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“Tis incredible what vast quantities of faggots used to be laid up at Woolwich, Erith and Dartford; but since the taverns at London are come to make coal fires in their upper rooms, the trade declines” – De Foe’s ‘Tour’, 1742.


It is well for me that in these desultory Rambles, my purpose is limited to collecting whatever I may meet with of quaint or curious or instructive, without pretending to the completeness of History. Every town and village has its story, but that story is more often acted than told, and as the actors die out, their tale of life and labour is all forgotten. Who was the first among the cottagers of Bedworth, who, allowed by the Lord of the Manor to cut Heath or Fern or Peat for fuel on the common, found that there was a still better Fuel in the Black Seams, which, at certain places, cropped up to the surface? Were there disputes, as was really the case at Wednesbury, as to whether the rights of the tenants to get fuel on the Common included the right to get coal? Whether by the Lord of the Manor or his tenants, it is evident that the mines were really worked when in 1603, Bedworth, “with the coalmines there” was granted to Clement Fisher by Queen Elizabeth; but it must not be supposed that mining operations would be on comparison either in magnitude or mechanical appliances, with those of the present day. I have no particulars of the actual working of the ancient coal pits in Warwickshire; but one near Wolverhampton, visited in 1640 by Dr. Plot, the historian of Staffordshire, is described as having a square shaft, the sides supported by scantling timber, up which the coals were drawn by a common windlass. It is somewhat remarkable that, when the cutting was made for the Coventry and Nuneaton railway, similar square shafts with timber sides, long disused and forgotten, were uncovered near the ancient Colly-Croft, and were filled up with the debris of the cutting. A gentleman, under the signature of Gilbert Gerard, has recently contributed to the ‘Notes and Queries’ column of a Birmingham contemporary, some curious extracts from the memoirs of a Family named Hinton, of Coventry, from which it may be incidentally learned that John Pym, who led the House of Commons with consummate courage and sagacity in its struggle with Charles I., and whom Clarendon describes, with intense hatred, as “the most popular man and the most able to do hurt, that have lived at any time; - this, Pym, the wisest and greatest of Demagogues, was, about 1640, a partner in one or other of these Warwickshire Coal-mines which was actually worked by Isaac Bramidge. I hope Mr. Gerard will pardon me for transcribing the passage. It is Samuel Hinton, of Coventry, who writes: -


“A great rumour was spread yt I should be questioned for calling Mr. Pim [Pym] a collier. The occasion was this: The summer before, when ye Parliament was broke off, I was in discourse at Stoke Green about assistance to bee given to ye Kinge against ye Scotts, who were then upon theire march. In earnestness of dispute, I alleged some places of scripture to them; yt objected a Statute yt ye subject out of Parliament was not bound to anie tax. I urged ye necessities at present and yt a Parliament could not bee soone called as to provide for ye imminent danger. They stood stiff upon ye Statute and I tould them, yf noe ruine might bee prevented, nor noe side given for our preservation to ye Kinge (though hee could not claime it as just due in regard of ye Law, yett had hee ye scripture of his side) it did declare they would doe more for Pim ye Collier than for ye Kinge): Pim at ye time holding cole pitts at Coventree, and young Samuel Hopkins my countreeman, and his brother-in-law, Mr. Babington, two young Barristers, arguinge against mee chiefly: and Hopkins relates it to Jesson his father-in-law, and beinge to sell some timber to Mr. Isaak Bramidge, a partner in ye cole pitts with Pim, they to ingratiate themselves and better theire bargaininge, made the work relation of this discourse of mine to Bramidge (a man of seveer spiritt); hee threatened; ye Puritans regoyced. Pim was informed, and I had notice from London, Oxford, Sussex, of this, and I know not what danger I was in. But when I spake the words (wch some had made worse) Pim was an ordinarie mortall man, for there was then noe Parliament, and hee but a private ill subject. Yett ye malice lay dormant until August, 1642, when ye Kinge came into Warwickshire.”


Somewhat later than the days of Pym and Bramidge, and down to times within the memory of very aged colliers, coals were brought to the surface by means of what was called a “Horse gin”, a huge wooden cylinder round which the rope or chain which drew up or let down the cage was coiled, or uncoiled, by horsepower, the horse, trained to his work, finding, by a humane and sensible arrangement, a tub of horse-corn ready for him when he came to the end of his tether. Those were the days when, at the great fair in Whitsun-week, Bedworth was crowded with horses, and with men who were of the horse horsey, for the demand for horses for the collieries brought in an annual supply, and the supply attracted buyers both from the collieries and all the country round, till Bedworth Horse Fair became one of the most famous in the Midlands. The Steam engine has changed all that, as it has changed much besides in this work-a-day world of ours. Perhaps only a few old gossips remember now that Bedworth ever had a horse-fair.


But the steam engine was not accepted without some incredulity and no little scorn. The Horse-gin had seemed to the slow, conservative, English temperament of the colliers, the perfection of human ingenuity. When it was first proposed to raise coals without the help of horses, the men looked at the queer engine, and the knowing people who thought themselves so clever, and expressed their contempt by naming the new-fangled machine a ‘sawney’. Perhaps there were difficulties and failures in getting the new machinery to work, and it seemed so uncommonly whimsical that any one should persist in attempting such a thing, that at least the engine was called a whimsey, and a whimsey it is called to this day. An old collier, named John Acres, who was alive within living memory, used to boast that he started the first Whimsey in Bedworth at the Black Bank. 


If the earlier contrivances for raising coal were rude and simple, they were perhaps sufficient to meet the demand. It was not coal but wood, which was burnt on the open hearths beneath the great chimneys yet to be found in the halls and parlours of Elizabethan manor houses. Coal was proscribed from the ‘best-rooms’ on account of its ‘noxious vapours’, and still more perhaps because the bright log, crackling and blazing cheerily on the hearth, was associated with pleasant memories of


“Jest and youthful jollity,


“Quips and cranks, and wanton wiles,


“Nods and becks and wreathèd smiles.”

By the pleasant firesides of English homes; and while the log blazed cheerily on the hearth, where “twas merry in hall when beards wagged all,” peat and moss and fern smouldered in the smoky cabins of the poor. In 1306, the use of sea-coal was prohibited in the city of London, the nobles and commons assembled in Parliament, alleging that it corrupted the air with its stink and smoke, and in the reign of Edward I., a man was actually executed for burning coal within the precincts of the city. (See Philps’ Progress of Great Britain) It was not till the stores of timber, in ancient forests like Arden, were nearly exhausted, and wood and charcoal and peat became too dear for common use, that ‘pit-coal,’ as it was called in the Midlands, or ‘sea-coal,’ as it was called in London where it was brought, then as now, by sea from the coal fields of Northumberland, became the ordinary fuel for English households. Nor was pit-coal received with more favour even by manufacturers. Until 1772, the furnaces of smelting iron were almost all fed with charcoal. As early as 1620, Dud Dudley, a natural son the Earl of Dudley, procured from James I., a patent for smelting iron with pit-coal; but though England was in danger of being deforested to supply wood for the charcoal required for iron-smelting, Dud Dudley was harassed by the jealousy of rival iron-masters, who clung to the old methods; a great flood swept away his works at Cradley; his jealous competitors succeeded in reducing the term of his patent from thirty one to fourteen years; a riotous mob, instigated by his rivals, invaded his works, cut his bellows to pieces, and broke down the machinery at the works where he renewed his labours after the flood; and he himself, engaging in the civil war on behalf of Charles I., whose cause he adopted with the passionate earnestness of a noble-hearted man, was cast into the Worcester Gaol under sentence of death, and barely escaped with his life in his hand. He died in 1684, and not until 1772 was his invention adopted by the British iron-smelters.


The transit of coal across country was as primitive as the mode in which it was raised. The deep-rutted country lanes, before the days of Mac-Adam, were ill-calculated for the passage of carts laden with heavy minerals, and the coals were laden at the pit mouth in panniers, borne by sure-footed asses. Donkeys carried coal in panniers in this manner to out-lying country villages in Warwickshire as late as the year 1820. Old men can yet remember to have seen them. A paragraph in the Coventry Mercury for August 10th, 1769, tells of the first loads of coals brought by water to the city of Coventry. It is as follows: -


“Two boats, loaded with coal, were brought up to this city along the canal from this side Bedworth. As these were the first boats of coal that ever made the passage, they were received with loud huzzas by the people assembled to witness their arrival.”


I have no data, which will enable me to say what wages were formerly paid to colliers, but unhappily there is but too conclusive evidence that their life was one fierce, hard struggle with poverty. When, in 1765, England was entering upon her disastrous struggle with her American colonies, bread rose to famine prices, and the colliers of Bedworth, unable to live on their meagre wages, made a lawless irruption into Coventry, where a riotous body sacked the warehouses of the cheese and corn factors. The same cause led to a similar outbreak in the year 1800, when the peace of Luneville, and the league of armed neutrality on the part of the northern powers, left England alone in the war with France, battling without an ally and with crippled commerce for the liberties of Europe. Aris’s Birmingham Gazette, for this year, states that wheat was 14s. a bushel. The country was filled with grievous complaints of the wickedness of Forestallers, Ingrossers, and Regraters, who prevented corn from being sold direct by the producer to the consumer. A later generation, accustomed to perfect freedom of trade, and having learned that distribution is almost as essential, to general prosperity, as production, can scarcely understand the indignation excited in the minds of our grandfathers by these terms. By Fore-stalling, was meant, to buy goods before they were brought into the public market or to the stall for sale. Ingrossing was the buying up of a whole commodity in the gross or one lot. By Regrating, was understood, to buy commodities in the market to sell them in the same market at a profit. These had been offences at the common Law from time immemorial. If a man intercepted and bought a load of corn or a drove of cattle on the way to any public market; if in the market he bought any large quantity of corn or other merchandise, in gross or wholesale as we should say; or if he bought a dozen chickens and resold them singly, in the same market at a profit; he was, in each case, subject to an indictment at common Law. When, as the result of a protracted war, bread rose to famine prices, the blame was laid on those who thus traded on the prospective changes of the market. I do not suppose that the colliers of Bedworth troubled themselves to consider whether these practises were consistent with the laws of political economy. They, poor fellows, only felt that after all their toil; wages were too small to buy the bread for which the little ones clamoured. Convictions at Common Law for forestalling and ingrossing brought no relief, and at last gaunt and hunger-eyed famine broke out into lawless violence. The colliers of Bedworth turned out in a body armed with staves and bludgeons. They marched into Nuneaton where some Jacobin enthusiast drew up a statement of grievances, and with this they visited the farmhouses, and under threat of wreck and riot, compelled the farmers to sign an agreement to sell their wheat at 7s. a bushel, bacon at 7d. A pound, and cheese at 4d. and in many cases proceeded to take possession of and sell them at the prices they themselves had fixed. Flushed with their lawless success the misguided fellows then marched on Coventry. The authorities were aware of their coming and the entrance to the city by Bishop Street was guarded by a line of soldiers. But the “grimy tribe” as the newspapers of the time called them, made their way into the city by bye-ways. They were joined by other hungry artisans, and the principal shops of bakers and cheesemongers were broken into and sacked, till the soldiers were at last ordered to charge and disperse the mob. Riot and outrage never yet did anything but harm those engaged, and beyond the destruction of property, the only result of this invasion of Nuneaton and Coventry was the imprisonment of the ringleaders of the mob and the enforcement of more stringent market regulations for the prevention of forestalling, ingrossing, and regrating. 

When in 1832 the cholera swept over England, there were twenty-six deaths in Bedworth from this disease alone in less than four months. In 1836, the squalid and crowded houses of the colliers again invited the angel of death. Between August 28th, 1836, and January 19th, 1837, no less than eighty-six deaths occurred from smallpox. I hear among those who can yet remember these terrible visitations, of no heartless desertions such as those, which marked the time when Englishmen fled panic-stricken from the plague. The sickly weaver and rough collier showed kindness and courage in the presence of the pestilence; but it is none the less necessary that the conditions on which health depends, cleanly homes, pure air, and untainted water, should be secured for those whose daily labour is never free from danger. Bedworth has done much to remedy sanitary defects in the last forty years. A Rambler may be forgiven for observing that there is yet room for further improvements. 

