This story starts in the late 1970’s when an older work colleague, about to retire, returned from house hunting in Cornwall with a photograph of a road sign pointing to Wheal Butson  - ½ Mile.
A couple of months later my wife Carol and I went to St Agnes, on Cornwall’s north coast and started our search. What started out as simple curiosity about something related to my fairly unusual surname, turned into a lifetime’s work on the history of not only a copper mine, but the family as well. Not to be outdone, Carol also started to research her family, but that’s another story!

Our first visit led us to Wheal Butson Farm where the owners were only too glad to show us their farmhouse, the original mine captain’s house from 1740 (complete with a safe set in a two foot thick wall). They also showed us the remains of the first vertical shaft sunk in the early 1700’s.

The word “Wheal” is a derivation of the Cornish word “Huel” meaning a mine or mine workings. What follows is a history of the mine, a tale of discovery, small beginnings, success, renewed optimism but ultimate failure and despair.

Most of the detail has been based on the work of A. K. Hamilton Jenkin M.A., B.Litt (1900-1980)

Wheal Burrow and Butson
The main lode runs from the bank of Trevellas Coombe, coursing E.N.E. for 1,000 Yards. The area was divided into two sections, Butson’s section and Burrow’s section.

Butson’s section was located in the first 300 Yards between the Trevellas Coombe stream and a point half way along the track running from the main road to the farmhouse (New Wheal Butson Farm) in Burrow’s section. This section contains Butson’s or Old Engine shaft, Barkla’s, John’s, Letcher’s, Knight’s and Stephen’s. It also contains the original Mine captain’s house situated between Butson’s and Barkla’s shafts.                                                                                                                       (Note: Mine shaft names were connected to family names and events, particularly the marriage of a Butson, where the new wife’s name was used i.e. Barkla’s, Letcher’s, Knight’s, a birth i.e. John’s or sometimes a mine captain i.e. Stephen’s.  A check of Births and Marriages gives a clue to the approximate opening dates of each shaft).
The Burrow section, which continues in an easterly direction from the boundary of Butson’s section, stretches for a further 700 yards. Shafts here are Davey’s, Williams’, Old Quarry, Engine, Tonkin’s, Hodge’s, Old East and New East. The main shaft in the Burrow section, and the deepest, is the central point from which distances can be measured.

(Please refer to map in Appendix one)


Distances are measured from Engine Shaft in the Burrow Section

	SHAFT 
	Distance (Yards) 
	Direction 
	Depth (fathoms) 
(1 fathom=6 feet)

	
	BUTSON’S SECTION
	
	

	Butson’s 
	560 
	WSW 
	40 

	Barkla’s 
	490 
	WSW
	10 

	John’s 
	458 
	WSW
	20 

	Letcher’s 
	410 
	WSW
	30 

	Knight’s 
	376 
	WSW
	20 

	Stephen’s 
	328 
	WSW
	20 

	
	BURROW SECTION
	
	

	Davey’s 
	270 
	WSW
	20 

	Williams’ 
	225 
	WSW
	40 

	New East 
	330 
	E 
	40 

	Old East 
	253 
	E 
	40 

	Hodge’s 
	173 
	E 
	40 

	Tonkin’s 
	100 
	E 
	20
 


In the central part of the workings are several cross-cuts. A deep drainage adit runs NNW from Huel Mithian, through Flatrod shaft and Engine shaft and carries water for about 900 yards to the bank of Trevellas Coombe in Wheal Liberty sett. The main lode varied in depth between 20 and 30 fathoms, depending on the topography of the land above, between Old Engine shaft and New East shaft, on the western and eastern boundaries of the exploited area. The land rise steeply, possibly 100-150 feet.
RECORD OF OUTPUT

Butson’s shaft



-


a few tons of copper ore
Stephen’s Shaft



-


£50,000 worth of copper ore

All Shafts


During
1837-39

-


1,297 tons of copper ore


1847-48

-


   150 tons of Zinc ore



1873-76

-


       4 tons of copper ore




     49 tons of lead ore




  743 tons of zinc ore

Also small amounts of silver and gold

The following extract is taken from “Mines and Miners of Cornwall, part two – St. Agnes to Perranporth”, published in 1962 by A.K. Hamilton Jenkin.
“Near the head waters of the stream which flows to the sea through Trevellas Coombe lies Wheal Burrow and Butson, an extensive mine with a long history of working. Under the name of Wheal Davey, its earliest mention occurs in 1735 when a party of working miners brought in an adit, only five fathoms deep, from the stream boundary on the western boundary of the sett. After driving 30 fathoms, sinking two adit shafts and raising a few tons of copper ore, they were obliged to give up for lack of funds. Subsequently another small company extended the adit eastward and, with the help of a 14ft diameter water-wheel, sank 25 fathoms below that level where they are said to have raised £50,000 worth of copper ore from what is known as Stephen’s bottoms. Later, a third group of adventurers drove a long adit from the northern part of the sett, cross-cutting the various lodes at a depth of 22 fathoms from the surface. The cost of this undertaking was £2,000, exclusive of the nine shafts sunk by the previous company”. (54)
In the meantime, Wheal Butson, which was almost identical with Wheal Davey, must have been started before 1748 since it is shown on Martyn’s map of Cornwall, published in that year. In 1767-69, payments for the attendance of samplers at Wheal Butson (55) show that the mine was still active, as was the case in 1791 when Boulton and Watt erected one of their engines there, This engine, a 36inch cylinder, was used to demonstrate the superiority of their machines over those of Hornblower, against whom an action was pending for infringement of patent rights. “Give a drink to all necessary persons and knock any man down that touches the coal or the fire during the whole trial” wrote Boulton to Murdock on that critical occasion. “Arrange your assistants properly, night and day and prohibit any and all men from touching the working gear except its appointed director”. Finally, “Order one of you best Cornish pye-makers to make a few dozens of meat raised pies (i.e. Pasties) for the men must be greased as well as the machine”. (56) Whilst the outcome of the test need not concern us here, it will suffice to say that the mine continued at work until 1794 when it closed down owing to the low price of copper then prevailing. (57)
In 1819 the sett was once more taken up and £8000 was laid out in erecting an engine on Wheal Burrow shaft which was then sunk to 62 fathoms below adit level. Subsequently in 1832, Capt. N. Stephens worked a part of the mine for about a year but after raising 100 tons of ore was forced through lack of capital to sell it to a Mr. Noah Coward. The latter cleared and re-timbered the adit and sank on a lode “Worth 12 tons per fathom at £3 per ton” (58). From Noah Coward the property was purchased in 1834 by a London company who proceeded to work it under the name of United Mines North, otherwise North Consols. In addition to Burrow and Butson, this company held the rights to Wheal Arthur which lay to the north (59) and of Wheal Cornwall to the south. The latter had its own 36” engine but apparently did not survive long, since the materials were advertised for sale on 21st October 1836 (60)
The North Consols Company only continued in being for three years but during that period, September 1834  - August 1837, issued such a spate of reports as can have been rarely equalled by any other mine. The local management was entrusted to a Mr. Sam Cardozo Jnr. Of Redruth, an ebullient gentleman whose character is revealed in the easy self-assurance which inspired his earlier effusions. . As the high promise of the mine dwindled, however, his own compositions practically ceased, and the weekly reports were furnished by the agents in somewhat more sober style. Even in their case, however, there is much that seems questionable or that one would now like to question. Nowhere is this more forcibly illustrated than in Captain Thomas Tippett’s final report, dated 3rd June 1837, in which he wrote “There was never a poorer mine stopped than the bottom of Wheal Butson. I am also sorry to say that the upper levels at this time are very poor, and no ore in the lode to make a (Tributor’s) pitch worthy of notice”. Few mines can have been so tersely condemned by any agent, however honest and veracious, and one wonders if the above remarks really represented his own unbiased opinion. It is certainly significant that a later hand added “The bottom of Wheal Butson was not seen by those adventurers as the ore dipped east”. In the event, one is left with the impression that the London promoters , having made their profit in share jobbing were themselves anxious to abandon the property with a view to turning their attentions elsewhere, and that this much had been hinted to the Captain when preparing his ultimate report.
The recorded output of the working down to 1837 was 2,073 tons of copper ore (80 tons of metal) which sold for a total of £5,691 (64). As Burrow and Butson, the mine was re-opened on at least two subsequent occasions when its output consisted chiefly of Blende (Zinc ore) (65). The property was worked again, briefly, in 1847
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