MUD Walks

Wheal Jewell & Wheal Betsy

Walk Format
Approximately 53 miles of open moorland, no stiles

Locations to be visited
Wheal Jewell leats, Wheal Jewell reservoir, Willsworthy army firing ranges, Wheal
Betsy

Meeting Place
Car park east side of A386 three miles north of Mary Tavy SX 518 835

Notes

During the walk we will be traversing a small part of the Willsworthy Range, but there
will be no military activity on this range.

History
Wheal Jewell Leats & Reservoir

Wheal Friendship leat was recorded as being in service in 1824 and is 43 miles long. It
had the distinction of serving seventeen waterwheels in 1875. Water was taken from
the Tavy at Tavy Cleave and was discharged into a number of leats, including the Wheal
Betsy and Black Down mines. Wheal Jewell leat originates on the Wall Brook near Doe
Tor and is nearly three miles long and dates from 1791. Nowadays both leats enter the
1937 Wheal Jewell reservoir on the way to power the Mary Tavy hydro-electric
turbines some two miles away.

Wheal Jewell Mine

This old mine was principally a tin mine although mispickel/arsenic was also produced in
quantity. It was in full production in 1796 and at that time was 50 fathoms deep,
abandoned in 1797 and re-opened in 1865. It worked for periods, with bursts of
activity in 1911 and 1924 when it was worked for arsenic as was the associated Wheal
Friendship complex in Mary Tavy. Ore was taken to Wheal Friendship for dressing. The
mine worked three lodes with the most important being named Middle lode. The
deepest shaft on this mine was 87 fathoms deep. Much of the old mine workings were
obliterated when the 6 million gallon reservoir was built in 1937/37. An extension was
added later on the west side that destroyed the old leats, wheel pit etc. Together,
Wheal Jewell and Wheal Friendship were known as the Wheal Jewell & Mary Tavy Mine.

Mary Tavy hydro-electric power station

Water from Wheal Jewell reservoir is harnessed to generate green energy for South
West Water, enough to serve 1700 houses. The hydro-electric turbines were built in
the 1930s and was at one time England's largest hydro-electric power station. Mary



Tavy is now small compared with more recent plants. Water is fed into Mary Tavy
Number One Water Plant from the River Tavy at Hill Bridge and the water is then
collected in the nearby Wheal Bennetts Reservoir before entering a 36" pipe and
dropping 230 feet to power the three turbines. In 1936 the West Devon Mining and
Power Company built a second hydro scheme at Mary Tavy. Number Two Water Plant
takes water from Tavy Cleave, close to the source of the River Tavy. Water runs along
the old leat to Wheal Jewell reservoir, then through pipes into the turbines. The water
is not used for drinking, but returned to the river.

Wheal Betsy Mine

It has been suggested that this mine was opened in 1740 although it may have been
earlier. The main lode associated with the mine runs north-south and was worked for
about three quarters of a mile; yielding lead, zinc and large amounts of silver. In the
early days the ore was smelted on site by means of peat charcoal. This process was
deemed to be expensive, time consuming and it burnt a lot of fuel therefore it was only
carried out on silver ore that yielded more than 8oz a ton which must have meant the
Wheal Betsy silver was of a good quality.

The mine was then closed sometime in the late 1700's but from around about 1816 it
was mined together with the nearby Wheal Friendship under the management of John
Taylor. By the November of 1821 the ore levels were opened up at depths of 24, 45 and
57 fathoms, in light of which it was reported that the mine was 'doing well'. Stocks
were larger than the previous year and output was beyond the capabilities of the
smelting furnaces. More importantly the lead ore which was being mined was rich in
silver and the mine yielded 4,202 ounces between August and October. The following
year saw ore production rise to over 100 tons a month but the amount of water was
hampering work at the deeper levels which by December 1822 had expanded to six
levels the deepest of which was at 70 fathoms. In this year work began on building a
new engine house, and a new smelting process was adopted, which meant all ores
regardless of quality were processed at the mine.

During the period from 1821 - 1830 sales from Wheal Betsy were recorded as 52,302
ounces of silver, 4,000 tons of pig lead, 1,195 tons of lead ore and 77 tons of litharge
which produced a net income of £102,661.00. Sadly during the period from 1828-9 the
price of lead dropped from £25 a ton to £13.10.0 per tone this meant that the mine
was now working at a loss and to compound matters further the winter of 1830-31 saw
growing water levels causing severe problems. Taylor's answer to the water difficulty
was to drive the nearby Wheal Friendship adit info Wheal Betsy which should result in
the drainage of the top 40 fathoms, this was proposed in 1831 and work finally began in
1835. From 1830 - 34 Wheal Betsy produced around 1,540 fons of pig lead which
realised a price of £12.15.0 per ton but this was not enough to return a profit. The low
price of lead and the massive expenses incurred by the water pumping resulted in a loss



of £1,430. In 1836 the price of lead rose back up to £25 a ton and profits were
optimistically forecast.

The following year the association with Wheal Friendship was terminated and a
separate company for Wheal Betsy was formed. This lead to some expansion in 1842
when the mine was equipped with four over-shot wheels which would accommodate
water pumping and hoisting and crushing the lead ore. But once again by 1846 the mine
was hardly making a profit so it was decided to abandon the workings and sell of f all
the materials. In 1863 a new Glasgow based company was formed and under the name
of Prince Arthur Consols the mine was re-opened and over the following few years a
great deal of equipment was installed. In 1866 the new mine produced around 210 tons
of lead ore which realised a market price of £2,882 but this did not cover the
investment in the new equipment. In 1868 the mine was employing 128 workers many of
which came from the surrounding area. Sometime in 1869 the mine was sold to another
company who for some reason went back to the original name of Wheal Betsy. The mine
was worked on a much reduced scale until in 1877 when after a working life of at least
137 years Wheal Betsy was shut for good.

Incredibly, the army were given permission in 1954 to demolish the engine house at
Job's shaft, but after a vigorous campaign it was saved and is now in the perpetual care
of the National Trust.
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