
Why was coal mining so
important for our area?

Present - used to talk about what life is like 
now.
Past - used to talk about what life used be 
like.
Victorian - used to describe a time in the past 
during 19th century when we had a different 
Queen (called Queen Victoria)  instead of 
Queen Elizabeth II who we have now.

Victorian children
In the Victorian period even children were expected to 
work. Children were paid very little because they were 
so young and often had to work long hours in dangerous 
conditions. In our area, lots of children worked in local 
coal mines.  

The youngest children worked as 
trappers, opening and closing wooden 
doors to let air circulate round the mine 
and to let people and coal through.
They had to sit alone in the darkness.

Older children were employed as 
hurriers or thrusters.  A hurrier pulled 
coal tubs (wagons of coal) through the 

mine. mine.

Thrusters pushed the heavy coal tubs 
to help the hurriers in front of them.

Getters or hewers were the oldest, 
strongest members of the family   
who would cut the coal out of the 

ground.                 ground.

Coal is a special type of black rock 
that can be used as a fuel.  

Coal is only found in special places called 
coalfields which have this type of rock.  The 
North East has a huge coalfield called the 
Durham and Northumberland Coalfield.

A coalmine (sometimes called a pit or colliery) 
is a place where coal is cut out of the ground.  
Often coal had to be dug from deep 
underground.  People working in mines are 
called miners.

During the Victorian period, coal was very 
important because it was used to heat people’s 
homes and to power steam engines for trains 
and factories.

The dangers of coal mining
Coal mines were very dangerous.  There were lots 
of accidents and gas used to build up and cause 
explosions due to the flames in the candles and 
lamps used by miners.

In 1812, the Felling Pit Disaster in Gateshead 
killed 92 men and boys, whilst in 1866, the Pelton 
Pit Disaster claimed the lives of 24 men and boys.

Disasters like this prompted lots of work to 
improve mine safety. Mining communities started 
making colourful pit banners like this Pelton 
banner to remember their dead and to campaign 
for better conditions.

Key evidence: local sites, drawings, paintings, photos, deaths records, memorials, pit banners, newspaper 
articles, journals, mining artefacts, oral histories.



Who was Thomas Hepburn?

One of our area’s most famous miners was a 
mining leader called Thomas Hepburn who 
was born in Pelton in in 1796. 

As a child he lost his Dad in a coalmining 
accident at Pelton but went onto become a 
miner himself and founded the Northern 
Union of Pitmen in 1831.

A union is group of workers who try to improve 
pay and conditions for workers.

Making mines safer

Pit disasters encouraged people to find ways of 
making mines safer.  The North East played a 
key role in developing safer lamps for miners to 
use underground.  

The miners didn’t have electricity and the 
flames from their candles or gas lamps could 
cause explosions when mixed with gas from the 
mine.

Two North East men, Sir Humphry Davy and 
George Stephenson, created safer lamps with 
enclosed flames.  

The lamps went onto be used around the world 
and made a huge difference to the health and 
safety of people working down the mines.

Why was coal mining so
important for our area?

Local mines
By the 19th century there were lots of coal mines in our 
local area. Lots of shallow mines were opened in the 
Beamish area throughout the 18th century and by 19th

century, some deeper mines were created.  

These included:
• Beamish 2nd Pit (situated near the entrance to 

Beamish Open Air Museum) and 
• The Mary Pit of Beamish Colliery (located to the 

west of No Place). 

Ouston Colliery operated from 1807 and was located 
near what is now the Drum Industrial Estate.  Pelton Fell 
Colliery was opened in 1835 near Twizel Burn and Pelaw 
Colliery (opened in 1890) was located in near Stella Gill 
in the South Pelaw area.  

The coal from these mines was transported by 
wagonways and railways.  The Stanhope and Tyne 
Railway served the mines and ran through Pelton Fell, 
Stella Gill and South Pelaw.  The  track is now used as a 
cycle way, with the area’s mining heritage represented 
by a sculpture called King Coal.


