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A FULL ACCOUNT OF THE DREADFUL EXPLOSION OF WALLSEND COLLIERY, BY WHICH 101 HUMAN BEINGS PERISHED!
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EXPLOSION, &C.





A colliery explosion, more disastrous than any that can be remembered by the oldest inhabitant of this district, or probably that ever before occurred, took place on Thursday afternoon, the 18th June, 1835, at one of Mr. Russell’s coal mines, situated at Wallsend, about four miles east of Newcastle. By this dreadful accident one hundred and one of our fellow creatures were suddenly hurried into eternity, and four others severely injured. Every particular connected with so melancholy an accident must be interesting to hundreds in this district; and though this has been given most minutely in the public papers at the time, yet it is thought the same will be more acceptable to many in a pamphlet form, and without further observation we will proceed to a full and minute detail of the whole affair.





[image: ]

Sketch of a Wallsend Colliery, 1840. A: funnel over upcast shaft; B: smoke dispenser; C: platform for repairs; D: head gear; E: engine house; F: counterpoise








In working a coal mine it is necessary to sink pits or shafts, and in the above mine three are sunk; they are at considerable distances from each other, but have internal communications. One of them is situated near to Wallsend Church, not far from the banks of the river Tyne. It is known as the “Church Pit,” or “Russell’s Old Wallsend.” It is the practice at this, as at other collieries, for the “hewers” of the coal to commence working early in the morning, and having finished their labours for the day, the “putters” remain for some time longer, for the purpose of bringing or “putting” the coal to the bottom of the shaft or pit, that it may be raised from the mine to the bank. Altogether about 250 people are employed at this colliery, and on Thursday afternoon the hewers of the coal, with the exception of four, had left the mine, under an impression of its perfect safety. About 100 putters, consisting for the most part of young men and boys remained at work. While the operation of “putting” the coals was going on, the banksmen were suddenly alarmed by a loud report in the Church Pit, which they describe as being similar to an earthquake. The rushing of the foul air to the mouth of the shaft, bringing up with it some of the pitmen’s clothes and other light articles from the bottom, left no room for conjecture as to what had occurred in the mine.
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Old North of England Colliery








To those unacquainted with the arrangements of Northern coal mines, it may be necessary to state that the workmen of each colliery form, with their families, a distinct colony. They are provided with cottages, forming long streets, near the works. Amongst the community resident near the mine in question, intelligence of the explosion spread with the utmost rapidity. The distressing scene that ensued no pen can describe. Parents, wives, and children rushed to the pit, eager to ascertain the extent of the calamity, and the fate of those who were near and dear to them. Eight brave men, notwithstanding the imminent risk and danger of such an experiment, volunteered to descend the pit, in the desperate hope of being able to save and bring up some of their companions. On reaching the bottom, and endeavouring to penetrate the works, they were nearly suffocated by the foul air. With the greatest difficulty they regained the ropes, and when drawn up were nearly insensible and in a state of extreme exhaustion. Thus perished all hopes of saving any of the unfortunate people in the mine, and of the large assemblage collected, there was scarcely an individual but had to mourn the sudden bereavement of some beloved relative. During the following day (Friday) 21 of the bodies were brought up—they were obtained by descending one of the other shafts of the mine, it being yet impossible to enter Church Pit. The bodies were removed to the houses of their respective friends, and the entire community of the colliery was in a state of the most dreadful agitation and distress. Several of the bodies were black, shrivelled, and burnt; one or two were mutilated, but the greater portion, having been suffocated by the after damp, had the appearance of being in a tranquil sleep.
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Air Shaft, Wallsend.








On Friday evening at 8 o’clock, a jury was summoned to attend the office of John Buddle, Esq. the head-viewer, or professional conductor of the mine. The following gentlemen were then sworn—A. Easterby, Esq. foreman; Rev. J. Armstrong, vicar of Wallsend; Messrs. J. Wright, W. Potts, J. Falcus, P. Pye, W. Jamieson, R. H. Coward, M. Elliott, J. Mordue, G. Brough, G. Shanks, and C. Weatherley. [Three other gentlemen were also on the jury, but being connected by relationship with parties interested in the inquiry, it was thought prudent, at the adjourned inquest, to withdraw their names.] Stephen Reed, Esq. the coroner, then addressed them. The cause of the accident, he observed, would not probably be ascertained, for it most unfortunately happened that in this, as well as in most other similar calamities, the individuals who were nearest the explosion were the first to suffer. They would, however, hear the testimony of witnesses, whose scientific and practical knowledge would probably enable them to draw correct and proper conclusions. Their first duty, and a most painful one it was, would be to view the bodies of John Robson, and 20 other individuals, who had lost their lives by this distressing accident. This would enable him at once to issue his warrant for the interment of the unfortunate sufferers, and thus leave the survivors at liberty to perform the last melancholy offices of humanity. The inquest could then be adjourned to some convenient day, when evidence, more satisfactory than could be at present obtained, would probably be adduced. A rigid and sifting inquiry would be necessary; for the frequency of accidents in mines, and the awful loss of life consequent thereon, had at length attracted the attention of the legislature, and a committee of the House of Commons was now sitting, with a view to investigate their cause, and if possible to provide a remedy.


The jury then went to the houses of the deceased to view the bodies. In one instance two brothers were laid on the same bed, and in another house lay, stretched side by side, the father and son. These scenes, accompanied as they were by mental agony and domestic sorrow, were truly heart rending. In almost every case the body was strewed with evergreens and flowers, and the parents, sisters, or brothers, weeping around the bed of death. The jury having performed the melancholy duty of viewing the bodies, the inquest was adjourned to Monday week, the 29th inst.
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The Church Pit, Wallsend








The excitement which existed in the neighbourhood of the mine, for several days, cannot easily be described. On Sunday last great crowds of people repaired to Wallsend, to witness the funerals of those whose bodies had been recovered, and visitors from all parts of the country have since been attracted to the spot. The interest attending this melancholy affair was considerably increased on Saturday night, when, on removing the materials at the bottom of the G Shaft, thrown down by the explosion, three men and a boy were brought up alive. The preservation of these individuals is miraculous. They had gone down the pit on the morning of Thursday, about 5 o’clock, and had thus been underground, at a depth of 145 fathoms for 65 hours—and as the explosion took place at 2 in the afternoon of Thursday, they had literally been entombed alive for 56 hours of the above period. Two of them when taken out were delirious, and gave incoherent and improbable accounts of what had transpired; another had his leg so fractured as to render immediate amputation indispensable; the fourth had his hands and face scorched, but was perfectly sensible, and is in a fair way of recovery; John Brown, the most intelligent of the survivors, states that he was at the bottom of the shaft of the G or Church Pit when the accident took place. He was what is called an “onsetter,” his duty being to fix the hook at the end of the rope upon the corves of coals previous to their being drawn up from the mine. He says that he was in the act of performing this duty, when the pit “fired.” The blast which came through the pit knocked him down, and he fell with his side upon the tram, or rolley, used for bringing the corves of coals. Near him was a little boy, Martin Delap, and at a short distance the other two men. How long Brown lay insensible he is not able to conjecture; but when he recovered sufficiently to reflect, he knew that a “blast” had occurred in the pit. The lights were, of course, “extinguished” by the foul air, and on groping about, the first thing that he discovered was, that the horse, within a few yards of him, had been killed, either by the blast of fire or the after damp. He eventually discovered the boy and the other two men. He got some water and refreshed himself and them. One of the men was already delirious; he talked of his wife and his home, and insisted upon stripping his clothes off, under an impression that he was going to bed. In that state he lay upon the floor of the mine, and the poor sufferers continued in this state of living death, until the happy hour of deliverance. The individuals thus miraculously preserved, do not appear to have suffered from hunger.


The greatest praise and gratitude is due to the pitmen belonging the colliery, and to many others from distant parts, for their laudable and humane exertions in descending the mine to recover the bodies of those who have perished. A gentleman present, on one of these occasions, describes the scene as one of deep and melancholy interest. In a shed near the G pit were several females, waiting in silent despair the result of those exertions about to be made to recover their relatives, and near them were a number of coffins. In another shed, still nearer the pit, a man was engaged in trimming, cleaning, locking, and lighting Davy lamps, to give light and security to the pitmen about to explore the mine. With these adventurous men, the shed and the space around the pit were crowded. The rain descended in torrents, but they heeded it not. All being in readiness, four men took their Davy lamps, and got into the corf. The signal was given, the machinery set in motion, and instantly they were out of sight. The operation was repeated until about 28 men had descended. There was no hesitation with any of them; the competition rather seemed to be, which should go down first. All was, however, conducted in silence, except the hoarse voice of the banksman giving the necessary signals. In about half an hour, a rush of the spectators to the pit mouth proclaimed that a body had been brought to bank. The women eagerly joined the throng, but instantly retired without a word—it was not he whom they sought, but a little boy named Appleby, of whom an interesting anecdote is told. The accident occurred in the race week, the day appointed for the cup to be run for. The deceased had finished his own work, but had bargained with another boy, who was anxious to visit the Race Course, to remain at work for him. The stipulated wages for this service was one shilling—that shilling cost the deceased his life.


On Monday, the entire vicinity of the mine presented an appearance indescribably agonizing. On the afternoon of that day, about 60 bodies were conveyed, in carts, to the parish church, where they were interred. It may not be uninteresting to describe the ceremonies or customs, which preceded interment in each instance, and which is usual throughout the pit districts, when death has occurred; two young men go round the neighbourhood, apprising the inhabitants that such-a-one is dead, and requesting their presence at the funeral at the time appointed. The young men who perform this service are called “askers.” At the time appointed the people invited proceed to the house of the deceased, dressed in their holiday clothes, and sit down. On the table is placed a cheese, and a supply of bread and ale. Portions of these are handed to the visitors by two young women, dressed in mourning, who are called “servers,” and it is not unusual for the men to indulge in a pipe of tobacco in addition. This custom is, however, observed in silence, and with a solemnity and decorum befitting the melancholy occasion. When all the visitors have been “served,” the coffin, containing the body, is brought to the door, and placed upon chairs. A hymn is then sung, after which it is borne to the grave, preceded by the “askers,” with black scarfs over their dress, and the “servers” with white hoods. After the body follow those who mourn for the deceased, and the attendants bring up the rear. In the present melancholy instance, as has been said, the bodies were taken to the graves in carts, but a black pall was, in each instance, thrown over the coffin. In some cases 3 were taken from one house, and the scenes of distress—the lamentation and woe—visible in every direction, it was impossible to view unmoved. The coffins were furnished by the owners of the mine, who also contributed £1, in addition, for the interment of each body.—There were in the mine, at the time of the explosion, 11 horses, all of which were killed.
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