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In 1980 the iconic actor Richard Burton appeared on American television interviewed for
the Dick Cavett Show. Recalling his childhood in a Welsh coal community he painted a
vivid picture of miners as ‘kings of the underworld’. In 2017, the last colliery in Britain
was closed and in the General Election of 2019, the Conservatives swept through a clutch
of former mining seats in England wiping out Labour majorities. Constituencies that had
been dominated by Labour ‘when coal was king” were now re-branded as ‘red wall’ seats,
delivering spectacular victories to a party that had been instrumental in dismantling the
working class foundations on which they were built. This book traces the construction
and destruction of mining communities and the poltical cultures that developed in tandem
with their economic development in Burton’s South Wales and County Durham.

Beynon and Hudson have long established expertise in working class history and
deep connections with former miners and their cultural and political instutions. This gives
the book added depth, significance and authority. For them the defeat of the miners’ in
the strike of 1984/5 led to the marginalisation of coal communities by both Conservative
and Labour governments. The Brexit vote of 2016 and subsequent decline in support for
the Labour Party in 2019 was a case of the ‘kings of the underworld’ and ‘a forgotten
people striking back’(1).

The first half of the book traces the political and cultural history of the coalfields
of South Wales and County Durham. There is fascinating material here on the currents of
‘labour politics’ in both regions with South Wales containing a strong socialist and

communist tradition, epitomised by the radicalim of its leaders, such as Arthor Horner



and Will Paynter. In contrast, a more pragmatic labourist tradition was dominant in
Durham with John Wilson and Sam Watson mantaining a cautions approach to industrial
relations. The creation of the National Coal Board (NCB) in 1947 temporarily laid to rest
the dramas and conflicts of 1921, 1926 and econimic instability of the industry in the
1930s. Complementing recent studies of the industry that have used concepts such as
‘moral economy’ to charcterise the relationship between the NCB and the National Union
of Mineworkers (NUM) the text marshalls substantial evidence from archival sources and
oral testimony to argue that the managed decline of the industry shattered the myth of
coal mined ‘on behalf of the people’. In the 1960s, colliery closures were substantial with
the loss of 53,0000 jobs in South Wales and 59,000 in Durham. Descriptions of mining
life, women’s experiences, and the culture of communties are explored with insight and
empathy. Oral testimony is used to illustrate the rapid decline of a particular way of life
that was disappearing in the 1960s and was almost completely eradicated in the1980s.
The chapters on the 1984/5 strike and its aftermath present a nuanced portrait of
the pit, communty, and politics of both coalfields. There is recognition that this was a
more complex drama than some historians and sympathisers have suggested, and one that
was marked by both solidarity and ‘deep political divisions’ (97). The defeat meant that
the ‘kings of the underworld” were rendered politically impotent and economically
obsolete. However, as the authors argue with some conviction, there were alternatives to
the scale and process of deindustrialisation. They present scathing critiques of the
treatement of miners being coerced to accept the closure of their collieries and the
physical, mental and social anguish that have left deep scars. Personal stories are woven
through the text on transitions to new workplaces and the traumatic experiences of men
and women who had lost so much in the struggle to defend their communities. The visual

landscape of both South Wales and Durham changed dramatically; chapels and pubs were



boarded up, and miners welfares transformed into bingo halls and furniture stores. For the
miners and their families ‘the clearing of physical space came to be understood as the
enforced removel of the past’ (185).

The general election victory of the Labour Party in 1997 offered little divergence
from the economic orthodoxies of the years of Conservative rule. Jobs that replaced
mining were ‘predominantly low skilled ... and frequently precarious’ (210). Redundant
miners were plagued by ill-health, living in economically deprived villages, but still
worked to retain a sense of community in extremelydifficult circumstances. Meanwhile,
the Government extracted supluses from the Mineworkers’ Pension Scheme, limited
compensation payments for injury, and denied a public inquiry to miscariages of justice,
such as the orchestrated police attack on miners at Orgreave in June 1984.

The sense of hopelessness thar pervaded the coalfields in the 1990s and early-
2000s signalled seismic political shifts. Both Prime Minister Tony Blair and New Labour
architect Peter Mandelson held parliamentary seats in north east England, which in 2019
were won by the Conservatives. The book explains in substantial detail that the decline of
the Labour vote in former English coalfields was not a recent phenomenon. The
Conservative vote was deeper in localities that had witnessed mine closures in the 1960s,
and weaker, but still substantial, in those that retained mines into the 1990s. One lucanae
here that is in need of further research is the role of English nationalism in fuelling
support for the Conservatives. In the 1931 general election, the Labour vote in Durham
fragmented, but in South Wales it held firm (26). Similar electoral outcomes were evident
in local council elections in 2021. It would appear that labour culture retained some
resonance as part of a broader Welsh identity, whereas in former coal communities in
County Durham, the north east, and the midlands it has been fundamentally disconnected

from a post-Brexit Englishness.



The book is a major contribution to historiography of the British coal industry,
and the culture it produced. It should be required reading for historians of twentieth
century Britain, but perhaps most importantly for those who are committed to
reconnecting the Labour Party to the post-industrial working class. As the Brexit vote and
the 2019 General election revealed, the ‘kings of the underworld” were not quite banished
to the realms of the history books, and the shadow of the mine continued to have a

dramatic impact on British politics.

Keith Gildart
University of Wolverhampton

keith.gildart@wlv.ac.uk



