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North Devon and Exmoor. Methodology for mining history research; identifying and maintaining the integrity of a fragile mining landscape.








1.	Introduction





It must be admitted that I was somewhat sceptical about the theme for this conference: Acquire, Record, Display.  The terminology suggests an earlier philosophy on the presentation of our industrial past as museum exhibits removed from their original context.  Whereas, my approach to mining history has developed along quite different lines over the last 30 years.  This paper seeks to present the lessons learnt in researching the history of mining in North Devon and the Exmoor area of West Somerset through the 1970s, the methodology used and the extension of that work to place it in its true economic context.  It will also look at the physical evidence for mining, its interpretation, and its potential for industrial heritage education and tourism.





What was happening in North Devon from the 1970s to a large extent mirrored activity across England and Wales, as interest developed in mining, its history and physical legacy.  Exmoor and the surrounding upland areas of North Devon, plus the Brendon Hills to the east which are not considered in this paper, were designated as a National Park in the 1950s but, in common with most other parks, official interest in its industrial heritage only developed over the last two decades. The vast bulk of research has been down to the efforts of individuals who believed in the value of mining heritage.





2. 	The position in 1970.





In 1970 the area was not totally without published material, but there was little of it and its content was very limited. The principal published material was geological in nature and the most useful source, Dines, The Metalliferous Mining Region of South West England, had just been reprinted. Dines devoted just 16 pages to North Devon and West Somerset and listed 22 mines in the area considered by this paper, but it provided a useful starting point.  Armed with the that information and large scale OS maps it was possible to explore the area and become familiar with the known mining sites. It soon became evident that others had a similar interest in mining. John Rottenbury, a North Molton farmer turned geologist, was actively researching the history of mining as part of his geological studies.  There was also a small group of mine explorers active in the area.  Their local knowledge and ability to gain access to old workings was to prove invaluable as my research developed.





Of course we were not the first to take an interest in the area. I subsequently discovered that David Bick, better known for his interest in Welsh mines, had been to North Devon over twenty years earlier.  Where I found only scattered items of machinery at the Florence Iron Mine, near North Molton, he had seen them in their context only a few years after the 2nd World War trials were abandoned (Fig. 1).  At Bampfylde, also near North Molton, substantial sections of the Captain’s house still survived in the late 1940s (Fig. 2). However, it was the notes on the Combe Martin mines made by Howard St.Louis Cookes directly after the war which were of more tangible benefit in the 1970s. Cookes, of Bideford Black Pigments Ltd., had considered reworking the Combe Martin mines and, where we found a marked reticence on the part of the villages to talk about the old workings, the prospect of post war economic renewal had evidently persuaded them to reveal a considerable amount of detail. Once the prospect of reworking had faded Cookes considerately deposited his notes with the North Devon Athenaeum, in Barnstaple. It was the Athenaeum’s collection which provided the material for stimulating an extended interest in the history of mining.














3.	A methodology for the acquisition of information.





There was no consideration of a methodology as an interest in mining turned to actively researching their history but one soon emerged.  Initially the search focused on local resources: large scale OS maps, newspapers, and document collections held by the Athenaeum. They were then supplemented by documentary resources held in the Devon Record Office, in Exeter, and the Somerset Record Office, in Taunton, some of which had been catalogued and could be readily identified as being relevant to mining. Documents prepared for the mid 19th century tithe award (maps and apportionments) assisted in determining the ownership of the land, leading to a search of specific collections of estate papers for leases, mineral setts and accounts.  Attention then turned to the printed primary resources associated with mining: periodicals, like the Mining Journal and Mining World; the Mineral Statistics, published annually 1848 onwards; Reports of H M Inspectors of Mines, 1872 onwards; and the Catalogue of Plans of Abandoned Mines, 1929.  None of  these were available locally and involved spending an increasing amount of time in record offices and libraries far removed from North Devon.  Documentary resources were also accessed on a national level, particularly the records of mining company registration, then in Companies House but now held by the Public Record Office.  These were supplemented by statistical information from the 19th century census returns, not then available at a local level.





As the body of available information expanded it increasingly led to searches outside the area normally associated with mining. For example, following up information found in the University of Liverpool’s Harold Cohen Library led me to the Kugliga Biblioteket in Stockholm and the travel journal of a Swedish engineer Henric Kahlmeter. Kahlmeter had visited the area in 1724/5, looking particularly at copper production, as had another Swede, Thomas Cletscher, thirty years earlier. These and other documents of a more general nature, for example, the mid 18th century parish surveys initiated by Milles, helped broaden the view of mining in North Devon and Exmoor. In particular they helped in establish a picture of mining before the period of industrialisation and the 19th century which confines the interests of many mining historians. Although the old Swedish script makes it a difficult document to interpret, Kahlmeter’s journal proved to be a useful resource for the whole of South-West England, with an impact outside mining, which Justin Brooke has been able to exploit and will shortly publish in translation.





4.	Establishing a record of mining.





Having acquired the information it then has to be used to establish a record of mining activity. Remembering, of course, that in this case information was accumulated of a prolonged period and the researcher’s view of  the areas mining record was changing with time. One aspect of mining in North Devon and Exmoor soon became apparent.  The area was of relatively greater importance before 1750 than its record in the 19th century would suggest.  Regular reference in 19th century documentation to the profits gained from mining lead/silver at Combe Martin in the medieval period were there as an incentive to investors.  Similarly  observers like Pattison commented on the scale of early workings to be seen at the Bampfylde (Poltimore Gold) mine in the 1850s, largely perceived to be related to gold extraction. We had also noted the large heaps of early iron smelting slag at undocumented sites like Sherracombe Ford, on the south slopes of Exmoor.  





The importance of North Molton as an early source of copper was reinforced by Rottenbury’s discovery of hand cut working to the west of the Bampfylde mine, confirmed by the contents of both Cletscher’s and Kahlmeter’s journals, and was placed in perspective by statistical information collected by Dixon. David Dixon, as part of his MPhil thesis, extracted coastal export figures for copper ores from the Barnstaple and Bideford portbooks which show that the North Molton mine’s most productive phase was between 1697 and 1702 when it was probably the leading copper producer in England. (Fig. 3) It continued to play a significant role in the growth of the UK copper industry through into the third quarter of the 18th century.  However, it is difficult to quantify that contribution after 1720 as subsequent portbooks have been lost.  Histories of the copper industry have tended to concentrate on Cornish production alone with did not take off until the 1720s and was generally of a much lower grade than that from the North Molton mines. Statistical sources, like the portbooks and earlier customs records, are invaluable in placing the record of mining, largely generated from the late 19th century mineral statistics, in perspective. The 19th century statistical material, which in the early days we largely regarded as means of identifying mines, can be used in part to establish the impact of local production on the national economy.  Atkinson did just that for iron mining and its relationship to production in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.





5	Moving beyond a history of the mines.





Michael Atkinson’s work on iron ore mining in mainland Britain answered the question, not when and where iron was mined, but why it was mined in North Devon and West Somerset.  He shows that increased production in the late 19th century was linked to the demand for non-phosphoric pig iron, required to counter the failings of the early Bessemer converter process. Providing similar answers for the iron production before 1750 is going to be far more difficulty, with little documentary evidence, and will be largely down to the archaeologists.  Gill Juleff has already made a start, and todate a total of at least eight iron working sites have been identified around Exmoor, with dates ranging from the late Iron Age / Roman occupation period through to the 15th century, with a 16th century forging site at Horner, near Luccombe. Identifying the source of the iron ores is problematic but the strength of the industry through the medieval period is not in doubt. All that is missing is a charcoal fired blast furnace site, the presence of which is suggested by iron exports from North Devon ports during the 16th century.





All this work is moving beyond a history of mines towards viewing them within a wider mining history.  I became aware of a need for that approach when working on the early history of the Combe Martin silver-lead mines.  Later references to the mines abounded with unsubstantiated statements as to their former riches. At first there appeared to be little documentary evidence to support the view that the mines had been worked for silver prior to the early 16th century.  A systematic search of the various printed calendars and lists of state papers, published by the Public Record Office, slowly turned up the required evidence for Combe Martin.  It also identified a far greater body of related evidence for mines at Bere Ferrers (Birland) in south Devon.  Research into the Combe Martin mines of the 18th and 19th centuries had already made it clear that the stimulus for their exploitation was not the demand for silver, despite regularly quoted high assay values, but the price of lead.  It was increasing evident that the Combe Martin mines, and the working of silver-bearing ores in North Devon, could not be treated in isolation from the development of silver mining as a whole.





Current work on the history of silver mining from the Conquest to the end of the late medieval period has provide some answers for Combe Martin. An increasing use of coin in commercial transactions during the late medieval period certainly created a demand for silver, but the North Devon mines played only a marginal role in its satisfaction.  The northern Pennine mines of the mid 12th century made a significant contribution to the estimated £250,000 circulating in the English economy at that period. By the 1290s, when the Devon mines were opened up, the amount of coin in circulation was at least three times that level; to which those mines contributed at, their best, less than £2000 per annum. The majority of the silver in circulation came from continental sources in return for increasing exports of wool, tin and, from the late 14th century, textiles.





Suggestions that the Combe Martin mines supported the wars of Edward III and Henry V are very wide of the mark. Within two years of the outbreak of hostilities with France, in 1337, Edward III had already borrowed at least £300,000 towards the cost of the war in addition to that raised through parliamentary grants of taxation. In reality the mines had been abandoned after only two years production in 1294 and attempts to rework them, under a succession of lessees, in the late 1320s came to nothing. The often quoted numbers for miners employed in the 1290s, 300 plus, are those for Devon as a whole and were largely used at Bere Ferrers.





It was not until the latter part of the 14th century that there was further recorded production of silver at Combe Martin. Subsequent short periods of working passed without record and it was not until Bulmer worked the mines in the 1580s that there was significant documented production. There is, as yet, no evidence that  deep working, requiring the techniques of adit drainage and mechanised pumping used in South Devon, was tried at Combe Martin until the 16th century.  The unfulfilled potential of the mines during the late medieval period can, perhaps, be explained by the structure of the ore deposits.  Mineralisation at Combe Martin is much early than that at Bere Ferrers, predating the Cornubian granite emplacement.  Here the ore occurs in lenticular deposits with little or no continuity between one deposit and the next.  These conditions were very different from the well defined fissure deposits in South Devon, making prospecting a random affair.  Also, the success of Bulmer in treating the ores, probably utilising the new ore hearth technique developed on Mendip, after Hochstetter’s attempts in the mid 1520s had failed does suggest that the ores had been difficult to smelt.





The attention afforded the northern mines, and the successful 16th century working, came after those at Bere Ferrers were in decline and eventually abandoned as being worked to the limits of available technology. Similar limitations then beset Combe Martin. Attempts were made to access the known deposits in depth using a deep drainage adit in the 17th century but the real focus of silver production had moved to new deposits in mid Wales.  Renewed working of the deeper lead/silver deposits at Combe Martin, and Bere Ferrers, was not possible before the advent of steam powered pumping allowed the modern miner to get under the medieval and 16th century workings.  The incentive to apply new, high cost, technology was not silver but the value of the lead in which it was found.  Attempts at reworking coincided with prices rises and succeeded in the period of high lead prices after 1836. Thus the former relationship between the metals was turned on its head.  Whereas, in the medieval period, mining focused on silver, now it was a mere adjunct to the production of lead, its former bi-product.





6.	Displaying the evidence





Today the surviving physical evidence of mining at Combe Martin, as with the rest of the area and South-West England as a whole, is largely from the 19th century.  An example of that symbol of Cornish technology, the beam engine house, dominates the Knap Down Mine on the high ground to the north-east of the village. Those substantial structures, like the crusher house at Bampfylde and that at Fullabrook plus a number of wheel pits, can survive despite being abandoned for well over a century.  Others have benefited from alternative usage to survive at least in part into the 21st century.  Examples include the lead/silver smelter, account house and smithy, all at Combe Martin; the Bremley Mine smithy and the partial remains of the small all-in-door Sims engine house at Gourt Mine, both at Molland. Structures such as these are however limited in number and most sites are marked only by earthworks. That is particularly the case for medieval and early modern activity, where the evidence may be slight and easily overlooked.





How then is it possibly to interpret the evidence of mining, whilst emphasising its impact in the pre-industrial periods, with only limited physical remains?  Publication of the historical evidence can inform and highlight the potential. A detailed list of mining and processing sites in North Devon has been available for some time. Originally published in the late 1970s and subsequently updated, it now lists 195 sites, including the anthracite mines around Bideford. Add to that a number of publications, including articles in the mining interest journals and material placed on the Internet, and we are providing detail as to when and where mining took place. The archaeology of mining and its associated technology are the central theme of Exmoor’s Industrial Archaeology , published in co-operation with the Exmoor National Park  in 1997. These publications, along with information supplied to the county archaeology units for incorporation in the Sites and Monuments Record (SMR), work towards a public and institutional awareness of the potential survival of mining remains.





Display, to the public, of the physical evidence for mining is another matter.  The landscape is not dominated by mining, as it is in the Tamar Valley and parts of Cornwall, and the limited survival of substantial remains, particularly structures, does not really allow for the establishment of dedicated ‘museum’ sites.  Interpretation should be on a low level and incorporated an appreciation of the part played by mining in the development of the landscape. Within the coastal zone, and an area of high visitor concentration like Combe Martin, guided walks have already proved successful.  For the more remote parts of the National Park area low key signposting is more appropriate: both being supported by interpretative leaflets.  Considerable potential exists for sites on private land, well illustrated by the wealth of surviving, if fragile, features at the Bampfylde Mine (Fig. 4), where access agreements are required to open up sites to the public.  Such integration of mining heritage into the existing tourist infrastructure has the benefit of both educating the visitor and attracting income into the rural economy.





Intervention on mining sites in the future, to stabilise existing structures and for intrusive archaeological investigation, is a real possibility.  Work of this nature has already been 


carried out on sites in the eastern part of the National Park, on the Brendon Hills. As at least one other speaker at this conference will point out, continuing archaeological work can in itself provide a focus  of attention and an incentive for return visits to monitor progress.  Once the public is aware of the importance of the vestiges of mining the more likely they are to treat them with respect.








7.	Conclusions.





Using a systematic search of primary sources and analysis of the statistical material allows the researcher to build up a picture of local mining activity.  The picture then needs to be viewed in context avoiding an undue concentration on the 19th century.  For that it is essential to explore outside conventional boundaries.  A recent comment that some mining historians have become obsessed with detail, as has happened in some aspects of railway history, warrants consideration. Having established a picture of mining activity and exhausted the principal resources, there are perhaps two paths to be taken. One takes you back over the subject area, examining the minutiae, and possibly resolving a few unanswered questions.  The other path allows you to step back and take an overview, utilising the skills gained to answer the bigger question as to why mining occurred in the first place.





Mining history research provides no benefits for the wider community unless the results are in the public domain. Dissemination of information is essential to increase awareness of the potential in mining heritage, particularly in respect of  the fragile physical evidence for pre-industrial activity. Researchers are encouraged to utilise the results of their work to interpret mining history and encourage greater public participation.
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