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Memories of 
Binley Colliery

An oral history 
project



‘Memories of Binley Colliery’  
is a community oral history 
project led by the Dunsmore 
Living Landscape Partnership at 
Warwickshire Wildlife Trust 
to showcase Binley’s rich 
industrial heritage.

Binley Colliery Pit Head © 2021 Warwickshire County Record Office PH350269a

Front cover photograph. The National Archives, COAL80/116 – Binley Colliery West Midlands, 1952-9
Back cover photograph. A female Marbled White butterfly resting on a Common-spotted Orchid © 2021 Tom Marshall (WildNet)
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The oral history project focuses on the former Binley Colliery, a 
Coventry coal mine in operation from 1911 to 1963. During the pit’s 
life, the Binley estate grew up around the mine. Post-closure, the site 
became derelict. In 1989, it became the Claybrookes Marsh Nature 
Reserve after locals opposed plans for a business park. 

A legacy of mining remains in the area, including pit cottages on nearby roads, local 
streets named after well-known miners, and the reserve’s own name in memory of two 
miners who died following a roof collapse at the colliery.

Ten interviews were conducted with local residents, alongside networking sessions with 
community groups and analysis of archive material from Coventry archives, the Modern 
Records Centre (Warwick), and the National Archives (London). The interviews collected 
residents’ memories of the colliery and surrounding area across its existence as an active 
mine, a derelict site, and now as a nature reserve. One of Dunsmore Living Landscape’s 
aims is to reconnect local residents and communities with the areas of natural beauty on 
their doorstep, and tapping into their personal memories is a key way of doing this. This 
booklet introduces and overviews the project’s findings.

The project was supported by the University of Warwick’s Oral History Network. They 
recruited undergraduate volunteers to transcribe interviews and successfully bid for the 
university’s Public Engagement Fund to fund an exhibition and this booklet. 

Many people have contributed to this project’s success. From Dunsmore Living 
Landscape: Daniel Loveard, Jake McAlister, and Anna Jennings. From the University of 
Warwick: Pierre Botcherby, Fu Ge Yang, Dan Smith, Kiera Evans, Amy Holliday, Isabela 
Klvanova, Glory Chan, Andrea Bergaz Alvarez and Izzy Conway. Thanks to the Oral History 
Network’s Directors, Dr. Stephanie Panichelli-Batalla and Dr. Rosie Doyle, and to Warwick’s 
Public Engagement team. We would also like to thank the National Lottery Heritage Fund 
and the players of the National Lottery for funding the project. Finally, the project would 
not have been possible without the wonderful stories from the interviews so a huge thank 
you must be extended to all of them.



Memories of Binley Colliery exploredunsmore.org4

c.1909 
First winding 
of coal at 
colliery

© 2021 Warwickshire County 
Record Office PH350269

c.1890 
Building of 
Binley Hotel

1907 
Beginning of colliery 

development

Local press coverage 
talks eagerly of the 
employment and 
housing this will bring.

1931 
Coventry Boundary 
Extension Act 
incorporates parts of 
Binley into the city

Overall, the Act brought 
around 17,000 extra 
people under city control.

1946 
Nationalisation 
of the Coal 
Mines Act

National Coal 
Board takes 
control of British 
coal mining 
industry from 1st 
January 1947.

1940 
During WW2, 
a bomb lands 
in Binley

Vibrations were 
felt 300 yards 
away.

1947 
Tragedy at the 
colliery

Colliers Jack 
Clay and James 
Brookes killed 
when the colliery 
roof collapses.

Timeline

From the collection of 
Mary Hollins

mid-1920s 
New housing 

New houses are 
built to house 
the colliery 
workers, who 
numbered 474 
by this stage.

Semi-detached houses in Brandon Road, Binley. 1920s 
© 2021 Warwickshire County Record Office PH, 350/269c

© 2021 Coventry Archives, 
PA628/9/2. See back cover.
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1989 
Special protection for 
Claybrookes Marsh

Colliery site becomes nature reserve and Site 
of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). It is named 
after Jack Clay and James Brookes.

1967 
Coventry City Council buys 
the 303 National Coal Board 
houses in Binley

140 are occupied by miners, 77 
by retired miners, 9 by miners’ 
widows, and 75 by ex-miners. 

Opposition is articulated through 
a tenants’ committee, whose 
members wish to purchase their 
houses instead.

1963 

Closure of Binley colliery

National Coal Board blames closure on 
colliery’s profitability and the quality/size of 
coals mined. The colliery’s future had been 
in doubt since 1958, an initial closure date 
of 1961 was postponed.

2017 
Dunsmore 
Living 
Landscape’s 
‘Memories of 
Binley colliery’ 
project begins.

1955 
Opening of new pit baths 
at Binley colliery

Photo © 2021 Coventry Archives, PA576/6/2

 Coventry Archives, PA465/14/6

© 2021 Modern Records Centre MSS.11/3/20/53

© 2021 Warwickshire Wildlife Trust Archives
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The interviewees
Anne Trentham 

Anne had a very happy childhood in Binley, 
and has memories of life there during 
World War II. Her father worked in the 
mine, and Anne remembers life 
revolving around it.

Barry Hawker 

Barry worked in the pit, as did his father. 
Barry started work there in 1953, and 
remembers the hard conditions of the 
mine. He has fond memories of his co-
workers, and remembers the diversity of 
the workforce in the mine.

Iris Weir 

Iris is from Lancashire, but has lived in 
Coventry since 1971 – meaning she 
became a resident of the village after 
Binley Colliery had closed. She is the 
secretary of the local history society, 
having been involved in it since 2001.

David Meffin 

David lived in Binley from the age of 5 until 
he was 14, and remembers the close-knit 
community there. His father worked at the 
colliery, and David has memories of digging 
up fossils from the slagheap.

Barbara Anderson 

Barbara was born in Binley in 1932. Her 
father worked in the mine. She has fond 
memories of childhood in Binley – the 
facilities were brilliant and paid for by the 
miners. Barbara still lives in Binley.

© 2021 The National Archives, COAL80/116 – Binley Colliery 
West Midlands, 1952-9

© 2021 Simon Watts of WILD Presentations

From the collection of Mary Hollins
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Mary Hollins 

Mary was born in Binley in 1940. Like 
many others, Mary enjoyed a yearly outing 
which was paid for by the mine, where 
her grandfather had worked. She still lives 
locally, and volunteers at the John White 
Centre.

Tony Rowler 

Tony was born in Binley. He worked on 
the railway, and his father worked at the 
colliery for a short time. Tony remembers 
the diversity of workers at the mine and 
enjoying the nature around Binley as a 
child.

June Manley and Dennis Smith 

June and Dennis both remember 
the community spirit in Binley. June 
remembers children being given rides in 
the lift shaft of the mine. June’s family 
didn’t work at the pit, but her aunt and 
uncle ran the Binley Working Men’s 
Club. Both remember the pollution and 
subsidence that resulted from living near to 
the colliery.

Tom Marchi 

Tom grew up in Binley. His father worked 
in the mine from the 1930s until his 
retirement. Tom enjoys exercising, and 
sometimes takes a route through the 
nature reserve at Claybrookes Marsh, near 
where the colliery used to be.

William Martin 

William worked at Binley until 1963, when 
the pit closed. He comes from a family of 
miners – his father and uncles also worked 
down the pit. He worked on the stripping 
process, packing and analysing the coal 
dust for gas. 

“From the black, winding galleries 900ft. under the earth to the clear, sweet air 
is but a few seconds’ cage journey for these men/ Tired and dirty after their stint 
underground are Binley miners Tom Wickens, Derek Woodward, William Pearse, 
William Driscoll and Edward Bickerton. Their colliery, which was sunk in 1909, is known 
for its undulating workings. Below the earth the narrow roads sweep up and down like 
miniature hills as they follow the twisting seams of coal.”

© 2021 Simon Watts of WILD Presentations
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‘There used to be three shifts at the pit. Six 
till two, two till ten and the ten till six the 
next morning […]’ - Mary.

Mining was a skilled job: ‘first at Nuneaton 
College at a place called Dorden where 
they used to have a mock pit […] we used to 
have to do training for all the underground 
work […] when we finished that part we 
had to work on the pit bank because we 
was too young to go on the coal faces’ – 
Barry. There were lots of different roles 
underground: ‘I went on stripping for a start 
[…] then I went on packing. Once I got the 
coal out the packers followed up [to save] 
it from collapsing. Then you had the ones 
who come in with the with the chains over 
to get the coal out’ – William. ‘[My father] 
was a packer […] which meant that after the 
rippers had been in and ripped the coal out, 
he and his team went in and packed the 
roof up with timber or whatever to make 
it safe for the next lot to go through to get 
more coal’ – Tom. ‘[My dad] was the winding 
engine man [and] captain of the medical 
part of the mine rescue […]’ - David.

The workforce was very diverse: ‘a lot of 
Poles, Ukrainians […] you know, from the 
war years. And Yugoslavia, a lot of them […] 
They was based in that Stoke Guild house, 
Chase Guild house […] the hostels. And then 
the Italians came over, they was on two year 
contracts. They’d gotta work for two years 
for the NCB in the mines before they was 
then granted freedom […]’ – Barry.

Mining was dangerous, particularly the risk 
of gas: ‘[dad] used to give us a lecture […] 
because he’d been gassed down the mine. 
He used to say to us, “now if ever there’s 
gas about, you get down flat with your face 
and your nose to the ground”.’ – Barbara. 
Gas wasn’t the only danger. The nature 
reserve is named after Jack Clay and 
James Brookes, who died in 1947: ‘I think 
there was about five of them killed […] all the 
pit props got knocked out […] and the roof 
caved in’ - Barry. Collapses were common 
- Anne’s mum ‘always worried’ about them 
when her dad was working. Injuries could 
be severe: ‘[dad] was in plaster of Paris 
from his neck right down to his waist […] a 
bladder injury, back injuries and everything 
else. He got a bit of compensation for it 
afterwards, but it was a hard struggle.’ – 
Barry, who was himself caught in a collapse 
which killed another miner right by his side. 
Minor injuries were not usually fussed 

Colliery life and pit closure

From the collection of Mary Hollins
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about, though: ‘you would see the marks 
on his back where bits of coal or whatever 
and you would say “what was that” and he 
would just shrug it off’ – Tom. 

Despite the dangers, some miners smoked 
underground: ‘you could smoke till 1945 
down the mine ‘cause there wasn’t much 
fire down there’ – Iris. The NCB banned 
smoking but ‘all the old Binley miners they 
still used to smoke down there […] but a 
lot of the miners that came in like from 
Durham, all the gaffers […] from other places 
where it was banned, they tried to catch you 
smoking and report you to the authorities 
[…]’ – Barry. 

After a shift, many miners enjoyed a 
well-earned pint in places like the Binley 
Club. Getting a pint might require advance 
planning: ‘all the clubs and the pub always 
closed at ten o’clock, at night, and some 
men their shift didn’t finish until ten […] the 
night before they would knock on maybe a 
woman’s door and say “are you going to the 
club tomorrow? Buy me a pint and put it on 
the shelf”. […] There was a shelf in the club 
and it had all pints on there and the men 
used to come in [at 10pm] and drink their 
pint and go home’ – Mary.

Mining was considered a ‘reserved 
occupation’ during WW2: ‘[…] you weren’t 
conscripted into the forces, no.’ People 
conscripted into the mines ‘were called 
Bevin Boys […] I’ve known quite a few guys 
in my time who were’ – Tony. ‘Because of 
the looming war [my father] couldn’t leave 
the pit, he was conscripted into the pit as a 
lot of people were’ – Tom.

© 2021 Modern Records Centre MSS.11/3/20/53
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The colliery closed in 1963: ‘and yet they 
spent over three million pound on the 
new engine for the gauges. They had 
the new baths so that we could have a 
shower before we come home, and then 
it bloody closed! I couldn’t understand it, 
no.’ – William. Some moved onto other 
local mines – David’s dad and Barry both 
went to Keresley. Life and conditions were 
different: ‘I didn’t like Keresley so much 
[…] you were miles underground there, and 
everything was hot, you know, you could see 
like a shimmer […] like you get in summer 
[…] you couldn’t wear anything, you couldn’t 
wear a shirt or something like that while 
you were working, ‘cos it’d just stick to you’ 
– Barry. Not everyone carried on mining 
as other industrial jobs were available: 
‘the factories were doing very well […] but 
unfortunately that didn’t last terribly long 
before the factories started to decline as 
well’ – Dennis. And not everyone regrets 
the closure: ‘I know ex-miners, not from 
Binley […] say it was the best thing that ever 

happened to them. [They] got out and got a 
job […]  instead of suffering in the diseases 
that went with it, yeah.’ – Tom 

The colliery wasn’t forgotten after closure. 
The spoil heap became a local landmark: 
‘this gleaming thing, like a pyramid in the 
distance […] they didn’t take it away til, think 
it was the late 1970s when they cleared for 
the Golden Acres industrial estate’ – Iris. 
More negatively, its legacy was reflected in 
many former colliers’ ill health: ‘it must have 
been very polluted […] the men went home 
absolutely covered […] [I] don’t know any of 
the statistics about silicosis or anything like 
that. But it must’ve been, I mean, probably 
people would say, you know, oh my dad had 
really bad bronchitis or something’ – Iris. 
‘The elderly miners […] all coughing and 
unable to walk far and that, and all lung 
diseases […] ill with pneumoconiosis and 
all sorts […] there was just no, no coming 
back for it. […] My own father died of 
pneumoconiosis’ – Tom.

From the collection of Mary Hollins
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The houses built by the colliery owners in 
the 1920s were a part of the benefits given 
to the miners. Tom recalls there was no 
central heating or hot running water - the 
living room fireplace was the only heat 
source: ‘the bedroom fireplace was only lit 
when someone was ill!’ Families were not 
wealthy: ‘money was tight, some families 
had only straw mattresses to sleep on!’

The long strips of land behind each house 
meant large back gardens, many put to 
great practical use. Tom’s neighbour, Mr. 
Brennan, raised pigs in his. Butchering 
these pigs was a spectacle for the local 
kids, Tom was even given the pigs’ bladder 
to play with. Anne also remembers the pigs, 
and her family kept chickens and 
grew vegetables in their garden. 

These gardens were altered, though, as the 
estate was expanded: ‘as you got towards 
the 1970s when they were building phase 
2 of the estate. So what they did was they 
shortened them, and they built part of the 
estate at the back of it.’ - Iris

Damage to the housing caused by the 
mine was common: ‘subsidence was quite 
bad [...] we got it all above our kitchen door. 
A great big crack came down, and the door 
wouldn’t close anymore. You could put 
your hand in the crack at the top […] 
you’d report it to the pit and they would 
send someone round to fix it’ - June

Community life in Binley

Housing
‘Oh yeah. This village was the best village 
you could work in, live in.’ - William

© 2021 Warwickshire County Record Office PH, 226/58

© 2021 Warwickshire County Record Office PH, 226/50/1457
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‘It was a very safe village […] it was a really fun place to live’ - David

© 2021 The National Archives, COAL80/116 – Binley Colliery 
West Midlands, 1952-9

From the collection of Mary Hollins

Dust and dirt were a problem too: ‘dirty 
buses […] we used to go on the bus and you 
would have nice clothes on, and then you 
would get off filthy – because they didn’t 
have showers [at the pit] in those days. They 
would just come out with their mining hats 
on, and their lamps, and they would just get 
on the bus! […] And dusty roads, [and] lorries 
going past all the while with the coal dust 
blowing off them, […] if you were cutting the 
hedge or anything [in your front garden], 
you’d be black when you’d finished’ - June

There was a strong community spirit, 
although some felt this lessened over time: 
‘everyone helped each other. If you wanted 
a pair of shoes, your neighbour would give 
you a pair. Yeah it was good, yeah. That’s 
when it was a village.’  - William

When the colliery closed, the future of 
these houses was uncertain. Owned by 
the National Coal Board (NCB) following 

nationalisation, Coventry Council wished 
to purchase, modernise, and rent them. 
They were backed by the Binley & Willenhall 
Labour MP but opposed by a minority of 
Conservative-supporting locals. ‘Some 
locals wanted to purchase their homes 
directly from the NCB,  stoking fears that 
many in this traditionally Labour ward 
would turn Conservative’.
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Many children attended the local schools: 
Binley Infants, Binley Juniors and 
Secondary Modern.

William and Barbara, children in the 
1940s, fondly remember childhood in the 
village, local woods, fields and marshes 
especially. Many children played at the 
colliery site, both before and after its 
closure, particularly on the slag heap as 
Barry recalls: ‘when we were kids, we used 
to go over there [to the slag heap] [and] build 
the fires up the old sleepers and the old bit 
props and things like that. We used to sit 
there for hours and you could see for miles 
round all over Binley and that […] we used to 
sit out all night there on it on the pit tip. We 
used to call it the pit tip’.

June remembers the colliery lift shafts: 
‘every so often, every few months, on a 
Saturday morning, us kids could go to the 
pit and have a ride down in the lift shaft. 
[…] About 40 of us could go down, and they 

Childhood

would give us a lift up and down so we 
could see how deep it went down’.

Tom remembers a more dangerous hobby: 
‘people had plenty of coal, so we were able 
to get to use this coal to make firecans, […], 
a tin of beans with holes punched in and 
a wire, a big wire-loop handle, we fill with 
paper and sticks […] and you whiz it round 
your head […]’.

Summer day trips were recalled fondly by 
many: ‘used to give us children an outing 
every year where there would be twelve 
double decker buses outside the club to 
pick us up, children and parents, and they 
would take us out for the day.’ - Mary ‘You 
didn’t [usually] go on the train, only special 
trains. Weston-Super-Mare was a special 
one. Blackpool. Skegness, Bournemouth 
[too] […] they’d be one offs! The train was full 
and that was alright […]. They used to call it 
‘The Coventry Holiday Fortnight’[…].’ - Tony

Mr Clark’s class, 1943/1944. Reproduced from the “Our Warwickshire” website © Frank Redfern
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‘They had a wonderful male voice choir. 
Binley Colliery male voice choir was quite 
famous, really, really good – they used to 
travel everywhere’ - June. The Binley Male 
Voice Choir continued even after the pit 
closure. Renamed the Coventry Male Voice 
Choir in 1992, it is still going strong today 
in its 75th year! 

The Binley Club was a core part of the 
community providing families with games, 
dances, and music such as the Binley 
Jazz Band. The pubs and clubs also 
provided the after-shift pints as previously 
mentioned by Mary.

Today, the John White Community Centre, 
opened in 2006, provides the Binley with 
facilities such as a café and football fields. 

Since Mary’s retirement, she has become 
an active member of the community, 
getting involved as chair for the Centre: ‘I 
help run this pension group, which we do 
have seventy members and do day trips, 
play bingo and have a lot of chatter.’ 

Leisure

From the collection of Mary Hollins
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Shaped by its past: 
pit head to wildlife haven
Before becoming the colliery railhead, 
the site would have been grassland and 
marsh. Consequently, a wide range of 
habitats have developed from the relics 
of the original marsh since the colliery’s 
closure. 

In the 1980s, the site was destined to be developed 
into a warehouse facility. However, in 1989, 
Warwickshire Wildlife Trust with the support of local 
residents and ecologists successfully opposed this 
due to discoveries of 49 nationally and regionally 
scarce insects. What is now Claybrookes Marsh 
Nature Reserve was designated as a Site of Special 
Scientific Interest, protecting one of the Midlands’ 
key insect havens from development. The reserve is 
named after and in remembrance of Jack Clay and 
James Brookes, two miners killed by a roof fall in the 
mine on July 11th 1947.

The reserve offers a fantastic range of habitats, 
including bare ground, reedbed, and wet woodland 
that support an abundance of plants, insects, 
amphibians, and birds. With different habitats across 
the reserve, there is plenty of opportunity to see or 
hear something of interest throughout the year. The 
site is a sanctuary for bees, wasps, and beetles and 
boasts an array of wildflowers such as bird’s-foot 
trefoil and common spotted-orchid.

The Coventry City Council site is managed for nature 
by the Trust and, with the support of their volunteers, 
it has allowed wildlife to thrive and people to enjoy 
the reserve within the urban landscape. 

Tom, still a keen runner, likes going 
through the old pit site. ‘I often 
take other people with me that 
don’t know the area, we go for a 
run […] up through to Brandon and 
all sorts from here. But strangers 
are always amazed at what is 
there.’

Thinking back to the colliery’s 
closure, Dennis reflects that 
‘it’s a different sort of industry 
nowadays [...] it tends to be more 
office-based or warehouse-based 
[…] I think this [the nature reserve] 
is a much more effective way of 
keeping history alive.’

The entrance to Claybrookes Marsh Nature 
Reserve © 2021 Louise Barrack

Great Spotted Woodpecker © 2021 Bob Coyle (WildNet)
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