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Accident Investigators 
Children’s Employment Commission 1842: Extract 3 

The proprietors, the tenants and the butties or contractors 

 

OF THE PROPRIETORS. 

Some of the proprietors of the coal-mines work them on their own account but the 

greater part let them to tenants on certain conditions, the chief of which is the 

payment of a royalty in proportion to the coal raised. The amount of the royalty 

varies in different mines, according to the supposed abundance of coal and facility 

of working. Thus a royalty of one-third is not 

unusual in mines in the deep bed of coal known by the name of the ten-yard coal, 

whilst there are other mines for which a royalty of one-eighth is thought sufficient… 

In order that the landlord may not suffer from the tenant neglecting to work with 

sufficient energy the mine which he has taken, there is a covenant in which the 

tenant undertakes to bring up a certain amount every year and if he do not do so, 

at all events he must pay the same royalty as if he did. This prevents negligence 

on his part, and also prevents him from retaining possession of the mine and land 

after the coals are exhausted... 

The landlord must employ persons to watch the progress of the mines, to see what 

is the amount worked out by the tenant, that he may be made to pay accordingly. 

The persons so employed are called ground bailiffs… The ground-bailiff is also 

employed to visit frequently the mines worked at a royalty, in order to see that they 

are worked clean and in a proper business-like manner...  

The ground-bailiff when he goes under ground, conducts his operations by means 

of the mariner’s compass but the instrument is on a large scale, with the 360 

degrees of the circle laid down upon it and is called a dial. By observing the 

direction of the paths in the pit and measuring the lengths, he can lay down the 

plan on paper, just as a sailor lays down the ship’s track by the courses and the 

distances sailed, as entered in the log-book… 
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Accident Investigators 
Children’s Employment Commission 1842: Extract 3 (continued).   

OF THE TENANTS 
 
The tenant who takes a lease of a coal-mine is usually an iron-master, that is a 

manufacturer of iron and who digs the coal for his own use or it may be a person 

who intends to raise the coal to sell it to the iron-masters, or for the consumption of 

towns. The tenant who is about to work a pit has to be at the expense of sinking a 

shaft, that is of digging a round opening into the ground, usually about seven feet 

in diameter, which is done precisely in the same manner as a great well is dug in 

the country about London. The inside of the shaft is built round with bricks as the 

work proceeds, by the process called by builders under-pinning and care is taken, 

as much as possible, to shut out water from intruding at the sides. A second shaft 

has also to be dug, generally, not far from the first shaft, in order that when the 

mine is at work there may be effected a circulation of air...  

This is produced by placing a lamp consisting of a broad weighty stand, from which 

rises a stalk of iron several feet, which at the top spreads out its bars, in which is 

placed the fire. This fire burns vehemently and causes a strong current to ascend 

the shaft, which, as a necessary consequence, causes a strong current to descend 

the other shaft. When the workings of the mine have become extensive, it is 

necessary by a system of doors to guide this current, so that after descending the 

one shaft it shall pass all round the mine before coming to the other.  

The tenant has also to erect a powerful steam-engine and an engine house and to 

provide all the chains and other tackling necessary for drawing up the coals from 

the mine. In the abbreviated language of business, he has to provide the drawing 

power. He has also to provide rails to be laid down in the gateways or roads in the 

mines below, as also pumps for drawing up the water. 

...An acre, where there is abundant coal, may sell on the average at £1000, but 

sometimes even £1500. The sinking of the two shafts in a mine 300 feet below the 

surface and providing the steam-engine and all the other parts of the moving 

power, may require a capital of £6,000, and very often it is much more… 
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Children’s Employment Commission 1842: Extract 3 (continued).   

OF THE BUTTIES OR CONTRACTORS. 

The contractors, who do the work in the mines in some parts of the country, are 

called charter-masters, but in South Staffordshire they are usually called butties. A 

butty is generally a steady, well-doing man, who has risen from being a common 

workman by his good behaviour and power of self-restraint. His business requires 

capital, as he provides the tools for the men, also the cars and the horses, in the 

pits and is often at a considerable outlay for wages in the necessary preparations, 

in cutting out gateways through the pit and undergoing masses of coal, before he 

is able to send much coal up the shaft and begin to receive charter from the tenant 

or proprietor. 

It is stated that sometimes a butty will have laid out a capital of £500. In this way, 

and some butties are reputed to be worth thousands of pounds but few of them are 

possessed of so much property and the greater part are in very limited 

circumstances. 

The butty is entitled to have any water which may come into the pit drawn off at the 

expense of the employer. In the technical language of the miner, he is entitled to 

have waterease. If an irruption of trap-rock shall be found to have occurred, it is the 

employer who is to be at the expense of cutting through it. If in consequence of a 

fault the bed of coal is lost, it is the business of the employer to find it again. In 

general, all difficulties which could not be foreseen and of an unusual nature, are to 

be removed at the expense of the employer, and not of the butty. 

The average charter paid to the butty is from 2s. 6d. to 3s. 6d. - say 3s. - for every 

ton, but in some troublesome pits about Rowley it is as much as much as 4s. and 

within the district there are pits where it is 4s. 6d. In some mines an account is 

taken every Saturday, but generally it is every second Saturday, and in some 

instances only every fourth Saturday. These are called reckoning-days, when the 

butty receives his money and he pays the men and boys employed by him. On the 

other Saturday, in some mines, they draw on account.  

The butty himself goes down into the pit in the morning with his men, distributes 

their work, and remains with them all day to direct them and keep them to their 

duty. He has under him a foreman who is called the doggy. This expression alludes 

to the relation of the butty to the foreman being similar to that of shepherd and dog.  


