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Wherrytown and the Mine in the Sea 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Wherry Mine was situated in the intertidal zone at what is now known as Wherrytown, which 

lies on the western edge of Penzance. Wherrytown itself did not exist until after the Wherry Mine 

was abandoned, and is said to have been built from some of the old mine buildings. It was at various 

times home to a public baths, drill hall, steam flour and saw mills, a serpentine works and the 

Western National bus depot as well as numerous private dwellings. Most of these were demolished 

after the Ash Wednesday storm of 1962. The sole survivor of the old Wherrytown buildings is the 

former aƻǳƴǘΩs Bay Inn which still stands, but is sadly no longer a public house. 

 

 

  

Fig 2 

The only surviving building from the old 

²ƘŜǊǊȅǘƻǿƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ aƻǳƴǘΩǎ .ŀȅ Lƴƴ ς 

latterly a curry house, which has now been 

closed for several years 

Fig 1  A map of the Wherrytown district of Penzance (2020) 
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A Brief  History of the Wherry Mine, Penzance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 3   The Wherry Rocks as seen from the promenade opposite Lidl ς the arrows indicate the outer reef 

The Wherry Mine was arguably one of the most unusual mines in Cornwall and was certainly an 

early tourist attraction. The mineshaft was situated in the sea on the western edge of the Wherry 

Rocks, Penzance. A long rocky reef is exposed at low tide some 200m from the shore (arrowed 

above), and this is apparently the source of rich tin and other mineral deposits. Local knowledge 

(including newspaper accounts) often wrongly asserts that the old Wherry Mine was situated on the 

more prominent Lariggan Rocks; and indeed the two sets of rocks are often confused.  

Folklore says that this reef was exploited at low tide from the beginning of the 18th century. A 

number of seemingly man-made pits are apparent in this reef today and probably represent low tide 

mining activity. We know that bounds for the Wherry Mine existed in 1762 because a part share was 

used as security of a mortgage in that year. We are told that in 1778 a miner called Thomas Curtis 

instigated a more determined effort at the Wherry. This involved a shaft sunk on the intertidal reef, 

protected by a tall chimney-like wooden structure joined to the shaft on the seabed and extending 

above the high tide level where a winch platform was built above it. Accounts also say that the inside 

of this caisson was only 2 foot 1 inch square. Miners and visitors were winched down the length of 

the caisson or chimney into the more capacious rock-cut shaft proper, where descent was by the 

more normal system of ladders. Once the caisson was in place and sealed, mining could be pursued 

at all states of the tide ς in fact one visitor to the mine informs us that the work continued around 

the clock in the summer, but did not take place in the winter. 

Around 1793 a bridge, apparently over 200m long, was constructed from the shore to the caisson. 

An engine house and steam engine were built on shore to operate the pumps in the shaft, the power 

being transmitted by flat rods carried on the bridge. Prior to the steam engine the pumps were 

operated manually by the miners on the winch platform above the caisson, and access to this was by 

boat from the shore. The mine was said to be very rich and is reputed to have made large sums of 

money for its investors. In 1795 there were 90 men employed in the mine, working in shifts day and 

night. In January 1796 the mine had reached a depth of about 20 fathoms (36m) when a storm 

destroyed the caisson and flooded the mine. An exceptional storm on 23rd January 1796 severely 

damaged the harbour quay as well as stranding two ships ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ harbour 

by the storm (Oxford Journal 06.02.1796).  

Wherry Rocks 

Lariggan Rocks 
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To remedy the situation Ψbew ShaftΩ was started about 80m nearer to the shore. The plan, it would 

seem, ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǎƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǎƘŀŦǘ ǘƻ ŀ ŘŜǇǘƘ ƻŦ Ψнп ŦŀǘƘƻƳǎΩ ό43m) then to drive a level out to the 

lode at a point below the old flooded workings (see fig 19). We do not know whether this attempt 

met with any success; what we do know is that two years later in 1798 the mine ceased working. 

There are two, quite different tales explaining the closure of the mine. The first and by far the most 

romantic, is that an American ship broke from its moorings in a storm and collided with the caisson 

and bridge destroying the mine. A more mundane tale is preserved in a local guide book (Thomas 

1820) which tells us that the mine was abandoned in 1798 because of storm damage and the 

declining state of the lode. A visitor in 1808 tells us that the mine was in ruins, with only the 

ΨǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǊȅ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎΦ 

In 1823 an advertisement appeared in the West Briton newspaper offering shares in the New 

Wherry Mine. Little seems to have come of this ς but interestingly potential investors were to apply 

to Messrs Curtis & Gundry of Penzance. In 1836 a new company was set up to work the Wherry 

Mine again. A new engine house, steam engine and bridge were constructed. Once again, a 

waterproof caisson was constructed in the intertidal zone ς possibly on the site of the New Shaft 

begun in 1796. This mine did not last long and in around 1838 - ŀŦǘŜǊ ϻфслл ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ΨŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǳǇΩ 

from the hapless investors - it was once more stopped (Barton 1967, p81). It is worth noting that the 

£9600 spent by the investors would be worth over one million pounds in ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ money. In 1840 the 

engine house was dismantled and the machinery and pitwork of the mine were auctioned off. We 

know very little about this reworking of the mine ς there are no contemporary eyewitness accounts 

ς and we do not know if any tin was mined at all.  

Some tin was apparently recovered from the Wherry in 1859, but this was possibly by working the 

offshore reef at low water. In 1922 two Trinity House pilots, Mr Adam & Mr Kitchen reported finding 

ǘƛƳōŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŜŜƭ ǿƛǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀ ΨǿƘŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŀƭŦ ŀ ƳƛƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƘƻǊŜΩ. They attributed these remains 

to the Wherry Mine. However, steel wire was not in use in Cornish mines until after 18601 ς so if this 

was in fact steel wire then it was possibly not from the Wherry Mine. The report also states that the 

ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ Ψdirectly in line with the Larrigan (sic) rocksΩΣ ǘƘŜ [ŀǊƛƎƎŀƴ Rocks is not where the 

original Wherry Mine was situated, although the misconception is widely held.    

Finally, in 1967 ARC Ltd erected scaffolding on the beach and undertook diamond drill prospecting 

on the site. There were apparently scaffolds on the Wherry and Lariggan Rocks, standing about 

190m apart. Little is known about the results of this work, and there are even tales of miners from 

South Crofty sinking a shaft in the old Western National Bus Depot (more recently the site of the old 

Lidl), which seemingly came to nothing. 

 

 

                                                           
 

1
 Wire ropes were invented in Germany in 1830. The first known use in Cornwalll was at United Mines in 1844, 

but they were found unsatisfactory. They were adopted in Cornish mines around 1860 (Barton, 1966, p195) 
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The Wherry Rocks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 4 The Wherry Rocks at various states of the tide as seen from the promenade (2018) 

 

The modern mean tidal range at Wherrytown is 4.8m (0.8-5.6m) on spring tides and 2.4m (2.0-4.4m) 

on neap tides. Most of the site is only exposed for about two hours at spring lows and not at all on 

neap tides. It should be borne in mind that sea level was lower in the 18th century: at least 0.35m 

lower in around 1778 when Old Shaft was sunk on the reef than it is today. A Mr J White writing in 

1905 (Cornishman 30.01.1905) tells us that Ψ!ǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ 

sand and gravel on the shore, and the water was not nearly so deep near Wherry mine then as it is 

ƴƻǿΩΦ 

Low Spring Tide 

Water 0.6m above chart datum 

Low Tide 

Water 1m above chart datum 

Toward Mid Tide Neaps 

Water 2.1m above chart datum 

Quarter Tide Neaps 

Water 1.25m above chart datum 
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I l lustrat ions of the Wherry Mine 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 5 

Drawings of the original Wherry Mine as it appeared around 1795  

Above: A drawing showing the Wherry Mine sometime between 1793 when the first steam engine was installed, and 

1796 when Old Shaft was damaged in a storm and abandoned. The engine house appears to be constructed largely 

of wood (Hawkins, 1818) 

Below: A coloured print probably based on the Hawkins 1818 illustration or a common progenitor. There was a brisk 

trade in local prints in the late 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries.There is considerably less detail in this illustration when 

compared with the Hawkins drawing above (print in private hands) 
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Fig 6 

Drawings of the second Wherry Mine 1836-1838 

!ōƻǾŜΥ ! ǇǊƛƴǘ ƻŦ tŜƴȊŀƴŎŜ ōȅ WŀƳŜǎ ¢ƻƴƪƛƴΣ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ  Ψŀōƻǳǘ муоуΩ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ /ƻǳǊǘƴŜȅ (Courtney, 1845, p. 

52). The engine house appears to be constructed of stone and has a freestanding chimney. The bridge out to 

ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀŦǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǎƘƻǊǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǊ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǾŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛƴǘ ƛǎ ŎŀǇǘƛƻƴŜŘ Ψ¢ƘŜ ²ƘŜǊǊȅ aƛƴŜ, 

[ŀǊƛƎƎŀƴ wƻŎƪǎΣ tŜƴȊŀƴŎŜΩ (Russell, 1949, p. XXVII) 

Below: An etching by Anne Scobell thought to be about 1836-1840.Note that the trestles forming the bridge 

supports are different from those shown in the Tonkin print and there appears to be no walkway The rocks 

shown running left to right in front of the trestles are possibly the Lariggan Rocks. (Russell, 1949, p. XXVIII) 
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Some Curious Aspects of the Wherry Mine 

We have not attempted to retell the history of the Wherry Mine in detail. This has already been 

done - a comprehensive account, So Very Foolish by Peter Joseph, is available from the Trevithick 

Society. ²Ƙŀǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƛƎǳƛƴƎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ 

Thomas Curtis, the Man Who Died Twice 

We are told that the first attempts to work the Wherry Mine occurred at the beginning of the 18th 

century. The offshore reef (or elvan dyke) is only exposed at low tide so work could only be 

undertaken for short periods of time ς the workings having to be bailed out before mining could 

commence.  

How long they persevered in this difficult enterprise, and what were the mechanical aids of 

which they availed themselves, is not known; but the works after being sunk to the depth of a 

very few fathoms in the rock, were finally abandoned (Hawkins, 1818, p. 136). 

The earliest surviving eyewitness account of the Wherry Mine was written by John Hawkins who 

ǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ мтфл ƻǊ мтфмΦ IŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ΨǇƻƻǊ ƳƛƴŜǊΩ ŦǊƻƳ .ǊŜŀƎŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ 

Thomas Curtis. He apparently protected his workings with a wooden turret extending from the 

seabed to above the high tide level. This was then made waterproof using various methods including 

ΨŦŀǘ ƳƻǊǘŀǊΩ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻƴŜǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƎƛǾŜƴ ōȅ WƻƘƴ IŀǿƪƛƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŜ ǇǊƻƎŜƴƛǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƭŜ ƻŦ 

Thomas Curtis, is that he undertook this task single-handed over the course of three summers. 

About the year 1778, a poor miner of the parish of Breage, whose name was Thomas Curtis, 

had the boldness to renew the attemptΧThree summers were consumed in sinking the pump 

shaft, a work of mere bodily labour (Hawkins, 1818, p. 137). 

aǊ Iŀǿƪƛƴǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ōȅ ǎǘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ /ǳǊǘƛǎΩǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƳŜŀƴǎΤ ƴƻǘ 

only is he a ΨǇƻƻǊ ƳƛƴŜǊΩ ōǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƭŘƭȅ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƛǎ ǉǳŀƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ Ψnot worth 50 crownsΩ ƻǊ Ψnot 10 

poǳƴŘǎΩ. The two amounts differ by 10 shillings and are given in articles published by Hawkins in 

1807 and 1818 respectively. John Hawkins was a wealthy man so his idea of poor is probably 

relative ς ten pounds in 1790 would be worth in excess of £1800 in toŘŀȅΩǎ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ2 

It is clear that the tale of Thomas Curtis originates solely from the later paper published by Hawkins 

in 1818 ς long after the mine closed in 1798. In his earlier paper, published in 1807, Hawkins does 

not name Curtis, who is presented as Ψŀ ǇƻƻǊ ƳƛƴŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘΩ. He is first named, and 

his origin from the parish of Breage only appears, in the 1818 version. Interestingly, Curtis is not 

mentioned by any of the other writers who visited the first mine (UBD and Maton in 1794, Manners 

in 1795, Hatchett in 1794 and 1796, De Luc in 1806, Warner in 1808 and Stockdale around 1824). 

¢ƘŜ ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎ ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƻǊ ƳƛƴŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ .ǊŜŀƎŜΩ only occurs in accounts written after 1818 

when the authors had read the Hawkins account (Watson 1843, Hunt 1884, Newton 1930, Russell 

1949 & Shambrook 1982). 

                                                           
 

2
 Bank of England Inflation calculator 
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There is a further interesting discrepancy between the two different Hawkins versions. In 1807, he 

reported that: 

¢ƘŜ ŜȄǘǊŀƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŜŎǳǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪΧŘƛŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴǘŜǊ ƻŦ мтфм 

aged 70 years (Hawkins, 1807, p. 864). 

The later account, in which Curtis is referred to by name, does not mention his death at all. In fact 

this account includes an alleged conversation between Hawkins and Curtis concerning the Wolf Rock 

lighthouse.  If Thomas Curtis did die in 1791 it would explain why he is not mentioned by any of the 

subsequent visitors to the mine. We do however know that one Ψ¢Ƙƻǎ /ƻǳǊǘƛǎΩ is listed as an 

adventurer in the Wherry Mine in or after 1791 (Boulton & Watt, c1792) ς (this is an undated 

document but the paper is watermarked 1791). The plot thickens, when in 1823 an advertisement 

appears in the West Briton ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎƛƴƎ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨbŜǿ ²ƘŜǊǊȅ aƛƴŜΩ, and investors 

are asked to apply to Messrs Curtis and Gundry in Penzance. This particular project does not seem to 

have got off the ground, but clearly a Mr Curtis was involved in attempts to restart the Wherry Mine. 

Finally, we have an obituary notice in the West Briton of 14th November 1828: 

Died at Penzance on Tuesday, Mr Thomas Curties, aged 76 years. Several years since, when 

a labouring miner, he obtained a large sum of money by taking pitches at Wherry mine, 

which ran under the sea, but the working of which has since been discontinued (West Briton, 

13.9.1828).  

Clearly this is not the same Thomas Curtis who died in 1791, unless reports of his demise were 

greatly exaggerated. A slightly different take on the tale to that related by Hawkins and repeated ad 

nauseam in later accounts is given by Mr John Thomas, a Penzance bookseller and printer, in his 

guidebook to the area published in 1820: 

The adventurers of this mine were induced to sink a shaft in this place, through the 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƻƭŘ ƳƛƴŜǊΧ, who predicted the acquisition of much riches, which were 

actually found (Thomas, 1820, p. 46). 

This certainly seems more plausible. The construction of a caisson and winch platform over an inter-

tidal shaft would have been a costly enterprise requiring the efforts of a team of miners to handle 

the substantial timbers and operate the pumps. This would probably have been funded by the usual 

Cornish practice of raising money from adventurers, and we know that there were 16 of these in 

1791 when Boulton & Watt compiled their list of adventurers. It is interesting to speculate whether 

Curtis was in fact the mine captain as well as being an investor (adventurer) in the mine. In 1922 the 

editor of the Cornishman newspaper wrote the following: 

The Wherry Mine was worked at the end of the eighteenth century by Capt. Thomas Curtis, a 

miner, who lived at Buriton-row, Penzance (Cornishman, 22.11.1922 p. 5). 

A letter of 1792 also confirms a Mr Curtis was in a position of authority at the Wherry mine. 
3
 

 

                                                           
 

3 Letter Vivian to Wilson 1.11.1792 (KK AD1583/5/61) 
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The Genealogical Evidence 

There is a record of a Thomas Curtis being buried at Germoe (near Breage) in 1791 at the 

age of 66. This is also probably the Thomas Curtis who married Elizabeth Varker at Breage 

in 1750. They had six children, including Thomas Curtis, who was baptised at Breage  in 

1753. This is likely to be the same Thomas Courtis who married Catherine Sleep at Breage in 

1792 when he was 39 and she was 20. The marriage was witnessed by Joseph Sleep 

ό/ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊύ ŀƴŘ 9ŘƳǳƴŘ {ƛƳƳƻƴǎ ό¢ƘƻƳŀǎΩ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ƭŀǿύΦ ¢ƘŜre are no recorded 

children of this marriage. Thomas dies at his house in Penzance in 1828 and is also buried at 

Germoe. His will shows that he was a wealthy man at the time of his death, owning a house 

in Penzance and two rented-ƻǳǘ ΨŜǎǘŀǘŜǎΩ ƴŜŀǊ .ǊŜŀƎŜΦ The Thomas Curtis who died in 1828 

is clearly the same Thomas Curtis featured in the 1828 West Briton obituary, which 

explicitly connects him with the Wherry Mine and with having made a large sum of money 

from his labours there. It also seems that the 1791 burial record accords with HawkinsΩ 

assertion that Thomas Curtis died in that year. We know there was a Curtis involved with 

the Wherry in 1792, and this can only be the son. But which of the two was responsible for 

the starting up of the Wherry Mine around 1778? Curtis senior was 53 that year while 

Curtis junior would have been 25. So it is plausible that either or both were involved, but 

after 1791 it can only be Curtis junior at the Wherry. 

To summarise, there are several possibilities where Thomas Curtis is concerned: 

1. The mine was started in 1778 by Thomas Curtis senior who was buried in Germoe 23.2.1791 

aged 66. After his death his son Thomas Curtis junior worked at the Wherry and made a large 

ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜȅ Ψōȅ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƛǘŎƘŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ²ƘŜǊǊȅ aƛƴŜΩ. 

2. The mine was started by the father and son working together, and continued by Curtis junior 

ŀŦǘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ. 

3. The mine was started by Curtis junior in 1778 (he was 25 at the time). Hawkins confused him 

with his father, perhaps hearing of Curtis senioǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ IŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ Ƙƛǎ Ƴƛǎtake which 

is why the death of Thomas Curtis senior is not mentioned in HawkinsΩ later 1818 account. 
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The Stuff of Legends ς the American Ship 

Many of the later accounts of the mine recount the tale of an American ship breaking free from its 

moorings in Gwavas Lake in a gale, colliding with the caisson and causing the flooding which ended 

the mine in 1798. No contemporary record of this event has been located. Shipwreck historians and 

indeed Lloyds of London have all tried in vain to verify this event. However, one source - William 

Lovett, writing 78 years after the event in 1876 - does put a name to this American vessel: 

Among my earliest recollections was that of being taken in my grandmother's arms to see the 

illuminations for the short peace of 1803, was that [sic] of seeing a plentiful supply of raisins in 

the town, occasioned by the wreck of the fig-man τ as she was called τ the vessel that, I 

think, knocked down the works of the wherry mine in a storm (Lovett, 1876). 

The difficulty here is that Lovett was not born until 1800, so if the ship struck the mine in 1798 his 

recollection of raisins five years after the event in around 1803 would seem improbable. 

The genesis of the American Ship tale is a little puzzling, De Luc writing in 1811 recounts a tale told to 

ƘƛƳ ōȅ aǊ ¢ƘƻƳǎƻƴΣ ŀ  ŎƭŜǊƎȅƳŀƴ ƻŦ tŜƴȊŀƴŎŜΣ ƛƴ Wǳƭȅ мулс ŘŜǘŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŜΩǎ ŘŜƳƛǎŜΥ  

This submarine mine was worked for a long time, and produced a good deal of tin; but some 

years before I was there, during a violent storm the masts of a vessel, which had been driven 

from its anchorage, struck the bridge and broke down the exterior edifice. The mine was 

consequently soon filled with sea-water; but this was not much regretted becŀǳǎŜ Χ ŀ ǾŜƛƴ ƻŦ 

cobalt had been met with, and the air of the mine had become unwholesome. (De Luc, 1811, 

p. 236). 

What is less clear is whether the masts were still attached to the vessel when the incident occurred, 

and it is also clear that the precise date of the incident was not known, notwithstanding the fact that 

it had happened ς if at all - only a few years previously. 

Undoubtedly our old friend John Hawkins - the man who also gave us Thomas Curtis, the Ψpoor miner 

ŦǊƻƳ .ǊŜŀƎŜΩ ς is the first to recount the American origin of the ship. Hawkins did not mention any 

ship in his 1807 account ς but recounted the story with relish in his later, 1818 account, possibly 

ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƴ ƘŀŘ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ 5Ŝ [ǳŎΩǎ ǇƛŜŎŜ 

An American vessel broke from its anchorage in Gwavas Lake, and striking against the stage, 

demolished the machinery, and thus put an end to an adventure, which, both in ingenuity and 

success, was probably never equalled in any country (Hawkins, 1818, p. 142). 

There is no mention of an American ship earlier than this account. It is also not clear whether the 

vessel was wrecked or managed to survive the collision. Interestingly, Hawkins does NOT give us the 

date of the event ς which is why I suspect, many later writers are vague about when it happened. 

tƘǊŀǎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψƴƻǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǎƛƴŎŜΩ όw/DΣ моΦфΦмуопύ ŀƴŘ Ψsome years sinceΩ (Smith, 1840) are 

given in lieu of a date. The earliest source I can find for an actual end date for the mine was 

published in 1809. 

A company of adventurers were induced to sink a shaft in this place, through the representations 

of an old miner, who foretold the acquisition of great treasure from the richness of the lode, a 

great quantity of rich tin stuff was found. But the dangerous situation of the shaft, the injurious 
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effects arising from storms and tides, and the partial failure of the lode, induced the adventurers 

to discontinue their workings in 1798 (Brayley & Britton, 1809, p. 490). 

This is closely paraphrased by John Thomas in his local guidebook of 1820: 

But after some time, the dangerous situation of the shaft, the injuries occasioned by storms 

and high tides, and the declining state of the lode, induced the adventurers to abandon the 

workings altogether in 1798 (Thomas, 1820, p. 47). 

The first account which puts the year the mine ended (1798) together with the American Ship is by 

G.C. Boase, writing in the Cornishman newspaper under the ǎƻōǊƛǉǳŜǘ ΨA NŀǘƛǾŜΩ in 1884. The first 

part has clearly been lifted from Hawkins with the date, 1798 nailed onto the end. 

Nor indeed were its treasures exhausted at its close, which was as romantic as its 

commencement. An American vessel broke from its anchorage in Gwavas lake and, striking 

against the bridge, demolished the machinery and for a time put an end to the adventure, in 

the year 1798 (Cornishman, 17.1.1884).  

If all this reads like the stuff of an adventure story, then fact and fiction are indeed combined in the 

novel ΨDeep DownΩ. Here, R M Ballantyne recounts the whole story of the Wherry Mine and its 

demise caused by the American Ship ς dramatically occurring in a thunder storm, the whole being 

illuminated by the lightning flashes and witnessed by the local populace from the shore. The only 

departure from the usual version of the tale is that Ballantyne ends the first mine mundanely, and 

transfers the American Ship incident to the end of the later 1836-38 mine. 

A storm, the fiercest that had visited them for many years, burst that night on the southern 

ǎƘƻǊŜǎ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜǿŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǊƻŎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿǊŜŎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŀŘ ōƻŘƛŜǎΧ ! ǾƛǾƛŘ 

flash of lightning revealed the stout timbers of the mine standing bravely in the storm, each 

beam and chain ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ōƭŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǊǇ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǎƪȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŀƳƛƴƎ ǎŜŀΧ 

Just then another flash came, and there arose a sharp cry of alarm from the crowd, for a ship 

ǿŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƭŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ Χ άǘƛǎ ǘƘŜ ¸ŀƴƪŜŜ ǎƘƛǇ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ her 

ŀƴŎƘƻǊǎ ƛƴ DǿŀǾŀǎ [ŀƪŜέ ŜȄŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ŀ ǾƻƛŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘƘǳƴŘŜǊ-peal that followed was succeeded 

by a crash of rending timber and flying bolts that almost emulated the thunder. Once again 

the lightning flashed, and for a moment the American vessel was seen driving away before 

the wind, but no vestige of Wherry Mine remained. The bridge and all connected with it had 

been completely carried away, and its shattered remnants were engulfed in the foaming sea 

(Ballantyne, 1869, p. 289). 

This fictional account has led astray more than one subsequent writer. In 1922 the editor 

of the Cornishman newspaper wrote: 

The mine ceased to be worked about the year 1838, and the structure was eventually 

destroyed by an American vessel being driven against it during a gale (Cornishman 

22.11.1922). 

And just to add to the confusion we have an account first published in 1853 which details 

the collision of a ship with the mine platform, but seems to imply that this was not the 

reason the mine was abandoned. 
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¢ƘŜ ²ƘŜǊǊȅ aƛƴŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀŦǘ Χ ƻf which was actually surrounded by the sea at the rising 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛŘŜ Χ ¢ƘŜ ǳǇǇŜǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀŦǘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎŀƛǎǎƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊƻǎŜ ǘǿŜƭǾŜ ŦŜŜǘ 

above the sea level, and stood in the midst of the mound of rubbish excavated from the 

ƳƛƴŜΧ ! ǾŜǎǎŜƭ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘƻrm was once driven against the upper platform, and carried 

away a portion of it. From great difficulties, and expense of working this singular mine, 

it was found necessary to abandon it (Besley, 1853, p. 122). 

One possibility worthy of consideration is that the ship incident did not occur at the end 

of mine in 1798, but during the storm of 1796, when we are told the caisson around the 

shaft was damaged and the mine flooded. This theory is possibly bolstered by the lack of 

any precise date for the incident in the earliest accounts. Do we know of any incidents in 

1796 involving American ships in the area? We know that an unidentified vessel ΨōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ 

to be an American brigΩ ǿŀǎ ǿǊŜŎƪŜŘ ƛƴ aƻǳƴǘΩǎ .ŀȅ ƴŜŀǊ aŀǊŀȊƛƻƴ  ƻƴ ǘƘŜ нфth January 

1796 (Larn & Larn, B, 1995). Sadly, the cargo was salt not raisins, though as the vessel was 

ǳƴƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛƎ-ƳŀƴΩΣ ƻǊ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜΦ  

Whilst we cannot be absolutely certain that the end of the Wherry Mine was not 

occasioned by a collision with an American ship, the evidence against this is compelling. 

Firstly the event is only recorded in its final form by John Hawkins in 1818, 20 years after 

the mine closed, and he does not mention it in his earlier (1807) account. Furthermore, 

the actual date the mine ceased working is only combined with the American Ship story in 

1884, when Mr Boase recounts the story of the mine in the local paper. But most 

compelling of all are perhaps the guide books written by Brayley & Britton in 1809 and 

later by Thomas in 1820. Thomas was a Penzance bookseller and printer, and his guide 

makes much of the Wherry Mine ς but does not mention the ship. He knows the year the 

mine was abandoned and gives perfectly credible reasons for this. Such a romantic end 

would have been known by a Penzance resident, and no doubt featured in his guide book. 

If the collision occurred at all it probably happened during the storm of January 1796 and 

as such was not the immediate cause of the mineΩs closure, which did not take place until 

more than two years later. So - sadly - we must conclude, in the absence of any 

contemporary evidence, that the American Ship incident owes more to fiction than fact. 
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Fame, Strangers and the Seaside Pier 

The Wherry Mine was always a curiosity and source of interest to visitors to the region: 

The peculiar situation of the mine rendered it an object of considerable curiosity, and 

attracted the attention of all persons who visited this part of the county; but it can now 

only be contemplated in description, for its shaft is filled up, and the framework nearly 

annihilated (Brayley & Britton, 1809, p. 490). 

What made the Wherry so different from other Cornish mines was that the entrance to the mine was 

actually in the sea, connecting to the shore by a wooden bridge or pier. This leaves a large part of the 

ƳƛƴŜΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǘƛŘŀƭ ȊƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ Ǌƛǎƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǘƻǊƳ ŘŀƳŀƎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 

inevitable question is why an underground level was not driven out from the shore, especially as the 

distance involved was fairly small. Other mines, such as Levant and Wheal Cock, operated by 

tunnelling out under the sea from the shore, so why was the Wherry so different? This had obviously 

occurred to others at the time. Hawkins reports a letter received from Mr Gilbert sometime after 

1792: 

A steam engine is erecting on the green opposite, and they are constructing a wooden 

bridge from thence to the rock, to serve as a communication till the engine shaft has been 

sunk sufficiently deep, and a drift worked out to the mine (Hawkins, 1818, p. 141). 

The fact that this never seems to have been completed suggests that driving a level from the shore 

was rendered impractical by some geological peculiarity, quite probably fissures which allowed water 

into the level at a rate which could not be dealt with by the pumps. 

There are at least a dozen surviving eyewitness accounts of the Wherry Mine, most of which begin 

with a ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛƴƎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŜΩǎ ƴƻǘƻǊƛŜǘȅ such as ΨǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ²ƘŜǊǊȅ aƛƴŜΩ (Maton, 

1797) and ΨǘƘŜ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ ²ƘŜǊǊȅ aƛƴŜΩ (Warner, 1809). Several of the visitors headed straight to the 

mine as soon as they arrived in Penzance ς clearly already aware of its existence: Ψ²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƳǇŀǘƛŜƴǘ 

ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ²ƘŜǊǊȅ aƛƴŜΩ (Maton, 1797) ŀƴŘ ΨWe enquired concerning an extraordinary mine near that 

place called the Wherry Mine we had heard was under the seaΩ (Manners, 1805). But where did this 

notoriety arise? The first published account of the mine we know of is contained in the Universal 

British Directory (UBD IV), where the entry for Penzance has a description of the Wherry Mine. The 

exact publication date of the Penzance section is not clear ς the Bodleian Library say volume IV was 

issued between 1795 and 1798. The mayor listed in UBD for Penzance, John Beard, held the office 

from November 1794 to November 1795. Consequently, the UBD was not available to any of our first 

known visitors: Hawkins (1790 or 1791), Maton (1794) or Manners (1795). There was probably an 

earlier, published account of the Wherry Mine, which was known to these early visitors but sadly it is 

not known to us. Newspapers are not common at this date so I suspect a piece appeared in some 

ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ DŜƴǘƭŜƳŀƴΩǎ aŀƎŀȊƛƴŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƳƻƴǘƘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ 

1731 to 1922. 

We know that at least two of the early visitors to the Wherry paid for the privilege. In 1795 John 

Henry Manners gave an unspecified amount to the mine captain for his underground visit and 

Charles Hatchett tells us he paid 2 shillings for his visit in 1796.  
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While there are numerous eyewitness accounts of the first mine (1778-1798), there do not appear to 

be any contemporary accounts of the second (1836-1838). The best account of the second mine is 

that published in the Cornishman newspaper nearly 50 years later by G C Boase: 

About 1836 a company was formed to rework the mine. The mouth of the shaft is situated 

about a furlong [201m] below high-water mark and consequently, it was necessary to 

again erect a staging or wooden bridge, to connect the shaft with the engine-house on the 

shore. The mouth of the shaft was enclosed with a square waterproof boxing, not only to 

prevent the water entering the mine, but also to permit of the miners going down in all 

weathers. An engine-house, counting-ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ōƭŀŎƪǎƳƛǘƘǎΩ ǎƘƻǇ ϧŎ ǿŜǊŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ 

the towanǎ ŀǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǊƛŘƎŜΣ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘǿŜƭǾŜ ŦŜŜǘ ǿƛŘŜΣ Χ ƘŀŘ ƻƴ ƛǘ ŀ ƘƻǊǎŜ-

tramway ŦƻǊ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘ Χ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǊƻŘǎΣ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǳƳǇǎΣ Ǌŀƴ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǇǊƛƎƘǘ ǎǘŀƎƛƴƎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƴŜ Χ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ 

the town, more particularly as permission could be obtained by strangers to walk to the 

ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀŦǘΧ !ŦǘŜǊ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ όŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ 

money) she was knacked; I believe in 1838 (Cornishman, 17.1.1884). 

This was printed 46 years after the closing of the second mine and the author G C Boase was seven 

when the mine restarted, and nine ƛƴ муоу ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨknackedΩ ς so the measurements quoted are 

likely to be approximations.  

The permission which could be obtained by strangers to walk to the end of the stage was probably 

ƴƻǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ όǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊǎΩ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΣ ƻǊ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘǎ ŀǎ ǿŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ 

today; even in the middle of the 19th century, local guide books still used the term). This is a very 

early if somewhat unusual example of a seaside pier. The first English seaside pleasure pier was Ryde 

Pier built in 1814. If the first Wherry Mine pier was similarly used by tourists in the 1790s then could 

Penzance possibly claim to have had the first seaside pleasure pier?  

There is no evidence that any tin was recovered from this second working of the mine, certainly none 

seems to have been recorded. 

Wherry Mine ς First begun about the year 1700. £70,000 worth of ore said to have 

been raised from here before 1818. A little got in 1859 (Collins, 1912, p. 611). 

Finally, the lure of the site continues down to the present day; on spring low tides the Wherry Rocks 

often abound with intrepid wellie-clad individuals come to collect mineral samples and investigate 

the remains of the famous Wherry Mine. 
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The CISMAS Survey 

CISMAS began survey work at the site of the Wherry Mine in March 2018. Survey is only practical at 

low spring tides where the tide will fall below 0.8m above chart datum. It is usually possible to 

undertake survey for about one hour either side of low water ς this severely limits what can be 

achieved, and the survey has already been in progress for two and a half years. 

 

Old Shaft and the Cast-iron Pipe 

A flanged cast-iron pipe stands vertically, partially buried in the seabed on the inshore side of the 

reef which forms the seaward side of the Wherry Rocks (figs 7 & 9). This pipe spends most of its time 

underwater, only showing above the surface when the tide is lower than 1m above chart datum. 

Most writers think this is a rising main and part of the pump column used to drain the original (1778-

1796) mine. An iconic picture of the pipe was taken in 1958 with Sir Arthur Russell, who wrote a 

history of the Wherry Mine published in 1949. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This was the first relic of the mine we identified on site, in March 2018. It is only exposed at spring 

low tides, so as it is mostly submerged it is covered in a luxuriant growth of seaweed. Access is made 

somewhat precarious by the copious, slippery seaweed which covers most of the Wherry Rocks. The 

pipe is made of cast-iron and was probably manufactured as a 20 inch rising main, in which case it 

should be 9 feet (2.75m) long; only about 1m is exposed, the rest being buried in the seabed. The 

upper flange does not have reinforcing fillets ς a feature previously noticed on other 18th century 

cast-iron pitwork (for example the Wheel Wreck cargo). Most 19th century pitwork has flange 

reinforcing fillets. 

 

Fig 7 

Sir Arthur Russell (left) and 

Dr Claringbull (standing 

inside the pipe) at the 

Wherry iron pipe in March 

1958 ς The photographer 

would have been standing 

on the offshore reef (elvan 

dyke) looking slightly north 

of west towards Alexandra 

Terrace (Joseph, 2012) 
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Fig 8 

A rising main showing a 

typical 19
th

 century flange 

with reinforcing fillets 

(arrowed). This example has 

been reused as a mooring 

bollard at Penzance dock 

Fig 9 

Left: The cast-iron pipe, looking 

ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ {ǘ aƛŎƘŀŜƭΩǎ aƻǳƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ 

flange on the top of the pipe is 

0.78m in diameter. This 

photograph was taken when the 

tide height was 0.5m above chart 

datum. Note the band just above 

the water. This has been 

identified in the past as a rising 

main reinforcing band. This photo 

was taken in January when the 

seaweed is at its least luxuriant ς 

even so the pipe had to be 

ΨǿŜŜŘŜŘΩ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ 

Below: An overhead view showing 

the iron pipe and behind it, the 

cut in the rock which may be the 

site of Old Shaft 
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¢ƘŜ ΨǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜΩ ōŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ²ƘŜǊǊȅ Ŏŀǎǘ-iron pipe is probably too close to the flange for it to be a 

typical three-reinforce rising main. The Wherry band also seems a little too thick; it may not be an 

integral part of the original casting, in which case it could be an attachment. The internal diameter of 

the pipe is about 0.5m (20 inch), which is one of the largest bores of pump pipe made at the end of 

the 18th century. It may not be part of the pumping system at all ς it could instead be one of the 

eight iron supports reported as supporting the caisson and winch platform. This would also explain 

why it was not salvaged; it was too firmly embedded in the seabed to remove. 

To support this boarded turret, which was twenty feet high above the rock, and two feet one inch 

square, against the violence of the surge, eight stout bars of iron were applied in an inclined direction 

to the sides, four of them below, and four of an extraordinary length and thickness above. A platform 

of boards was then lashed round the top of the turret, supported by four poles which were firmly 

connected with these rods. Lastly, upon this platform was fixed a wins for four men (Hawkins, 1818, 

p. 138).  

Fig 10 

Above: Reconstruction drawing of the exposed section of the iron 

pipe at the Wherry. The dimensions are in metres and are a best 

approximation as the pipe itself is covered in a concretion of iron 

corrosion products, probably 10-20 mm thick 

Right: Reconstruction of a typical late 18
th

 century rising main, 

nominally 9 feet long with three reinforce bands. Note the absence of 

flange-to-pipe fillets, possibly a feature of early pitwork castings 
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Fig 12  A schematic north-south  profile across the site of Old Shaft. See fig 13 for the profile location 

 

The above section across Old Shaft was surveyed underwater at high tide; the sea level is shown at 

0.9m above chart datum. This is a measured sketch rather than an accurately surveyed section. The 

rocks are covered with a thick layer of seaweed which makes survey difficult. This whole area is 

vulnerable to wave action during storms and quite large boulders are moved around by the action of 

the sea. 

 

 

  

Fig 11 

Left: The iron pipe at high tide. 

In an attempt to inspect the area around the iron 

pipe the site was investigated at high water using 

scuba equipment. Several apparently man-made 

pits or infilled shafts were noticed on the top of 

the outer reef in the vicinity of the iron pipe  
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Fig 13 

Detail of the area around the iron 

pipe. The areas where the reef has 

been cut into are shown shaded white. 

The pit immediately to the south of 

the pipe (arrowed) is possibly where 

the caisson and shaft were situated. 

However, the pit to the east of this 

could also be the shaft. All the cuts are 

filled with sand and rocks ς the whole 

area is covered in seaweed 

The dashed green line indicates the 

location of the profile drawing (fig 12) 

Iron pipe 

Old shaft? 
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The various sand-filled depressions in the top of the reef are probably pits where minerals have been 

extracted; the most westerly of these could be the remains of Old Shaft, excavated by Curtis in 1778. 

Some of them probably represent pre-Curtis low tide exploitation of the reef, while at least one is 

probably also down to Mr Curtis: Ψand in the year 1789 he [Curtis] opened a pit on the shoal near his 

shaft and from it obtained tin worth £30Ω ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ {ŀƳǳŀƭ aƛƭŦƻǊŘ ǘƻ WƻƘn Hawkins Truro March 

11 1834 (Russell, 1949, p. 521). 

These pits were only properly visible in the limited area where we cut the kelp during our 

underwater exploration of Old Shaft.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Iron pipe 

Fig 14 

Detail from the Hawkins 1818 drawing 

showing the square sectioned caisson 

(arrowed) and winch platform at the 

end of the wooden trestle bridge. The 

horse or donkey gives an idea of the 

scale 

The whole drawing is shown in fig 5 
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New Shaft 

44 fathoms (80m) nearer to the shore, New Shaft was started in 1796 after storm damage to the 

caisson and bridge at Old Shaft. Our main source of information about this New Shaft comes from 

Charles Hatchett (a chemist and geologist) who visited the mine on 13th May 1796: 

The shaft of the mine is in the sea at about 70 fathoms (128m) distance from the house 

which contains the steam engine, but the old shaft was at the distance of 114 fathoms 

(208m). The works were nearly destroyed and the mine filled by the sea during the great 

storm in January 1796. The old shaft has been therefore given up and the present one 

began. The latter is already made to the depth of 4 fathoms and when completed will be 

24 fathoms after which they must drive to about 12 fathoms more before they begin to cut 

ǘƘŜ ±Ŝƛƴ ƻǊ [ƻŘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻƭŘ ǎƘŀŦǘ ǿŀǎ нл ŦŀǘƘƻƳǎΧ ǘƘŜ όƭƻŘŜύ dip is 6 feet in one fathom (to 

the north). 
4
 

The 1796 storm is mentioned in a number of newspaper accounts and must have been exceptional 

ŀǎ ƛǘ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ tŜƴȊŀƴŎŜ ƘŀǊōƻǳǊ ǇƛŜǊΦ Ψ¢ƘŜ tƛŜǊ ŀǘ tŜƴȊŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǿŀǎƘŜŘ ŀǿŀȅΤ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ 

vessels, a Danish aƴŘ ŀ 5ǳǘŎƘΣ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǎŜŀΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘΣ ōƻǘƘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ƭƻǎǘΩ όhȄŦƻǊŘ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ 

сΦнΦмтфсύ ŀƴŘ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊƳ ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ tŜƴȊŀƴŎŜ ǇƛŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǿŀǎƘŜŘ ŀǿŀȅΩ (Larn & Larn, B, 

1995). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 

4
 /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ IŀǘŎƘŜǘǘΩǎ ŘƛŀǊƛŜǎΣ IŀǘŎƘŜǘǘŜΣ мфст 

Fig 15 

An aerial view of the timber-lined New Shaft after weed clearance. This was taken 21
st
 February 2019 with a tide 

height of 0.3m above chart datum. The ranging poles are 2m long 
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Fig 16: A plan of the remains of New Shaft (2020). The dashed lines show the alignment of the timber posts of the pier 

The areas shown on the plan (fig 16) as iron concretion are where the wood has iron corrosion 

products incorporated. This in practice will often be where iron fastenings were employed. The 

corner posts were at first thought to be made of iron, but closer inspection and sampling revealed 

that they are in fact wood heavily impregnated (mineralised) with iron corrosion products. The shaft 

itself appears to be rectangular, being 3.01m x 2.10m (9ft 10 inch x 6 ft 10 inch). The shaft is lined 

with horizontal pine planks 0.12m (4.75 inch) thick, retained by substantial corner posts. This timber 

lining could either be revetting of the shaft or part of the caisson used to keep out the seawater at 

high tide. A small sample of the planking was taken for species identification and it was found to be 

Pinus Sylvestris (Scots Pine), a durable softwood often used for telegraph poles and pit props. 
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  Fig 17 

Above: New Shaft seen from 

above ς the ranging poles are 

2 metres long 

 

Left: Detail of the western 

corner of New Shaft showing 

the remains of the horizontal 

planking and the corner post 

 

Fig 18 

Detail of the caisson (arrowed) and winch platform of New Shaft 

ŦǊƻƳ ¢ƻƴƪƛƴΩǎ print of c. 1836-1838. The whole of the print can be 

seen in fig 6. Note the extensive platform on the seaward side of 

the caisson 
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Around the outside of the shaft a number of softwood timbers have been noted (W1, W2 & W3 on 

fig 16). These three timbers are planks 6cm (2.3 inches) thick, buried edge down in the sediments 

around New Shaft. These planks are at least 17cm (6.6 inches) wide, but the lower edge of the 

planks was not exposed. These timbers are considerably less substantial than the 12cm thick planks 

used to line the shaft, and their position some distance from the shaft might suggest they were used 

to hold sediment and rubble in place around the timber caisson which was constructed above the 

shaft. This would provide a measure of protection to the timber caisson from the action of the waves 

and currents, especially during storms. These planks were only detected on the north and western 

sides of the shaft, but they are probably also present on the south and eastern sides, although not 

visible as there is currently a greater depth of stones and sediment on those sides of the shaft. 

No dating evidence associated with the remains of New Shaft has been found. We initially assumed 

that this was the shaft dug in 1796 after Old Shaft was flooded, and abandoned in 1798. Once 

abandoned the shaft would have been quickly filled with sand and stones by the sea. It was also 

assumed that New Shaft was probably re excavated when the mine reopened in 1836 ς the infill 

would have been much easier to excavate than virgin ground. However, we have little evidence to 

support this theory and the possibility that the 1836 shaft was situated somewhere else cannot be 

discounted. To date no such remains have been identified. 

It should be noted that the remains of New Shaft are slightly offset to the east of the line of the 

surviving bridge support posts (see plan below) and that the alignment of the shaft is slightly rotated 

relative to the of the bridge timbers. The offset to the east is understandable; the shaft was dug in 

1796 when the bridge was already in place, so offsetting the shaft would have allowed the shaft to 

be dug without demolishing the adjacent part of the bridge. The rotation of the shaft is more 

difficult to understand; it would not cause any obvious problems, but why not make the shaft 

parallel to the bridge? Sadly, the Tonkin print (fig 6) does not show enough detail to resolve this 

matter. 

There is only sparse documentary evidence of where the later shaft was situated, G C Boase writing 

in 1884 says: 

About 1836 a company was formed to rework the mine. The mouth of the shaft is situated 

about a furlong below high-water mark and consequently, it was necessary to again erect 

a staging or wooden bridge, to connect the shaft with the engine-house on the shore.  The 

mouth of the mine was enclosed with a square waterproof boxing (Cornishman, 

17.1.1884). 

We are only given an approximate distance between this new shaft and the high water mark ς 

Ψŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ŦǳǊƭƻƴƎΩ όнлмƳ) this does not sound like a measured distance. We cannot be certain where 

the high water mark was in 1838 ς before the building of the Promenade and sea wall, which would 

certainly have altered the location of the high tide mark. But, if his measurement is at all accurate, 

then the 1836 New Shaft might be further south than the 1796 New Shaft. This seems unlikely ς but 

needs to be investigated. However, as previously noted G C Boase was writing 46 years after the 

mine closed and was only nine at the time of its closure. The following from the shareholders 

meeting in 1837 is also at variance with the ΨfurlongΩ quoted: 
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A new 40-ƛƴŎƘ ŜƴƎƛƴŜ Χ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜŀŘȅ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŦƻǊǘƴƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ƻǊ 

stage built, extending from the engine 80 fathoms (146m ) beyond high water mark into the 

sea (RCG 5.5.1837). 

It should be noted that 80 fathoms is a suspiciously round number and probably represents an 

approximation rather than a precise measurement.  

The original (1796) new shaft was said by Hatchette to be 70 fathoms from the house ς but we do 

not know whether the two engine houses were built in the same place. 

 

After the Storm of 1796 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 19   Conjectoral reconstructed sections through the Wherry Mine. Above showing the mine around 1795 and below in 

1796 after the destruction of Old Shaft in the storm. The dashed lines show the intended workings described by Hatchett. 

Based on contempory descriptions by Manners 1805, Hawkins 1818 and Hatchett 1967 

 

New Shaft  Old Shaft 
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The best account of the measures taken to recover the mine after the storm of 1796 is given by Charles 

Hatchett recounting his visit to the mine in 1796: 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ǎƘŀŦǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŜ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀ ŀǘ ŀōƻǳǘ тл ŦŀǘƘƻƳǎ όмнуΦлмƳύ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Ƙƻuse which 

contains the steam engine, but the old shaft was at the distance of 114 fathoms (208.48m). The works 

were nearly destroyed and the mine filled by the sea during the great storm in January 1796. The old 

shaft has been therefore given up and the present one began. The latter is already made to the depth 

of 4 fathoms and when completed will be 24 fathoms after which they must drive to about 12 fathoms 

ƳƻǊŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ Ŏǳǘ ǘƘŜ ±Ŝƛƴ ƻǊ [ƻŘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻƭŘ ǎƘŀŦǘ ǿŀǎ нл ŦŀǘƘƻƳǎΧ ǘƘŜ όƭƻŘŜύ ŘƛǇ ƛǎ с ŦŜet 

in one fathom (to the north)Ω (Hatchett, 1967). 

There are a number of ambiguities, but this perhaps illustrates that the intention was to intersect 

the lode below the level of the old flooded workings. We have no idea what transpired, but two 

years later the mine had been abandoned, so it is a fair assumption that all did not go entirely to 

plan.  
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The Pier or Bridge 

The most obvious evidence of man-made activity on the Wherry Rocks is several rectangular holes 

cut into the rocks. These are each about 1.4m long and 0.8m wide. Two of these were examined; 

they were filled with very dark grey sand and silt containing water-smoothed stones. S01 was 

investigated to a depth of over a metre but no bottom was found before water ingress made further 

investigation difficult. The second socket investigated, S04, contains a wooden post 0.35m in 

diameter. The post appeared to be an unworked softwood tree trunk with bark still adhering in 

places and with at least one iron nail driven into its southern side. The exposed upper surface of the 

post exhibited a number of tightly spaced small holes ς indicative of attack by wood boring molluscs 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƎǊƛōōƭŜ ǿƻǊƳΩ ƻǊ ΨǎƘƛǇ ǿƻǊƳΩ.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 20 

Left: Rock cut socket S01  

View of the partly emptied socket 

looking north. The scale rule 

behind the socket is 1m long 

 

Below: Socket S04 & post P4 

The rectangular rock cut socket 

S04 with the circular wooden post 

P4 still in place. The post is 0.35m 

(13.7 inches) in diameter 

P4 

S01 
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Further investigation has demonstrated two parallel lines of wooden posts running from the beach, 

out towards the remains of the two shafts. To date 24 posts have been located and recorded, 14 in 

the western row and 10 in the eastern row. Although the posts run along a fairly straight line, the 

alignment curves slightly to the west at the northern end (see fig 22). The distance between the 

posts is somewhat variable; probably the sockets were dug in roughly the right place, but wherever 

the fissures of the rock made digging easiest. The posts are spaced between 5.12m and 6.63m (16.8 

and 21.8 feet) apart ς all measurements are taken centre to centre of the wooden posts. The spacing 

between the two rows of posts is similarly variable, between 2.55m and 3.17m (8.4 feet and 10.4 

feet). The posts are usually covered by 5 to 10 centimetres of sand and small rocks. When searching 

for the posts, a combination of probing and sand clearance is employed. The variable spacing of the 

posts makes predictive searching more difficult than anticipated ςalthough it has usually been 

possible to find a couple of posts during a two-hour survey session at low tide.  

All the posts found to date are circular (unworked tree trunks), but one post (P10) has a smaller 

square timber associated ς possibly a packing piece (see photo P10 below). These remarkable 

survivals are evidently what remain of the wooden legs of the bridge which ran from the engine 

house to the caisson. What is not clear is to which mine they belong: 1793 or 1836? The matter may 

be complicated to unravel, especially if the later bridge reused the earlier sockets. We know that 

ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ мулф ΨΧ and the frame-work [is] ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƴƴƛƘƛƭŀǘŜŘΩ (Brayley & 

Britton, 1809, p. 490). Six posts have been found on the seaward side of the remains of New Shaft. 

Thus the bridge continues for at least 13.8m (45 feet) beyond New Shaft, suggesting that these posts 

were part of the original mine. In which case where are the remains of the later (1836-38) bridge?  

What is also somewhat odd is the placement of New Shaft relative to the line of bridge posts (see 

plan below). The shaft is rotated by about 20 degrees from the line of the bridge posts. It is roughly 

level with the eastern line of posts ς perhaps suggesting that it was placed alongside the existing 

bridge, which formerly ran out to Old Shaft. 

Fig 21 

Wooden post P9 

showing the damage 

caused by gribble 

attack to the post 

surface. The more 

deeply buried parts of 

the post (where the 

sediment will be 

largely anoxic) do not 

exhibit this attack and 

here the timber is in 

reasonably good 

condition 

Scale = 0.5m 

P9 
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New 

Shaft  

 

Fig 22 

Remains of the wooden posts 

discovered to date. Note that on this 

plan the posts are shown with 

slightly larger diameters than found 

to make them more visible at this 

scale. The engine house shown is the 

first one (1794-8). It is shown 128m 

from New Shaft and 208m from Old 

Shaft as reported by Hatchett from 

his visit in 1796. The dashed lines 

indicate the possible location of the 

bridge linking Old Shaft to the shore 

There appears to be a slight curve to 

the bridge at the northern end (P6 

and P7) 



33 
 
 

 

  

Fig 23 Plan showing the context numbers of the two lines of timber posts (P7 ς P29), and the timbers at New 

Shaft. Note that the socket S01 is offset from the line of the surviving bridge posts ςindicating that it may be 

part of a different structure. The posts on this plan are shown to scale  
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P6 P7 

P9 P10 

P11 P12 






















































