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The following details of a court case reported in the Leicester Chronicle originally in 1884 
involving a coal miner by the name of Samuel Chambers was of interest to the author as 
it is linked to the publication entitled “Coal Mining in the Smoile” on the website and has 
therefore been added to this as a supplement. The narrative refers to the colliery in 
question as Breedon Mine which is misleading. It is also referred to as the Smoile 
Colliery in the area known as the Smoile in the Township of Worthington, which defines 
the location more accurately at the time.   

On Oct 11th 1830, Benjamin Walker, referred to as the prosecutor in the text, took over 
the lease on Coleorton Colliery, commonly known as Smoile Colliery, from Sir George 
Beaumont, and by July 1832 he had become described as a “coal master”, and was 
arranging to lease 25 cottages in Coleorton, Worthington and Thringstone from Sir 
George Beaumont. Walker redeveloped the colliery in anticipation of the new “Coleorton 
Railway” which opened in 1833 and linked up with the Swannington to Leicester railway 
at the incline in Swannington. See the “History of Coleorton Railway and the 
Charnwood Forest canal” by the author on the website. 

For those interested in the history of coal mining in general, and requiring more 
information about the technical terms used in the narrative here, the author recommends 
reading the publication on the website entitled “The Development of Coal Mining in 
the Local Area” 

TRANSCRIBED FROM THE LEICESTER CHRONICLE –  
February 8th 1845 

 
In last weeks Chronicle we gave some particulars relative to the case of Chambers, the 
subject of the “Strange and painful Story,” which would substantiate what had been said 
in the paper of the previous week. If any doubts had remained before then as to the 
gross injustice with which Chambers has been treated, the statement in last week’s 
Chronicle must, we think, have removed them. Indeed, the more the case is inquired 
into, the more flagrant does the wrong done to the poor fellow prove to have been, and 
the greater does the indifference with which his case has been treated by the Home 
Office reflect upon the manner in which all applications for delay, leniency, and mercy 
were treated. 
 
As our readers may feel some anxiety to learn what evidence came before the court on 
Chambers’ trial, we here re-insert the two reports of the case which appeared in our 
columns of the 6th July last (1844). First, we insert the shorter statement, and secondly, a 
larger one:- 
  
Samuel Chambers (31: read and write imperfectly) was found guilty of maliciously 
causing a quantity of water to be conveyed into a coal pit at Worthington, at Breedon –
on-the-Hill, with the intention of hindering the working thereof by so doing. – Mr. 
Macaulay, who appeared for the prosecution, said that prisoner was the superintendent 
of the engine used for clearing the water out of the mine. He had, however, neglected 
his duty so as to allow the water to accumulate in the airways of the pit; and had thus 
prevented it from being worked, besides running the risk of causing an explosion. – 
Evidence was called to prove this statement, and there appeared every reason to 
believe that prisoner had thus neglected his duty in consequence of Mr. Walker, the 
prosecutor, having given him notice to quit. – Before passing sentence, the Deputy-
Chairman observed that prisoner had been guilty of a most serious offence, since he 



had endangered the lives of his fellow-workmen by his wilful neglect; and the court 
should mark its response of this crime by sentencing him to seven years 
transportation. 

 
THE BREEDON HILL MINE CASE : 

 
LEICESTER MIDSUMMER SESSIONS 

 
This case (which we have briefly noticed in our Sessions Report) was a prosecution 
under the 7th and 8th Geo. IV. Cap. 30, sec. 6, for “maliciously causing water to be 
conveyed into a mine with intent thereby to delay the working thereof.” – The prosecutor 
was Mr. Walker., the master of the colliery or mine in question, viz. the Smoile Colliery in 
the township of Worthington; and the prisoner Samuel Chambers. 
 
Mr. K. Macaulay conducted the prosecution, and observed that the prisoner’s conduct 
had been so bad, and the evil consequences so likely to be dangerous, particularly 
owing to the readiness with which the act might be repeated at any time, - that the 
several coal masters in the neighbourhood had all sustained the present prosecution, 
and were determined to press the matter severely against prisoner as a warning to all 
persons disposed to act similarly at any future time. 
 
Mr. Walker, the prosecutor, deposed that most of the colliers in his employ lately joined 
the Miners’ Association, and the prisoner among them; in consequence of which witness 
had sustained much trouble and loss, and much bad feeling had been engendered in the 
collieries throughout the neighbourhood. Prisoner’s employment was to work the engine, 
and let down the holers and blowers; to get the coals ready for the turn at six o’clock in 
the morning; and also to work at the whimsy when required. On the 25th of March, he 
had notice to leave in three months, the time of his hiring; and for a week or ten days, 
witness had reason to suppose prisoner intended to do him some mischief. Witness 
asked him several times if he had got the water out of the pit, and his reply was “Nearly 
so;” and he gave the same reply when asked again on the 21st of May. On the 22nd of 
May, however, witness was informed that the “water was up, and the men in the pit;” and 
on reaching the colliery in the course of a short time, he found that another engine-man 
had arrived, and raised the men (thirteen of them) out of the pit. Witness then let down a 
lighted candle into the shaft of the pit; but it would not burn at a depth of about two 
yards. The prisoner at the time was no where to be found; and on witness going to his 
cottage, which was close by, he found that the prisoner had emptied the chaff out of his 
bed, and that nothing was left in the place:- the wife and family and furniture had all been 
sent off a fortnight before. – Witness directed the engine to be set at work to pump out 
the water, but it was not until six or seven o’clock that evening, that the shaft was again 
free; and though witness tried it repeatedly that day, the damp still continued. There was 
a subterraneous passage in the pit leading from the engine-pit to the working-pit; and 
this passage or “air-way,” became stopped by the water in the engine-pit; but when the 
water was drawn from thence, there was again a circulation of air, and the men could 
work in the pit. It would take at least two days and three nights entire neglect of the 
engine before the water could rise to such a height as to stop the air-way; and the 
prisoner must necessarily have known the state of the pit. Prisoner had not complained 
of the condition of the engine; and a new clock which witness had given him some time 
before, prisoner had never put on: still, though the old clock was not so good as it ought 
to be, the engine was quite competent to draw all the water out by working seven or 



eight hours daily. Prisoner had the sole charge of the engine, and it was his neglect that 
the new clock was not put on. The other engines at the pit were for the purpose of 
drawing up coal and letting down the men; and prisoner had nothing to do besides 
attending to the engine, except letting down the men at three o’clock in the morning. 
Witness had lowered the wages of prisoner from a guinea to eighteen shillings a week, 
three months since, but he had his house rent free, and his coals besides. Did not send 
him to work the Whimsy on the 21st of May, but he was at work there for two or three 
hours. Could not say whether that made a difference to his being able to draw off the 
water. On the morning of the 22nd, there was not slack enough to work the engine; it was 
prisoner’s duty to have provided it, and he had plenty of time to do so after leaving the 
whimsy. 
 
John Lakin, a collier, deposed that he was about forty years of age, and had worked at 
Mr. Walker’s colliery since he was a little boy (This could not be factually true as 
Benjamin Walker did not take on the “lease” from Sir George Beaumont till 1830. 
However, there is some evidence to suggest that Walker was the “Butty Collier” there 
prior to that – the author). At three o’ clock on the 22nd May, witness and twelve other 
men were let down the pit by the prisoner, whom witness had not seen since then to the 
day of his committal (the 4th of June). After they had been down about an hour, he found 
a want of circulation of air, and therefore went down to the bottom of the pit and shouted 
towards the “holers” who had to come down shortly, and desired them to throw a stone 
down an old shaft to see if there was not water in the engine-pit. Hey did so, and almost 
directly after were let down by the prisoner; and then they had no means of getting out of 
the pit, except by the means of the prisoner, until six o’clock, when a fresh engine man 
came to turn up the coal. Their candles would not burn, and they had difficulty in 
breathing in consequence of the foul air forced up from the hollows of the pit by the 
water. They could not work after four o’clock; but though they shouted repeatedly for 
help, it was between six and seven o’clock before they could be got out. It would take 
three days’ and three nights’ entire neglect to cause the water to be so high in the pit as 
it was; and it was calculated to do great damage to the mine; and he considered that the 
lives of himself and fellow-workmen were endangered by this neglect of prisoner; and so 
must any person who knew anything about it. Had prisoner set engine to work when he 
let the men down, he might have prevented the mischief. 
 
Wm. Cutler, a “hawker” corroborated Lakin’s evidence; and Mr. James Walker, farmer, 
of Worthington, deposed that five or six days previous to the day in question, he was in 
company with his brother (prosecutor) at the colliery, when prisoner came to the place 
they were stood. His brother cautioned prisoner about attending to the engine and his 
work generally. Prisoner was very saucy, and, on prosecutor saying that if he (prisoner) 
did not mind how he went about the engine, and the water, he should be taken before 
the magistrates, prisoner replied, in a tone of defiance, “I know thou wolst if thou 
canst;” but thou must do thy worst; I care nothing about thee.” Witness suspected that 
prisoner meant something, for he went away muttering, though what witness could not 
tell. 
 
Prisoner’s defence was, that if he had been allowed to work at the engine on the 21st , 
he could have kept the water out of the road of air; but he was taken away to work a 
whimsy and kept there till about five o’clock in the afternoon. He then went home, and 
after getting his supper he turned up some men about nine o’clock. Next morning he had 
no slack. He had left the works because he had not been paid his wages. 
 



The Jury found the prisoner GUILTY: and, after being addressed by the Court as 
elsewhere stated, he was sentenced to SEVEN YEARS TRANSPORTATION. 
 
Our reporter evidently thought, as any other party not in the habit of examining 
indictments carefully might have thought, that the charge was made out. But, even 
according to the fist statement, as well as that of the longer Report, the positive act of 
conveying water into the mine was not made out, although criminal neglect was alleged, 
and considered to have been proved: but neglect was not the offence charged in the 
indictment, Legally speaking, then, the prisoner was innocent of the accusation preferred 
against him. 
 
It was because the general impression was that Samuel Chambers had acted 
maliciously and endangered the lives of his fellow-workmen that a more extended 
Report was given in the Chronicle. It was hoped the punishment awarded would operate 
as a severe but wholesome example upon the minds of other persons who might feel 
inclined to do as Chambers was then believed to have done. 
 
With regards to the second Report, it proves that the trial was an ex parte affair 
altogether. The prosecutor and his witness said what they pleased, and there was no 
one present, on prisoner’s behalf, to contradict them. The prisoner advanced in his 
defence, the very circumstances which has all along been urged on his part, namely, 
that he had no slack to work the engine on the morning when the alleged offence 
occurred. All the prosecutor’s remarks respecting the prisoner having absconded from 
his work, and so on, have since been fully disproved.- and the insinuation or implication 
that the prisoner acted maliciously because he had received notice to quit, has been 
overturned; the fact being that the prisoner gave his master “notice to leave” in the first 
instance. 
 
Some reason having existed for believing that the prisoner had been unjustly dealt with, 
the following paragraph was inserted in the Chronicle of July 13th – the week following 
the holding of the sessions:- 
 THE BREEDON HILL MINE CASE. -  Our readers will recollect that at the 
Quarter Sessions held last week, a man named Chambers was sentenced to seven 
years transportation on a charge of “maliciously causing water to be conveyed into a 
certain mine,” &c. Great doubts are now entertained as to the legality or propriety of the 
conviction and sentence; and we are given to understand that representations are being 
made in the proper quarter to procure a thorough revision of the case. 
 
The Editors of Payne’s Advertiser inserted the “Strange and Painful Story” in full from the 
Chronicle. They suggest that the longer report, inserted above, has found its way to the 
Secretary of State, and been the “real cause of the unmerited neglect with which the 
petitions in favour of the prisoner have been treated” – has, in fact, fully satisfied the 
Secretary of State as to the guilt of Samuel Chambers.  
 
In a previous portion of its article, the Advertiser states that the conduct of the authorities 
of the Home Office, with the opinion of the Solicitor-General and various statements 
before them, has been “incredible.” But, if the Report from the Chronicle was the “real 
cause” of the secretary of State’s neglect to make further enquiries – if it fully convinced 
that functionary of the truth of the charge brought against Chambers – what is there that 
is “incredible” in his conduct afterwards? Sir James Graham acted rightly enough, if quite 
satisfied, on reading our Report, that the prisoner was justly convicted – although that 



Report ought not to have been sufficient to warrant him coming to a conclusion upon the 
case. Should it be proved that the Secretary of State never saw that Report, then his 
subsequent conduct would have appeared “incredible.” We leave the Advertiser to 
reconcile its contradictory statements as it best can.  
 
The imputations upon our accuracy, impartiality, and right feeling we quietly dismiss, 
without further notice, as such imputations deserve to be dismissed. We know of no 
more proper method than this of treating such gratuitous impertinences.                                                            

 

ADDENDUM 
 
The author has studied numerous local records of coroner’s reports for people injured or 
killed in coal mines in the 19th century and has not come across one verdict where the 
blame for the accident was laid at the feet of the owner or lessee of the mine. Although 
this story of William Chambers alleged negligence is of a different nature, it most 
certainly seems that he was being made an example of by Benjamin Walker and fellow 
coal owners because miners, including William Chambers were joining the Miner’s 
Association and he wanted to teach them a lesson as the they did not recognise the 
organisation, for obvious reasons. 
 

In fact, the coal miners in Leicestershire had no trade union representation as such until 
the Leicestershire Miner’s Association was established. The union was founded in 1887 

as the Coalville and District Miner’s Association to represent coal miners in the 
Coalville area of Leicestershire, and in about 1907, it became the Leicestershire 
Miners Association. The union was affiliated to the Miners Federation of Great 
Britain and in 1945 it became the Leicestershire Area of the National Union of 
Mineworkers (NUM). 
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