MUD Walks

Industries of the Lower Walkham Valley

Walk Format
Approximately 63 miles, several long ascents and descents, with some narrow and
uneven walking in places. Muddy when wet (and it will probably be wet). No styles.

Locations to be visited

Bedford, Grenofen, Magpie and Gem bridges. Sortridge & Bedford, Walkham & Poldice,
West Sortridge, West Down, Wheal Franco and Virtuous Lady mines. Grenofen Elvan
quarry. Lady Bertha mine leat. Double Waters.

Meeting Place

Drake's Trail parking area by Bedford Bridge - SX 503702

Notes

This walk and notes are based upon Paul Rendell's 1995 book ‘Exploring the Lower

Walkham Valley' ISBN 0 9527297 1 7, now out of print but second hand copies
available via Abe Books etc.

Due to erosion of the river bank, the walk along the river will be at a higher level than
detailed in the book, however we will make use of the new Gem Bridge which was not
built at that time.

Additional notes are from Phil Newman's 2001 study ‘Mining in the Tavy Valley'.

History
River Walkham

Originating from the area not surprisingly known as Walkham Head (and close to the
young river Tavy), the river can be divided into Upper, Middle and Lower stretches.
The Lower Walkham runs from Bedford Bridge to its confluence with the Tavy at
Double Waters.

Quarrying

Elvan is a name used locally for the native varieties of quartz-porphyry. Quarrying has
taken place in the valley from the 1800s, being used for roads and ornamental carving.
It has an unusual characteristic of being soft when being extracted but hardens upon
contract with the air.

Mining

Economically the most important mineral being mined in the valley was copper, with tin
and arsenic also being extracted. In the valley were at several discreet larger mines



with a number of smaller ones, although it is difficult to define the exact extent of
each one. This is further complicated by the series of mergers and name changes that
took place over time.
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Wheal Franco was one of the principal mines of western Dartmoor producing both tin
and copper. Pre 18 Century tin workings are present within the southern '‘Old Wheal
Franco' sett on Roborough Down. The 19th century Wheal Franco first appears in
documentation in the 1820's and it is known that a leat was cut to the mine in 1824-5.
By 1843 the mine had produced £60 000 worth of ore but by 1844 the focus of the
mine had moved to the new northern section where two water wheels were powering
pumps, stamps and a crusher. Returns for copper production were consistent between
1852 and 1861 and in the latter year the mine had reached a depth of 120 fms and
employed 50 people. However, all the machinery was up for sale in September 1861 and
the mine had closed by January 1862. In 1870 both of the former setts were taken on
to be worked under the name of Wheal Franco Consols and reorganised a year later to
form Franco Consols Tin and Copper Co but following very poor returns in 1872-3 the
company went into liquidation in March 1875. The area has since been levelled as a
housing development has encroached over part of it. To the south of Bedford Bridge,
there are a series of earthworks and shafts which are likely to be associated with
Wheal Franco.

West Sortridge Consols - aka Gem, Little Gem & Walkham Valley

The date of earliest activity at this site is a little vague but a Wheal Grenofen was
recorded in Whitchurch parish by 1822, abandoned between 1815 and 1822, and the
site later occupied by Gem mine. In 1855, this mine was operating as West Sortridge
Consols, and in 1855 as West Sortridge when it produced 6 tons of tin valued at £632.
However, in 1873 the mine was re-launched as the Gem Tin Mining Co which produced
small quantities of tin with a maximum of 11.5 tons in 1872. Proceedings to liquidate the
company were in progress from 1874 after which fime the mine became disused, until
1880 when the sett was acquired by the Walkham Valley Tin Mining Company and then
Walkham United in 1881. This company survived only until 1883 before being struck
from the register. It was recorded that two lodes were worked, North and South, on a
roughly E-W strike

Walkham and Poldice - aka Old Poldice, Devon Poldice & Walkhampton United

Although Walkham United is split between two locations on a 1884 map, this shows a
probable later configuration of this company after having absorbed the Devon Poldice
Mine to the south east, and possibly the Gem Mine (West Sortridge Consols) on the
north side of the river. Much confusion has been caused by the various renaming and
consolidations of these three companies. A map of the Walkham and Poldice sett,
drawn some time after 1856 , shows that by then this company was also working Devon
Poldice. In 1859 this combined sett was depicted on a map as Huel Walkham. Walkham



and Poldice was launched in 1862 but it was wound up only seven years later in 1869
having reached a depth of at least 50 fathoms. The mine is poorly documented.

Sortridge and Bedford

The earliest date for mining activity on West Down is not recorded although early tin
trial pits have been reported. The Downs Consolidated Mining Company started work at
the site in 1847 and digging the foundations for a steam engine house commenced in
1850. The sett was re-launched as Sortridge and Bedford Mine in 1854. In December
1858 the mine was reported as having been suspended for some time and the shafts
were being made safe.

Virtuous Lady

Despite claims that Virtuous Lady Mine has origins in the Elizabethan period there is no
definite evidence for this. The first explicit documentation is from 1724 and was
depicted on Donn's 1765 map of Devonshire. It was claimed in 1807 that it had ceased
to work and was still disused by 1822, but appears to be again in work by 1825 and a
succession of companies worked it between then and 1879, when it was finally closed.

Lady Bertha Mine Leat

Whilst we will not be visiting Lady Bertha Mine, we will walk along part of the (now dry)
leat feeding it. The mine was worked from 1855 until 1868, was reopened in 1880 and
finally closed in 1899 when a change in the lode direction produced lesser grade ores.
The mine was fully water powered with at least four water wheels.

The head weir of the leat is to the east of Grenofen Bridge and it ran for 3 miles with
a fall of nearly 180". There was a take off for Virtuous Lady Mine and was still in some
use until the 1950s supplying a cottage near Double Waters. There was also a small
hydroelectric installation to the cottages.



Gem Viaduct

There have been three bridges crossing the river Walkham at this location, and takes
its name from the ‘Gem’ or 'Little Gem' tin mine.

First Viaduct (1859 - 1910) The original viaduct was one of the largest railway bridges
in Devon with a total length in excess of 1,100" and a height above the river of around
130'. Designed for the Tavistock & South Devon Railway, when opened in 1859 it carried
a single broad gauge 7ft track. It was a typical Brunel ‘fan viaduct’ which used stone
piers supporting a timber superstructure. In 1876 a third rail was added to allow
standard gauge trains to run over the line, being completely converted by 1892. The
timber had an original design life of some 30 years, with many of the viaducts greatly
exceeding it. The last fan viaduct near Falmouth was not replaced until 1930.

Second Viaduct (1910 - 1965) When the fan viaducts came to be replaced they were
usually carried by building a stonework replacement adjacent, and many old piers can

still be seen to this day. This allowed rail traffic to continue whilst the work was being
carried out. However this was not the case at Gem Bridge where the piers were
retained and the superstructure replaced by metalwork. It is said that this was carried
out in an incredibly short space
of time. The last train to run
over the viaduct was in
December 1962 and demolition
followed three years later.

Third Viaduct (2015 - ) The
third bridge was designed as
part of the National Cycle
Network 27, known as Drake's

Trail and cost over £2m. It is 0. ;{‘;‘,‘,;,,,,dg., gu:;;n vﬁ;w.

some 50" below the level of The 1y views of the railway viaduet over the River Walkham, showing the massive timber

.. . superstructure (above) replaced with steel (below).
original viaduct. Author's Collection




