
1  

 

 

Accident Investigators 
Children’s Employment Commission 1842: Extract 5  

EVIDENCE COLLECTED BY DR. MITCHELL: SOUTH STAFFORDSHIRE COAL 

FIELD 
 

No.11 - John Greaves. 

I went down to the pit when I was 7 years of age to open doors. About from 9 to 10 
(years) I took to carry dirt back from the men into the gob. Every boy has to clear 
away for two men, and if they do not do it they strap him. He dare not say much 
about it, for fear of their giving him more and perhaps master turning him off. Most 
of the men wear a leather strap round them, which they can apply to the boys if 
need be. It is very hard work. I worked till 17 to 18. I had 6d and 8d. a-day when I 
opened doors. There are so many to keep the boys awake, they do not often sleep. 
When I began to carry dirt I had 1s. 6d. a-day, and gradually rose to 2s.  

A boy who keeps two men clean gets 2s. a-day. I took to hewing and was paid the 
piece. I had 3s. for a day’s work. Next week it will be 2s. 9d. All round Bilston the 
wages have for a long time been 3s. About West Bromwich they give 4s.  

The pits are very dangerous from the coals and stone falling from the top. We have 
not much fire in our pit. It is 90 yards from the surface. The bed of coals consists of 
the new mine coal, which is 2 yards thick, and fireclay coal 7 feet thick, with fireclay 
bat between them of the thickness of three-quarters of a yard. If anything fall from 
the roof it may prove serious. The slack is carried behind pillars, in what they call 
the stalls, which are left to keep the top up. The ground will sink sometimes from 
the top 7 or 8 feet. Rock 20 yards thick may sink down like the rest. I have seen 
stones of 15 tons fall down beside me. Some men get killed by taking coal from 
under rocks; sometimes the butties have been killed. 

The boys are not used so bad as they were. It is the butties’ apprentices who are 
worst used. These lads are made to go where other men will not let their own 
children go. If they will not do it they take them to the magistrates, who commit 
them to prison… I have known apprentice boys made to work all day, and all night, 
and the next day. They might have slept a little in the night perhaps. 

We have an hour at dinner-time, and apprentices who have long been at work fall 
asleep and can hardly be got to wake. We have another very bad complaint. Our 
beer is very bad and instead of getting a quart at dinner, we often have only a pint 
or a pint and a half. 

Our head master keeps a tommy-shop and the butty will tell us plainly that if we do 
not tommy enough we shall not have more work. 

 


