
MUD Walks
Red Lake China Clay Works & Two Tramways

Walk Format

Approximately 8 miles of open moorland, very rough underfoot in places, can be wet.
Considerable ascent. No stiles

Locations to be visited
Zeal Tor Tramway (365 T13), Petre’s Pits (365 T12), Petre’s Cross (365 S12), Greenhill
Mica processing plant, Red Lake Tramway , Red Lake China Works (365 R11)

Meeting Place
Shipley Bridge SX680629  £4 parking all day

History
Red Lake China Clay Works

Richard Handsford Worth (1868-1950) was the appointed engineer of the Red Lake
china clay works. He stated at the time that, prior to the start of the clay works,
extensive tin workings were visible. He recorded a channel and several open works, as
well as an iron pick being found.

The China Clay workings at Red Lake were started in 1910, in spite of local opposition,
on land leased from the Duchy of Cornwall. In the following year the Red Lake Tramway
(also known as the mineral railway) was completed to carry men, coal, iron and general
supplies to the site. About one hundred men were employed by the China Clay
Corporation Ltd. (later Ivybridge Clay
Company), many of whom stayed on site
for weeks on end during the summer
months.

The three key resources required for clay
extraction were water, power and labour.
The water was needed to operate the
monitors, which washed the clay away from
the face of the pit. This was supplied by
two artificial reservoirs, one which was
fed from a boundary leat, which arcs in a
semi-circle to the north of the operation
and the second which was fed from a return leat from the initial clay processing plant
at Greenhill Mica’s (a form or recycling). The boundary leat also served to prevent



flooding of the main pit area. In addition to this drinking water was carried on the train
and other water (e.g for washing) was pumped from the brook using a waterwheel.
Power came in the form of coal and electricity (from water wheel) and diesel for the
pumping and winding engines.

The labour workforce in the main worked
Monday to Friday, catching the 6am train
from Cantrell on a Monday, staying at the
hostel in the week and returning the following
Saturday morning. Two hostels were
constructed, the first of which was
demolished to supply materials for the first
world war and the second, whose foundations
can be seen today. The hostel was heated
using a combination of peat and coal burnt
together on a stove. Meals were served in a
separate dining room (see sketch of the site
above).

Work started each day at 8am. In winter,
work would stop when it got dark, in the
summer, it continued until 8.45pm. The
pumping engines were run continually.

The operation of the works required between
30-40 men working there. The pit in its

heyday was around 100ft deep (the pumping engine shaft was 130ft deep). It would
have been very dirty and noisy with clay monitors in operation, diesel generators
running, wagons trundling up and down on a double tracked incline from the extraction
pit to the top of the sky tip as well as the steam engines on the tramway itself.

Clay from the extraction point was pumped to a preliminary processing plant at
Greenhill Mica’s,  approximately 1 mile to the south. From there it was sent by gravity
down a pipe to Cantrell for the main processing.

Within a few years the clay has been worked out and the enterprise came to an end in
1932.  Shortly after the second world war, the Dartmoor National Park gave the
military permission to blow up the buildings.



Wagons on the double tracked incline from the extraction pit to the top of the sky tip.
The wagons can be seen at the ground level.

Petre’s Pits

Petre’s Pit was named after Lord Petre of Brent and had been mined for clay since
around 1858. It is the excavated head of the Bala Brook and about half way along the
Zeal Tor Tramway. Although close to the tramway, a connection was only made in 1872.
This was used for the transport of materials and men, the clay slurry went to Shipley
Bridge by pipe. The clay mined was not the best and quickly wore out the pipes.

Today the area is often wet due to the leats created to bring water in and the mica
pool at the head of the pit is especially dangerous.



Zeal Tor Tramway

The 3 mile long Zeal Tor Tramway is very interesting for a number of reasons:-

Almost unique for Dartmoor it was built to transport peat (the only other one was
the Rattle Brook Tramway)

Horse-drawn with some fearsome gradients

The rails were made of wood bolted to granite sets

It only lasted as originally built for around three years, but was reopened (in parts)
twice

The stabling of the horses was some way south in a building now known as Uncle
Ab’s House which pre-dates the tramway.

Because of its short life, there are a number of unknown features about the tramway,
for example the gauge of the track is disputed, although Hemery states that it was 5’.
It was built in 1847 to take peat from the Red Lake marshes down to Shipley Bridge to
convert by boiling into naphtha and a form of coal. By 1850 it had closed but reopened
in 1872 to transport clay from Bala Brook head to Shipley Bridge, where the naphtha
buildings were reused as clay dries. By 1880 this too had closed. There was a further
partial reopening in 1922 where a 2’ narrow gauge system using conventional iron rails
was in use at Petre’s Pit.

Today the course of the tramway across Bala Brook Heath can be followed virtually all
the way from Shipley Bridge until it peters out in the many temporary lines at Redlake.
There are the shallow remains of a number of buildings around the junction to Petre’s
Pit, occasionally some sets with a fixing can be seen, but the wooden rails would have
gone long ago (however it is alleged that one part of a rail remains at SX 66888
64398). Two mileposts can be seen, the 1 ¾ marker being quite striking.

Red Lake Tramway

The Red Lake Tramway was a railway built to carry supplies and workers between
Bittaford and the clay workings at Red Lake. It was built in 1911 to a 3 ft narrow gauge,
and ran for a circuitous 8.3 miles. The clay slurry itself was transported by two pipes
and flowed by gravity, taking around two days to travel from one end to the other.


