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Vehicles £96.00 (up to 3.9m long)
£112.00 (up to 4.9m long)

Discounts are offered on group travel
of 10 or more passengers.

Advance booking is essential to
guarantee the sailing of your choice,
ideally booking should be made at
least 6 weeks in advance.

Manx Airlines (Tel: 0624 824313)
Return fare from: Birmingham £116,
Blackpool £94, Liverpool £74.

You must make your travel
arrangements directly through the
Steam Packet Co or Manx Airlines.
Ideally we should try and get a group
together.

If interest contact Mike Moore AS
SOON AS POSSIBLE.

Members are advised that if they are
considering going to the 1993 NAMHO
Conference, they need to make their
minds up soon.

The conference is to be held at the
Manx Museum, Douglas, on the Isle of
Man, from the 23rd to the 26th April.

Details of the Friday night registration
will be sent out with confirmation of
booking - Mike Moore has the
conference booking forms and other
details. The conference fee is £8.00
per person, the Saturday night “Do”
£10.00.

Travel to the Conference may be
putting some people off, but for your
information, the present prices are:

Isle of Man Steam Packet
(Tel: 0624 661661) Return fares are:

Passengers: £46.00 Adult

Isle of Man ‘93

Cothercott Mine
Baker Sillivan Ltd have applied to
Shropshire County Council for
planning permission to carry out
trenching work to establish continuity
and width of Barites mineralisation at
Cothercott Hill, near Church
Pulverbatch, Shropshire.

Copies of the plans and application are
available for inspection at the County
Property and Planning Services
Department, Shirehall, Shrewsbury and
also at Atcham Borough Council
Planning Department, Oakley Manor,
Belle Vue, Shrewsbury.

The closing date for representations
about the application was 20th
November, so presumably a decision
on the application cannot be far away.

Some opposition to the plans appeared
in the local press which followed the
simple line “This must not be allowed
to destroy and desecrate part of the
wild parts of the Shropshire
countryside” and came from that
compulsive objector to plans A
Resident (presumably the ‘A’ stands
for Anonymous?).

The Seasons Greetings,

a nd a
Happy New Year

Well another year draws to a close. It
seems to have been a fairly successful
year for the Club. We have managed to
produce a range of new/up-dated
publications, a set of Club shirts, hosted
a popular NAMHO Field Meet, our
latest trips have been well attended and
probably most importantly of all, we
have attracted several new members.

So to all members, new, old, and semi-
old I wish you a happy Christmas and
the best of luck for the New Year.

 Kelvin

British Coal Mines
Since the last issue of ‘Below’ the
news broke about the scale of Pit
closures planned by B.C. which does
not really need me to amplify here,
since it has received a considerable
amount of publicity.
We have just got to wait for a couple of
months to see what the outcome will
be, judging from MP’s comments
recently it does not look good. It also
appears that several of the mines
concerned are now closed in all but
name only!

B
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OFD I to Cwm Dwr
Sunday
Sunday saw us across to Penwyllt with
Hereford Caving Club for a trip into
OFD I. The route between the two
entrances is pretty complex, but we
were guided by Kingsley from HCC
whose memory of the system was pretty
good.

Infact, the only point at which we
struggled to find the route was between
the letterbox and the divers-pitch. This
was made even more confusing by
being able to hear another group (also
HCC) close by, whilst we were trying
to work out which flat-out crawl was
the connection.

From the bottom of the diver’s pitch
the passages were much larger and
good progress was made to the Cwm
Dwr boulder choke, and finally the
series of crawls in the Cwm Dwr
entrance series, where, much to the
amazement of everybody we emerged
once more into daylight.

A great trip! But don’t ask me to show
you the way.

Alan Robinson

First Club Cave Divers

A new dimension to Club activities has
recently been added, during a trip to
Malta by the Club’s very own
‘dynamic-duo’, Alan and Vicky
Robinson - that of Cave Diving.

Cave Diving?
5th & 6th November

Vicky and myself managed to explore
an underwater sea cave in search of
Conger eels, during a recent diving trip
to Gozo. Also at Dwerja we managed
to swim from the inland sea through a
150m rock tunnel to the sea.

It did have a free water surface along
its whole length, so I am not sure if it is
cave diving. Still we did reach a depth
of over 25 metres on the tunnel floor!

Alan Robinson

Caving in South Wales
3rd & 4th October

Pant Mawr Pot
Saturday
Members present: Vicky and Alan
Robinson, Dennis and Val Jackson.

This must rate as one of the most
isolated caves I have visited - about an
hours walk from the nearest road.

The cave entrance is a 50 foot pitch in
a large swallow hole, situated out on
the Pant-Mawr Moors.

Although not the longest of caves, it
offers some vertical caving with
streamway and boulder chokes and a
well decorated straw chamber. It was
this chamber which was our objective
and the chance to take a few snaps of
the helictites and straws.

Our exit from the pot into an
encroaching twilight made for an
interesting walk back to the car.

Fortunately, we had taken some
compass bearings prior to our descent
for the journey home.

Alan Robinson

New Dimension

The decision to definitely fill sections
of Snailbeach has now been taken.

The fill that is most likely to be used is
Pulverised Fly Ash (PFA) and cement.
Mixed with water the liquid “grout”
can be injected or pumped underground
to fill cavities, when it hardens it
consolidates the ground.

In theory this then prevents any further
migration of underground voids to the
surface.

A recent article by Subterranea
Britannica, suggest that PFA is not the
universal ‘void removal’ panacea that

it may seem. Sub. Brit. have been
watching the erosion of such grouting
underground over the last 20 years.

They apparently possess clear
photographic evidence of the
deterioration, but nobody seems to be
bothered - it is the case of ‘once the
hole is filled and out of sight, its also
out of mind’!

A point made by Sub. Brit. is that while
they have been monitoring the
deterioration of grouting over the last
20 years the engineers who placed it
there have not!

PFA Cement

Christmas Quiz

Which Public House in Shropshire has
a coal seam in its cellar?

Clue: It is in one of the following
areas:

Telford, Shrewsbury, Minsterley,
Broseley, Oswestry.

Best Wishes
for a

Merry Christmas
to all

Club Members
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Shropshire Folklore
part 1

A book called “Shropshire Folklore”
by G.Jackson (1883) contains several
references to underground structures.
Some of these are new to me and I
would be interested if anyone has any
further details.

“... between Presthope and Lutwyche
Hall, the cliff is connected with a
mythical hero Ippikin .. a famous
robber-knight of days gone by, who
inhabited a cave at the base of this
crag, concealed among the trees
and brushwood ... the mouth of the
cave is still open.”

[Ippikins Rock is at NGR: SO 569
965]

“... The Red Castle, the supposed
home of giants, was built in 1232 by
Henry de Audley ... the Giants Well
is in one of the towers, which is still
standing. It is ten feet in diameter
and is cut through solid rock to the
depth of 150 feet at least - how much
deeper the accumulated rubbish
makes it impossible to ascertain.

  This was once cleared away, in the
year 1780, and as no water was
found nor any aperture through
which it was likely to have entered,
the object of this remarkable
excavation seems doubtful.”

[Red Castle is at NGR:
SJ 572 295]

“... Buildwas Abbey ... [in 1867] a
heavily laden cart, on passing over
the court adjoining the Abbot’s
house, by its weight caused the arch
which covered this passage to give
way; and on moving the debris it
was discovered that a considerable
length of this so-called fabulous
subway could be traced. On
expressing a desire to see it ...
procured a ladder and candle and,
on following him through a
trapdoor, after going about fifteen
feet down a vertical brick shaft, we
found ourselves in this veritable
tunnel. It appeared about ten feet in
height and four feet in width, formed
of excellent squared masonry, with
a semi-circular arched covering of
well-keyed ashlar.

  We followed it for about fifty yards,
our further progress being impeded
by soil and the debris of fallen
stonework. We noticed one rather
puzzling feature, viz. the existence
of a bold jutting stone corbel, at
about six feet from the floor level -
the only practical purpose that it
could have here served as it
appeared to us, being that of a
bracket for holding a lamp to light
the passage.”

“... On the steepest face of the
Caradoc is a cave called
Caractacus’ Hole, where the people
declare ‘the King’ hid from his
enemies after his defeat.”

[Caer Caradoc Hill NGR: SO47 95]

“... Bristle Bridge, Myddle ... There is
a certain cave in the rock near this
bridge, which was formerly a hole
in the rock and called Goblin’s Hole,
and afterwards was made into a
habitation, and a stone chimney built
up to it by one Fardoe.”

[A brook crosses the A528 north of
Myddle at NGR: SJ 469 243]

“... In September 1881 a man at
Church Stretton ... saw the ghost of
a woman named Sarah Duckett, who
had not been seen or heard of for
several years, walking near the old
Hazel Gate tollbar and disappearing
close to a disused mining shaft
known as the Copper Hole ...

  A sum of money was collected to
defray the cost of clearing out and
exploring the old shaft. A party of
men were set to work; numbers of
people of all classes came to visit
the spot; letters headed ‘The
Shropshire Mystery’ appeared
almost daily in the London papers,
describing the progress of the work.
At length the bottom of the Copper
Hole was reached and there was
found - nothing!”

[? near Hazler Hill at NGR SO 46
93]

Adrian Pearce

Gwynfynydd Gold Mine
The former manager of Gwynfynydd
Gold Mine, Nick Warrell has brought
the mine and is working it once again
with his son Dominic.

The first major task is to pump out the
old workings and install new
equipment.

For security reasons all the processing
plant is based underground, it has the
added bonus of being more
environmentally friendly too!

The mine was first worked in 1863 by
William Pritchard Morgan, dubbed the
Welsh gold king, who discovered the
rich Chidlaw Lode in 1887 when it
produced 12,000 ounces worth £4.7m
at today’s prices given the premium
for Welsh gold.

A second bonanza yielded another
10,000 ounces worth £3.95m today.

The mine closed in 1916 after failing
to locate any fresh reserves.

Apart from recent small scale working
at Clogau St. David’s and exploration
at Gwynfynydd during the 1980’s,
there has been no substantial gold
mining in Wales since 1914.

Mr. Warrell believes there are reserves
at Gwynfynydd which could bring in
£31m, and he could strike another
bonanza at any time.

Kelvin Lake
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News Round-up 1
by Ivor Brown

Snailbeach Work
Conservation work continues at
Snailbeach, work on the Loco Shed
and Compressor house has ceased but
is now well under way at the Lord’s
Hill Engine House and the workshops,
including the Newcomen style engine
house, probably the oldest building on
the site.

Next should be the Miners Dry or the
Old Shaft Winding Engine House.

Shropshire County Council has
confirmed that the Black Tom area and
shaft 22 at Snailbeach will be infilled
in Phase 1 of the underground work,
despite Club requests to leave the latter
accessible.

The main Club concern with this course
of action is the disruption of the mines’
ventilation, which will cause problems
during Phase 2.

Ifton Colliery
According to B.Trinder in ‘A History
of Shropshire’, Ifton Colliery, St.
Martins, Oswestry was Shropshire’s
largest ever employer of miners. In
1928 some 1,357 miners were
employed there.

Jackfield Museum
Now that the Mining and Geological
Gallery (‘The Great Rock Sandwich’)
is open in Jackfield, the Ironbridge
Gorge Museum is thinking about the
next phase, a social history gallery
which will include a section on the
lives of the miners.

IGMT Stability
Consultants are now working on Blists
Hill, checking on the stability of the
canal (leakage points) and of the Tar
Tunnel among other aspects.

IJB took a party of geotechnical
specialists up the Tunnel as far as a side
passage, no deterioration was observed.
Boreholes are being put down alongside

the canal and the Hay Incline Plane to
check the geology and seek likely
slippage.

It was noted that dinosaur models were
now on sale at the Tar Tunnel!
[I wonder why they don’t sell model
“Tar Miners”? Ed.]

Eurodisney
IJB recently visited (Sept. 92)
Eurodisney, near Paris. The “Run-away
mine train” trip through ‘Big Thunder
Mine’ is well worth the effort and
suffering (a roller coaster ride
underground and on surface),
surrounded as it is with real mine relics,
steam engines (working), stamps, and
screens. Blasting and roof falls come
to order as well during the ride!

Shropshire Problems
The following Consultants reports on
mining problems in Shropshire are
available to the Public from Shropshire
County Council (many can also be
seen in the IGMT and local Public
Libraries), on film, paper or microfilm:-

1. Limestone Mines in the
Wrekin Area:

Benthal Report 1987

Lincoln Hill Limestone Mine, Vols. 1
& 2 1989

Lincoln Hill Slope Monitoring Report
1989

Lilleshall Stage 2C Geotechnical
Report 1989

Lilleshall - Sinking of Access Shaft
and Adit Survey 1989

Lilleshall - Emergency Infilling Report
1990

Lilleshall Monitoring Report Nos. 1-3
1990,1991

Caughley Limestone Mine Report 1990

Steeraway Stage 2 Investigation 1990

Church Aston Desk Study 1988

2. Ironstone Mines in the
Wrekin Area

Crawstone 1989

Oakengates - Stage 1 1987

Oakengates - Stage 2 1990

The Rock - Stage 1 1987

The Rock - Stage 2 1990

Ironbridge, St. Lukes Road 1987

3. Snailbeach Lead Mine
Stage 2 Study 1989 (Phases 2 &

3) Vols. 1-5.
Project Summary, Supplementary

Reports
Archaeological Study 1990, Vols. 1 &

2. (Earlier reports are available on
request)

4. Llanymynech Heritage Area
1987

5. Mineral Extraction on
Wenlock Edge, 1983

6. Guidelines for Opencast coal
extraction, 1987.

Prices for all reports are available on
application to:

Nick McMahon on Shrewsbury 252561.

Christmas Quiz 2:
Fill in the gaps....
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Britannia:
“A Mine too Far”

Over 14 Club members were for this
pleasant day in the Welsh mountains.
After a 1 hour walk along the ‘Miners
Path’ from Pen-y-Pass, we went in
search of Level 1 and found instead
1A, approximately 30m above the lake.
After a short walk in thigh deep water,
dry passage was reached and after some
70m an Ore Chute can be seen.

From here the passage veers left to the
base of a winze which carries a
substantial flow of water in wet
weather, hence the presence of a bright
green copper staining. The passage
continues from here in knee deep water
for a short distance.

In returning to day light, on this the
darkest, dullest and wettest of days, we
scoured the hillside in search of Level
1. This was quickly found and having
decided to establish a traverse line over
an extensive area of false flooring the
bolting kit was located and the group
split into two.

The idea was to explore Level 5 high
on the ridge above the lake and to
descend down to and out along Level 1
from Level 3. Both these trips have
been done before, but only a couple of
people knew their way around.

I went to Level 5 with one group, while
the other group searched for the Level
3 entrance. Level 3 is extensive, but
notable for its small elusive entrance,
below a substantial outcrop.

The entrance lived up to its reputation,
and succeeded in eluding the searchers
for over an hour, before they gave up
and joined the group up at Level 5.

By this time a pitch of some 20m had
been rigged and a descent through an
open stope made - in torrential rain!

Once underground the party crossed

Sygun Copper Mine

On the Sunday I joined the Weekend
group at Sygun Copper Mine. Setting
off from home in nice sunshine I
thought it was going to be a lovely day
in Wales ..however by the time I
reached Llangollen the rain was
precipitating down, by Betws-Y-Coed
it was like driving along rivers and on
the road from Capel Curig the
mountains were white with torrents of
water flowing down and squirting out
the hillside horizontally across the road
several inches deep!

Arriving at Sygun, a row of cars parked
in what appeared to be a boating lake
greeted me. After cowering for half an
hour in our vehicles, in the forlorn
hope that the rain would stop we finally
kitted up and made a dash for Mine
Shop and coffee bar.

The sight of 16 people dressing up in
full underground kit, caused some
consternation amongst visitors to the
Mine, until we reassured them that the
‘Show Mine’ only required a hard hat.
However, a couple of Japanese tourists
were very keen to join in and come
with us.

After a brief meeting Phil Amies very
kindly agreed to take us on a guided
tour around Sygun, explaining what he
had to do to reopen it and make it save
for tourists. We were also allowed to
climb on top of the false floor above
the main visitor route to view a small
stoped area and level above it.

After the tour around the ‘Show Mine’
we girded our tackle bags and with the
reassurances of Pete Etchells echoing
in our ears (?) that we could shelter in
an adit by the entrance, 14 of us plodded
up the mountain in torrential rain, which
only paused to change from coming
down at 45o to coming down
horizontally (!).

Snowdon & Sygun
21st & 22nd November

an area of false floor on a traverse line,
before taking the left hand split at a fork.
A small kibble can be seen near here and
the stoping opens out to a substantial
size beyond this point.

It is necessary to traverse around the
stope down to Level 4 to reach  a small
heading going West, in which an end
tipping truck and rails can be seen.
Towards the end of this winding level
a winze down can be seen which has
previously been flooded to near the
top. Parts of a windlass are still nearby.
A crystal formation and a lot of staining
is present in this area.

A descent towards Level 3 was made
down the stope at the entrance to the
railed level. A point some 5m above
the Level was reached before tackle
ran out!

On returning to the fork, the other
(right-hand) passage was explored to
its intersection with a substantial stope.
Previous bolt and timber belays enabled
Andy Harris to hang out into the stope
which was substantially undercut, and
its extent could not be determined.

During this time a small group of
members left Level 5 to fully explore
Level 1, having crossed the false
flooring. Much later the groups met,
after an exhausting hour detackling the
pitch in deteriorating weather
conditions. A long walk down the
mountain in appalling weather got us
back to the car park at 5pm.

Note: A through trip from Level 5 to
Level 1 is almost certainly possible
with bolting and the right tackle.
Extreme care should always be taken
here as a substantial amount of false
flooring is present on several levels
some of which is rapidly deteriorating.

For the intrepid explorer this is a great
trip to go, as long as it is a mild warm
day ... another date for the future
programme?

Neal Rushton
..continued on page 6
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Sadly things were not to be, NO adit to
shelter in! After rigging the first pitch
- roughly a 140 foot abseil down a
narrow stope to a level, it took over an
hour and half before the last members
of the group were able to make their
descent.

By this time they were very wet and
very cold, the first 50 feet of the abseil
being in a waterfall due to the amount
of rain on the surface didn’t help.

It was our own fault really, rather than
all going up together, we should have
sent an initial rigging team, then gone
up in groups after the pitch was rigged
- infact we could have waited in the
Victoria Level at the bottom of the
second pitch until the first members of
the party started the 70 foot abseil
down to the level. This would have
kept us all warm and dry, with only the
stiff climb up the mountain to do in the
rain.

Never mind, we’ll know better next
time.

After completing the abseil, a rapid
tour along the Victoria Level, then a
quick trot down the mountain to change
into dry clothes followed by a session
in Phil’s shop drinking coffee and
eating hot rolls soon warmed us up,
ready for the long dark, wet drive home.

On behalf of all the Club Members
present I would like to thank Phil Amies
for allowing us access to the mine, and
for showing us around the Museum.

Phil has also offered Club members
camping facilities at Sygun, if anyone
is interested in going over there to help
with a proposed dig sometime in the
New Year.

If you have not yet been to Sygun it is
worth taking a trip over there to visit
the mine - its a mine that you can take
the whole family to, hint, hint..

Kelvin Lake

Sygun continued.. News Round-Up 2

Holme Bank Chert Mine
Holme Bank is still closed at the
moment. Negotiations concerning
access are taking place with the owners
but no more news to report at the
moment.

Peak Cavern Trips
At the end of October, Peak Cavern’s
tourist season ended and the “sporting”
season started. BCRA affiliated clubs
can apply for access to the Cavern.
Steve Holding has written off for
permission for a Club trip, but has had
no reply yet. At the moment however,
the booking list for Peak Cavern is full
until at least February.

Porth-Yr-Ogof Death
After the reported death at Porth-Yr-
Ogof in the last issue of ‘Below’, I am
sorry to report that yet another death
has occurred there, bringing to 11 the
total number of fatalities at this cave.
The latest accident involved Mr.
Graham Lipp an instructor at Dolygaer
Outdoor Pursuit Centre, near Merthyr
Tydfil. He drowned after helping to
rescue a 14 year old boy from the
resurgence pool during an exercise.
Mr. Lipps body was later recovered by
a rescue team.
Club Members who are familiar with
the pool can only think that a freak
undertow must suddenly suck people
away. There is a strong current in the
pool, but it is thought to be too deep to
cause problems normally.

Iron Mine Dig
Members may remember John ‘Mole’
Hine from the Forest of Dean at the
NAMHO Field Meet, at the moment
he is spending his nights, along with
John Elliot, rigging fixed steel ladders
in Clearwell’s New Yew Tree Pit.
The aim is to open up about 120m of
the shaft to help improve the ventilation
from New Dunn Iron Mine via Stevens
Pit (this shaft is also being re-opened).
At the end of the project it is hoped that
not only will the ventilation be
improved, but that it might be possible
to gain access Old Sling Mine.

Cave Leader Fined
The Forestry Commission has warned
that Steve Boydon of Dolwyddelan,
who was fined by Llanrwst magistrates
for taking a 16-strong party into Rhiw
Bach mine near Cwm Penmachno last
April, could be the first of many. The
case came about because a woman in
the party slipped on wet rock and
injured her back. During the subsequent
rescue she had to be squeezed out
through bars said to be just 8 inches
apart, before being flown to hospital
by the RAF.

The district manager of the Forestry
Commission claimed that the bars could
have caused a fatal delay for worse
injuries, and while they have made
cutting equipment available to the
emergency services if needed, they
were determined to close off ALL the
old Gwydir Forest mines, and will
prosecute anyone found entering them.

Ignorance of the landownership and
the absence of signs denying access
were not considered a sufficient
defence by the magistrates who fined
Mr. Boydon £90 plus £20 costs. The
case was brought under Forestry
Commission bylaws, which say that
nobody can enter a mine on their land
unless there is a sign “permitting or
implying access”.

Littleton Death
Senior Overman Brian Young has
become the second miner to lose his
life at Littleton Colliery, Cannock
within the last 5 months.
Mr. Young was killed in a mystery
accident on the main locomotive supply
track to the face, about half a mile from
pit bottom. It is thought he was working
between two stationary trucks loaded
with supplies when one of them moved.

The investigations of the Mines
Inspector, Mr. Howard Evans has so
far proved inconclusive. The
Inspectorate is still probing the death
of another miner at the pit, killed when
he fell from a “man-rider” conveyer
belt.
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If you look at the 1/2-inch Ordnance
Survey Tourist Map of North Wales
and the Snowdonia National Park, one
of the first things that might strike you
is the fact that the Park has a hole in it!

Closer inspection will reveal that the
hole is centred on the town of Blaenau
Ffestiniog and it’s surrounding slate
quarries.

The planners of the National Parks in
the immediate post-war era were
obviously very concerned that the
planning constraints of the National
Parks should not affect the existing
slate industry -  a far cry from today’s
ecological concerns. The industry they
sought to protect was then in almost
it’s last boom period, as slates were
required in vast numbers to replace
those on homes damaged and destroyed
by the war.

The Quarries
The largest quarry in the Ffestiniog
district was the Oakeley Slate Quarry -
the company’s actual title was ‘The
Oakeley Slate Quarries Company
Limited’ - it had been formed in the
1870’s and ‘80’s from a number of
smaller concerns - Hollands’ Slate
Quarry, known as the ‘Upper Quarry’,
Mathews’ Slate Quarry, known as
‘Middle Quarry’ and the Welsh Slate
Company’s Quarry known as ‘Lower
Quarry’ ultimately absorbing the
Cwmorthin Slate Quarry in the early
1900’s, the joint concerns all working
the slate rock which lay within and
beneath one mountain - Yr Allt Fawr.

Slate quarrying, per se, usually holds
little interest to the mines enthusiast,
other than as a further example of an
industry long gone into decline and
revived partially on the strength of
tourism. However, in the Ffestiniog
district, as at Corris, and, to a lesser
extent in the hills around Llangollen,
the beds of workable slate lay in such
a position that while initial workings
could begin in open pits, further
development had to be underground,
and so the quarries of Ffestiniog are,
for the most part, slate mines!

independence until 1878 when the
landowner, William Edward Oakeley,
formed a limited liability company -
The Oakeley Quarries Company Ltd -
and took over the Hollands and
Rhiwbryfdir Company sites.

The Welsh Slate Company, having
agreed to a new, more rigorous, lease
carried on working for a while.
However, the undisciplined operations
of the past caught up with them, and in
the winter of 1882-83, the culmination
of a series of rock falls brought over 6
million tons of rock down into the
main open quarry, wrecking the internal
tramways and inclines and burying
many working chambers.

A protracted legal case followed,
W.E.Oakeley and his company
claiming damages, the Welsh Slate
Company counter claiming that the
collapse was the fault of the Oakeley
Company and its predecessors.

This was eventually settled in favour
of the Oakeley Company who took
over the Welsh Slate Company lease
as settlement, leaving the Welsh Slate
Company’s capital intact, which they
promptly used to buy up the Cwmorthin
Quarry, styling themselves the ‘New
Welsh Slate Company’. Here, too, bad
working wreaked havoc and by 1900
the quarry was in receivership and put
up for auction. The Oakeley company
bought the company out, more to
safeguard their workings than with any
hope of making a profit from the ruins
of Cwmorthin.

In the 1920’s the Oakeley company
also bought up the Votty and Bowydd
and Diphwys Casson Quarries on the
eastern side of Blaenau Ffestiniog, but
the boom in the slate trade had passed
and although there was much
development underground in Oakeley
and Votty, the overall trend was
downwards.

Diphwys closed before the second
world war, Votty in the mid 1960’s and
Oakeley itself in 1968-9.

The Hole in the National Park

Mines they may be, but far removed
from the mines for coal or metal which
usually exploit a narrow seam or vein.
A ten foot ‘vein’ of slate would be
ignored as virtually unworkable - the
‘Old Vein’ of the Oakeley quarries
measured a good 60 yards in thickness,
inclined at 40 degrees to the horizontal,
while ‘beneath’ it lay the ‘New Vein’
of similar thickness!

‘Above’ the Old Vein lay the ‘Back
Vein’ of variable thickness, but in places
reaching the dimensions of the Old
Vein itself while ‘above’ that again
was the ‘North Vein’ an extremely
thick bed, but which was only workable
in parts, most of it being of poor quality
and referred to as ‘bastard slate’.

Oakeley Quarries
The story of the Oakeley Quarries
began with local men, and occasionally
others, getting slates as and when they
needed them from the outcroppings of
the various veins.

This individualistic activity was
commercialised in 1818 by Samuel
Holland Senior, a slate merchant from
Liverpool who took a lease of the site
of Rhiwbryfdir Farm from the Oakeley
family of Plas tan y Bwlch. (The
Oakeley family has its origins in
Shropshire, but that’s another story!)

Holland sold part of the lease in 1825
to the ‘Welsh Slate, Copper and Lead
Mining Company’ -  a somewhat
dubious enterprise who ultimately
shortened their title to just the ‘Welsh
Slate Company’.

The part of the lease retained by Holland
were the upper reaches of the mountain
Yr Allt Fawr, and thus became referred
to as the ‘Upper Quarry’.

The boundary between the two
concerns was the cause of much
acrimony, and in 1838 an area between
the two companies was leased to a new
company, the ‘Rhiwbryfdir Slate
Company’.
The three quarries retained their

continued on page 8
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Revival
The Lower Quarry, the old Welsh Slate
Company site, was the first to be
resurrected as the ‘Ffestiniog Slate
Company’, followed shortly afterwards
by ‘Gloddfa Ganol’, which combined
both tourism and traditional slate and
slab making in the old Middle Quarry.

Only the Upper Quarry remained
derelict. The story of the ebb and flow
of trade in the new concerns and their
shifts in emphasis from production to
tourism and back again makes for
interesting observation.

Most recently, a southern company has
set up a plant at the Lower Quarry to
crush the waste slate to dust. This is
sent by tanker lorry to England where
the dust is mixed with resin to produce
artificial slates.

It is thought these will have a life of
twenty years! The original material
was considered to have an indefinite
life!

Such has been the demand for slate that
the easily accessibly bones of the old
workings have mostly been worked
out, and again in recent years the old
Upper Quarry has seen considerable
efforts being made to remove the top
rock and gain access to old workings
blocked off by roof falls and collapses
for years.

How was the slate
worked?
Slate is a metamorphic rock whose
properties have been changed over the
millennia by heat and pressure so that
it can be split into thin sheets - ‘slatey
cleavage’ - this is well known. What is
not so well known, except in the slate
mining districts, is that it can also be
split roughly at right angles to the
cleavage plane, along what is known
as the ‘pillaring line’. Natural jointing
in the beds of slate, again at right
angles, this time to the pillaring line,
enable slate slabs to be extracted from
the ‘vein’ in roughly rectangular pieces.

These were transported to the slate
‘mills’ on the surface where they were
sub-divided and ultimately split and
dressed to make the slates with which
we are all familiar.

Mining the slate involved driving
horizontal levels along the ‘top’ of the
vein, beneath overlying layers of
granite or chert.

Underground quarries, known as
chambers were then worked, between
forty and sixty feet wide, on the horizon
of the level through the thickness of
the vein until the underlying hard rock
was reached, or the slate rock became
unworkable. Again, forty to sixty feet
of slate rock was left unworked between
each chamber to support the overlying
rock. As soon as a few chambers were
in progress on a level, an inclined shaft
was sunk down at the dip of the vein

until a new ‘floor’ level was reached,
fifty to sixty feet lower. Here horizontal
levels would again be driven outwards
and chambers opened. In time, the
workings on the various ‘floors’ would
merge into one another, as the full
thickness of the vein was worked.

Underground Transport
To prevent loss of transport routes,
tramways were carried over the
working chambers on precarious
bridges, or diversionary levels were
driven through the granite roof to avoid
the open spaces. As there are several
main veins, some of which are split up
in places by intrusive rock, known as
‘whinstone dykes’, maps of the
workings form a complex and
fascinating pattern of levels, chambers,
inclines and stairways, interconnecting
throughout the mountain.

The Floors
Before closure, Oakeley’s floors began
at R floor, 153 feet above sea level -
and well over a thousand feet below
the level of the town of Blaenau
Ffestiniog - progressed through the
alphabet to C floor, then started again
at floor 1 and progressed upwards to
floor 16, roughly 1500 feet above sea
level!

Typically there were up to fifty
chambers on each floor in any one
vein, though due to the complexities of
the geology, not all chambers were
workable.

The Hole in the National Park cont..

The Different ‘splitting’ lines of slate
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The Hole in the National Park cont..

Warning
All in all the Oakeley-Cwmorthin
complex of mines and quarries was
and still remains a fascinating lure to
the mining enthusiast and industrial
archaeologist -  so perhaps a timely
warning is needed. Both sites are
privately owned, and are still worked,
old Oakeley more than Cwmorthin,
derelict they may look, but public and
safe they are not.

The conditions inside slate mines,
where the volumes of rock removed
are significant compared to those which
are left, are very different to those in
metal mines, and entry should not be
attempted by those unfamiliar with
them.

J.G.Isherwood

Method of removing a slate slab:



“Below” p: 11 Issue 92.4



“Below” p: 12 Issue 92.4

Club Publications

Please note all prices quoted are those
to Club Members only, non-members
pay slightly more.

Account No.12
A Survey of the Metal Mines of South
Shropshire
This publication is a revised and
updated version by Steve Holding,
taking into account a lot of the recent
changes to the mine sites in South
Shropshire.
65 pages, plus 17 maps/plans (which
are legable this time!). Club price £3

Account No.14
The Mines of Llanymynech Hill
Originally written by Dave Adams, as
Account No.8, this version has been
edited/re-written by Adrian Pearce and
includes reference to recent discoveries
at ancient mine site, plus 16 B\W
photographic plates, and more..
Club price: £3

Account No.15
Snailbeach Recent Explorations
A new publication written by Steve
Holding, charting the Club’s activities
in exploring Snailbeach over the past
few years.
It includes sketch map sections of the
areas around and below Chapel shaft
and “Sheep” shaft etc..
Club price: £3

Account No.16
The Mines of Lilleshall and Church
Aston, Shropshire
Written by David Coxhill, this
informative account, drawing heavily
on David’s Geology bachground it
brings up to-date an old Club account
originally written by Dave Adams.
Club price: £3

6 Mining Sketches
From the ‘pen’ of Malcom Newton.
These drawings need NO explanation,
just buy them! Club price: £5

All tapes and publications are available
from the Club, Via Mike Moore
(address on back page)

Twelve Mines in the
Broseley Area
by A.J.Mugridge, A5 pp40, Orchard
Press 1992

I have been fortunate to have been
given a “proof” copy of this interesting
book which covers a much neglected
area of Shropshire’s mining history.
This edition is a revised and re-printed
version of the 1987 edition. It adds
new information to the existing mine
details plus updating one or two facts.

The book has been compiled from a
mixture of former miners first hand
accounts, written sources and the
authors own “field” work.
While it makes a fascinating booklet to
read, the only niggle I have is the lack
of maps, to help the reader accurately
locate the old mine sites - most of
which are now totally obliterated by
landscaping and building work.

It has always surprised me, that given
the large numbers of mines that were in
the Jackfield and Broseley area, many
of which were still open in the 1940’s
and 50’s, so little has been published
about them. This book goes some of
the way to filling that ‘gap’, with future
publications planned on other mines in
this area things are looking up.

Kelvin Lake

British Mining Volume 45, Memoirs

Mines of the Gwydyr
Forest Part 4.
(Aberllyn Mine, Betws-y-Coed
and Adjacent Setts)
by J.Bennett and R.W.Vernon,
published by Gwydyr Mines
Publications, 7 St. Johns Way,
Cuddington, Cheshire CW8 2LX.
Price: £5.95 (available through the Club
from Mike Moore).

This is another valuable part of the 7
volume series describing the lead mines
(mainly) of central and north Wales.
Volume 4 covers the southern most
area, an area with a rich mining history.

As with other volumes, this one has
been well researched and has some
excellent drawings and plans, but there
does seem to be fewer ‘old’ photos.
Was the area so remote as to be by-
passed by the photographers despite
the fact that some of the mines were
active even into this century?

The volume concludes with a useful
description of the mines “as they are
today”, three of the setts are easily
examined but the remainder are not so
accessible.

This is another volume which should
be in every mine historians collection.

Ivor Brown

M i n e r a l Spot
Baubalite -  Tinsellic Oxide

A rare mineral that appears to have a
seasonal characteristic in that it is only
visible around the end of December. It
has many different forms ranging from
columnar or radiating fiberous clusters
to foliated crystals or even oolitic
spheroids.

All forms have a common brilliant
lustrous property, which proves very

reflective in multi-coloured lighting.
The mineral appears as surfacestringers
(with mica like qualities) or hanging
masses easily observed by “brushing”
your head against them.

When this mineral disappears early in
January, it always leaves tell-tale
traces, shiney fiberous deposits, marks
on ceilings etc..

Common chemical formula: XaMs12
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Welsh Quarry
Scenes

by J.G.Isherwood
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Club Officers

23-26 April: NAMHO ’93 Conference,
Douglas, Isle of Man.

Diary Dates 1993

NAMHO 1993
If you are interested in going to the Isle
of Man for the 1993 Conference (23rd
to 26th April), it is being held at the
Manx Museum, Douglas and will be
hosted by the Laxey Mines Research
Group.

There are numerous mining relics on
the Isle of Man, some members made
the trip there the other year and were
rewarded with a visit to the ‘preserved’
Hydraulic man engine at Laxey Mine.

If you have not been to the island
before it is certainly worth taking the
opportunity now.

If you are thinking of camping a word
of warning: trailer caravans are not
allowed on the island, however self-
propelled motor caravans and tenting
campers are welcome. The Club does
have a list of camp sites and prices if
you are interested.

Mike Moore will have more details on
the conference, so please contact him.

President :
Alan Taylor

Chairman:
Alan Robinson

Vice Chairman :
Malcolm Newton

Secretary :
Steve Holding

Treasurer :
Bob Taylor

Membership Services
Officer:

Mike Moore

Tackle & Rescue Officer :
Neal Rushton

‘Below’ Editor :
Kelvin Lake


