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1. DEVONSHIRE GREAT CONSOLIDATED MINING - “DEVON GREAT
CONSOLS”
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Devon Great Consols was formed in 1844 and was then known as North Bedford Mines or
Wheal Maria. The spot in which workings begun in 1844 had been suspected to contain a rich
copper lode in the early nineteenth century, but development had been delayed by the
landowner, the Duke of Bedford who did not want Blanchdown Plantation (marked as
“Blanchdown Wood” on map) to be despoiled by mining.

What was discovered was the largest unbroken sulphide copper lode in the south west of
England and the richness of the ore caused a sensation and was so abundant that it was difficult
to store it. The Duke can’t have been disappointed in his decision to grant mining rights,
because shares valued at £1 each in 1844 were worth £800 a year later and, by 1864, the Duke
had received £190,000 (£130million today). A minor panic ensued when the lode was lost, until
it was found again to the SE of Wheal Maria, initiating another working named Wheal Fanny.
There followed a series of mines along its course, including Wheal Anna Maria, Wheal Josiah
and Wheal Emma, the last opened in 1848. Locations of the mines are shown as yellow dots on
the map.

In 1846 the Devonshire Great Consolidated Copper Mining Company was created to work these
mines, as well as the new Wheal Frementor and Wheal Watson (location?). The sett extended

over 2 miles in length working a lode which was in places over 40 feet wide and over 1,800 feet
in depth.
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As the workings became deeper, additional pumping power was required; by 1847
steam engines had been erected at Wheal Maria, Wheal Josiah, Wheal Anna Maria
and Wheal Emma. Concerns over the rising cost of fuel for the engines led to plans to
dewater workings using water power and permission to harness water from the Tamar
was granted by the Duchy of Cornwall in 1849. To convey the water, three massive
leats were constructed. Altogether the Tamar powered 33 wheels on the mine.

The mine employed around 1,300 people. The high dividends paid to the shareholders
contrasted with the poor wages received by the miners and the 1860s and 1870s were
characterised by periodic strike action as they demanded better pay, which were not
met as labour was drafted in from West Cornwall.

For some 25 years, the mine's wealth was derived from the copper ore taken from the
centre of the lode, but by the 1870’s the copper deposits began to show signs of
exhaustion. Fortunately, this coincided with a growing demand for arsenic, which was
abundant in the “mispickel” (arsenopyrite - iron arsenic sulfide (FeAsS)) that had
hitherto been left virtually untouched and was now exploited and prolonged the
mine's life for a further quarter of a century.

The mine closed in 1903 and lay idle for about 12 years until in about 1915
underground mining was resumed at Wheal Fanny for arsenic and at Wheal
Frementor for tin and tungsten. In spite of the decline in mining during the post WWI
slump in 1921, arsenic production continued at Wheal Maria, Wheal Frementor,
Wheal Fanny (surface only) and Wheal Anna Maria. Work appears to have ceased in
about 1925, although mining at Frementor continued until 1930. Some copper
precipitation occurred in the mid twentieth century, as well as some ochre recovery
and a small mill was erected in 1965 to treat dump ore.

Much of the industrial archaeology that can be seen at the site today dates from the
early twentieth century working, including two Brunton calciners and some enormous
waste tips.

Factoid: A gunnis, or gunniss is the space left in a mine after the extraction by
stopping of a vertical or near vertical ore-bearing lode.
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2. BLANCHDOWN WOOD

Despite the general lack of vegetation cover in the area, caused by the toxicity of the arsenic
in the tailings, the woodlands have survived and recovered remarkably well. The first
recorded owner of the woodland was Tavistock Abbey until 1540. It then passed into the
hands of the Russell family, who became the Earls and Dukes of Bedford, who owned it until
1959, when it was purchased by the 6th Earl of Bradford to trial a new continuous cover
forestry system.

The Bradford Hutt System - Continuous Cover Forestry

Gerald Bridgeman, the 6th Earl of Bradford (1911 — 1981) was an enthusiastic forester, who
realised the importance of soil protection. He bought the 140 hectare woodland in 1959, with
its mineshafts and its sawmill, to add to his active forestry interests. He worked there with his
forester, Phillip Hutt, to develop a system of continuous cover, which was based on a very
organised and regimented system of coupes. The so-called Bradford-Hutt system was based
around plots of nine trees, arranged in nine blocks, with a thinning and felling regime every
six years. Working around each small plot in turn gave an overall cycle of 54 years. Soin a
small area of 18 metres squared you can find trees of all ages from up to 54 years.
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The resulting woodland structure is both diverse and contains quite a few broadleaf species
amongst the understorey. It does achieve the original aim of much reduced soil erosion and,
with no major clear felling, it is also a system that is kind to the landscape. There are chal-
lenges, with trees having to establish in more shady conditions than in an open system. This
encourages more of the less popular Western Hemlock, although Douglas Fir, one of the
most valuable softwoods, does very well.

When the 6th Earl died in 1981, the present Lord Bradford continued using the scheme,
despite its unsuitability for the favourable Schedule D/Schedule B tax regime that sustained
the private sector in the eighties. Years of wrangling with the Inland Revenue finally
produced a workable compromise, just in time for the 1988 Budget abolishing Schedule D!


http://www.wildlife-woodlands.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Bradford-plan2.jpg
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3. THE MINERAL RAILWAY

In the 1850s, all the copper ore from the Devon Great Consols (around 550 tons a week) was
carried by horse and cart to Morwhellam Quay, from where it was shipped to smelting
furnaces at Swansea. This was expensive and difficult — on the steep slope down to the quay,
steel shoes were placed under the cartwheels to stop them skidding. In 1858, the mine’s
directors invested £10,355 in a 4.5 mile standard gauge railway (route shown in red on the
map), which descended from Morwell Rocks via a 1 in 3 inclined plane. This reduced the
haulage costs from 5/- a ton to 1/3d a ton. The trains hauled ore, arsenic, coal and timber.
Devon Consols was the only mine in Devon and Cornwall to build and work its own standard
gauge railway.



