
Explosion of a Boiler at the Primitive Methodist Chapel, Kirkby Stephen, Westmorland, 27 
December 1892 

Report of Formal Investigation no. 692, Temperance Hall, Kirby Stephen, 11 Feb 1893
The explosion occurred on the 27th December 1892 in the Primitive Methodist Chapel, Kirkby 
Stephen.

Persons killed or injured: Mr John Dickenson one of the trustees of the chapel and John 
Horsefield a bricklayer, were both slightly injured.

Cause of the explosion
The explosion was due to excessive pressure caused by explansion of water in the boiler, the fire 
having been lighted and allowed to burn when the pipes of the apparatus were blocked with ice.

Remarks
In the month of December 1892 Mr Richard Rundle of Idle, near Bradford, hot water apparatus 
maker, was instructed ... to supply ... a heating apparatus,which was fixed by Mr Rundle in the 
chapel on the 23rd of that month. . .

Mr Rundle having fitted up the apparatus filled it with water in the manner described by a printed 
notice which he subsequently sent to Mr John Dickenson, one of the trustees of the chapel, who 
received it on Christmas Day…

The notice was given by Mr John Dickenson, to another trustee, Mr Joseph Lawson, who is also the 
caretaker of the chapel, and whose duty it is to attend to the firing of this apparatus. Mr Lawson has 
told us that he read the instructions through and understood them. Mr Rundle, before he left the 
chapel on the 23rd December, had seen the fire lighted, and had satisfied himself that the water was 
circulating freely in the pipes.

Mr Lawson lighted the fire on the 24th December and kept it on for about an hour. He lighted it 
again on the afternoon of that day, and he again made it up at 6pm. On the 25th he put some 
shavings and sticks in the furnace. There was no service held in the chapel on Christmas Day as it 
was under repair; some of the windows were out and the door open, and a severe frost had set in. At 
7.30am and at 4pm on the 26th December, Mr lawson lighted the fire, and has told us he did so on 
account of the prevalence of frost. On the night of 26th December, there was an excessively severe 
frost. At 9am on the 27th December Mr Lawson went to the chapel, where he found the fire out and 
the furnace quite cold. In our judgement he should then have ascertained by opening the cock 
whether the water was frozen in the pipes, but he has told us it never occurred to him to do so. He 
lighted the fire and after having done so felt some of the pipes and found them slightly warm, ad 
thereupon he came to the conclusion that the water was circulating freely – a conclusion he ought 
not in our judgment to have arrived at. He went away to breakfast, and soon after heard a noise, 
which was that of the explosion of the apparatus. Mr John Dickenson had gone into the schoolroom 
to ascertain how Horsefield, a mason who was finishing the pointing of the brickwork of the 
furnace, was progressing with his work, when an explosion took place, bricks and mortar flew 
about, and MR Dickenson and Horsefield were both slightly injured by scalds. It was afterwards 
ascertained that the second tube on the right-hand side of the boiler had ruptured for a length of 2 ft, 
the rupture measuring 5 ¾ ins at its widest part. The original form of the boiler was to some extent 
distorted, the brickwork was blown out, and a quantity of live coal, coke and other debris were 
projected into the schoolroom.



The explosion was due to excessive pressure caused by the expansion of water in the boiler, the fire 
having been lighted and allowed to burn when the pipes leading to and from the boiler were blocked 
with ice. …

Mr Rundle is not to blame for the explosion. With the exception of Mr Joseph Lawson no blame 
attaches to the trustees of the chapel. As however that gentleman knew of and understood the 
directions which had been furnished by Mr Rundle, we think it was an act of carelessness on his 
part considering the severe state of the weather, not to have ascertained beyond all doubt whether 
the water in the pipes was frozen or not before lighting the fire on the 27th December. If he had 
turned on the cock marked A on the plan he would have found no water issued therefrom, and he 
would of course then have abstained from lighting the fire until the pipes had been properly and 
effectually thawed.

There has been no means provided by which the pressure on the apparatus can be indicated, and we 
are very clearly of opinion that such means should have been provided.

(Transcribed from the Board of Trade Boiler Explosion Reports held at Southampton Local Studies 
and Maritime Library)
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