then 

what is spent in the Northeast, and it's a fraction and when you look at 

the other areas like Northumberland, North Tyneside similar sort of 

figures are coming up all the time”645 
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‘Levelling up’ was the flagship policy of the 2019 Conservative 

campaign, with £4.8 billion allocated to a fund designed to diminish 

regional inequalities in 12 key areas, that ranged from employment 

skills to pride in place.646 As the above testimony demonstrates, these 

promises appealed to many in the North East who felt the region had 

been long neglected and declining. Yet between 2021 and 2022, less 

than 3% of the funds allocated to the levelling up fund were spent, 

with only 6% of the national allocation spent in the North East. In 

2022, the region recorded the highest rates of child poverty in 

England, exhibited continued high rates of long-term unemployment, 

ill health, and reduced life expectancies, and productivity fell well 

below the national average.647  

Alongside the appeal of Conservative promises, there is also a 

clear sense of anger in the above testimony towards the Labour Party. 

Robin is critical of former Labour leader Tony Blair for being ‘a 

Labour Party [politician]’ with ‘Conservative politics’ but is also 

scathing in his criticism of the ‘Corbynite sort of Labour, which, I 

mean, God almighty, that's just goes back to Communism’.648Others 

describe a continued failure by Labour to grasp the public mood 

following Brexit under Corbyn. Interviewee Eric Wood is adamant in 

his contention that he would ‘never trust a Tory’ but is nevertheless 

 

646 HM Government, ‘Levelling Up the United Kingdom’, Executive Summary, (2 

February 2022), https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-

united-kingdom; Conservative Party, ‘The Conservative and Unionist Party 

Manifesto- Get Brexit Done: Unleash Britain’s Potential’, November 2019, 

https://assets-global.website-

files.com/5da42e2cae7ebd3f8bde353c/5dda924905da587992a064ba_Conservative

%202019%20Manifesto.pdf; House of Commons Library, ‘The Levelling Up 
Agenda’ (UK Parliament, 11 June 2021), 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cdp-2021-0086/. 
647 Marcus Johns and Hannah Hutts, ‘Looking out to Level Up’, State of the North 

2023 (Institute for Public Policy Research, January 2023), 

https://www.ippr.org/files/2023-01/looking-out-to-level-up-state-of-the-north-

2023.pdf. 
648 Robin Chapman, Interview with the Author. 



   

 

243 

 

highly critical of Corbyn’s party leadership and the 2019 Labour 

campaign. Eric suggests that Corbyn’s brand of politics failed to ring 

true with a historic trend of ‘patriotic, pro-military, pro-royalty’ social 

conservatism within the North East, whilst also failing to present an 

alternative plan for addressing the regional inequalities felt in 

peripheral regions.649 

Perhaps what is most significant about this testimony is that it 

highlights the manner in which individual consciousness, and thus 

political consciousness, does not naturally fit within the arbitrary 

boxes of political parties. A multitude of competing factors, including 

present circumstances, past experiences and the hegemonic narrative 

perpetuated by those with political power, influence how people vote 

at any given time. Yet when we voice these opinions, as interviewees 

do here, this multifaceted nature of consciousness is flattened, and 

trying to unpack it through explanation can lead to contradictory 

statements such as Robin’s seems above.  

Discussions of politics within my interviews also all unfailingly 

turned to Brexit. Indeed, the 2019 general election was also dominated 

by the subject of the vote to exit the European Union. Whilst County 

Durham did vote to Leave, voter turnout in the election was 

significantly higher in the South of the United Kingdom, and so too 

was the proportion of voters who opted to Leave. 650  As such, the 

conceptualization of the Brexit vote as an act of Northern rebellion is 

instantly complicated by such statistics. Moreover, attempts to explain 

the motivations of those in the region who did vote to leave that 

characterise such voters as ill-informed, unintelligent, or racist are a 

 

649 Eric Wood, Interview with the Author 
650 Danny Dorling, ‘Brexit: The Decision of a Divided Country’, BMJ 354 (6 July 

2016): i3697. 
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clumsy oversimplification of a broader relationship towards politics 

that has developed in the area.651 As we can see in the words of Robin 

and Barrie, quoted above, who both voted to Leave, anger and a 

structural sense of loss that are most commonly cited as drivers of the 

vote are no doubt present, but so too is a hopefulness for a better 

future and an underlying commitment to the preservation of accepted 

social relations.652  ‘Left out’ rather than ‘left behind’, Lisa McKenzie 

suggests, may be a more accurate framing for such communities.653 

Even so, such arguments still fail to fully address the 

complexities of opinions within regions in which the ‘Leave’ vote did 

ultimately prevail. In Durham, for instance, 42.4% of voters opted to 

‘Remain’. Ian Cummings, of Bearpark, was one such remain voter. In 

his interview, he explains his pessimism at the result, saying that to 

him Brexit marks ‘another nail in the coffin. It puts more into the 

hands of Tory moguls down in the South East, who care nothing and 

know nothing about villages like Durham’.654 Too often, discussions 

of remain voters as the affluent metropolitan elite, simply ignore 

remain voters such as Ian in the semi-rural deindustrialised villages of 

County Durham, but his comments demonstrate a disconnect and 

 

651 Lisa McKenzie, ‘The Class Politics of Prejudice: Brexit and the Land of No‐hope 

and Glory’, British Journal of Sociology 68, no. S1 (2017): S265–80. 
652 In the Scottish context, there are similar conversations both in the present and 

historically regarding independence and devolution, although Scotland itself voted 

to remain in the EU. For greater discussion of this, see Phillips, The Industrial 

Politics of Devolution; Jim Phillips, ‘Oceanspan : Deindustrialisation and 

Devolution in Scotland, c. 1960–1974’, The Scottish Historical Review 84, no. 1 

(April 2005): 63–84; Jim Phillips, Valerie Wright, and Jim Tomlinson, 

‘Deindustrialization, the Linwood Car Plant and Scotland’s Political Divergence 
from England in the 1960s and 1970s’, Twentieth Century British History 30, no. 3 

(2019): 399–423; Gibbs, Coal Country: The Meaning and Memory of 

Deindustrialisation in Postwar Scotland; Andy Clark, Fighting Deindustrialisation: 

Scottish Women’s Factory Occupations, 1981-1982 (Liverpool: Liverpool 

University Press, 2022). 
653 McKenzie, ‘The Class Politics of Prejudice’, 2017. 
654  Robert ‘Ian’ Cummings, Interview with the Author.  
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dissatisfaction with national politics that is observable across the 

Brexit divide. 

Eric, too, speaks with disdain about Brexit, terming it a ‘Tory 

plot to worsen the lot of the working class’. Yet much of his anger is 

directed towards the then Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn who he feels 

“betrayed the working class, because he had a duty to get up to the 

North East’ in order to make the case for remaining in the European 

Union to prevent “wages, and workers’ rights and environmental 

protection” being “stripped away.” Eric is certainly not the first person 

to level such accusations of betrayal at Corbyn, but a more typical 

contention is that the Labour Party failed to enthusiastically support 

the democratic decision to Leave the EU.655 For Eric, however, it was 

this rather non-committal approach that he found to be a fundamental 

betrayal of the Labour Party’s history. He states, “Labour has always 

been a party of the International. We stand together. Not alone.” and 

in his opinion, Labour missed the opportunity to draw upon its 

historical internationalism to outline the potential benefits of 

remaining in the EU.656 Eric continues:  

“People were voting for something they thought would make things 

better. And it played upon the worst xenophobic fears of Johnny 

Foreigner and little Englander, and I do think places like Sunderland 

in particular, Hartlepool to some degree, Middlesbrough were all 

conned. They fell for the propaganda because no one was pointing out 

the alternative from a Labour perspective. There was a silence”657 

 

655 See, for instance, Peter Oborne, ‘Jeremy Corbyn’s Betrayal of the Working 

Classes’, The Daily Mail, 29 March 2016, 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-3510162/PETER-OBORNE-Corbyn-s-

betrayal-working-classes.html; Brendan O’Neil, ‘Jeremy Corbyn’s Brexit Betrayal 

Is Complete’, The Spectator, 26 February 2019, 

https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/jeremy-corbyn-s-brexit-betrayal-is-complete-26-

february-2019/. 
656 Eric Wood, Interview with the Author  
657 Ibid. 
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Marion Wilson, the Labour Party councillor introduced earlier in this 

chapter, also discusses the strong anti-EU sentiment in her village of 

Bearpark as being based upon a dislike of immigration. Although she 

points out that she ‘could count on one hand the amount of people in 

the village who are from other ethnic-- countries or minorities…”, she 

notes fears “that these people are coming in and they're taking their 

jobs and they're taking the money and you know, they're getting 

benefits for doing nothing and, erm, where sort of in a village like this 

where you've had, especially the men who have had hard lives of 

work, they just see this as people coming here and taking what we've 

had to work hard for.” 658 

In their study of Brexit and Teesside, Telford and  argue that 

concerns regarding immigration more typically center around 

economic anxieties in the context of deindustrialisation and the 

resulting precarity of employment.659 As Valerie Walkerdine explores 

in relation to the stigmatization of working-class Leave voters, too 

often ‘the history that produces the vote for Leave in these locations is 

ignored or at best understood as an explanation for the unreason of the 

vote.’660 Marion, for her part, clearly recognises the way that the past 

figures into people’s political decisions of the present, but she 

ultimately blames the “right wing [approach] just to hammer, hammer, 

hammer away at people” for stoking such anxieties about 

immigration. Marion does not, despite her elected position as a 

Labour county councillor, offer insight into how her own party 

approached these issues, instead seemingly accepting it as an 

 

658 Interview with Marion Wilson (Zoom, March 2020) 
659 Telford and Wistow, ‘Brexit and the Working Class on Teesside: Moving beyond 

Reductionism’. 
660 Valerie Walkerdine, ‘“No-One Listens to Us”: Post-Truth, Affect and Brexit’, 

Qualitative Research in Psychology 17, no. 1 (2 January 2020): 143–58, 
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inevitable outcome that the aggressive ‘right-wing’ approach had 

succeeded.    

Whilst Eric does not direct his anger about Brexit towards the 

working-class voters he discusses, he nevertheless constructs an image 

of a group of people fooled by promises in the face of oversimplified 

concerns. As such, whilst speaking without overt judgement, his 

comments feed into this broader narrative of the left-behind, ill-

informed working-class voter. For whilst he considers himself 

working-class- he explains “I worked for a living. Therefore, I am a 

member of the working class, as it used to say on the old Clause Four, 

to secure for the worker by hand or brain, the full fruits of his or her 

labour”- there is a clear distinction between himself and the working-

class voters he previously discusses.   

 Indeed, when asked, many interviewees struggled to identify a 

clear class category for themselves, but most settled upon working-

class or lower middle-class. For many, it was a struggle to align their 

current position as university educated, middle-income homeowners 

with what they perceived to be their working-class roots, but some 

cited a shared cultural heritage and place-based identity that was not 

altered by their current economic status.661 Yet many differentiated 

themselves from a perceived ‘other’ working-class in the same 

manner as Eric.662 

 

661 This conceptualization of class identity which draws upon the class identity of 

parents and grandparents is explored in greater detail here: Sam Friedman, Dave 

O’Brien, and Ian McDonald, ‘Deflecting Privilege: Class Identity and the 
Intergenerational Self’, Sociology 55, no. 4 (1 August 2021): 716–33. 
662 For further discussions of this conceptualisation of an ‘underclass’, see, for 

example Beverley Skeggs, Formations of Class and Gender : Becoming Respectable 

(London: SAGE, 1997); Matt Wray, Not Quite White: White Trash and the 

Boundaries of Whiteness (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006); Mike Savage, 

Social Class in the 21st Century, UK ed. edition (London: Pelican, 2015); Fiona 

Devine, Rethinking Class : Cultures, Identities and Lifestyles (Basingstoke: 
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Interviewee Jaqueline Evans, who was raised and lived in 

Langley Park before moving to Lancashire to attend university, 

suggests that such divisions were driving forces in the Brexit vote and 

uplift in Conservative support due to ‘the massive creation of an 

underclass, who those who are just about doing all right now, 

probably look down on’.663 She is critical of such divisions, but at the 

same time, Jacqueline actively constructs this difference in her own 

narrative.  When asked if she believes the Labour Party still represent 

working class communities, she responds “I think working class 

communities think the Labour Party don't represent them 

anymore.” 664   Once again, there is an implicit dismissal of these 

communities as simply having been conned. Jacqueline does, 

however, reflect on this, aware of some of the contradictions within 

her own assessments.  She says:  

“Yeah, to be fair, my cousin once said to me, and she's quite balanced. 

She works in catering in a local hospital. And we were discussing 

immigration and that 'taking our jobs' one. And she said to me, you 

know, I was obviously saying that's not true. It doesn't really ring out 

and immigrant people are highly sensible. They'll only come to places 

where there's work available. And she said, well you would say that. 

You're not in the same labour market that they'll be taking-- looking 

for the jobs in. And it shut me up. I have to say I did shut me up. I 

thought ooh, maybe she's right. Maybe I don't know what it-- how it 

affects it.”665 

In failing to attend to this history, the anger and anxieties felt in 

deindustrialised areas as a result of systematic marginalization are 

frequently delegitimised, from those inside the community as well as 

outside. However, is important to note that this is not a discussion of 

 

Basingstoke : Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Ruth Levitas, The Inclusive Society?: 

Social Exclusion and New Labour (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998). 
663 Jacqueline Evans, Interview with the Author (Zoom, July 2020). 
664 Ibid. 
665 Ibid. 
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whether racism exists in deindustrialised communities- it undoubtedly 

does, as it does elsewhere- but rather an exploration of the tensions 

that arise within communities regarding the conceptualisation of 

others’ politics, and the way these internal divisions play into much 

wider broadly conceived stereotypes about ‘left behind’ places.666  

Beyond this, the conceptualization of a ‘white working-class’ 

serves to ignore the multi-ethnic composition of Britain’s working-

class.667 As Marion attests to, the demographic composition of County 

Durham remains predominantly White British, and indeed, a 

fundamental problem in this research, and in the field of 

deindustrialisation studies more generally, is the lack of Black and 

Minority Ethnic testimony. Certainly, there remains key questions to 

be asked regarding the intersection of racial and class-based 

experiences within deindustrialised areas, and how this interacts with 

the dynamics of belonging and community, in order to counter this 

conceptualisation of a homogenous post-industrial white working-

class experience.  

 

‘We’re still here, we haven’t given up’:  Local Spaces of 

Renewal 

Whilst much of the testimony quoted above discusses national 

politics, and the nation-wide issue of Brexit, the concerns that 

underpin these discussions are local and are inextricably linked to 

 

666 ‘Hate Crime, England and Wales, 2020 to 2021’, GOV.UK, accessed 26 July 

2022, https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/hate-crime-england-and-wales-

2020-to-2021/hate-crime-england-and-wales-2020-to-2021; Durham Constabulary, 

‘Data FOI 1188 19- Hate Crimes Linked to Incident with Hate Qualifiers 2009-

2019’ (2019). 
667 Omar Khan and Faiza Shaheen, ‘Minority Report: Race and Class in Post-Brexit 

Britain’ (London: Runnymede Trust, 2017). 
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experiences of the historically entrenched regional inequalities that are 

discussed first in this chapter. Beynon and Hudson offer a 

comparative analysis of the recent political changes in both South 

Wales and Durham, examining the way national politics has in turn 

shaped local politics. In The Shadow of the Mine, they trace the 

influence of the free-market economics that drove deindustrialisation 

within the discourse of New Labour and the hollowing out of state 

support, culminating in the austerity politics of Conservative 

governments since 2010.668 As they note, austerity was acutely felt in 

deindustrialised areas such as County Durham, where a cut to 

spending by the Labour run Durham County Council of £244 million 

was required by 2020.669  

When austerity moved the local Labour council to make such 

dramatic cuts, they did so in a context in which they were already 

losing the relationship to the electorate that had been secured through 

industrial trade unions. As stated by Peter Hain, quoted by Beynon 

and Hudson, ‘those organic links between big trade unions in mines 

and heavy industry and so on, and then social clubs, welfare clubs, 

rugby clubs and so on, that organic link between the [Labour] Party 

and those community roots has basically just dissolved.’670 Marion 

Wilson notes the particular pressure of such cuts on education, 

healthcare, and childhood support, and a frustration at not being able 

to do more. Despite these challenges, Marion remains confident of her 

position. She comments:  

“It's still a strong Labour village. If it came down to an election, 

people would vote Labour.  A local election I should say. However, 

 

668 Beynon and Hudson, The Shadow of the Mine. 
669 Ibid., 319. 
670 ‘Wishy-Washy Centrism Wrong For Labour, Warns Lord Hain’ BBC Wales, 14 

December  2019 in Ibid., 333. 
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from the last general election, people's attitudes have changed so 

much that a lot of the normal Labour voters voted Conservative...but 

that was in a general election. They would still stick to the Labour 

policies and what have you if we were voting local.”671 

 

Yet in Brandon, the former mining town that sits close to Durham 

City, recent local elections saw the election of the area’s first Green 

Party councillor, Jonathan Elmer. When interviewed, Jonathan says of 

the former Labour councillors that “they were hard working and got 

things done for people. But they never made any effort whatsoever to 

promote themselves, because they always just assumed they would 

win. So, there's a very, very high degree of, of complacency with 

regards to the need to actually compete in an election. And that's 

something that has existed for decades, in these entrenched Labour 

areas.”672 Continuing, he discusses the intensive campaigning carried 

out by the Green Party in opposition to the sitting Labour councillors:  

“The councillors don't really know how to campaign because they've 

never had to do it before. And they've never received training, never 

seen-- understanding how to deliver an effective campaign as a 

priority. So, all of those factors, and they made us think, well, 

actually, yeah, we could, we could deliver an effective campaign in in 

Brandon and we're very unlikely to experience a counter campaign 

because of this high level of complacency and political entitlement. So 

that's exactly what we did…And we, we use pretty harsh key 

messages as well, which we have to do, because of the first past the 

post system, there's no proportional representation. So now there's 

only a winner. There's no prise for second place. And so our message 

was we work hard all year round, unlike the Labour Party who only 

turn up at election time, and we repeated that over and over and over 

again, till we got to an effective frequency so that people remembered 

that message. There were other messages as well but that one was 

particularly harsh and hard cutting, but and people remembered it and 

 

671 Marion Wilson, Interview with the Author.  
672 Jonathan Elmer, Interview with the Author.  
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of course, the Labour Party, you know, eventually did turn up about 

two weeks before the election and just played into that message”673 

 

Despite such intensive campaigning, Jonathan notes that this was 

highly targeted to individuals who had participated in recent elections, 

and that this secured only a narrow victory for one seat, with a Labour 

councillor retaining the other.674 This is not solely an issue present in 

the former industrial regions of the United Kingdom, but it is 

particularly pertinent in these areas due to the erasure of political 

space through deindustrialisation. As Steven High argues, industrial 

closure sees that ‘old solidarities are eroded, and working-class 

institutions crumble under the weight of the crisis’.675 Spaces which 

had previously operated as ‘hotbeds’ of political activity, such as 

Miners’ Welfare Halls and Working Men’s Clubs, are waning or no 

more. 676  As Cherrington outlines, “The fact that clubs were 

democratically managed, by members, added an inherent political 

dimension with the desire for more democracy in other spheres’677  

 In particular, deindustrialisation, by making defunct these 

spaces of local democracy, has also served to sever the organic links 

between industrial communities and politics. As discussed in detail in 

the first chapter of this thesis, the strength of the Durham Miners’ 

Association, and later the National Union of Mineworkers, granted 

industrial communities significant political influence, both locally and 

nationally. Dave Shotten was formerly “heavily involved” with the 

Labour Party, and whilst he does not share his own current political 
 

673 Jonathan Elmer, Interview with the Author. 
674 Ibid.  
675 High, ‘Beyond Aesthetics: Visibility and Invisibility in the Aftermath of 

Deindustrialization’, 2013. 
676 Ruth Cherrington, Not Just Beer and Bingo! : A Social History of Working Men’s 

Clubs (Bloomington: Bloomington : Authorhouse, 2012). 
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affiliations in his interview, Dave does reflect on how politics in 

County Durham has changed over time.  

“Democracy is less than it used to be” he begins, “I would 

suggest that what is called the Labour Party now has nothing to do 

with the Labour Party I was involved in, in say the early 1980s.” He 

notes the waning strength of the trade union movement following 

industrial closure, adding that “the way that a member of parliament is 

chosen at a grass roots level has changed a great deal. I mean, in 

reality, in the 1980s, people within the constituency had an input into 

who became the member of parliament. Nowadays, the MP candidate 

is given to you, and you can choose to support them or not and it 

makes very little difference whether you choose to support them or 

not…” 678 

Dave is particularly critical of the advent of New Labourism under 

Tony Blair, suggesting that now “the reality is that a Labour MP has 

more in common that a Conservative MP than they do with their 

constituents.”679   Indeed, under Blair, the party certainly shifted its 

position closer to the Conservative ‘common sense’ laid out under 

Thatcher, focusing upon the aspirational working-class and purporting 

to offer the solution for all to become middle-class through equality of 

opportunity. 680  As Dave recognises, however, Blair’s attention to 

political spin, to focus groups, and to the modernization of the Labour 

Party served to transform the party into something fundamentally 

different, unable to quite settle on how best to appeal to the changing 

demography of deindustrialised Britain. Most significantly, whilst 

 

678 Dave Shotten, Interview with the Author.  
679 Dave Shotten, Interview with the Author.  
680 Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, Class, Politics, and the Decline of Deference in 

England, 1968-2000 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 174–85; 

McKenzie, ‘The Class Politics of Prejudice’, 2017; Gramsci, Selections from the 
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Labour did commit to the amelioration of the poverty that had 

increased during the last two decades of the twentieth century, little 

was done to address the underlying inequalities, made starkly regional 

by industrial closure.  

 Significantly, too, Dave turns to the Durham Miners Gala as a 

way to exemplify these political changes. When I ask him if he still 

attends (he does not, due to ill-health), he describes his childhood 

memories of the Gala, and then as the interview is about to move on, 

he interjects “Can I stop you? Why is it that leaders of the Labour 

Party are afraid to go to Miners' Gala. Ask me that. Did Tony Blair 

ever go to the Miners' Gala? No. Did Gordon Brown go? No. Corbyn 

went and look what it did for him. There's a tradition, you know, yeah, 

it's the Labour Party, we don't want to soil our hands by mixing with 

people who actually do Labour. Once upon a time it used to be a 

major event, second only to Christmas. Families would go there and 

it's a minority now.” 681 

 In fact, however, the Durham Miners’ Gala is not an event in 

decline. In 2023, an estimated 200,000 people attended, and despite an 

initial slump in attendance during the 1990s, the Gala continues to be 

one of the largest trade union events in Europe. Dave is, of course, 

correct that Corbyn’s attendance marked a break in the absence of 

Labour Party leaders at the Gala, and his successor, Keir Starmer, has 

since not attended. Yet this does not diminish the social and political 

significance of the event.  Harry Nixon, who is in his late eighties and 

lives in Bearpark, still attends the Gala every year. “I’ve never missed 

a one as far back as I can remember” he says, taking with him his 

children and now, his grandchildren. Of the Gala, he says, “In my 
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opinion it’s a demonstration against the Tories…It’s one day a year to 

show them that we’re here, we’re still here, we haven’t given up”.682 

Drawing upon the event’s history as a socialist demonstration of 

trade union strength, international solidarity, and community 

representation, the Gala now serves not just to celebrate this past but 

acts as a platform for present day movements and community 

regeneration. 683  As Matt Perry argues, in his 2019 introduction to 

Ellen Wilkinson’s The Town that was Murdered, ‘sometimes wrongly 

perceived as nostalgia, the Gala has become a model of how to retain 

a mass platform for the renewal of socialist politics, working-class 

identity and trade unionism’.684  

Indeed, alongside historic banners march current trade union 

banners, sometimes of those actively engaged in industrial action; in 

2016, for example, striking teaching assistants marched with the 

Unison banner as part of their protest against pay cuts.685 Pertinently, 

despite the Gala’s intrinsic historical link to the coal industry, it now 

embraces a focus upon renewable energy, and the just transition 

discussed at the start of this chapter. For the first time, in 2023, the 

Gala included a ‘climate bloc’; the North East Climate Justice 

Coalition marched with a banner declaring ‘Coal is our Heritage, 

Green Jobs our Future’.   

 In many ways, therefore, the Gala offers a snapshot view the 

contemporary political priorities, actions, and struggles, being one day 

 

682 Harry Nixon, Interview with the Author. 
683 Stephenson and Wray, ‘Emotional Regeneration through Community Action’, 
2005. 
684 Matt Perry, ‘Introduction to New Edition’, in The Town That Was Murdered, by 

Ellen Wilkinson (Dagenham: Merlin Press, 2019), vii–xxiv. 
685 Bruce Unwin, ‘Teaching Assistants to March in Miners’ Gala Parade.’, The 

Northern Echo, 13 June 2016, 
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a year in which current movements and campaigns crystalise into one 

visible event in the North East.686 In 2017, for instance, the chairman 

of the Fire Brigade’s Union Matt Wrack, delivered an impassioned 

speech about the governmental failings that led to the Grenfell fire a 

month earlier, and in 2023, Labour MP Zarah Sultana addressed the 

ongoing cost of living crisis occurring in the UK.687 As such, the Gala 

is historic in its origins, and the day is steeped in rich history, but it 

also remains highly attuned to the present day, evolving each year to 

address contemporary concerns.    

Interviewee Oonagh Claber is conscious of both the Gala’s 

history and its relevance today. Speaking of the continued socialist 

basis of the Gala in the present day, she comments:  

“I mean, it is still about--I kind of get cross when people kind of go 

mad saying 'the union's doing this about the miner's'...but it's a union 

event! That's what it's about, do you know what I mean? It is a union 

organised event. And so, therefore--you know--you don't want the 

National Front there because actually, it's not their--it's not their 

gig.”688 

 

However, later in our interview, she also adds:  

 

“I think what's also important is to remember that a lot of the stuff that 

was done with the unions and stuff like that, when we talk about the 

Miner's Gala, it has made things better for everybody else in the 

world, in the country, you know what I mean? In terms of safety--so 

all of those things are important. So the strikes are important in the 

sense that--that it wasn't just about more money. It's about safety. So 

 

686 Gillian Whitley, ‘From Being One to Being-in-Common: Political 

Performativity, Proxemics, and the Joys of Provisional Unity’, Performance Matters 

4, no. 3 (2018): 101; Perry, ‘Introduction to New Edition’. 
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it's I think all of those things are kind of important, do you know what 

I mean? I think just... yeah, that's what should be remembered.”689 

 

Within this testimony, Oonagh demonstrates an awareness of how the 

union activity of miners, here exemplified in the Gala, has continued 

to influence industrial relations in the present day. At the same time, 

her words stake a powerful claim to the coal industry’s relevance to 

the national history of the United Kingdom, and in particular, County 

Durham’s contribution within that.  

 Whilst during his interview, Jonathan expresses his regret that 

younger people in his ward seem disengaged with local politics, the 

Gala itself certainly continues to operate as an effective inter-

generational space in which politics and community converge. 690 

Liam Adamson, an interviewee introduced in the previous chapter 

discussing his upbringing in Meadowfield, speaks enthusiastically 

about his attendance of the Gala. He says he goes because of both 

“The social side and the solidarity”. Expanding on this, Liam says:  

“It’s supporting sort of like, a movement really against sort of the way 

that we can be treat over the, god knows how many years, a lot of the 

North East, or especially County Durham, where you see a lot of 

certain bits get done up or as I say, a lot of investment in certain 

places, other areas just don't get acknowledged really for it, but it’s 

more of a knowing that you'll stick by each other really. And it and it 

just seems a lot more of a community”.691 

The continued strength of the Gala, and the way in which younger 

people like Liam draw from it social and political meaning, certainly 

 

689 Ibid.  
690 Mary Mellor and Carol Stephenson, ‘The Durham Miners’ Gala and the Spirit of 
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does not fully counter the erasure of representative political space on a 

very local level. As discussed, local spaces such as working men’s 

clubs and welfare halls offered a much more consistent opportunity 

for political socialisation and education and ensured intrinsic links 

between community relations and politics. However, the Gala does 

allow for the inter-generational transmission of examples of solidarity, 

resistance, and political strength. 692  Just as David Nettleingham 

observes in the Nottinghamshire coalfield, noting the intergenerational 

significance of the miners’ strike and the ‘canonization of the last 

generation of miners’, the Durham Miners’ Gala also becomes a 

resource for political identity in the present.693  

 As Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite suggests, nostalgia can be a 

powerful political tool to contest a sense of invisibility and 

marginalisation, if deployed correctly within politics.694 The Gala is 

one such example of this in practice. As such, despite the ongoing 

debates regarding the Labour Party’s position within the North East, 

and wider concerns about the political future of the region, the Gala is 

evidence in itself that there remains a powerful strand of grassroots 

political impetus in the region. Whilst deindustrialisation may have 

fundamentally altered or erased former everyday spaces for political 

organisation, and disrupted transmission of this across generations, the 

Gala serves as a reminder that the former mining communities of the 

region retain the potential to build from the past and spur renewal 

efforts from below.  

 

 

692 Liam Adamson, Interview with the Author. 
693 David Nettleingham, ‘Canonical Generations and the British Left: The Narrative 

Construction of the Miners’ Strike 1984–85’, Sociology 51, no. 4 (2017): 850–64. 
694 Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, ‘“Reopen the Coal Mines”? Deindustrialisation 

and the Labour Party’, The Political Quarterly 92, no. 2 (1 April 2021): 246–54. 
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Conclusion 

 

As this chapter has demonstrated, the past certainly holds a strong 

influence over present day politics in County Durham. However, 

rather than an uncritical, nostalgic longing for what once was, appeals 

to the past are nuanced and multifaceted. Aspects of a collective 

memory of the region’s industrial past are drawn upon selectively by 

different interviewees, in ways that align with their present political 

priorities. What is clear is that there is anger, and a structural sense of 

loss for people across the political spectrum in County Durham, and a 

strong awareness of the regional inequalities at play.  

Deindustrialisation is a process that was “willed” into being by 

political actors, and as such, the political landscape of deindustrialised 

spaces is engaged in an emotional relationship with this past that has 

crossed generations.695  

The regional inequalities experienced by the North East, most 

potently in the semi-rural villages that formerly centred around 

industry, continue in spite of recent pledges to ‘level up’ the area to 

counter the economic and social marginalisation of the area through 

deindustrialisation. The testimony of a small number of individuals, as 

is quoted here, is in no way conclusive as to the reasoning for the 

recent political changes seen in County Durham, or the UK’s post-

industrial regions more broadly. People’s relationship to politics is 

also often highly personal and complex. At times, individuals seem to 

demonstrate contradictory consciousness, recognising the lived 

realities of deindustrialisation in acknowledging unequal regional 

development and working-class erasure, whilst simultaneously 

drawing upon hegemonic discourses and existing power structures to 

 

695 Phillips, ‘Deindustrialization and the Moral Economy of the Scottish Coalfields, 

1947 to 1991’, ed 2013. 
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inform their political choices. The oral testimony quoted here shows 

how the complexities of people’s political understanding defies 

arbitrary definition, and problematises the very idea that we can 

accurately categorise the political affiliations of individuals and 

communities at all; consciousness is not singular or static, and as such, 

the way that people engage with politics is much more complex than 

the ‘red wall’ or ‘left behind’ conceptualisations suggest. 

The oral history testimony quoted above demonstrates that 

people remain hopeful that renewal is possible for the region. In line 

with ideas of a ‘just transition’, interviewees express their opinions of 

the multiple ways in which the region’s industrial past can be used 

progressively, whether through attracting new industries to brownfield 

sites or the embracing of a new green industrial revolution. Of course, 

opinions of how to achieve this politically are divided, and this 

chapter has certainly shown that there now exist complex relationships 

with the Labour Party, who’s history is so fundamentally tied to the 

region’s former industry. Regardless of this, as we see from the 

continued strength of the Durham Miners’ Gala, the region still holds 

the potential for grassroots political organisation and regeneration of 

former community strength that builds upon the memories inherited 

from the industrial past.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

This thesis has provided a detailed exploration of cross-generational 

experiences of coal mine closures in County Durham, critically 

examining how the industrial past continues to shape everyday life in 

the deindustrialised present. By focusing on the interplay of memory, 

place, and generational identity, this research makes a significant 

contribution to the field of deindustrialisation studies, offering new 

insights into the long-term social, cultural, and political legacies of 

industrial decline in the UK.  

Through the use of life narrative oral histories, it has looked to 

understand how the macro-processes of capitalism have shaped the 

micro-processes of former industrial villages in the Durham coalfield. 

In doing so, it adds to the already rich, cross-disciplinary field of 

deindustrialisation studies. It is situated within the relatively recent 

body of literature that considers the long-term social, cultural, and 

political legacies of deindustrialisation in the United Kingdom by 

adopting this approach in relation to County Durham. Whilst existing 

research about the area predominantly focuses upon communities to 

the east, the former sites of coastal collieries, here the research has 

turned attention to communities in the west that have otherwise 

largely been neglected.  

 This research has relied extensively on oral history as a 

methodological tool to explore the lived experiences of industrial 

closure, positioning it as a crucial method for uncovering the nuanced 

emotional and psychological impacts of deindustrialisation that are 

otherwise absent in archival or written records. The use of life 

narrative interviews has allowed this thesis to capture the complexities 
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of memory and its role in shaping both individual and collective 

identities across generations. This approach not only enriches the 

historiography of deindustrialisation but also highlights the value of 

oral history in documenting the ongoing, lived realities of 

communities navigating the legacies of industrial decline.  

For as Paul Thompson contends, the value of oral history lies 

not so much in what it tells us about events but in what it reveals 

about 'how these are experienced and remembered in the 

imagination'.696 Indeed, in probing autobiographical memory through 

life narrative interviews, this research highlights the complex 

understandings of deindustrialisation and the ongoing emotional 

responses to the associated economic and social change. 

 Although this thesis is historical in its approach, it has as much 

discussed the present and the future of the villages of County Durham 

as it has their past. Memory, contends Frisch, is 'living history, the 

remembered past that exists in the present'.697 As such, memory is an 

actively changing and adapting phenomenon, understood best as a 

process rather than an absolute fact. As Misztal observes, 'the 

reconstruction of the past always depends on present-day identities 

and contexts'.698  

 

"Imagined Communities" after Deindustrialisation 

 

 

696 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, 162. 
697 Michael H. Frisch, A shared authority : essays on the craft and meaning of oral 

and public history (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990). 
698 Barbara A. Misztal, Theories of Social Remembering (Buckingham: Open 

University Press, 2003). 
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This thesis began with an examination of the historical development 

of coal mining villages in Durham, using the theoretical framework 

established by spatial theorists such as Henri Lefebvre to understand 

the centrality of industry to these communities. By applying 

Lefebvre's concept that ‘(Social) space is a (social) product,’ this 

research has revealed how the physical and social spaces of these 

villages were deeply intertwined with industrial activity and how their 

transformation through deindustrialisation has significantly altered 

community dynamics. 699  This spatial approach has provided a critical 

lens for understanding the profound impact of industrial closure on 

both the material and social landscapes of County Durham. By 

analysing the production of space historically, we gain insight into the 

processes that have shaped the experiences shared in interviews 

conducted in the present.  

 In adopting this approach, this thesis adds to the existing 

literature on the paternalist beginnings of Durham's coal mining 

villages. It has demonstrated the manner in which global forces of 

industrial capitalism brought these settlements into existence, but 

more pertinently, how patterns of control and dependency were 

entrenched through representations of paternalist space. Relatedly, this 

approach has allowed for a greater understanding of the development 

of representative space within the villages through both formal union 

politics and within spaces of leisure and recreation. Most 

fundamentally, however, assessing the villages spatially in this way 

has underscored the centrality of industry, which has allowed for a 

greater exploration of the significant impact of industrial closure.  

 

699 Lefebvre, The Production of Space. 
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Moreover, this thesis has extended this analysis across the 

threshold of nationalisation. Despite the nationalisation of the United 

Kingdom's coal mines being heralded as a significant success for the 

miners and their union, the change did little to unembed the wider 

colliery villages from their dependence upon a central industry. 

Indeed, this continued to play out spatially; where once housing was 

owned by the coal company, for instance, it was now owned by the 

National Coal Board. As demonstrated, this had significant long-term 

consequences once industry was removed. 

For example, the sale of both NCB-owned and council housing 

has introduced difficult changes. In discussing the purchase of 

property by buy-to-let landlords, for instance, Norman is concerned 

with their lack of upkeep, as well as the dwindling numbers of 'old 

Bearpark families'. Whilst villages had once been highly regulated 

spaces- either through company paternalism or state management- this 

sense of order is increasingly disappearing. Likewise, even spaces 

forged in opposition to this control, those that served as representative 

spaces for industrial workers, like the Working Men's Club, have 

become increasingly defunct in the absence of the social relations that 

required them. 

Indeed, this thesis has also explored the centrality of industry 

within people's memory. As has been shown, the colliery- and 

associated sites like the pit heaps- figure prominently within 

interviewees' recollections of their childhood. Interviewee Robin 

Chapman went so far as to describe the village of Bearpark as the 

'colliery complex'; indeed, this conceptualisation of space as so 

centred around industry is shared within a number of older 

participant's testimony. Moreover, despite the highly regulated nature 

of space within the villages that has been outlined, interviewee 

narratives stress the supportive social networks of mutual aid and self-

sufficiency, omitting discussions of inequalities and control. 
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In interrogating these recollections of past communities, this 

thesis has highlighted the dynamic and ever-shifting nature of 

memory, particularly how nostalgia and the experiences of the 

deindustrialised present have shaped mythologised constructions of an 

idealised community. By focusing on the intergenerational 

transmission of memory, this research has shown how these nostalgic 

narratives serve not only as psychological comfort but also as a means 

of asserting belonging and authenticity in a rapidly changing 

landscape. These findings underscore the importance of memory as a 

living, evolving force that continues to influence how communities 

understand their past and navigate their future. 

What is more, because these intricate descriptions of the 

village's past often form key elements of people's personal life 

narratives- for instance, Marion Wilson’s description of her 

grandfather's role in sinking Bearpark's coal mine- they can also be 

seen as powerful claims to authenticity and belonging to place in the 

present. This seems particularly necessary within the changing spatial 

context of the villages following deindustrialisation, where historic 

spaces of representation can only represent you if you have an 

emotional link to their former purpose and industrial origins.  

As well as exploring these memories of industrial communities, 

this thesis has also problematised them, questioning their supposed 

homogeneity and stability. Indeed, to return to the argument of 

Assman, drawing on a collective memory is a way of asserting 'We 

are this' but also 'We are not them'. 700  Insularity within social 

relations, by its very nature, excludes. This thesis has demonstrated 

alternative memories of place and community by introducing the 

 

700 Assmann, Moses the Egyptian: The Memory of Egypt in Western Monotheism. 
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testimony of those beyond the close-knit networks that centred around 

industry. For people like interviewee Stefan, deindustrialisation 

actually marked the start of a more 'normal' way of life as the 

industrial networks from which he and his family were excluded 

began to dissolve. 

A more complex aspect of exclusion relates to experiences of 

industrial ill-health and disability. The coal industry, especially before 

nationalisation, was characterised by dangerous working conditions 

that made illness, injury, disability, and death common occurrences 

within coalfield communities. For some interviewees, their memories 

centre around the tight-knit networks of community support during 

times of illness or grief; in these cases, the community acted as a 

safety net, offering emotional and practical assistance. Conversely, 

however, other interviewees recall experiences marked by isolation 

and stigma, particularly in relation to work-related psychological 

distress. As such, this often meant that those suffering from 

psychological distress faced not only the burden of ill-health but also a 

societal reluctance to acknowledge or address it. In such cases, 

individuals found themselves doubly marginalised, both by their 

condition and by the prevailing cultural norms that expected men to 

embody a stoic and unyielding masculinity. 

This is particularly pertinent due to the manner in which both 

industrial ill health and understandings of it has crossed generations. 

Significantly, the mechanisms employed to cope with disability, 

namely increased alcohol consumption and displays of performative 

masculinity through violence, were reflected within the responses to 

deindustrialisation and unemployment. Gary, in particular, is attentive 

to this, discussing how his grandfather’s alcoholism and violence 

translated into the same patterns of behaviour from his father, and 

how he has since actively worked to deconstruct these inherited 

beliefs and behaviours within his own life.  
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County Durham within a dominant narrative of 

deindustrialisation 

The miners' strike of 1984-85 is often positioned as a watershed 

moment for the coal industry of the United Kingdom. A number of 

interviewees quoted remember it as such. Whilst acknowledging this, 

this thesis has also problematised this timeline in relation to County 

Durham, extracting the discussion of deindustrialisation from the 

'stranglehold' of a strike-centric narrative. 701   For whilst a small 

number of coal mines on the eastern coast of the county were still in 

operation by the time of the strike, all but one in the west were already 

closed. The one remaining colliery there, Bearpark, closed three 

weeks into the strike action. Indeed, the process of deindustrialisation 

had been occurring in County Durham in earnest since the 1960s.  

Nevertheless, it is essential to recognise that whilst the strike and its 

subsequent defeat did not mark the start of deindustrialisation in 

County Durham, they still signify a pivotal moment within a changing 

political and social landscape. Previous closures had offered the 

possibility of relocating to alternative collieries, but with an 

increasingly smaller number of collieries to transfer to by the late 

twentieth century, many miners were left with no choice but to accept 

redundancy pay outs. This had a profound impact, particularly on the 

younger generation at the time, as they were the first cohort entering 

adulthood within an almost entirely deindustrialised context. As such, 

their memories are characterised by the realities of a region in 

transition, where the economic and social landscape was being 

reshaped by political forces beyond their control. 

Therefore, the dominant narrative of deindustrialisation still serves a 

purpose for interviewees despite their own experiences not fitting 

 

701 Arnold, ‘“Like Being on Death Row”’. 
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neatly within it. The testimony used in this thesis demonstrates how 

individuals navigate the interplay between personal and collective 

memory by utilising the broader narrative of the miners' strike as a 

cultural reference point to make sense of their own experiences. For 

individuals like Eric, whose father relocated following industrial 

closure in the 1960s, relating to this overarching narrative, rooted in 

collective memory, offers a sense of composure and connection to a 

broader historical context. 

Similarly, for younger individuals who have no lived experience of 

their community's former industry, drawing upon an inter-generational 

collective memory of the past can help comprehend the affective 

residues of loss within deindustrialised places. However, in some 

instances, as is the case for interviewee Liam, they may also find 

themselves excluded from such transmissions of memory due to their 

position as 'strangers' with no direct connection to a place's past. In 

order to make sense of the social and physical landscape that 

surrounded him growing up, Liam turns to popular representations of 

deindustrialisation to inform his understanding of place.  

 At the same time, the strike period seems to mark a significant 

change in approach towards preserving and commemorating the 

industrial past. Just as Nora contends, the acceleration of time creates 

a sort of 'commemorative vigilance', or an obsession to record and 

preserve in order to retain some sense of memory and meaning.702 To 

return to Jonathan's articulation of this in his interview, 'when pits first 

started closing, the idea that you would need to try and find some way 

of conserving that heritage, probably just wasn't on people's minds…I 

guess people at the at the back end of it, they knew what was 

 

702 Nora, Les Lieux de Mémoire. 
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happening, the writing was on the wall, at that point, so they did what 

they could to capture the remnants of heritage that were being lost'. 

Yet in doing so, the idea of industrial communities and their 

experiences of deindustrialisation becomes increasingly historically 

fixed, enforcing this dominant narrative at the expense of 

understanding experiences of earlier closures. Despite the lack of 

formal commemoration, people in communities like Brandon, who 

experienced deindustrialisation earlier, still very much turn to the 

industrial past in their life narratives and position closure as a 

significant rupture. In including their testimony here, this thesis takes 

a small step towards addressing the invisibility of these experiences 

amidst the dominant, popular understanding of deindustrialisation. 

 

 

The Future of the Industrial Past 

 

Whilst this thesis has outlined some of the enduring painful legacies 

of industrial closure in County Durham, it has also identified within 

interviewees’ narratives elements of hope and optimism. In doing so, 

it has challenged conceptualisations that position residents of 

deindustrialised areas as perpetual victims of decline, ‘left behind’ 

within modern society. As Svetlana Boym contends, a turn to memory 

and an engagement with nostalgia does not always signify an 

uncritical urge to reconstruct the past.703 Instead, people can and do 

engage with the past critically and reflexively, drawing upon relevant 

elements to suit the present needs and construct ideas for the future.  

 

703 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 2001. 
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This does not mean that these engagements with the past are free of 

tension. Indeed, this thesis has demonstrated the significant debates 

and struggles for meaning that surround individual engagement with 

the industrial past. This is apparent both within everyday practices of 

remembering, for instance, the conflicting interpretations of what 

constitutes heritage and whose experiences it represents, and within 

broader discussions of the political, economic, and social needs of the 

area. There is no singular interpretation of the past, just as there is no 

singular interpretation of the present.  

This thesis has contributed to the broader academic debates 

surrounding deindustrialisation by unpacking the complexities that lie 

behind the oversimplified narratives of ‘left behind’ deindustrialised 

areas and the recent political shifts, such as the fall of the ‘red wall’ in 

northern England. By engaging deeply with individual testimonies, 

this research has revealed the multifaceted and often contradictory 

nature of political consciousness in these communities, challenging 

the notion of static or monolithic political identities. Instead, it has 

shown how memories of the industrial past and the present realities of 

deindustrialisation are intricately woven into the fabric of 

contemporary political life, offering a more nuanced understanding of 

these so-called ‘left behind’ regions. As has been shown, it is a rather 

difficult feat to articulate all of this within a life narrative interview. 

Whilst people may indicate a stronger connection to one political 

party, actual conversations reveal that consciousness, like memory, 

remains in flux. 

Moreover, this thesis has stepped beyond the rather obsessive focus 

upon national politics, that too often serves to generalise the 

experiences of deindustrialised areas and situate them firmly in 

decline. Instead, it has outlined some of the myriad of ways the past is 

drawn upon as a resource for renewal in County Durham. In doing so, 

it has built upon existing work on the Durham Miners’ Gala as a 
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source of emotional regeneration, by providing an updated assessment 

of the event, but so too has the oral history testimony here has 

explored some of the more everyday practices of remembering that 

serve a similar purpose. In particular, it has demonstrated how the 

fostering of cross-generational understanding of the past allows 

younger people to engage critically with sites of deindustrialisation in 

the present and find useful meanings within the residues of industry.  

 By challenging dominant conceptualisations that position 

residents of deindustrialised areas as passive victims of decline, this 

research has illuminated how these communities critically and 

reflexively engage with their past. These engagements reveal a deep 

resilience and a capacity for renewal, as residents draw upon their 

industrial heritage to navigate the present and envision a future that 

honours, yet moves beyond, the legacies of their past. This thesis, 

therefore, not only contributes to the academic discourse on 

deindustrialisation but also offers a hopeful perspective on the 

potential for regeneration in post-industrial communities. 
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EPILOGUE 

 

The paragraphs below are written by interviewee Robin Chapman, 

who sent this to me around ten days after our interview took place. 

His words provide a fitting epilogue for this thesis, in the way in 

which his writing, mostly autobiographical in nature, represents the 

village of Bearpark as a space transformed through time by industry. 

In writing about the community of the past, Robin is equally 

commenting upon the present. His concluding words, ‘never to be 

seen again’ encapsulate a sense of loss and finality, but in his very 

writing about it as an extended contribution to his own life narrative, 

Robin demonstrates how his idea of a disappeared mining community 

continues to hold relevance in his own life today.  

“What made a mining village different from other villages? 

I have based my comments and observations on the mining village of 

Bearpark from 1939 to 1964. When the pit was sunk in 1872, 

Bearpark was a very small wholly agricultural community consisting 

of a few farms. Mining brought a need for workers and industrial 

skills to construct and operate the mine.  Houses were built firstly for 

the shaft sinkers and later on for the coal miners themselves. When 

these workers arrived, they must have known that they had to create a 

self-supporting community which they did in a surprisingly short 

time. 

When I consider the operation of the mine and the associated works it 

was a model of self- sufficiency.  Coal was brought to the surface 

where it was washed to separate stone from coal. Stone was discarded 

and formed into slag heaps.  The best coal was separated to be 

processed into coke which had a higher value than coal and was a first 

stage of added value.  When coal was heated in the coke ovens the 

gaseous compounds evolved were not discharged to the atmosphere 

but were considered as valuable by-products and processed to produce 

coal gas, coal tar, sulphate of ammonia, creosote, naphthalene oil and 

petroleum (benzene) all of which were sold as added value to the 

basic coal product.  The coal gas was cleaned and burned to heat the 

coke ovens and to power large gas engines connected to electricity 

generators which supplied all the electricity for all the industrial plant 

and the village of Bearpark and part of Ushaw Moor together with 

nearby farms. Waste heat from the coke oven flues was passed 
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through boilers which provided all the steam services used in the by-

product process including driving steam turbines in the exhauster 

house and giant paddles used to separate coal tar in the gaseous stream 

before being passed on to the other distillation processes. Water for 

the process was drawn from the River Browney and after used to cool 

the coke was sent to a sump for settlement of solids before being 

returned to the river. The settled solids were mainly coke fines which 

were collected and when mixed with a small amount of cement were 

sold to make breeze blocks for the building trade.  Seggar clay was 

lifted from the mine and this was used to make firebricks which were 

essential maintenance material for the coke ovens themselves. 

This shows that the colliery complex was a self-sustaining industrial 

process with little need for external sources.  When you combine this 

idea with the creation of the mining community once the houses were 

built for the miners the colliery complex provided work and a coal 

allowance for heating their houses, and all manner of skills.  This also 

became largely self-sustaining.  Amenities such as the church and 

chapels, the school, the miner’s welfare hall etc soon followed.  The 

Co-op store provided food, clothes, butchery and drapery and even 

funeral services.  In addition, many miners kept hens either in their 

own gardens or at the nearby allotments. Gardens and allotments were 

used mainly for the production of food. The Doctor lived in the village 

and provided a round the clock service to his patients as did his father 

before him. Car ownership was mainly limited to the Doctor, the 

colliery manager the colliery agent and the store manager. Local farms 

provided staples such as potatoes and milk delivered to the homes. A 

cobbler had premises in the colliery houses and kept the population 

well shod. So, the village folk were to a great extent, independent and 

had little need to travel far from the village.  They made their own 

entertainment such as the billiard hall, reading room, working men’s 

club and village pub. There was a recreational ground near to the 

colliery houses with a football field, a cricket field and bowling 

greens. Combine this independence with the acknowledged trust each 

miner had with his workmates as each depended on each other to keep 

themselves as safe as they could in the undoubtedly dangerous 

environment or the colliery.  The village policeman lived in the 

community and socialised with the miners. Serious crime was 

virtually unknown and the people policed themselves to a large extent. 

Excursions were organised to places like South Shields or Redcar and 

a fleet of buses would take hundreds of families on their annual 

outing. For many this was the only time they left the village. 

Truly a unique way of life and common to mining villages across the 

country. Never to be seen again.  

Robin Chapman” 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A- Participant Information Sheet 

 

Participant Information Sheet for Interviewees 

 

 

Title of Study: The Industrial Past in the Deindustrialised Present: A Cross-Generational 

Oral History of County Durham Mining Towns 

You are being invited to take part in an audio-recorded oral history interview, as part of 

research into experiences of industrial closure in County Durham and how this has affected 

life in the ex-mining villages in the decades that followed up until the present day.  

 

Before you decide whether or not you wish to take part it is important that you understand 

why the research is being done and what it will involve.  Please read this information 

carefully and discuss it with others if you wish.  Take time to decide whether or not you wish 

to take part.  If you do decide to take part, you will be asked to sign a consent form.  

However, you are free to withdraw at any time, without giving any reason.  

 

What is the purpose of the research? 

The research is an updated exploration of County Durham mining villages, that have largely 

been overlooked in existing studies and reports into industrial closure. It aims to examine how 

ideas of community, identity and heritage have changed in the decades following the closure 

of the pits, and how the social, economic and political feelings of the villages have been 

affected. For this reason, the research is cross-generational, to understand how different 

generations understand their relationship with the village and its industrial past. 

 

Oral history allows people to contribute their own experiences and opinions about the history 

of their communities and your participation is incredibly valuable in this research.  

 

Who is carrying out the research?  

My name is Katherine, and I’m a History PhD candidate at Newcastle University, funded by 

the Northern Bridge Consortium. I expect to complete my PhD in 2022/2023, at which time 

the findings of this research will be put together as my dissertation. All participants will be 

welcome to access this and any related work I produce over the course of my PhD.  

 

Why have I been invited to take part? 
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You have been asked to take part because of your connection to a former mining village. You 

do not need to have any special knowledge of the village’s history or have any direct 

relationship to mining yourself.   

 

What does taking part involve? 

Participants will be taking part in an oral history interview, which is an opportunity for you to 

share your experiences of life in a former mining village. You are free to share as much or as 

little as you wish about yourself and your life within the interview, and there is no right or 

wrong response to any of the questions.  

 

The interviews are expected to last between 1 to 3 hours, but this will vary for each 

participant and depend on what you choose to discuss during the interview. At any point, you 

can ask to take a break, continue on another day, or terminate the interview. Due to Covid-19, 

interviews will take place remotely, and will be using a videocall platform such as Zoom or 

Skype. Only the audio will be recorded and stored securely. You may wish to let the 

interviewer know if you have a preference over which platform is used for the call.   

 

It is a flexible process, and there are no set dates and times which you have to commit to. If 

you have any special requirements for the interview, please let the interviewer know so that 

these can be accommodated to make the interview as convenient as possible for you.  

 

Has this study received ethical approval? 

This study has received ethical approval from Newcastle University on. There are no 

identified risks to participants in this research.  

 

What will happen to your interview? 

Your interview will be recorded then written down (transcribed). You have the right to put your own 

name to your interview recording and transcript or to use a pseudonym (in which case your name 

will never be used in any publication). You will be sent a copy of the recording and transcription, to 

check that you are happy with the recording and how it has been written down. 

 

In order to use your material in any publications we must ask you to sign a Recording Agreement 

Form. If you wish, your interview can also be used by subsequent historians and researchers who 

might wish to consult the archived interviews (subject to your further agreement via the Recording 

Agreement Form completed at the conclusion of the interview). The University will be processing 

the personal data within your interview and transcripts as part of the performance of a task carried 

out in the public interest in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR May 

2018). Please see the notes at the bottom of this document for information about Data Protection.  

 

Please consider these issues and if you agree to be interviewed, you will be asked to complete a 

Recording Agreement Form before the interview takes place This protects your legal rights and 

ensures that your interview recording and transcript are properly and professionally archived and 
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looked after. This is in line with your legal rights and the moral, ethical and legal requirements laid 

down by the UK Oral History Society. 

For any questions about the research, please contact: 

Katherine Waugh 

Email: k.waugh3@newcastle.ac.uk 

 

 

Data Protection Information 

 

Newcastle University will be using information from you in order to undertake this research 

study and will act as the data controller for this study.  This means that Newcastle University 

is responsible for looking after your information and using it properly.  When we use 

information from people who have agreed to take part in research, we ensure that it is in the 

public interest.   

 

Your rights to access, change or move your information once it has been stored are limited, as 

Newcastle University needs to manage your information in specific ways in order for the 

research to be reliable and accurate.  If you withdraw from the study, Newcastle University 

will keep the information about you that has already been obtained.  To safeguard your rights, 

the minimum personally-identifiable information will be used.   

You can find out more about how Newcastle University uses your information 

at http://www.ncl.ac.uk/data.protection/PrivacyNotice and/or by contacting Newcastle 

University’s Data Protection Officer (Maureen Wilkinson, rec-man@ncl.ac.uk).  

  

We will use your name and contact details to contact you about the research 

study. Individuals at Newcastle University may look at your research data to check the 

accuracy of the research study.  The only individuals at Newcastle University who will have 

access to information that identifies you will be individuals who need to contact you 

regarding the research and management of your data.  

 

If you agree to take part in the research study, information provided by you may be shared 

with researchers running other research studies at Newcastle University and in other 

organisations.  Your information will only be used by organisations and researchers to 

conduct research. This information will not identify you and will not be combined with other 

information in a way that could identify you.  The information will only be used for research 

purposes and cannot be used to contact you.   

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ncl.ac.uk/data.protection/PrivacyNotice
mailto:rec-man@ncl.ac.uk
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