MUD Walks

Coast 2 Coast - Portreath to Devoran

Walk Format
Approximately 12 miles of open terrain, with little shelter.

History
Portreath Plateway (or tramway)

The Portreath Plateway was opened in 1815, providing a route from mines near to
Portreath harbour, from where it could be transported to market by coastal shipping.
It was later extended to serve the Poldice mine near St Day and became known as the
Poldice Tramway. It was horse-drawn and the first railway in Cornwall.

The plateway was entirely dependent on the activity of the mines it served. In the
1860s large, easily worked deposits of the minerals started to be extracted in Spain
and elsewhere, and the Cornish mines became uneconomic. The plateway was little used
by 1865 and was closed soon after.
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The proprietors of Portreath Harbour and of the tramway permitted only their own
mines o use those facilities and for some years this gave them an enormous
competitive advantage. The mines were at their most productive and the facility of
conveying minerals cheaply to the harbour was extremely valuable. Mines such as
Poldice, Wheal Unity, Wheal Gorland, Carharrack and Wheal Maid probably sent ores
over the Portreath tramway but all the others would ship almost entirely from Devoran.

Rival mine owners were placed at a huge disadvantage and this led to the development
of Devoran Harbour on the south coast, and the promotion of the Redruth and
Chasewater Railway to reach it. That railway opened in 1825.

Redruth and Chasewater Railway

The Redruth and Chasewater Railway, (otherwise called the Redruth and Chacewater
Railway using modern spelling), was an early mineral railway line in Cornwall, England, UK.
It opened in 1825 and was built to convey the output from copper mines in the area to
wharves around Devoran (off the Fal Estuary).

In 1819, the dynamic entrepreneur John Taylor took a lease on the dormant
Consolidated Mines (usually referred to as Consols). These were a group of five mines
that had been abandoned in 1811 and flooded, and Taylor installed two 90 inch pumping
engines and within a year opened a 1 mile long copper lode, itself the largest in the
world. Consols had become the prime copper mine in Cornwall, and remained so until
1840. The issue of transporting the extracted minerals o market had always been
prominent, and canal and other schemes had been proposed but never implemented, and
Taylor now promoted a railway to transport his mine's output to Point on Restronguet
Creek.

The Act of Parliament was passed on 17 June 1824, with a capital of £22,500 and
authority to increase this by another £10,000 if necessary. The railway was to be a toll
operation, allowing any carrier to convey his vehicles on the line on payment of the toll.
The terms of the Act did not envisage actual train operation by the Company itself.
The Act specified the main line to be from Redruth to Point, with several branches,
including one from Twelveheads to Chacewater.

Actual construction of the railway proceeded swiftly, despite considerable earthworks
being necessary in places — crossing the Carnon Valley in particular — in order to avoid
excessive gradients, although there was a gradient of 1in 35 falling from Lanner to
Carharrack. In total there was a 600 feet drop between the summit of the line and the
wharves at Devoran.

The track gauge was 4' as was commonly employed in South Wales, with which the
engineering of the mines had close contact at that time, with edge rails were used: a
considerable technical advance and the first such use in Cornwall. (The Poldice and
other tramways had used plateways in which the plates are flanged and the wagon



wheels are plain; in an edge rail system, the flanges are on the wheels of the vehicles)
The rails were wrought iron, carried in cast iron chairs supported on granite blocks.

As parts of the line were completed, hauliers were allowed to use them and this took
place from 1824; it was not until 30 January 1826 that the line was considered
substantially complete (although the Chacewater branch had not been started and in
fact was never built) and an official opening took place, when some of the proprietors
travelled from Wheal Buller to Devoran and back.

Built as a horse-operated tramway, the early operations followed that model, with
short groups of wagons hauled by horses. Although the line had been designed with a
view fo gravitational operation for loaded traffic towards Devoran, it appears that this
was not done and the wagons were hauled in both directions. The line was single
throughout.

Tonnages carried exceeded expectations, at over 58,000 tons annually and the company
was financially very successful, with annual profits of over £2,000. Additional passing
places were installed in 1831 and the wharves at Devoran were much extended.

In 1839, the West Cornwall Railway opened its lines, to Tresavean, near the mines
served by the Redruth Company and to Portreath giving improved access to that port,
which gave easier access to Welsh ports as it lay on the north coast of Cornwall. In the
same year, Taylor's lease of the Consols mines came to an end; in the final months he
extracted as much material as possible without the development work normally used to
maintain future extraction, and when the new lessees took over, they found it
impossible to maintain the volume of extraction that Taylor had achieved. This directly
affected the railway's carryings and its profitability. In 1840 profits fell by 20%,
though with increased tonnages carried, reflecting the downward pressure of rates.

By the early 1850s, an Act of Parliament permitted the use of steam locomotives. This
necessitated the relaying of much of the track, and this was done with 50 Ib per yard
bullhead rails, re-using the original stone blocks. Two locomotives were acquired (Miner
and Smelter) 0-4-0 saddle tanks and they were delivered in November 1854. New
larger capacity wagons were also acquired with a payload of over 4 tons. The new
locomotives and wagons cost £5,565. Although crude in appearance, the locomotives
were successful operationally, being able to take 8 loaded wagons (50 fons gross) up to
Wheal Fortune loop. The locomotives were worked very hard and continuously, and in
1858 a decision was taken to acquire a third called Spitfire

By the late 1860s copper mining in the area was declining and by 1870 it became a
depression, when the Clifford Amalgamated Mines closed. This resulted in a disastrous
loss of income, and decline continued. Catastrophe struck in the heavy winter of 1876-
77 when the Great County Adit (a common drainage system formerly used by several
deep mines) which had fallen into disrepair and become blocked, suddenly burst and



caused the instant silting of Devoran Harbour, on 18 July 1879 the company passed into
receivership.

Great County Adit

The Great County Adit was a system of interconnected adits that helped drain water
from the tin and copper mines in the Gwennap area. Construction started in 1748 and it
eventually reached a length of over 40 miles of underground tunnel, providing drainage
to over 100 mines at an average depth of 80-100m.

The adit was the brainchild of John of Scorrier who was the manager of Poldice mine.
Although work was started in 1748, it did not reach Poldice mine until the late 1760s.
By 1778 the adit had been extended past Wheal Busy to Wheal Peevor, and another
branch, known as the Consols Adit was driven west in the 1770s and 80s to drain the
Consolidated Mines and United Mines. By 1792 a branch from Poldice extended to
Wheal Unity.

The portal of the adit is in the Carnon Valley below the hamlet of Twelveheads. In
1839, probably at its peak, it discharged over 14.5 million gallons of water per day into
the Carnon River. At that time the adit had more steam engines pumping into it than
were used by the whole of continental Europe and America combined. The Carnon River
empties intfo Restronguet Creek (a tidal arm of the Carrick Roads upstream from
Falmouth). Major floods in the winter of 1876 caused large quantities of gangue and silt
to be washed into the higher part of the Creek, permanently damaging navigational
access to the upper quays at Devoran. Although all the mines served by the Great
County Adit have closed and it is unmaintained, it still drains many of their underground
workings today; in the summer of 1980 the flow was 500,000 gallons per day.



The Route of the Coast 2 Coast trail (Julia Bradbury's version)
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