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Pit Brow Girls |In London.
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t Brow Girls and
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PROTEST MEETING IN
WIGAN.

MR. 8. WALSH, M.P, AND
MR NEVILLE, M.P..
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"PIT BROW STIR’

written and researched by EILEEN MURFHY
music written and directed by KEITH MOHRIS

ACT I TAKES PLACE BETWEEN AUGUST AND NOVEMBEER 1911
ACT II TAEKES PLACE IN MARCH 1912
STSCRIPT, ., .. ,.THE PRESENT

THENTRE

AU LG

| LS

DIRECTOR . . s v ss s« « ROMY BASKERVILLE
DESTIGNER. « + « s s + « « NEIL. DUFFIELD

CAST There=a O0'Neill..coeeses Jane Cox

Dermot O'Neill....eo....John Middleton
Maggsie Henderson,...... Francesca Ryan
Jem HendersomN....«ss-«:.. James Hennessy
Eunice COOPEBT.ssessss 44 .Barbara Peirson
Mr Prentiss

i!!llil'lilG i
R ordon Wiseman
Annie Kenney)
Jimmy P .Eileen Kinsale
Cleaner
Stage Manager....ssess . Leo Atkin

Costumes made BY..ssus..Christine Smalley
Liz Puller
Debbie Rodgers

Hair by Gypsy of Atherton.

PIT PROP IS A PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY THEATRE COMPANY BASED IN THE WIGAN
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The Pit Brow Lasses

The Lancashire pit brow lasses are now no more than a memory,
sometimes romanticised and sometimes seen as just one aspect of
harder times long gone. But those who imagine the pit brow lasses
belong only to the distant past are quite mistaken. There were
women working in the Wigan coalfield up to the mid-=1950's.

Their history had been a long one.Having been prohibited from
working underground in 1842 they fought off several attempts to
exclude them from working on the surface,Our play focusses on one
such attempt in 1911. It was argued that the work was 'unsuitable

for women', but the women found strong support among the suffragettes
and they were supported too by their own employers who were
undoubtedly less concerned with women's right to work than they

were with the cheap labour the girls provided.

The miners' union was against female employment and although within
Lancashire itself opinion among miners was divided, the union as

a whole consistently argued that the work done by the women should
be given to men [EEPECiallY disabled miners).The same attitude
continued even after the women themselves were allowed to join the
union in 1919.

Although increasing mechanisation gradually reduced the number of
female surface workers there were still about 600 pit brow lasses

in the Wigan area in 1953. Their employment was finally brought to
an end as the result of an agreement in 1954 between the recently-
formed NCB and the miners' union. No more pit brow women were to be
recruited and many of the existing ones were sacked. Disabled miners
were to be favoured for surface work, The very last pit brow lass
finished work at a Whitehaven pit on 1st July 1972,

An ironie twist is that wvery shortly
after this,women began working
underground in American coal mines.
Over 2000 of them are now employed
in a whole variety of jobs,including
facework., A similar situation exists
in parts of present-day China.

But attitudes in this country have
not altered. NUM president Joe
Gormley had this to say earlier this
vear:

'"We worked too hard and too long to
get women and kids out of the pits
to put them back there now, and I
bloody well won't have a woman cCown a
mine as long as I'm president.’

A woman miner waits to go
underground in Virginia,USA,

Research and preparation

As well as spending a great deal of time researching the written
history of the pit brow lasses and ploughing through contemporary
newspapers, Eileen Murphy interviewed about 40 local ex-pit brow
women as well as miners,NCB officials,union officials and a mine
wner., ihe whole company went down Parsonage Colliery,visited the

coal preparation plant at Bickershaw Collierv,the Salford Mining
Musens and Windy Arbour pit he men spent half a dav working '_:'|
is a simnliated mins at Boothstown Rescope Station a:;-::an:‘n:
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The work

Pit brow lasses worked at a whole range of jobs on the pit surface,
In the early days they cleaned the dirt and slack out of the coal
with hand-riddles and shovelled the coal into wagons for transport-
ation, As more pits introduced mechanisation women were employed

to pull full tubs of coal (weighing between 8 and 11 cwts) out of
the cage and into 'tipplers' which emptied out the coal onto belts
and screens where more women picked out the dirt by hand. Though
conditions varied from pit to pit,very often they worked in the
open air in all weathers and in extremely dusty conditions.They
were also employed as points women and tally snatchers,they filled
railway wagons and barges. They worked on the dirt rooks and in

the lamp room, But as time went on they were confined more and more
to the coal-cleaning belts where they worked mostly in teams of
between 10 and 20 women to a belt. At no time were they ever trained
to operate machinery.So as mechanisation gradually took over many
of the manual tasks on the surface,at the same time making the work
easier,lighter and safer, the women were employed in fewer and
fewer numbers and limited to work on the picking belts. Howewver
there were exceptions. We interviewed one ex-pit brow lass who was
still 'kecking' coal tubs at Golborne Colliery in 1954,

The working clothes

The Lancashire coalfield was one of the main female employing areas
and what made the area around Wigan and Leigh unique from the rest
of the country was the wearing of trousers.

Although these were obviously the safest and most sensible things

to wear, conventional Victorian society was horrified by the
'sickening sight' of 'girls and women who had been created and
designed for a much nobler sphere of action,clad in man's attire

on the pit banks .,,. day by day losing everything modest and
womanly'.

A combination of attitudes like these and changing nature of the
work itself brought a gradual end to the wearing of trousers

around the turn of the century., Definite fashions of dress were
established which varied from pit to pit. A few pits,like Blundell's
at Pemberton, provided their girls with a uniform designed by the
coal owner's wife. But even where this didn't happen the women
themselves tended to dress almost identically within a particular
pit = the exception sometimes being older women who sometimes
continued to dress in the fashion most prevalent in their own youth.

Pay and conditions

During the period of our play the lasses started work'on the broo'
at the age of 13. Hours varied in the different collieries but

the most common shift was 6am to 3pm with one half-hour break for
breakfast, In winter the women worked five and a half days a week
but this was often reduced in the summer months when demand for
coal was reduced. Pay varied too, not only between pits but also
according to age and the type of work done. In the 1911 = 1912 period
lasses were earning between 1/- and 2/6 a shift, Pit head baths at
this time were virtually non-existent even for men; the first one
in the country opened at Gibfield Colliery,Atherton in 1911. It
wasn't until 1931 that bathing facilities were made available for
women, the first being the Maypole Colliery,Abram. However by 1945
there were bathing facilities for 1,150 women at pits throughout
the country, most of them in the Wigan/Leigh area.



The miners strike of 1912

The miners' strike of 1912 was the first
ever national miners strike and until
that point in time no larger stppage of
workers had ever taken place.The miners
wanted a minimum wage for all underground
workers, They were paid according to how
much coal they got out,but often a miner
would be allocated a place where conditions
made it impossible for him to take home

a living wage., Moreover the allocation of
difficult places was often used to victim=
ise union activists.

The strike began on 1st March 1912 and
lasted 6 weeks. Industry began grinding

to a halt almost immediately in many
areas, and the Government moved in at

once to act as mediator between the owners
and the men.A compromise was proposed.The
Government would pass an Act forecing the
owners to pay a minimum, but the amount

of the minimum would only be nmegotiated
after a return to work. The union held a
ballot of its members on whether to
continue the strike or not, A ma jority
favoured continuing the strike but - 5

was not the required 2/9 majority.And

after much dissension the miners decided to retium to work, But the
Teturn was not smooth, In the Leigh,Ty]desley.h1h&rtnn area the pits
stayed shut and 'roaming bands of strikers' invaded the Wigan area

the

vhere the
iy to work.
- . Pitched battles between miners
Bl and police,some of the Wigan
pits were forced to close under

pressu
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miners had returned

There were a few

re, but after a few

days of this, the military was
called in to put a stop to

the rioting and within a short
time all p
normally,
remained, many miners Feeling
they had b
right victery,

During the strike itself, many
miners beg

its were working
But the bitterness

een cheated aof out-

dn mining their own

little pits (or'day-eyes'),
digging straight inte the ground
where the coal seams out-cropped,
This was illegal of course, but
it was sometimes done so
Successfully that some strikers
established thriving little
concerns,
mills and even to their own
coal owners. Actions such as
these were of course much
criticised by the majority of
Strikers who saw it as a form
| of strike~breaking,.

selling coal to the

Everyone picked coal for their
own use though., And these photos
from the Wigan Observer show
Joperatinns in progress at Brvn,
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The Mining Crisis.
[nterviews with Loeal Miners'
Leaders.

(How the Wigan District
is Affected.
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The Mining Crisis.
MASS MEETING OF MINERS
AT ASHTON,

MR. TWIST EXPLAINS THE
PRESENT SITUATION.
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MR. 0. TWIST OX THE
SITUATION.
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THE MINERS CAURE AND PURLE SYMPATIIY
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THE MILITARY IN
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