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Abstract
This study seeks to discover ex-miners perceptions of the environment in the South 
Wales Valleys in the aftermath and in retrospect of the mining industry. The Welsh 
Government has put in place policies that aim to improve environmental issues 
affecting Wales and have recently set up the Well-being of Future Generations Act 
(2017), which, in part, hopes to gather information about peoples attitudes towards 
the environmental changes they have observed in the south Wales valleys and how 
this can ultimately help to inform future policy (Llewellyn et al, 2017). With this in 
mind, the inimitable viewpoints of the miners who worked in the collieries that made 
use of the welsh environment for instrumental purposes could therefore provide 
significant meaning to future generations regarding the value of the natural heritage 
they have inherited. This ethnography is based on eight unstructured interviews 
conducted between March and May 2019, in various locations throughout the South 
Wales Valleys. The participants were all retired miners who had spent at least ten 
years working in the collieries of south Wales. Motivated by anthropological and 
environmental humanities literature that approaches human relationships with the 
landscape in novel ways in the Anthropocene, this research considers the ex-miners 
relationship with their environment as co-generative and uses this as a platform to 
explore their perspectives. This is done in an ‘antigenealogical way’ as the lessons that 
are to be learned from our mining predecessors do not necessarily come from their 
personal ideas but from “the world that they point out to you [us]” (Ingold, 2000, p 
146-7). It was found that their perspectives convey an appreciation and respect for 
their surroundings born out of a ‘sentient ecology’ and a visceral remembrance that 
recalls and acknowledges the necessity for multi-species co-operation and resilience to 
live with a damaged world.
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“All creation is a mine, and every man a miner.”
Abraham Lincoln

Introduction
The South Wales Valleys have experienced significant environmental 
changes, over the past fifty years in particular, as the collieries were 
gradually closed and underground mining stopped (Llewellyn et al, 2017). 
This has meant that the environment[footnoteRef:1] has been able to regenerate  [1:  For the purposes of this study, the term ‘environment’ will be considered as meaning surrounding circumstances, objects or conditions (Merriam Webster, 2019).] 

somewhat as the spoils of the mining industry no longer impede its 
growth. With this regeneration, the Welsh Government has officially 
[bookmark: _Hlk19801446]addressed environmental issues in its Environment Act (2016)[footnoteRef:2] , where it  [2:  legislation.gov.uk (n.d)] 

has considered factors that affect the environment in Wales and pledged 
to attend to climate change and the sustainable management of natural 
resources, biodiversity and natural habitats. Additionally, and in line with 
[bookmark: _Hlk19866371]this legislation, the Well-being of Future Generations Act (WFGA) (2017)[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Ibid] 

has looked into how local well-being has been affected by the 
environmental changes and whether people feel that they have an 
influence over policy creation in Wales as according to Llewellyn et al 
(2017) environmental talks and discussion with communities seem to 
have languished. It seems appropriate then to focus on and talk to small 
communities of people in the welsh valleys to gain an understanding of 
their views of the environmental changes that have occurred on their 
doorstep. Not only to give them the opportunity to communicate their 
opinions on the ramifications of the shifts in the patterns of their 
surroundings due to the effects of de- industrialization in the Valleys, but 
also, to enable engagement with their home environment so that they 
might realise their connection to it should they possibly feel estranged 
from it and not feel it necessary to engage in debates as Llewellyn et al 
(2017) suggests. 

A possible reason for previous disengagement may be that the 
communities felt unsupported at the time the industry was closed as it 
has been shown that the socio-economic effects on the area have been 
difficult to deal with (Easton, 2013). Indeed, it is often possible to analyse, 
query and even criticise political decisions that were made at the end of 
the mining era (early 1980s) in South Wales because of the adverse 
economic effects that followed in the valley communities. An example of 
these effects can be seen in a GSI report by Merrill & Kitson in 2017 called 
‘The end of Coal Mining in South Wales’ this report interprets quantitative 
data produced at the time and examines measures that were taken to 
[bookmark: _Hlk19794102]control and manage industrial development and transformation (Merrill & 
Kitson, 2017). In general terms, they found that there was a “need to 
establish a critical mass of local skills and resilience to respond to both the 
closure of collieries and subsequent economic changes” (Merrill & Kitson, 
2017, p iii). Hence, inhabitants of the Valleys have had to adapt to their 
fluctuating circumstances and try to survive the socio-economic crises, in 
addition to adjusting to the material or physical developments that have 
occurred in their surroundings.

Thus, according to Llewellyn et al (2017, p 820), the people who live in the 
Valleys of South Wales are best placed to observe an evolving landscape 
and to tell stories of “past and present energy experiences and 
relationships”, which of course, have a direct link to the environment. It is 
with this in mind, according to Llewellyn et al (2017) that a project 
entitled Stories of Change was initiated in 2015. This is a platform for 
shared experiences and stories related to energy relationships, which 
hopes to make possible more meaningful interaction with environmental 
and energy issues, policies and debate (Stories of Change, 2019). This 
approach to the collection of stories is in alignment with my view that 
while quantitative data can sometimes be easily accessed regarding socio-
economic patterns and trends for the south Wales area[footnoteRef:4] , qualitative data  [4:  see IWA report for the Welsh Government, 2004, for an example.] 

demonstrating the environmental values and attitudes of the people who 
witnessed and were entangled in actions that may have affected the 
welsh ecosystem, past and present can be more difficult to come by. Oral 
histories are often more holistic in their conveyance as they often 
encompass social, cultural, political, economic and environmental impacts 
that were felt at the time. 


Therefore, I would like to consider a specific group for this study - the 
workers that were directly involved in the coal industry environment. In 
talking to them, I anticipate the possibility of learning from a past that did 
not consider the environment intrinsically but valued it more 
[bookmark: _Hlk19868196]instrumentally. The unique perspectives of the miners who worked in the 
collieries that made use of the environment for human development 
would therefore provide the opportunity to pass on important messages 
to future generations regarding the value of the natural heritage they 
have inherited in line with the WFGA (2017). As Antrop (2005) suggests, 
forces that can affect the literal and figurative shape of landscapes, either 
in a natural sense or in cultural terms, can also impact people’s opinions 
and values of their environment and how it can be used in future. It is 
consequently, important to record and share experiences of people’s 
relationships with their environment as “the inhuman world and human 
culture are not separate spheres” (Cohen, 2014, 54) and it can also enable 
integrative approaches to the improvement of the environment 
(Llewellyn et al, 2017). 

Hence, the objective of this study is to find out what value ex- miners 
place on the environment and whether they think their environmental 
values are a direct result of their previous working and living conditions. It 
will also enquire about the impact of the industrial legacy recent 
generations were left with, and whether this has shaped the miner’s 
attitudes towards the use, protection and value of the environment 
today. Moreover, it will attempt to discover whether they believe that 
there are any lessons to be learned from a time where the environment 
was decimated for economic reasons. Finally, it will examine how 
they feel about the transformation and perceived recovery of the 
environment once dominated by the mining industry and if they are 
hopeful of an environmentally healthy, diverse and sustainable future in 
South Wales.



















Methodology
[image: ]My ethnographical research into miners’ perspectives on the 
environment began in March and ended in May 
2019. The miners all came from the south 
Wales valleys, an area of around 2000 km2, 
which is situated north of the coast and the 
cities of Cardiff, Swansea and Newport in south 
Wales (Fig. 1). I asked for volunteers to 
participate in this study via a social media Figure 1: The geographical location of the Valleys (within the lower box) with regard to Wales and the UK.(Llewellyn et al, 2017)

platform, visited two South Wales based 
heritage museums, The South Wales Miners 
Museum and The Rhondda Heritage Park, and as I am native to South 
Wales and the daughter of a miner, I was able to ask family and family 
contacts for help in finding willing participants. The selection of the 
miners that I eventually interviewed then, were as a result of people 
coming forward of their own volition, having read the information sheet I 
provided (see appendices).

Fortunately, this meant that the miners were of different age groups, 
ranging from the mid-sixties to the mid-eighties but all were retired at the 
time of interview. The average age at which they started their mining 
careers was around sixteen and the minimum time they spent working in 
the mines was ten years. The miners came from different regions of the 
South Wales valleys, from Pontypridd, Tonypandy, Maesteg, and the Afan 
valley area, and this also meant that they all had experience of working in 
different coal mines including the Lewis-Merthyr-Ty-Mawr Colliery, Cwm 
Colliery, Caera Colliery, St John’s Colliery in Maesteg, Senghennydd 
Colliery and the notorious Aberfan Colliery.  Each miner had a different 
specialism, being coalface workers, underground electricians, colliers, 
fitters, belt men, over men and colliery officials. In addition, all of the 
miners interviewed had dependents during the time they worked in the 
pits. By talking to random volunteers who wanted to participate in this 
study I was able to get access to an even wider range of men who worked 
in the mines in the South Wales area with a variety of backgrounds who 
could represent the voices of that time, from the early fifties up to the 
time when the mines were closed in the early nineties. They would also 
have opinions of the general state of affairs today. A key factor of this 
study was that the miners should have worked with the land, grown and 
lived their lives alongside it, as the land has grown and progressed, in that 
they have ‘become’ together.

We should recognise at this point however, that some of the participants 
had pursued alternative careers after being a miner and before 
retirement which might have had an effect on the memories of their 
earlier careers, as retrospect and the ability to compare different work 
conditions may have led to bias or them elaborating or simplifying their 
experiences. Likewise, not all the miners interviewed stayed in Wales for 
the entire duration covered in this project, namely the 1950s to the 
present. Some had emigrated for a period of time, possibly due to the 
closure of some of the pits but had returned and continued to work in the 
mines or the heritage parks and have lived in Wales until today. 
Consequently, this may affect the way they see the environment in Wales 
as it is possible to see a place with a different perspective when you leave 
and return later on. The interviews took place at their homes, and at their 
place of work/volunteering jobs at the heritage centres with the approval 
of management so that they were all as comfortable and as in control as 
possible. The South Wales Miners museum management were 
particularly interested in this research and its potential to better 
understand miners’ perspectives. This led to a high level of support and 
cooperation for the research, which in turn enabled the gathering of data.

Interviewees were asked to sign an agreement prior to being interviewed 
which outlined their rights to withdraw at any time during the research, it 
also contained information about how their data would be handled and 
treated confidentially after being interviewed and recorded. All names 
were changed, and the interviews were transcribed and stored in 
password coded files. The method of unstructured interviews was chosen 
to allow for the miners to express themselves in their own terms and at 
their own pace. The interviews were based on a clear plan I had 
considered beforehand, and I had no control over the participants 
responses. This method was also chosen because I had the time to 
interview the volunteers on separate occasions. Furthermore, it allowed 
me to stay true to the principles of ethnographical research which values 
narratives as essential elements of the expression and description of 
culture. Moreover, the method of an unstructured interview can 
potentially eliminate some aspects of attached interviewer bias, because 
the questions that are asked, come up organically from the creation of 
knowledge and experiences shared at the time of interviewing between 
the researcher and subject (Bell & Waters, 2014, p 178). In addition, a 
fundamental element of this approach is that the interviewer was there 
to learn from the interviewee exemplified by Spradley (1997, p 34) when 
he describes the method as a way of saying; “I want to know what you 
know in the way that you know it…Will you become my teacher and help 
me understand?”. This gives the interviewee a sense of control over what 
is being said and prevents the researcher from imposing frameworks that 
may restrict the flow of information being shared. Having said that, bias 
was present during this research for the following reasons;
 My background
 As previously mentioned, I am a native Welsh woman and Welsh 
speaker, with a strong attachment to my cultural heritage, whose father 
was a miner during the period in question. I have first-hand experience of 
the effects of the difficult working conditions my father and other families 
were subjected to during the eighties in South Wales. The thankless shifts 
and hours my father put in to provide for his family during that time, 
absolutely affected how much quality time I had with my father during my 
childhood and my values have been shaped by a time when being working 
class meant that there was no choice but to work hard if you wanted to 
survive reasonably well with a roof over your head and food on the table. 
At the same time, jobs were not that secure then and I have vivid 
memories of my father being on strike in the early eighties and the 
struggles my parents faced as they had to make tough decisions 
financially and socially to live well. There were cutbacks and thoughts of 
emigrating to Australia to escape the lack of opportunities and even talk 
of breaking the strike just to get money, yet, despite all the struggle my 
childhood was generally happy, and I believe this to be because of my 
environment and community. Growing up in Wales during this time, 
meant that I thought nothing of playing on old slagheaps and the charred 
hills of old industry.
Returning to the valleys after a hiatus
Having left Wales when I was eighteen and returning some twenty years 
later, however, has meant that I have witnessed a marked change in the 
environment and social circumstances of the valleys after the death of the 
coal mining industry. The inevitable flourishing of the land and the change 
in perceived material values of the community have demonstrated a 
resilience in both the environment and the people. The subjectivity I hold 
then, may have influenced the natural flow of the conversations and 
discussions I had with the ex-miners as a result of my own visceral 
connection with Wales and its heritage. I believe this to be an advantage 
in that I have a personal understanding of the history the ex-miners and I 
share.





Literature review
This study takes inspiration from the anthropological and environmental 
humanities literature that approaches human relationships with the 
landscape in novel ways in the Anthropocene. Rejecting past 
representations that rely on separating humans from the landscapes 
around them, this literature demonstrates how people and the 
environment are mutually co-generative. This study is therefore situated 
in the commonly used notion of the ‘Anthropocene’ as it provides a 
backdrop to the activities, relationships, interactions and feelings of the 
ex-miners and the beings that they came into contact with during the 
time considered in this study. The ‘Anthropocene’ is also said to have 
begun with the industrial revolution which it is argues started in earnest 
in Wales with the coal and steel industries. The term was coined by Nobel 
Prize winning chemist Paul Crutzen and his colleague Stoemer in 2000, 
who together put forward the label as a result of the magnitude of human 
impact on the planet necessitating a new geological term. It aids us in 
understanding particular situations during a time that could possibly lead 
to environmental disaster for humans and non-humans alike. As Kersten 
(2013, p 41)) states “the Anthropocene incorporates interdisciplinary 
scientific analysis and evaluation of the human impact on global biology, 
geology, and ecology, which are thus inseparably connected with cultural 
developments.” We are consequently, linked through our human 
influence on the planet, socially, ecologically, and economically. Coole 
and Frost (2010) perceived that the earth was key to the industrial 
revolution, in that it was used as a resource and it influenced human 
action, it’s vitality, however, was not at stake during this time, human 
lives and prosperity were, at any cost to nature. Thus, there has been a 
need according to Bennett (2002, p 437) to question “the fundamental 
social and ethical values of the twentieth century” since as a result of a 
partnership between science and economics, a ‘depersonalizing of nature’ 
has occurred and science has removed the need to feel accountable or 
concerned for the environment (Ingold,1986b; Milton 2002). In addition, 
Tsing (2015, p 19) has put forward the idea that, “The most convincing 
Anthropocene timeline begins not with our species but rather with the 
advent of modern capitalism, which has directed long-distance 
destruction of landscapes and ecologies.” In a similar and more 
controversial viewpoint Donna Haraway (2016, p 2) has proposed an 
alternative term to contextualize our troubling times called the 
“Chthulucene”. This term she says is the description of a “timeplace for 
learning to stay with the trouble of living and dying in response-ability on 
a damaged earth.” This, she suggests is a way of responding to the human 
and capitalist impact on the planet and is “made up of ongoing 
multispecies stories and practises of becoming-with in times that remain 
at stake, in precarious times, in which the world is not finished and the 
sky has not fallen – yet” (Haraway, 2016, p 55). 

This study conforms to Haraway’s mindset more specifically and is not 
attempting to contribute to ‘panic narratives’ on how humans have 
destroyed the planet and how urgent action is needed. It considers this to 
be a given already. Instead, this study will focus on the legacy of the 
environment of South Wales and, all being well, how the ex-miners 
perceive their experienced culture through working with the land as well 
as living in it and how they have become with their environment despite 
the trouble. For the purposes of this study I will be attending to the idea 
of ‘perception’ in the sense that Merleau Ponty (1945) does, in 
phenomenological terms, whilst considering the ex-miners’ perspectives 
of their environment. This is to attempt to understand the way the miners 
have oriented themselves to the changes they have seen in their 
environment over the past fifty years in Wales and to understand how 
they have responded to it, created it, experienced it and lived within it as 
it evolved and unfolded around them. Of course, there will always be 
aspects of their perceptions that are impossible to see or even consider 
because I am not them, but from the information shared, a 
phenomenological approach would aid the understanding of their 
corporeal experiences from a point of view where humans are not classed 
as superior or special as they are not above life but entrenched in it 
(Abram, 1996), literally for the miners and figuratively. It is interesting to 
note that the parallel between Merleau Ponty’s concept of the body 
having to adjust and readjust to the fluctuating surroundings could well 
reflect the experiences of the Welsh miners as they watched and 
experienced the flow and ebb of the coal industry in the valleys. As Abram 
(1996, p 49) points out in accordance with Merleau Ponty’s ideas, “the 
sensing body is not a programmed machine but an active and open form, 
continually improvising its relation to things in the world.” Merleau Ponty 
(1945, p43) allows us to give a voice to “our experienced situation within 
it, recalling us to our participation in the here and now.” So, this 
reciprocity is a significant factor to contemplate as the miners speak of 
their lives in and around the mines and how the ‘silent conversations’ 
(Abram, 1996, p 49) they had with the environment then and now shaped 
their perceptions of the world and how they ‘became’ with the 
surrounding valleys in the way Coole and Frost (2010) refer to when they 
propose that “matter becomes rather than that matter is.” This is 
significant as a reminder of a necessity to focus on the materiality of life 
in order to understand environments as they change.

This approach is in accordance with Tim Ingold’s writings which seek to 
undermine dualist perspectives of mind and nature being separate. 
Ingold’s (2000) methods to understand our relationships with our 
surroundings explore corporeal experiences of the environment and can 
be said to be based in Merleau Ponty’s phenomenology in that it 
attempts to discover a “sentient ecology” (Ingold, 2000, p11), a way to 
understand our environment through our “sensory education of codes 
and songs and stones [that] give shape to a perception of the world” 
(Ingold, 2000, p 10). According to Ingold (2000, p 25) this ‘intuition’ that 
helps us to recognize our relations to our environs is founded in our “long 
experience of conducting one’s life in a particular environment” and so it 
is technically unbiased and principled, precisely because it is formed 
through our senses, natural aptitudes and orientations. Ingold (2000, p 
26) refers to this as being a “poetics of dwelling”, when experiences of 
our interaction with the land and how we live within it is expressed as an 
interchange between our consciousness and the features of the world. 
Thus, this study is an attempt to appreciate the ‘poetics of dwelling’ of 
the miners of South Wales, in the way that countless other ethnographies 
of ‘indigenous’ peoples have been explored before. In accordance with 
Ingold though, it is important to point out that this is not being done 
through a genealogical model as I do not want to see the miners as 
unchanging or their situation as linear or out of context (Ingold, 2000, 
p140). To use Ingold’s (2000) term, I want to explore the relations 
[bookmark: _Hlk19870246]between persons and land in an ‘antigenealogical way’ as the lessons that 
are to be learned from our mining predecessors do not necessarily come 
from their personal ideas but from “the world that they point out to you 
[us]” (Ingold, 2000, p 146-7). Through them we may be able to look 
outside the homogenous perspectives of the national heritage of South 
Wales, typically depicted at the museums and cultural centres I visited 
[bookmark: _Hlk19618468]during this study, and instead catch a glimpse or a snapshot of an “inner 
heritage” (Ingold, 2000, p 151) that has existed alongside the formal 
narratives and public accounts of the Welsh mining history with the land 
that to a large extent is mostly utilitarian and often told from an 
economic perspective. Alternatively, it is time to take on a new approach 
to cultural knowledge and begin to revise ways of looking at the thoughts, 
perceptions, memories and lessons of the people we are connected with, 
from the ecological contexts they are derived from. ant It is possible then 
for us to discover what the miners believe they have left behind from the 
times they worked within their natural surroundings and from their 
current remembering of how they dwelled inside it.
In the same way Ingold takes a ‘relational approach’ to understanding 
how people experience their environment; it is also possible to study how 
other heterogenous accounts of human and non-human relations with 
their surroundings have evolved and become significant too. It is through 
ethnographical studies of ‘indigenous’ or ‘native’ tribes that we can 
discover our human instinct to tell stories, and the land is inevitably 
attached to these narratives. According to Berndt and Berndt (1989) who 
worked with Aboriginal tribes in Australia for over fifty years, “the land 
and all within it was irrevocably tied up with the content of a myth or 
story as were (and are) the people themselves.” The Australian Aborigine 
concept of Dreamtime (Jukurrpa or Alcheringa), the time before our 
world was formed, is full of songs and stories of how the land was shaped. 
‘Dreamtime’ was full of ‘dream tracks’ (Abram, 1996) which allowed the 
Aboriginal people to animate the land as a way to learn routes that would 
guide them through harsh environments but also to convey ‘codes of 
behaviour for the community’ (Ingold, 2000, p 10; Abram, 1996, p174). 
These lessons were imparted through Dreamtime songs and stories and 
the land was the catalyst. Although, this particular study does not go back 
as far as the aboriginal tribes of Australia, the act of storytelling 
through the landscape has been replicated, in that the ex-miners have 
attempted to sing their dreamtime songs to remind us of their close 
encounters with the land as they walked and worked in the valleys and 
hills of South Wales. Their stories and songs reflect the earth they knew 
and know today. As the Australian Aborigines place importance on their 
relationship with the living landscape and their own voices, as it has led to 
their survival, so do the people in this study. The ex-miners’ voices are 
vital in understanding codes of conduct that may have been forgotten as 
we have moved away from our attachment to the land and retreated to 
our office jobs or the electric blue hubs of our homes. As Cohen (2014, p 
54) suggests “Humans are among the world’s most finely attuned story 
machines” and the age and experience of the ex-miners certainly lend 
themselves to telling stories and learning about traditional codes of 
conduct that helped people to thrive in difficult times. Indeed, the 
participants in this project seemed to take great pleasure in regaling 
stories of their youth and at times, their descriptions became poetic and 
prominent with the benefit of hindsight. Their stories did not only focus 
on humans and human behaviour but they brought the land and other 
beings and things alive through the telling of their memories, thus their 
accounts have become the agent by “which these environmental mesh 
works, mangles and networks are articulated, docu-mented [and] 
vitalized” (Cohen, 2014, p 54), incorporating terms from Latour (2005) 
and Ingold (2011). It is therefore important to listen and learn from the 
generations who came before us and to try to understand the world 
through their eyes and the connection there is between the setting, 
human, and non-human characters. As survivors of a temporal other, 
their histories could serve us as we move through our own entanglements 
and dwelling. Their “narrative enables the envisioning of realms and times 
indifferent to us, thingscapes that often exclude us, but through that 
imagining we connect and interdepend all the more deeply” (Cohen, 
2014, p58). The ex-miners have provided a bridge for us to visit the past 
and to witness the changes they have encountered as they have grown 
and ripened with the earth around them in South Wales. They have 
allowed us to become a participant in their own materialism through their 
stories and although their stories involve industry and human use of the 
earth as a resource, this is not a collection of accounts of how humans can 
prevail over the land or of human exceptionalism in hard times. This is a 
story in itself of the connections one can make and find if one only looks. 
As for various native cultures around the world, the understanding of 
stories told are an inextricable part of understanding our environments 
and ecologies, as Abram (1996, p 179) states, “it is the animate earth that 
speaks; human speech is but a part of that vaster discourse.” 

Likewise, in an ethnographical study by Deborah Bird Rose (2000) of 
aboriginal tribes and flying foxes there is a reference to the concept of 
‘the shimmer of life’ where life is glowing and pulsating and vibrant or dull 
and dimming. It may be interesting to consider how the ex-miners have 
viewed the ‘shimmer of life’ as it glistened or not, throughout the valleys 
they grew up in. I am exploring the ways in which the ex-miners have 
experienced “encounters and transformation, not absorption, in which 
different ways of being and doing find interesting things to do together” 
(Bird-Rose, 2017, p G51). The aboriginal groups Rose worked with, see 
that life flows from our multi- species ancestors into the present and 
future and this may be relevant if the valleys are considered to be 
interactive, alive and shimmering now compared to the past. It may also 
be significant to contemplate whether there have been examples of what 
Bird-Rose (2017, p G54) puts forward as ‘ecological pulses’ enabling the 
animation of ‘ancestral power’, where biodiversity waxes and wanes, she 
says; “for power to come forth, it must recede. For shimmer to capture 
the eye, there must be absence of shimmer”. So, have the ex-miners 
witnessed this in the valleys of Wales over the past fifty years? It is 
possible that the industry created a dullness in the surroundings which is 
now beginning to brighten, and the miners may be becoming ‘enraptured’ 
and ‘captured’ (Bird-Rose, 2017) by their surroundings and 
interdependencies again. The events and consequences of the mining 
industry in the South Wales valleys may indeed have caused 
a ripple effect and the recognition of the destruction it caused has not 
only been evident in the landscapes of the valleys which are still scarred 
today but the experience of this dullness meant that the community lost 
hope and disconnected with their surroundings. Thus, the slow resurgent 
shimmer could mediate the troubling times faced today and reconnect its 
people to the land. There is a possibility that “we are called to live within 
faith that there are patterns beyond our known patterns and that, in the 
midst of all that we do not know, we also gain knowledge” (Bird-Rose, 
2017, p G61) and hopefully this can be learned from the experiences of 
those that came before us, in this case from the ex-miners of South 
Wales.

Phenomenologically speaking then it can be difficult to discern at times 
where the living body begins and where it ends (Abram,1996).  As 
discussed, experiences are intrinsically linked to our surroundings and so 
consideration of our “situated knowledge” (Haraway, 1988) is key, if we 
are to reimagine our relationships with our natural surroundings. Similar 
to Merleau Ponty and Ingold, Haraway (2004) aids our comprehension of 
relationalities by seeing them as immanent. She says, “Knowledge is 
always an engaged material practice and never a disembodied set of 
ideas” (Haraway, 2004, p 199-200) so we may be able to reflect on the 
experiences of the miners from the context of the time and environment 
they were set in. In the same way, according to Harraway (2016) and 
Tsing (2015) telling stories should be considered an important way of 
‘stringing together’ ideas and knowledge of how life can survive through 
the process of extinction or of “what manages to live despite capitalism” 
(Tsing, 2015, p viii).  I will be demonstrating how enmeshed the miners 
were in their environment and how their sense of belonging and 
responsibility for their surroundings were formed by their work in the pits 
of South Wales. Therefore, if we take into account the various factors that 
are well known and that aided the survival of the miners in the depths of 
the pits and horrendous working conditions, such as their dependence on 
each other and the machinery. Their view of the mines as entities in 
themselves, alive, dark and threatening, so precautionary measures were 
of utmost importance. The various species that helped them do their 
work like the pit ponies, canaries and even unlikely non-humans they 
depended on for signals of danger such as the pine wood rafters or the 
crickets and rats that roamed pit bottom whose creaking, silence or 
scurrying would foretell the need to be vigilant. It seems these entities or 
‘critters’ all contributed to a ‘miniature cosmos’ and also demonstrate 
Haraway’s (2017, p M25) “sympoiesis” or ‘making with’ where there are, 
[bookmark: _Hlk19620464]in fact, biological boundaries but all contribute to the same temporality. 
Extending these relations, networks, meshworks, and connections to the 
local community around the pits, this “sympoiesis” permitted survival of 
the majority despite the trouble that was created socially and 
environmentally in South Wales. 

The resilience that possessed the communities in South Wales, continues 
to be evident in the environment and the peoples actions and attitudes 
today and can be seen as a way Haraway (2016, p1) puts forward of 
“staying with the trouble” in times that are fraught with danger and 
urgency as a consequence of the Anthropocene, and in this case 
particularly, during the coal mining era in South Wales. This suggests that 
beings in the past may have battled on together and created conditions 
for survival despite their surroundings and the driving force of the powers 
that were dominating. Thus, the miners may have felt part of that fight 
and felt more attuned to the earth and their surroundings at that time, in 
a crusade for the ‘shimmer’ that had been lost. It is possible then that 
once we are attuned to and recognise the ‘collaborative entanglements’ 
that can nurture and maintain us as we move through, detangle and ‘tie 
knots’ in each other’s stories, there is hope of us finding better ways for 
“living on a damaged planet” (Haraway, 2017, p M30-44). This is 
illustrated further in Haraway’s (2017, p M45) idea that “critters are at 
stake in each other in every mixing and turning of the terran compost 
pile.” We affect each other. Just as the development of the coal industry 
and its subsequent closure affected the land, the biodiversity, and the 
community in Wales. The narratives of the miners can provide us with an 
instrument to discover how a “multispecies becoming with” (Haraway, 
2017, p M28) can establish connections in human, non-human, ecological, 
historical, technological and evolutionary ways.




















Findings
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[bookmark: _Hlk19985363]Figure 2: Welsh miners at Tylorstown Pit, Rhondda, 1943 (Carradice, 2011)
In order to best consider the content of the interviews with the ex-
miners, I have created a liminal boundary between their perceptions of 
the past and their views of the environment they live in, in South Wales at 
present. This is mainly because of the stark contrast expressed between 
the worlds they grew up in and the world they inhabit today. It also seems 
as though the ex-miners views of the past and present inform each 
temporal space, as if they are caught in between two time zones. By 
looking at the past through the eyes of the miners we can visualize the 
ghostly grey surroundings that revolved around monster pits that 
“belched out dirt, noise, dust and steam” (Gareth) which echo the ghosts 
and monsters presented to us in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet by 
Tsing et al (2017). Likewise, their past create images of Haraway’s 
Chthulucene (2016) and the “tentacular” connections that fuelled life in 
the chaos of the coal industry. In addition, their insights into loss and 
survival in the past emit a sadness and nostalgia but also tell us of how 
lessons were learned the hard way and how acceptance can be key to 
living and dying well. Turning to the present, their spirits seem 
reawakened as they comment on their flourishing surroundings and the 
return of the “shimmer” Bird-Rose (2017, p G51) told us about in her 
studies with Aboriginal tribes and flying foxes, as the valleys “have 
greened up” (Gareth) and the wildlife has returned, much to their delight. 
Their stories and reflections on interactions with other species or non-
human entities add to the magic of the past and present environment in 
South Wales and contributes to their acknowledgement that we are “all 
at stake in each other’s company” (Haraway, 2017, p39). Finally, their 
“poetics of dwelling” (Ingold, 2000, p26) in the valleys of South Wales 
gives us an understanding of how we can take ‘response- ability’ 
(Haraway, 2016, p34) and listen to our environment as it thrives around 
us in the wake of troubling times.

i)	In the shadow valley
With the arrival of the coal industry in South Wales, what was once 
farmland and green valleys quickly turned into a darker environment that 
predominantly served capitalism. As Marx (p 127) stated, “man 
confronts nature as one of her own forces, setting in motion arms and 
legs, head and hands in order to appropriate nature’s productions in a 
form suitable to his own wants.” In this particular confrontation then, the 
valleys were transformed, and the collieries were put in motion like 
mechanical monsters that focused on making a profit. Peter says, 
“Money, without any shadow of a doubt was the driving force in the 
development of the land” and Gareth’s comments demonstrate the 
hustle and bustle of the industry when he says; “When I was a boy of 15 
starting in the mines, the valleys looked dirty and grimy, every village had 
a pit belching out dirt, noise, dust, steam and the steam trains that were 
taking it all in and out of the valley added to the chaos.” This idea of the 
pit belching out dirt invokes images of a detached entity that polluted the 
environment when in fact the conglomeration of the processes of 
extraction from the earth, and human interference contributed to the 
‘humus’ of the times (Haraway, 2016, p2). It seems that the miners of this 
place and at that time had a different way of ‘relating to the environment’ 
compared to the way they see it today in that their behaviour was that of 
cooperation to ensure extraction from the land could take place
(Ingold, 1986, p126) without the urgency to be mindful of its protection. 
They seem to accept the notion of the industry at the time being an 
“autopoietic system” in the sense Dempster (1998, p 27-32) conveys in 
that it could exploit the earth to satisfy human needs as a stable and 
easily calculated system that was “self-producing”. As a result, the ex-
miners seem detached from this system as if they had no control over its 
damaging trajectory. Harry exemplifies this when he says, “What I always 
found disgusting was that most pits had a washery and when the coal 
used to come up they would wash the coal with water, that water would 
then go to the big reservoir, they would wait for the dust to go down and 
then they would pump off that water into the river. That water was never 
filtered, cleaned or anything and that’s why all the rivers went black 
because they were chucking all that wastewater into the environment. 
There was no fish in the rivers, there was no life, they were dead rivers. I 
remember even as a kid, if you played by the side of the river, the sand 
was black, everywhere was black but there again, you just accepted it, ya 
know it wasn’t a big deal.”  There is a distance here, an acceptance of 
what ‘they’ would do to harm the local area, and how powerless Harry 
felt in trying to control or stop it despite his disgust.

This tolerance of a polluted world for fiscal gain, led to the experience of a 
shadowed land, the process of extracting the coal from the earth had 
ramifications for the surroundings in that it dulled and blackened it. 
Similarly, miner’s memories of the past became dark too. This is pointed 
out by the miners over and over again in the interviews. Charlie’s 
description of how he felt when travelling to pit bottom, epitomizes the 
diminishing of the light of the whole area; “It was amazing when you were 
going down in the lift and you could see the sky opening getting smaller 
and smaller, it was an eerie old feeling, it was strange.” The light went out 
in the valley during this time and so at least one miners’ perception of the 
past is actually visualised in black and white. Gareth says; “I know it 
sounds funny but when I think back to my youth it was like looking 
through a black and white television, the leaves of the trees were grey, 
the houses were drab and dull.” 

The world humans intentionally created at this time, blacked out nature 
and an insidious fog blanketed the valleys and all that resided within it. 
Harry tells me; “In Aberaman, Mountain Ash, for example, all one side of 
the mountain was dead because of the way the wind blew all the fires 
and smoke.” And Gareth similarly remembers; “In my youth the rivers 
would run black and you would see the odd river rat, we used to swim 
with those, you’d go in the river and come out black!” Within their work 
environment the same dullness and darkness ensued where William and 
Harry recall; “I remember when they would open the washeries from the 
pits and empty it into the river, and you could tell it would be black and 
stinking so there wasn’t much wildlife around that I could remember.” 
And “I remember working on the gate roads and two other miners were 
working three feet apart and they literally could not see each other’s 
lights, honestly now, every now and again you could see the dust like 
thick clouds.” 

The idea of the ‘death’ of the river or mountain here, helps us to 
envisage the pause between the next beat of the ‘ecological pulse’ that 
Bird Rose (2017, pG54) mentions when describing that there needs to be 
an absence of something for us to notice it when it is present. The rivers 
still ran through the valleys of South Wales during this dulling of the 
“shimmer of life” and the mountains still stood steadfast through the 
smoke, fire and dust. Indeed, humans and non-humans continued on 
through their murky surroundings and accepted the recession of nature 
as it stagnated under the influence of industry. It did not necessarily die, it 
may have just felt as if it had, to those who were watching it. Bird-Rose 
(2017, p G52) refers to “extinction cascades” being a way to pull 
“shimmer from the world”, thus, although the nature and ecology of the 
area did not become extinct, the brilliance that ensued in more recent 
times is ever more dazzling to these ex-miners as a consequence of 
experiencing and environment threatened with death. According to Harry 
there were attempts to falsely recreate the light at times when, “In the 
black environment, if there was an important visitor, for example the area 
manager, the coal used to be painted white, especially at pit bottom.” 
This may symbolize a human desire or yearning for the shimmer of life 
when it is not found, to remind us that we are all part of an “ancestral 
power” (Bird-Rose, 2017, G53) that belies the same organism. The 
shimmer or the light reminds us that we are “simultaneously involved in 
systems of both social and ecological relations, constituting [humans] as 
conscious persons and as individual organisms. That is to say, [we] could 
no more exist as persons outside of society than [we] could as organisms 
outside of the ecosystem” (Ingold, 1986, p 126). The dimming of the light 
and acceptance of an assumed autopoietic system separated the miners 
from their environment, as they tell us of their resignation with their 
pallid surroundings to the extent that their remembrances of the past 
landscape are colourless, dark and lifeless and haunted by ghosts and 
monsters of industry yet this may have resulted in their hyper-
attentiveness to their shimmering surroundings today.

ii) Grief, mourning and survival
When Tsing (2015) reminds us of the lessons we can learn from other 
entities in the world such as the Matsutake mushrooms in her study of 
The Mushroom at the End of the World (2015) she focuses on 
“collaborative survival in disturbance and contamination” (p4). These 
particular ex-miners’ journeys through their time working in the pits of 
South Wales reflect a similar path. Through dangerous environments and 
stories of devastating loss, these human experiences contained suffering 
and the consequences of a contaminated environment pushed to the 
brink. In some cases, some of the miners viewed the earth as a key player 
in the events that unfolded, disturbed and contaminated. Harry considers 
the earth in this way when he says; “In a way it may even be possible to 
think that the accidents that took place were a result of the environment 
pushing back against all of the man-made stress that was put upon it. I 
know everybody goes on about how the coal industry has gone and 
everything, but I think it’s a good thing.” A different understanding of the 
agency of the earth becomes apparent here, there is a recognition of their 
material surroundings as impacting their existence in the way Coole and 
Frost (2010, p 2) refer to as a “prerequisite for plausible accounts of 
coexistence.” There is also a sense of a loss of control here and a 
recognition that humans are not infallible and can be bound to their 
surroundings. 

Gareth tells me that “the death rate at that time was that a miner would 
die every six hours on average” and well documented accounts of pit 
disasters throughout the South Wales area meant that loss and 
disturbance was a normal part of a miner’s life at that time. Daniel 
conveys this; “I worked at Merthyr Vale or Aberfan as it was known then, I 
wasn’t there at the time of the disaster, but I started in the April 1967. It 
was a miserable pit to work in yes, as you can imagine, because every 
single person had been affected in some way or means.” Through this 
bereavement, a sense of awareness and connection becomes apparent. 
At times, their lives might have been in literal ruins as they watched their 
friends or family suffer in the deluge of industry but because of this, a 
thoughtfulness followed. As Haraway (2017, p39) puts it; “Grief is a path 
to understanding entangled shared living and dying; human beings must 
grieve with, because we are in and of this fabric of undoing.” From the 
point of view of these miners then, a regret of the past state of affairs 
within the mining industry may be a direct result of the loss they 
encountered. Thomas says; “In the past everything was black but now the 
environment has recovered and that’s because we have helped it by 
removing all the spoils and risks that would have caused landslides in the 
past like Aberfan and the Cambrian. It’s a shame that we didn’t have the 
technology we have today 30 or even 50 years ago because things like 
Aberfan would probably have never happened but I guess that’s just 
evolution.”

This highlights Haraway’s (2016, p 38) perspective when she intimates 
that grieving is about living with loss and about how we can learn from 
our changed circumstances to make progress and better appreciate our 
relationships human and non-human and act accordingly. It seems that 
the miners of this time realized that change, in this way, was necessary in 
order to evolve as Charlie tells me; “It got safer every year because of the 
accidents that happened. They learned quickly from their mistakes.” Their 
survival through these disturbing times means that they are around to 
pass the baton to the open hand of the next generation in the way that 
 Stengers (2010) suggests - the entanglement with their surroundings is 
held with them until they let it go to the next hand that takes it. Thus in 
the words of Haraway (2017, p 34) “in passion and action, detachment 
and attachment, this is what I call cultivating response-ability” and 
Bernard expresses this; “Youngsters seem to be far more aware of the 
impact we’re having on the environment today, I don’t know, maybe it’s a 
selfish attitude that the older generation was thinking well, I’m not gonna 
see it so why worry, but no I don’t really think like that, because I’ve got 
grandchildren and I want the world to be a nice place for them.” 
So, although the miners may have detached from their involvement in 
Impairment of the environment in South Wales, the cost to them was 
devastating and the lessons they learned through grief and disruption 
within the coal industry may have developed their sense of responsibility, 
which in turn may well foster the next generations’ attitudes 
towards the environment and their accountability for it.

iii)	Multispecies inter-dependence
Following the proposed actions given by Haraway (2016, p41) in Staying 
with the Trouble, it is important to recognise non-human elements or 
entities as ‘cooperative builders’ in a shared story. This ‘becoming with’ 
highlights the fact that we are influencers and the influenced and that we 
all exist in a “sympoietic” system where we matter to each other 
(Haraway,2016p41). The miners’ relationship with different species or 
beings during their time working in the pits demonstrates a form of 
dependence and a recognition of multi species cooperation. Harry refers 
to an old folktale where a multi species mythical team worked together to 
help humans discover the coal mines in the first place. “They say that the 
first ever pit in this area was discovered by man, the faeries and an owl in 
an attempt to bury a horrible giant and his witch wife after they had been 
terrorizing the area and killing the faeries. The birds killed them, and man 
and the faeries tried to bury them but couldn’t dig a hole big enough so 
cremated them on the spot and then realised that the coal in the earth 
helped it along. They soon harvested the black rock and used it 
themselves in their homes. And everyone lived happily ever after”. 
This could be perceived as a Dreamtime story where the land is the 
facilitator of the acknowledgement that species can work together when 
faced with a common enemy. As many welsh folktales contain these multi 
species friendships and connections, it is no surprise that this was raised 
as a point of origin. 

Ingold (1986, p 124) states, “as humans and non-human animals exist as 
components of the natural world, as organisms, so also must the relations 
between them.”  For example, Bernard tells me about the unusual 
characters that were part of his day, “I have no real recollection of much 
wildlife, only some birds that used to come to the workshops because the 
men used to put food out for them, we also had crickets underground, 
big, red and blue, they were part of your day and you’d hear them when 
you were underground often.” There is a suggestion that these beings 
were a comfort to Bernard in the way he talks about them, it was 
intimated that the sound of the crickets in the pits were welcome, a song 
that penetrated the darkness and meant that everything was as it should 
be. As Ingold (2000, p 251) suggests, “sound penetrates whereas sight 
isolates.” The crickets meant that they were not alone. 

This is further exemplified in a conversation with Daniel. The pit ponies 
were an ever-present colleague of the miners, Daniel tells me of the 
surprise he felt on his first day, to find the stereotypical scene and the 
continuing dependence on horses. “I went to the pits straight from 
school, and I certainly didn’t expect to find it as I did, with horses working 
at the top of the colliery – proper old fashioned.” The speculation that the 
use of horses is ‘old fashioned’ is interesting in that Daniel may have 
hoped for more up to date technology at the time he started working in 
the pits, yet they clearly hadn’t found a better option than their 
companion species at that point and the horses were still invaluable to 
the miner and the everyday functions of the collieries. Daniel says “we 
looked after those horses as if they were our brothers, they were in it 
with us ya know.” This expression of ‘being in it together’ allows for us to 
think about Tsing’s (2015, p22) concept of an “assemblage- an open-
ended gathering of lifeways and non-living ways of being” in that species 
can hinder or block each other, or can actually make life possible, or can 
just find themselves in the same place at the same time (Tsing, 2015, p 
23). The miners’ experience with these pit ponies or the insects clarifies 
how we can all be involved in a “multispecies world-making” (p22) and 
Daniel and Bernard seem to recognise this.


In addition to the connection with horses and insects the miners also 
depended on the wood from trees to protect them in their work. William 
tells me about this when he says, “They would use fir trees to prop up the 
mines so that when a natural squeeze would happen, they could hear it 
creak and people were warned to reinforce the cavity or evacuate.” This 
shows that the workers had to have faith in the signs the wood from the 
trees would give them, in order to survive in the pits. This resonates with 
the story of The Chukchi Siberian tribes’ use of their wooden fireboards as 
“magical guardians of the herd” (Ingold, 1986, p266), in the way that the 
fireboard protected the Chukchi tribes, the wooden rafters that were 
placed in the pits, literally protected the miners at work. This reliance on 
non-human entities illustrates how all beings can be caught up in each 
other’s survival.
Moving to the miners comments about the present and their relationship 
with non-human beings in South Wales today. They are pleased and 
proud of their current surroundings and the connections they have to the 
environment and beings around them because of a perceived concerted 
effort to reinvigorate or ‘rewild’ (Monbiot, 2015) the land yet this is also 
viewed as being done through a human and non-human collaboration. 
Charlie informs me that “The land would have recovered, I think, but it’s 
also because of a lot of projects that were implemented like planting 
trees and all that helped a great deal too.” 

Peter agrees with this as he compares the past and present, “Wildlife was 
still about then but there is far more of it about today. Of course, if you 
have fish in the rivers the animals and birds come back, like Herons at the 
moment.” Moreover, Thomas lets me know about a recovery project that 
has helped the environment using non-human species, “There were no 
real safeguarding measures in place to protect the environment before 
and the river was red in this area up until the 1990s because of all the iron 
ore that was run into it. Then they put reed beds along it and that’s taken 
all the red out of it, well not all of it, cos you can still see the red on the 
rocks but the river is different altogether now.” 

Again, this establishes an observed connection with how we might be 
useful to each other no matter our kind and that a recognition of an 
inextricable link to each other and the creative ways we might help 
each other to restore what was once damaged is necessary in the fight to 
live well on our planet. As Coole and Frost (2010, p1) suggest, “Our 
existence depends from one moment to the next on myriad micro-
organisms and diverse higher species, on our own hazily understood 
bodily and cellular reactions and on pitiless cosmic motions, on the 
material artefacts and natural stuff that populate our environment, as 
well as on socioeconomic structures that produce and reproduce the 
conditions of our everyday lives.”

iv)	The sentient miner 
The use of the senses seemed to be an essential part of working as a 
miner in the past. In the way Ingold (2000, p25) talks about the sensory 
experience of a human leading to a better understanding of their 
environs. Their intuitions were important as a way of going about their 
daily lives and surviving in their particular environment. An example of 
this is the use of particular senses. It seems they depended greatly on 
hearing, and speaking, even singing to get them through their working 
day underground. As Charlie tells me; “My attitudes and values have 
definitely been shaped by being a miner in the pits because first of all the 
main thing you had to use was your ears, that was your best friend 
underground cos you couldn’t see in front of your face, I tell the children 
who visit, that’s how the welsh learned to sing, cos it would drown out 
any other noises if you were stuck in the dark for 10 hours underground.” 
This demonstrates how Charlie appeared to survive and attune to his 
surroundings. His immersion into his darkened environment forced him to 
use his intuition by listening and responding to his surroundings using a 
“sentient ecology” (Ingold, 2000, p 25). It is through corporeal experience 
that codes, stories and songs are developed to help shape our 
perceptions of the world (Ingold, 2000, p 10). 

This is reminiscent of several anthropological ethnographies which focus 
on the senses, and especially where hearing can be valued more than 
seeing. Ingold (2000) refers to various studies of different cultures who do 
this, for example, the Songhay of Niger by Stoller (1989) and the Suya of 
Mato Grosso, Brazil by Seeger (1987). However, more relevant here, may 
be Edmund Carpenter’s Study of the Inuits of the Canadian Arctic (1973) 
where hearing, speaking and singing are seen as ways to bring “aspects of 
being into the fullness of the acoustic space surrounding the person” 
(p35). This could be viewed as an echoing exchange between humans and 
their dynamic spatial surroundings. The song of the miner and his acute 
sense of hearing allowed for this exchange and permeated his darkened 
environment to overcome his sense of isolation. Therefore, it is important 
to understand how our material surroundings are received and 
interacted with in order to know our place within it and how humans as 
matter immersed in matter ‘become’ (Coole and Frost, 2010, p 10) with 
the landscape and highlighting this knotty link can only be beneficial.

Furthermore, it seems as if the miners’ experiences of breathing in the 
land once they were released from the pits for the day, created a bond 
that meant that they could engage more directly with their environment 
at the top of the pits and forge a relationship with their surroundings 
overland. Bernard enlightens me of this appreciation of nature as they 
finished work for the day. “Once you came up from the pit you 
appreciated the environment, loadsa’ miners’d go on walks as soon as 
they came out just to get the fresh air, all miners would appreciate the 
countryside or make an effort to go up the mountain, that’s why they 
invested in places like ynysangharad park, they did a lot for a welfare fund 
that used to go on different projects. That tells you what the miners were 
like and how they appreciated nature, but you did, you appreciated it 
because sometimes in the winter you’d go down in the morning and 
come up when it was dark, so you never saw the sun for weeks on end.” 
This shows a relational approach to their surroundings. The miners would 
adapt according to the circumstances they were in, as their surroundings 
changed from one extreme to another from being physically underground 
to being physically at the surface. It is possible to recognize an 
‘antigenealogical’ context here where the origins of their views fluctuate 
as their surroundings did. This indicates a “world in movement, wherein 
every part or region enfolds in its growth, its relations with all others” 
(Deleuze and Guttari, 1988, p11-12). The miners’ relation with their 
surroundings underground and overland meant that their worlds would 
be captured through the use of altering senses. The materiality and 
vitality of their environs were understood as volatile. Perhaps then 
through these changing circumstances they came to realise the ‘essence 
of their locality’ (Ingold, 2000, p141) as they discerned the constant 
regeneration of the world around them. Similarly, Thomas tells me, “After 
finishing in the pits or the kokums in 1985 and finding jobs above land like 
down the docks and that, it was bloody marvellous to be outside in the 
air. I appreciate nature so much more now, just sitting in the garden I 
think to myself, that was bloody horrible, I don’t know how I did it. That’s 
why I have got a garden, I appreciate the garden now after all the black 
stuff I was in.” Thomas ‘s locality has allowed him to appreciate his 
fluctuating surroundings and the part he plays in its evolution through his 
garden and even through the air he breathes on the surface in his 
everyday life now.

With this awareness of the relationship with their surroundings, there is a 
faith and optimism as the miners recognise “their common involvement 
in spheres of nurture” (Ingold, 2000, p148) Harry says; “We have 
damaged the earth after years and years of not caring but at the same 
time I believe it will recover because you can see it recovering here, I 
remember places that were just barren land and now when I look at the 
same place I don’t recognise it, it seems that nature has gone back to how 
it was before but we can help too.” The majority of the miners I spoke to, 
in fact, give positive accounts of how the environment has recovered in 
the area and consequently emit a hopefulness that things do and can 
change. Gareth states, “Of course, as the pits were closed the valley has 
greened up again, we’ve got salmon back in the rivers, it’s almost as if its 
reverting to what it was 300 years ago, so nature does repair itself given 
half a chance.” And similarly, this nurturing of the environment has led to 
tangible results, Daniel tells me, “I think nature has taken over really now 
and you can see it, you can see the trees on the riverbank, ya know the 
river taff looks lovely now doesn’t it.” Likewise, Peter and William refer to 
the return of wildlife to the South Wales valleys; “We have salmon in the 
rivers now which we haven’t had for years and years especially during the 
time all the collieries were open.” (Peter) “There wasn’t much wildlife 
around that I could remember but now it’s wonderful, today we have 
otters and mink, lots of fish.” (William). The return of wildlife and the 
regrowth of the trees and greenery of the South Wales valleys symbolize 
a ‘rewilding’, the kind that Monbiot (2015) refers to when he says that 
“rewilding offers the hope of recovery, of the enhancement of wonder 
and enchantment and delight in a world that often seems crushingly 
bleak.” It seems the ex-miners reflect and support this proposition and 
revere their surroundings and its reactivation as they perceive and 
experience it through the sensory memories of their past and the 
appreciative corporeality of the present.

v)	The miner’s poetics of dwelling – living with ‘response-ability’ in a valley of hope.
When asked about the lessons they learned through their experiences of 
working in the collieries of the South Wales valleys and the general 
impact on their surroundings, it was evident that some of the ex-miners 
were more positive than others. Some believed that human involvement 
had taken its toll, obviously, and that we are to blame for the destruction 
of the earth as our actions have had almost parasitic consequences. 
Bernard says, “If we take human beings off the planet, it would flourish. 
As long as we don’t get involved the earth would be better off. The planet 
will sort itself out as long as we don’t interfere. We haven’t helped the 
planet at all, we’ve always done what we wanted to, we have believed 
that if you have money you can do anything.” The message Bernard may 
have been attempting to convey here is that because human societies 
have tended to choose wealth and economic prosperity over the safety 
and vitality of their surroundings, and so it might be better if humans 
were excluded from the planet somehow. Yet this seems impossible. As 
Coole and Frost (2010, p 2) suggest, there is a perceived inconsistency 
when considering the materiality of our world, “as soon as we start 
thinking about it, we distance ourselves from it” and this seems to be the 
case here, as Bernard tries to distance humans from the rest of the 
world. Yet, unless something drastic happens, it could be considered that 
we are all in this together for now, human, non-human and earth, so it 
may be time to be attentive to the environment. As Haraway (2017, p39) 
states, if we are to live in ruins, we should not be ‘thoughtless.’ Harry 
concurs “Nothing can be done on its own, people have to get involved 
and raise awareness and then gradually things change, you still get some 
who don’t give a damn, but I think more and more people are believing 
that they can make a difference no matter how small.” Charlie also 
agrees, when he tells me that I should “Look after the earth well, it’s the 
only one we got.” Equally, Peter expresses his respect for indigenous 
cultures that are sympathetic towards their environment. “The 
environment is worth worrying about, but we’ve got to be a little bit more 
like the Native Americans who had total empathy towards mother nature, 
everything they had was made either from the land or from the animals 
that lived on the land, we’ve lost that attitude cos all we can do now is 
buy it in a shop and chuck it away.” 

Similarly, Thomas reminds us that it is our responsibility to be more 
considerate of our surroundings, he tells me that “The earth can repair 
itself, but we need to stop doing what we’ve been doing to it. Some of us 
are waking up to it but not of all of us though, its people like us who listen 
and the people in control who don’t and that’s where the problem lies. 
Education is how we can change. The way it’s going we’ll self-destruct 
otherwise and I’m not saying tomorrow but ya know… we’ve got 50 
million years till our planet collides with Andromeda, so we’ve got plenty 
of time to sort it.”  This is reminiscent of Haraway’s (2016, p 30) 
proposal that we all ‘stay with the trouble’ and think collectively as the 
miners suggest cooperative and standardized approaches to caring for 
our surroundings and imparting wisdom to the next generations. Daniel 
also tells me that he has faith in education and science to inform the 
human realm, he says “Attitudes have changed a lot, more people are 
more educated than we were, and we know how ecosystems work now, 
but on the whole, I think people just want what’s best for the planet and 
want to keep it clean and that.”

At times the ex-miner’s also took a more ‘promethean’ (Dryzek, 2005, p 
51) attitude towards human and environmental relations and seem to 
believe that the power of human intelligence will overcome the problems 
that have been created by its own desire for progress. Charlie says, “What 
everyone seems to forget about is the human brain and how clever man 
really is, and somewhere along the line, he’ll find a way of doing it, he’ll 
find a way of making the environment better.” And similarly, but with a 
dose of humour Harry points out that humans have technology at their 
disposal to use constructively, he recalls a conversation he had and tells 
me, “I remember saying to one of the boys ‘have you seen how the tree 
line is going further and further up the mountain, do you think that’s 
because of the climate or how the land is redeveloping on its own?’ and 
the guy responded ‘No, it’s cos we’ve got better tractors!” 
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The ex-miners’ experience of humankind and how it has shaped nature 
over their particular history must inform their confidence in our survival. 
This is represented in the way William says that he has “more faith in the 
newer forms of sustainable energy.”

The ex-miners’ general attitudes and intuitions informed by their 
ecological attentiveness over the years leads to their particular poetics of 
dwelling. The advice Gareth wants to impart to future generations seems 
to understand the ramifications of the flux one experiences as life and 
landscapes move on. He epitomizes this by telling me that, “People have 
to move with the times really, it’s a youngsters’ world. They’ve gotta 
make it what it’s gonna be, they are more enlightened than we were.” 
The ex-miners’ belief in their fellow human is apparent here as their trust 
in the inventiveness of the human species helps them to maintain hope in 
troubling times. As the main protagonist of Kate Brown’s study in 
Chernobyl found, even after witnessing disasters, contamination, and 
destruction of the earth around them, they continue to have faith that we 
can “clean up, move on and hopefully improve” (Brown,2017,p G48). He 
stays with the trouble because he is part of it and while it may be easy for 
them to be despondent, they do not “shrink from hope” (Brown, pG48). 
These ex-miners in South Wales do not do this either.

 



Conclusion
This study has investigated the values and opinions of ex-miners who 
worked in the South Wales valleys towards an environment affected by 
the mining industry. The ‘environment’ during the conversations I had 
with the ex-miners has been interpreted by them as their immediate work 
and living situation in their past and present lives, the landscapes that 
surrounded them during their working lives and during their retirement 
more recently, and has included the beings that dwell within these 
surroundings. 
It has been found that the ex-miners’ perspectives reveal;
•	A healthy appreciation for the land they call home in the valleys of South Wales, especially with the benefit of hindsight, as they recalled darker more contaminating and disturbing times.
•	Their surroundings in the pits sharpened their senses so it gave them a better grasp of the relations one needs to become with the earth. 
•	A respect for the relationship they have with the environment, as it took precious lives away from some of them, it also gave back in sustenance and in lessons of the need for resilience.  
•	An acknowledgement of the need to maintain relations with multi-species conglomerates to survive and repair a damaged land.
•	Their ‘sentient ecology’ provides a more in depth understanding of how the welsh valleys were viewed in the past compared to today.
•	They are optimistic about mutual co-generative restoration of the environment because they have already witnessed this in the South Wales valleys and trust that future generations will be better positioned and educated to repair, maintain and enhance environmental relations going forward.
To illustrate these perspectives in more detail, it may be useful to begin 
with the ability the ex-miners had to compare the past and present in 
South Wales. Living and working in the shadows of the mining industry 
has meant that they can appreciate the ‘shimmer of life,’ which has 
returned to the valleys, in their view more recently, after witnessing its 
absence during their time working in the valleys. They felt as if they were 
living in a black and white, dull and lifeless environment which some have 
actually, described as ‘dead’. This tolerance of a damaged earth at the 
time they were working as miners, led to a claimed sense of indifference 
towards protecting the environment. It was as if they felt that they could 
not exert any control over the substandard conditions they were made to 
work and live in because of the economic conditions and the industrial 
forces that prevailed at the time. Therefore, some found it somewhat 
acceptable to be bathing in dirty rivers and breathing in toxic air because 
they possibly saw themselves as victims of their circumstances and were 
often more concerned about their families’ survival in a struggle against 
poverty. Today however, their appreciation for the environment, seems 
to be invigorated and some keep gardens and look around their home 
with a sense of pride in what they see in the recovered state of the land. 
There is also an expression of the desire to maintain the brilliance that 
has returned. 

This also conveys Merleau Ponty’s (1945) phenomenology in that the ex-
miners have improvised according to circumstance and adjusted their 
perspectives depending on their surrounding landscape. There has been 
an exchange between the miners and the land. The more the 
environment seems to be considered as significant, the more it flourishes. 
This also supports Bird-Rose’s (2017) concept of ‘shimmer’, as the miners 
have witnessed the glow return to the valleys after a time without it and 
this has helped them to pay more attention to and appear to care for the 
environment and the beings that reside within it today. They have 
described the pulse that has returned to the Welsh valleys in the same 
way Bird-Rose (2017) communicates when she tells us that with the 
shimmer comes evolution and a re-assessment of what is important. 
Today, the miners believe a great deal should be done to protect the 
earth from the spoils of industry. This further consolidates the notion that 
a human is an ‘open form’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1945, p 43) sympathetic to 
their surroundings.

In addition, the ex-miners conveyed an emotional connection with the 
land and the beings that were simultaneously caught up in it with them, 
and this may have been enhanced as a result of the loss of life they 
observed in their contaminated and disturbed environs. The tragedies of 
the mining industry in South Wales are notorious examples of how some 
of the ex-miners believe the earth can ‘push back’. Indeed, at least one 
ex-miner considered the disasters to be a consequence of the pressure 
the mining industry put on the land and seemed to be in awe of the 
natural power the earth can display. This awareness seems to have 
instilled a sense of reverence for their surroundings and may have 
influenced the miners’ attitudes towards the nature they are submersed 
in. Others believed the mistakes that were made with regard to extracting 
coal from the earth and the consequent loss to the local welsh families 
and communities as a steep learning curve, in which humans have 
evolved. The errors and subsequent tragedies are viewed as harsh lessons 
necessary to progress understanding, yet heart breaking for them just the 
same. This is an unavoidable part of their “inner heritage” (Ingold, 2000, p 
151) that has resulted from an exchange with the land around them and 
has inevitably shaped their views. It further validates the idea that 
Harraway (2016) suggests, of a need to be aware of how entangled our 
lives actually are with others and that when we mourn together, it gives 
people an insight into how the world should change and how 
relationships can be repaired and revitalised. In this particular context the 
relationship that needed repairing was with the land itself. The ex-miners 
seemed to understand this all too well and emerged from the industrial 
era in Wales with a heightened sense of connection to their surroundings.

While their values towards the environment may have been influenced by 
the dark times they experienced literally and metaphorically, their 
consideration for the non-human beings that existed alongside them in 
their temporal space seems somewhat significant. While they may not 
have been actively protecting the environment at the time the industry 
was booming in Wales and they expressed a sense of restriction in what 
they could do, they still communicated a sense of brotherhood and 
respect for their surroundings and the beings that were immersed in the 
blackness with them. The ex-miners seem to recognize the place of the 
entities they came across in their personal experiences and tell stories of 
their cooperation with them as they moved through their troubling 
surroundings. Despite ‘biological boundaries’, different species 
participated in the same temporality (Haraway, 2016). Their link with 
animals, insects and even trees demonstrate an empathy towards a multi-
species approach to survival and towards Haraways’ concept of 
‘sympoiesis’ (2017, p M25). It seemed important to them that they 
express their relationships with the non-human in a way to remind me of 
the fact that we are not alone. Even in worrying times, the miners 
illustrated that there is the possibility to work together with unexpected 
allies and to learn from the resilience other species can display. This 
reiterates Harraway’s (2016) view of a world where humans and “more 
than humans’ are caught in a web where the beings and critters can all 
share stories of pragmatic and substantive value that can teach ‘means of 
living and dying well” (p43). Indeed, the ex-miners do this as they 
illuminate their unlikely associations with critters that aided their being in 
the coal mines.

Furthermore, the ex-miners heightened senses that were developed by 
being a part of an underground workforce has meant that they seem to 
be more in tune with their environment now. Their ontologies are infused 
with reflections and commentary based on the use of their hearing, 
singing, and their intuitions which helped them to manage the spaces 
they found themselves in underground. The exchange with the matter 
that surrounded the miners, in the pits in particular, through the use of 
their senses gave them an understanding of transience when trying to 
survive moment to moment in an ever-changing world. They knew that 
their circumstances could change from one minute to the next when 
underground and so to be plugged in to their surroundings was vital. To 
engage with the earth as sentient beings meant that they could relate and 
adapt accordingly. Their perceptions of the environment were forged 
from this and the essence of their appreciation for their particular 
surroundings is therefore based in the sensory comprehension of their 
locality. This fits with Ingold’s (2000) concept of a ‘sentient ecology’ 
where the earth can be experienced intuitively. It is through this intuition 
that the miners remember the environment of the past and are able to 
give their personal testimony of their contribution and interaction with it. 
This is how it is possible for us to understand how the miners actually 
became who they were with their surroundings and thus, how they are 
undeniably and inextricably linked to the legacy of the landscape.

Moreover, the ex-miners’ ‘poetics of dwelling’ contain an optimism and a 
faith in the abilities of humans to continue living in a damaged world. The 
ex-miners’ generally believe that the land can be reinvigorated with 
assistance from human and non-human entities, because they have seen 
it occur in the South Wales valleys. In addition, the opinion that the next 
generations are more ‘enlightened’, creates a whole-hearted hopefulness, 
suggesting that they may have in fact, fostered a sense of responsibility 
for the environment today through the stories they have told of their 
time as a miner. Some believe that education and the knowledge of the 
younger generations will allow for a healthier environment. Other ex-
miners communicate the idea that humans should try to respect what 
they have, rather than throwing things away so easily. Others insist that 
the capabilities of humankind to develop with the times, and to create 
newer, more sustainable forms of energy technology means that the 
future environment can be brighter than we imagine. The fact that they 
have witnessed a darker and more polluted past gives them an 
enthusiasm for the present world as they see it now, glowing and 
vibrating around them. 
 
Their trust that humans can survive through troubling times is born of 
their own sensory and intellectual experiences of enduring bleaker times 
before. This seems to have taught them the true value of the beings, 
human and non-human, around them and informed their understanding 
of the ephemerality of their surroundings in the South Wales valleys. This 
further supports the idea that it is necessary to ‘stay with the trouble’ 
(Haraway, 2016) to nurture life. Therefore, multi-species histories, 
ecologies and evolution are important in understanding how to ‘live and 
die well’ (Haraway, 2016, p40). The ex-miners of South Wales appear to 
be upholding this view by surviving through disturbing times and 
emerging with an awareness and respect for the connection they have 
with the land and other beings and a sense of ‘response-ability’ (Haraway, 
2016, p41) towards the environment that they felt they lost in their youth 
but regained in retirement.


The ex-miners becoming with their environment means that they are an 
inseparable part of the legacy left by the mining industry in South Wales. 
It is vital to collect personal accounts of an era when industrial priorities 
seemed to trump environmental concerns, as experience can carry 
important knowledge and as Haraway (2004) states, knowledge is an 
“engaged material practice”. Thus, there is the possibility to learn from 
past material relations within an industrial environment. This opens up 
the possibility of studying the materiality of the ex-miners’ experiences in 
more depth to gain a more specific insight into the factors influencing 
their perspectives in this study. However, this research has discovered 
that the ex-miners of South Wales have consequently left parts of 
themselves in the very seams of the earth and in the relations and 
entanglements they experienced in the contaminated surroundings of the 
mining era. They have brought this testimony of their dwelling to the 
present with the lessons they have learned, appreciation for the restored 
land and their acts of remembrance of the collaborative efforts and 
resilience of multispecies support in the height of the industrial era in 
South Wales. In an ever-changing world, where there is a tendency to 
focus on damage done, it might be wise not to forget that some stories 
are worth listening to as they can unearth hopefulness, aid in the 
understanding of cultural knowledge and help us to co-operate and 
survive in the midst of Anthropocentric trouble.
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          Participant information sheet     Research Project   “ Ex miners views on environmental values in South Wales ”     You have been given this information sheet because you are being invited to take  part in a research study. This information sheet describes the study and explains  what will be involved if you decide to take part.      What is the purpose of this study?   In thi s study  I   want to explore  ex miner ’s views  of  how the environment   and land  in the South Wales valleys   ha ve   been used, developed , stripped   and recovered in  an  industrialized area  capitalized   for economic purposes over the past two  centuries.   Who is conducting the study?     My name is  Jamie Evans .                                                                      I’m a   postgraduate student studying a Masters in Engaged Anthropology at the  Univers ity of Wales   Trinity   S ain t David .      What will participating in this project involve?   If you agree to participate in the project, you will   be invited to   have a chat and a  discussio n with  me .  During the discussion  I   would like to hear about  your views  on    the concept of the environment and how it has developed over time, how the  environment was seen or talked about when you were working as a miner and  how you saw or have seen the environment change over the years fro m the time  when you worked in the collieries or pits .  The  chat or   discussion will take place at  a time and place  that is convenient for you .  It will last up to  6 0 minutes   and  will  be guided by me .  The discussion will be recorded   and written up . This is  helpful  for me as it means I don’t have to take notes during the discussion .     Do  I   have to take part?   No, it’s completely up to you whether or not you take part in the study. If you  agree to take part,  you are free to change your mind at any time  without g iving  me a reason.          
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What will happen to any information I give?   Any information I have about you and everything you say during the discussion  will be kept confidential.   A transcript of the discussion will be produced   by me .  Your name and contact details will be kept separately from the transcript and  any details that could be used to identify you will be removed from the  transcript.  Any extracts from what you say that are quoted in written work will  be entirely anonymous   un less you specifically state that you would like your  name to be included in the project or referred to .     All electronic data will  be  stored on a   password protected computer. A ny  paper copies will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in my   home   office. All di gital  recordings  and   data from the study will be   retain e d, in a secure location, for 7   years   for my own records.   However, if you would like any data that refers to  you destroyed please contact me to do so.     What will happen to the results of the project?   A ll of the information I collect for this research project   will be used in   my final  dissertation for  my   Masters and   I would be happy to send you a summary of  the results if you wish.      What are the possible benefits of taking part?   There will be no immediate benefits for you, but by taking in part in this study  you can help  me   better understand how  miners   view ed the environment in the  past compared to the present and whether there is anything we can learn,  going forward, from  how we  used and approached   our natural heritage   during  the industrial period   that  could help with  the future of our environment.       Are there any risks?     No. There  are no anticipated  risk s   if you take part in this study.    Contact details   I am the main  contact for the study. If you have any questions about the  project, please don’t hesitate to ask. My contact details are:   Jamie Evans   Email:   1707469@student.uwtsd.ac.uk     If you wish to contact a senior member of the University about the research or  make a  complaint,   please contact:    Dr Luci Attala, Senior Lecturer in Social Anthropology at UWTSD   Email:   l.attala@uwtsd.ac.uk  
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                          Consent form     Conse nt form     Project title :  Natural heritage values from the land of my  fathers: Miners  perspectives on an environmental legacy.          I confirm that I have read and understand the information  sheet provided for this study. I have had the opportunity  to consider the information, ask questions and have had  these answered satisfact orily.      I understand that my participation in this study is  voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time,  without  explanation or prejudice.      I understand that the   discussion   will be digitally recorded  and then transcribed.        I understand that infor mation given in this  discussion  may  be used by the research er   in future publications, reports  or presentations.      I understand that any personal data that could be used to  identify me will be removed from the transcript of the   discussion   should I wish   and t hat I  will not be identified in  any publications, reports or presentations   unless I  expressly ask for my details to be included .     Participant’s Name (Printed): ________________________         Participant’s signature:  _________________________     Date: ______ ____   Researcher’s   signature: _______________________      Date: __________     Thank you for agreeing to take part in this study.   Your contribution is very much appreciated.  
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