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THE WILKINSON SOCIETY

The Society lras formed in 19'12 to meet the demand for an organisation to
preserve the material and documentary evidence of Broseleyrs industrial Past.
Since an important part in this industrial past was played by John Wilkinson,
who lived for a time at 'rThe Lawns", it was decided that the organisation
should be known as The Wilkinson Society.

The aims of the Society are

(i) to act as custodian of any relevant material and information
and to make such material and information available to interested
individuals and organisations ;

( ii) to promote
individuals
appropriate

any relevant preservation activity and to assist
or organisations in such activity where deemed

(iii) to provide a link with the community of Broseley for individuals
or organisations undertaking local historical research.

Any available material wiII be added to the existing collection of Broseley
and Wilkinson relics at rrThe Lawns", Church Street., Broseley. This
collection is open to the public on Saturdays and Sundays between Easter
and September, from 2 p,m. until 6 p.m., or at other times by appointment.

Administration of the Society is by an annually elected committee.
Membership is open to anyone interested in the Society's aims and activities.
These actj-vities include illustrated Iectures, social evenings, researching
and exhibiting the collection, field trips and coach tours. Members are
kept informed by newsletters, and this annual- Journal presents articles
on the history of the Broseley area, John Wilkinson, and industrial
archaeology jn general .

NOTES AND NEV]S

The Year's Activities ( 1978 79\

The sixth Annual General Meeting was held at the Cumberland Hotel,

Wolverhampton, gave an illustrated lecture on "The Bradley Ironworks of John
!!il-kinson". After the meeting Mr. S. Smith, Deputy Director of the
Ironbridge Gorge Museum, showed, members an lBLh century oil portrait of John
V,Iilkinson recently acquired by the I.G.M.T.

The j oint meetinq with the Eriends of the Ironbridge Gorqe Mr.lseum took
on 8th December, 1978 at the Severn Warehouse, Ironbridge. The subject was
"Thomas Telford, the Unconunon Genj-us", Memlcers enjoyed particularly an
amateur colour cine film made on the Caledonian Canal in the late I93Ors.

The usual
theme r"ias

Social Evening was held at "The Lawns" on
'rDecorative Tiles", and some very unusual

9th February, L979. The
specimens were brought

I

along by members for our inspection.

Broseley on 27th October, 1978. At this meeting Mr. N.J.CIarke indicated
that he would wish to retire from the Chairmanship at the end of the season.
The existing cornnittee was re-elected for a further year. In order to
simplify the annual subscription system, the Adult Subscription was fixed
at EI per head, uniformly, and the Junior Subscription was raised to 5Op.
After the close of business, Mr. John Cragg gave a most interesting talk
on rrThe Broseley Association for the Prosecution of Fe1ons".

The next meeting was on loth November, 1978. Mr. W. Smith, of The Polytechnic,
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The next indoor meeting was to have taken place on Friday, l6th March, 1979,
at "The Lar"rns". Mr. Ernie Harris, a member of the Society, intended to speak
on "Broseley as I remember it". Unfortunately, there was very heavy snow in
the Broseley area on the day, and when 4 feet had accumulated the meeting was
postponed at extremeLy short notice using the members grape-vine as far as was
possible.

6 Summer Excursion ,u= pl annedAs an experiment, th
with the Friends of
Piece Hall, Halifax,

the I.G.M.T. on Saturday, 2lst
Shibden HalI and the Wainhouse

as a joint venture
JuIy 1979, to the

Tower .

The fifth annual Celebrity Lecture took place on 3lst August L979 ' at
"The Lawns", Mr. w.K.v.Gale gave "A lateral look at lron and Steel"
which was much appreciated by a somewhat smalLer audience than usual.
( It appears that this event might be better served by arranging it for
a date in early JuIy. - Sec.)

The Ironbridge Bi-centenar y celebrations wel e herld dur:lng b.he week c:ommenc ilg
2nd July, 1979; and although the Society did not participate formally, many
members, including the Chairman and the Treasurer, took a very actj-ve part
in the celebrations at the Broseley end.

In addition to the
6th October , I97I

above, Committee Meet were held at "The Lawns" on
and 6th JuIy, 1979.

Programme of Events for L979 80

12th October ralk "Broseley and the Iron

9th November

13th December

Seventh A.G.M., followed by a
Bri.dge" - by l4r. Ralph Pee.

"Broseley as I remember it" -
(postponed from last March) .

Joint meeting with the Friends
Museum at the Severn Warehouse

talk by Mr. Ernie Harris

of the Ironbridge Gorge
- film evening.

l5th February : Members' social evening at "The Lawns"

Illustrated talk - "The work of Thomas Barnolls
Pritchard in Shropshire" - by Mr. J.B. Lawson.

27th April Annual surlrTler outing - joint visit with the Friends of
I.G.M.T. to the model IndusLrial Vilfage of SLyaI ,

Cheshire, and the Anderton Boat Lift.

Sixth Annual Celebrity Lecture (details to be announced).

The Journal

Our "Iron Bridge Bi-centenary Number" devoted to the Life and work of John
Wilkinson (Journal No.7, 1979) appears to have been well received and we
had requests for it from near and far. In our present issue we revert
to our standard format, wj-th three major articles, two shorter notes and a
lengthy correspondence section.

zurther copi-es of the Journal and back numbers can be obtained from the
Secretary, Maurj-ce Hawes, 18, Salop Street, Bridgnorth, price 4Op each
(including postage). Contributions to future issues would be welcome,
should be sent to the Editor, N,J. Clarke, "Cranleigh", Littte Wenlock,

and
TeIford.

7th March :

July :

ooo ------
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The one thing that has always struck the writer when considering the
Broseley part of the CoaLbrookdal-e Coalfield has been the primitive nature
of the equipment used even during this century. This was probably due to
the fact that there were never any large mines; the clay industry, with its
Iow-value raw material, was dominant and the seams of mineral present were
few, thin and shallow. The following article is a collection of notes
culled from various sources, aII of which indicate not onLy the prj-mitiveness
of the industry but also the variety of techniques in use. Some of the
incidents described are tragic, some, comic: they also show the local miners
to have been frequently ingenious but wiLh, at the younger end, a
considerable degree of carel-essness.

In 1B9I the following mines (1) were stil1 operating
and depth of shafts are gj,ven in brackets in feet) :

in the area (diameter

Broseley !{ood Fireclay
Deer Leap CoaI
Benthall Fireclay
BeIIs Rough Coal
Pottery Pit Fireclay
Deep Pit Coal
Turners Yard Coal-
Tuckies Red CIay and CoaI
Calcutts Red Cl-ay
Green Pit Red Clay
White Level Fireclay
Coneybury CoaI
Prestage Trial Red CIay
Dunge Coal & CIay
Doughty's Red CIay
Exley's Nos. I & 2RedCIay
Gitchfield CIay
Broad Meadow Coal

Alders Mead.ow ( Doughty' s)
Benthall Lane Fireclay

Gitchfield Red CIay (nxleys)
Ladywood CIay (3 pits)
Broseley (Milburgh) Tile Clay

( Pres tage )

Deep Pit Clay (Prestage)
Turners Yard Fireclay (Prestage)

(6!;3oo) (6;Io5)
(5;48) (adit 2ft x 2ft)
(adit Sft. x 4ft) (4t23)
( 5; 30) ( 5; 30)
(5;54) i6;48)
(6\;42o) (5\i42o)
(5;IoB) (5;1oB)
(7;195) (6;2ro)
(6;60) (6;60)
( 5; 3o)
(adir 4!fr x 4!fr) (5;24)
(6\;42C1 (4;42o)
(8;135)
(5;56) 15;70) (4;s7)
(6;1oo) (4;1o5)
(5!;1o5) (5L;1o5)
(adit)
(4t 24)

5 men, closed I94O (NGR 6820291
4 men, closed 1942 (Part re-opened as Viger

Drift)
IO men, closed I95O (NGR 7 O7 OL4)
Total 7 men, closed 1939 (NcR 67 9029)

5 men, closed l94O
4 men, closed l94O (NGR 683016)
14 men, closed 1955 ? (NGR 693OOt)

Al-1 the pits were "naturally ventilated" excepi Deep Pit which had a
firelamp suspended in the shaft, the Tuckies rrrhich used 'exhaust steamt from
pipes in the upcast shaft and Coneybury which had a furnace at the surface.
Each type of heat source caused the air to cj-rculate through the mine using
convection currents. Of course, several small mines have opened since 1891-
but most of these were short-Lived ventures.

By I93O only the following remained at work (the numbers of men being
employed underground is given) :-

In I94B only Turnets Yard (lI men), Gitchfield (3 men) and the Viger Drift
(part of Benthall l"lines) (2 men) remained in operation,and, aLthough there
was some drift mining in the l95Os around Caughley, by I95O all- mining had
ceased in the Broseley area.
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Reports of incidents in the mLnes come from a variety of sources. In
1889 two men were suffocated in a mine at BroseLey when they climbed down
to retrieve a hat which had fallen when they looked down the shaft during
a Sunday walk. In a similar incident about I94B two youths were
suffocated on entering an adit during a walk. At the Dunge Pit in l9O4
an overman was injured when two youths, who were lowering him down a shaft,
Iost control of the windlass; - the younger youth, who was 17, Iet go of the
handle and the other youth could not control it. During Sunday October 1lth,
1914 "some evilly-disposed person removed the covering of a coalpit shaft
at Benthall, Salop and threw the covering together with a chain and wi.re
rope down the shaft, causing serious damage to Messrs. C.R. Jones & Sons and
endangering the publicr'. A reward'of one guinea was offered by the "Broseley
Association for the Prosecution of Felons to any person giving such
information as shall Iead to the conviction of the offender" (2) . In the
L93Os the cover of a shaft beneath the George Pritchard Memorial caved in
and the shaft was filled and grouted. This shaft had opened up suddenly
some years previously and a small boy named James Nock fell in and was
drowned (3). John RandaII recorded a si.milar mishap in his book 'OId Sports
and Sportsmen' when Tom Moody, the celebrated 'Whipper-inr, fell into a
pitshaft. "His halloo to the dogs brought him assj.stance, and he was
extricated" (4) .

The Mj-nes of the Broseley area r4,ere often featured in the Annual Reports of
the Inspector of Mines. For example, ln 1902 at the Wallace Pit a clay
miner was struck by something falling down the shaft as he was standing at
the bottom waiting to be hauled up. At Tuck.ies Pit a gunpowder shot had
missed-fire and a miner cut away the cfay from around it; then, when
withdrawing the charge, he accidentally iqnited it with his candle-
Similarly, at Dough s Pit a miner was burned when he accidentally ignited two
bobbins of compressed powder explosive with his candLe as he carried it to
his working place.

The writer has also tried to record incidents that have occurred within
recent years by interviewing former rnine-workers. The late Mr. W. Yates
related hi-s experiences in the citchfield l"line to the writer in 1967. Mr.
Yates began work there in lB92 at 13 years of age. It was an adit mine
and his first job was tmobbyingr, hauling clay, two tubs at a tj"me, while
crawling on hands and knees with a hauling chain between his legs and
attached to a heavy leather belt at his waist. For this work he got
I shilling per day out of which he had to pay 2Ld per week toll to cross the
Coalport Bridge. The clay was got by hand from pillar and stall workj-ngs,
with ventilation from a shaft half a mile away in Tarbatch Dingle. Carbon
dioxide gas was a problem, causing difficulty in keeping candles al-ight, and
in such places they "burned better v/hen kept horizontal". The mine was very
wet. As hre1l as the red c1ay, fire clay was obtained from a seam about
25ft below it. In 1920 the red clay and the fireclay were belng mixed
ln the proportion 4 red to one of fireclay. The mine produced about 3OO tons
of clay per week with about 10 men.

lfhe Deep Pit has been described by F.R. Gameson in the Shropshire Magazi.ne,
March 1952: "An B-man pit and an historic engine". When the mine cfosed
in I94O it was believed to have been in operation for over 2OO years, the
same steam engine having been used for over 13o of these years. Attempts
were made to get the engine preserved, but a Science Museum expert
described it as consisting entirely of 'aII spare parts' and in 1951- it was
scrapped. The mi.ne was very extensive and ventilation was a major problem,
both a furnace and a firelamp being used at various times. The Deep Pit
produced red clay and fireclay, and 'fat grey glacial clayr was obtained fron
a quarry near one of the shafts. Ln 1924 the mine was producing 24 tons
of tile clay per week which was weathered for about 3 months and then mixed
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vrith glacial clay in the proportion two of red to one of glacial clay.

Another interesting description has been provided by the family of the late
T. Jones, a coal and clay entrepreneur and for a time Managing Director of
C,R, Jones & Sons Ltd., Lad)'wood Tileworks. This has been published in fuII
in the Shropshire Mining Club JournaL, L973/4, and describes interesting
incidents at Co}leys Ding]e, Broad Meadow, Benthall and at the mine by the OId
MiII, Ironbridge (Viger Drift); also at the Crar4rstone Level-s by the Hairpin
Bend (from which ochrous water still flows), the Pennystone Pit near the Red
Church, the Deer Leap and the Fiery Fields.

Of the recent workings at Viger Drift and Turners Yard some documentary and
field evidence can still be seen. The Viger Drift vras part of a complex of
old adits in the woods on the opposite side of Benthall Bank to the O1d MiIl at
Ironbridge. One of the bricklined adits can sti11 be seen by the roadside,
as can a corrugated sheet covered adit entrance, now collapsed, a few feet
above. Nearby there is also a corrugated sheet covered miners' cabin. These
workings were descrLbed by T. Jones in the article referred to above, and in
1920 they were still being worked by a modified longwall method. At various
times they have been connected to the Benthall Lane Mine behind the Benthall
Firebrick Works near the Ironbridge TolI House. This consisted of a row of
four adits on the 224 ft. OD contour. one of these was steel-arched and
still visible until recently destroyed by Telford Development Corporation
'landscaping'. The clay vras brought by wagons out of the adits, down an
incline and across a bridge over the Severn VaIIey Line, before cfosure in
1942. Several mine plans survive, showinq the workings at the mines here (5).

AIas, very little has been written of the Turners Yard Mine and Caughley
drift mines, wh5.ch closed in 1940 and in the I95Os respectively, or even of the
Milburgh Mines of Prestage and Broseley Tileries (also closed 1940), from
which the steam engine has recently been removed to Blj.sts Hill Museum. The
writer, and the Sdciety, would like to hear from anyone who has memories of
these or any other Broseley Mines.

I. J. BROWN

5

The Iate iI. Roberts described graphically the mine surface to the writer
in 1955. "There was a stable where the donkey stood looking through
the door till the cage came up, then he woufd walk out on his own and stand
in front of the drought or skip (wagon) to be irooked on to the c1ay, about
B to IO cvrt, to take up to the tip. Then he would walk back again and wait
for the next. One part of the stable was kept for straw, hay and chaff.
The head gear had a crosspiece on top to keep it square, with screvrs to
tighten the guides. Nearby was the furnace chimney: the fire was above
the ground in one half of the chimney, and its flue was the other half; it.
rrent down under ground to an old shaft. A round building at the surface
was a cabj.n, which, my father told me, over 6O years ago, was built in that'shape because the miners knew they would have a l-ot of waste when they sank
the pits and not much room for it. So they heaped it all up around the cabin
to the top; if this had been of square sides the waste would have pushed them
in. The shape took the pressure all around, so they knew what they were doing,
as it stood the test for over 2OO years. Inside there were two long seats
for the men to sit on to eat their food, a coffer for corn, fuse, axe, saw etc.,
while the candles were hung in the centre so that the mice could not get them.
Oil lamps were used for lighting. There was also a blacksmith's shop with
Ieather bellows, a forge, anvil and vice etc." l4r. Roberts was good with
his hands and often repaired the sledges and blow georges (ventilating fans)
for other mines. He remembered, too, that when sinking new shafts, the
mj.ners would run drain pipes down the outside of the brickwork and put the
'air bags' in these. His father often provided the steam engine to drive the
blow george at these mj-nes.



(r)

(2t

(3)

(41

(s)

Much of this material has been extracted from the Annual Reports
of the Inspectors of Mines of the year stated.

Handbill in private ownership.

Jones C.R., Some Records of Broseley and Distrlct, (wildings, 1939)

RandaII (1873), p.L29.

Mining Record office, London, Plans No. 13474 (Benthall Lane Mine)
and I5I3o (viger Drj.ft Mine) . '
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,'A I"ATERAL LOOK AT IRON AND STEEL":

the 1979 Celebrity Lecture.

In a stimulating and provocative lecture Mr, W.K.V. GALE selected some
of the major developments in the history of iron and steel and tried to relate
them to the events of the present. In particular, he pointed out the
economic folly of regardj.ng any raw material as inexhaustible - be it coal,
iron ore or oil I He gave as an example of wasteful exploitation the iron
industry of his own native Black Country; and it is this part of Mr. Galers
lecture that we have pleasure in publishing in this issue of the Journal.

"In the first half of the 19th century the iron trade of the Black Country
grew at a remarkable rate and for a tj-me it was the biggest iron producer
in the world. It had every possible advantage. At very shallow depths
aII over the area there were vast quantities of coal , ironstone, Iimestone,
clay and sand - everything in facL that uras needed to build and operate
blast furnaces, ironworks and associated iron-using factories.

The famous Thick Coal or Ten Yard seam which was 3oft (9 m) thick and
yielded, even allowing for the wasteful metho<1 of working at times,
2o,OOO tons to the acre. Ironstone was less abundant, the seams providing
about l-,2OO tons to the acre. The other minerals, which were needed in
much smaller quantj-ties, were rnore than sufficient for the industry's needs

Working the Thick Seam was difficult. Because of its thickness it $ras not
possible to use the longwall system (or Shropshire system) which took out
virtually the whole of the seam. The Thick Coal- was worked by the pillar
and stall method, which took, on the first (or whole) working, about half
the coal. A second working (the broken) should, in theory, have enabled the
second half of the coal Lo be won. In practice this often failed and half
or more of the seam vras lost for ever.
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The problem was that the market. only wanted lump coal and all the slack
produced in winning the seam was very near.Ly unsaleab.Ie. So most of it was
Ieft behind; its only useful purpose being to act as a platform for the
miners to stand on whj-Ie they worked the upper part of the seam. Black
Country Thick coal has a high sulphur content and as the air could giet at the
piles of slack they often caught fire by spontaneous combustion. Such a
fire could never be put out - not that anybody tried very hard. So the slack,
the pillars left for the second working, and often enough large areas of
virgin coaL were destroyed. The fire simply burnt on until it reached a
vrorked out or waterlogged area or a natural fault. It is impossible to
bay how much coal was lost in this way but it was probably millions of tons.
The 'Fiery Holesr public house, in Great Bridqe Roadr Moxley, Bilston, marks
the site of one of the worst areas but there were many others.

It is easy - in fact it is now fashionable - to blame our forefathers for our
present troubles. But while they certainly wasted vast quantities of
irreplaceable fuel by bad methods of working and using it, we must remember
that the sj-tuation was unprecedented, They found themselves in trouble and
they had no past experience to guide them. They did the only thing they
could. They abandoned the burning areas and opened up new ones. The coal
was still cheap and - here r,re come across a word which had great currency
in the l9th century and which we hear even now - there was so much of it that
it was ' inexhaustible' , or so people said. What we have .learnt from their
experience is another matter.

s igns
Iron

In time, of course - and sooner than some people expected - there were
that the raw materials for ironmakinq were not inexhaustible at aI1.
ore was the first to cause trouble. By the 184Os some of the seams in
the older part of the Black Country were worked out and ore had to be
transported from the newer, western, part of the area, Coal, for the
being, was still abundant though a few more far sighted people were
beginning to realise that the suppl-ies were finite. By the last decade
of the l9th century the end was in sight for the Black Country. The iron ore
had gone and the amount of coal that remained was too small to be of
significance- Of course, this was inevitable. Use any finite natural
material and it is bound to be worked out sooner or later. My point is
that by using it wrongly, the end comes much sooner than it need.

The Black Country .... was the first area to get into trouble in a way which
has since become familiar. With the exhaustaion of the Black Country
natural resources the iron trade simply moved on to places where it coufd
stilL get cheap raw materials and energy. Teeside was a particularly
favoured area and from the I85Os onwards the iron industry developed there
in much the same way as iL had done in the Black Country half a century
earlier.

It is true that more efficient ways of making iron were developed but the
goal vras always' either increased production or lower costs - or both.
Nobody gave any real thought to the idea of using less rahr materi.al-s or
energy simply because they were still thought to be inexhaustible. .,
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