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Snailbeach Loco Shed Panels - Finally Arrive

The new interpretation panels for the 
locomotive shed at Snailbeach were 
fi nally delivered and installed in 
June. On Open Days the Mines Trust 
can now leave one of the large doors 
open for visitors to view the interior 
of the building and read the panels.
On the back of the open door is a 

Bill Whitehouse, former secretary 
and chair of Derbyshire Cave Rescue 
Organisation, and Vice-chair of 
BCRC has been awarded an MBE 
for services to Cave and Mountain 
Rescue in the 2017 Queen’s Birthday 
Honours list.

Bill was involved in the formation 
of the British Cave Rescue Council, 
serving as Chairman for 36 years - 
only stepping down to be Vice-chair 
last year, to take things a little easier!

As a keen caver, he became involved 
with cave rescue when he joined 
the DCRO team in 1964, becoming 
a team controller in 1971. Since 
then he has spent 32 years as 
DCRO secretary and 15 years as it’s 
chairman.

map of the railway route produced 
by David Adams - it is printed on a 
plastic/laminated panel so should be 
weather proof. The large doors have 
also been repaired and repainted too.

Left and above: Views of the loco 
shed and the new panels.

Congratulations to Bill Whitehouse
He has also been involved with 
Mountain Rescue England and Wales 
for 30 years, serving on the National 
Management and Fundraising 
committees and as a Trustee 
for 8 years. He helped establish 
the Mountain and Cave Rescue 
Benevolent Fund for volunteers 
experiencing physical or fi nancial 
diffi culties and is an Executive 
Trustee for the Fund.

Since 2001, Bill has also served as 
the cave rescue member on UKSAR 
Operator’s, Medical and Volunteer’s 
groups (he is currently the Vice-chair 
of the latter group). It is great to see 
Bill’s long and varied dedication to 
cave rescue and UK SAR recognised.

Well done Bill !
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News Round-Up 1

Bedlam Furnaces - New Roof Takes Shape
In 2015 the Club was asked by architects working for 
the IGMT to try and locate possible drainage culverts 
to allow water from the new roof to be run into the 
river. However, despite our best efforts we were not 
successful.

In 2016 workmen started digging some trial trenches 
and came across a culvert under the former casting 
fl oor, that appeared to run to the river (exactly where 
this comes out is not clear at the moment). With this 
discovery it was decided to channel any run-off from 
the roof along this culvert. 

In June 2017 work started on the new cover building 
for Bedlam Furnaces and involved the excavation of 
deep trenches behind the furnaces which were then 
fi lled with concrete in July.

By August the large steel girders for the roof support 
were in place and work had started on the main roof 
panels.

First impressions (if you ignore the scaffold) is that 
the girders are VERY large - it is to be hoped that 
you will still be able to see the furnaces once the 
construction work is completed!

Right, top and bottom: Pouring concrete into the 
back of the furnaces, June 2017.

(Kelvin Lake - I.A.Recordings)

Left and below: The scaffolding and large girder 
supports, August 2017.

(Kelvin Lake - I.A.Recordings)
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SCMC Trip Reports, May to August 2017 
Steve Holding

May 2017
Relatively little Club activity took 
place during May, although some 
underground maintenance work 
was undertaken in Snailbeach it 
was really activity on behalf of the 
Shropshire Mines Trust.

Thursday 11th to Saturday 13th 
- Edwin Thorpe, Peter Eggleston, 
Kelvin Lake, Mike Moore and 
several other Club members attended 
the fi rst International Early Engines 
Conference at Elsecar.

Over the three days there were an 
interesting range of talks on early 
steam engines and their development, 
plus tours of the former Elsecar 
Ironworks sites and nearby mines 
(including Hemmingfi eld Colliery, 
Elsecar New Colliery and it’s 
Newcomen engine, Law Wood 
Colliery Footrill, Milton Ironworks 
and tramway inclines), Rockley 
blast furnace and Newcomen engine 
house. The conference meal on the 
Friday night was held at Wortley Top 
Forge where a number of engines, 
waterwheels and machines were in 
operation (well worth a visit).

Sunday 21st - Pitchcroft Dig. 
Steve Holding, Peter Eggleston, 
David Adams, and Kelvin Lake 
continued with small scale 
excavations of brickwork around the 
base of a fallen tree. The warning 
tape around the site was also repaired 
and renewed ready for the summer 
recess.

Tuesday 23rd - David Poyner, 
Ian Cooper, Peter Eggleston, Kelvin 
Lake and Steve Holding visited 
Daniels Mill, near Bridgnorth 
following up an invitation to explore 
the mill culverts (this came about 
from our explorations at Eardington 
Forge, where one of the landowners 
there is involved at Daniels Mill). 
The son of the mill owner gave us 
a fascinating tour of the 2 mill sites 
and water courses, but there did not 
seem to be any potential access to 
the culverts, which appear to all be 
sealed or blocked off.

June 2017
Wednesday 14th - Andy Wood 
and Steve Holding carried out SRT 
training with Heather Denton at the 
bridge, while Andy Harris and Nick 
Southwick were constructing a store 
for SMT, and Ian Cooper, Peter 
Eggleston and Kelvin Lake were 
carrying out communication trials 
using the Nicola radios, Heyphones 
and new Heyphone versions built by 
Ian and Peter.

Friday 16th to Sunday 18th 
- Steve Holding and Kelvin 
Lake attended the BCRC Rescue 
Conference, Penwyllt, South Wales. 
A good weekend of rescue activities 
on probably one of the hottest 
weekends in Wales for years! It was 
a relief to get into the cool of OFD 
for the underground workshops.

Wednesday 21st - Andy Wood 
and Steve Holding carried out SRT 
training with Heather Denton, in the 
Baryte Stope, while Mike Davies 
and Andy Harris were carrying out 
rigging on the ‘Scenic Route’.

Friday 23rd to Monday 26th - A 
large contingent of Club members 
made the trip to Godstone for the 
2017 NAMHO Conference hosted by 
Wealden Caving Club. Various trips 
to Deneholes, Ice houses Sandstone 
mines and Hearthstone mines 
were made. On the Saturday night 
Wealden held their 50th birthday 
celebrations with a live band and 
other entertainment - not forgetting 
the birthday cake.

Above: ‘Gervase’ a super Sentinel 
steam waggon converted into a 
steam locomotive at Rockingham 
Station, Elsecar Heritage Railway.

Below: The 1723 footrill entrance to 
Law Wood Colliery and Elsecar Old 
Colliery, near Elsecar Ironworks.

Right: One of the waterwheels in 
operation at Wortley Top Forge.
Below: Waterwheel powered forge 
bellows.
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Wednesday 28th - Andy Wood 
and Mike Davies installed the 
last rope needed to complete the 
‘Scenic Route’ in Snailbeach. Julian 
Bromhead and Steve Holding 
descending with bolting equipment 
to make some improvements but 
found the wrong drill bits had been 
taken. Steve was also embarrassed 
to arrive at the 40 Yard Level to fi nd 
that his hand-jammer etc. was still in 
his car!

July 2017
Saturday 1st - Kelvin Lake, 
Idris Williams and Steve Holding 
involved at Snailbeach with 16 
visitors from Shepton Mallet Caving 
Club and Dudley Caving Club. The 
visitors descended via the ‘Classic 
Route’ and exited via the ‘Scenic 
Route’.

Monday 3rd - Steve Holding, 
Alan and Vicky Robinson and Andy 
Wood assisted Roy Fellows with 
taking steel RSJ’s into Level Fawr at 
Cwmystwyth.

Wednesday 5th - Mike Davies, 
Steve Holding and Andy Wood 
supervised the fi rst visit by Heather 
Denton to the Snailbeach 40 Yard 
Level.

Saturday 8th - Snailbeach Beach 
Party. Several Club members 
helped the SMT with their display 
at Snailbeach Football ground and 
on the Sunday with tours around 
Snailbeach. 

Wednesday 12th - Andy Wood 
and Steve Holding carried out 
additional bolting work on the 
Snailbeach ‘Scenic Route’.

Saturday 15th to Sunday 16th 
- Steve Holding, Peter Eggleston,  
Stuart Tomlins, Andy Kennelly,  
Mike Clough, Mike, Moore, Graham 
Smith, David Adams attended the 
Apedale Miners Gala weekend at 
Apedale Mine. Shropshire Mines 
Trust had Red Dwarf there, plus 
photographic displays from the Trust 
and MCRO.

Friday 21st to Sunday 30th - 
There was a multi-club visit to the 
Alston Moor area. SCMC members 
involved included Steve Holding, 
Mike Davies, Mike Moore, Paul 
Thorne and Roy Fellows. Details of 
some of the trips will be in a separate 

report. Note that this is expected to 
be the last occasion when we will 
be able to use High Plains (Alston 
Activity Centre) as a venue.

August 2017
Wednesday 2nd - Andy Wood 
and Steve Holding visited Yew Tree 
Level, Snailbeach. Quite a bit of 
digging was required to gain access 
and were rather disappointed in that 
previous attempts to lower the water 
level has clearly failed - there is at 
least a couple of inches deep water at 
the dig position.

Friday 12th - Alan and Vicky 
Robinson and Steve Holding had a 
long walk in the upper part of the 
Rheidol Valley, noting various adits 
and mine sites.

Saturday 13th - Alan Robinson, 
Mike Davies and Steve Holding 
helped Roy Fellows with the 
installation of steelwork in Level 
Fawr, Cwmystwyth. Alan, Mike and 
Steve then had a good look around 
lesser visited parts of Level Fawr.

SCMC Trip Reports, May to August 2017 
Continued ...

Left: Steve 
Holding, Roy 
Fellows, Alan 
Robinson, and 
Andy Wood with 
the new Level 
Fawr RSJs.

(Vicky Robinson)

Left: ‘Slotting’ the 
RSJs into position 
at the site of the 
second tube in 
Level Fawr.

(Vicky Robinson)

Above: Wee-Willie Winky Scarecrow 
- an entry in the Snailbeach Beach 
Party by the ‘Lane Crew’. 
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Sunday 14th - Alan Robinson, 
Mike Davies and Steve Holding 
visited Queen’s Adit, Cwmystwyth. 
The portal to Queen’s Level has 
collapsed and this was accessed by 
descending from a short level above 
– there had been some problems with 
bolting on a previous occasion and 
the ‘bad’ bolts were removed using a 
battery angle grinder.

It was felt that there had been some 
damage to the wheelbarrow that is on 
an intermediate level – a deviation 
bolt was installed on the second 
pitch. Note for future visits - hangers 
required; that a single 50m rope 
will cover both pitches - go over the 
stemples on the second pitch.

SCMC Trip Reports, May to August 2017 
Continued ...

Pengeulan Adit was accessed – 
this only goes a short distance to a 
collapse but is different to most other 
adits in the area in being quiet low 
and completely stone lined – rather 
more like a drainage level.

Finally, Taylor Level was accessed. 
This included visiting all the inner 
branches - the lowest oxygen level 
(19.0%) was recorded at the end of 
the inner right hand (looking-in) 
branch. The inner left-hand branch 
was probably the last worked and 
still has signifi cant amounts of 
ventilation tubing and rails in place. 
The outer left-hand branch was 
visited and two additional bolts 
placed at the top of the route down to 
lower workings.

Monday 14th August – Alan 
Robinson and Steve Holding visited 
Temple Mine and used the in-situ 
rope to access the higher level (the 
rope was noted on a trip earlier in 
2017 but we did not have SRT kit 
with us at that time). The higher level 
is much longer than the more easily 
accessed lower level – there is an 
air receiver still in place and various 
minor artefacts. Alan went through 
a dig further in but it only accessed 
about another 20m of passage.

Wednesday 23rd August - Andy 
Wood and Steve Holding visited 
the Forty Yard Level at Snailbeach. 
The 18’ ladder now redundant was 
moved up from the Forty Yard Level 
to be near the climb up to the lower 
intermediate level.

News Round-Up 2
Telford’s Blockley’s 

Expands
Michelmersh, which owns Trench-
based Blockley’s, has expanded its 
portfolio with the takeover of Carlton 
Main Brickworks in Yorkshire in a 
£31.2 million acquisition.

Carlton operates from a 93-acre site 
in Barnsley which was established 
in the 1880s, and which currently 
manufactures up to 37 million 
wirecut bricks a year annum.

The deal has seen £38.4 million paid 
for the business, but that includes 
£7.2 million of cash balances at 
Carlton which brings the overall cost 
of the deal down to £31.2 million.

Carlton reported turnover of £13.1 
million and EBITDA of £5.6 million 
last year. It is expected to increase 
Michelmersh’s output to over 100 
million bricks a year.

Michelmersh Brick Holdings now 
has a group of six brands: Blockleys, 
Carlton, Charnwood, Freshfi eld 
Lane, Michelmersh and Hathern 
Terra Cotta.

Shropshire Star, News Report
26th June, 2017

Mallorca Cave Diver Rescued
them to make it out. It was decided 
that Mascaró should go for help. 

The chamber Gràcia was in was 
about 80m (260ft) long and 20m 
wide, with a gap of 12m between 
the water and the ceiling, the water 
at the surface of the lake was also 
drinkable and he was able to get out 
the water onto a large rock.

Although he managed to remain 
calm, he began experiencing the 
effects of breathing in high levels 
of carbon dioxide and started to feel 
cold.

His mind began playing tricks on 
him and he thought he heard drilling 
(rescuers had tried drilling down to 
him to supply him with food and 
water, but failed). Eventually other 
divers made it through to him, after 
waiting a day for the silt to settle.

It took a further 8 hours to get him 
out of the cave, eventually reaching 
the surface late on Monday 17th 
April, 60 hours after he fi rst entered 
the cave. He has since gone back 
into the cave to re-visit the chamber 
where he waited.

BBC News, 15th July 2017

On Saturday 15th  April, geology 
teacher Xisco Gràcia went for a 
routine dive in Mallorca, exploring 
and mapping the island’s complex 
system of underwater caves.

He and his dive buddy, Guillem 
Mascaró, were exploring Sa Piqueta, 
a cave with numerous chambers 1km 
from the entrance, it took an hour of 
swimming underwater to reach the 
area they were interested in.

Gràcia spent some time collecting 
rock samples, while Mascaró swam 
off to chart a nearby chamber. When 
they headed out, several things went 
wrong at once. Gràcia met Mascaró 
by chance at a junction, and they 
stirred up silt, making it diffi cult 
to see, and they lost their dive line 
(either broken or lost in the murk).

They spent a over an hour trying to 
fi nd it by touch, but without success. 
By this time they had used their 
main air tanks and most of their 
emergency air.

Luckily, Gràcia knew of a nearby air 
pocket where they talked through 
their options.

They only had enough air for one of 
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Last year I was shown the book 
from Alveley colliery for recording 
damage to safety lamps (Fig 1). It 
was a requirement under the 1911 
Coal Mines Act that a daily record 
was kept of this. The book at Alveley 
was the last one used at the mine, 
covering the period from 1957 to the 
closure of the pit in 1969.

The book recorded the date of the 
incident, the number of the lamp, the 
name of the person to whom it was 
issued, the time it was returned to the 
lamp room, the nature of the damage 
(depending on whether it was a fl ame 
or electric lamp and the signatures 
of the lamp man, undermanager and 
manager (Fig 2)).

This followed the form prescribed in 
January 1937, when the regulations 
were last revised. For the fi rst page 
of the book, Elwyn Morris the 
undermanager and Ray Hasbury, 
the manager, signed every entry; 
by April 1957 Morris had started 
signing only one or two entries on 
a page (covering a period of several 
months) and by July of that year Mr 
Hasbury was following suit. The 
lampmen, Jack Bowen until 12-7-59 

Lamp Accidents at Alveley Colliery
David Poyner

Figure 1: Front cover of lamp accident report book, Alveley.

Figure 2: First page of entries in the lamp accident report book, Alveley.

and then Mervyn Price thereafter, 
signed every entry as they would 
physically receive the damaged 
lamps (Fig 4).

By 1957, the vast majority of lamps 
in use at Alveley were NiFe cap 
lamps made by Alkaline Batteries 
Ltd of Redditch (Fig 3), with fl ame 
safety lamps used by offi cials for 
gas testing. The only other lamps 
recorded were those carried on the 
man-riders and shunters.

The entries themselves are usually 
quite turgid, but some interesting 
themes occur. The accidents almost 
trebled from 1958 to 1962. It is not 
clear to me why this should have 
happened; the workforce certainly 
did not increase three-fold over 
this period. It did coincide with 
the modernisation of the pit on the 
surface and underground, with new 
faces being opened out far beyond 
the old workings and the introduction 
of locomotive haulage and fl exible 
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armoured conveyors. An analysis of 
accidents for 1957-62 showed that 
the majority were to the lens ring or 
the headpiece; probably the result of 
a cap lamp being dropped or being 
struck against an object whilst being 
worn. The problems with cables 
suggest lamps being allowed to 
dangle rather than being worn in the 
helmet or otherwise supported.

Bulb and switch failures were not 
uncommon. Bulbs would naturally 
expire although rough handling 
is unlikely to have helped; switch 
failure was usually due to dirt 
entering the mechanism. For fl ame 
safety lamps, the most common 
problem was smashing of the glass.

The epidemic of breakages did not 
escape the notice of the manager, by 
then Geof Wood. On 23-11-62 he 
made an entry to Mervyn Price in the 
lamp book: “Mr Price, please get the 
following information:

1) No of lamps damaged per month 
over last 12 months

2) Names of men who have damaged 
lamps more than once in year

3) Cause of damage of more serious 
breakages and whether reported to 
the undermanager

4) No of cases where the lamp has 
been rendered none-FL P [fl ame 
proof]

5) Any other sources of danger.”

Lamp Accidents at Alveley Colliery
Continued ...

Figure 3a and b: Two types of NiFe cap lamps used at Alveley

Table 1. Causes of accidents to lamps at Alveley

Date            Lamp No Name Damage Cause

Cap Lamps
07/12/1965 140 A Marciano Cable severed Caught in pans

19/12/1967 648 J Edwards Pike hole in battery

20/09/1968 316 P Price Broken bulb Caught head on ring

29/10/1968 207 GN Jones Damaged cable Lump fell on it

04/11/1968 488 G Price Broken lens ring Fell off helmet

08/11/1968 97 K Broome Broken glass Fell on rail

15/11/1968 324 M Hampton Broken lens ring Getting out of loco

02/12/1968 82 R Westwood Broken glass Fell on rail

Flame Lamps
20/05/1965 283 J Bishop Crushed No 97 Fell down shaft

06/01/1969 52 F Wilde Broken glass Fell off belt

Accidents had been running at 
between 15-20 per month. Whilst 
145 men damaged their lamp 
only once, 14 damaged 2 lamps, 3 
damaged 3 lamps and 1 damaged 
4 lamps; clearly some individuals 
were particularly unlucky! Wood’s 
intervention brought about an 
immediate effect; in November 18 
lamps were damaged; in December 
this fell to 5 and the numbers 
remained at that level thereafter.

Wood at least for a time kept a 
close eye on matters. On the 19th 
December, he asked how a lamp set 
came to be returned with a broken 
headpiece, the belt loop on the 
battery broken and the number on the 
battery erased.
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In February the next year written 
statements were taken from two men 
after one reported a broken belt loop 
and the other had the cable torn from 
his lamp. There were falls in almost 
all types of accidents, particularly 
those involving the lamp ring or 
bezel, suggesting much more care 
was being taken in handling.

The problem with high number of 
lamp breakages had been running 
long before this intervention; Wood 
and his predecessor may have 
already raised the matter at the 
colliery consultative committee prior. 

However, 6 days before Wood’s 
note to Price, two contractors were 
killed underground in a shaft-sinking 
accident; no doubt the pit was the 
subject of attention from the Mining 
Inspectorate and the manager may 
have thought it prudent to make a 
point at this time.

Regardless of safety concerns, 
the cost of replacement parts was 
signifi cant; 11/- 6 d for a cable, 19/- 
6d for a battery lid, 38/- for a battery, 
35/- 9d for complete headpiece. The 
cost of the individual components 
of the lamp included 3/- 6d for the 

bezel, 2/- for the glass itself, 3/- for 
a main bulb, 6d for a pilot bulb, 
4/- 6d for a switch and 10/- 6d for a 
headpiece moulding1.

Very occasionally the entries give 
some details as to how the accident 
to the lamp occurred; these are listed 
in table 1. They range from the 
mundane to the bizarre, but in some 
cases it is clear the men involved 
were lucky to avoid injury. The 
all-round illumination provided by 
a lamp was measured by the mean 
spherical candle-power (MSCP); for 
some reason Mervyn Price noted this 
in lamp failures in September and 

October 1965 but at no other 
time. 

My guess is that someone was 
trying to make a point with 
these entries!

I would like to thank John 
Lee for showing me the lamp 
damage book.

References
1.  c1967 price list from Alkaline Batteries Ltd, quoted in Belfry Bulletin No 270, February 1970,  http://bit.ly/2x5lZx7

Lamp Accidents at Alveley Colliery
Continued ...

Cothercott Developments
Left: The mine tub from 
Gwynfynydd Gold Mine, 
mounted, by Andy 
Harris, on a former 
engine base on the 
Cothercott mill site. 

Note: The picture was 
taken before Andy had 
fi nished the installation. 
He has since completed 
the base, hidding the 
rails supports.

All pictures: Kelvin Lake - 
I.A.Recordings

Figure 4: The lamp room at 
Alveley. From left to right: 
Harold Amphlett, Mervyn Price, 
Denis Lee, Jess Blount.
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Cothercott Developments
Continued ...

The Stiperstones & Corndon Hill 
Country Landscape Partnership 
Scheme have moved some of the 
millstones from the Cothercott baryte 
mill site to the nearby hillside to 
form a “Baryte” trail.

A couple of the stones have been 
stacked up on the mill site and 
one of the tubs from Gwynfynydd 

Above: The new interpretation panel on the Cothercott mill site. Above: The fi rst millstone on the trail (a runner 
stone) with the ‘Welcome’ plaque attached.Below: A bedstone and runner stone set-up on the mill site.

Right: Nick Southwick studies the inscription on the third 
set of millstones on the trail. These are set slightly off the 
trail towards the adits on the hillside behind the mill.

Below: The second millstone on the trail with 
an engraving showing the site layout and brief 
descriptions of the process.

Below: The fourth millstone, set on the top of the ridge above 
the mill site with views across towards Habberley and the 
Stiperstones ridge.

gold mine (via the SMT) has been 
mounted on top of one of the old 
engine bases by Andy Harris. 

The trail is designed to take visitors 
along a permissive path to join the 
public footpath that continues around 
the hillside to Wilderley Mine and on 
to the workings of Cothercott Mine 
on the other side of the hill.

Plaques have been fi xed to the 
millstones on the trail to provide 
brief descriptions of various aspects 
of the mining and milling operations 
at Cothercott.

Some additional work is also taking 
place on the hearth area.  
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An introduction to 
Sicilian Sulphur
There is a large deposit of evaporitic 
limestone, a chalky sulphur rich 
medium, across the central part of 
Sicily. There is evidence of sulphur 
extraction as long ago as 200 BC 
and of its use by the Romans for 
medicinal purposes.

Serious mining of sulphur began 
in the 18th century and there grew 
to be more than 700 mines with a 
peak in 1901 of 39,000 workers 
and an output of 540,000 tons. As 
the industrial revolution took hold, 
the demand for sulphur soared, 
particularly in Britain and France, for 
use in sulphuric acid and gunpowder. 
At this time, Sicily provided at least 
80% of the world’s sulphur. There 
was much politicking about national 
supplies and when France seemed 
about to monopolise supplies in 
1815, the British, in time honoured 
tradition, sent a gunboat and 
threatened to seize any French ships 
carrying sulphur!

Mining methods were very simple. 
A steep access stairway was dug to 
reach the sulphur bearing layers and 
then the ore, in relatively soft rock, 
was hand picked. There was virtually 
no mechanisation until very late in 
the 19th century, so all the ore was 

Some Sicilian Sulphur Mines, Part 1
Andy Wood

carried back up the stairs in baskets 
by children ‘owned’ by the pick men. 
These children were known as ‘I 
Carusi’.

The early technique for extracting 
the sulphur from the rock (it melts 
at about 115ºC) was by roasting in a 
‘Calcarella’, a fairly simple furnace 
which burns some of the sulphur as 
fuel, but it only resulted in a sulphur 
extraction rate of about 30% and 
created serious fumes of sulphur 
dioxide to pollute the area. An 
evolution of this was a ‘Calcarone’, 
a rather larger kiln, not unlike a lime 
kiln, where better control of the burn 
resulted in an extraction rate nearer 
50% as molten sulphur fl owed out of 
the base. Later, from the 1880s, ‘Gill’ 
ovens were used, comprising multi-
chamber kilns where the burn could 
be precisely controlled and emissions 
were greatly reduced. As a result, 
almost 75% of the sulphur could be 
extracted. The liquid sulphur was 
poured into wooden moulds and 
cooled to form solid cakes or loaves 
weighing 25kgs each.

The discovery of large sulphur 
deposits in Texas and Louisiana 
and the development of the much 
cheaper Frasch process for extracting 
it using injected steam, rendered 
conventional deep mining for the 
element uneconomic. (These days, 

much sulphur is actually produced 
as a by-product of oil refi ning.) 
However, the industry was a vital 
employer and driver of the economy 
in Sicily such that it was effectively 
‘quasi-nationalised’ in 1927 and then 
in 1962 Ente Minerario Siciliano 
(EMS) was formed in an attempt to 
revive the Sicilian industry. There 
was signifi cant investment in modern 
machinery and processes, including 
the use of froth fl otation to separate 
the sulphur, but to no avail. Most of 
the substantial existing remains thus 
date from the second half of the 20th 
century.

As central Sicily was economically 
disadvantaged, subsistence farmers 
were attracted to work in the mines. 
However, there was little or no 
transport infrastructure so all the raw 
sulphur had to be conveyed to the 
nearest port by mule or horse and 
cart for onward shipment. This was 
both slow and expensive. Eventually, 
towards the end of the 19th century, 
narrow gauge railways were built 
to link in with the main Palermo-
Catania line, which much improved 
the situation. Catania then became 
a major centre where sulphur was 
refi ned prior to export.

‘I Carusi’
In 1876 about 30% of sulphur 
workers were children ages 7 to 15. 
These children were called ‘Carusi’, 
which means “boys” in the Sicilian 
dialect. The Carusi carried the 
sulphur from the workings, 8-10 
hours per day. The Carusi were 
“rented” by the miners from the 
boys’ parents to work in the mine for 
a fi xed period of time. The miners 
worked for the mine owner, and 
the Carusi worked for the miner in 
conditions of near slavery.

The Carusi and the miners worked 
naked or semi-naked because of the 
extremely hot temperatures in the 
mine. They often worked without 
any light source and were very 
vulnerable in any disaster situation.
In 1876 the minimum age was 
increased to 10 years by government 
decree. In 1905 the minimum age 
was raised to 14 and in 1934 to 16 
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but the law was not rigidly enforced. 
It is rather surprising that this 
practice was still so common as late 
as the 1930s, perhaps indicating the 
slow progress in mine mechanisation 
and modernisation. It was as late 
as 1970 before the system fi nally 
ceased.

On a trip to Sicily, I was permitted 
to spend a day exploring. The centre 
of the sulphur mining industry 
was in the provinces of Enna and 
Caltanissetta, so that is where I went.

Miniera Baccarato
This mine, just south of Aidone, 
was made up of two sites very close 
together.  The smaller one was called 
Mazzarino but the main mine was 
Baccarato. To fi nd it, I was diverted 
by a road closure onto very poor 
mountain roads, in places inches 
deep in mud resulting from heavy 
rainfall washing earth from the 
fi elds onto the road. The mine was 
established between 1860 and 1870 
and eventually closed in 1963.

In 1940, on Mussolini’s instructions, 
a miners’ village, Borgo Baccarato, 
was built nearby to house the miners 
and their families. This site is now 
derelict but my enforced diversion 
meant that I failed to visit it.

There is not much left to see of the 
mine and access is diffi cult. I was 
able to walk around the masonry 
headframe but not access the few site 
buildings remaining. On the other 
side of the road lay some abandoned 
workshops.

Some Sicilian Sulphur Mines, Part 1
Continued ...

Above: Remains of the workshops across the road from 
the Miniera Baccarato mine site.

Above: Grand entrance to old ruins nearby - could it 
have been the Miniera Baccarato managers house?

Right: Stone 
built headframe 
at Miniera 
Baccarato.

Right: Miniera 
Baccarato, Stone 
built headframe 
and engine 
house.

Right: Rusting 
remains of a 
conveyor system 
at Miniera 
Baccarato.
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Parco Minerario 
Floristella-Grottacalda - 
a Geopark
The Floristella-Grottacalda Mining 
Park and Nature Reserve was 
founded in 1991 and covers 400 or 
so hectares, including numerous 
disused mines. It is the largest 
industrial archaeology site in Europe 
and there is a network of unsurfaced 
roads providing access to the 
individual remains.

The site is dominated by the 
Palazzo Pennisi, constructed in 
the 19th century by the aristocratic 
owner, Baron Pennisi, as a summer 
residence. It was originally single 
story but two more fl oors were added 
later to provide accommodation and 
lodging for the mine management 
and administration. The building is 
undergoing restoration with a view to 
becoming a museum.

Although there are quite a number 
(alleged to be around 180) of gated 
entrances to descending stairs hidden 
in the woodland, these date from the 
Gallizzi mine of the 18th century. 

The industrial mining development 
began in 1825 and peaked between 
1860 and 1870. However, mining 
continued and modern equipment 
was installed in the 1970s, but in 
common with other Sicilian sulphur 
mines, it was unprofi table so fi nally 
closed in 1986 – the last mine to do 
so.

Entering the site, one passes under 
the bridge that carried the narrow 
gauge railway built to connect the 
mine to the main line. The remains of 
the station for Floristella can still be 
seen. There are large interpretation 
panels at most of the signifi cant 
places but it seems that they have 
been there since 1991 and the harsh 
Sicilian sun has rendered many of 

them virtually illegible – even if you 
can understand Italian!

As the track drops down towards 
the valley bottom, the Palazzo 
Pennisi looms large in front of you 
and dominates the whole mine site. 
Immediately below the palazzo 
stands the most modern shaft, No 3, 
built in 1970/1 and purpose designed 
for hauling trucks of ore to the 
surface. There is an emptying system 
immediately in front of the shaft, 
with a tub creeper that takes full 
trucks up to a tippler and discharges 
the ore into a large hopper below. 
From there conveyors feed it into 
trucks for transport to the treatment 
plant and waste heaps up to 3kms 
away.

Above: Possible air shaft at Miniera 
Baccarato.

Some Sicilian Sulphur Mines, Part 1
Continued ...

Left: The bridge 
under the narrow 
gauge railway 
built to service 
the industry, now 
the entrance 
to Floristella-
Grottacalda 
Mining Park and 
Nature Reserve.

Right: The 
steel headframe 
of shaft No 3, 
built 1970/1 in 
the Floristella-
Grottacalda 
Mining Park and 
Nature Reserve.
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Some Sicilian Sulphur Mines, Part 1
Continued ...

Above: Plazzo Pennisi, the owner’s house!

Below: The winding engine house for shaft No.3.

Above: The shaft No.3 tub creeper and tippler system.

Below: The tippler at shaft No.3 in the Floristella-
Grottacalda Mining Park and Nature Reserve.

Above: Shaft No.1 and associated buildings in the Floristella-Grottacalda 
Mining Park and Nature Reserve.

Right: The stone headframe for shaft No.1.

All pictures: Andy Wood
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In the valley bottom, are shafts No 
1 and No 2. No 1 shaft is the oldest 
and was used as the main personnel 
access route. It is a masonry 
construction and around it are the 
ruins of various mine buildings 
such as workshops, offi ces, stores 
and some miners’ cottages. Nearby, 
shaft No 2, with steel headframe 
and modern winder was used as the 
downcast shaft for air supply and the 
lowering of spoil to backfi ll worked 
out sections.

Along the valley fl oor, there are 19 
‘calcheroni’ built into the hillside so 
they could be fi lled from above and 
the molten sulphur tapped below. 

On the other side of the access 
track there are the remains of 37 
Gill ‘regenerative’ ovens, some 
comprising 6 cells, which used to be 
covered by a tiled wooden roof to 
facilitate loading during the winter. 
A pile of waste from the ovens lies 
nearby.

Internal transport was accomplished 
using mine trucks on Decauville 
portable steel tracks. It seems gauges 
of 400mm, 500mm and 600mm 
might all have been in use.

It is possible to arrange a guided 
tour of the site lasting about 3 hours 
with an introductory video and all in 
English. However, the park is only 
open between 08.00 and 14.00 and a 
group booking is required.

The good news is that there is no 
charge. In view of the distance I had 

Left: The winding engine house, 
steel headframe with 2 cages for 
shaft No.2.

Below: The winding drum at shaft 
No.2

to travel to get there, I could not 
pre-book, which was just as well 
as road closures caused me much 
delay in arrival. Although there were 
interpretation panels, I was rather 
surprised not to fi nd any self-guided 
trail leafl ets and, as a result, I am not 
sure how much I may have missed! 

Above: Remains of the Gill ovens 
with Plazzo Pennisi on the hillside 
(top right).

Below (left & right):
Remains of “il calcheroni”

Some Sicilian Sulphur Mines, Part 1
Continued ...

to be continued in the next issue of Below! ...
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News Round-Up 3

Gaping Gill Rescue
A caver had to be rescued by Cave 
Rescue Organisation (CRO) from 
the 110m deep Gaping Gill main 
chamber on the 14th August.

He was brought safely to the surface 
and sheltered in a nearby shake-hole 
suffering from serious head and chest 
injuries. He was taken from the area 
by air ambulance to Royal Preston 
Hospital. 

It is not clear from news reports how 
he sustained his injuries.

Various News Reports, 15th August 2017

Tunnel Network Under 
Primark
Following a ‘sinkhole’ appearing 
in the ground fl oor area of Thanet 
Primark, Westwood Cross, Kent, in 
May the clothing fi rm had to carry 
out emergency repairs to the store for 
the second time in 3 years!

The hole was caused by a network of 
World War II tunnels constructed in 
1939 on the eve of war - some were 
converted from old railway tunnels.

On 24 August 1940, 500 bombs fell 
on the area in just fi ve minutes.

In response, hundreds of families 
from nearby Ramsgate began living 
in the vast network of underground 
tunnels, which housed shops, 
canteens and even a hospital. 
Concerts were held to entertain 
the 300 or so families living 
underground.

The network of passages was 
initially discovered when a hole into 
them opened up in 2015, this led to 
emergency repair work being carried 
out then. The collapse this year in 
May, was treated and the Primark 
store re-opened on the 31st July with 
many shoppers unaware they were 
walking above a hidden network of 
tunnels.

There are a number of other wartime 
tunnels in the Thanet area.

The region on the Kent coast was 
one of the most likely sites for a 
German invasion during the wars and 
was the fi rst part of Britain that many 
German bombers passed over on 
their way to conduct attacks.

Read more on the Kent Live website 
and watch a video of the tunnels:

http://bit.ly/2f3AnA7

The Thanet Hidden History 
Facebook site is also worth looking 
at:

http://bit.ly/2jlIDwy

Index to Kinnaird 
Commission, Volume 7 
- Mining Accidents
The Minutes of Evidence taken 
before the Commissioners on the 
Condition of Mines in Great Britain 
are a useful resource for mining 
historians, but until now they have 
lacked an index. 

In 1991, I indexed Volume 7, 
covering the period between April 
1862 and March 1864, as an aid for 
my own researches.  The resulting 
card index for this volume, which 
relates to metalliferous mines and 
those involved in them, has now 
been digitised and made available 
to other researchers on the Northern 
Mine Research Society’s website.

Go to:
www.nmrs.org.uk/resources/

metalliferous-mining/

and scroll down.
It is searchable using Ctrl F.

Mike Gill

Early Railways:
Review and Summary 
of Recent Research
Club members may be interested in 
this very interesting Historic England 
report. It is all about early railways 
and there are lots of mentions of 
mines (and quarries). Written by 
David Gwyn and Neil Cossons, the 
112 page report can be downloaded 
as a searchable PDF.

There is quite a lot about Shropshire, 
for example the 1605 waggon way 
from Broseley to Calcutts wharf is 
mentioned on page 22 and further 
mentions are made of the ‘Shropshire 
System’ on the following few 
pages. Many other mining areas are 
covered. Take a look and pass on to 
anyone who may be interested.

Historic England Report number, 
25/2017 see:

http://bit.ly/2vTpfbY

Roger Gosling

Box Mines Closed
The entrances to the Box Mine 
complex have been sealed with 
heavy steel grills which have been 
welded shut.

This follows the rescue of two ‘lost’ 
parties in the complex. They weren’t 
actually lost, they had entered 
the mines planning a through trip 
from Backdoor entrance to Jack’s 
Workings. However, when they 
reached Jack’s Workings entrance 
they found their exit blocked by a 
steel grill and were unable to re-trace 
their route to Backdoor.

Luckily, on both occasions, they 
were able to call for help and Mendip 
Cave Rescue sent a couple of local 
cavers to escort the groups out of the 
mine. 

Lost groups in the mines are nothing 
new, but the latest ones proved the 
fi nal straw for the mines’ owners, 
the Hanson Group. Who have now 
grilled and secured all the entrances, 
in consultation with the surface  
landowners and Natural England.

Their stated aim is to protect the bat 
habitat (which is considered to be 
internationally important) and the 
SSSI. 

Quarrying underground at Box 
ended in 1968 after over 150 years of 
working, leaving behind a maze of 
passages and chambers covering tens 
of kilometres.
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Equipment for Caving & Mine Exploration - A Personal View
Part 2, Steve Holding

Following on from the article in 
the last issue of “Below!” covering 
‘Helmets & Lamps’, attention this 
time turns to the question of “What 
are the best items of clothing for 
underground exploration”, again, this 
involves a lot of personal choice.

Clothing for Underground 
Exploration
What is appropriate clothing will 
depend a lot on the type of trip 
– many mines (and a few caves) 
are basically dry and all that is 
really needed is old clothes and a 
boiler suit, stout shoes and maybe 
gloves but the selection of clothing 
needs to be more refi ned for more 
arduous trips. Comments on what is 
appropriate for really wet trips will 
be mentioned last.

While some will still keep to old 
cloths, covered by a boiler suit, 
most probably now use properly 
developed caving  ‘undersuits’ and 
‘oversuits’. The purpose-made, one-
piece, caving undersuits are quick-
drying, synthetic fabric or fl eece 
and they can be very comfortable, 
however,  a good selection of other 
clothes can be equally good (look 
for the same properties of quick-
draining/drying synthetics). I fi nd 
that with experience I travel faster 
and can easily overheat so seem to be 
opting for thinner ‘fl eeces’ much of 
the time.

The traditional boiler suit is still a 
good choice in many (reasonably) 
dry situations – clearly, they offer 
little protection against water, they 
probably wear out more quickly and 
they do not shed mud and dirt as 
easily but they are cheap and breath 
well if you get hot. Again, most now 
opt for purpose-made, one-piece, 
caving oversuits – these will be hard 
wearing waterproofed fabric that 
should give good protection from 
splashing/falling water, dirt and mud. 
The important point in selection is 
that they do not hamper movement 
(you can get into all sort of strange 
positions exploring underground). 
More expensive oversuits are likely 
to remain waterproof longer and 

basically last longer but it is easy to 
overheat.

There are one-piece PVC suits 
favoured by some but I fi nd them 
too sweaty. Other useful features 
in oversuits are a hood (detachable 
or rolled-up in the collar) and good 
fastening (possibly neoprene) cuffs.

Choice of undersuit and oversuit 
is very much a personal choice – 
thinner persons are more likely to 
get cold quickly and want thicker 
undersuits and more protective 
oversuits. With my bulk, I overheat 
and prefer the thinner options!

Very Wet Conditions
Again what is considered wet varies 
with the individual, I am not really 
conscious of water in mines or caves 
if it remains less than thigh deep; it 
is wet if my voice goes up an octave 
occasionally, but I consider matters 
to only be really wet if in chest-
deep water for sustained periods 
(remember modern undersuits drain 
quickly – it might be very cold 
plunging into cold water but you 
quickly warm up if you are out of 
the water quickly and travelling 
reasonably fast).

If there are very wet conditions 
(prolonged time in cave stream ways 
and fl ooded passages in mines), then 
clothing more appropriate to these 
conditions is really required. It is 
possible to get dry-suits, designed 
to keep the undersuit/cloths dry 
regardless of dunking, but these are 
clearly prone to damage in the rough 
surfaces of caves and mines. 

For a long time, the use of one, or 
two piece wetsuits was the normal 
choice and some still opt for wetsuits 
they are not as readily available. The 
more standard wet gear is now the 
Warmbac ‘Neo-fl eece’.

The ‘neo-fl eece’ is part wetsuit and 
part fl eece undersuit – the body 
is neoprene (thinner than normal 
caving wetsuits) while fl eece arms 
and legs give maximum fl exibility of 
movement. These ‘neo-fl eeces’ really 
need to be used with a good oversuit.

Wetsuit Socks
Many caves and mines are going to 
contain some water – no problem if 
less than wellie-deep (and the wellies 
do not leak) but purchase of good 
wet-suit socks is a must if doing a 
lot of underground exploration. The 
more expensive ones (e.g. Warmbac) 
are more comfortable and last longer.

Wetsuit socks come as ankle length 
or long – generally the longer ones 
are easier to get on and off but I fi nd 
the choice makes little difference to 
warmth.

Warmbac  ‘Neofl eece’

Ankle length and long wetsuit socks
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Equipment for Caving & Mine Exploration - A Personal View
Part 2, Continued ...

I have had oversuit trousers tucked 
into wellies to have water fl owing 
over the oversuit directed into the 
wellies (e.g. climbing a wet pitch).

Gloves are again personal choice 
but having gloves is probably good 
if grabbing a rope while abseiling. 
Thinner gloves (e.g. ladies gardening 
gloves) allow better grip and more 
fl exibility than heavy duty gloves. 
Don’t expect to keep hands dry!

Kneepads
There can be signifi cant amounts 
of crawling in exploring caves and 
mines so having kneepads can make 

Warmbac kneepad with silicone outer

travel a lot more comfortable. Most 
use thick neoprene type knee pads 
– those with a silicone outer cost 
more but last a lot longer. This type 
of kneepad come with fi xed straps 
(need to put on before footwear) or 
adjustable Velcro fi ttings – the later 
are a bit more expensive but more 
convenient.

Kneepads available from hardware 
stores do not usually last out the 
fi rst trip. Some like the more rigid 
miner’s kneepads which do last but I 
do not fi nd to be comfortable.

You can also get elbow pads but few 
choose to use these.

Gloves are a personal choice - long 
rubber gloves (Ok until they fi ll with 
water) or cotton gloves with rubber/
plastic palms (ideal for handling 
ropes and hauling).

Neoprene elbow pad with silicone outer

Footwear & Gloves
Probably most opt to wear wellies 
but some don’t like them and opt for 
boots instead. All personal choice, 
but steel toecaps are desirable. The 
footwear should have a good, non-
slip sole and be a good fi t. I choose 
to use wellies with drilled holes 
when in wet conditions – drill holes 
in the side – holes in the bottom 
seem to act like one way valves and 
let water in without any draining.

It is worth giving thought to whether 
oversuit legs are inside or outside 
wellies – the number of times that 

Caving Kit to Avoid
Concrete wellies!
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Eardington Canal Tunnel - Trip Reports, 8th-9th April 2017
Kelvin Lake

Just south of  Eardington, near 
Bridgnorth is a small hamlet called 
Lower Forge. This is the site of a 
forge built in 1782 at the same time 
that a 750 yard long canal was driven 
through the high sandstone ridge on 
the west side of the site to connect 
Eardington Upper Forge (built 1778 
on the Mor Brook) to the River 
Severn . 

The Mor Brook powered the 
machinery at Upper Forge, but was 
unsuitable for navigation and it was 
half a mile from the River Severn. 
Hence the decision to drive a canal 
tunnel to connect the forge with the 
river.

In addition to linking Upper Forge 
to the river, the canal also provided 
a water supply to power machinery 
at Lower Forge - where the tunnel 
ended in a dock area carved in the 
cliff face about 10m above the level 
of the River Severn!

In addition to the dock, a number 
of ‘caves’ and water channels were 
cut inside the cliff to serve the 
forge. These water channels fed a 
waterwheel (possibly two) and other 
parts of the forge site.

On the 13th February 1966 Club 
members (Ken Lock, Malcolm 
Newton, David Adams, Brian 
Shuker, Jenny Davies, Terry Davies, 
Colin Lears and Pam Bowen) 
undertook a trip from the Lower 
Forge canal dock to the western 
tunnel at Upper Forge, using a 
pontoon and rubber dingy.

Extract from the 1883 25” OS map

Right: Brian 
Shuker, Terry 
Davies, Colin 
Lears, Ken Lock, 
and Malcolm 
Newton launching 
the pontoon into 
the canal dock 
at Lower Forge, 
13th Feb. 1966.

(SCMC Archive)

Above: Colin Lears, David Adams 
and Ken Lock preparing for the trip 
along the tunnel at Lower Forge, 13th 
Feb. 1966.                (SCMC Archive)

Above: Colin Lears in the dingy 
during the tunnel trip,13th Feb. 1966.

(SCMC Archive)

The 1966 trip proved successful and 
the tunnel was explored.

In December 2016 David Poyner 
managed to get permission for 
the Club to explore Lower Forge 
ironworks site - where a number of 
interesting culverts were discovered 
(see report in the next issue of 
Below!). He subsequently got 
permission from the landowners at 
both ends of the canal tunnel for us 
to visit the sites. So a return trip was 

planned for the 8th April 2017, to the 
Lower Forge canal portal and the 9th 
April to the Upper Forge site. Only 
51 years between visits!

Things have changed a little bit at 
the Lower Forge canal dock. The 
dock has been fi lled in and paved to 
provide a storage area and a wooden 
walkway constructed along one 
of the side tunnels to provide safe 
access to other ‘caves’ in the cliff 
face. 
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There is now only a trickle of water 
running through the tunnel (largely 
due to a dam and the construction 
of fi sh ponds at the Upper Forge site 
some years ago).

Club members David Poyner, Edwin 
Thorpe, Ian Cooper, Steve Holding, 
Evan Kinsey, Peter Eggleston and 
Kelvin Lake with George Poyner 
observing (laughing?) arrived at 
Lower Forge and after a quick recce 
from the canal dock area decided 
that it should be possible to ‘walk’ 
through the tunnel. At this point 
Edwin wisely decided not to do so!

Although there was ample headroom 
in the water channels (see next page) 
and dock area the canal tunnel was 
quite low. This was probably due 
to a large amount of silt which has 
built up, with the trickle of water 
carving a channel effectively down 
the middle. 

Although, if you look at the 1966 
photograph (on page 18), even 
when in water there was not much 
headroom at the portal.

The silt in the canal was initially 
fi rm underfoot, however, it was soon 
found that if you stood still, you 
broke through the ‘crust’ and sank 
into very sticky mud and ran the risk 
of loosing your wellies!

The solution was to adopt a sort 
of crouching position and ‘run’ as 
quickly as possible over the suspect 
spots!

Above: The openings in the cliff face at Lower Forge, 8th April 2017.
(Ian Cooper)

Above: David Poyner, Evan Kinsey, Ian Cooper, Peter 
Eggleston and George Poyner in the canal dock area. 
The railings beyond them, marks the drop down into the 
canal and the main tunnel entrance.

(Kelvin Lake - I.A.Recordings)

Above: The present day view out of the canal dock. The 
low wall marks the point where the pontoon was launched 
in 1966 (see p18, top picture). The wooden fence is the 
entrance to the walkway to the next ‘cave’.

(Kelvin Lake - I.A.Recordings)

Below: Kelvin Lake looking into the main tunnel (only 750 yards to go ...!). 
The camera position is at the right-hand corner of the railings at the end of 
the canal dock area (see the picture above).

Compare this view with that of the dingy and pontoon on page 18. It shows 
how much higher ‘ground’ level is now.       (Ian Cooper)

Eardington Canal Tunnel - Trip Reports, 8th-9th April 2017
Continued ...
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Eardington Canal Tunnel - Trip Reports, 8th-9th April 2017
Continued ...
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To access the canal tunnel from the canal dock we went through a 
side passage with a timber walkway over a void into a storage cave 
into another open ‘cave’ like area.

From this area it was possible to drop into the water channel behind 
the cliff face (see plan on page 20). Luckily Peter Eggleston had 
brought a short step ladder to make access a little easier.

This water channel fed the ironworks water wheel and possibly at 
one time a second wheel. The outfall for the penstock of the second 
wheel appears to have been bricked up and an iron pipe sunk into 
the fl oor near the end.

As the pipe stands proud of the fl oor it would have maintained a 
head in the rest of the channel, with the pipe acting as an overfl ow. 
There are other channels and iron pipes in the cliff face further 
along the ironworks site, so it is possible that this pipe led to them. 
Although how they were constructed in the rock face is not clear 
today, as any possible access points are not currently visible.

Eardington Canal Tunnel - Trip Reports, 8th-9th April 2017
Continued ...

Above: View, North, from the canal dock, 
along the walkway tunnel - Evan Kinsey is just 
visible in the distance, about to drop into the 
water channels.       (Kelvin Lake - I.A.Recordings)

Left: Edwin Thorpe 
at the North end of 
the walkway tunnel. 
The water channels 
access is off to the 
right.

(David Poyner)

Below:  Bricked-up penstock for a possible second 
water wheel, with the iron pipe on the left.
                (Kelvin Lake - I.A.Recordings)

Below:  View along the tunnel leading to the 
waterwheel penstock. Note: The white marks 
indicating the historic water level, the muddy fl oor, 
and roof voids due to the spalling of the sandstone.        

See the plan on 
page 20 to see how 
the features relate to 
each other.
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Eardington Canal Tunnel - Trip Reports, 8th-9th April 2017
Continued ...

Left:  The iron frame of the 
waterwheel penstock. Note 
how tree roots are coming 
through the sandstone.

Right: View from the junction 
to the waterwheel passage, 
along the main water channel 
to the access point, where 
David Poyner is standing. 

A lot of the debris in the 
channels (and the canal 
tunnel) is due to spalling of 
the sandstone roof, mixed 
with silt.

Again, note the historic water 
level marks
    (Kelvin Lake - I.A.Recordings)

Tunnel Trek
The trek through the tunnel was, to 
say the least, strenuous.

The combination of the gloopy 
mud, and the need to move quickly, 
then towards the western end the 
reduction in headroom wasn’t to 
everyones liking!

Steve Holding, Evan Kinsey, Ian 
Cooper, Peter Eggleston, David 
Poyner and Kelvin Lake set off for 
the other end of the tunnel. Some 
distance in Peter had to turn back 
when the headroom reduced due 
to back problems, while David 
continued until it got too low (he 
completed the round trip the next day 
by entering from the Upper Forge 
end and going to the point he had 
reached on Saturday). So four of us 
struggled right through, Ian decided 
when he reached the other end, that 
once was enough and returned to 
Lower Forge via the road - it did 
seem to be quicker than ‘walking’ 
through the tunnel !!

From a crouched position by the 
canal dock portal a dot of light from 
the other end of the tunnel could just 
be seen in the distance, however, the 
tunnel was not perfectly straight.

There were some surprising ‘bends’ 
in the tunnel and a couple of wider 
sections near the Lower Forge end. 
The wider sections may have been 

Above:  Looking back towards the canal dock from about 30m into the canal 
tunnel.
Below: Surprisingly the canal tunnel isn’t perfectly straight and has some 
wider sections. Note the historic water level marks - not much headroom!
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Continued ...

Right:  Some sections of 
the tunnel wall have been 
reinforced with brick. Was 
this due to boat damage 
or just a soft patch of 
sandstone?

Above: Some distance into the tunnel is this very wide area. Was this a place 
where boats could pass, an erosion point, or where 2 headings met?
There was evidence of material falling from the roof - but it was covered in silt 
and not fresh. Note: the speckles on the fl oor on the right are bat droppings.

(Kelvin Lake - I.A.Recordings)

Below: Peter Eggleston sinking into the mud at the western end of the very wide 
section, where the roof has been reinforced with a brick pillar.

due to spalling of material from the 
sides and roof. Any roof falls that 
were visible were covered in silt, so 
had not occurred recently.

Parts of the tunnel sides had been 
reinforced with brick, plus in a very 
wide section (about 300m from the 
Lower Forge dock) a brick pillar had 
been constructed to support the roof.  
There were no obvious construction 
shafts in the tunnel, so it is possible 
that it was driven from both ends and 
the very wide section was the point 
where the two headings met - but 
this is just speculation. The tunnel 
was generally 1.5 to 2m wide and the 
upper section fairly uniform in cross 
section.

In this section there was a lot of bat 
droppings on one side. Beyond this 
area, heading west, a long wide mud 
bank on the south side of tunnel was 
covered with hundreds of footprints, 
believed to be otter prints.

As the western end of the tunnel is 
approached the silt has built up to a 
point where progress is only possible 
by being bent double (defi nitely not 
good for the back!). About 50m from 
the portal to make good progress 
it becomes necessary to resort to a 
hands and knees crawl. Although, 
closer to the portal it is possible to 
almost stand up again.

Canal Operation
It is not known exactly 
how the canal operated. 
The general consensus is 
that materials and products 
from Upper Forge were 
sent through the tunnel to 
the dock at Lower Forge, 
either for transhipment to 
boats on the River Severn 
or for use in the forges and 
furnaces there.

The boats were propelled 
by the fl ow of water 
through the system. Simple 
enough, but .... 

1. How were the boats 
controlled - did they 
‘crash’ into the dock?

2.  How were the empty boats 
returned to Upper Forge?
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Eardington Canal Tunnel - Upper Forge, 8th-9th April 2017
Kelvin Lake

On Sunday 9th April, David Poyner, 
Peter Eggleston, Steve Holding, 
Ian Cooper and Kelvin Lake visited 
the tunnel site at Eardington Upper 
Forge.

 At Upper Forge the route of the 
canal east of the road and below the 
main furnace ponds was converted 
to a series of fi sh ponds a number of 
years ago. Although the canal is still 
in water a dam has been constructed 
near the tunnel portal raising the 
water level well above that of the 
tunnel.

The tunnel portal survives in a 
sandstone cutting with a number of 
holes and recesses cut into the sides.

These holes (presumably) at one 
time supported large baulks of 
timber, suggesting there was once a 
substantial structure above the canal 
and portal at this point.

Interestingly the holes in the south 
side of the cutting, although similar 
in section, are twice the depth of 
those on the north side (0.53m deep 
rather than 0.22m).

The eastern end of the cutting, 
directly above the tunnel also 
has some interesting features - 
again suggesting the existence of 
‘something’ above it. 

Accounts of the tunnel operations 
talk about boats being winched back 
to Upper Forge against the fl ow of 
the water. It is not unreasonable 
to suppose that the winching was 
done from a framework mounted on 
baulks of timber fi xed in these holes.

David Adams in his report of the 
Club trip in 1966 mentions seeing an 
iron winch or windlass at this end of 
the tunnel. Depending upon its size 
could that have been used to wind 
the boats back through the tunnel? 
Or was it used for something else?

At the tunnel portal there are 
remnants of rendering on the north 
side (about 3cm thick). While on the 
south side, there is the remains of a 

Right: View 
along the canal 
through the 
Upper Forge 
site towards the 
western portal of 
the canal and the 
sandstone ridge.

Right: The deeper holes 
on the south side of the 
sandstone cutting leading 
to the western tunnel 
portal.

(Ian Cooper)

Below: View east of the western portal of Eardington canal tunnel. Note the 
various holes and recesses in the cutting walls.    (Kelvin Lake - I.A.Recordings)
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brick structure. Unfortunately this 
side of the cutting is obscured by a 
pile of spoil and debris which has 
fallen from above.

The tunnel portal is not centred in 
the cutting, so there may well have 
been something on the south side of 
the cutting which gave access to the 
portal and canal - hence the brick 
remnants visible under the debris.

While studying the area around the 
portal a ‘small’ piece of iron and 
timber was spotted. Luckily the 
landowner was happy for us to have 
a little dig.

Initially we thought it would be just 
a old fence post, however as digging 
continued we realised it was quite 
a substantial item made of thick 
timbers held together with long bolts 
and a metal sheet cover on parts.

We eventually uncovered enough 
to be fairly sure that it was a sluice 
gate about the same size as the portal 
mouth.

So David Adams’ 1966 windlass may 
have been mounted above the portal 
and used to raise and lower this gate.

Tunnel Operations
If we consider the questions on 
page 23. These are some suggested 
answers:

1.  If the boats were winched back 
through the tunnel, then they 
would have to take the hauling 
rope through the tunnel with 
them. So maybe their down 
stream progress was controlled 
by the haulage system mounted 
above the Upper Forge portal. Below, left: David Poyner excavating the sluice gate.

Below, right: The sluice gate - 1m wooden stick and cm square b/w scale

Perhaps with a brake on the drum 
controlling them, in much the 
same way that gravity inclines 
worked.

 Simple marks on the rope (i.e. 
a rag tied to it) would indicate 
when the boat reached the dock 
area. This method would also 
mean that there would be no need 
for anyone to travel through the 
tunnel with the boats. Hence the 
relatively low headroom

2. A large capstan turned by hand 
could be used to haul the boats 
back.

 However, if the water was also 
supplying a waterwheel there 
would be quite a current through 
the tunnel. Possibly for the return 
trip the sluice gate was dropped  
to reduce the fl ow and make it 
easier to haul the boats back.

If anyone has any other thoughts 
then let me know.

Thanks
Special thanks to the landowners at 
both end of the tunnel for allowing 
access to the forge and tunnel sites.

Right: View 
just inside the 
western portal. 
This is spacious 
compared to a 
little further in!

(Ian Cooper)

Right: 
Kelvin Lake 
photogaphing the 
western portal

(Ian Cooper)

Eardington Canal Tunnel - Upper Forge, 8th-9th April 2017
Continued ...
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New Books

The Mines of the Shrewsbury Coalfi elds
By Mike Shaw

Snailbeach District Railways
by Andy Cuckson

ISBN 978 0 906294 901
Hardback (size  27.5 x 21.5) with full 
colour dust wrapper. £30.00

If you haven’t obtained a copy of 
Andy’s book you might be too late 
- as it appears that it is already sold 
out. So if you do want a copy and see 
one in a shop or advertised online, 
then snap it up!

Softback, 175 x 235 , 204pp,
Price: £15.00 + £2.70 P&P

The book covers the history of three 
small coalfi elds east of Shrewsbury 
west into Powys and south to just 
outside Church Stretton, The coal 
was thin, faulted and low grade 
but was available and affordable, 
they closed with the coming of the 
railways although Hanwood didn’t 
close until the 1940s.

The coal was used to power 
the steam engines around south 
Shropshire including Snailbeach, 
Tankerville and the Bog. Taking 
research along with numerous site 
visits where shafts and building 
remains have been identifi ed, each 
area is supported by excellent maps 
drawn by David Adams and will help 
others exploring these areas fi nd the 
mines and their remains.

In Pontesford at least two of the 
engine houses have been preserved 
as dwellings, colour photographs 
taken by Ken Lock in the late 1960s 
give a better idea of what they 
looked like. A third engine house has 
been preserved recently with lottery 
monies although access is restricted.

The areas included are Pontesbury, 
Hanwood, Leebotwood, Dryton and 
trials in North East Shropshire.

See Mike Shaw at a Club meeting if 
you would like to purchase a copy.

Onslow Steam Rally
August Bank Holiday, 2017

The Shropshire Mines Trust had a 
display at the annual Shrewsbury 
Steam Rally again, with the rocker 
shovel, winch, crusher and Red 
Dwarf electric loco, plus a rock drill.

One of the visitors to the display 
was Bob Gunn and his wife, Ann, 
from Dolgellau. They had come to 
the rally with their Wallis & Stevens 
Advance Steam Roller. In the past 
Bob had been the mine engineer 
at Gwynfynedd Gold Mine and 
designed and installed the large skip 
hoist which still survives in the mine.

Ann met Bob at the mine, when she 
went there as a university student. 
Recognising the Hudson tipping 
trucks, they were both keen to see the 
mine display in operation. Bob was 
invited to try out his rock drilling 
skills - and impressed everyone with 
the speed at which he managed to 
drill through the large rock the Trust 
had for the display.

Above: Bob Gunn 
shows how to drill a 
hole in super quick 
time!

Right: Bob operating 
the EIMCO rocker 
shovel.

(Kelvin Lake - I.A.
Recordings)
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Books and Videos

HISTORIC MINES OF SPAIN VOL.2 COMPILATION NO.53
Exploring the mines of Sierra Minera and Mazarrón

In April 2008, the Shropshire Caving 
and Mining Club visited the Sierra 
Minera region of Murcia in Spain to 
see some of the vast range of ancient 
and modern mines which survive so 
well in the area. At scores of sites, 
fl at-rope winders stand beside intact 
steel or wooden headframes over 
extremely deep open shafts!

First we visit Las Matildes mining 
museum near La Unión, where the 
Fundación Sierra Minera  preserves 
and exhibits a wide variety of 
mines, buildings and equipment. 
Later we see the huge Corta Brunita 
opencast zinc mine followed by the 
picturesque ruins in the Rambla del 
Avenque. At El Laberinto a tunnel 
takes us to Mina Obdulia and we 
then travel to Portman to see a jetty 
completely cut off from the sea by 
mining waste fi lling the bay, and we 
explore part of the large elaborate 
processing mill Lavadero Roberto. 

We go underground to see the work 
being done to make Agrupa Vicenta 
into the show mine of the Parque 
Minero de la Unión. Following 
the “33 Road” mine track over the 
mountain takes us through Roman 
and later mining remains including 
manganese kilns overlooking 
Portman Bay. At Corta Emilia we 
were given permission to examine a 
unique donkey gin.

Cabezo Rajado - the “Riven Hill” 
has been mined for hundreds of years 
and still has plenty to show: 450m 
deep shafts, ornate steel headframes, 
a fl at rope winder and a large mill 
containing 40 wooden fl otation cells 
and a ball mill. Back at ground level, 
The winder at Mina Ocasión has both 
its fl at ropes still in good condition. 

At El Lirio, levels with wooden 
pit props lead to fascinating 
underground stables. In the sidings 
leading to the railway tunnel Jose 
Maestre are many rail tipping cars 
and two locomotives. La Parreta 
is an impressive collection of mill 
buildings including Lavadero San 
Ignacio.

Mazarrón west of Cartagena is an 
ochre-red zone of rich lead and 
silver, mined before the Romans. 
The hill is cut by open stopes and 
dotted with open shafts; many 
with headframes of stone, wood or 
steel. Under a wooden building, a 
steam winder still has its fl at ropes 
connected to a wooden headframe.

Thanks to Andy Wood for organising 
the visit and to our Spanish friends 
Ana Christina Contreras and 
Paco Fernández Antolinos of the 
Fundación Sierra Minera; Reme 
Pagán Martí, Profesor Jose Ignacio 
Manteca and the Parque Minero de la 
Unión; and Portman Golf SA for site 
access. Thanks also to participants 
including the Friends of La Union 
Mines; and to Rob Vernon for his 
excellent research and guidance at 
and around Mazarrón.

This recording is a compilation - it 
has no commentary and it is not fully 
edited or dubbed. Incidental dialogue 
is in Spanish and English.

Running time: 1 hour 42 minutes
Price: £14. 40

(full HD Blu-ray £18.00)
Discounted price for Club members: 

£10, £14 for Blu-ray
(if you collect e.g. at Club Meetings)

Available from Mike Moore at Club 
meetings, or online at

www.moorebooks.co.uk
more details at:

www.iarecordings.org

Surrey’s Ancient Stone
 Mines

By Peter Burgess
This book is the result of some thirty 
years of study and exploration of 
ancient underground stone quarries 
and hearthstone mines in the Reigate 
area. The old workings have nearly 
2000 years of proven history, and 
research continues to reveal new 
aspects of the trade and its place in 
our local history as each year passes. 
The book provides a chronology 
of the industry, and a site by site 
description of the quarries and mines.

The book contains the following 
chapters:

SECTION 1 - Stone Quarries: 
Origins, The Medieval Centuries, 
Firestone, Working the Stone, 
The Reigate Quarries, The Gatton 
Quarries, The Merstham Quarries, 
The Chaldon Quarries, The Godstone 
Quarries, The Croydon, Merstham 
and Godstone Iron Railway.

SECTION 2 - Hearthstone Mines: 
What is Hearthstone?, Brockham 
Hearthstone Mine, Surrey 
Hearthstone Mine, Betchworth, 
Cawley’s Mine, Betchworth, Colley 
Hill Hearthstone Mine, Merstham 
and Bletchingley Mines, Godstone 
Hearthstone Mines, Appendix, 
Glossary.

Paperback, 9” x 6”, 204 pages, 49 
photographs (B+W), 34 diagrams, 
location maps etc.   Price: £12.95
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Diary Dates 2017Club Offi cers

Catch us on the World Wide Web. Club activities & the labyrinth:  www.shropshirecmc.org.uk

21st October: BCRA 28th 
Annual Cave Science Symposium. 
University of Leeds.

28th October: CREG Field Meet - 
Weekend Field Meeting of BCRA’s 
Cave Radio & Electronics Group. 
Location: Yorkshire Dales.

4th November: NAMHO Council 
meeting. Garden Room, Dean Field 
Studies Centre, Parkend, Glos. GL15 
4JA.

18th November: JRat’s Digging 
Award evening, Hunters’ Lodge, 
Priddy.

2018
1st-4th June: NAMHO 2018 
Conference. Based at Dean Field 
Studies Centre, Parkend, Forest of 
Dean, The event is run by the GSS, 
RFDCC, Hades and SGMRG.

September 2018: Hidden Earth, 
National Caving Conference, venue 
and date to be announced. More 
details will be released on their web:

hidden-earth.org.uk/

2019
4th-8th July, 2019: NAMHO 2019 
Conference, to be hosted by Roy 
Fellows in Wales.

President: David Adams

Chair: Neal Rushton

Vice Chair: Gareth Rushton

Secretary:  Andrew Wood
scmc.secretary@factree.org.uk

Treasurer: Marian Boston

Conservation: David Poyner

NAMHO Rep: Alan Robinson

Membership, BCA Rep & 
Insurance: Mike Davies 

Tackle:  Andy Harris

Training Offi cer:
Andrew Wood

First Aid Offi cer:
Alan Moseley

Bat Offi cer: Mike Worsfold

‘Below’ Editor, Publications: 
Kelvin Lake

e-mail: scmc@factree.org.uk

The Joys of Underground Comms  ...

Send a message to control ...
Well?

We want a bariatric stretcher
?

Er!

They’re watching

a hairy bat trick ?? 


