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    The End of Poisonous Matches 

 

     In 1826, a man named John Walker made 

a discovery. He was stirring a mixture of 

chemicals with a stick. When he removed the 

stick, he noticed that it had a dried blob at the 

end. To get it off, he scraped it on the floor. 

Guess what he got - FIRE!  

 

   There was no phosphorous in the match, 

though. It was antimony sulfide, potassium 

chlorate, gum, and starch. Like all dummies, 

he didn't bother to patent his invention. He 

showed it as a novelty to everyone.  

 

    Then, a man named Samuel Jones saw his 

demonstration, and realized its market value. 

He named the matches Lucifers. He sold tons. 

In fact, smoking increased dramatically as a 

result of the matches.  

 

   Problem - the matches had a very strong 

odor and ignited with a burst of fireworks. 

There was a warning on the matches that they 

were dangerous to your health (yet, the 

cigarettes were not!).  

 

   What to do? What to do? In 1830, a French 

chemist named Charles Sauria reformulated 

the match with white phosphorous to 

eliminate the odor.  No smell, but...   

 

   This lead to a nearly epidemic disease 

known as "phossy  jaw", as the phosphorous 

was deadly. Workers in the match factories 

had poisoned bones. Children sucked on the 

matches, which caused infant skeletal 

deformities, and one pack of matches had 

enough phosphorous on it to kill a person 

(used in many a suicide and murder).  

 

   By 1910, there was a worldwide push to 

ban the use of matches made from white 

phosphorous. In the United States, the 

Diamond Match Company held the patent for 

the first nonpoisonous match. They used a 

harmless chemical called sesquisulfide of  

 



phosphorous. So important was this invention, 

that United States President William H. Taft 

publicly asked the patent holders to give up their 

patent. Diamond Match did the humanitarian 

thing and surrendered the rights to their patent on 

January 28, 1911.  

 

   Soon after, Congress passed a law that placed a 

prohibitively high tax on matches made with the 

poisonous white phosphorous and their 

production soon came to an end.  

 

 

20                                                                                                                        RMS Bulletin March/April 1998, No. 471                                                                                                 


