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®| underground was as much about horse management as about men. Drivers developed
| | proprietary relationships with “their” ponies; many gave them names, saved them bits of
. their own food, and refused point-blank to work a pony that was ailing or lame. In
collieries across England and Wales, the unwritten code among working miners was
that a man who mistreated a pony faced the contempt — and sometimes worse — of his
mates.
. By the late nineteenth century, the system became more humane by regulation. The
. Coal Mines Regulation Act of 1887 required the registration and inspection of all ponies
underground, set standards for stable ventilation and cleanliness, and provided for their
veterinary care. The Act of 1911 went further, guaranteeing ponies regular holidays at
the surface (!)... no — the Acts guaranteed fixed working hours, regular feeding times,
and annual veterinary inspection. Ponies were given holidays of several weeks at the
- surface each year as a matter of course in many pits, where they grazed, rolled in grass,
{ and were fattened for the work ahead.
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The Ponies of the Deep
A History of Pit Ponies

Georgia Andrews The Great Record

The most remarkable fact about pit ponies may be their record of longevity and
' _ . _ | service. It was common for a pony to work thirty years underground — a life

Few images capture the industrial age more poignantly { expectancy that compared well with working horses on the surface, precisely because
than the pit pony — a small, sturdy horse living out its | the underground world was so controlled: no weather, no flies, no traffic, constant

working life in near- darkness benéath the earth. For more . T i temperature, and a roof that protected them from sun, wind, and frost. When the last
than two centuries, ponies hauled coal, ore, and workers through mine tunnels, and in domg so they helped fuel the Industrial pones left the mines in the 1990s, the oldest had been below ground since the 1960s.

Revolution that remade the modern world. Their story 1s one of brutal work, remarkable endurance, and a surprising measure
of care — and in Britain especially, where the tradition lasted longest, it ended with a quiet dignity that still resonates today. The End of an Era

Mechanization ended the pit pony’s era. The spread of electric and diesel

Why Ponies? Why Underground? N . . locomotives, and later conveyor belt haulage, gradually replaced pony power through
Coal mining on an industrial scale began in Britain in the eighteenth century, and the deeper the mines went, the harder  the mid-twentieth century. By 1984, only 55 ponies remained in British mines, and

the problem of hauling coal to the surface became. Before rail systems and locomotives were reliable, the practical solution  jn 1994, the last five pit ponies — Worklncr the deep tunnels of Ellington Colhery
was horsepower — literally. Full-size horses were too large for narrow, low-ceilinged tunnels, so miners bred small, robust  jn Northumberland — came up for the ﬁnal time. Coal mining itself soon followed;
ponies. Shetlands, Welsh mountain ponies, Fell and Dales ponies, and Newfoundlands were crossed and selected for short  Ellington’s closure in 2005 ended deep mining in Britain.
stature, small hooves, thick bone, broad chests, and an unflappable temperament. The ideal pit pony stood under 14 hands — Their retirement was gentle. Retired pit ponies were rehomed through welfare
small enough to work a tunnel barely five feet high, strong enough to pull trains of laden coal tubs weighing up to a ton. schemes to sanctuaries and private owners, where the horses that had spent decades in
At the peak of British coal mining, the numbers are staggering: in 1913, the year output peaked, roughly 70,000 ponies the dark adapted, often surprisingly quickly, to sunshine, grass, and freedom.
worked 1n Britain’s mines — one for roughly every eleven miners. Worldw1de the numbers ran far higher, with ponies and ~ Because so many were Shetlands and Welsh ponies, they found new careers as
mules at work in mines across Europe, America, South Africa, and Asia. children’s ponies, companion animals, and show ponies — a fitting second life for
creatures whose first had been so extraordinary.

A Life Below
A pit pony’s day began early and ended late. Many ponies spent years underground without ever seeing daylight; in A Quiet Monument
some mines they were stabled right at the pit bottom, and it is recorded that some ponies worked more than a decade below The pit pony left a mark on the culture of the coalfields that endures. Museums

ground. Their handlers, known vanously as drivers, pony lads, or putters — often boys as young as twelve — led them on preserve the harness, lamps, and stables; statues and memorial plaques honor the
rope haulage runs or, in “hand-got” workings, harnessed them to chains to pull coal through galleries barely wide enough for ponies in mining towns from South Wales to County Durham; and the descendants
a man to turn around. ' ' R ' of the old Workmg breeds are recognized precisely for the quahtles that made their
The work was hard, but it would be a mistake to imagine the ponies were cruelly treated as a matter of course. A good ancestors perfect underground. The ponies’ final years even rewrote the legal record:
pony was an expensive and valuable asset — worth, in today’s terms, thousands of pounds — and a skilled handler prized ~ when a new generation of children learned that pit ponies had worked the mines, it
one. Ponies learned their routes and worked with extraordinary intelligence: drivers reported that their ponies would stop at  was not in horror but in awe of the bond between small, steadfast animals and the
the right junctions without a word, kick the stable door shut behind them, and refuse to enter a gallery where roof supports  miners who trusted them with —
were leaning or a fall was imminent. Stories abound of ponies detecting gas, warning miners of roof collapse, and leading their lives.

the way out in an emergency. One celebrated pit pony, a gelding named Tommy, worked for decades and is credited with In the end, the pit pony
saving many lives in the Trimdon Grange disaster of 1882 by refusing to proceed when danger loomed, earning a medal and ~ stands as a strange emblem of
nationwide fame. the Industrial Revolution: a
Harsh reality cut through the romance, however. The Mines and Collieries Act of 1842 had banned women and girls from creature of gentle flesh work-
underground work, but the use of boys and ponies continued largely unregulated for decades. Working conditions ranged ing alongside millions in the

from the tolerable to the dreadful: some stables were clean, dry, and whitewashed, while in others ponies stood in dripping mechamcal dark, valued,
darkness in fetlock-deep water. Injunes were common — broken legs and pulled muscles from slips and falls were the worst; named. loved, and worked hard ﬂ"
some ponies were blinded by gassing in accidents or by dust and poor ventilation. When a pony was injured beyond work, by turns. More than a century

the decision to destroy it was often made underground. after the era’s peak, the e
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Crucially, though, the pit pony’s treatment often depended on the character of its driver. Mine owners and ispectors alike human stories that industry 'Wales. He retirediin}1999 from Pant-y-Gaseg Mine

which, in translation; ‘'means “Horse’s Hollow.” sy
Photo courtes Big Pit Natlonal Coal Museum Blaenafon Wales

recognized that a pony worked best when it was well fed, well rested, and spoken to kindly, and man management ever told.



