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Matthew Warchus, dir.,

Pride, Pathé UK, 2014.
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David Livingstone, the film’s producer, also accepted the Outstanding Debut Award in 2015. Pride was
named as best film at the British Independent Film Awards in 2014.

The Miners’ Strike and

Me: A Very Personal Response
to Pride

The miners’ strike of 1984-5 divided my life into a ‘before’ and ‘after’.

I was 36 (Figure 1) and about to give up full-time teaching and embark at
last on my longed-for Ph.D. But work with the two miners’ support groups
with which I became involved—Cambridge had twinned with mining
communities in Wales and Nottinghamshire, as had St Albans, where I had
lived before that—Tliterally took over my life, eclipsing everything else. Had
anyone asked me, at this perhaps the most intense and exhilarating time of
my life, which seemed the most important—my doctorate or the strike—I
would not have hesitated: the strike (see Figure 1). On reflection, getting my
Ph.D. seems like a miracle. Had the strike—the longest in twentieth-century
British history—gone on, I would almost certainly have given up on it, or
else failed.

In Pride (2014), Matthew Warchus, dramatist turned film director and
now artistic director of the Old Vic, resurrects the story—improbable-
sounding but true—of the life-affirming friendships between striking miners
and their families in the Welsh-speaking village of Onllwyn in the Dulais
valley and a group of young metropolitan gays and lesbians, which
culminated in the unforgettable spectacle of a contingent of banner-waving
miners at the head of the Gay Pride march of 1985. Until this remarkable
film, the co-mingling had virtually been forgotten, except in radical gay
circles and by a few straight veterans of the miners’ support groups. Anyone
too young to remember the strike—Warchus was 18—could be forgiven for
thinking it all to be an urban myth.

It was Stephen Beresford, awarded a BAFTA in 2015 for an ‘outstanding
debut’ by a British writer, director or producer,' who tracked down surviving
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participants in both Jackson and Jonathan Blake, both still active in the gay community, and
groups (no mean Hefina Headon and Sian James from Wales, as well as coal miner Dai
achievement after

30 years): Mike
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Figure 1. Mary Joannou wearing her ‘women against pit closure’ T-shirt in Nottingham, July 1984.
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Donovan (played by Paddy Considine), whose moving words at the now

famous ‘Pits and Perverts’ fundraising concert at Camden’s Electric Ballroom

went to the heart of the solidarities that the strike cemented:
You have worn our badge ‘Coal not Dole’ and you know what harassment
means, as we do. Now we will pin your badge on us, we will support you.
It won’t change overnight, but now 140,000 miners know that there are
other causes and other problems. We know about blacks, and gays, and
nuclear disarmament. And we will never be the same. (Lucy Robinson,
Gay Men and the Left in Post-War Britain: How the Personal Got Political
(Manchester: The Manchester University Press, 2007), p. 167)

Pride translates the lives of these men and women to the screen. They are
ordinary enough to begin with, but somehow become ineluctably other than
ordinary through scriptwriter Beresford’s superlative dialogue, combining
passion and humour in equal measure while unashamedly displaying the kind
of warm-hearted emotion which might well have spiralled into schmaltz and
sentimentality, but never does. The evocation of the period as seen ‘from the
street’ is unfailingly excellent: teased, brushed-back hairstyles, check shirts
and trousers, turn-ups, a ‘rubber club’, radical bookshops and the ubiquitous
coin-filled buckets daubed with ‘Victory for the Miners’. The music resonates
and the eighties soundtrack sets the tone of the alternative scene: Bronski
Beat, Billy Bragg (‘There Is Power in a Union’), Jimmy Somerville, The
Communards, Frankie Goes to Hollywood, Wham, UB40, Kirsty MacColl,
Grace Jones, Pet Shop Boys, Culture Club, ‘Bread and Roses’—sung
movingly in unison by a group of Welsh women —and, sure enough, the Pete
Seeger rendition of the old union anthem ‘Solidarity Forever’.

It is 1984 when Pride starts, and homophobia is everywhere. The Gay’s
the Word bookshop in Marchmont Street, London, where Mark Ashton (Ben
Schneitzer) and other young activists meet, is subjected to continual raids by
the police; the telephone is left to ring unanswered in the National Union of
Miners (NUM) offices when the gays and lesbians call to offer their support.
Two interlacing struggles are preoccupying Ashton and his friends. One is
the year-long hard-fought battle by the miners to defend their jobs, homes
and communities, which met in Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher the steely
determination to tolerate no further opposition from their union, the NUM.
Earlier industrial action by the miners had brought down the government of
her predecessor, Edward Heath. The other is against the dreaded HIV and
AIDS, which swept through the gay community, inspiring terror and
claiming some of the bravest and best.

What happens when people from disparate backgrounds find themselves
thrown together, united by little other than a common enemy? In scene after
scene, mutual distance gives way to acceptance, liking and trust, spontaneous
curiosity, late-night confidences, intimacy and elation, with defensive
carapaces crumbling as the awful anxieties and pent-up emotions of the strike
are released. This is all crowned by Blake’s (a compelling performance by
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straight actor Dominic West) show-stopping disco dance to the rhythms of
Sylvia Robinson’s 1975 hit, ‘Shame, Shame, Shame’. Did this really take
place? Yes. As I write, I am looking at a photograph of Blake—once
diagnosed as HIV-positive but still going strong— dancing at a social event
in the Christmas issue of the Valley Star in 1984, in Jean McCrindle’s archive
in the Women'’s Library. And the social nights in the mining villages are the
one thing that everyone in the old miners’ support groups says they can still
remember.

The moments when the activists come to discover the truths and personal
consequences of being gay in a hostile world are some of the most poignant
in a film in which the comedic and the tragic are never far apart because irony
and juxtaposition are woven into the very fabric of their situation: outside the
inner cities and the clubs where gays and lesbians can be themselves,
homosexuality is still a matter of secrets and lies. The painted van with its
gay insignia—as incongruous in a respectable London suburb as it is in
Welsh country lanes—unfailingly triggers audience recognition and delight.
So does the box of shop-bought choux pastries, a present for his disapproving
family (“You see, I'm from Bromley’) from Joe (George MacKay), an
invented character hiding behind the pretence of attending a catering course
to conceal his clandestine disappearances to the coalfields. In London, Gethin
(Andrew Scott), who works in the bookshop, is haunted by his years of exile
after he ‘came out’ to his mother; there is not always a welcome in the hillside,
or at least not when you are gay. This bit is fictitious. I am reliably told that
the real Gethin’s mother is a gay right’s campaigner who turned up on a Gay
Pride March dressed as a miner; face blacked, with papier mache miner’s
helmet drinking her G and T from a can. In Wales, the quietly spoken,
dignified CIliff (Bill Nighy) eventually confesses his sexual orientation to
Hefina (Imelda Staunton), who has known it all along.

The strike was deeply transformative of women’s lives. The feisty,
brilliant Hefina—sad news of her death arrived just as filming started—is the
moral centre of the story and the heart of the community, chivvying those of
weaker mettle into action. Sidn James, in an astonishingly mimetic
performance by Jessica Gunning, appears to grow visibly in stature and
authority—and is eventually to make a spectacular transition from contented
housewife and miner’s” wife to impassioned community activist and the
Labour Member of Parliament for Swansea East.

I would at one time have laid odds against Pride ever being made
successfully: the subject had no commercial appeal and financial backers
would never be found. I have now seen this wonderful film four times, and
always with a few in younger audiences sobbing at the end. I have concluded
that one good reason why I love it is how strongly it conveys what the
experience of solidarity can feel like to those who have been taught, as the
legacy of Thatcherism, that all that matters is the individual. It is not fanciful
to suggest that the generation coming to radical politics for the first time in
the Jeremy Corbyn Labour leadership contest may be asking some of the
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same questions that we did and discovering (held in the summer of 2015)
some of the same things.

The connections between gender, sexuality and the miners’ strike that
Pride suggests are not new, and have been touched on previously in their
different ways in Brassed Off (1996) and Billy Elliot (2000). But Pride is
deeply politicized in ways that these other films are not. Not only does it
depict gay sex courageously (Joe’s first kiss), but it also probes into the
political differences, schisms and disagreements which divided the left and
the lesbian and gay movement at the time. Young women, heavily
outnumbered by gay men, object to their aggressive behaviour and leave the
group to form a ‘woman-only’ group, Lesbians Against Pit Closures’ Two
women in front of me are smiling: “We were there’, their looks are telling me.
And ‘Yes. This is exactly what politics in some left groups used to be like’.

Like just about everyone who was active in the Communist Party in and
around the London area in 1984, [ knew Mark Ashton, who was the exgeneral
secretary of the Young Communist League. The omission by the film-makers
of the party membership that had meant so much to Ashton, and which on
principle he never concealed, is a major disappointment.
OtherselectiveomissionsareofMairFrancisandthedistinguishedcommunist
historian Hywel Francis (later the Labour Member of Parliament for
Aberavon), author of an authoritative work on the strike (Francis 2009), who
were both active figures in the Onllwyn community. As Diarmaid Kelliher’s
work demonstrates, one consequence of gay support for the miners was a
new willingness (spearheaded by the NUM)to put gay rights and legislation
on socialist and trade union agendas, because gays and lesbians had put
support for trade union struggles on theirs (Kelliher2014). In the film, Ashton
is shown to argue powerfully and effectively in favour of the controversial
alliance between organized labour and oppressed minorities—a strategy
closely associated with the Communist Party—against opposition from gay
activists with memories of being ‘beaten up every day by the very people we
are now asked to support’.

In August 2015, I went to Abertillery to make contact again with the miners
and families we had welcomed in Cambridge. Tony and Jim still define
themselves as miners (see Figure 2), and Pearl and Diane will always think
of themselves as miners’ wives and daughters, although it was in another
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Figure 2. Mary Joannou reunited with former coal miners Tony Williams and Jim Line in Abertillery,
August 2015.

century that anyone in the town last went down a pit. Still, the cups of tea are
offered, the albums pored over and the memories shared. The coal mines
have gone, but Sebastien Boyesen’s beautiful 20-metre monument towers
over the wooded landscape on the site of the old Six Bells pit as a much-
loved tribute to the lives tragically claimed by the pit disaster of 1960. What
we predicted would happen in 1984 if the strike were lost has happened. As
researchers at Sheffield Hallam University point out: ‘Across the coalfields
as a whole, there are just 50 jobs for every 100 residents of working age. In
South Wales there are just 41 for every 100’ (Foden et al. 2014: 5). The strike
was never about pay. It was about safeguarding jobs, hope and communities.
The prevalence of welfare benefits, alcohol dependency and mental health
problems in communities where there was once social cohesion reveals the
significance of the miners’ struggle anew.
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