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Accident Investigators 
Extracts from Report from Geological Survey Office, 19th January 1847  
By Warington W. Smyth  

“A pair of shafts are sunk in a level piece of ground, at a few yards distance from one 
another, each seven feet in diameter, and 180 yards in depth; the Eastern shaft being used 
for the extraction of the coal and serving as an upcast, whilst the Western shaft is given 
up to the raising of water and acts as a downcast for the ventilation of the workings. 
 

...It will be scarcely necessary to remind you that the ‘thick coal’ of Staffordshire is worked 
in chambers or compartments termed ‘sides of work’, and separated from one another by 
strong pillars of coal, seven or more yards in thickness, called ‘fire ribs’; the openings 
through which, the ‘bolt holes’, (when all the coal except for the pillars necessary for the 
support of the roof have been extracted) are stopped by dams intended to be air tight, 
and to prevent as well the admission of atmospheric air tending to produce spontaneous 
ignition of the abundant refuse left in the workings, as the escape of gases accumulated 
there into those parts of the Colliery where men are employed. 
 

...From the shafts a new gateway had, at considerable expense, been driven by the 
proprietor of the colliery to the eastern end of the present side of work, through coal 
exceedingly contorted and injured; and by this gallery the return air passes to the upcast 
shaft. 
 

...The first and most striking fact is this, that on the above system no efficient ventilation 
can be said to exist at all as the two shafts are of equal depth, and the columns of air 
contained in them when joined by a gate road at the bottom, will be in equilibrium, or at 
the best, some accident may determine a feeble current through them, always liable to be 
checked or even severed by some atmospheric agency, or by mechanical means exerted in 
the operations of raising the coal or water...Where a pair of shafts are of equal depth, a 
Colliery cannot be said to be safely ventilated, unless the column of warm air in the upcast 
shaft be lengthened by a tower, or chimney, built over the mouth, or the current 
determined and increased by the aid of a furnace or by machinery for supplying fresh or 
exhausting return air.  
 

...In the second place, the position and length of the air headings are subjects of the 
greatest moment. It may be remarked in passing, that their dimensions appeared to be 
smaller than consistent with a good ventilation, but I learn that in other pits of this 
district, supposed to be conducted on the best principles, they are made either of the 
same size or very little larger...On no consideration, however, should the air way ever be 
narrowed to so small an area as would appear to have been the case in the wooden 
trough carried across the principal gate road. 
 

...from the evidence adduced before the coroner, it would appear that fault was found 
with the backward state of the air headings, and that it sometimes occurred that they 
were not driven till a place became too dangerous to work in without them.” 

Warington W. Smyth visited Rounds Green New Colliery in response to a request from the 
Home Secretary, Sir George Grey to investigate a number of serious accidents at mines. 


