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Opening of the Mine

ON 4 November 1844,1 high above the River Tamar in 
Blanchdown Wood, a party of miners working in a 

disused shaft cut a rich copper lode. It is unlikely that this 
surprised them, as the mineral potentialities of this piece of 
ground had long been recognised,2 but they could hardly have 
foreseen that the mine which was being opened up would pay 
dividends of £1,250,000, become one of the largest mineral 
producers in the world and become derelict—all in the short 
space of sixty years.

Operations had begun only three months before,3 after 
permission to work the ground had been granted in a lease 
on 25 March4 by the lord of the soil, the Duke of Bedford, 
to Mr. Josiah Hitchens, a mine agent from Tavistock. There 
had been competition for the lease amongst the mine agents, 
who included a noted and successful mine-owning family, the 
Williamses of Scorrier.5 Mr. Hitchens, however, was success
ful and with five other gentlemen formed the Devonshire 
Great Consolidated Copper Mining Company.6 This was a 
joint stock company of 1,024 shares,7 of which Mr. Hitchens 
held 144. Mr. Richard Gard, who was M.P. for Exeter and 
a discount broker from London, held 288 shares; two city 
stockbrokers, Mr. William Thomas and Mr. John Thomas,

1 Mining Journal (hereafter referred to as M.J.) 13 June 1863.
2J. H. Collins, ‘Observations on the West of England mining region’, 

Trans. R. Geol. Soc. Corn. xiv. (1912) 262.
3M.J. 26 Oct. 1850. 4M.J. 1 May 1847.

5C. Thomas, Mining Fields of the West (1867), p. 74.
6Parliamentary Papers: Return of all Joint Stock Companies under 7 & 8 

Vic., c. 110, s. 47, p. 90.
7ibid. p. 91.
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both of Maunden House, Essex, held 144 shares each; and a 
further 272 shares were held by Mr. William Morris, a dis
count broker, of Woodford Hall, Essex.1 The remaining 32 
shares were owned by Mr. Thomas Morris, a coal merchant 
of Camberwell, who, with Mr. Gard and Mr. W. Thomas, 
formed the initial board of directors2 and who was later to 
become resident director. The board was enlarged in May 
1846 to include Mr. W. Morris and Mr. J. Thomas.

They chose for the site of their first explorations a neglected 
and overgrown shaft reputed to have been sunk by one of 
Mr. Hitchens’s ancestors.3 This shaft, later known as Gard’s 
Shaft, had been abandoned at a depth of 14 fathoms. After 
sinking this shaft only 2½ fathoms and with total expenses of 
less than £200 a rich lode of copper ore was cut, which was 
found to be 30 ft. wide and yielded 17 % of copper.4 Production 
from it expanded rapidly, and the first sale of ore took place 
on 20 February 1845, when 191 tons 16 cwt. 29 lb. of ore was 
sold for £2,095.58. At £10.18s.6d. a ton this was well above 
the average price of ore at that time and was testimony in 
itself to the extraordinary richness of the lode.5

The lode was followed eastwards for 16 fathoms before it 
was dislocated by the Great Cross Course. This is a fault 
which shifts the lode 75 fathoms to the right; it was taken as 
the eastern boundary of the mine, which was called Wheal 
Maria8 after Mrs. Hitchens. The lode, however, was easily 
located east of the fault, where Wheal Fanny, called after 
Miss Hitchens, was established. Eastwards, following the 
course of the lode, was Wheal Anna Maria, called after the 
Duchess of Bedford, Wheal Josiah, after Mr. Hitchens, and 
Wheal Emma, after Mrs. William Morris7 (fig. 1). These 
mines were known collectively as Devon Great Consols Mines 
after May 1846.8 Before this the mine had been called 
both North Bedford, from Bedford United Mines to the

lThe 272 shares, it is said, were transferred to Mr. Morris in part pay
ment of a debt. His son, William Morris, later became a director of Devon 
Great Consols, resigning in 1876 (J. W. Mackail, The Life of William 
Morris (1901), i. 14, 324).

2Parliamentary Papers, loc. cit. p. 100. 3M.J. 13 June 1863.
4The average yield of copper ore sold in the period 30 June 1844 to 30 

June 1845 in Devon and Cornwall was 7¾% (M.J. 26 July 1845).
5M.J. 28 July i860. 6Wheal: mine (Cornish hwel).

7ibid. Before her marriage Mrs. Morris was Miss Emma Shelton.
8M.J. 30 May 1846. The first appearance of the name in the share lists 

is not until 14 August 1847.
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south,1 and Great Wheal Maria.2

1M.J. 28 July 1860. 2M.J. 26 Oct. 1850. 3M.J. 9 May 1846.
4M.J. 26 Oct 1850. 5M.J. 16 Oct. 1847. 6M.J. 8 May 1847.

7M.J. 29 March 1845
8J. H. Collins, ‘ Cornish mines and miners’, Trans. R. Corn. Polytechnic Soc. 

lxv. (1897) 68.
9M.J. 15 March 1845.

10grass: colloquial mining term for the surface of the earth (W. Pryce, 
Mineralogia Cornubiensis (1778), p. 322).

11M.J. 28 July 1860.

By this time the main lode had been proved over a length 
of 1,530 fathoms, or nearly two miles. Based upon such 
enormous mineral resources, the company entered on a period 
of unprecedented prosperity. The interim balance sheet 
showed a profit of £17,940.138., and the first year’s activity, 
with the mine getting into full production, showed a profit 
of £73,622.17s. id. from total receipts of only £116,068.15s.3 
With the declaration of dividends for that year at £72,704, 
or £71 a share, the value of the shares rose, so much so that 
by the end of the first year an original £ 1 share was changing 
hands at £800.4 Only one year later, however, the shares 
had slumped to £155 each6 with the news that the second 
year’s dividends were £25 a share.6 This was not due to a 
falling off in the richness of the mine, although ‘ too rich to 
last ’7 was often said of Devon Great Consols, but rather to 
the problems which had been brought inevitably by the scale 
of production. This had involved considerable outlay in 
erecting buildings, cutting roads and providing other surface 
works. The most expensive item, however, was the installa
tion of adequate pumping machinery.

It had been possible at first to work the mine with one small 
water wheel to pump the mine clear of water. This was because 
Wheal Maria was one of the two mines in Devon and Cornwall 
where copper was found above the natural level of the drain
age.8 Here the great shoots of ore, often up to 30 ft. wide and 
worth £500 a cubic fathom,9 had been found at the very 
shallow depths of between 10 and 50 fathoms. As the lode 
was followed eastwards, the ore deposits were found at greater 
depths. At Wheal Fanny they extended from ‘grass’10 to 55 
fathoms, and at Wheal Anna Maria the ore occurred in two 
shoots, the upper from 15 to 30 fathoms deep and the lower 
from 60 to 137 fathoms. Between the two lay barren ground. 
Further eastwards, at Wheal Josiah, the ore occurred only 
below 50 fathoms, extending down to 115 fathoms,11 and on 
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the eastward extremity of the lode the ore was found deeper 
still—from 60 to 132 fathoms.1

With these increasing depths and the extension of the levels 
underground additional pumping power became of vital 
importance. By 1847 steam engines had been erected—one 
at Wheal Maria and one at Wheal Josiah—at a cost of£2,180,2 
to be followed by two further engines at Wheal Anna Maria 
and Wheal Emma at a cost of£1,11 i.igs.iod.3 In 1849 it 
was decided, however, to employ mainly water power; this 
followed a consultation of both company and independent 
engineers. Permission to draw water from the Tamar was 
sought from the Duchy of Cornwall and granted on payment 
of an annual rent of £250.4 A leat 2 miles long and 18 ft.5 
wide was cut in the hill-side, leading to a water wheel 40 ft. 
in diameter and 12 ft. wide. This, working at five strokes a 
minute and lifting 52,000 lb. of water at each stroke,6 
developed 140 horse power.7 It was located at the bottom of 
the sett8 on the banks of the river and drained a shaft at 
Wheal Maria and two shafts at Wheal Josiah. Power was 
transmitted to the pumps in these shafts by a line of flat rods 
396 fathoms long.9 The demand for power outran the capacity 
of this wheel, and a second similar wheel was constructed in 
the 1850’s in order to cope with the development of Wheal 
Josiah. Water power was also used for crushing the ore in 
the stamps, and a 35 ft. x 4 ft. wheel was built especially to 
drive the machinery at the mine’s foundry. The engineer in 
charge of these works was Mr. Nathaniel Smith, from Wheal 
Friendship near Marytavy, where even larger water wheels 
were employed.

A Fortune Based on Copper

The expenses incurred in the provision of this extensive 
range of machinery were more than justified by the output of 
the mine. Whereas in 1846 production had amounted to

1M. Bawden, ‘Mines and mining in the Tavistock district’, Transactions 
xlvi. 260.

2M.J. 8 May 1847. 3M.J. 12 May 1849. 4M.J. 26 Oct. 1850.
5M.J. 25 May 1871. 6M.J. 29 June 1850. 7M.J. 26 Oct. 1850.
8sett: ground granted on lease to the mining company (Pryce, op. cit. 

p. 326).
9M.J. 28 July i860.
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14,398 tons 9 cwt.,1 by 1856 this had risen to 29,061 tons.2 
Profits too had been maintained at an unusually high level, 
and in 1856 the dividend was declared at £59,392, or £58 a 
share.3 In the 10 years from 1845 to 1855 dividends totalled 
more than £475,000. It seemed as if the riches of the mine 
were inexhaustible: the proved resources of ore alone, were 
35,943 tons, or sufficient to keep the mine at work for more 
than a year without further discoveries.

1M.J. 8 May 1847. 2M.J. 12 July 1856. 3M.J. 31 Jan. 1857.
4underhand stoping: method in which a working face, or ‘stope’, usually 

6-8 ft. high, was driven in the lode. When this had been advanced suffi
ciently from the shaft, the next stope was cut into the floor of the first, 
forming a step of the same height. This was repeated thus forming a 
‘ flight of steps ’ each 6-8 ft. high. The chief disadvantage of this method 
was that in order to gain access to the valuable parts of the lode all the 
material, including the ‘ deads ’, had to be removed to the surface.

5overhead stoping: method in which the stopes were still driven horizontally, 
but each was commenced 6-8 ft. above the preceding stope and cut into 
the roof of this stope. The miners were supported on staging underneath 
which the ‘ deads ’ were stored as they worked upwards through the lode. 
This avoided the necessity of hauling this material to the surface.

6M.J. 28 March 1846. 7M.J. 3 Dec. 1864.
8One load usually consisted of 50 ft. of timber.

9For example, timber costs in 1847 were £5,426.12s.10d. (M.J. 8 May 
1847); in 1859 £7,822.0s.0d. (M.J. 28 July 1860); in 1862 £2,650.18s.6d. 
(M.J. 17 May 1862); in 1863 £3,001.19s.2d. (M.J. 30 May 1863); in 1866 
£7,733.16s.9d. (M.J. 19 May 1866).

Although this prolific lode was now at its peak of pro
ductivity, to some extent this was offset by the softness of the 
walls of the lode and of the lode itself. The softness of the lode 
called for special methods of working: underhand stoping4 
had to be employed in preference to the more normal overhand 
method.6 The latter had been tried in the early days of the 
mine, but the workings often collapsed, and as early as March 
1846 the mine had acquired a reputation for fatalities.6 The 
softness of the walls of the lode demanded special attention: 
elaborate timber support was required, especially as the 
cavities formed by the removal of the ore were often very 
large; one such cavity or ‘ gunnis ’ was 900 ft. long, 240 ft. 
high and from 6 to 50 ft. wide,7 whilst the walls of another 
had to be supported by timber frames each containing 252 ft. 
of timber spaced at 3 ft. intervals. As a result, above 2,500 
loads of timber8 were used in the mine each year and the 
average annual expenditure for this item was about £4,000.9 
The imports were large and costly, not only as a result of the 
large quantities of timber but also because of the quality of 



234 DEVON GREAT CONSOLS:

and size of the pieces. Some baulks of red pine were 84 ft. 
ong and 24 in. square, though the more usual size was 30 ft. 
long and 20 in. square.1 Norwegian and American timber 
was imported expressly to secure the very large pieces2 in
dispensable for supporting the difficult ground. Importing on 
such a scale, Devon Great Consols was able to deal directly 
with the timber suppliers abroad. This method, it was said, 
procured better timber at cheaper prices than that supplied 
by local merchants.3

In addition to these special provisions, the ordinary expenses 
of such a deep and extensive range of mines were heavy. For 
example, 33 cwt. of gunpowder, costing 36s. a cwt.,4 was con
sumed in the mine each month, and 400 dozen candles, 
costing 4s.3d. a dozen, were also used each month. The 
monthly bill for labour averaged about £3,000.5

Despite these heavy expenses the company was in a very 
prosperous state: in the period 1850-6 dividends had averaged 
£49 a share. Furthermore the mines showed no signs of falling 
off in richness. At Wheal Maria the lode was 47 ft. wide and 
producing 60 tons of copper ore a cubic fathom.6 At Wheal 
Anna Maria the lode was worth £250 a cubic fathom in 
places and produced ore valued at £100 to £140 a cubic 
fathom for four months on end. The reserves of ore at Wheal 
Josiah were valued at £134,000. At the eastern end of the 
lode Wheal Emma had also improved to yield ore worth 
£100 a cubic fathom7 after £40,000 had been spent on sinking 
to the metalliferous ground.8 In fact the company, with a 
good course of ore in the bottom of every mine and one of 
the largest pieces of ore ground to be found in the West of 
England,9 was better off than at any time since the com
mencement of operations.10

With such an impressive record and with every prospect 
that its success would continue, the company decided to seek 
a new lease from the Duke of Bedford in 1856. The original

1M.J. 28 July i860.
2M.J. 28 May 1859. In this year the cost of American timber alone was 

£3,500.
3 M.J. 28 July i860.

4R. Oxland, ‘ Mineral resources of Devon and Cornwall ’, Trans. 
Plymouth Inst. v. (1873) 489.

5M.J. 22 Nov. 1864. 6M.J. 15 April 1854. 7M.J. 12 April 1856.
8M.J. 28 July 1860. 9M.J. 23 June 1855.

10J.H. Murchison, British Mines Considered as a Means of Investment (1854), 
p. 44.
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lease still had almost nine years to run, but the company 
were led to this action on three accounts.

Firstly, the ground to the east of the mines and on the 
course of the lode was particularly valued.1 It was confidently 
believed that the riches of the lode would be continued into 
this new ground, for the lode had maintained its richness in 
being traced eastwards for over two miles from Wheal Maria. 
This opinion was reinforced by the fact that the ground was 
traversed by many cross courses, and the great masses of ore 
in the mines had been closely associated with them.2

1Bawden, op. cit. p. 260. 2M.J. 28 July 1860.
3Oxland, op. cit. p. 489. 4M.J. 23 June 1855. 5M.J. 16 Jan. 1858. 

6M.J. 31 Oct. 1857. 7M.J. 8 May 1847. 8M.J. 28 July 1860.
9Kelly’s Directory of Devonshire, 1873, p. 14.

Secondly, the company proposed to build a railway to link 
the mines with the port of Morwellham 4½ miles down the 
Tamar. The transport of ore had long been a problem, for 
the horse power available was proving totally inadequate for 
the amounts of ore being raised.3 In June 1855 the company 
had been forced to reduce the amount of ore offered for sale 
on account of difficulties with land carriage.4 Furthermore, 
the transport of ores was expensive: the company was obliged 
to pay 5s. a ton on ore carried to Morwellham.6 On an 
annual output of about 24,000 tons this added a considerable 
amount to production costs, and it was considered that the 
railway would prove most beneficial in reducing this expense.6

Thirdly, the company sought to expand the capacity of the 
port of Morwellham. The rising output of Devon Great 
Consols had seriously overtaxed the Tamar ports. Even in 
1847 this problem had presented itself, and £842.4s.8d. had 
been spent on enlarging Gawton quay exclusively for the 
handling of the company’s ore.7 Matters came to a head, 
however, in March 1856, when the 3,389 tons of ore offered 
for sale completely filled all the quays at Morwellham, 
Newquay and Gawton. Once more the company was com
pelled to limit the quantity of ore which it could offer for 
sale.8

A new lease was granted on 28 March 18579 which gave 
the company permission to extend the sett eastwards by 924 
fathoms. It also permitted the company to build the railway 
to Morwellham, where the Duke of Bedford undertook to 
enlarge the port. For these concessions the Duke bound the 
company to carry goods both for himself and for all his 
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tenants on the railway at is. a ton.1 This was a non-profitable 
rate, being the same as the estimated cost of transporting the 
company’s own ore. In addition, the Duke exacted a fine 
from the company of £20,000 for granting the new lease. 
This was felt to be a heavy tax2 upon the company, particu
larly in view of the fact that, from the unusually high rate of 
dues which he levied upon the company, the Duke had 
already received more than £100,000 since 1844. This he 
had accumulated without personal financial risk or outlay3 
from what had previously been merely a pheasant wood. For 
damage to this wood caused by mining operations he had 
already received a further £2,052 as compensation.4

1M.J. 23 May 1885. 2M.J. 2 Jan. 1858. 3Thomas, op. cit. p. 88.
4Spargo, op. cit. p. 22. 5M.J. 1 Jan. 1859. 6M.J. 16 Jan. 1858.

7M.J. 28 May 1859. 8M.J. 28 July 1860.

Mining operations soon commenced in the new eastern 
ground, and driving eastwards was undertaken on what 
promised to be a rich lode. Work also began on the eastern 
boundary of the sett with the driving of an adit westwards 
from the Lumburn valley to develop the new ground.

Construction of the railway to Morwellham began in 1857 
and was completed in November 1858, when that month’s 
sampling of 2,071 tons of ore was transported on it.6 A 
contract for the carriage of ore by horses to the ports on the 
Tamar expired at the same time, and the railway replaced 
them.6 The line had a maximum gradient of 1 in 48 and 
ran southwards for 4½ miles high above the river. It was 
built to the standard gauge of 4 ft. 8½ in. with rails weighing 
39 lb. a yard laid upon longitudinal sleepers. At first it was 
worked by a single locomotive, but a second was added in 
1859 at a cost of £500.7 One year later a third was purchased. 
Two of the locomotives (pl. xx) had cylinders of 12 in. diameter; 
the third had 7 in. cylinders. They weighed 15 tons in 
running order. For conveying the freight there were 60 
wagons, each weighing 2¼ tons and capable of carrying 3½ 
tons.8 A train usually consisted of 8 to 10 wagons and took 
20 minutes to cover the 4½, miles. At the time it was considered 
equal in all respects to a second class passenger railway.

The last half mile of the line was an inclined plane with a 
gradient of 1 in 3 which led down to the ore quays at Morwell
ham 240 ft. below. Trucks were lowered two at a time down 
this incline by a 4 in. rope and were balanced by two ascend
ing trucks. Midway a double line of rails was laid for the 
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trucks to pass each other. Power for haulage on the incline 
came from a 22 in. steam engine, which was built in the 
mine’s own foundry at a considerable saving in cost. The 
engine and locomotives were supplied with water pumped by 
a 25 ft. water wheel.

On the mines the line commenced at Wheal Anna Maria,1 
where large bins were erected so that the ore could fall directly 
into the wagons with a great saving in time and expense. 
Branches were laid to the saw-mill at Wheal Josiah and also 
to the neighbouring mine of Bedford United. This mine, as 
one of the Duke of Bedford’s tenants, was one of the largest 
to benefit from access to the railway, as provided in the new 
lease.

The total cost of the railway was £10,355,2 with a further 
£2,240 for additional machinery. It is a testimony to the 
financial strength of the company that this was all paid out 
of current income. The cost was soon recouped, for the cost 
of transporting ore to Morwellham fell to the estimated 1s. a 
ton. Thus there was a monthly saving of £500 on ore tran
sport, with additional economies on the haulage of coal, 
timber and iron ore to the mines.

At Morwellham, despite the treacherous nature of the ground, 
the improvements to the port were finished in time to handle 
the freight brought on the railway.3 The work, which had 
been carried out by the company under contract to the 
Duke of Bedford, cost about £5,000.4 A new dock was built in 
1858 capable of accommodating six vessels of 300 tons’burden, 
though the average size of vessel was nearer 200 tons.6 Ore 
floors of several acres’ extent were laid out, of which a few 
small pieces remain today. The trucks from the railway ran 
out over the ore floors on staging, so that when the bottom 
of the truck was slid back the ore would fall through to the 
floors beneath (pl. xxi). The floors were tiled to prevent any 
loss of ore throughout the various operations when it was 
prepared for assay and later for sale. As well as copper ore, 
the port handled the large timber imports of Devon Great 
Consols and the neighbouring mines. The timber came up 
the river to Morwellham in the form of rafts6 and was tran
sported to the mine’s saw-mills by the railway. Coal was 
also imported, usually coming in ships from South Wales 
which would return to the Swansea smelting houses with

lM.J. 4 June 1859. 2M.J. 28 July 1860. 3M.J. 28 May 1859.
4M.J. 28 July 1860. 5M.J. 24 Dec. 1864. 6M.J. 4 June 1859. 
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copper ore. The port also handled all the traffic which was 
entitled to use the Devon Great Consols railway, and its 
trade probably exceeded 36,000 tons a year. To compensate 
for his capital outlay the Duke of Bedford levied tolls of jd. a 
ton on copper ore, 3d. a ton on timber and coal and 2d. a 
ton on iron.1

1M.J. 28 July i860. 2M.J. 28 May 1859. 3M.J. 5 Jan. 1861.
4H. G. Dines, The Metalliferous Mining Region of South- West England (Geol. 

Surv. Mem., 1956), p. 659.
5M.J. 18 May 1864. 6M.J. 30 July 1864. 7M.J. 30 Dec. 1865.

8M.J. 10 Dec. 1864.

These works, undertaken to enable the mine to reduce its 
production and returning costs, had the beneficial effect 
hoped for: in 1859 the cost of returning a ton of ore was 5s.4d. 
less than in the previous year.2 The works were further justi
fied by the continued high level of production in the mine.

The south lode, which was a branch of the main lode, was 
first cut in 1858 in Wheal Josiah,3 but it was later found to 
cut off from the main lode south-eastwards in Wheal Anna 
Maria and after a separate course of 300 fathoms to rejoin 
the main lode in Wheal Josiah.4 Its maximum distance from 
the main lode was 47 fathoms. It was extremely rich for 
most of its length and was very productive from 40 to 115 
fathoms deep. Its junction with the main lode formed huge 
rich masses of ore. It could easily be worked from the levels 
on the main lode a short distance away to the north, thereby 
saving considerable expenditure. Another new lode was cut 
in the south of the sett in 18645 and, as it stood whole through
out the sett, it was considered the most important discovery 
for many years. In this year the mine raised 26,947 tons of 
ore, which was sold for £138,564,6 enabling it to declare the 
fourth highest dividend of its history, amounting to £63,488, 
or £62 a share.7 This was after 20 years of unbroken pros
perity when the majority of rich and productive copper mines 
were nearly exhausted of copper ore.8

This larger scale of operations was reflected in the expansion 
of the labour force, which rose to a maximum of 1,230 people. 
Nearly all these workers were paid by the piece-work system. 
This had not always been so, for in the early days Devon 
Great Consols, like other mines in Devon and Cornwall, had 
arranged the work underground into two types. The first of 
these was ‘ tutwork ’, in which the miners undertook to drive 
a level or sink a shaft at a certain price per fathom. It was
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applied to other exploratory and development works, in 
which no working of the ore was involved. The second method 
was ‘ tribute work in which the miners agreed to work the 
actual lode, retaining for their wages a portion of the receipts 
from the sale of the ore which they sent to the surface. In the 
event of the lode being poor the miners would keep 13s. in 
every £ 1 of receipts, whilst when the lode was rich the ‘ bar
gain ’ would allow them to retain as little as 3|d. in every £1 
and still earn good wages.1 Both tutwork and tribute bargains 
were auctioned by the management to the miners on monthly 
‘ setting days ’, the bargain being allotted to the lowest 
bidder. The tribute method gave the miners a chance of 
earning higher wages. Thus, if the lode improved within the 
month to yield more valuable ore, their wages would be 
increased. However, the reverse was also true, so that if the 
lode diminished in richness their wages would fall. With the 
development and exploration of the mine the chances of 
making a rich find, for which the tributer was always hoping, 
were much less. This, and the insecurity of this method, led 
to its gradual abandonment. At the same time, during the 
early days of the mine in 1846 the wages of the tributer were 
£3.188.2d. a month,2 compared with the £3.125. which was 
the average wage of the miner under the piece system in 1864.3 

In the surface works the piece system was also employed. 
The 136 men employed in the dressing floors in 1864 received 
an average monthly wage of £3. 5s. a month, whilst the 217 
girls or ‘ balmaidens ’ who cobbed the ore by breaking it into 
small pieces with long-handled hammers were paid from is. 
to 18.3d. a day. The lighter work on the dressing floors was 
done by children, many of whom started work at eight years 
of age and were paid from 4d. to 8d. a day.

Work at the mines was hard and rough, and a Royal Com
mission was instituted to inquire into the facilities provided 
for mine employees. At Devon Great Consols, however, the 
miners were comparatively well provided for. ‘ Drys ’ had 
been built where their wet working clothes could be hung 
upon flues and steam pipes to dry. Each man had his own 
lock-up cupboard, and hot water was supplied to those who 
wanted it. The workers on the dressing floors were provided 
with a large room, built around one of the flues, which

1A tribute bargain had been set at this price at Devon Great Consols in 
1845 (M.J. 16 Aug. 1845).

2M.J. 16 May 1846. 3M.J. 24 Dec. 1864.
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enabled them to have their meals in warmth and comfort. 
Hot water for tea and coffee was also available, and there 
were places where they might warm their meals.

The miners worked in shifts from 6 a.m. to 2 p.m., from 
2 p.m. to 10 p.m. and from 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. The surface 
employees worked 10 hours a day in summer and 9 hours in 
winter.1

1Tavistock Gazette, 6 Sept. 1957 (centenary edition).
2M.J. 24 Dec. 1864.

3J. Gorton, A Topographical Dictionary of Great Britain and Ireland (1832), 
Population Appendix, p. 94.

4J. Murray, A Handbook for Travellers in Devon and Cornwall (1872), p. 228.

The miner’s life was dangerous and hard, and accidents 
were common. A ‘ sick club ’ was established to help in such 
cases and was supported by contributions. These varied so 
that those earning less than 8d. a day paid nothing whilst 
those earning over 1s. a day paid 6d. a month. A fund to 
provide a doctor was also established, to which all those 
earning more than 1s.6d. a day paid 9d. a month. The 
benefits from these arrangements were medical care and a 
payment of 4s. a week when a miner was unfit for work. The 
company also assisted and paid 1s. a month to those injured 
in the mine. When a miner was incapable of resuming work 
underground employment was usually provided on the 
dressing floors. In the cases of fatal accidents it was the custom 
for each man to subscribe 1s. for the relief of the dependants.2

Many cottages were built on the mine for the miners and 
their families, a few of which remain today; there were also 
12 agents’ houses, surrounded by woodland, and altogether 
they formed a small village. The isolation of the mine made 
those who lived there into a small community. Vocal and 
instrumental concerts were arranged by the agents’ families, 
and the Devon Great Consols Brass Band used to meet regular
ly under Captain Cock, the chief underground agent of Wheal 
Maria.

The majority of the workpeople had to seek accommodation 
further afield. Gunnislake mushroomed, and at Tavistock the 
population rose from 5,602 in 18313 to 8,857 in 18714; over 
400 cottages were built in the district and let to miners. The 
long walk to work—often over several miles—meant that in 
winter many left home before light and returned after nightfall. 
Often the effort was too much for the young children, who 
were carried on their parents’ backs. Those who were not 
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old enough to work on the dressing floors were taken to the 
school built on the mine. This had been set up in 18621 and 
was in the charge of a schoolmistress engaged by the com
pany. A small fee was paid by each of the 6o children who 
attended.

Declining Copper—Bolstered by Arsenic

In 1864, at the same time as Devon Great Consols pre
sented such a picture of power and prosperity, the first signs 
of decline were apparent in the copper mines of Devon and 
Cornwall. Production had fallen by 20 % from the peak level 
of 209,305 tons in 1856 to 165,601 tons only eight years later.2 
Prices too were declining, and whereas in the period 1851--61 
the price of tough copper had stood at £ 111 a ton it declined 
to £87 in the subsequent decade.3 Competition from the 
mines in South Australia4 and America,5 often based upon 
rich and shallow deposits of ore, became increasingly severe, 
for they were able to produce copper much more cheaply 
than the old deep mines of Devon and Cornwall. Returns of 
copper ore from some of the mines had started to decline 
before this period simply from exhaustion.

For Devon Great Consols, mines in the Caradon district 
and a few mines in Cornwall still producing copper ore the 
position grew rapidly worse in the second half of the decade. 
Lower prices meant that less ore could be raised, as the receipts 
would not cover the cost of production. By 1866 the dividend 
at Devon Great Consols was £19,456 less than in 1864, and 
in 1867 receipts fell by £32,000. At the same time costs were 
rising as the mines grew deeper and more extensive: in the 
period 1865-6 they rose by is.7d. a ton. Rigorous economy 
was called for, and in the period 1866-8 expenses were 
reduced by £11,527,6 but even this advantage was more

^.J. 17 May 1862.
2J. B. Hill and D. A. MacAlister, The Geology of Falmouth and Truro and the 

Mining District of Camborne and Redruth (Geol. Surv. Mem., 1906), p. 313.
3N. Brown and C. C. Turnbull, A Century of Copper (igoo), Pt. 1, pp. 8, 

10.
4H. L. Brown, Records of the Mines of South Australia (1899), pp. 31, 56, 65.
5The copper ore output of the Michigan deposits rose threefold during 

the decade 1855 to 1865 (T. A. Rickard, The History of American Mining 
(i93i), P- 231).

eM.J. 18 May 1867.
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than lost, as receipts had fallen by over £17,000 in the same 
two years. By 1868 dividends had slumped to £39,936.! 
Shares in the mine, which were valued at £600 each in 
January 1866, were selling at £400 a year later.

The problem of dressing the lower grade ores, which were 
now difficult to sell, was causing the company some concern. 
In 1867 it was decided to set up a reduction works, which 
would use these rapidly accumulating stocks of low grade 
ores to make arsenic. The estimated cost of these works was 
£2,000.2 They were completed and were producing 50 tons 
a month by December 1868, when it was decided to enlarge 
them further to deal with 150 tons a month.

Arsenic was obtained from ‘ mundic ’, or arsenical pyrites, 
which occurred in abundance on the walls of the lodes. When 
brought to the surface, the ore was crushed and washed to 
extract any copper contained in it and to prepare it for 
roasting. This at first was done in a brick furnace in which 
the ore and coke were mixed together, but the direct contact 
with the fuel led to contamination of the arsenic. The rever
beratory furnaces later employed avoided this by directing 
the heat from the burning fuel on to the ore, which was spread 
on a circular table and mechanically revolved. This arrange
ment was in turn superseded by a tube 30 ft. long and 5 ft. 
in diameter lined with fire-bricks and raised slightly at one 
end. The ore was inserted at this end, and the rotation of 
the tube worked it steadily to the lower end, through which 
heat and flames from a furnace were admitted. The sulphur 
and other volatile materials in the ore greatly facilitated the 
roasting process and reduced the quantities of fuel required.3

In all these furnaces the ore was oxidised by the passage 
of large quantities of air through the furnace. The intense 
heat vaporised the arsenic, which was conducted in this form 
through a series of specially designed baffles in which it con
densed to form a greyish-white powder. The remaining vapour 
passed along a flue, which was often stacked with brushwood 
to trap any residual arsenic before it was discharged through 
a tall chimney. The baffles were opened at intervals of several 
weeks, when the arsenic was dug out by hand. During this 
period the vapour was diverted through a second set of baffles. 
The crude arsenic thus obtained was purified in a special

*M.J. 26 Dec. 1868. ‘‘‘M-J- 18 May 1867.
3R. W. Toll, ‘ Arsenic in West Devon and Cornwall ’, Min. Mag. Ixxxix. 

('953) 85, 87, 88.
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refining furnace in which a smokeless fuel was used. It then 
condensed as small white crystals of pure arsenic, which were 
ground to a fine powder. This was packed into 4 cwt. casks, 
made in the cooperage on the mine, and exported from 
Morwellham.

The works at Devon Great Consols were the largest in Devon 
and Cornwall, covering about eight acres1 and consisting of 
five calcining ovens and three refineries with 4,805 ft. of flues. 
A mill for grinding the refined arsenic was driven by water 
power. The capacity of these works was 2,500 tons a year 
in 1871, but this was increased to 3,000 tons a year in 18842 
and 3,500 tons a year in 1891.3

The men employed in the extraction of arsenic from the 
baffles appeared to suffer no ill effects from their work. They 
did, however, take the precaution of covering their ears, nose 
and mouth with cotton-wool when digging out the poisonous 
powder.

The arsenic was used mainly in the manufacture of paints, 
dyes and glass and as a weed-killer. Sales of refined arsenic 
rose steadily and in 1871 accounted for 20% of total receipts.4

The Search for Tin

It was becoming clear that the days of large-scale copper 
ore production were numbered. The absence of new discoveries 
showed that the bottom of the copper-bearing zone had been 
reached6 and this, with a depression of prices, led to a rapid 
falling off in sales of ore. In 1872, only eight years after the 
prosperity of 1864, the mine sold only 16,329 tons of ore and 
the dividend fell to a mere £6,144.6 The situation facing the 
mine, however, was not unusual in the mines of Devon and 
Cornwall. It had been shown at Dolcoath mine as early as 
184g' that if a lode which had yielded copper at shallow 
depths was followed deeper it often produced large and 
valuable quantities of tin8. This had encouraged many

'M.J. 29 May 1880. 2B. Symons, Gazetteer of Cornwall (1884), p. 235.
3M.J. 30 May 1891.

4In the 12 months ending in March 1871 the receipts from the sale of 
copper ore were £50,501.15.1 id. and from arsenic £12,132.4s.8d. (M.J. 
13 May 1871).

'’M.J. 4 Jan. 1873. *M.J. I Dec. 1872.
~'M.J. 13 Jan. 1864.

8Collins, J. R. Inst. Corn. xl. (1891) 141-3; M.J. 22 Dec. 1877. 
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failing copper mines to sink below their former copper work
ings in order to search for tin.

The opinion was quite firmly held by Mr. J. H. Hitchens, 
who had helped to found the mine, that with little develop
ment and cost Devon Great Gonsols too would become a 
rich tin mine. It was undeniable that there were many 
strong similarities in the geological situations of Dolcoath and 
Devon Great Consols. At both the lode had been unusually 
rich in copper in its shallower workings; at both the main 
lode inclined to the south at depth and towards a granite 
mass. At Dolcoath this was Garn Brea, and it was in the 
granite of Carn Brea that Dolcoath’s riches of tinstone had 
been found. Therefore, it was thought that at Devon Great 
Consols, if the lode was followed to greater depth towards the 
granite mass of Kingston Down, it too would become rich 
with tin. Hope was derived from the fact that Wheal Martha, 
on the same lode but farther west than Devon Great Gonsols, 
was producing 20 tons of tin a month.1 These prints were 
stressed by Captains Josiah Thomas and John Simmons, who 
were invited to report on the prospects of Devon Great 
Consols by the Duke of Bedford. They were firmly of the 
opinion that with little cost and in a short period Devon 
Great Consols could be transformed into a great tin pro
ducer.2 ‘ Indeed,’ Mr. Hitchens asked, ‘ how can it be 
otherwise ? ’3

Before any systematic exploration for tin below the copper- 
bearing zone could be undertaken additional capital had to 
be made available. At first it was believed that the mine 
could finance the development out of current income. By 
May 1872, however, the estimated cost of the exploratory 
work had risen to £30,000. It was then proposed that, as 
£1,159 had been paid on each £1 share, the shareholders 
could very easily afford the outstanding £9 a share which 
they would be called upon to provide; a second proposal was 
that all the profits of the company should be applied to this 
work. Both these plans were defeated by the shareholders, 
who pointed out that many had come to rely upon the divi
dends of Devon Great Consols as part of their income, as 
profits had been declared with such regularity in the past 28 
years. It was therefore decided to reconstruct the company to 
raise the additional capital. Accordingly, a proposal was

AM.J. 25 May 1872. 2M-J- 4 Jan. 1873.
sM.J. 25 May 1872.



O
ne

 of
 th

e t
hr

ee
 lo

co
m

ot
iv

es
 us

ed
 on

 th
e r

ai
lw

ay
 to 

M
or

w
el

lh
am

facing page 2 14

PL
A

TE
 XX

G
O

V
IE

R
 AN

D
 TR

O
U

N
SO

N



M
or

w
el

lh
am

 qu
ay

 in
 th

e 1
86

0’
s:

 do
ck

 ba
si

n,
 he

ap
s o

f c
op

pe
r o

re
, el

ev
at

ed
 ra

ilw
ay

 an
d i

nc
lin

ed
 p

la
ne

 to
 hi

ll 
su

m
m

it (
th

e i
nc

lin
ed

 pl
an

e o
n t

he
 ri

gh
t s

er
ve

s th
e T

av
is

to
ck

 Ca
na

l)

facing page 245

PL
A

TE
 XXI



A STUDY OF VICTORIAN MINING ENTERPRISE 245

made to form a new holding company of £122,880.! This 
could buy any of the original 1,024 shares from shareholders 
who were unable or unwilling to take the financial risks in
volved in exploring for tin. Shares would be purchased at 
the market price of £120, without affecting the market value 
of the company and damaging the prospects of raising the 
capital. This scheme was abandoned in favour of one which 
would convert the company into a limited liability company 
of 10,240 shares of £1 each. These were to be allocated 
rateably amongst those already holding the original shares, if 
so desired. This reconstruction required the consent of the 
Duke of Bedford, which was granted in a new lease in 1872, 
on condition that the new company would explore for tin 
to a minimum depth of 300 fathoms.2

This financial reconstruction and the passing of the original 
joint stock company of 1,024 shares mark precisely the half
way point in the mine’s career. In the first period of 28 years 
from 1844 the mine had enjoyed unsurpassed success, based 
on the returns of copper ore and later augmented by arsenic. 
In contrast, the ensuing 28 years were characterised by falling 
receipts and diminishing productivity. Hopes of a new period 
of prosperity based on tin sustained the company in its long 
and arduous search for this mineral. At the same time, the 
new company was almost always confronted with insolvency. 
The stresses thus imposed gave rise to a series of protracted 
and bitter disputes, brought to an end only by the closure of 
the mines.

These difficulties were apparent early in the career of the 
new company. In 1873 the copper standard declined from 
£115.63. in January3 to £92.83. in May4 under the influence 
of unprecedentedly large imports of copper from South 
America.6 This situation was further aggravated by a strike 
of workers at the copper smelting plants in Swansea.6 In 
face of the ruinously low prices Devon Great Consols was 
compelled to reduce its sales in the hope that the loss could 
be recouped when the metal market returned to normal.7 
At the same time as income was thus reduced the cost of 
mining materials rose; this was particularly the case with 
coal, as a strike of colliers in South Wales led to the price 
rising from 14s. a ton to 40s. a ton.8 As if this was not enough,

1M.J. 4 Jan. 1873. 2M-J- 2 June 1877. 'M-J- 29 March 1873. 
'M.J. 28 June 1873. &M-J- 18 Jan. 1873. ‘MJ. 13 May 1873.

'MJ. 7 June 1873. *M.J. 4 Jan. 1873.
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skilled labour to carry out the important development pro
gramme, on which the future of the mine hung, was both 
scarce and expensive. As a result, the company was compelled 
in July 1873 to make a call of £1 on each share.1

One of the first tasks facing the new company was to comp ly 
with the Duke of Bedford’s requirements to prospect for tin. 
Accordingly, Richards’s Engine Shaft on Wheal Josiah was 
selected to be deepened to the prescribed level of 300 fathoms. 
It was already at 2302 fathoms and was the deepest point in 
the mines. Furthermore, this shaft was nearest to the granite, 
close to which the shaft had to be sunk before it was reasonable 
to expect to locate tin-bearing ground. Great stress was laid 
on the fact that stones of tin had beep found in the lode on 
Wheal Josiah, and a small tin-bearing lode was expected to 
join the main lode only a few fathoms below the bottom of 
Richards’s Engine Shaft.3

Whilst this work was proceeding the first signs of dissension 
between the new company and the Duke of Bedford appeared. 
The company was under severe financial strain: the cash 
balance had been reduced, receipts were low and the com
pany was committed to a development programme involving 
heavy financial outlay. With the mine as a copper producer 
all but sunk into oblivion,4 the company decided in May 
1873 to ask the Duke to forego his dues. This he refused to 
do, both at this time and in the following year.5 Serious 
disagreement between the company and the Duke arose 
again, three years later in 1877, when the company requested 
him for financial assistance in the introduction of rock drills 
driven by compressed air. The company pointed out that in 
many of the mines on the north side of Carn Brea in Cornwall 
the installation of rock drills had been facilitated by assis
tance from the lord of the mine. These machines enabled 
development work to proceed four times as quickly and much 
more cheaply than by the old method of hand labour. It was 
thought that they could be employed to great advantage at 
Devon Great Consols in developing the deep ground at the 
bottom of Richards’s Engine Shaft.6 The sinking of this shaft 
to 300 fathoms and the driving of levels north, east, south and 
west at this depth had been demanded by the Duke of Bedford 
at the lease renewal in 1872; this had cost the company

1M.J. 5 July 1873. 2M.J. 18 May 1872. 3M.J. 25 May 1872. 
lM.J. 27 Dec. 1873. ^M-J- 13 May 1873; 3° May 1874.

6M.J. 1 Dec. 1877.
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£5,000 and was completed in December 1877.1 During the 
whole of this five-year period the company had received no 
return whatsoever on its outlay. In addition, during the last 
six months of 1877 it had been able to sell its copper only at 
a loss owing to the severe depression of prices. It therefore 
felt unable to undertake the costly installation of rock drills 
without some assistance. The precedent of assistance had been 
established in the Cornish mines, but the Duke, for reasons 
of his own, refused to give any similar help at Devon Great 
Consols.2

These were not the only troubles at this time, for less than 
four months later the mine was paralysed by a strike. Disputes 
between the workers and the management were not unknown, 
the first strike having occurred in January 1850. On that 
occasion 200 ‘ pickers ’ had demanded an increase in wages. 
The trouble had its beginnings in the famine year of 1847, 
when the price of wheat had risen from 10s. to 30s. a sack. 
To meet the increased cost of provisions the wages of the 
pickers were increased from is.gd. to 2s. a day for men and 
from wd. to is. a day for women.3 When, in 1850, wheat 
prices returned to the level of 1847, the management reduced 
wages accordingly. In protest the 200 pickers stopped work 
and went home; on their return for work next day they were 
informed that their services were no longer required. A 
second dispute broke out in March 1866, when the men 
demanded £4 for a five-week month and were locked out by 
the management.4 A settlement was reached eventually 
under which the men were paid £3.55. for a four-week 
month.

Far more serious than either of these stoppages was that 
which broke out in April 1878 as the concern of the new 
company. Again it was with regard to the five-week month. 
On 17 April 18785 the board of directors had passed a resolu
tion which stated: ‘ The directors, having further considered 
the alterations in the time and payment of work to be made, 
consider that for the future there should be for the fifty-two 
weeks work twelve monthly payments: eight months of four 
weeks and four months of five weeks, making in all fifty two 
weeks.’6 Opposition to the five week month was resolute and 
widespread amongst the miners. This was because under the 
proposals the men stood to lose four weeks’ pay each year.

'ibid. ‘ibid. 3M-J- 26 Oct. 1850. 'Tavistock Gazette, loc. cit. 
■'M.J. 1 June 1878. ‘M-J. 2"] April 1878.
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Since 1872 the men had been paid every four weeks, making 
13 pay-days each year, whereas under the new system, with 
only 12 pay-days, they were paid at the same rate but for a 
calendar month. The tutworkers also complained that, 
although in theory they should be paid a full extra week’s 
wages for the fifth week’s work, the ‘ settings ’ were habitually 
arranged so that the earnings of a five-week month rarely 
exceeded, if at all, those of a four-week month. In both 
cases too, with wages so low, the inconvenience and distress 
at having to wait an extra week for pay was considerable. 
Thus, when the resolution was read to the men stating that 
there was to be a return to the five-week month, the 150 
miners at Wheal Emma refused to .accept bargains under 
such terms.1 It was suggested that if the management sought 
to introduce a cut in wages this might have been openly pro
posed to the men. At the neighbouring mine of Wheal Crebor 
the miners acknowledged the difficult trading position of that 
mine and agreed to a reduction in their wages, provided that2 
it was not accompanied by the five-week month. It was also 
pointed out that Clitters Mine at Gunnislake, which had a 
‘ local ’ management and was therefore much more capable 
of dealing with such questions than a ‘ London ’ board, had 
resolved that ‘ the interests of the company will best be served 
by a continuance of the present system of wages every four 
weeks ’.3

The management of Devon Great Consols reacted slowly to 
the situation, and not until three weeks after the initial stop
page was the resident director able to offer the tutworkers a 
guarantee that they would receive a full week’s pay for the 
extra week of each five-week month and that no advantage 
would be taken on ‘ setting ’ days by the management.4 
The offer was refused, as the tutworkers, whilst prepared to 
trust Mr. Morris and the agents on the mine to keep their 
agreement, were unwilling to place their faith in those who 
were connected with the mine but lived hundreds of miles 
away. Furthermore, the offer was not made to the ‘ monthly ’ 
men, and any return under the proposed system meant a 
reduction in their wages. It became obvious that the strike 
would spread to the four other sections of the mine, and a 
week later all the hands employed there—men, women and 
children—stopped work.5

lM.J. 11 May 1878. ^M-J- 25 May 1878. iM.J. 27 April 1878.
'M.J. 18 May 1878. bM-J- 25 May 1878.
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Support for the miners came from all sides. Local traders 
offered credit. A public meeting was held in Tavistock under 
the presidency of the portreeve, which expressed sympathy 
for the miners in their struggle and opened a fund for their 
relief and that of their families. A relief organisation was 
developed in Cornwall, and the miners of Cumberland pro
mised subscriptions for six months if necessary.1 Meanwhile, 
as evidence of the general support of miners elsewhere, the 
vacancies at the mine remained unfilled, although it had been 
generally believed that there would be little diffi culty in 
replacing the strikers.2

Whilst the miners enjoyed such widespread and generous 
support the company was both split and alone in its deter
mination to reintroduce the five-week month. At the meeting 
of shareholders in May 1878 Mr. Peter Watson, a director of 
the company, further disclosed that the controversial resolu
tion had been passed at a meeting attended by only two of the 
four directors. One of the absentees was Mr. Thomas Morris, 
the director resident upon the mine, whose local knowledge 
therefore was unavailable.3 In justification of the action 
taken he maintained that the change would be beneficial to 
the company, but did not explain how this would be so. He 
invited shareholders to remember that during the prosperous 
days the miners had always been paid under the five-week 
month system and suggested that they should reflect upon the 
sorry position of those mines which had been amongst the 
earliest to introduce payment every four weeks. He believed 
that the opposition of the miners was ‘ entirely a matter of 
sentiment ’ and that they were unreasonably suspicious of 
the five-week month.'4 Some shareholders at the meeting 
pointed out that to base the proposed change on such evidence 
was unfair and misleading, as both mines and miners had been 
better off in the period to which he alluded and it was common 
knowledge that copper prices had fallen very much since then. 
Other shareholders failed to exercise such discretion and 
aggravated an already serious situation. ‘ These are not times 
for miners, who get fifty two weeks pay for fifty two weeks 
work,’some said, ‘ to dictate to the directors or the shareholders 
whether they shall be paid twelve or thirteen times a year. 
Do the miners, or anyone else, think for one moment that the 
shareholders will pay calls simply for philanthropic motives ?

rM.J. 8 June 1878. ‘M-J- 25 May 1878.
*M.J. 1 June 1878. Ubid.
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I have reason, to believe that those employed at Devon Great 
Consols are very much better paid for work done (or supposed 
to be done) than in the West of Cornwall and many other 
mining districts.’1 ‘ Why not have a clearance of the men at 
Devon Great Consols ? ’ others said. ‘ There are plenty of 
intelligent and honest agents, and monthly men as well as 
miners, who are ready and willing to go and take their place 
at a day’s notice if necessary.’2

It was undeniable that with every week of idleness that 
passed the company’s situation was becoming more serious. 
Although the mine was in no physical danger, because the 
miners had decided in May that ‘ the machinery and engines 
were to work on without any obstruction and the shaft-men 
were to watch and look after such machinery as might be 
required of them,’3 the many and expensive standing charges 
still had to be met. These represented a drain on the com
pany’s slim financial resources. Another source of concern 
was that many of the best and most able men were leaving the 
district and would not be available even when operations were 
resumed. Finally, there was speculation on how long the 
Duke of Bedford would allow the dispute to persist before 
invoking his legal rights.4 His dues had been discontinued by 
the strike, and it was known that he strongly disapproved of 
the whole action.5

A compromise was reached by Mr. Watson and the men 
in June. On the one hand, the men agreed to a cut in wages 
from i4s.gd. to 13s.yd. a week,6 and, on the other, the com
pany agreed not to introduce the five-week month. The 
shareholders thus gained the benefit of cheaper labour, but 
this was offset by the loss of many of the best miners and the 
financial losses incurred during the strike. The most notable 
benefit of the agreement was that work was resumed after 
two months’ inactivity.

To celebrate the long-awaited news church bells were rung 
at Tavistock and a special vote of thanks was passed. The 
interest of the town in the fortunes of Devon Great Consols 
was quite understandable, for the mine spent £50,000 a year 
in the district. On Wheal Maria pay-day it was possible to 
get ‘ a pint of white ale and a pair of black eyes for a penny 
ha’penny ’. The town also benefited from the royalties paid 
to the Duke of Bedford, for some of the money was spent in

'M.J. 11 May 1878. LMJ. 15 June 1878. 'M.J. 4 May 1878. 
'M.J. 15 June 1878. ^M.J. 8 June 1878. 'M.J. 31 May 1879. 
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replanning the town. The town hall, markets and Duke 
Street, as well as Plymouth Road and Bedford Square, were 
all built with money from Devon Great Consols.1 The 
compromise, however, brought nothing which could not have 
been gained without all the misery, hardship and financial 
loss amongst the crowds of miners who filled the town.

1M.J. Tavistock Gazette, loc. cit. 3M.J. 29 March 1879.
3M.J. 31 May 1879. ^bid. &M-J- 24 May 1879.

3M.J. 29 March 1879. 1M.J. 26 April 1879. "M-J- 29 March 1879.
vM-J. 24 May 1879.

The settlement was short-lived, and in March 187g a fresh 
dispute broke out.2 This was because the directors had decided 
to cut all wages by 10%. They maintained that the average 
wage at Devon Great Consols, a mine losing £5,000 a year,3 
would still be 6d. higher than the average of the three dividend
paying copper mines in Devon and Cornwall. The manage
ment also claimed that the cost of provisions had gone down 
by 20-25% and bread cost 5|d. instead of 8|d.4 The miners, 
for their part, stated that the management’s figures were 
derived from periods when wages were higher than usual and 
included the wages of shaftmen, who were always paid at a 
slightly higher rate.5 The average wage, they maintained, 
was i2s.6d. a week. Moreover, the management, instead of 
raising wages after recent sales of arsenic, as Mr. Watson had 
promised a short while before, was trying to reduce them.6 
There was a feeling in the neighbourhood that, if the manage
ment really felt compelled to reduce wages, then the miners’ 
pay would be too poor and the end of the mine could not be 
far away.7 A second and minor cause of the 1879 dispute 
was the attempt of the management to abolish ‘ Maze 
Monday ’. Traditionally this was the Monday following 
pay-day, when many miners, laid low by excessive merry
making, failed to report for work, returning instead on 
Tuesday. The feeling of the men was not so much regret at 
‘ the loss of Maze Monday, as a succession of “ cuts ”—this 
being the last feather to break the camel’s back ’.8 A further 
cause of discontent on the mine was the decision of the directors 
to abolish the office of resident director. Mr. Thomas Morris, 
the holder of the office, was about to retire and this was held 
to be a convenient opportunity. It was justified, according to 
the management, on the ground of economy, as they believed 
that the company could be run equally effectively from 
London.9 It was held by disinterested observers to be an 
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unwise move, as the directors would deprive themselves of 
the undoubted benefit of local knowledge in the administra
tion of the company. The dispute remained unsettled, but 
by mid April the men had no choice but to return to work.

The situation which had compelled the company to intro
duce these changes was outlined to the half-yearly meeting of 
shareholders by Mr. Peter Watson in May 1879. The level 
of receipts from copper ore had fallen very low, as the average 
price of the ore sold had dropped to £1.19s.3d. a ton. There 
was little prospect of an early improvement in sales, as an 
import of 3,800 tons of high grade copper from Chile had 
‘ annihilated the copper market ’. Their large stocks of arsenic 
had been disposed of as had been hoped for. The income from 
these sales had been swallowed up in the repayment of a loan 
raised in November 1878 to pay off a deficit of £5,058 which 
had accumulated in the previous six months’ workings.1 
The final result of the twelve months’ workings was a loss of 
£4,672.2s.6d.2 Furthermore, the company was once again in 
difficulties with the Duke of Bedford. The management had 
petitioned him to give up his royalty on the mine ‘ during 
this great struggle against depression and stagnation in the 
copper trade ’. They were also continuing their efforts to 
obtain some assistance from the Duke in the expense of erecting 
rock-drilling machinery in the mine. In both these requests 
they were unsuccessful, as the Duke refused to go further 
than to concede that the expensive exploratory operations 
in the deepest parts of the mine at Richards’s Engine Shaft 
and Thomas’s Shaft should be discontinued.

A possible escape from these difficulties was to make a call 
on the shareholders. As Mr. Peter Watson pointed out, 
however, with the severe depression of trade and several 
recent bank failures, many shareholders would be completely 
unable to meet the call.3 Once again strict economy was 
called for, and the number of hands was to be reduced, and 
in fact went down to 591 in July 1879.4 The wages of these 
remaining employees had to be reduced by 10 %6. It was 
decided also to reduce the programme of work in the mine. 
For the future work would be concentrated entirely on the 
best points and any low grade ones were to be stocked until 
a recovery in the copper market enabled them to be sold. 
In the meanwhile the company would rely more heavily

'M.J. 29 Nov. 1878.
3ibid. 'M-J- 12 July 1879.

2M.J. 31 May 1879. 
^MJ. 31 May 1879.
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upon the sales of arsenic, of which they were now the largest 
producer in the world.1

1M.J. 29 Nov. 1879. iM-J. 28 Nov. 1891. 3M-J- 29 Nov. 1879.
lM.J. 29 May 1880. ^M-J- 5 March 1881. 6M-J- 29 May 1880.

TM-J. 9 July 1881.

Development work too was reorganised and switched from 
the unproductive deep levels at Wheal Josiah to the new south 
lode in the southern part of the sett. This was now called 
Watson’s Mine after Mr. Peter Watson, who had become 
managing director on 17 June 1879.2 It had yielded arsenical 
mundic when it had been worked in 1855 and 1856, at which 
time the emphasis had been on copper production. The ore 
had then been left on one side, but 24 years later it represented 
a valuable asset. To speed up the work in the mine and to 
reduce labour costs by as much as 25—30 % the company 
decided to purchase rock drills and an air compressor, even 
though the financial assistance they had sought from the Duke 
of Bedford was not forthcoming. These decisions were followed 
by an increase of 50% in the number of local shareholders, 
which was taken as a sign of approval and confidence in the 
mine.3

This confidence seemed well placed, for less than three 
months later, in February 1880, the mine declared its first 
dividend for three years and the crisis seemed to have passed. 
The price of copper was rising at last, and the average price 
of the company’s ore in the six months to 1880 was £2.145. a 
ton, compared with £2.2S. in the previous six months and 
£i.igs.6d. in the same period of the year before. The com
pany had been able therefore to sell more ore and obtain a 
better price so that receipts were up by £4,516 on the previous 
six months’ figure of £14,038.4 This revival on the copper 
market had been accompanied by a similar movement in 
arsenic prices, and the sales of this product were also higher 
and totalled £15,517. The company therefore was able to 
declare more dividends in 1880, when the total dividend was 
£16,384, or £ 1.12s. a share.5 The directors received 500 
guineas—an increase of 100 guineas—as a reward for their 
great exertion.6

This prosperity was short-lived. Early in 1881 prices resumed 
their downward trend and reached the lowest in the history 
of the mine on igMay 1881, when the standard fell to£78.13s.7 
Copper receipts were down to£io,54i.is.id., representing an 
average of £2 a ton, and arsenic sales had also fallen in the 
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same six months by £1,348.128.78. to £14,041.178.108. The 
severe winter of early 1881 had also contributed to the com
pany’s difficulties. Ships bringing coal to the mines had been 
frozen in the Tamar, and it had also been impossible to 
export the arsenic on which they now relied so heavily.1

The Search for Tin Renewed and Abandoned

Despite these setbacks the company pressed on vigorously 
in developing the mine for tin. In this work they were aided 
substantially by the seven rock drills. The chief development 
points were at Wheal Emma and at, Watson’s Mine. In the 
first of these two sections of the sett the pioneer points were the 
137 fathom level being driven eastwards from Railway Shaft 
into the new ground granted by the new lease of 1857, and 
also in the opposite direction, and, from the same shaft, the 
160 and 175 fathom levels. The 137 fathom level had just 
passed through a cross course, which was considered a good 
sign, and a discovery was looked for. The western levels were 
being driven into virgin ground on lodes which, from their 
size and character, appeared to offer good prospects of success. 
Meanwhile, in Watson’s Mine the shaft was 76 fathoms deep 
and was being sunk most satisfactorily.2

The concentration of effort at Wheal Emma was rewarded 
a year later, in 1882, when stones of tin were found.3 Although 
there was not enough to sell, there was every indication of a 
good tin lode. Once again the possibility of Devon Great 
Consols being successfully converted into a rich tin mine 
was entertained. Captain Thomas of Dolcoath Mine was 
called in to report on the prospects of finding tin in the south 
lode of Wheal Emma.4 Upon his strong recommendation to 
sink deeper the company selected Railway Shaft at Wheal 
Emma as the site for these renewed efforts. Railway shaft was 
already at 205 fathoms, and it was hoped to reach granite 
in this shaft as they got deeper.5 Work began in the latter 
half of 1883, the cost being estimated as £18 per fathom.6 
It was undertaken by hand, and the rate of sinking the shaft 
and driving exploratory levels was slowed down by the hard 
nature of the rock and by the depth of operations. By Novem
ber 1886 the ground had been opened up to 235 fathoms and

1M.J. 28 May 1881. 2ibid. 3M-J- 25 Nov. 1882.
lM.J. 2 June 1883. 3M J- 23 May 1885. ‘M-J- 1 Dec. 1883.
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cross cuts were driven into the lode. Evidence that there 
was tin in the sett was provided by the first sale of tin ore: 
2 tons 2 cwt., which realised £i 15.8s.gd.1 This slight element 
of success led the company to sink still deeper. Rapid sinking 
was desirable, ‘ as the existence of the mine depends on 
finding tin at depth’.2 As an incentive to the men sinking 
the shaft, ‘ a present of something to eat and drink ’ was 
offered if they should reach the 240 fathom level by Christmas 
1886. This had the desired effect, and the shaft was deepened 
20 fathoms in 4I months. The men duly received half a sheep 
as reward.3 The lode was still offering every encouragement 
and was twice as wide at the 240 as it had been at the 220 
fathom level. Mr. Bawden, the purser, explained that when 
the two parts of the lode, which had separated at the 115 
fathom level, came together again, the junction would be a 
massive lode of tin rather than copper. This junction was 
believed to lie at 280 or 290 fathoms below the surface.4

Such hopeful signs became fewer and fewer. The lode at 
the 240 fathom level, when located under the spot where tin 
stones had been found at 220 fathoms, was found to be 7 ft. 
Railway Shaft had been sunk to the 260 fathom level still 
without signs of tin, it was decided to consult Captain Thomas 
once more. After a full examination of the lode the prospects 
for success were held to be too few and too slender, and it 
was decided to abandon the exploratory works.6 With this 
decision any hope of continuing Devon Great Consols into 
the future as a great productive tin mine faded irrevocably 
away.

Decline and Fall

If the company had been unsuccessful in its endeavour to 
locate and exploit new reserves of metalliferous ground, it 
had had a compensatory achievement in another important 
respect. This was the accomplishment, after a long and some
times bitter correspondence, of an agreement with the Duke 
of Bedford on the vexed question of dues.

The heavy commitments of the company, as a result of the 
deepening of Railway Shaft, the continued and intense 
depression in the copper and arsenic markets and the heavy

1M.J. 27 Nov. 1886. ‘‘M.J. 29 Jan. 1887. 3M-J- 28 May 1887.
iM.J. 19 May 1888. ’MJ. 25 May 1889. 
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outlay on new condensers for the arsenic works, had compelled 
the company to reapply for financial assistance from the Duke 
of Bedford in 1884.1 By November 1884 its affairs were such 
that they were forced to discharge 50 men and to reduce the 
wages of the remaining employees.2 With a cash balance of 
£1,210.5s.3d. and a royalty due to the Duke, amounting to 
£892 for the second half of the year, the company’s predica
ment was obvious. The Duke agreed to forego £ 1,000 of his 
dues in 1885,3 but this relief was only temporary. With the 
depression in the metal market unabated, by November 1885 
the company had to face dues of £1,722.25.3d. with a cash 
balance of £1,384.5s.3d., and a new application for the re
mission of £ 1,000 of dues was submitted.

The Duke decided to await a report from Captain Josiah 
Thomas, whom he had commissioned to report on the pros
pects of the mine. Captain Thomas visited the mine in 
December 1885 and January 1886. The Duke’s mineral 
agent, Mr. Wing, wrote to Mr. Peter Watson on 16 February 
1886, in reply to an earlier enquiry: ‘ It appears precedent 
to entertaining the question of any further concession on the 
lord’s part, that the directors should state their intentions as 
to further works for developing the mine and should also 
state whether they are prepared to assist in providing the 
necessary capital, by making calls for the purpose, since it 
is evident that the undertaking has arrived at a critical 
position.’ Mr. Watson replied: ‘ May I ask through you, 
whether his Grace will favour the directors to see, or have 
a copy of Captain Josiah Thomas’s report ? ’ This request, 
was refused,4 and the Duke further declined to inform the 
directors of Captain Thomas’s recommendations.5

The company’s interest in this information was under
standable, as it had been on Captain Thomas’s advice, in 
July 1883, that they had undertaken the expensive sinking of 
Railway Shaft in Wheal Emma. In the absence of this report 
the directors outlined the case for financial assistance: that 
underground development works, put in hand during the 
last two or three years, were still continuing. These had been 
made possible, in recent months only, by borrowing £3,000 
to meet the monthly cost of the mine. They also poin.ed 
out that the question of calling up additional capital was a 
matter for the shareholders, though it should be stated that,

'M.J. 29 Nov. 1884. ~MJ. 1 Nov. 1884. "M-J- 23 May 1885.
4Wing to Watson, 17 Feb. 1886. 5Wing to Watson, 3 March 1886.
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whilst the shareholders had received no dividends in the past 
five years, the Duke had received £10,000 in royalties.1 They 
therefore petitioned the Duke to aid the company by cancel
ling all outstanding royalties, amounting to £2,000, and to 
forego those for the next 12 months.2 The Duke decided, 
in view of the reluctance of the company to provide any 
additional capital and of the development programme which 
it had undertaken, to allow only a rebate of 50 % of the dues 
accruing in 1886, providing that no dividend was declared.3 
He refused to make any concessions on the question of out
standing dues or the level of dues for the future unless the 
company called up additional capital.

The company felt aggrieved at these proposals for three 
reasons. Firstly, after the rebate granted in 1884 Mr. Wing 
had written to the company on 26 November 1884 to say 
that the Duke would be ready to consider the question of 
dues at the end of another year. Yet, although Mr. Watson 
had written to Mr. Wing at the end of this period, on 14 
October 1885, to raise the subject of dues it was now stated 
that there could be no concessions whatsoever on the dues for 
this period. Secondly, the proposed rebate of 50% on the 
dues for 1886 would amount to only £700, which, if deducted 
from the sum owed by the company, still left £2,700 out
standing which they were quite unable to pay. On the other 
hand, the dues for the period in question amounted to £2,000, 
giving a reduction at the stipulated rebate of £1,000. Thirdly, 
they felt unwilling to make a call on the shareholders for the 
express purpose of paying the Duke his £2,700 when the 
mine was making a loss.4

4Watson to Wing, 5 March 1886. ^ibid.
3Wing to Watson, 26 April 1886. 4Watson to Wing, 6 April 1886.

^M.J. 12 June 1886. *M-J 27 Nov. 1886.

In face of these arguments the Duke finally agreed in June 
1886 to remit all dues until Devon Great Gonsols should 
recommence paying dividends. In view of the solution thus 
reached it was asked in bewilderment what had been the 
grounds for such bitter disagreement.6 The company, for its 
part, in order to show that it intended to develop the mine 
vigorously, levied a call of 10s. a share.6

This period of faith in the mine and resolution to develop 
and work it to the full dwindled as adversity increased. Thus 
the decision three years later in 1889 to abandon Wheal 
Emma and to give up the search for tin marked the end of 
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the company’s confidence and willingness to invest in the 
future of the mine. It also marked the end of Devon Great 
Consols as a large-scale metal producer. From that time 
onwards, in view of the fact that the mine was already selling 
three times as much arsenic as copper1 and that ‘ the copper 
mines of this county were a thing of the past ’,2 effort and 
capital were concentrated on producing this mineral. This 
also marks the end of a contented and prosperous board of 
directors and a confident body of shareholders. The last 
12 years of the mine’s existence until its closure in 1901 were 
marred by a series of bitter and recriminatory disputes involv
ing the directors, the captains of the mine and the shareholders.

1M.J. 25 May 1889.
2This was the opinion of Captain Isaac Richards expressed to the

meeting of shareholders in May 1890 (M-J. 24 May 1890).
ZM.J. 29 Nov. 1890. “ibid.

To a large extent these troubles centred upon Mr. Peter 
Watson, who had been elected to the board of directors in 
1877 and appointed managing director two years later. Thus 
in 1890 two other directors of the company, Mr. Charles 
Stewart and Mr. H. Stanley Morris, claimed that the diffi
culties experienced by the board were due to Mr. Watson’s 
‘ enormous and everlasting egotism ’.3 They accused him of 
taking all the credit for the successful and profitable installa
tion of a stonebreaker on the mine. In fact, they asserted, he 
seemed to want the company to believe that he was the only 
man in London capable of buying a stonebreaker despite the 
proposition that they should invest in this machinery having 
been made some 20 years before; it also seemed that Mr. 
Watson believed that the success of the long and difficult 
negotiations with the Duke of Bedford on the subject of royalties 
was due entirely to his efforts; Mr. Watson chose to overlook 
the valuable assistance that he had received in this matter. 
Mr. Stewart and Mr. Morris stated finally that there was an 
‘ extraordinary alliance ’ between Mr. Watson and Mr. Moses 
Bawden; this had come to light soon after they had become 
directors, but they had never been able to ‘ fathom it ’.4 
Mr. Watson flatly denied all these charges, and as they refused 
to resign the resolution of the dispute was left to the share
holders. In a special vote of confidence in Mr. Watson, taken 
at the end of the stormy three-hour meeting, the accusations 
were rejected by 30 votes to 2.

Another dispute concerning Mr. Watson occurred in the 
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following year. Mr. Sloper, a shareholder, protested that the 
managing director had been appointed in 1879 tc a salary of 
£250 a year, which during the particularly successful year of 
1880 had been doubled to £500 a year, at which it had re
mained ever since as far as he knew. This, he felt, was too 
much for the hard-pressed company, and it was then dis
closed that Mr. Watson had himself reduced his salary to its 
original level, but only 12 months before—in 1890.

The troubles at Devon Great Consols were far from over. 
Mr. Stewart and Mr. Morris had been succeeded as directors 
by Mr. Glen and Mr. Roberts, who took the opportunity of 
their election to visit the mine on 2 and 3 July 1891. The object 
of this visit was to enquire into the monthly cost of the mines, 
the monthly production of minerals and the prospects for 
future development. As a result of their recommendations to 
the board of directors the secretary of the company, Mr. W. 
H. Allen, was dismissed; the captain of the mine, Captain 
Isaac Richards, was also dismissed on 10 July and required 
to vacate the house at Endsleigh Terrace, Tavistock, on 7 
August 1891. The company felt obliged to pay Captain 
Richards £61.43.; this represented four months’ salary, 
although they were legally bound to give him one month’s 
pay with notice.1

The dismissal of Captain Richards came as a great shock 
to all, for he had been employed on the mine ever since it 
first started over 46 years before. In 1857 he was the agent 
in charge of all the surface works and responsible for the 
dressing of the ore produced. Much of the early prosperity 
of the mine was attributed to the initiative and enterprise 
he had shown in inventing highly efficient and economical 
machinery to process the large quantities of ore raised.2 
The company’s very successful copper precipitate works also 
were due entirely to Captain Richards, as they had been 
erected at his suggestion and he had both designed and super
vised their construction. These works, said to be the largest 
and most efficient of their kind, enabled the company to 
reclaim the copper dissolved in the water pumped from the 
mine.3 The metal saved in this manner was sold at £48 a ton 
and represented a valuable source of income. Captain Richards

W. J. 25 July 1891.
2J. Darlington and J. A. Phillips, Records of Mining and Metallurgy (1857), 

p. 132.
3M.J. 17 Dec. 1864.
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had been responsible too, in conjunction with Captain Williams, 
for the surveying and construction of the railway to Morwell- 
ham and the docks laid out there. Moreover, as surface agent 
he had been responsible for the suggestion that the company 
should construct the arsenic works, the design and erection of 
which had been under his direction. In view of this long and 
illustrious record, and the fact that only 12 months before his 
services had been highly commended, his dismissal seemed 
unwarranted as well as surprising.1

To justify this sudden move Mr. Roberts sent a circular to 
all shareholders in which he reported that when Mr. Glen 
and he had visited the mines Captain Richards had been 
unable to offer any suggestions on how to cut costs, to increase 
the returns or to improve the machinery.2 As recent results 
clearly showed, he claimed, there had been plenty of room 
for improvement, for, whereas the production of arsenic in 
1890-1 had been 5,883 barrels, this had been increased by 
the following year to 6,705 barrels. At the same time, the 
costs of the reduction works had been reduced from £4,489. 
13s.4d. to £3,849.3s.5d. A further ground for dismissal, 
Mr. Roberts claimed, was the unexplained disappearance of 
some coal charged to the company which had failed to arrive. 
One of the two loads in question was from a ship which had 
never entered the port. Captain Richards claimed, however, 
that an investigation would show where the coal had gone. 
Mr. Watson also attemped to show how the changes in ad
ministration had proved beneficial. They had been able to 
reduce the costs of the mine by £2,400 compared with the 
previous six months whilst increasing the returns of arsenic 
and copper at the same time. They had been able therefore 
to pay off a debt of £3,000 with the receipts from the last 
sale of arsenic and would have a cash balance of £1,155.7s.5d., 
or more than sufficient to redeem the outstanding debt of 
£1,000. All this, he claimed, had been achieved despite a 
depressed copper and arsenic market.

Not all the shareholders were satisfied with the explanations 
offered by the board. Mr. Sloper maintained that the high 
output of arsenic had been made possible only by the large 
amounts of arsenic and soot left in the reduction works by 
Captain Richards. He also maintained that the loss on the 
six months’ workings was £2,000, compared with £500 in 
the previous six months, despite the new management. He 

1M.J. 25 July 1891. 2M-J- 21 May 1892. 
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accused the board of doing everything to manufacture a favour
able balance sheet with a view to obtaining proxies that would 
support their ‘ tottering position He called for an independent 
committee of investigation into the company’s affairs. His 
criticisms were reinforced when the auditor divulged that the 
company was £3,501 worse off than in the previous year. 
Another shareholder, Mr. Witt, also called for a committee 
of investigation, as, he said, the contracts for the sale of arsenic 
negotiated by Mr. Watson had meant that the company sold 
its produce below the general price level. In 1889, he claimed, 
the company had sold arsenic for £9.17s.6d. a ton whilst the 
general price was £13.58. a ton, and similar losses had been 
incurred in the sales of 1890 and 1891. Mr. J. H. Collins, 
the well-known authority on mining in the West of England, 
joined these two shareholders in pressing for a committee of 
investigation. He pointed out that despite the large produce 
of the company the balance of assets and liabilities had 
steadily decreased over the years. The committee, he believed, 
would be able to enquire what action would be best for the 
mine.

Mr. Watson, speaking for the board, completely denied 
all the charges, and the suggestion for a committee of enquiry 
was not accepted.

A year later, in 1893, the directors were being congratulated, 
instead of criticised, on a great improvement in the position 
of the company. As the new secretary, Mr. George Hadlee, 
explained to the shareholders, they had been able to pay off 
the remaining debts and still possessed a favourable balance 
of £2,724.12s.6d. In view of this the directors had recom
mended a dividend of 3s. a share, totalling £1,516.19s.1 
There was a further cause for celebration in that a new 
lease had been successfully negotiated with the Duke of 
Bedford. In this the sett was reduced by 700 acres not being 
worked and the Duke was given a permanent royalty of 
1 /30th2 of the receipts, which would be raised to 1/24th if 
the company declared dividends exceeding £15,000. The 
lease was granted for seven years from 1892.

1M.J. 3 June 1893.
2The royalty is put as 1 /30th in M.J. 3 Dec. 1892 but as 1 /36th in M.J. 

15 April 1893.

This seeming change for the better in the company’s fortunes 
was brought about by a number of factors. The most impor
tant of these was the general revival in the arsenic market.



262 DEVON GREAT CONSOLS:

It was also believed that the higher price which they received 
was due partly to their selling the mineral by private contract 
instead of in the open market. At all events, to meet this 
increased demand and to benefit from the expanding trade, 
the mine was producing more arsenic than ever before.1 A 
further reason for the company’s improved position was the 
increased production in Watson’s Mine, part of the sett 
which, as the chairman pointed out, had come to their relief. 
At the same time, working costs had been reduced still 
further.2

1M.J. 3 June 1893. 2M-J. 2 Dec. 1893. *M.J. 2 June 1894.
'M.J. 1 Dec. 1894. "M-J- 22 May 1897. *‘MJ- 1 Dec. 1894.
~M.J. 20 Nov. 1897. “M-J- 1 Dec. 1894. SM-J- 30 Nov. 1895.

Nevertheless to some shareholders it became increasingly 
clear that this ‘ prosperity ’ was more apparent than real. 
In June 1894 it was protested that, although dividends were 
being declared, no money was being invested in explorations 
to locate reserves for future working.3 When pressed in 
December 1894 to disclose how much exploration had been 
undertaken in the last six months, the chairman revealed 
that only 21 fathoms of levels had been driven and 20 fathoms 
of shafts sunk in that time.'1 By May 1897 the number of 
levels being driven had been reduced to three,5 all of which 
were in the Watson’s Mine section. In the main part of the 
mine activity was entirely confined to obtaining arsenical 
pyrites from the walls of 45 miles of levels, where it had been 
left up to 30 ft. thick. All sinking into new ground had been 
abandoned, and Mr. Watson stated that the company 
probably would not undertake any more explorations at 
depth,6 as the two shafts previously sunk in an attempt to locate 
worth-while ore had both failed to do so.7 Mr. Watson stated 
to the shareholders that the board had decided that ‘ What 
we have got to do, is to work the stuff we have got, and give 
you the dividends ’.8

The company now relied almost entirely upon its arsenic 
production, and any interruption in the output of this mineral 
had severe financial repercussions. Thus, in the severe winter 
of 1895, when pipes 2| ft. underground were frozen, the 
arsenic flues were damaged by frost and 40 yds. of masonry 
collapsed.9 This cost the company £ 1,500 in loss of output 
and involved them in additional expenditure for repairs. 
The flues collapsed again shortly afterwards, and the com
pany was forced to borrow £2,000 to cover the loss in
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revenue.1 The revolving calciner was also idle for three weeks 
while extra repairs were carried out.2

1M.J. 23 May 1896. ‘‘M-J- 30 Nov. 1895. 3M-J- 3 June 1899.
‘Bawden, op. cit. p. 263. ^M-J- 3 Dec. 1898. 6MJ. 3 June 1899.
'M.J. 8 July 1899. ^M-J- 8 June 1901. "Bawden, op. cit. p. 263.

This precarious balance between prosperity and debt com
pelled the company to borrow £9,000 in 1898 to cover their 
losses on the year. There was also the knowledge that the 
mine depended entirely upon the arsenic reserves and that 
when these were exhausted the mine would close. Mr. 
Moses Bawden, however, felt confident that the mine would 
last longer than his natural life.3 Captain William Clemo, 
who had helped make the initial discovery of the copper lode 
in 18444 and who had succeeded Captain Isaac Richards, 
hoped that the mine would last as long as its youngest share
holder.6 Despite these assurances the shareholders decided 
to reduce their liability on the shares of the company to pro
tect themselves in the event of the company’s failure. At a 
meeting held in June 1899 it was recommended that the 
liability should be reduced to an amount not exceeding one- 
quarter of the face value6 of a share from the existing liability 
of £3 on each share.7

Less than two years later the end was approaching. A 
loss of£2,987.5s. 11d. had been incurred on the past two years’ 
workings, which was attributed mainly to the high cost of 
coal, and the total debt to the bankers was £3,828.8 Captain 
William Clemo, jun., had succeeded his father, who died on 
3 September 1900,9 and he was still hopeful of the continuing 
productiveness of the mine. On 30 October 1901, however, 
a meeting of shareholders was told that the company was 
unable to sell its produce at anything approaching a satis
factory price. The board of directors would require increased 
borrowing powers if the company was to meet its immediate 
debts, as the existing limit had already been reached. The 
board was unable to raise the money necessary to continue 
operations, and it was decided to stop all work on the mine 
except pumping and the treatment of minerals already at the 
surface. A large number of hands were immediately dis
charged, an event unprecedented in the history of the mine.

The future of the mine now rested with the shareholders, 
for unless they provided the financial resources necessary to 
continue working there was no alternative but to wind up 
the company. It was at this point that the attitude of the
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Duke of Bedford was significant: already among the share
holders there was a large majority who were unwilling to 
subscribe the capital to continue the mine, and this feeling 
was greatly reinforced by the knowledge that on the day 
before the meeting the Duke had made it very clear to Mr. 
Watson that he would not renew the lease with the present 
company. The lease of 1892, which had expired in 1899, had 
been renewed for a further seven years and therefore had only 
five years to run. Therefore, with little likelihood of any 
return on capital which might be subscribed within such a 
short space of time, the shareholders decided in November 
1901 to liquidate the company.1 The Duke indicated, how
ever, that an extended lease might be available to any suitable 
tenant.2

A final attempt to save the mine was made by Peter Watson. 
Discussions between him and the directors of a proposed new 
company were held in 1902, and a detailed report on the 
prospects of the mine was commissioned from Captain Borlase. 
In this he estimated that ore reserves to the value of £57,140 
had been proved; he also recommended better application 
of the enormous water power potential and the provision of 
improved haulage gear. This scheme was defeated by an 
influential minority who, it was said, ‘were personally antagon
istic ’ to the managing director, Mr. Watson.3 The mines 
were finally abandoned and all materials sold off in May 
1903.4

Peace then returned to Blanchdown Wood after almost 
sixty years. During this time Devon Great Consols had grown 
from the old disused shaft into one of the most noted achieve
ments of Victorian mining enterprise. Minerals to the value 
of more than £4,000,000 had been raised from this small 
piece of ground, and at times some 1,200 people had de
pended upon its riches for their livelihood.

To the Devonshire mining industry Devon Great Consols 
had been an undertaking of considerable importance. In 
1863, the peak year of copper ore output in the county, 
25,510 tons, or 62% of the total, was produced by this mine 
alone, the remainder being raised by 16 other mines. This 
large proportion was not achieved at the expense of the 
quality of the ore, for the ore sold by Devon Great Consols 
made £4.16s. a ton, compared with the average of£4.3s.11d.

iM.J. 30 Nov. 1901. ^M-J. 19 July 1902.
’Collins, Trans. R. Geol. Soo. Corn. xiv. (1912) 264. 'ibid. 
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a ton for Devonshire copper mines and £4.is.iod. a ton for 
all the mines in the Tavistock-Callington mining district.1 
Financially too Devon Great Consols occupied the leading 
position in the county. In 1863 of £174,260 received by 
Devonshire copper mines from the sale of ore £122,306, or 
68%, went to Devon Great Consols; furthermore, of £57,420 
paid in dividends by all the mines in the county in that year 
no less than £56,320 was paid to the company’s shareholders.

In the wider scene of mining in South-West England Devon 
Great Consols had a short life when compared to equally 
notable mines in the region. It existed for less than 60 years, 
whereas the renowned Dolcoath had been at work continuously 
for 103 years since its re-opening when Devon Great Consols 
was being closed down. The clearest cause of this compara
tively brief existence was the failure to find tin at depth, 
below the shallow copper workings, as was achieved in the 
Cornish mine. However, the comparison is not entirely in 
favour of the Cornish mine. Thus, at the peak of its production 
as a copper mine, in the period 1800 30, Dolcoath raised some 
250,000 tons,2 or less than half as much as Devon Great 
Consols sent to the ticketings in its most prosperous days, 
from 1844 to 1874.3 The rate of depletion of the metalli
ferous reserves at Devon Great Consols therefore was con
siderably greater than in the Cornish mine.

In its technical equipment Devon Great Consols was 
unlike any other mining enterprise in Devon or Cornwall. 
For instance, it was the only mine which possessed its own 
railway for transporting ore and materials to and from the 
mine.4 Mineral lines, such as the Portreath Tramway and 
the Redruth and Chasewater Railway, had been built at an 
early date to serve mining areas, but the work had been 
financed and controlled by separate companies.6

xThis district includes 26 parishes. For a full definition see Dines, op. 
cit. p. 3.

“Statistics compiled from weekly ticketing notices in the Royal Cornwall 
Gazette from 1801 to 1809 and in the West Briton from 1810 to 1830. See 
also Collins, ‘ Cornish mines and miners ’, Trans. R. Corn. Polytechnic. Soc. 
Ixv. (1897) 79.

“Total production of copper ore by Devon Great Consols between 1844 
and 1874 reached 580,000 tons (figures based on J. A. Phillips and J. 
Darlington, op. cit. p. 256, and annual copper statistics in the Mining 
Journal'). lM-J. 24 Dec. 1864.

5From a letter written on 19 September 1823 by Alfred Jenkin, copper 
agent at Redruth, to Pasco Grenfell, smelter at Swansea, now in Hamilton 
Jenkin collection at Truro Museum. See also West Briton, 17 Sept. 1824 
and 25 Feb. 1825; R- N. Worth, Trans. Plymouth Inst. x. (1888) 89.
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It was an unusual mine too in having a foundry capable 
of manufacturing and erecting a steam engine. Work of this 
kind was undertaken customarily by a specialist firm of iron- 
founders, from whom the mining companies and engineers 
commissioned the machinery required. The prosperity of the 
noted Cornish firms of ironfounders, such as Harvey’s and 
Sandys, Carne and Vivian, was based on such business, and 
there were two foundries in Tavistock that built mine machinery 
at that time. For Devon Great Consols it was claimed that at 
its own foundry, which employed nine men and two boys, 
work could be done more promptly and at less cost than by 
outside contractors. The company estimated that it saved 
£1,600 in an average year in this way.1 It was also believed 
that this arrangement made for closer co-operation between 
the miners and the foundry engineers. Even so it was only 
the scale of Devon Great Consols which could economically 
justify its own foundry.

The original company at Devon Great Consols also differed 
from other contemporary mining undertakings in its financial 
organisation. It was one of the few joint stock mining com
panies in South-West England2 and the first of them to achieve 
full registration under the Act of 1844.

At that time the great majority of mines were conducted 
under the cost book system. In this two or more adventurers 
who had secured the lease of a mining property divided the 
speculation into a number of shares. ‘ Calls ’ were made on 
these shares to provide working capital, and this process 
continued until either the mine raised sufficient ore to meet 
its own expenses or the shareholders refused to provide further 
funds. The capital which could be legitimately ‘ called ’ in 
this way therefore depended only on the financial resources 
and the determination of the shareholders.3 The joint stock 
company, however, gave shareholders some protection in this 
respect, as the total amount of capital which could be called 
on each share was limited to a specified amount. In the case 
of Devon Great Consols this was fixed at £10 a share. Usually

'M.J. 28 July i860.
2Only 22 of the 200 mines working in Devon and Cornwall at that time 

were conducted under the joint stock company system {Parliamentary 
Papers, loc. cit. pp. 123-43; M-J- 26 April 1845).

3Worth, ‘ Historical notes concerning the progress of mining skill in 
Devon and Cornwall Trans. R. Corn. Polytechnic Soc. 1. (1872) 116. ‘ Calls ’ 
to the extent of£i,i3o a share were made in one year at Dolcoath when 
the mine was being re-opened {M.J. 15 April 1871). 
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an initial deposit was made and the remaining capital was 
called up as required, although at Devon Great Consols no 
call on the original shares was ever made after the initial 
deposit of £1. The slight measure of security which this system 
gave encouraged speculators outside the mining area to invest 
in mines and enabled a much greater source of capital to be 
tapped at a time when mine development costs were beginning 
to rise.1 It is significant that all but 144 of the shares in Devon 
Great Consols were held by investors from London.

The capital which a joint stock company could call up 
was limited, but the liability of the shareholders for the debts 
incurred by the company remained unlimited. In this impor
tant measure it represented no improvement on cost book 
finance. Moreover, the joint stock system further resembled 
the cost book method in its susceptibility to fraud.2 It was 
in an endeavour to remedy some of these deficiencies and to 
safeguard the small investor that an ‘ Act for the Registration, 
Incorporation and Regulation of Joint Stock Companies’ was 
passed in 1844. All companies seeking the benefits of incor
poration under this statute had to comply with certain require
ments, which were designed to give the maximum publicity 
to a company and its accounts.3 The Act, however, did not 
provide any limitation of the liability of shareholders, as this 
was not generally acceptable at that time. The Devonshire 
Great Consolidated Copper Mining Company was the first 
mining enterprise in Devon and Cornwall to comply with the 
conditions of the Act, receiving complete registration and 
incorporation under it on 25 March 1845.4 This company 
was reconstructed in 1872, and limited liability, available since 
1855, was offered to the shareholders.

Today the tall chimney stack, which still dominates the 
landscape for miles around, the shattered remnants of the

’At the same time it is true that the cost book system had been the instru
ment under which iarge mining enterprises had been made possible and 
in many cases very successful (C. V. Thomas, ‘ Cost book and limited 
liability systems’, Cornish Mining Interviews (1896), pp. 105-8; anon., 
Cornwall'. Its Mines and Miners (1855), p. 243).

2For example, during the speculation boom of 1825 it was discovered 
that the total assets of one company with an issued capital of £90,000 
consisted only of 11/127ths in one of the smaller mines in Cornwall (West 
Briton, 11 Nov. 1825).

3B. C. Hunt, The Development of the Business Corporation in England, 1800- 
1867 (1936), pp. 96-7.

4Parliamentary Papers, loc. cit. p. 91.
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reduction works and the huge bare mounds of black and red 
waste from the ovens remain. On the mine, although a first 
glance seems to show only ruin and piles of shattered rock, a 
line of sleepers with an occasional small section of track makes 
it possible to trace the line of the tramway which ran from 
the shafts to the dressing tables and on to the calcining ovens 
(pl. xxii); the shafts too, aligned along the lode, can still be 
located, though now much overgrown with trees; cuttings, 
embankments and bridges, where it passes underneath the 
old and new roads from Tavistock to Gunnislake, visibly 
indicate the course of the railway to Morwellham; and at the 
port itself fragments of the tiled ore floors remain and granite 
bollards still ring the once busy dock basin, now filled only 
with reeds. Some parts of Devon Great Consols live on in 
use, but these are few. A fine slate-hung house stands on the 
mine as testimony to former days of prosperity, and near by 
a row of small cottages, once filled by miners’ families, is a 
reminder of the many hundreds who helped to build the mine.

Nevertheless, these remnants are scant testimony to the 
industrial, technical and financial achievements of the Devon
shire Great Consolidated Copper Mining Company.


