
MUD Walks
Meldon Industries
Walk Format
Approximately 5 miles

Locations to be visited
Meldon Reservoir, Red-a-Ven mine, Meldon Viaduct

Meeting Place
Meldon Reservoir parking area SX 561 917
(Car park owned by the Dartmoor National Park Authority)

History
Meldon Reservoir

Eight reservoirs were built on Dartmoor between 1861 and 1972 to satisfy increasing
demand for water in towns surrounding the moor and further afield. The last one to be
built was Meldon Reservoir and was opened in 1972. It spans the valley of the West
Okement River, is 55 metres high and can contain some 300 million litres of water.

Meldon Quarry

The hard hornfels rock (a fine grained hard rock, the result of metamorphism of
mudstone or shale) was discovered during construction of the railway. It has a high
crushing strength of about twice that of Dartmoor granite making it suitable for use as
railway track ballast. By the mid-1890s the quarry was producing over 100,000 tons
annually, supplying a large proportion of Britain’s railway needs. The quarry was a major
employer until less labour intensive production techniques were introduced. A halt for
quarry workers’ trains was constructed during the 1920s and a terrace of 12 workers’
cottages was built at the turn of the 20th century but demolished in 1994. BR sold off
the quarry in 1994 and it was mothballed in 2011.

Meldon Viaduct

The viaduct was built in 1874 when the LSWR pushed south from Okehampton to
Lydford. It was built with riveted wrought iron piers for a single track railway. In 1878
it was doubled, in effect by a second bridge using welded steel piers built on the east
side of the original, the two bridges being braced together. It spans over 160m and is
up to 40m above the valley floor. Traffic beyond Meldon ceased in 1968, although the
viaduct remained in use as a head shunt for the quarry. The down (east) line was
replaced in 1970 by a concrete track for lorries carrying reservoir construction
material, and the up line rails were lifted in 1990. The viaduct was purchased in 1997 by
the Meldon Viaduct Company, a non-profit making company representing Aggregate
Industries, Devon County Council, West Devon Borough Council, Dartmoor National



Park, Sustrans and the Dartmoor Railway. It is one of the few wrought iron girder
truss viaducts remaining in UK, and has English Heritage Scheduled status.

Limestone Quarrying

In the 18th and 19th centuries, lime was in great demand as a soil improver and the
area’s limited limestone resources were heavily exploited to meet the need. Much
evidence of this industry exists at Meldon, but because the site frequently changed
and nature has had over a century to reassert itself, the evidence is difficult to
interpret. Quarrying ceased at the end of the 19th century, when it became too
expensive to follow the steeply dipping limestone deposit downwards. When the
drainage pumps stopped, the quarry filled with water to create what is now Meldon
Pool. Two limekilns remain; one near the pool dating from the late 19th century, and one
further east from about 1790. Originally the limestone was probably roasted with
charcoal from coppiced oak woodland in Meldon Woods, but the railway enabled coal to
be imported after 1874. There is evidence of inclined tramways used to charge the
kilns. Other relics include a weigh house with the iron platform of the weighbridge,
numerous finger dumps which would have carried tramways for removing spoil, a
wheelpit and an assortment of earthworks and stone works.

Aplite Quarries and Glass Making

The chemical composition of the Meldon aplite (also sometimes known as granulite) is
unique in Britain, and ideal for glass making, although it was also used for other
purposes including road stone. It was worked in two bays, separated by the Red-a-Ven
Brook. There is evidence of aplite quarrying and glass production in the late 19th
century. In 1920 an attempt was made to establish a major glass works at Meldon, but
it was unsuccessful and ceased by 1921. Quarrying had certainly finished by the 1970s.
Occasionally pieces of glass turn up on the site. Many of the quarry buildings still exist
in the vicinity, as well as various waste dumps and earthworks

Red-a-Ven mine

Attempts to exploit the copper mineral chalcopyrite and arsenopyrite which occurs in
the skarn deposits (area of minerals formed at the contact with an igneous intrusion by
the reaction of limestones and cherts with metal-rich fluids from the intrusion) took
place here on several occasions during the 19th century; sometimes under the
alternative names of Meldon Mine, Devon Copper Mine & Okehampton Wheal Maria.
There is no evidence of commercial success; nor is there any for Homerton Mine and
Forest Mine, mines using the same mineralisation a little further south west and now
submerged under the reservoir. At Red-a-Ven there is a wheelpit, adit, shaft and
numerous dumps, though they are well hidden by now.



Photographs

Meldon Viaduct in 1890

Meldon Viaduct from the reservoir.



The disused quarry from the railway.

Meldon Reservoir
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