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A COMMUNITY will gather to remember those who died in a mining catastrophe on Wearside 60 years ago.

The Eppleton Colliery disaster happened on the morning of Wednesday, July 6, 1951, when seven men were killed in an explosion and two were left badly burned and were carried out on stretchers.

Four men managed to make their way to safety through the wreckage.

Now, Hetton Town Council is asking people in the area to help with plans to mark the anniversary of the tragedy.

Just five weeks before the disaster, 83 miners lost their lives at nearby Easington Colliery.
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Eppleton, which was among the oldest pits in the country with its first shaft being sunk in 1828, was regularly beating its production target of 12,000 tons per week.

The Busty Seam, 1,300ft below the surface, was where the incident took place, with about 500 pitmen working at that time.

There were 13 men working in the section of the seam where the explosion occurred and only four werer able to make their own way out.

Eppleton Colliery’s ambulance team had one of the finest records in the Durham Coalfield and had been placed second in the recent National Coal Board first aid championships at the time of the disaster.

They had been among the first on the scene at Easington Colliery after the tragedy there weeks before.

Hetton Town Council is calling on groups in the area to attend a meeting of councillors and heritage groups to decide how best to mark the anniversary.

Representatives from schools and the British Legion are also expected to be present.

The meeting will be held in the council chambers at the Hetton Centre, in Welfare Road, on Tuesday, March 15, starting at 3pm.

The cause of the accident.

a) Joy Loader (Serial No. 3405). This machine was in position at the coal face of No. 8 Left. The external push/pull remote control switch for applying power to the loader, the traction motor switches, and the hydraulic levers was in the OFF position. The gathering arms switch was in the RUN position, and the lights and safety switch on the upright ON. The cable adaptor box, normally attached to the master control unit, was detached with its spigot completely free from the engaging hole in this unit. None of the four fixing screws was in position, and two of them had evidently been fractured level with the outside of the control unit on some similar previous occasion. Due to this detachment, an opening existed from the outside atmosphere to the interior of the master control unit in which the contacts are situated. A gap of 0.042 inch also existed at one point in the flange of the control unit top cover. (The position of the detached cable adaptor box is shown on Plate II (A)).
b) Maintenance of Cable Entry on Joy Loader Machines. Since the igniting cause of this explosion has been established as being due to an electrical defect at the main cable entry of the Joy loader at work in No. 8 Left at the time, it is necessary to discuss at some length the question of the supervision of these machines at this mine, in particular the maintenance in a flameproof condition of the cable adaptor box connection with the master control unit. 

c) Plate I (B) shows the cable entry arrangement, and the cable adaptor box separated from the master control unit is shown in Figure 1 opposite. 

d) This adaptor box was fitted to each of eight Joy loaders at their inception at this mine to give indirect cable entry and so enable, as I have previously stated, the use of the British type of flexible cable and interchangeability. 

e) The design of the assembly, however, soon manifested itself in practice to be unsatisfactory owing to the fixing set screws frequently becoming sheared or stripped - as a result of vibration, and or the possible sustaining of a blow, together with the drag (at times) of the heavy trailing cable, while the loader was being flitted - causing the flameproof joint to open and the spigot to be drawn out of its housing and thus expose the contacts inside the control unit. 

f) An attempt was then made to overcome this structural weakness by fitting an angle bracket (shown on Figure 1) to strengthen the assembly and to sustain any blow or drag of the kind described above. 

g) This arrangement seems to have been only partially successful and still called for the frequent attention of the electrical staff. The difficulty of maintaining the assembly in a safe condition, however, seems to have increased considerably in 69A District about nine months prior to the explosion. This was not, in my view, a coincidence but was due to the rougher usage received by these machines in pillar extraction work commenced about that time. 

h) From this time onwards the standard of maintenance and repair in respect of the two Joy loaders in 69A District appears to have deteriorated considerably and it is not unlikely that latterly, at least, the cable entry was seldom being used in its designed flameproof condition.

I need only give two instances to illustrate the deplorably low state of repair into which the main cable entry on these two machines was allowed to fall. 

A young assistant electrician, Gordon Squires, carried out repairs to these machines on two occasions a few days before the explosion and extracts from his evidence at the Inquest are given below :- 

I started work at Eppleton Colliery in 1940 at the age of 14 and I am a fully qualified electrician. I work under the supervision of Mr. Minto, head electrician, and of the shift foremen. 

On 26th June, I was sent to make an examination of the electrical apparatus in 69A District, I examined the Right Side Joy loader and found that the cable adaptor box was broken away from the master control chamber, the spigot was broken off the adaptor box and had been left in its housing on the control chamber. The angle bracket which acts as a stiffener between the control chamber and the adaptor box was fractured, with the result that the latter was hanging loose and exposing the leads which ran from it into the chamber. The loader was working at the time; the operator was later killed in the explosion. I ordered the loader to be stopped and pointed out that it should not have been run in this condition. I stripped off the plug housing and then took off the adaptor box in order to get at the spigot and the studs. I sent to the surface for a new adaptor box. The latter is fixed to the control chamber by means of four studs which can only be reached by taking the end plate off the box. I found all four studs broken off. I tried to pick the broken stud ends out of their sockets but found that I could not do this. I then fitted the new adaptor box. The spigot was a driving fit, and I fastened the adaptor box by means of its angle bracket. I had to remove the top cover of the control chamber in order to punch out the broken spigot. 

Before replacing the cover. I checked the flameproof gap of the new spigot. I was satisfied that the clearance was fully up to standard and that the apparatus was now flameproof. I cannot remember what the gap was but I am certain that it was less than 10 thousandths. I checked the adaptor box and the pummel housing for movement and found them to be secure. I considered that the machine could safely be used in this condition but that the broken studs should be drilled out and replaced in order to make the fixing more secure. I came to the surface and reported to the shift foreman, I think it was Mr. Avery. I was not sent back to this machine before the explosion and I do not know whether the studs were drilled out or not. This is the only time when I have had to deal with a broken spigot. 

On the 29th June I was in the afternoon shift commencing at 3.0 p.m. While I was busy repairing a drill transformer in 69A District, the deputy, George Lumley, asked me to have a look at the Left Side Joy loader. He said that the pummel housing and the adaptor box were loose. The machine was standing when I got to it, but I found that the adaptor box was loose and that shot firing cable had been tied round it to try and secure it. On making an examination I found that the angle bracket was fractured and that the adaptor box was loose but that the spigot was partly entered into the control chamber. I took the end plate off the adaptor box and found all four fixing bolts lying in the bottom of the adaptor box. Two of them were broken in their sockets, a third had stripped the threads of the socket, and a fourth bolt was loose but the socket was alright. I stripped the pummel housing down so as to remove the adaptor box and I tried to remove the broken studs but I was unable to do so. I replaced the adaptor box and fitted one of the 3/8-inch bolts but this was all that I could do at the time. I took the cover off the control chamber, tested the spigot gap and found it satisfactory, but I saw the deputy and told him that the loader must on no account be moved until I had got a new angle bracket. I came to bank to get this and returned to fit it. After doing this I tried the pummel housing for movement but found none and I said the machine could be used. I returned to the surface and reported to the surface foreman, Mr. Avery. I reported what I had done and said that the two broken studs wanted drilling out and the damaged hole re-tapping to take ½-inch stud. I did not get back to this machine. 

I have not myself had to deal with defective adaptor boxes on any occasion other than the 26th and 29th June. I am usually in the Maudlin and Main Coal Seams and I do not often go into the mechanization districts in the Busty Seam.

I also give below extracts from the evidence of the Shift Foreman Electrician, J. R. Avery :- 

I started at Eppleton Colliery as an electrician in 1935 and I was appointed as a foreman electrician in 1937. At the time of the explosion I was shift foreman working in rotation with G. Rafter and J. T. Robinson on the three shifts commencing at 7.0 a.m., 3.0 p.m. and 11.0 p.m. 

Instructions about work requiring to be carried out are given to the shift foreman either by Mr. Minto, head electrician, or by the foreman of the preceding shift. The shift foreman does some of the work personally and he arranges for the other work to be done by the assistant electricians. At the time of the explosion there were eight assistant electricians and six apprentices for the whole mine. There would usually be four electricians on the day shift and two on each of the other shifts. At the end of the shift, the foreman makes out a written report on all work done in that shift, and this report is passed to the head electrician. I consult with the head electrician when on the day shift or the afternoon shift. When on the night shift I see the afternoon foreman before starting my shift and the day foreman when I finish. 

I cannot remember the date when the angle brackets were first fitted to stiffen the adaptor box assembly. The adaptor boxes gave no trouble for some time after the Joy loaders were put into use and then we started to get odd cases where examination showed that one or more of the fixing studs had become loose. The angle brackets were then fitted but we continued to get trouble occasionally. Sometimes the studs would be slack and in some cases one of them would be broken. On some examinations the studding would be alright but sometimes there might be one stud slack or two studs slack. It would be very unusual to find more than two studs slack. 

From my experience, if there was only one stud in position, the facing between the adaptor box and the control chamber would be flameproof, but I would not consider the fixing to be mechanically strong enough and I would report it as unsatisfactory and requiring immediate attention. 

On 26th June, when I came on shift at 11.0 p.m., I heard that Squires was in 69A District fitting a new adaptor box to the Right Side Joy loader. I went into the district and looked over his work. An external examination showed no defect. I tested and found the facing joint flameproof and firm. The machine was working and, as I had a job to attend to elsewhere, I contented myself with an external examination. I did not know at that time there were no stud bolts in the box. I saw Squires later at the surface and he then told me that some of the studs were broken in the holes, but I still expected that there were some studs in and I did not know until now that the fixing of the adaptor box was depending on the angle bracket and that there were no studs in. 

On the 29th June, Squires was again working on my shift. He reported to me that he had repaired the adaptor box on the Left Side Joy loader and fitted a new angle bracket. He had tried to pick out two studs which lie could not do. One hole was partly stripped but he got one good bolt put in the other hole and left all secure and flameproof. In my written report I mentioned that the studs needed attention and I also mentioned it to the succeeding foreman, G. Rafter. 

It was now the weekend and, as I had been told to concentrate on electrical work elsewhere, I did not follow up to see that the studding had been attended to. We were short of a proper tool to do this job as, owing to the awkward position of the drilling, the standard drill was not suitable. I was taking steps to get the tool. 

After his inspection on the night shift on 26th/27th June, following Squire’s repair to the cable entry of the Right Side Joy loader, Mr. Avery reported to the head electrician, Mr. Minto, as follows :- 

Busty 69A new plug socket adaptor installed in Joy loader. The studding is broken in and will be to drill out when convenient. 

It was, unfortunately, never convenient to fit new fixing bolts in either of these machines and it is clear that both machines were worked without any bolts in position from these dates, at least, right up to the time of the explosion. 

It had evidently gradually become accepted practice here that so long as the spigot was made "a driving fit" (to quote Squires) and the cable adaptor box was kept up to the master control box by the angle bracket, it was not necessary to renew any of the fixing bolts. In other words, as suggested by Mr. Sam Watson at the Inquest, the angle bracket gave a false sense of security to the electricians. It may be conceded that even in this condition the assembly would be flameproof for the time being, but it was obviously very susceptible to derangement from a blow and consequently much too precarious to be safe. It is therefore hardly surprising that the cable entries of both machines were found to be in a defective and unsafe condition after the explosion. 

It is not difficult to imagine that, having eight of these assemblies to repair frequently in addition to their normal duties, the underground electricians were overworked, and the remedy was clearly to have improved the design of the cable entry arrangement as soon as it became patent it was unsatisfactory. I cannot understand why this step was not taken by the head electrician, Mr. Minto. 

Report of the Inspectors of Mines concerning the Explosion.
Prior To The Explosion
The deputy on the fore shift made his own pre-shift inspection before passing his men inbye the meeting station, which he could carry out in half an hour, but those for the other two shifts were made by the deputy of the previous shift. The deputy of the third shift, the one prior to the explosion, made his second and last inspection between 9 and 10 p.m. before his shift finished at 11.10 p.m. The various canvas sheets and brattices were then in position and the ventilation was taking its proper course.
During his shift he made frequent tests for gas at the goaf edges and in the working places but found none. Both the lift in the No.8 Left and the ‘jenkin’ (bord lift) in No 8 Right had been cut during the latter part of the shift but in neither face had the band been cleaned of the coal drilled. The arcwall coal-cutter had been brought back to the outbye side of the No.8 Right turn, one Joy loader was back from the face of the No.5 Skirting. Both shuttle cars were back at the charging station ready for the batteries to be charged.
The deputy of the third shift met his successor, the deceased deputy, N. Holmes at the surface at 12 midnight and informed him of the position in the 69A District. Holmes went underground at 12.22 a.m. with his shift and probably started his inspection about 12.45 a.m. The last few pages of the Deputies report book, which were blown out from the meeting station, were found torn and illegible and showed signs of burning. There was no legible entry for the last per-shift inspection by deputy Holmes but his inspection of the previous day, the 
5th June, was timed to commence at 12.45 a.m. and was completed by 1.30 a.m.
The amount of work done by the new shift certainly pointed to one of two things. First that Holmes completed his pre-shift inspection well before 1.30 a.m. or that he admitted his men piece-meal prior to a full inspection being completed. There was visual evidence in the form of chalked initials and date to indicate that he had inspected all the working places. According to, the haulage engineman, two shuttle car loads of stone and coal had been discharged to the conveyor belt, one loaded by 1.25 a.m. and it could be assumed these loads came from the No.8 Right face which was found cleaned ready for drilling and charging shot holes. A third shuttle car load was being obtained in No.8 Left face at the time of the explosion. This meant that the Joy loader had first been taken into the No.8 Right face and then to the No.8 Left face and that both the shuttlecars had been moved from the charging stations to these places. No loading had been done with the other Joy loader in the No.6 Skirting but the coal cutting machine had been moved during this shift from outbye of the No.8 Right turn to the junction of the No.6 Bord with No.6 Right Cross-cut. The moving of the machinery would entail passing through the canvas sheets and may have cause an undetected interruption in the ventilation.


The explosion occurred at 1.50 a.m. on Friday 6th July 1951 during the second hour of the first shift while the full complement of 13 men were at work. All the nine men on the working face were killed. Seven of them died in the explosion and two died later from their injuries but four others who were outbye at the time escaped without injury. None of the 348 persons at work in other parts of the mine including 39 in the other South Busty workings were affected.
The alarm was raised by the engineman, who was on the landing at the tub loading point when he felt a sudden rush of air outbye followed by a thick cloud of dust. He telephoned the shaft bottom and the shift overman, who was in the adjourning district at the time. On reaching the district, he went inbye after testing the ventilation. He found the conveyor belt dislodged and lying across Norman Holmes, the deputy and near him was William George Hicks, the shuttlecar driver. Both men were alive but badly injured and he arranged to get them to the surface.
Shortly before 3 a.m. the first rescue team arrived on the scene and explored most of the district before turning back in the return airway owing to thick smoke and fumes. About this time, the undermanager, discovered that the two doors leading to the main return airway for the South Side had been blown open by the blast. This was completely short circuiting the air in the district but the doors were not damaged and they were quickly restored. The rescue teams replaced the canvas sheets inbye which had been destroyed by the explosion and by 3.30 a.m. the ventilation began to take it’s normal course. All the bodies were out of the mine by 6.30 a.m. and it was possible by 7 a.m. to explore the whole district without breathing apparatus.
At the face of the No.8 Left, the body of Thomas Box, the operator was found lying alongside his Joy loader and Ronald Foster, the driver was in a sitting position facing outbye in the driving seat of the shuttle car. Richard Parker, shotfirer and Albert Patterson, driller, were found on the No.4 Main Bord between Nos. 7 and 8 Right Cross-cuts. James Walker and Allan Hunter, cuttermen were found at their arcwall machine at the junction of the return airway with No.6 Right Cross-cut. Robert Tait, the other Joy loader operator was found on
the main bord between Nos. 5 and 6 Right Cross-cuts.
The men who lost their lives were:-
· Thomas Laverick Box aged 54 years, joy loader attendant. Died from a fractured skull. 

· Ronald Foster aged 25 years, shuttle car driver. Died from carbon monoxide poisoning and burns. 

· Richard Parker aged 32 years, shotfirer. Died from carbon monoxide poisoning. 

· Albert Patterson aged 40 years, driller. Died from carbon monoxide poisoning. 

· James Walker aged 44 years, cutterman. Died from carbon monoxide poisoning and extensive burns. 

· Allan Hunter aged 38 years, cutterman. Died from carbon monoxide poisoning and extensive burns. 

· Robert Tait aged 38 years, cutterman. Died from carbon monoxide poisoning and extensive burns. 

· Norman Holmes aged 38 years, deputy. Died later from extensive burns. 

· William George Hicks aged 32 years, shuttle car driver. Died later from extensive burns. 

The explosion district was examined within five hours of the disaster by representatives of the National Coal Board, the workmen and the Mines Inspectorate and they reported on the state of the area, the course and travel of the explosion and the source of the firedamp.
The inquest into the deaths of the seven men killed in the explosion was held at the Miner’s Welfare Hall, Hetton-le-Hole before, the Coroner for the Easington Ward County Durham on the 5th and 6th December 1951. He recorded the following verdict:-
“These men died as a result of an explosion caused by some fault in the electrical equipment of the Joy loader.”
The jury added the following rider:-
“The lack of supervision with regard to maintenance and repair of these machines was most alarming and should be immediately rectified.”
At a second inquest on the two men who died later was held on the 11th February 1952 by the Coroner for Sunderland and a verdict of Accidental death’ was recorded with the following rider:-
“The jury considered there had been some negligence in the maintenance of a pit machine and also lack of care in steps taken to discover the presence of gas.”
The inquiry into the disaster was held by R. Yates, C.B.E., D.S.O, M.C., H.M. Deputy Chief Inspector of Mines and presented to the Minister of Fuel and Power, the Right Honourable Geoffrey Lloyd, M.P. in 
April 1952 and the causes of the disaster were examined:-
· No contraband was found in the workings or in the clothing of any of the victims and smoking in the mine was ruled out as a source of ignition. 
· No shots had been fired during the shift but shotholes in the No.8 Right were being charged at the time of the explosion. 
· All the lamps in the district that were recovered were examined at the Mines Research establishment and passed as safe with the exception of two electric cap lamps. These had damage which was caused before the explosion and it was possible that they could have ignited firedamp in this state but the inquiry dismissed this as being very unlikely. 
· There was no indication of any frictional heating of any kind. 
· All the fixed electrical equipment was found to be in flameproof condition. 
· Of the portable apparatus, the only ones that were in use at the time was the Joy loader and the shuttle car at the face of the No.8 Left and the arcwall machine in the return airway at it’s junction with the No.6 Right. 

The direction of travel of the explosion indicated that the place of ignition had probably occurred in the No.8 Left and this was supported by the fact that the cable adapter box was found separate from the master control box of the Joy loader. The box had been mounted to the control box by means of a flange and spigot machined joint held by four fixing screws and a strengthening bracket, but none of the studs were found in position. Two of them had been broken for some time and the spigot joint was opened to create a crescent shaped gap in the side of the control unit. The interior of the control box was in a very dry condition and contained a quantity of coal dust and many small pieces of coal. This indicated that there had been open access to the inside switch contacts for some time before the explosion. Tests were carried out and showed that this gap could pass the flame to an inflammable mixture.
An assistant electrician, who had started work at the colliery when he was 14 years of age, gave evidence to the repairs carried out on the Joy loader machines as did the Shift Foreman Electrical.
The inquiry concluded that:-
a) “The explosion had travelled along all the working places and roads which were near the faces 
b) It was principally one of firedamp and there was little if any propagation of coal dust 
c) A falling barometer had probably brought about some encroachment of firedamp back in the goaf, and some disturbance of a ventilation brattice or canvas sheet was sufficient to enable firedamp to enter No.8 Left where it was ignited at the master control box of the Joy loader and burned back into the goaf until it reached explosive range and there developed violence which swept from the goaf into the return airway.”
The inquiry concluded that-
a) “The explosion had travelled all the working places and roads which were near the faces 
b) It was principally one of firedamp and there was little if any propagation of coal dust 
c) A falling barometer had probably brought about some encroachment of firedamp back in the goaf, and some disturbance of a ventilation brattice or canvas sheet was sufficient to enable firedamp to enter No.8 Left where it was ignited at the master control box of the Joy loader and burned back into the goaf until it reached explosive range and there developed violence which swept from the goaf into the return airway.”
The official Report finished with the following conclusion:-
“It is proper to record here that, following this explosion, the National Coal Board have reverted to hand hewing and loading at the face of the ‘brokens’ workings for the time being. They have decided to veto the use of shuttle cars in ‘brokens’ or retreating longwall faces in future and to accept a broad interpretation of the General Regulation 132 until such time as amending electrical regulations come into force.
Meanwhile they will adopt as a long-term policy the modification of the foreign apparatus now installed in their mines to our flameproof standards. They have also effected a considerable improved design of adopter for the main entry cable on Joy loader machines and a raised standard of supervision of the electrical apparatus, especially that employed on the coal face.”
Ian Winstanley
Fionn.org.uk
