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COI iIG OI,ER

Jackie Hunt stared throLi8h the livln8-kitchen $1ndou. Rain beat silently on
the double 81azin8 and ran off the plastlc siI1. Through the 8ap betseen
ti{o b}ocks of terraced houses in FroDt Row he sat,'Tlnk' Be11's allotl0ent
and the black shed on his own. Give it flfteen ninutes, and a blue Datch of
sky rrould cover the village and he could Bo over.

His thighs leaned on the slainless steel slnk's ed8e, easing the ireight on
his arthrltic knees. He rerdertrbered, as a boy, peerlng throu8h the net-
cllrtained sash $indos i.rhen lhe raln lashed the 61ass panes. Palds flat on
the cold top of the oId stone sink,he had Ilfted hinself onto his tlp toes
to see the allotnents. His grand-father hsd sald: *Give it a mlnute or
tso, Iad. Then we'11 go over. I

The.e had been ei8hty alloti0ents 1D those dsys,al1 kept in fine fettle,du8
and set in patched rectaftEles, litrich stretched a!,,ay across the Chesterfield
to Bolsover road tron the nininS villa8e i.rhlch hed been bu1It on land ormed
by Hillian ArkHright,8reat.-grdndson of the cottoD nillionalre. The latter
had set up all hls sons t{ith blB estates. Grand-dad used to say th8t
rhubarb once 8re* on Ark$ri8ht's fruit farn $he.e the vilIaBe stood.

Jackie had t6ken over hls Srand-father's 611otDent forty years ago, as soon
as he and Sarah had narried and cone to live lJlth ihe oId ,lan. Sarah had
looked after his Brand-father, 6nd he had looked after the a11ot&eni. Qulte
a ptckle 1t rrds in. It had 80! topside Grand-dad Hmt,but he lrouldnrt let
anyone touch it. "It'11 walt ti1I our Jackie's .eadyr! and, "It'1I not take
thee tonS to sort it,Iad. I've hucked it !,e11 for fifty years, and tha kno!,s
horl to Bo on. "

There'd been space ecross the ealn road tor the allotnents and for a
recreatlon fleld i.here the senlor boys played football and c.icket under
the stern eye of l{r. S$lnde11, lrho took then for Balnes. "coin8 to the Rec',
had been the expresslon used $hen iD S$lndell's charge, Then "Go1ng
over'! meant uslr8 the Rec after tea when school had finished, or on
Saturdays llhen t.hat you did covered dany thln8s AanE fiEhts a8ainst l8ds
f.on the other rohrs, rklck canr with those fron your o$n block, scrs&Tln8
a1on8 the black tarred lron pipe that ran beside the Rec on htSh brick
pl11ars and carried the serra8e fror the houses after the earth closets
eent.It r,as a space with dens in neglected elder and hasthorne
hedges, reEote fron adult eyes.

The Rec had lts uses, but the allotnents nade d spBc€ for boys to neet nen
and lesrn of a Ean's gor1d. They nere another place you'd 'Go over' to,to
slt on an old bench and llsten to the nen on sunoy ho1ldays. Jackte
reneEbered the plcture ca1led'?]re Boyhood of PrleJ8lr l,hlch had hun6 on
the rId]1 tn the scholarshlp class: the polntinB, outstretched arn of the
Ellzabeth8n sal]or, and the .api attentloD of hls young llsteners.



There lras no plunderlng the BoId ol the Sp8ntsh Hsln for the sons of
Diners. It oas black 8o1d hls dad and other lads' dads dug out of the esrth
for niles around. There tiras enouEh of it to last his dad's tine out and his
o!n, as it had lasied hls grand-dad's. t|]hat the old nen said lras Dore
convincing to a lad than sailors $Ith tales of pirate 8o1d.

Once there had been sheds on the sllotDents Lnlere piSs and hens irere
kept,and others for shelterln8 froo the rain,i.lih seats for restin8 after
a hard di8, or sinply for looking out on rolrs of grordog veSetables and
feeling satisfted. Satisfied that you had decided !.hat i,rould be
prepared, set and harvested, not soDe task dlctated by the oanasenent, not
soDe task coEpleted as one of a tean, thr6pin8 ai.ay at the ha.d sean to
clear the f6ce for a day's pay tihite lratchinE each other's backs for
saret y.

This satlsfEctlon End its lDportance to you lras sonethinS you felt but did
not express to you. nates, except i{ith a DeaninAful grinior a phrase ]lke:
'Hey up,thenl" And certainly not to rroDen. They sail the allotl0ents as a
source of fresh vegetBbles, e88s and,lmtil it llas stopped, bacon cured on the
pantry slab. It also Bot tbe nlen fron under thelr feet, Outsardly, they sere
tolerant and easy-Eoin8 about it.'rIt's his hobby, you seer', they $ould
explain if a Dan kept piSeons, sharing hls prlde if he rron a cup by racin8
theE Or: "9e11, the fresh air does your Dad Eood, you knou. "

The sky l'as lightenlng to the south-eest, pearlin8 the Elass panes of the
rrlndo, ln his black allotment shed. Jackle sonde.ed ehether to put on hls
old ano.ak and risk it,but the rain sti}l poured steadily. He had Elven hts
Srand-d8d a hand in buildinE that shed and 1ts thlck creosoied tlnbers had
lrithstood over forty Derbyshire wlnters. Four Eates hrho kept adjoinin8
allotEents shared it noir. It l.as nore of a soctal place. It had B brick
fireplace ln one corner r.ith hol1or{, square breeze btocks won fron the
cotliery for a chlEney. There lras an old settee and ti,ro easy chatrs,a piece
of carpet on the rrooden tloor,'Tlnk's wlfe's 01d chlna cabinet fuI1 of
long-dead Geo.Be t{ilkesr collection of Garden Book Club speclals fro[ the
1950's, and a 1936 first edttlon of 'The Culture of tbe Chrysantheood by
Xeith Luxford.

The rough, snosr-ceDDed lratls rrere hung with their rtrophtes': an Ha$diian-
type'arass' skirt bouEht in Ske8ness fo. one of [alt's Brand-dsuEhters; one
of those funny broan 8lass wine bottles froE the Costa Brava lrhlch had a
tapered spout you held above your Saping aouth, with a L,ooden cork 1n the
neck to control the f1oriJ of the 11quid; several faded photographs of pl8eons
in fIt8ht,or landln8, and a Derbyshlre Federatlon DlploEa for the 1962
Guernsey Race. On a shelf, beslde the hugs and teapot, there !,as an old
'tranny' radlo, irantinE a ne!, battery, and soDeone had nailed, deceptlvely, a
redlmdant 'H' type televislon aerial to the shed roof,



It IJas a social place wlth & special function, slDllar to one ehlch the tap
rooD of the village pub had, before i!s conversion to 'Bar SnBCks'
attracted the wonen-folk ln. !]ives kept aijay froE the allotnents.
Occaslonally one would brln8 s Srandchlld on the pretext of beinS out for a

walk, sinply passln8 a neutral reEark about the look of her husband's
ve8etables, as 1f they lrere the washln8 on a frlend's 11ne. And the oen
rould seen uneasy, thelr talk about old days 1n the plts tnterruPted, resuaed
only ,hen the woDan Hent. " A bit Ilke t'oanaSer coEinS on t'face," talt
once observed,

In a way,the shed was an anachronisq its use now rltuallstic. There sere
other sheds on the allotnents, thou8h nost of theD, ltke the allotEents they
stood on, irere neglected,sith doors aiar end l.411s st crazy an8Ies. The rest
pere drab and functlonal, store places for a sPade, fork and dlbber 8nd'
perhaps, a stack of clay prant pots unused for decades' Eleven allotDents
rrere st111 1n use: sixty nine Bere lJildernesses.

As Eany theories were discussed in the black shed about the decllne of the
allotEents as there l,ere in the pub bar about the crltre rates. Thelr use
had peaked 1n the 'DiE For victo.y' days of the last i.dr. Then' Jackie's
Seneratlon of schoolboys urere draEooned by the County Educatlon Connittee's
hastily appoint€d Hort1cu1tu.al Adviser into doinE what, 1n the eyes of
thelr fathers and grand-dads, cauE naturally anyi.ray ard so l.ras another
school skive. SuperEarkets rrere recent scapeEoats, I.'ith their exotlc,
hyaenically 'fresh' fruits and veSetables fron countries overseas' l{hose
rdves would no!, put up trith a bunch of beet r'I1h soil st1lI clln8tn6 to the
roots? Cleanin8 the produce in an old washlng iub rlth raini.dter froD the
shed rool was a half-hea.ted atteEpt to coryete with the oPPositlon.

The run-down of the allotnents t.,as adDittedly part of a Eore conPlicated
process. People now hsd cars. They D€re responsible for the suPernerkets.
Hone cooforts and television Placed a Pre,riun on leisure tlne. Holidays on
the Costa or at Skegness neant neSlectinS the tieeds for ti.o eeeks. There
sere instances of l]hat the soclolo8lsts of the 195O's recognised as the
SrowinB prlvatisation of the nuclear faxdly. liithout needln8 to understand
that jar8on, Eany of the vi11a8ers traced the roots of chanSe to the 1960's
doen the National Cosl Board knocked do\.n the lavatories Lfilch stood 1n the
niddle of the coDnon yards between the ro$rs and put in bathrooDs, sh11e at
the saEe tlre bu11 dozers du8 up the open drring yards, Put so1I and lalrns
in their place, and fenced off each householder. One hundred and sixty 6aies
now Suarded the back doors. Later, they eere Siven the riEhi to buy.

The closure of the 1oca1 pit,it $as 8enera11y aEreed, knocked sosc of the
stuffin6 out of the coEEunlty, though the trarsfer of oiners to and froE
other pits had already weakened bonds beilreen neiShbours. After alt,the
villa8e's ptt i,ras forty years younger than the vi11a8e. Until lt opened in
1938 you worked ln the E1l Coal,DeeP Hard,or Black Shale seans at nearby
uarkhaE colliery sharing one pit yard, one pay office and, wi,len they opened,
the same pithead baths.



Jackie watched the rain noi., gently patterinE on the panes and the $ispy
edae of the r6in cloud revealinS the blue petch of sky. One thln8, and one
thlng only,he knew, hras responsible for the death of the allotnents. That
iJ-ds the Dethane.

lJhen ihe local pit shut, the drifts cut l.on the surface to 6ive access to
lts coEl se6Es had been pIuSSed !r1th concrete by the EanaSenent, and the
purdps lrhlch dralned the eorkinSs i.ere stopped. A few Donths later, a
redundant nune. noticed that his open fire ri'hlch burned flaBeless,
sDokeless fuel had ton8ues like 6as Jets corrrnB froE 1t. British Gas
clalDed thelr Bas i,,:ds not leakln8 and that it was unrefined Dethane 8as.
Tests were speedily done and dozens of hones had to be evacuated. Atter a
few days, the authoritles 1et the faniltes return 6nd 8as-Eonitorins
apparatus ltas installed in all suspect hores.

The shadow of the Terro. renained. It reEained after Brltish CoBl denied
that the Eelhane r,as betnS forced out by the rlsln6 lJater table, ihouSh
they dr1]led down into the o1d rrorkln8s and put ln a puop to suck out the
Bas. llhen tiro years had'passed,aod soDe t.auBatlsed fanilies had left the
vil1a8e,B.ltlsh Coal put up a huEe narquee and called 6 public Deetin8.

Sttll denyin8 any responsibllity for the Dethsne probleB and "out of
syDpathyr for the one-tioe EtninE coEDunity, it offered to knock do!.m the
old vi11a8e and bulld a nei, one. Those i.rho had bought thelr houses rtould
8et a ner, one free. Archltects would dra!, up a plan and vtllaSers \rouId be
fu11y consulted about the type and layout of their new hones. Thelr old
ones, i{ith all their probleBs Bnd antlquities of deslgn $ou1d be.eplaced by
Duch nore valuable onesr each sith 1ts garden.

There was a cost for all thls to B.itish Coal. But in lts Da8nanlnity that
enterprise was prepared to foot the bill 1n exchanSe for local authorlty
plannlnS perDlsslon to opencast four nillion tons of coal f.oE 417 hectares
of fa.Dland around the rle$ vi11aEe. The ne!, one rlould be bullt on the other
side of the Chesterfield to Bolsover Road, and lrou1d face onto the site of
old v1l1aae Ehose land would be landscaped for a recreatlon area. The neqr
slte lfds free fron the terror of nethane aas. The open castln8 rrould only
take ten years. The allotnents ,ou1d have to 8o of course but, lf there lras
a stron8 enounh deBand, land at soDe dlstance frotr the new hones could be
Blven to the Dlstrict Counci] for neIJ allotnents.

Since then, nused Jackle, another tr.ro years had Sone by,and thls *eek the
allotDent holders had been told by letter that they xould have to vacate
the land after thts year's crops were llfted. He had been struck by Brltish
Coal's i.o.ds: "Your faEtly I.III soon be 6otn6 over there to l1ve." Llke
Yalt, noi,r de6d fron pneunoconiosts and heart trouble? Jackle focused a8aln
on the Bap between the t iro terraces ln F.ont Roir. The raln had stopped. His
shed's *Indo!,,s shone ldth the SoId of the afternoon sm.llou he rDuld 80
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