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Accident Investigators 
Children’s Employment Commission 1842: Extract 1.  

OF THE ACCIDENTS IN COAL AND IRON MINES 

The accidents which occur in the mining district of South Staffordshire are numerous and to 
judge from the conversation which one constantly hears, we might consider the whole 
population as engaged in a campaign.  

(1)  A miner may fall down a shaft of a pit in work, or he may fall into the shaft of a pit now 
abandoned. Generally a wall is built round the mouth of the shaft of an abandoned pit but 
more frequently it is arched over but sometimes the wall has fallen down, or the bricks 
have been stolen and sometimes also openings are made by the ground-sinking and 
persons wandering out of the high road at night incur great danger, the eyes being 
deceived from the light of the blazing furnaces and the burning coal-heaps and burning 
slack and shale. One proprietor stated to me that he had laid out as much as £50 in 
building domes to shut up his old pits but that he had failed in his object by the people 
carrying the bricks away and so well aware were all persons that he had done all in his 
power and that he was no way to blame for any accidents which occurred, that no one had 
ever once come to him to ask him to contribute towards the expenses of the funeral of any 
person who had fallen in and been killed.  

(2)    When going down the shaft to their work something may fall upon them.  

(3)  The chain may break, and miners going down or coming up may fall to the bottom and be 
dashed to pieces. Cases have occurred where diabolical characters have deranged the 
gear during the night and it has not been observed; and in consequence the party first 
descending in the morning have been dashed to pieces. John Fenn (No.32), a constable at 
Wolverhampton. gave evidence of such having been the case, but that he had not heard of 
such a thing in that neighbourhood lately. 

(4)   When within the pit a lump of coal or of stone may fall from the roof and prove fatal. This is 
more particularly likely to occur in the bed of the ten-yard coal, from the great force which a 
small body may acquire in descending from that height. There is great diversity as to the 
hardness or softness of the roofs of pits.  

(5)  When the miners come up the shaft it has occurred that the persons on the bank do not 
attend to the engine in time and the miners are carried up and precipitated over the pulley 
and dashed to the ground and killed. In every such case the negligent parties ought to be 
sent to the assizes.  

(6)  The men employed in undergoing a mass of coal, and the men and boys carrying away the 
coal, may be crashed by its unexpectedly falling upon them.  

(7)  A miner may be suffocated by carbonic acid gas, or as they express it, may be damped to 
death. 

(8)  Explosions of carburetted hydrogen gas, which is usually called by the miners sulphur, 
sometimes prove very destructive, not only by scorching to death, but by the suffocation of 
foul air after the explosion is over, and also by the violence by which persons are driven 
before it, or are smothered by the ruins thrown down upon them.  

(9)  A miner may be drowned from water breaking in over old workings. There are often 
accidents, such as a miner falling and hurting himself, or meeting with injury from the 
horses and cars. 
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Accident Investigators 
Children’s Employment Commission 1842: Extract 1 (continued) 

OF THE ACCIDENTS IN COAL AND IRON MINES (Continued) 

The miners are so accustomed to these accidents that they have at all times every thing in 

readiness which the surgeon will require them to provide on his arrival and he never, as in the 

case of other patients, has to wait until things are sent for… 

As so many accidents occur in mines, in order to provide a fund for defraying the expense of 

medical aid and to make some provision for the people when kept from work, there is in almost 

every field a society called the Field-Club, the funds for which are raised by a contribution from 

the wages, of about 3d. a-week, and not so much from boys. The people working in the 

ironstone pits pay 4d. a-week on account of greater liability to sickness. Not unfrequently the 

owner acts as treasurer, and the money is deducted from the men’s wages and carried to 

account. A surgeon is engaged at an annual salary, and he is bound to attend to all the field 

cases, that is, to accidents in the fields and subsequent illness occasioned by accidents but if it 

be any ordinary illness not arising from the field, his contract does not extend to it. The club also 

allows to the man during his illness and convalescence a sum of from 6s. to 8s. A week. Boys 

have not so large an allowance. 

Benefit societies in general object to miners on account of the danger of their occupation, and 

accordingly they form benefit societies amongst themselves... 

...Since I have explored other districts, I have formed a decided opinion that the accidents in 

Staffordshire might be diminished by the following means:- 

(1.)  A more powerful system of ventilation, which would more completely clear off the 

carburetted hydrogen gas and the carbonic acid gas and would also improve the health by 

carrying off the foul air occasioned by the breathing of men and horses, and animal 

effluvia. 

(2.)  By stronger and more complete tackling for ascending and descending and by a protection 

of a canopy or iron umbrella over the heads of the people. 

(3.)  By a rigorous discipline as to the number of men or of boys allowed to go up or down at a 

 time. 

(4.)  By being careful to select a steady man to work the engine, and being strict to enforce 

 attention to his duty. 

(5.)  By more effectually shutting up old pits and also by erecting some sort of enclosure round 

 the pits at work, so as to put persons on their guard who approach them. 

(6.)  By an examination of the state of the pits every morning before the men went down to 

 work. Also by an examination of the condition of the whole tackling and gear by which they 

 descend. 


