
Keith Stone writes > People used to 
think a coal mine was a dark and dirty 
place to work in: there was certainly 
no glamour down there. For one 
group, though, this could not have 
been further from the truth! They were 
a truly international brigade, some 
with élite bloodlines, and were 
frequently reported as having saved 
the lives of ordinary mineworkers.


These were the pit ponies. 
Surprisingly they only came to 
prominence when the employment of 
women underground was outlawed as 
a result of the 1842 Mines and 
Collieries Act.


Pit ponies ranged in height from 10 
hands to 14 hands 3 inches. Anything 
taller than this was classed as a 
horse. 


But horses were used underground as 
well, working in the main roadways, 
pulling heavier loads.

Among the ponies bred in the UK, the 
Welsh cob was a firm favourite. In 
northern mines with lower seams, a 
frequent choice was the Shetland 
pony. To address this, the Marquis of 
Londonderry, who owned several 
mines in the north-east of England, 
started a breeding stud on the 
Shetland island of Noss to improve 
the breed. This was so selective and 
intensive that a stud book system 
similar to that used for racing 
thoroughbreds was developed. The 
most notable stallion of this 
programme was “Jack of Noss”.


Other breeds of ponies were imported 
into Liverpool from Canada and the 
USA, and from Poland and Russia 
into Newcastle.

Selected ponies were then sent to “Pit 
Pony School” to be trained for pit 

duties before starting in a coal mine. 
Once the ponies had settled in their 
colliery, they were allocated to their 
miner workmates (gangers) and set to 
work.


The bond between man and pony 
became very strong. In some cases it 
was said that the ganger thought 
more of his pony than he did of his 
wife! Pony welfare was paramount. 
The stables were first class with 
mains lighting, and a shower area. 
Each pony had his own individual stall 
with a manger and water fountain. 
Checks on health and shoes were 
done on a regular basis, and anything 
wrong was immediately put right.


The ponies even had their own diet 
experts! Equestrian dieticians ensured 
ponies had a healthy and nutritious 
diet. They also had a regular supply of 
treats such as apples, carrots and 
mints from their gangers!


There were national laws and strict 
local rules relating to the working 
conditions of the ponies. A miner 
could be dismissed for breaking the 
rules and mistreating a pony.


Working with the miners, the ponies 
soon showed their intelligence and 
savvy - if a ganger tried to sneak an 
extra tub on for the pony to pull, the 
animal would know it was too many 
and just stand until it was taken off. 

There are also many stories of ponies 
who saved the lives of miners, when 
their intelligence or instinct told them 
not to move  on, and the tunnel roof 
then caved in: the miners (and the 
ponies) were saved from burial under 
tons of rock.

This caring worked both ways - there 
are numerous accounts where 
gangers went above and beyond to 
care for their ponies. One such 

Room for a pony!

[Editor - a hand is an ancient unit of length, now 
standardised at 4 inches (10.16 cm) used for 
measuring the height of horses from the ground to the 
withers (top of the shoulders). The unit was originally 
defined as the breadth of the palm including the 
thumb.]

Jack of Noss

Pit ponies from the USA disembarking at Liverpool 
Docks in the 1930s



incident was at Bulwell Pit (Shonky). 
In July 1939, a group of miners were 
trapped by a roof fall. Rescuers took 
over 36 hours to make a hole through 
the rock fall just large enough for the 
miners to crawl through. But among 
the men was ganger Thomas 
Finnegan with his pony. Finnegan 
refused to leave until the hole was 
made large enough for his pony to 
escape as well. The two left the mine 
together.


In the South Yorkshire town of 
Elsecar, the “Fitzwilliam Medal for 
kindness to ponies” was initiated by 
Countess Maud Fitzwilliam, daughter 
of the Marquis of Zetland. The first 
medal was awarded in 1904 to John 
William Bell following an incident very 
similar to that which happened in 
Bulwell years later.


All pit ponies came to the surface for 
the annual “pit fortnight” holiday, when 
they were set loose in the fields on 
local farms to run freely. During this 
time, there would still be a string of 
gangers checking that their “mates” 
were OK.


All collieries had their “show ponies” 
who would get an extended holiday so 
they could take part in the Mining 
Galas held in each mining area and 
region. The best of these would then 
compete in the Royal Agricultural 
Shows and the Royal Windsor Horse 
Show. During these shows, the 
Monarch of the time would always 
tour the stables to meet the pit ponies, 
and many photographs bear witness 
to these royal visits.


Nottinghamshire’s best known show 
pony was Bestwood’s own “Oxo” 

(named because his colouring 
resembled that of the beef extract). 
His collection of ribbons and trophies 
are on permanent display at the 
National Coal Mining Museum for 
England at Caphouse Colliery in 
Yorkshire - see opposite.


In a well-publicised event at the time, 
a groom from the Royal Mews came 
to prepare Oxo for the Moorgreen 
Agricultural Show.


With collieries getting ever bigger, and 
the coal industry becoming 
increasingly mechanised and efficient, 
the role of the pony was reduced. The 
coal was transported by conveyors, 
and the materials intake by 100 
horsepower, flameproof (for obvious 
reasons!) diesel locomotives and 
electric-powered endless rope 
haulages.


Oxo in retirement, with his owner, Mrs Elaine Bryan



Even so, Bestwood Colliery still had 
working ponies underground up to its 
closure in 1967, all of which - 
including Oxo - were then redeployed 
to other collieries or retired. For most 
older miners, their fondest memories 
are of their pony workmates.

A lasting memorial to these lovable 
animals was constructed at Parc 
Penalta, north of Caerphilly in Wales, 
on the site of the old Penalta Colliery 
which closed in 1991. It is an 
earthwork in the form of a pony.

The sculptor was Mick Petts, it took 
him from 1993 to 1999 to complete 
the project. The sculpture is the 
largest earthworks monument 


Keith Stone is a retired engineer; he 
started working life at Bestwood Colliery 
before working in the NHS & education.


This edition of The Dynamo has been 
supported financially by the A W Lymn 
Centenary Foundation.


A W Lymn was formed in 1907, and as 
part of centenary celebrations in 2007, 
the Directors formed a charitable trust 
(the A W Lymn Centenary Foundation) 
which is designed to give back to the local 
community and surrounding area

Editor David Heathcote

    from “Pit Ponies” by John Bright

Pit Pony Prices

Ernie is a Welsh pony, 12.0 hands, born 
2004. He is stabled at the National Coal 
Museum for England, Caphouse, near 
Wakefield.


