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VOLUNTEERS 
REQUIRED 

Help us now 

We are always looking 
for volunteers to help 
with all aspects of the 
museum. We have 
plans to develop the 
museum and site over 
the coming years and 
require everyone to 
help us achieve the 
goal of turning the 
museum into a vibrant 
community asset. 

We need everyone 
because we believe 
everyone  has skills we 
can use to help us 
develop the museum. 

CONTACT  

info@agcm.org.uk 

with your name, email 
and telephone number 
and we will get back to 
you.

THE PIT WHISTLE
The Newsletter of the Lancashire Mining Museum and The Red Rose Steam Society

The Bonfire night on the 3rd November last year was a great 
success. The photographs show the headgear framing the 
wonderful firework display kindly arranged by Bob Swift 

and his daughter Paula.

mailto:info@agcm.org.uk
mailto:info@agcm.org.uk
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CROWDFUNDER 
                                         

Help us get the Railway running 
Two of our railway engines, which will be used for passenger  
carrying on our railway, are in need of a major service and overhaul 
to meet current safety standards. The cost for the two engines is 
over £30,000 + vat. We have managed to secure funding from Astley 
Rotary Club, The Hamilton Davies Trust and Maxilead Metals to 
repair one of the engines  but we still need  to find over £15,000 for 
the other engine.

The society is running a Crowdfunder campaign to try and hep 
secure some of this funding from our supporters.

Depending on the level of support each donor will receive a reward 
from a certificate, rides on the train, to afternoon tea, a chance to 
operate the winding engine and an hour driving lesson on the 
railway locomotive, even a plaque on the engine itself.

“ Newton” which we are looking to fund through Crowdfunder is a 
six-ton Hunslet diesel hydraulic loco from Parkside colliery and the 
other is a former Pilkington’s Rainford Sand Quarry loco called 
“Sandy” which is a four ton Simplex diesel. 
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ANNUAL GENERAL 
MEETING OF MEMBERS 

THE AGM FOR THE SOCIETY 
WILL BE HELD ON 

THURSDAY  5th  
SEPTEMBER 2019 

At 7.00 pm 

IN THE TRAINING ROOM AT  THE 
MUSEUM: 

ALL PAID UP MEMBERS FOR  2019 
ARE INVITED TO ATTEND . 

This will give the society the 
opportunity to present the accounts 
for the year and elect the officers of 
the company for the coming year, as 
well as giving an overview of the 
developments over the past 12 months 
and our plans for the future. 

——————————————— 

THE RED ROSE STEAM 
SOCIETY LTD 

CHARITY NUMBER 513511 

ASTLEY GREEN COLLIERY 
HIGHER GREEN LANE 

ASTLEY 
TYLDESLEY 

M29 7JB 

BANK  — NAT WEST BANK 

SORT CODE  60 -01 - 28 

ACCOUNT. 41841719 

THIS FUNDING APPEAL IS NOW 

CLOSED
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THE BURNING WELLS OF WIGAN & DISTRICT 
 Alan Davies   

Originally published in Past Forward 37 -  2004 

6” Ordinance survey map 1849 
 

That gas is associated with coal deposits is not a relatively new area of knowledge. In 300 BC 
both Plato and Aristotle mention burning stone and spiritus (gas). In any area like Wigan Borough 
where the upper strata is mainly coal measures, methane and other gases associated in smaller 
percentages have always found their way to the surface.

Methane is a light, combustible, gaseous hydrocarbon, (CH4), produced artificially by the dry 
distillation of many organic substances, such as the decaying vegetation of coal measures 
forests over 250 million years ago, and occurring today as a natural product of decomposition in 
stagnant pools, whence its name. Methane occurs naturally with coal, bonded to the internal 
surface of the pores within the structure along with other gases. Often these gases would be 
vented into the general body of the air and never noticed. The amount of methane associated 
with coal can vary from almost zero cubic metres per tonne to as much as 25 cubic metres.

Today the study of methane seepage is a highly specialised area probed into worldwide by 
scientists and the level of knowledge is staggering. We know now, for instance, that the flames 
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associated with burning phenomenon can be ignited by traces of hydrogen phosphide 
sometimes found near decaying organic matter.


Sir Thomas Shirley 1667 

Our first account comes in 1667 from Sir 
Thomas Shirley in his paper to the Royal 
Society. He states:

“About a mile from Wigan in Lancashire is 
a spring, the water of which is supposed 
to burn like oil. It is true that when we 
came to the spring, and applied a lighted 
candle to the surface of the water, there 
was suddenly a large flame produced, 
which burned vigorously.........The people 
of this town did confidently affirm that the 
Water of this Spring did burn like Oyle. 

Upon making a dam, and hindering the recourse of freshwater to the burning place of the water, I 
caused that which was already there to be drained away, and then applying the burning candle to 
the surface of the dry earth at the same point, where the water burned before; the fumes took fire 
and burned very bright and vigorous. I then caused a bucket full of water to be poured on the 
fire, by which it was presently quenched..........the fumes here mentioned were inflammable air or 
hydrogen gas, of which the rapid ascent through the water gave it the appearance of boiling” 

The Burning Well of 1676 

Roger North describes the existence of seepages of gas in the borough, probably in the Wigan 
area. This particular example is almost certainly The Burning Well, actually shown as such on the 
1849 OS map alongside Dog Pool brook, opposite the site of Hindley and Abram Grammar 
School, now Park High Teachers Centre. During a journey homewards from Lancaster, North 
states:


“The greatest wonder his Lordship [Francis North, Baron Guildford] saw was what they call the 
Burning Well. The manner of it is this. First in some place where they know the sulphurous 
vapour perspires (often in a ditch) they dig up a turf, and clap it down in its place again and then 
they are ready for projection. 
When the show company are come, a man takes up the turf, and after a little puffing of a brown 
paper match gives fire and instantly the hole is filled with a blue spirituous flame like brandy. 
It seemed to waste and I believe would not have burnt in that manner long; but while it was 
burning they put water in the hole, and the flame continued upon the water as if it had been 
spirits. And some people said they used to boil eggs there. 
That which seem’d most strange was that the vapour should come through the water and burn, 
and no bubbling of the water appear. It seems to infer that the vapour permeates the body of the 
water, as water through sands. But, I question, if the body were not fluid, but rigid, as glass, 
whether the vapour would so easily pass it; for the perpetual action of the fluid parts facilitates 
the passage. And it is some demonstration how easily the effluvia of a magnet may permeate 
glass, metals, and every palpable substance we are acquainted with, as we continually observe 
of them.” 

In Baines’ Gazetteer of the County Palatine of Lancaster of 1825 he mentions the Hindley 
Burning Well and states:


“The springs in the neighbourhood of Wigan are numerous...........There is at Hindley a 
phenomenon of great rarity called The Burning Well. On applying a lighted candle to the surface 
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of the water, there is suddenly a large flame produced, which burns vigorously; the water will not, 
however, burn detached from the well, for on taking up a dishful, and holding a lighted candle to 
it, the flame goes out. The water in the well boils and rises up, like water in a pot upon the fire, 
though on immersing the hand in the liquid no warmth is communicated, but a strong breath of 
wind bears upon the hand while wile over the place whence the flame issues............the cone of 
the flame ascends a foot and a half from the earth, with a basis of about 14 inches in diameter. 
An egg may be boiled in a small vessel above it.” 

Faulted ground venting gas 

Looking at the geological survey plans we find that the Hindley Burning well lay right on top of a 
major fault. Here the strata has been dislocated by nearly 700 metres making an ideal conduit to 
allow gas under pressure to force its way to the surface. The relatively porous broken ground of 
the fault taps gas from many seams and probably still does today, so teachers should be careful 
where you throw matches when next at Park High on a training course!


Dr John Clayton 

The Revd John Clayton (1657- 1725) was the son of Richard Clayton of Preston. He is known to 
have been intrigued by the gas emissions in the Wigan area and collected samples. Although Dr 
Clayton’s communications in relation to gas in the Wigan area were only published after his 
death by the Royal Society he is known to have sent his findings to the famous Robert Boyle in 
1684 when aged 27. The part of his letter to Boyle published as “An Experiment concerning the 
Spirit of Coals.........” in 1739 by the Royal Society contains the following interesting sections;


“Having seen a ditch within two miles from Wigan in Lancashire, wherein the water would 
seemingly burn like Brandy, the flame of which is so fierce, that several strangers have boiled 
eggs over it, the people thereabouts indeed affirm, that about 30 years ago it would have boiled 
a piece of beef; and that whereas much rain formerly made it burn much fiercer, now after rain it 
would scarce burn at all................I hired a person to make a dam in the ditch.........about the 
depth of half a yard. We found a shelly coal, and the candle being then put down in the hole, the 
air catched fire, and continued burning. 
I observed that there had formerly been coal pits in the same close of ground; and I then got 
some coal from one of the pits nearest thereunto, which I distilled in a retort in an open fire. At 
first there came over only phlegm, afterwards a black oil, and then likewise a spirit arose, which I 
could noways condense. I observed that the spirit which issued out caught fire at the flame of 
the candle and continued burning with violence as it issued out, in a stream, which I blew out, 
and lighted again, alternatively, for several times. 
I fixed a bladder, squeezed and void of air, to the pipe of the receiver......... the spirit blew up the 
bladder. I kept this spirit in the bladders a considerable time, and endeavoured several ways to 
condense it, but in vain. And when I had a mind to divert strangers or friends, I have frequently 
taken one of these bladders, and pricking a hole therein with a pin, and compressing gently the 
bladder near the flame of the candle till it once took fire, it would then contnue flaming till all the 
spirit was compressed out of the bladder.” 

It is interesting to note that Clayton recognised the varying emissions of gas coincided with 
periods of varying air pressure, more gas being emitted during low pressure rainy spells. Ex 
miners today will remember low pressure spells danger as gas is released from the strata more 
readily.
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The Derby Lane Well, Hindley 

James Stirling, active in the Royal Society in the 1740’s, describes another well at the end of 
Derby Lane, Hindley, to the north west of the present Town Hall. He said that the water boiled 
and rose up like water in a pot upon the fire, though his hand put into it felt no warmth. The 
flame rises in a cone-like form, with a circular base about the circumference of a man’s hat at the 
brim.

A description of the Derby Lane well in 1835 states;




“The gas ascends out of a small hole through a heap of clay, near a little rill, and takes fire on the 
application of the flame of a candle, the carbonated [carburetted] hydrogen, a black oily liquid, 
boiling up and bubbling continually at the bottom, while the flame ascends about half a yard 
high.” 

By the time John Leyland was compiling his Memorials of Hindley in 1873 both sites were not 
active either as wells or as visitor attractions any more. A glance at the geological survey shows 
that the Derby Lane well lay virtually on top of a major fault, gas revealing itself at that particular 
place by bubbling up through the water, but probably coming to the surface in many other 
places along the fault outcrop.
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The Hawkley Well and Will O’th Wisp 

The exact location of this site has been lost. The 
occurrence is mentioned in England Described, published 
by William Bancks of Wigan in 1788;


“Some years since, near this town was a well which did not 
appear to be a spring, but rather rain water; at first sight 
there was nothing about it that seemed extraordinary, but 
upon emptying it there presently broke out a sulphurous 
vapour which made the water bubble up as if it boiled. 
When a candle was put to it, it presently took fire, and 
burned like brandy; the flame, in a clam season would 
continue sometimes a whole day, by the heat whereof they 
could boil eggs, meat, etc though the water was cold. By 
this bubbling the water did not increase, but was only kept 
in motion by the constant halitus of the vapours breaking 
out. 
The same water, taken out of the well would not burn, nor the mud upon which the the halitus 
had beaten; and this shews that it was not so much the water that took fire as some bituminous 
or sulphureous fumes that broke out there. 
This burning well (as it was called) is lost, supposed to be owing to the coal works about the 
Hawkley demesne, (near where it was). Experiments may be made in many places in Wigan and 
the neighbourhood similar to it, and it is said by the miners, these places are generally found, 
where is what they call a fault, which may be perceived by little bubbles of water on the top of 
the ground, ditches, or other places, and which will immediately take fire on applying a lighted 
candle thereto; or (as it has been found to be nothing more than the fiery damp) if collected into 
a bladder, by putting a lighted candle to it, will make an explosion like a cannon: from such 
exhalations, it is said, proceed, the Will with a Whisp, or Jack with a Lanthorn, or, as they are 
commonly, (though vulgarly) called in Lancashire, a going fire.” 

Although written in 1788 when geological knowledge was still relatively in its infancy this 
account shows that the Wigan miners themselves suspected a link with geological faults. 
Working below ground they would be used to blowers of gas (the fiery damp as they called it) 
being associated with faults or faulty ground.


This early use of the terms Will with a Whisp (or Will O’th Wisp) and Jack with a Lanthorn (Jack 
O’th Lantern) is interesting as viewed by those walking through the borough’s fields in the 18th 
century. The imbibing of copious amounts of locally brewed ale no doubt heightened the 
experience! The earlier the description of burning phenomenon the more colourful the 
conclusions. In many places Will O’th Wisps were associated with spirits of the dead who could 
not enter either heaven or hell, wandering the earth leading foolish travellers astray.


Divine retribution? 

Methane seepages around the Hawkley area dramatically came to light once more in January 
1933. The maid at Goose Green St Pauls vicarage, which dated back to around 1700, was 
startled by an explosion in the drawing room and alarmed by blue gaseous flames shooting 
through crevices between the floorboards. A valuable collection of china was smashed to 
pieces.

The colliery manager at Pemberton Colliery, T. Cook was called, along with gas department 
officials and firemen. They removed floorboards and probed amongst the brick foundations, 
even making a small tunnel from the area out into the garden to divert the gas. This was to no 
avail, as the gas continued to ignite for nine hours after the initial explosion. Eventually the gas 
blower was exhausted and no further problems occurred.
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Blazing Borough Boundaries 

Most of our area’s boundaries go unnoticed, many following field shapes, others small brooks. 
Harry Forshaw and Phil Gregory of Westhoughton, on hearing of my researches, informed me 
that the boundary between Atherton and Westhoughton at Hall Lee Brook, alongside Schofield 
Lane was for many years known as The Burning Brook. About 50 years ago the area was 
regarded as a visitor attraction.

A match thrown onto the surface of the brook would ignite methane gas bubbling up, to be 
extinguished by throwing a large brick or stone into the brook. A glance at the geological survey 
shows the area to be intersected by faults and outcrops of the King and Cannel seams. In 1975 
a farmer near Rogers Farm Sewage Works, Westhoughton described how after ploughing his 
field he could ignite furrows in certain areas.


In Conclusion 

In the Wigan Borough we have progressed a long way from the days of Will O’Th Wisp and Jack 
O’Th Lantern superstitions. We have passed through 600 years of coal extraction and can free 
our minds from worries that the area is one huge high pressure gasometer, and that probably it is 
now just a slightly smaller gasometer!


Regional names for the phenomenon:


Hertfordshire and East Anglia: 
The Hobby Lantern

Lancashire:

Will O’th Wisp, Jack O’th Lantern, Peg-a-Lantern

Cornwall and Somerset: 
Joan the Wad

East Anglia: 
The Lantern Man

Shropshire:

Will the Smith

Worcestershire:

Pinket

The West Country: 
Jacky Lantern, Jack a Lantern

Wales:

Pwca and the Ellylldan

Norfolk:

Will o the Wikes

Warwickshire Gloucestershire:

Hobbedy’s Lantern

North Yorkshire, Northumberland:

Jenny with the Lantern

Other names: 
Corpse candles - related to graveyards and funeral processions.

Igis Fatuus - Latin for ‘foolish fire


The Lancashire Mining Museum is indebted to Alan Davis for permission to reprint this 
article and to Mike Pendry who provided the maps and photographs from the historical 

sources. 
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BELL PITS 
A bell pit is a primitive method of mining coal, 
iron ore or other minerals where the coal or 
ore lies near the surface. A shaft is sunk to 
reach the mineral which is excavated by 
miners, transported to the surface by a winch, 
and removed by means of a bucket, much like 
a well. It gets its name because the pit in 
cross section resembles a bell.




Typically, no supports were used and mining continued outwards until the cavity became too 
dangerous or collapsed at which point another mine was started, often in close proximity. This 
type of mine was in use in prehistoric times, the Middle Ages, and a few continued in use until 
the early 20th century in the region around Ford, Northumberland. Bell pits often flooded due to 
a lack of a drainage system. This, together with the lack of support and the likelihood of 
collapse, meant they had a limited lifespan. The remains of bell pits can sometimes be identified 
by depressions left when they collapsed. Bell pits were not very effective for mining as they only 
partially exploited the resources.


In the middle ages bell pit mining was the most advanced coal mining technique in operation 
along with drift mining. A vertical shaft was dug (pictured above), some historic articles have 
suggested to a depth of between 10 - 20 metres into the coal seam and the coal dug out using 
wooden picks and shovels. The seam was worked outwards from the shaft bottom for so far as 
the quality of the air and or the safety of the unsupported structure would allow. Most frequently 
a pair of shafts were sunk about forty metres apart and the coal seam dug out to link the two 
workings. This improved the air flow in the working enabling a larger area to be worked 
underground.


When the pit became unsafe and very often only when an accident or collapse had 
demonstrated this, it was abandoned and another one dug. The spoil from the new shaft was 
deposited into the disused one so there was very little evidence of even very intensive bell pit 
mining activities as there were for example, with the huge spoil heaps associated with the deep 
mines dug later when the shallow seams became exhausted. Horses were very often used to 
winch the baskets of coal to the surface and the same method was used to lower and raise the 
workers which frequently included women and boys.
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ART IN THE MINES 

The Ashington 
Pitmen 

Painters 

The Group began as the 
Ashington branch of the 
Workers educational 
Foundation (WEA), which 
first advertised a class on 
'Evolution' in 1927; after a 
further seven years of evening 
classes in various subjects 
they turned their attention to 
art appreciation. The WEA 
and Durham 
University organised for a 
tutor, the painter and teacher Robert Lyon (1894-1978) to come and instruct the group, but its 
members, mainly miners from the Woodhorn and Ellington Collieries, quickly grew 
dissatisfied with the course. Lyon suggested that the group members instead try creating 
their own paintings as a means to develop an understanding and appreciation of art.

By 1936 the group - many of whose members were committed to the principles of the 
Independent Labour Party - had drawn up an extensive list of regulations, by which all 
members had to abide, and named itself the Ashington Group; it also held its first exhibition 
at Armstrong College, Newcastle-upon-Tyne. A further exhibition was held in 1938 as an 
extension of the Mass Observation project.

By the early 1940s the Group had exhibited in London, and continued to thrive after Lyon 
left to teach in Edinburgh, though he remained in contact with the Group's members. Over 
the next few years the work of the Group was noticed and praised by a number of prominent 
British artists and critics, such as Julian Trevelyan and Henry Moore.

After World War II, critical interest in the Group waned, but they continued to meet weekly, 
producing new art and taking on new members. The critic William Feaver met one of the 
Group's central members, Oliver Kilbourn, in the early 1970s, and began a renewal of interest 
in their work, which was restored and featured in several touring exhibitions. In the 1980s, 
the Group's "Permanent Collection" became the first western exhibition in China after the 
Cultural Revolution.

The Group's meeting hut was finally demolished in 1983; Kilbourn, the last of the Group's 
founder members, arranged for the paintings to be put in trust prior to his death in 1993, and 
they are now kept in Woodhorn Colliery Museum.[3]
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‘The first night I ever came’, Fred Laidler remembered,‘I brought a little sketch of a castle, 
and an old man - George Brown it would have been - who saw it, criticised it most severely 
and when I went away they thought I wouldn’t come back. But I did, and I’m pleased I did. I 
learned to take criticism’. 
Besides that he, and the 
rest of the Group, 
learned that art can make 
sense of life.

The paintings can be 
seen at Woodhorn near 
Ashington, 
Northumberland.

The Group largely made 
up of coal miners (or 
pitmen as they are 
known), first came 
together in 1934 through 
the Workers Education 
Association to study 
'something different' - 
art appreciation. In an effort to understand what it was all about, their tutor Robert Lyon 
encouraged them to learn by doing it themselves.

What they produced was fascinating and if a picture paints a thousand words, these pitmen's 
paintings speak more eloquently than any photograph. They captured every aspect of life in 
and around their mining community, above and below ground, from the scenes around the 
kitchen table and in the allotment to the dangerous and dirty world of the coal face.

This amazing story of The Ashington Group inspired the wonderful play by Billy Elliot writer, 
Lee Hall. "Pitmen Painters" has received rave reviews for sell-out performances in the North 
East and the National Theatre in London. In September 2010, New York audiences too were 
enthralled by the story when it opened on Broadway! Since then the play has run in the West 
End of London and has enjoyed a second national tour of the UK

Today the Ashington Group is acclaimed worldwide, yet back in the 1930s none of them 
would have dreamed that a few evening classes would bring them such fame and international 
attention.

The Ashington Group Collection is on permanent display in a dedicated gallery with the 
support of the Ashington Group Trustees.

Why not take a look at the Ashington Group's own website: 

http://www.ashingtongroup.co.uk/,

Or Watch the documentary on You Tube about the Washington Group with Robson Green
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TREASURES OF THE MUSEUM 

The Pretoria 
Pit Serviette 

Lancashire's worst pit disaster 
and Britain's third largest loss of 
life from a single mining 
accident happened at the No. 3 
Bank Pit belonging to the 
Hulton Colliery Company.

The pit, known as the Pretoria 
Pit, was situated on Hulton 
Park land on the border of 
Atherton and Westhoughton. 
The explosion occurred at 7.50 
am on Wednesday 21 December 
1910. 344 men and boys died.

The full day shift had just begun 
and 898 men and boys were 
working below ground at that 
time.

The Westhoughton district 
nurses, Nurses Gallimore, Jones, 
and Green, worked continuously, 
and Sarah Morgan, a pit brow worker, was on the scene for fifty hours attending to the 
welfare of the colliers and looking after the dead. On top of the coffins were placed any 
articles that might identify their owners - tea cans, belts, clogs, scarves, stockings, and even a 
solitary apple. Among the belongings was a watch stopped at 7.50 am, which is on display in 
Westhoughton Library.

A relief fund was set up for families and dependants. A total of £145,000 was raised. This 
napkin was sold as part of the fundraising effort.

Taken from The Pretoria Pit Disaster 1910 by Ken Beevers

"Between Christmas Day 1910 and New Year's Day 1911 the different cemeteries presented 
appalling sights which no one will forget: the hearses, the mourning coaches, the long funeral 
processions, the throngs of bereaved widows and orphans, relatives and friends, the hundreds 
of visitors, all of them making their way to the last cold resting places.
To see the people in tears, to hear the sobbing and sighing of the wives and children, brothers 
and sisters, was something beyond human endurance”.

Rev. A L Coelenbier, Rector, Sacred Heart Parish, Westhoughton, 1 January 1911.
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I suppose with this latest issue, it’s time that we look back on the previous 12 months of 
progress. The last 12 months, since the AGM of the society, has again seen massive strides 
being made in the development of the museum. The winter months have not diminished the 
enthusiasm of the new committee or the volunteers on site, although the weather conditions 
on site, at times, have been brutal. 

The condition survey on the headgear has now been completed and submitted to Historic 
England. The general summary is that the headgear is in a poor state of repair but if remedial 
action is taken, the structure is still saveable. Now we have the task of building a bid to the 
major funding bodies including the Heritage Lottery fund, to try and raise the 1 million 
pounds approx, the restoration is likely to cost. This will not be easy or quick but we are 
committed to ensure we put together a reasonable bid for funding which hopefully will be 
successful. To this end the society have notified the council we will be looking to renegotiate 
a new lease on the site for a further 25 years. This will give the major funding bodies 
assurances that the society and site have a long term future and can develop into a major asset 
for the local community.

To back up the application for the new 
lease and the application for major funding 
the charity has produced a 5 year 
development plan in conjunction with 
Randall Thorp. This is a comprehensive 
review of the assets and developments that 
we feel can be made on site and also deals 
with the impact the site can have on its 
surrounding areas. This is an ambitious 
plan, which will require a tremendous 
amount of hard work and money to 
complete but gives everyone a view of 
what could eventually be achieved with the 
site. The full plan is available on our 
website and if you have not already seen it 
please follow the link below.

https://
lancashireminingmuseum.org/the-
grand-plan-january-2019/ 

This plan will form the basis of decisions 
we make, as we develop the site over the 
coming years. With the other 
developments taking place in the area we 
feel that it could all be linked together to 
form a major Industrial heritage trail based 

on the concept of Coal Cotton & Canals. To this end we are working with other partners to 
take the the wider project forward to a positive conclusion.
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Thanks to significant increases in membership and donations from our visitor, financially the 
society is still in a strong position but this year we have had major expenses in the funding of 
the structural survey for the headgear, removal onto site of two air cooled compressors to 
help us run the engine more often and for longer and later in the year we will have a very large 
bill to bring our locomotives, which we will be using to carry passengers on our railway, up to 
the required safety standard. All of these costs carry a Vat element which the society must 
bear. As a charity we feel that it is important that monies donated are used in the 
development of the museum and site and as long as financial controls are prudent, the society 
should fulfil its charitable obligations to use the money it holds, on improving the site. The 
VAT element on all these bills can be recovered if the society registers for Vat. An 
Extraordinary General Meeting was called for the society on the 24th March where it was put 
to the members that the committee feel it would be beneficial for the society to seek Vat 
registration from the end of the current calendar year.

The structure of the society is also outdated and cumbersome. It is also working to a 
constitution which is over 35 years old and requires audited accounts to be sent to both the 
Inland Revenue and the Charity Commissioners. It was proposed that the structure of the 
company be brought up to date with the formation of a Charitable Incorporated 
Organisation, which will be overseen just by the Charity Commission. This will mean it will 
also have a constitution fit for purpose, in this modern technological age. 

The railway on site has been a dream for a number of 
years. Started at the turn of the millennium it had 
stalled and been left neglected and overgrown for the 
past six years. A team of working volunteers lead by 
Derek Jones, who has years of railway experience, have 
begun to bring new life to this forgotten project. A new 
platform has been built and  a run round loop is now 
completed for the Whitehead Bridge end of the line. 

This means the 
trains can pull 
in both 
directions 
instead of Pull/ 
Push. We have 
engaged Martyn Ashworth as the consultant for this 
project, Martin has years of experience with 
Heritage Railways and his observations are, that as 
soon as the engines are brought up to safety 
standards, he can see no reason this line could not be 
opened for passenger carrying hopefully by the end 
of this year. Significant cost savings are being made 
by our volunteers doing all of this work, even to 
building the points for the railway in the workshop, 
which can be tested, dismantled and then moved to 
site for fitting.  The dream that started almost 20 
years ago is now becoming a reality. 
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Our Pit Whistle Tea rooms, which opened last year, is 
proving to be a fantastic success with the local 
community.  Housed in the same building as our 
reproduction miners cottage, it is open approx once a 
month for special events. Each event has sold out within 
days and this plus the pop up tearooms, we open on most 
visitor open days, has brought a signifiant income into 
the society. We must thank our wonderful working 
volunteers who come along each month to make the 
events so special. Each is built round a specific theme and 
the photograph shows some of our visitors who dressed 
up for the Battle of Britain tea party last year.

Burtons biscuits on the Wirral 
were closing the factory and kindly 
offered the charity two air cooled 
compressors which were being 
taken out of service. Our old 
compressor was water cooled and 
restricted the amount of time we 
could run our magnificent winding 
engine, before the cooling water 
got too hot. These should enable 
us to run the engine more often 
and for longer periods. We had to 
be responsible for removal and 
transportation but we got them on 
site and they are now fitted in the 
undercroft of the engine house. 

The engine team are working hard 
to get them connected and fired up. This should mean we can then invite visitors to see the 
magnificent Yates & Thom 3,300 HP winding engine turning, in all its glory, on regular 
running days during the summer.
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The site has been used twice in the last six months by 
television companies and film companies, for productions 
which will be screened this year. The first was a programme 
for Channel 5 entitled Victorian Britain in Colour. The 
section on mining was  filmed down at the Lancashire 
Mining Museum and one of our stalwart volunteers, Eric 
Lancaster, who had spent his early years working at Astley 
Green, before an accident ended his mining career, was 
interviewed for the programme. Now he is a television star 
he is available for autographs if you see him on site when 

you visit.

The second was  for a 
film drama entitled “ 
Once a year on Blackpool 
sands" which deals with the relationship between two 
young working colliers. This is due to premier in 
November 2019. The film crew were on site for two 
occasions, late last year and again, early this year.

As well as those, the site was used by Sky One 
TV as a location base, when they were shooting a 
new drama with Shaun Bean entitled “Curfew.” 
It was transmitted from the 22nd February and 
involved parts of the adjacent A580 East Lancs 
Road and surrounding streets, being closed for a 
number of nights whilst much of the stunt 
driving was being done.

These events bring great publicity to the museum. Its size, security and unique facilities and 
structures is a perfect place for filming. The location of many television companies in Salford 
Quays  means the site could hopefully be used more and more for location shooting. 
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All of the events the site have put on this year have been 
well attended by the local community. The Steam Engine 
Rally run in conjunction with Lancashire Traction Engine 
Club, was a resounding success with over 2,000 people 
attending. We had good weather  and the event even made it 
onto the cover of Old Glory the magazine for steam engine 
enthusiasts. The event is currently being planned again for 
next year and will be taking place over the week-end of  the 
16th - 17th May. This is an event not to be missed and we are 
planning on it being bigger and better than last years event.

Our bonfire event again was wonderful and 
spectacular and we must thank Bob Swift and 
his daughter Paula for putting on  such a 
wonderful display. Over 1500 people came and 
all the tickets were sold before the event. For 
safety reasons we had to turn many people away 
who came without tickets. The headgear provided a perfect focal point for the full 22 minute display., 
which left the visitors gasping in amazement as to the quality and length of the display. We will be 
running it again on Saturday 2nd November this year. 

In conjunction with Umbrella Arts of Leigh we 
ran a spooky walk around the grounds for 
Halloween. Many children came and had a 
wonderful spooky experience. The charity is 
committed to its mission statement of working 
with other organisations to develop our 
commitment to the local community and 
providing an environment where the whole site is 
not a stagnant museum but is a place vibrant and 
welcoming.

The society also worked with Astley Green Residents 
Association for their Carols round the Christmas Tree 
event in December which was enjoyed by the whole 
community.
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Over the yeas the woodland and hidden areas of the site have become badly neglected and overgrown 
with brambles and weeds. Thanks to the efforts of Mike 33 ( called that because that is his journey 
distance to the site  )  the site is slowly being reclaimed from the years of neglect. Pathways lost to 
invasive undergrowth have been cleared and cleaned. Steps lost back to nature have been opened up 
again and the whole site is taking on a cared for appearance again. Nicki Vivash another of our 
volunteers has been working hard planting flowers around the site to create a blaze of colour and both 
Mike and Nicky have made a massive difference to the appearance of the site. We were even judged in 
the Borough in Bloom competition this year. As of writing we don’t know how we got one but with 
everything we have learned this year I am sure we can develop this next year.

None of this would have been possible without the efforts of our wonderful unpaid volunteers who 
freely give up their time and efforts to ensure the site continues to develop on a weekly basis.  From 
helping in the tea rooms to groundworks around the site, fantastic engineering work to curating and 
recording the collection, general secretarial work and a hundred other jobs we have to do.  There is 
always room for more volunteers and we hope you will consider joining us and helping develop the 
whole site into something rather special for the whole community.

No volunteer does it for the glory but it is 
nice when their efforts are recognised and 
this year one of our volunteers  Marilyn 
Lancaster, who is the glue that holds us all 
together, as Derek Jones puts it (as well as 
making a mean cup of tea) was recognised 
for her voluntary work at the Wigan 
Partnership Community Convention. Not 
only is Marilyn on site at the Mining 
Museum, nearly every day, but she also 
volunteers at the development at Leigh 
Spinners and Friends of Lilford Park. We 
don’t know what we would have done 
without her positive personality. If you have 
visited recently you would have met Marilyn 
and I dare say have left happier after 
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meeting and talking to her. She is a star !!!! The year was topped off for Marilyn and Eric when in June 
they were invited to the Queen’s garden party and Buckingham Palace. A fitting reward for all the hard 
work they put in on a voluntary basis across the various organisations.

Being a volunteer is not all about hard work in all kinds of weather. It’s about having fun and enjoying 
being with people, whilst making new 
friends and generally enjoying yourself. 
Why not consider going with us on the 
great adventure.Its as much or as little 
time as you can manage. Every little bit 
helps.

One of the most poignant memories of this year must be the unveiling of the memorial plaque to the 
men and boys of the village who lost her lives in the Great War. On the 11th November 100 years after 
the end of the Great War it was unveiled on site.This had originally been in the Astley Methodist 
Memorial chapel less than 300 yards from the colliery and a number of people on the memorial has 
actually worked at the mine. When the chapel was redeveloped it was passed to another local charity 
at Dam House. They had no where to display it and offered it to the museum. Carol Parkes and the 
volunteers helped make a perfect surround for it and the public finally got to see it at the Armistice 
day service in November. The trustees have now commissioned and fitted a surround for the plaque 
which will protect it from the weather for many years to come.This was partly funded by the local 
branches of the Royal British Legion It is wonderful to have this back on display in the village as a 
memorial to the brave men and boys who gave their life in the Great War.
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This year also saw the 80th anniversary of the disaster at the colliery 
which claimed the lives of 5 miners. Last year we ran a Crowdfunder 
campaign to raise money for a permanent memorial. Again our resident 
artist Carol Parkes worked to produce a poignant memorial entitled “ 
No Afternoon Shift “ which has now been positioned alongside the pit 
head. The ceremony was attended by family members of the miners and  
we also have purchased 5 memorial benches with plaques dedicated to 
the 5 miners.

One of the primary aims of the museum should be to entertain and educate future generations, who 
have never seen a coal mine or have any experience of a miners and their families life. We have begun 
to set out a schools visit programme, aimed at correcting this. School Pupils, Scouts, Guides, Cubs, 
Beavers and Brownies will all be targeted over the coming months to come along to the last remaining 
pit site open to the public, in the whole of  Lancashire. We have already had a number of schools and 
Cub groups visit us to experience life as a miner and we hope to develop this even further over the 
coming months and years.

We must also thank the dozens of local companies who have helped us over the past few months, 
providing skills and materials to help the site develop. Naming them individually will lead to someone 
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being forgotten but special thanks must go the 
Astley Rotary Club, Hamilton Davies Trust, The 
Co-Operative Society, Maxilead Metals, who have 
all sponsored different parts of the development of 
the museum with significant donations. Thank you 
each and everyone of you. You know who you are 
and we wouldn’t have been able to do a fraction of 
what has been achieved, without your help.

We have also been donated a 00 gauge model 
railway of Walkden Yard which has been rewired  to 
run on DCC digital control. This has been installed 
in the training room for all our visitors to enjoy. We 
have to thank Howard Cheetham for this wonderful 
donation

Before the Steam Rally we were also able to finally erect the Fred Dibnah wooden headgear over the 
turf circle at the side of the site. We still need to restore parts of the structure and if you would like to 
volunteer for this project please contact us.
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We have also been donated a Victorian Coal Cart which originally operated on the Leeds Liverpool 
canal around the Burnley area. This is currently being restored by another volunteer Tony Hayward 
and we are sending  the wooden wheels away for refurbishment. The museum is being offered more 
and more artefacts for its collection. A sure sign the public feel the museum is on an upwards curve. 
Again thanks to Jane Barritt and family for this donation.

Finally, we are committed soon to be having a cycle hub on site which will link us from our site on the 
Wigan/Salford border in Astley with the wonderful development at Irlam railway station just across 
the SSSI site that is Chat Moss. Another link for the railway buffs amongst you. The site also played 
hosts to  the Stationary engine society and the Velocette  owners club for their 25th annual rally this 
year. In May we held a 3 day plant sale with the support of Moss Bank Nurseries and this was well  
attended on all 3 days, with almost 10,000 pounds worth of plants sold over the week-end. The profit 
from this level of sales helped boost the societies funds considerably.

Hopefully this has given all members a feel for what is happening down at the Mining Museum and 
with the continued support of you all and the local community we will be able to develop the site 
further over the coming 12 months.
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