The Point of Ayr Colliery

Members and guests of the Denbigh and District Probus Club enjoyed their October meeting with another wonderful meal at Tweedmill, St Asaph, followed by a talk presented by Dave Ellis.

Dave started at the Point of Ayr colliery in 1962 where he was employed on the surface filling sand bags due to a fire underground. He was then asked if he was interested in an apprenticeship on the Mechanical side of the business. He went to Wrexham Technical College, St Helens College and Newcastle. He then became a Charge Hand then a Shift Charge Engineer ending up as a Deputy Mechanical Engineer.

After that he worked for the N.C.B, British Coal and finished off with R.J.B. mining (UK) Ltd. He was the last Engineer on site when the colliery finally closed and stopped producing coal in 1996.

Dave was involved in the dismantling of the colliery surface and some of machinery underground, which was completed by 1997 when the colliery was flooded with sea water, never to be opened again. He retired after that.

He gave members an insight into the history of the development of the colliery with the fascinating story from the beginning to the end of the site. 

He included details of the Prestatyn Colliery Company, the involvement of the Mostyn Estates and the fact that it was a gas mine full of methane and how initially a furnace was used at the bottom of the mine to help draw up the foul air which was of course a very risky method.

Following the law of 1887 all collieries had to have 2 shafts 30 yards from each other and following flooding issues another shaft was sunk near the water line and estuary as this would be near the sea for transfer of coal, near to railway transport and also Point of Ayr was on the top of a basin so the shafts did not need to be sunk too deep.

Dave explained about the use of horses – Welsh Cobs in the mines with up to 70 being used – but only in rota on 8-hour shifts followed by 24 hours rest. He described their eating habits, the use of sacks over their heads to protect their eyes when they were brought up to the ground surface and also how the horses could sense danger and be of great assistance to the men working underground. The last 2 horses were brought to the surface in 1968.

There were further developments in the 1950’s with another shaft being sunk and eventually after the area was fully mined, a 3-mile tunnel towards Blackpool was dug to access more coal. The third shaft was not without issues with 5 men killed in it at one point when sea water rushed in.

The Talacre Lighthouse was in the way and they were not allowed to go under it but unfortunately it did tip a little due to the proximity of the workings.

There were very strict underground regulations which had to be adhered to and the inspector of mines would make regular checks to ensure everything was in order. Dave also explained about the different typers of miners’ lamps and their uses.

In 1967 the Point of Ayr colliery band was established and that ran successfully and competed in many competitions up until 2010 when it was disbanded.

Methane from the mine was sold to the N Wales Gas Board in 1968 and at one point there was an attempt to try to produce oil but it proved too expensive.

In 1994 the colliery was purchased by RJB and eventually closed with 1811 men made redundant and the pit was flooded when it was closed. 

IOt was a very thought-provoking talk which certainly gave members a graphic insight into life underground for miners and the hardships endured on a daily basis.

The next Denbigh and District Probus Club meeting will be on Monday December 1st at Tweedmill in St Asaph, when the speaker will be club member Michael Corfe who will give a talk about Visiting the Victory.

Denbigh and District Probus Club is a group of business or professional women and men either approaching or enjoying retirement or semi-retirement.

New members are always warmly welcomed to the Denbigh and District Probus Club meetings.
For further information have a look at the club web site denbighprobus.com or contact stevetootell@gmail.com

