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Chapter 5: A Mining Community 

As with many towns and villages in the area at that time, Kirkby in Ashfield was a mining community. 
So, as with all families there, the life of my grandad’s family took place against a backdrop of coal 
mining. His brother-in-law, John (Smith), Olive’s husband, worked as a miner.1 In February 1914, 
grandad noted that he had gone up to see Olive but she was not there as “she had gone to the pit to 
take John’s strap”. John had a number of accidents as a miner and grandad noted these. In one case 
he trapped his thumb and, in another, he was crushed between some tubs.2 Fortunately, he did not 
experience serious injury but he had some close shaves. In July 1914, grandad noted that “John had a 
narrow escape from the chair killing him”. 
 
There were many collieries3 in the vicinity of Kirkby 
but the closest, in the town itself, was known locally 
as Summit.4 Not all the injuries which occurred there 
were minor. In June 1914, grandad noted that “Mr 
Martin got hurt at Summit Col” and that, on the 15th, 
his mother and Mrs Annie Bowmar “went to see Mrs 
Martin”, presumably because of the injury to her 
husband. Grandad did not say how severe Mr 
Martin’s injuries were but it seems they were serious 
as, in November 1914, he notes “Buried Mr Martin”.5 
Also, in January 1918, he recorded that “Mr Hinds 
had both legs cut off at the Summit crossing & died 
at Mansfield Hospital.”6 

 
1 At least for some time. In the 1911 census, his job was listed as a colliery onsetter below ground, i.e. he was responsible for the loading 
and unloading of cages. However, in the 1939 register, he was listed as a motor haulage contractor, bus proprietor.  
2 This was the second commonest cause of miners being killed after the roof collapsing, see Chapter 59,. 
3 These are briefly described in Bill Clay-Dove’s book “Kirkby-in-Ashfield: An Interesting Township” (from p45). Much more detail is 
available in the book by A R Griffin “Mining in the East Midlands 1550-1947”. Mark Ashfield provides interesting insights in his chapter 
“When Miners Came Home Black” in his book “Christmas Pigs and a Summer Donkey” pp51-57). 
4 According to Jonathan Evans’ book “The Mystery of Ernie Taylor’s Abdomen” (p7), “the town was dominated by the Summit Colliery 
whose enormous black pit glowered over everything”. There are various places with good examples of photos of Summit Colliery, for 
example, in David Ottewell’s book “Kirkby-in-Ashfield and Annesley on Old Picture Postcards” (#27), in Bill Clay-Dove’s book “Kirkby-in-
Ashfield in Old Picture Postcards” (#32 and #63) and in the book “Kirkby & District: A Second Selection” by Frank Ashley, Sylvia Sinfield and 
Gerald Lee (pp43-44 and p98 – this last photo also appears in Gerald Lee’s “Kirkby-in-Ashfield: Yesterday Remembered” (p40)).  
5 Based on a list on Kirkby Living Memory Facebook Group, he was William James Martin, aged 36. He died as a result of a roof collapse 
and kidney disease. His wife was Ann Mary and they had six children. Based on a report on the Durham Mining Museum website, he was a 
stallman. On 11 June 1914, he was "cutting down some clod to make room for a bar to support a slip to which he had just set a catch prop. 
He liberated the slip which allowed 2 cwts. of coal to fall upon his back causing injuries from which he died on 20th November, 1914". A 
report of his inquest was included in a news report in the Mansfield Reporter and Sutton Time sof 27 November 1914. 
6 I could not find any details of a Mr Hinds dying in the area during this period. A Mr Samuel Hind did die in the first quarter of 1918 in 
Mansfield. Based on the 1911 census, he lived in Edward Street and was a coal miner hewer. I confirmed that it was indeed him from an 
article in the Nottingham Journal the next day. This confirmed the details grandad had recorded and also noted that he was 70 years old. 
He was knocked down by a light engine while walking over the Summit rail crossing. He was found by two men who bandaged his injuries. 
He was transferred to Mansfield General Hospital where he died shortly after admission.  

The Colliery in Kirkby was known as “Summit” 
because it was at the highest point on the 
railway between Pinxton and Mansfield. The 
colliery was sunk by the Butterley Company in 
1888 to 1890 with a third shaft, to the 
Blackshale seam, being sunk in 1912.  
 
Although there had been plans for Summit to 
become a “Super Pit” with an annual output of 
1.5 million tons of coal, it was controversially 
closed in July 1968 when it began to 
experience geological problems and a planning 
application for a new pit tip and slurry pond 
extension was turned down. At the time of 
closure, the pit employed 2,258 men. 

 

Commemorative plates 
relating to mining in 
Nottinghamshire. They 
show just how many mines 
there were in the area. 
Summit colliery in Kirkby is 
highlighted. 

https://www.healeyhero.co.uk/rescue/Collection/Chris_Kidger/summit.htm
https://www.mindat.org/glossary/onsetter
https://drewfamily.uk/59-external-events/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/439204109487919/permalink/5486951418046471
http://www.dmm.org.uk/colliery/k213.htm
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/image-viewer?issue=BL%2F0001825%2F19141127&page=6&article=108&stringtohighlight=william+james+martin
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/image-viewer?issue=BL%2F0001896%2F19180112&page=2&article=054&stringtohighlight=hind
http://www.dmm.org.uk/colliery/k213.htm
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Image licenced for re-use from Inspire  

Summit Colliery in 1930 

 Postcard showing Summit Colliery in Kirkby with replica miner’s lamp inset left and  token inset right. 
Paul Madin noted that these white tokens (motties) were used to claim weekly pay packets. He 

explained that "you went to one side of corridor to pick white motty up then went to other side to hand 
motty in to get corresponding number on wage packet" 
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Top – examples of mine tokens from Nottinghamshire collieries. These tokens (also called checks or 
tallies) were used to provide information as to who was at work. Essentially, a miner used these to get a 
lamp at the start of a shift and got the token back at the end when they handed the lamp in 
Middle – top left – grandad's diary entry for 11 June 1914 noting that Mr Martin was hurt at Summit 
Colliery; above left – grandad's diary entry for 25 November 1914 which notes that Mr Martin was 
buried; above centre – list of miners killed at Summit Colliery between 1895 and 1922. Mr Martin's death 
highlighted. List from Kirkby Living Memory Facebook Group; above right – news article from the 
Mansfield Reporter and Sutton Times of 27 November 1914 concerning the death of William James 
Martin. The cutting was obtained by paid subscription to Find My Past 
Above – left – grandad's diary entry for 11 January 1914 concerning a fatal injury to Mr "Hinds" at the 
Summit Crossing; right – news cutting from Nottingham Journal of 12 January 1914 obtained through 
paid subscription to FindMyPast 

https://museum.wales/articles/1072/Colliery-checks-and-tokens/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/439204109487919/permalink/5486951418046471
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/image-viewer?issue=BL%2F0001825%2F19141127&page=6&article=108&stringtohighlight=william+james+martin
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/image-viewer?issue=BL%2F0001896%2F19180112&page=2&article=054&stringtohighlight=hind
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On 30 June 1915, at the neighbouring 
Bentinck colliery, two cages, that 
were taking men up and down the 
1,500 ft mine shaft, collided. There 
are very extensive details of this 
tragedy on the Northern Mine 
Research Society’s website.7 There 
were 14 men in the descending cage 
and two in the one that was 
ascending. Seven men, who had been 
in the descending cage were knocked 
out of it and were killed. In the 
descending cage, two of the men 
were dead and the remaining five 
were injured. They were suspended 
in a cage that had lost its flooring. The 
two men in the ascending cage were 
injured but not seriously. The rescue 
of the men from the cage took several 
hours and longer to recover the 
bodies of those who had died. There 
is a very striking eye witness story by 
Charles Simpson, one of the surviving 
men, on the Northern Mine Research 
Society’s website.  
 
Grandad recorded the incident in his diary “Bentinck cages caught, 108 men killed, 9 hurt”. He also 
noted that, within three months of the disaster, his friend Willie Clover had started to work at Bentinck 
colliery on nights. 
  

 
7 In addition, there has been discussion of this on the Kirkby Living Memory Facebook Group including a photo from the newspaper on 1 
July. 
8 Initially, it was thought that the death toll had been higher with the local newspaper reporting that 12 miners had been killed. As more 
accurate information became available, the death toll was revised down. 

Those who were killed in the accident were: 

• Willlie Sysan aged 18 years 

• William Bacon aged 40 years who left a widow and 
seven children 

• Harold Brown aged 14 years 

• Ferdinand Wright aged 45 years who left six children 

• Percy Staton aged 32 years who left a widow and four 
children 

• Amos Allen aged 32 years who left a widow and a child 

• George Simpson 

• Willis King aged 25 years 

• John C. Fletcher aged 39 years 
  
Those who were seriously injured were: 

• W. Bacon aged 60 years who had a broken leg and head 
injuries 

• C. Baron who was seriously injured and taken to 
hospital 

  
Others less seriously injured were: 

• James Smith 

• E. Ainger aged 32 years 

• Robert Walker aged 24 years 

• Harold Shelton aged 28 years 

• Charles Simpson aged 37 years 
 
Details from Northern Mine Research Society 

 

Left – this image was posted by 
Nottinghamshire Mining Museum on Kirkby 
Living Memory Facebook Group with 
thanks to the British Library Board who 
have the copyright on this photograph 
Above – extract from grandad’s diary for 30 
July 1915 

 

https://www.nmrs.org.uk/mines-map/accidents-disasters/nottinghamshire/bentinck-colliery-shaft-accident-kirkby-in-ashfield-1915/
https://www.nmrs.org.uk/mines-map/accidents-disasters/nottinghamshire/bentinck-colliery-shaft-accident-kirkby-in-ashfield-1915/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/439204109487919/permalink/7392063054201955
https://www.nmrs.org.uk/mines-map/accidents-disasters/nottinghamshire/bentinck-colliery-shaft-accident-kirkby-in-ashfield-1915/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/439204109487919/permalink/7392063054201955
https://www.facebook.com/groups/439204109487919/permalink/7392063054201955
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Report of the Bentinck Pit Disaster from Kirkby Heritage Centre and 
obtained from Annesley OC Heritage Extra Facebook page 

https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=781859350639339&set=pcb.781859387306002
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Many of the books relating to Kirkby that I have consulted 
reflect the mining environment which dominated the town for 
many years. For example, in her book(let) “I Remember” (p52), 
Edith Searson recalled as “a notable event” the installation of a 
pithead bath at Bentinck Colliery in 1935 as this meant miners 
could wash before returning home after a shift. Chris Kidger of 
Kirkby Heritage Centre has produced a book(let) about Summit 
Colliery which captures experiences of people who worked 
there. 
 

 

Postcards showing 
the pit bottom of 
Summit Colliery – the 
photograph on the 
left also appears in 
the book “Kirkby & 
District in Old 
Photographs” by 
Frank Ashley, Sylvia 
Sinfield and Gerald 
Lee, p51 

 

 Front cover of "Summit Colliery" by Chris 
Kidger 


