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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@astleycolliery.org 

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

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

The construction of the headgear over Number One shaft. 

Manufactured by Head Wrightson of Stockton on Tees. It 
stands 98 feet high. 

This was built around the smaller original wooden head gear, 
which was used for sinking the shaft. It can still be seen on 
this photograph

mailto:info@astleycolliery.org
mailto:info@astleycolliery.org
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MEMBERSHIP 2019 

Membership for 2019 is now 
open. If you renew now you will 
not require renewal until 
January 2020.

Every membership shows hard 
evidence to the funding bodies 
the society is growing and gives 
them confidence to invest 
knowing the society has a long 
term future

Membership can be paid in 
person at the colliery, by 
postage or by bank transfer 
using the following information.

Account Name:
The Red Rose Steam Society Ltd 

Account Number:
41841719 

Sort Code:
60-01-28 

Postal Address:

The Red Rose Steam Society 
Lancashire Mining Museum 
Higher Green Lane 
Astley -Tyldesley 
Gtr Manchester M29 7JB 

2.10pm  - Arrive at Astley Green Colliery ( Rescue Room ) the following 
persons to be presented to His Royal Highness  

Mr J H Ashworth Agent No 4 Sub Area 

Mr J Wood Colliery Manager - Astley Green Colliery. 

Mr C Grundy. -  Astley Green Colliery 

Mr T Jones  - Astley Green Colliery 

Mr J Burns - Astley Green Colliery 
N.U.M, Tyldesley and Astley Branch — President, Secretary and Delegate. 
Members of Astley Green Colliery Consultative Committee 
 
2.20pmProceed by No. 1 Engine House to No. 2 Pit Bottom to see skip 
winding arrangements. His Royal Highness will be accompanied by:-  

Lt. Cmdr. Parker. 

Sir Hubert Houldsworth.  

Inspector Kelley.  

Mr. G. Hoyle, H.M. Div. Inspector of Mines. Mr. E.H. Browne.  
Mr, F.G. Glossop. 
Mr. L. Plover.  

Mr. E. Lane, Area General Manager. 
Mr. ,J. Wood, Manager, Astley Green Colliery.  

Note: Five of the accredited Court Press Correspondents and the N.C.B. 
Press Officer will join the party at the pit bottom.  
3.20pm Depart Astley Green. 

Signed Astley Green Visitors book 1952
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COAL TAX  POSTS 
Coal-tax posts are marker 
posts, now numbering about 
210 but originally about 280 
in number, erected in the 
1860s and forming an 
irregular loop between 12 and 
18 miles from London, 
England, to mark the points 
where taxes on coal were due 
to the Corporation of 
London.

Coal imported into the City 
of London had been taxed 
since mediaeval times and, as 
it was originally all brought 
by sea to riverside wharfs, the 
collection of the duties was 
relatively easy. The City is a 
small (one square mile) but 
influential and rich part of 
London. The Port of 
London, within which the 
duties were payable, 
stretched far beyond the 
boundaries of the City, all the 
way along the Thames from 
Yantlet Creek (downstream 
from Gravesend) to Staines.
By the 19th century, however, there was increasing trade by canal and rail, and various Acts of 
Parliament extended the catchment area to include these new modes of transport. In 1845 the 
boundary was set at a radius of 20 miles from the General Post Office, London, from Langley in the 
west to Gravesend in the east and from Ware in the north to Redhill in the south. In 1851 an Act 
permitted the erection of boundary markers to indicate where this boundary lay; and about 50 
markers, inscribed with a reference to the Act, were erected.
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In 1861 a further Act — the London Coal and Wine Duties Continuance Act 1861 — was passed, 
reducing the area to that of the Metropolitan Police District plus the City of London. This stretched 
from Colnbrook in the west to Crayford Ness, at the mouth of the River Darent, in the east, and from 
Wormley, Hertfordshire in the north to Banstead Heath, Surrey in the south. New marker posts 
(about 280) were erected to show the boundary within which the duty was payable. These again cite 
the Act by regnal year and chapter number, i.e. 24 & 25 VICT CAP 42. In some cases, notably on 
railways and canals, markers made for earlier acts were reused on the new boundary. Most (over 200) 
of these posts survive. Although the title of the Act refers to wine duties, these were collected only in 
the Port of London: the boundary marks have no connection with the wine duties and it is incorrect 
to call them "coal and wine duty posts".
The purpose of the posts was to give notice of where the boundary ran so that no-one could claim 
ignorance of liability to pay the duties. However, in general, duties were not actually collected on the 
boundary. The one known exception was the Grand Junction Canal: originally customs officers 
collected the duties at Grove Park, Hertfordshire. After the boundary was changed in 1861 a 
permanent house for the collector was built at Stockers Lock near Rickmansworth. In other cases the 
railway and canal companies or local coal merchants calculated the sums due and paid the money to 
the Corporation. The railway companies were initially allowed some coal free of duty for their 
engines.

Types of post: 
There are five different forms of coal duty boundary markers in all.

1 Granite obelisks, about 1.2 metres high, erected beside canals and navigable rivers.
2 Cast-iron posts about 1.2 metres high. These form the majority of posts and are found beside 

roads — and also beside tracks and footpaths, sometimes in open countryside.
3 Cast-iron boxes or plates, about 

230 mm square, built into parapets of 
road bridges.

4 Stone or cast-iron obelisks, about 4.5 
metres high, found beside railways. 
Originally erected on previous 
boundaries and reused on the 1861 
boundary.

5 Cast-iron obelisks, about 1.75 metres 
high, erected on railways after 1865.

Almost all bear the City's shield or in some cases the full coat of arms. Most of the cast-iron posts are 
painted white, with the cross and sword of the shield picked out in red, but the stone ones are often of 
a sombre black, still bearing the stains accumulated on the smoky trackside. Most of the posts are 
Grade II listed buildings.
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How the duties were used 

The City of London had the right to collect dues for weighing and measuring coal entering the Port of 
London since medieval times. After the Great Fire of London in 1666, Acts of Parliament imposed 
further duties to help pay for the rebuilding. Although some of the proceeds were for general 
rebuilding purposes, most was to cover the costs of rebuilding St Paul's Cathedral and the City 
churches. After the completion of St Paul's, the duties 
were paid to the Commission for Building Fifty New 
Churches. In 1718 the duty was converted into a 
Government duty, though some was still used for 
ecclesiastical purposes, such as the rebuilding of 
Gravesend Church in 1730. During the Napoleonic wars, 
the duty was increased several times to help pay for the 
wars. Government duties on coal were abolished in 1831.
At the end of the 17th century, the City of London owed 
large sums, notably to the funds which they held on trust 
for the orphans of City Freemen. In 1694 the City 
persuaded Parliament to pass an Act for the Relief of the 
Orphans and other Creditors of the City of London 
which allowed it to raise money in various ways, including 
the imposition of duties on coal. This Act was the 
ancestor of the ones which set up the posts. In the middle 
of the 18th century the income from the duties started to be used to finance public works in London, 
not only in the City itself but also in surrounding areas such as the West End, Southwark and 
Whitechapel. These included bridges such as Blackfriars Bridge, roads improvements such as at 
Temple Bar and the Ratcliffe Highway, and court buildings such as the Old Bailey and the Middlesex 
Sessions House in Clerkenwell. In 1803 a further duty was introduced to pay for the expenses of the 
coal market in London.
The use of the coal duties to pay for public works continued in the nineteenth century: for example 
they paid for the rebuilding of the Royal Exchange and the construction of New Oxford Street. After 
creation of the Metropolitan Board of Works (MBW) in 1855 the major part of duties went to the 
Board and were used to pay for the creation of a unified sewerage system in London and the 
construction of the Thames embankments. The City's portion of the duties paid for the building of 
Cannon Street, and later of Holborn Viaduct.
In the 1870s the duties were used to free from toll a number of bridges on the Thames: Kew, Kingston 
upon Thames, Hampton Court, Walton upon Thames, and Staines, together with Chingford, and 
Tottenham Mills on the Lea.
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The end of the duties 

The coal duties had always been unpopular and were the subject of attacks by pamphleteers 
throughout their life. Objection was taken to a tax on a basic necessity and the anomaly of a tax in 
London which did not apply to the rest of the country. The greater anomaly was that the area of 
collection – the Metropolitan Police District – was so much larger than the area in which they were 
spent: the Metropolitan Board of Works covered much the same area as its successor the London 
County Council. With the growth of the outer suburbs, their residents resented paying a tax which 
had very little direct benefit for them. This is why in 1868 Parliament decided that the duties were to 
be used to free from toll the bridges in outer London mentioned above.
In the 1880s the City and the MBW wanted the duties to continue, in the face of growing opposition 
from the public and national politicians, but when the MBW was replaced by the London County 
Council in 1889, the new council declined to support renewal. An act was passed in that year 
abolishing the duties, the last of which was collected in 1890. The abolition was opposed with some 
underhand tactics: a parliamentary select committee sitting in 1887 found that signatures on a petition 
in support of keeping the tax had been forged.
The posts thus represent the final phase of the duties in the face of growing opposition. They had 
been collected for over 300 years but within 30 years of the posts going up they were abolished.

Text edited and photographs via Wikipedia and the internet.
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CONTINUED…. From Issue One.

The sinking proper began on September 8th. 1908 and continued without any trouble until October 
the 18th when, with the cutting shoe about 14.5 ft below the shaft bottom, as usual, it would not 
advance any further despite the full force of the jacks. On investigation, sand was found to have risen 
some 10 feet above the shaft bottom. This was too soft for the men to work and so the hoppit was 
replaced with a contractor's grab which was able to work through the water which now had risen 
above the sand. The inrush of sand had interfered with the pumps and these had had to be removed 

for cleaning. The 
grab was successful 
and many tons of 
sand were removed 
from the shaft, 
enabling the cutting 
shoe to be advanced 
another 22". 
However, when the 
pumps were 
restored and the 
water cleared away 
again on October 
21st., the sand was 
still some 9 feet 

above the original shaft bottom ! 
The grab was therefore kept in work 

until October 25th. when the ground became more solid. 

On making an examination, a large cavity was found on the borehole side of the shaft, and as a result 
sand was being washed up into it from below and behind the cutting shoe, which was now 16'4" below 
the shaft bottom. The only immediate solution to protect the shaft was to place a ring of tubbing 
outside the sinking ring and place bags of cement against them. 

The surface now began to subside into the cavity, whose origin was ascribed to the problems with the 
borehole, the buckling of the lining allowing the cavity to form in the period while the obstruction 
was cut through. The subsidence caused the brick pillar to begin to tilt, and to help arrest this, large 
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THE WOODEN HEAD FRAME USED FOR THE SINKING

Sinking the Number I Shaft - Part Two 
Taken from : THE HISTORY OF ASTLEY GREEN COLLIERY

J G ISHERWOOD - Sept 1990  
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quantities of tubbing and other ironwork were hung on the side of the collar away from the borehole 
and thick liquid cement poured down into the borehole by night and day. The ground fell under the 
concrete block by 2.5 feet and had to be filled. 

While this was going 
on all haste was 
made to try to get 
the tubbing down to 
the Permian marls 
where it could be 
anchored before the 
effects of the tilting 
caused the anchor 
bolts to bind against 
the tubbing rings and 
prevent any further 
progress. Fortunately 
fate was with them 
and the cutting shoe 
entered the marls on 
November 13th. 1908. To 
be safe, the cutting shoe 
was forced further down until the 26th. of November. The effect of the tilting was seen when the 4-
inch anchor bolts were found to have been bent nearly eight inches out of the vertical in 28 feet 
depth. At the same time, when the shaft bottom was cut from beneath the cutting shoe, the tubbing 
was found to be self supporting, despite its 514 ton weight. 

The hydraulic jacks, their connections and the anchor ring were removed to be used at the No.2 shaft, 
and the upper layers of tubbing above the water table within the brick pillar were also removed. It had 
been intended to re-use the cutting shoe and pressure ring also, but in view of the troubles, it was 
decided to retain the pressure ring to re-inforce the pillar and collar. It was also felt safest to leave the 
cutting shoe in place rather than risk any disturbance to the strata by removing it. 

As the rest of the tubbing would hang from the cutting shoe already in place, the electric crane, H 
beams and rail were also removed to the No.2 sinking. The headframe was then altered to handle the 
tubbing rings and lower them down the shaft, the pulsometer pumps were replaced by an Evans 
sinking pump capable of the full lift to the surface in one stage rather than the several which had been 
needed with the Pulsometers whose intermediate tanks had added to the obstructions in the shaft. 
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To join the underhung tubbing to the cutting shoe, an unforeseen event, 1 inch thick boiler plate was 
fastened round the outside of the cutting shoe and an inner ring attached from which a special ring of 
tubbing was suspended by 1 7/16" diameter bolts. 0.5" thick wooden sheeting was fixed between the 
tubbing ring and the bottom edge of the cutting shoe. The tubbing used below the cutting shoe was 
still referred to by the sinkers as "German" tubbing, even though it had cast lugs on the outside to 
help it key into the cement (in other words it was "English" tubbing) because it was supplied by Haniel 
and Lueg. 

Above the cutting shoe, the inside diameter of the tubbing was 23 feet, while below it it was to be 21 
feet. 

The tubbing to the cutting shoe was found to be less than 4 inches out of the vertical despite all the 
problems, and conical joint rings were made to centre the rest of the shaft. 

To avoid further dangers, a borehole was driven ahead of the bottom of the shaft to warn of water, but 
it was not until after the 10th. March 1909 at a depth of 283 feet from the surface that the Evans 
steam pump was put into action. Up to that time the hoppit had been sufficient to bale out the water. 

At 292 feet a second feeder of 
water was struck, bringing 
the "make" of water in the 
shaft to 30,000 gallons per 
hour.  A true "English" 
wedging curb was laid after 
the last of the sandstones 
had been passed, the make 
of water by this time only 
amounting to 7,000 gallons 
per hour. The idea being to 
form a seal with the 
surrounding rock so that no 
water could enter the shaft. 

This would allow conventional brick lining to be used for the 
rest of the depth. The last ring of "German" tubbing 

immediately above it was made with an especially strong flange to resist the wedging. The wedging 
curb was laid at a depth of 446'2" on a dark shale on one side and a strong rocky warrant on the other 
- this was not felt to be the best foundation. The curb was laid on September 9th. 1909 and "keyed 
up" with cement on September the 15th, stout timber wedges having been forced between it and the 
tubbing ring until the full force of a hammer could not drive them any further. The water was pumped 
from behind the tubbing as already described, until September the 24th., when it was felt that the 
cement would have set well enough. Thus the pipes were removed, the holes plugged and a pressure 
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gauge fitted. Unfortunately the pressure rose rapidly to 40 p.s.i. at which point it spurted out through 
weak places in the joints of the tubbing and under the wedging curb ! Clearly, the wedging was not a 
success, so the tubbing was continued down further and a second wedging curb laid on October 28th. 
1909 on flaggy rock some 12'10" below the first curb. The pumping this time was continued for longer 
to give the cement more time to set. Pumping was halted on November 28th. at 10 a.m.. By 4 p.m. the 
pressure had risen to 60 p.s.i. and by the 3rd. of December it was 100 p.s.i. and once again the joints 
sprung leaks - but not as badly as before. Further cement grout was poured into place behind the 
tubbing and it was found that the pressure was regulated by the quantity of water being pumped at 
No.2 pit. 

Sinking below the wedging curb then continued, the shaft below that point being brick lined. The 
Worsley 4ft. seam was reached on April 7th. 1910 at a depth of 772'4", while sinking was completed by 
the end of 1912 through the Crombouke ( 1602 ft.), Rams ( 1752 ft.), Trencherbone ( 2481 ft.) and 
Cannel seams to an absolute pit bottom 2670 feet below the surface. References at the time make it 
clear that this was not the final intended bottom, and it was hoped to eventually sink deeper still to 
the Arley seam. This was, however, never to be fulfilled. Despite all the difficulties not one life was lost 
during the sinking of the shaft. The total cost of sinking the No 1 shaft was averaged  at £87 per yard 
giving a total cost for the shaft sinking  of £77,500 . Equivalent to approx 8 million pounds today.
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ART IN THE 
MINES 
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Lawrence Isherwood (1917–1989) 

was born inWigan, Lancashire, England. He was a 
complicated man and from the beginning, working at 
his father’s cobblers shop at Greenhough Street, Wigan, 
he eventually branched out after his fathers death, to 
become a full time artist. His drinking and the 
emotional loss of his mother, who was his greatest fan, 
lead to a series of work which were  varied in quality. 

He was a contemporary of L S LOWRY who actually 
owned an Isherwood which hung in his studio. He said 
” I only buy pictures that I like and I bought an Isherwood 
years ago “ Isherwood was admitted into Billinge 
hospital on three occasions to help treat his alcoholism  
and spent some time at The Scarisbrick Hotel in 
Southport on his release in 1975 where he was given a 
room to help his recovery and allow him to paint . 

The BBC produced a half hour film entitled I AM 
ISHERWOOD and this was transmitted in both 1974 
and repeated in 1975. No copies of this seem to exist 
and all that remains are some still photographs, taken 
by Isherwood himself directly from the television 
screen. Often selling his work for pennies or 
exchanging them for food or painting supplies he died 
in 1989 and is buried in Gildow Century Wigan. He 
died with only £120.00 in his bank account but  his best 
works now fetch prices into the thousands.
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TREASURES OF THE MUSEUM 

THE PIT PONY 
Marjan Wouda was 
commissioned  by The 
Groundworks Trust 
Wigan to produce a 
sculpture, as part as an 
Artist In Residence 
project at Leigh CE 
Junior school in 1989, 
and different classes 
were involved in the 
construction of the 
sculpture. The skin of 
the pony is encrusted 
with objects- Rope - 
Chains and Buckles., 
representative of the 
coal mining industry. It 
was constructed using 
fiberglass, resin and 
coal dust.

The completed structure was presented to the owners of the Spinning Gate Shopping centre in 1991 
when it opened, where it was displayed in the Main Mall but it was moved to the Market Hall 
entrance a few years later. Changes to the shopping centre in 2001 resulted in the Council deciding to 
remove the sculpture and it eventually found a new home at the Astley Mining Museum. The removal 
was followed by an outburst of protest from much of the local 
community.  Among those critical of the decision, seen by some 
as another instance of Wigan’s high handed treatment of its 
neighbours, were the headmaster and pupils of the school 
where the work had been created. 

Marjan Wouda is a sculptor, who was born in the Netherlands 
and grew up there. She came to the UK aged 19 and followed 
her art training here, specialising in bronze life size sculptures 
of animals. Born in 1960, she has been producing sculptures for 
over 30 years; exhibited in London, Amsterdam, The Hague, 
and around the UK; and sold to collectors in America, New 
Zealand and Europe. Her public work can be found in the 
Carribean, Hong Kong, London, Greater Manchester, Newcastle-upon-Thyne and green spaces in 
Lancashire and Yorkshire. She lives and works in  Lancashire.
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The previous Pit Whistle ( Spring 2018 ) outlined our first twelve months achievements and 
the development and changes to the museum site, since our relaunch in Spring 2017.

The AGM of the society was held on the 3rd October and the financial reports for 2018 were 
presented. All the indicators are that the society have made massive advances in securing its 
long term viability, since the site was relaunched last year. Turnover was £60,000 and 
profitability was over £10,000 despite spending over £45,000 on developments to the site 
this year. Membership has also increased by 400% from 2 years ago and donations had 
increased to over £14,000

Bob Bruce stood down as treasurer of the society after many years and Neil Kinsella also 
stood down after his 12 month co-opting onto the committee. We must thank Neil for leading 
the accreditation process with the Arts Council, to get the site once again accredited as a 
registered museum. Mike Shardlow, Tony Clough, Edward Booth and Alan Liptrot were 
replaced by new members on the committee and we would like to welcome Derek & 
Jacquline Jones, Carol Parkes, Alan Wossick, Sam Reynolds and  Dave Else to their positions 
on the committee. The next issue of the Pit Whistle will include Pen Portraits of the current 
committee. 

The engine running days continue to draw large crowds with the resultant increase in 
donations. The last two years have seen the donations to the museum from visitors, local  
companies and personal donations from individuals increase, leading to a growth over the 
past 15 months from  £3,000.00 to over £14,000.

We have been selected as one of the local charities 
to receive support from the Co-op through their 
membership scheme. Joining the scheme costs £1.00 
but 5% of your shopping bill for Co-op goods is 
returned to you with an extra 1% going to local 
charities. Hopefully over the year this will lead to a 
significant donation to the museum. Please consider 
joining this scheme and helping the society develop

Fred Dibnah’s wooden 
headgear, which he built 
for the coal shaft in his 
garden, was secured for 

display on site when it was put up for auction last year. It was 
originally sold to someone in Cumbria but James Palmer one of 
our volunteers negotiated its sale back to the museum, initially 
with the help of a private benefactor. Corporate funding was then 
sought to secure the item for the museum collection.This caused 
a tremendous reaction on Facebook with the initial post bringing 
in over 52,000 hits to the article. This type of publicity would 
cost a fortune to achieve by normal methods.
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The society has devised a new art strategy in conjunction with Helen Stalker at the Turnpike 
Gallery in Leigh. This will lead the development of the site to help appeal to sections of the 
community who may not necessarily visit otherwise and help develop the rest of the 
woodland and canal side land the lease covers.  Two significant new installation works by 
renowned artist Mary Griffiths ( Senior Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art at the 
Whitworth Gallery in Manchester). Her new twin-sited exhibition, Wild Honey, was held at 
the Turnpike Gallery and the Astley Green Museum. The theme is the Lancashire coal seam 
at Astley and the surface landscape of canal, motorway, ship canal and river.  It ran from the 
14 April to the 26 May and was grant funded by the Arts Council and featured by the BBC 
Radio 4’s Front Row programme. It focused on Astley Green Colliery, it’s past as a working 
pit, the remaining buildings and machinery and the plant and bird life the site. The two 
installations at the pit were called ‘The Bower ‘and ‘Circle of Turf.’  The Circle of Turf 
work will remain on site for visitors to view and experience.

We were also fortunate in being offered a major public art installation which was due to be 
removed due to the extension of the Metrolink tramline through Trafford Park. No suitable 
alternative location could be found for the artwork and Lauren Smith who works for the 
contractors and hails from Astley, contacted us to see if we would be interested in relocating 

it at the Mining Museum. Chair of the Trustees, 
Trevor Barton MBE, went along and met with 
Lauren on site to arrange to get it transported to 
the museum. The sculpture entitled SILENT 
CARGOES represents the types of cargo that 
would have been carried on the Bridgewater and 
Manchester Ship Canals in the past. The 
installation was designed by the artist James 
Wines and created with the assistance of John 
King of Liverpool. The workmen's clothing (flat 
cap, gloves) lying on the tops of boxes and other 
objects is a reminder of those who laboured on 
the docks, canals and in the surrounding 
industries such as the mines and factories of the 
area. These items personalise this world, 
suggesting that the workers have disappeared 
suddenly but that they might return at another 
time. All of the objects in the composition have 
been painted grey and where necessary stiffened. 

Two processes were used to produce the finished objects. Some articles were hot dipped and 
galvanised in zinc. For others, a vacuum mould of the object was prepared which was then 
filled with microsilicate concrete. 

James Wines (born 1932) is an American artist and architect associated with environmental 
design. Wines is founder and president of SITE a New York City-based architecture and 
environmental arts organisation. In total, Wines has designed more than 150 projects for 
private and municipal clients in eleven countries. He has won twenty-five writing and design 
awards including the 1995 Chrysler Design Award. Wines is currently a professor of 
architecture at Penn State University in America. 

The contractors agreed to move the installation to site to save it from being lost and the 
Trustees will work with local artists and museum curators and the owners of the Bridgewater 
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Canal to decide on the best location to put it on the adjacent canal. It ties in well with our 
railway and canal and hopefully will be an added attraction over the coming years, allowing 
the public to still view this great piece of Industrial art rather than losing it forever from 
public view.

Our new tea rooms and pop up tea rooms continue to provide 
a new source of income for the society. Since opening in early 
May they have achieved a turnover in excess of £5,000. We 
have run a number of special afternoon tea parties, including 
a Mad Hatters tea party in July, which have all been well 
attended and in August both facilities were inspected by the 
Environmental Health dept of Wigan MBC and we achieved 
a 5 for our food hygiene standards, which is the highest grade 
possible.

 

Our volunteer railway team continue to provide massive amounts 
of time and effort trying to get this ready for passenger carrying. 
The railway at the Lancashire Mining Museum was started by 
some farsighted volunteers a number of years ago but due to lack 
of funding and volunteers had stagnated for the past 5 years. An 
influx of new volunteers have taken this project forward over the 
past 15 months. All the line has been serviced, new crossover 
points built, fishplates greased and repaired, invasive undergrowth 
on the line cleared away. A passenger platform and level crossing 
to the platform have been built and the rule books and operating 
procedures have all been written. The volunteers are at present 

working on a run round loop at 
the far end of the line. This will 
give us the ability to pull the 
train in both directions rather then push/pull which would 
require a guard at the back of the train when pushing. We 
have a number of locomotives we can run on the line at 
present and will shortly be servicing them ready for 
opening. Signage is still required and a small area of fencing 
in areas where the general public could approach still needs 
completing. Safety rails need to be added to the passenger 
carrying man riders which can be secured, when the train is 
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in motion. There is also a level of training required for people operating the railway to ensure 
passenger safety.

We have employed the services of Martin Ashworth as consultant to this project. Martin has 
worked with numerous heritage railways in the past and his knowledge and expertise is 
invaluable to ensure that the railway not only meets but exceeds the requirements of the 
railway inspectorate. His initial response is the line would exceed the requirements, subject to 
certain training and servicing of locos being completed before passenger carrying 
commenced. It is hoped we will be able to run limited services by the end of 2018 but failing 
this and subject to volunteer availability and weather, the line should be available for full 
passenger carrying by Spring 2019 at the latest.

The woodland around the site had been allowed to become massively overgrown in the past 
few years and the canopy was now so thick, it was not allowing development of the woodland 
floor as a habitat for wildlife. A £ 10,000 grant from the Lottery ‘ Awards for All’ has allowed 
us to commission Manchester City of Trees to carry out a survey of the woodland and put 
forward recommendations as to its future management. A couple of areas of Japanese 
Knotweed have already been treated by the groundwork’s team from Wigan MBC and we 
have been clearing massive areas of brambles and weeds from the site to create some picnic 
areas for next year. We now have a comprehensive 5 year plan to return this woodland to its 
former glory for the benefit of the whole community.

I suppose our biggest achievement this year is getting a new structural survey completed on 
the headgear. Blackett-Ord, Historic England’s approved contractor, carried out the survey in 
September, with the final report due to be delivered to the society at the end of October but 
verbal indications are that the structure is repairable. Once we get the final written report  we 
will then know exactly what is required in repairs and conservation to ensure the long term 
future of this iconic Grade 2 listed and scheduled monument landmark. Initial verbal 
confirmation from the surveyor is that the structure is capable of being saved. Then begins 
the task of securing funding to ensure the repairs are completed. This is going to be more 
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than the society can afford and we will need as much support as possible to meet our goal 
from all our supporters to show the funding bodies there is a groundswell of support to save 
it.

Sky television also used the site this year as a location for its support vehicles whilst filming a 
new drama starring Shaun Bean which will be transmitted in 2019. BBC also came to film a 
segment for children’s television aimed at introducing children to engineering. 

A number of the stationary engines have also been painted this year by a team of new 
volunteers and they really enhance the appearance around the memorial garden.

The old war memorial from the old Astley Chapel has also 
now been relocated to the care of the museum after it was 
in storage at Dam House after its removal. We are hoping 
a suitable location in site can be found and it can be 
installed in time to commemorate the 100th Anniversary 
of the signing of the armistice, to end the First World War, 
this November. Tony Stanton one of our volunteers has 
been researching all the people on this memorial and 
hopefully this research will also be available for public 
display in November.

We are also planning for the village firework display which 
will be held on Saturday 3rd November which last year attracted over 2000 people. 

With all the work done on site we now feel we can start finally negotiating a new lease with 
the Wigan MBC. The current one has only 3 years to run and funding bodies need to see the 
site has a long term secure future. The work done and the fact the site is now appealing to the 
whole community, plus the starting of the work to restore the headgear is a powerful 
indicator to our landlords that the lease should be renewed for a further 25 year term.

We have been offered three compressors which were being taken out of the old Burtons 
Biscuit factory on the Wirral. These are newer to our present compressor, as they are air 
cooled, rather than the water cooled type we have at present. This means we will be able to 
run our magnificent engine for longer and more often, as we will not need to wait for the 
cooling water to return to cold after being heated. The cost of this will be quite expensive to 
get them removed properly and transported to site as we will need the expertise of a qualified 
machinery moving company to ensure the safe removal of this equipment for us.

We were also approached by Nottingham 
museum services as they had an original 
1840’s horse gin which they wished to 
dispose of. Other museums were 
interested in parts of it but as we were 
prepared to accept it as a whole and it 
will shortly be coming to the museum. 
Both of these acquisitions require a good 
deal of restoration and we will shortly be 
putting out a request for new volunteers 
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to help in their restoration. We believe this method of project lead tasks gives volunteers the 
ability to own the work they do on site, as they can clearly see the difference they are making 
to the sites development, Hopefully we can now attract another group of working volunteers 
able to take the site even further forward over the next 12 months.

The committee has also approved the purchase of a new building on site to make a Heritage 
Skills Centre, which will be used for development and training of heritage skills, which again 
will also lead to income for the museum in the coming years.

The museum’s accreditation had been allowed to lapse in the proceeding years. The process 
has now been completed again and the documentation has been forwarded to the Arts 
Council for approval. We are awaiting confirmation that this has been successful. It is 
important if we are to be allowed to exchange artifices with other museums and leads to 
written procedures to be followed on the care of the collection we have in our possession. We 
are also proceeding with a full security review of the site and the machine shop and lodge will 
be alarmed shortly which will be followed on, when funds allow, across the whole site.

We also have a grant application going in, to allow us to develop a media centre on site. This 
will be set up with video recording equipment and lighting to allow us to record people’s 
memories of life in the mines, before it is lost forever. This will also be set up to show a 
number of the videos we have, which can be built into a loop, which visitors will be able to 
view when visiting the museum, to give them a better idea of what life was like working in the 
industry.

We have hosted numerous visits to site by different organisations over the past year including, 
The local Soroptomists, The Branch Line Society,  Local Rotary Clubs,  Cub and Scout 
groups, schools, camera clubs, caravan clubs, The Velocette owners club, Local Amateur 
Radio enthusiasts, Lowton Art Group, Stationary engine society and many other groups.

We also resurrected this year a week-end Traction Engine Rally which we ran in conjunction 
with Lancashire Traction Engine Club and which attracted crowds in excess of 2500 people 
over the week-end. Planning is in place to repeat this successful event next year.

Altogether this year has been a great success for the society, helping to put it on a more 
secure financial footing and increasing its profile across the community with the resultant 
increase in volunteers, visitor numbers, membership and donations. The next 12 months will 
be challenging, to build on our recent success, but hopefully with new volunteers and 
members coming forward, this will  help us develop some of the ambitious plans we have for 
the site, which require even more labour  and funding than we have at present. 

Stephen Eckersley 

October 2018
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