
Newsletter 57  1 

 

 

 

Newsletter No.57 

 

 

 

Spring 2011 

Website    http://shropshiremines.org.uk 
 
Chairman Edwin Thorpe T. 019390-234827 clockwork@waitrose.com 

Secretary Andrew Browning T. 0208-694-8450 andybrowning942@btinternet.com 

Treasurer Peter Sheldrake T. 01743-790613 petersheldrake@tiscali.co.uk 

Membership Nick Southwick T. 01743-792476  southwick666@btinternet.com 

Editor  Eileen Bowen T. 01691-831450 eileen.bowen@tiscali.co.uk 

 
 

From the Chair 
 

     Happy New Year to all members from your new Chairman Edwin Thorpe. Yes they have got me 

doing something on the committee at last. I am aware that it will be hard to follow on from Mike 

Moore, he has done so much in his time in the Chair, and I am sure that you will want to join me in 

thanking him for all his hard work and dedication.  

 

       We have not lost Mike entirely as he will still be working 

away in the background. I am sure you would also like me to thank 

all the people who have done so much in the last year for the Trust 

and the community (who could forget Halloween). I haven't - I am 

still doing the washing! 

 

   The new year ahead will prove to be an interesting one with 

Steve Holding proposing to change the way the Trust does things. I 

think this will be a challenge that could bring exciting results and 

allow more people to get involved in the life of the Trust. There 

will be fun things too, like Onslow Rally, Heritage Open Days and 

who knows we might book Father Christmas again (if he is sober). 

 

     So please give a thought as to how you want to share in the life 

of the Trust and join in and have fun. 

 

Edwin Thorpe 

Chairman 

 
Edwin driving the winch at 

Onslow  See ï anyone can do it! 

(Ed) 

 

Have you paid your Subscription ? 

 

If not, a red cross will appear in the box below 

 

  

 

 

 

If you have any queries about your membership contact Nick Southwick (see top of page). 

 

mailto:petersheldrake@tiscali.co.uk
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More Ghostly Happenings at Snailbeach 
 

A ghost train ride was organised on the Snailbeach Mine site at Halloween in October.  Local families 

were invited to take part in various Halloween activities with the highlight of the event being a trip on 

the truck with ghostly miners confronting them at the end of their ride. 

 

      
 

To compensate, hot soup, rolls and other Halloween based goodies were served in the Minersô Dry and 

an 'unlucky' dip provided children with prizes pulled from a tub of slime.  ñPaint your Parent's Faceò 

proved popular with the children at least and the 'witches brew' with their parents. 

 

The event involved members volunteering their time to transform Day Level into a super spooky tunnel 

complete with ghosts. 

 

The ghosts and ghouls, a crowd of teenage helpers, stayed in the Level and tried their best to terrify local 

children. These Teenagers had remembered having had so such fun at events on the Snailbeach Mine 

site as small children, that they were desperate to join in the fun again. These are possible future 

members of the SMTL and these events are one way of getting the community involved in their local 

heritage. 

 

      
 

The event was such a huge success and shows that great things can be achieved with a little time, effort 

or cash. 

Pam Davies 
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Billingsley Colliery Company 

 
The most obvious remains of mining companies are of course the mines they operated. The larger 

companies also sometimes built houses for the workers they employed and these survive in some 

measure; indeed they frequently  remain when the mine itself has been flattened. However, one of the 

more overlooked features of some of the 20th Century mining companies is that in  addition to providing 

houses, they were also expected to provide sewage disposal facilities for their houses. Just before the 

First World War, the Billingsley Colliery Company found that it could not use the houses it had just 

built in Highley because Bridgnorth District Council were not satisfied with the sewage works the 

company had built. These were eventually expanded and were run by the Highley Mining Company, 

before being transferred to the ownership of the District Council upon nationalisation.  

 

One of the more enduring memorials to the Billingsley Colliery Company is the sight of iron manhole 

covers throughout the north of the village with their name cast on the front. The remains of the 

company's first sewage works has now been converted into a picnic site at New England by the former 

District Council; possibly walkers might be less keen on eating their sandwiches there if they   knew the 

history of the site. The chief remains are the bases of two brick settling and filter tanks; one has a 

tramrail set in the middle which apparently supported some kind of sprinkler. The Highley Mining 

Company built a second, larger works just below it in 1917 to provide more capacity;  the filter beds for 

these are now largely buried in the undergrowth but are largely intact.  Whilst domestic sewage disposal 

largely ceased to be the Coal Board's problem when it was formed in 1947, it remained responsible for 

the sanitation of its mines. In particular, Alveley Colliery was remote from any mains sewage pipes and, 

with the construction of the pit baths in 1952, it  was necessary to build a sewage works next to it. This 

still survives, largely unaltered; there is a filter bed, sprinkler and a pump in a small brick shed. Of all 

the remains of Alveley Colliery, this has probably changed the least since the pit was closed in 1969. 

 

David Poyner 
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NOTES ON LEAD SMELTING  

ñHANDBOOK OF METALLURGYò 

SCHNABEL AND LOUIS  VOL.1 1898 

Researched by Nick Southwick 

 

     The construction of an English furnace, as employed at Stiper- 

stones in Shropshire, is shown in the accompanying figures (Figs. 

283 to 286). It is trapezoidal in shape, having three working doors    

i, i, i along each of the longer sides. The hearth H is 11 feet          

long and 9 feet broad in the middle, and is composed of residual   

gray slags. It has a thickness of 4 inches at the back, 12 inches          

at the firebridge, 14 inches at the flue, 2 feet 6 inches at the         

front of the sump, and 8 inches at the back of the same. An arched 

roof provided with an opening and with a hopper l for introducing 

the charge, covers the fireplace and hearth. The fireplace is              

on the longer of the  two  short  sides  of  the  furnace,  the  grate  z 
 

 
 

 

lying nearer to the back than the front of the furnace, so that the 

flames do not pass across the well. The stoke-hole g is at the      

back of the furnace, and a small chimney d is placed here to convey 

away the steam from the ashpit, the bottom of which is covered with 



Newsletter 57  5 

 

 

 

METALLURGY 

 

water. The grate is 2 feet 6 inches broad and 4 feet 6 inches long. 

The firebridge p is air-cooled, and is 4 feet long and 2 feet broad. 

Opposite the fireplace are two flues, c, c, which communicate with 

 

 
 

the chimney by means of the passage e. The flue at the back is 

slightly larger than the front one, so that the flame passes chiefly 

over the upper part of the hearth, avoiding the well; both flues    

are provided   with  dampers  for regulating the draught.   The tap- 
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LEAD 

 

hole f is situated 3 inches above the  bottom of the  hearth; over it  

is an opening, which can be closed by a door, for the purpose of 

admitting air into the furnace.  
 

     The charge for such a furnace weighs about 1 ton, the   smallest 

charge worked in an English furnace being one of 16 cwts. The ore 

is spread in a layer of from 4 to 6 inches in thickness on the    

hearth. 
 

     The actual conduct of the process varies in different works and 

depends chiefly upon the foreign substances present in the ores, the 

weight of the charge, and the amount of lead which it is considered 

desirable to allow to remain in the residue. In many works a single re- 

action stage follows a shorter roasting period, whilst at other places the 

residue is submitted to a series of roastings followed by periods of 

reaction at short intervals. The roasting is conducted with the   

working doors open or only partly closed, the reaction stage with the 

doors shut and the temperature raised. The cooling and stiffening       

of the mass rendered fluid during the reduction period is effected by 

mixing slaked lime with it. The more carefully the initial roasting       

is conducted, the greater is the direct yield of lead. 

 

     The duration of the process is from 5 to 9 hours, depending upon 

the nature of the ore, the weight of the charge, and the degree of 

removal of the lead from the residue. The time occupied in the 

roasting or in the reaction period is very variable, and only in few 

instances is the working of the charge effected by a single roasting 

and reaction. Usually the charge is roasted for from 2 to 3 hours, 

then the reaction period follows at a higher temperature. Then the 

mass is stiffened or set up by the addition of lime, again roasted at a 

lower temperature for a short time, the roasting being followed by 

another reaction period, and the operations are repeated in this  

order until no more lead can be obtained from the residue. The    

fuel used varies from 50 to 80 per cent, of the weight of the   

charge. 
 

     The English process is in use in Flintshire, Shropshire, Derbyshire, 

Cornwall, and at Linares and Cordova in Spain. 

 

     At Stiperstones the process is conducted as follows.
1
   The ore     

in charges of little over a ton is charged into the furnace, still        

red-hot from the preceding operations. This is roasted at an 

increasing temperature with constant and thorough stirring for about 

2 hours, only the two doors nearest to the flue being kept open  

during this period. The other two doors are now opened, as well as 

the ashpit and fireplace doors, the damper is raised, and the highly 
1
  Berg- und Hiittenm.: Ztg. 1863, pp. 243, 251, 261, 265. 
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heated charge is allowed to cool for half an hour. The sintered mass 

lying close to the firebridge is broken up and well mixed, the 

working doors are closed, the damper partially lowered and the first 

reaction stage is brought about by urging the fire. This lasts from 55 

to 60 minutes. Then the mass is again cooled, and undergoes           

a fresh roasting with the working doors open, and the firing 

slackened; the cooled mass is stirred up, the cooling and stirring 

taking about half an hour. During this time the lead collected in    

the well is tapped off into the cast-iron pot in front of the furnace, 

the tap-hole being then stopped from the inside by a clay plug. After 

2 hours' heavy firing with closed doors the second reaction stage is 

ended. Then follows a cooling period of 20 minutes. The portions of 

the mass, which in spite of all care have been liquefied and have 

flowed into the well, are set up with lime and pushed back on to    

the hearth. The residue is collected together as near as possible to 

the firebridge, and some small coal is mixed with it. It is now 

strongly heated with closed doors for about a quarter of an hour in 

order to extract the remaining lead, and it is then drawn out of the 

furnace. The duration of the entire process is 7 hours, the coal used 

being 11 cwts. to 1 ton of ore. Two workmen are required, and the 

loss of lead is stated to be 12 per cent. 

 

     At Holywell, in Flintshire, a similarly arranged furnace is used,    

and the charge is the same. According to Percy
1
 the charge is first 

roasted for an hour and a half, all doors being open. Then the fire   is 

urged with two only of the doors open for 2 hours, the mass being 

occasionally stirred, when the reaction between the oxide, sulphate 

and sulphide takes place. At the end of this time firing is carried-    

on vigorously for 40 minutes, so as to melt most of the .charge down 

into the sump or well of the furnace. Then the doors are opened     

and the charge cooled and raked over, the molten mass in the well is 

set up with lime, and pushed back on to the hearth near to the 

fireplace, together with the mass remaining on the hearth. A further 

reaction stage, lasting about 50 minutes, now ensues, the temperature 

being raised during .the last 20 minutes so that the mass fuses, and 

after the expiration of this period the fluid residue is stiffened with 

lime and raked out of the furnace. The lead produced is tapped    

from the well into the pot as at Stiperstones, and at both places it is 

purified by poling. The coal consumption varies from 0.57 to 0.76 

ton per ton of ore, and the loss of lead is given as 11 per cent. Two 

workmen are required for each furnace. The working of a charge 

occupies  6  hours. According  to  Percy
2
  the amounts of lead oxide,  

1 Lead, p. 232.       2 Lead, p. 235. 
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sulphate and sulphide present in the charge at different stages of 

the process as well as the quantities present in the residue are as 

follows:- 

 

State of combination of 

the lead 

Percentage of lead present, counting from the 

time of the introduction of the charge 

Percentage 

of  lead in 

the residue 

 

 

PbS   .   .  .   .  .  .  . 

PbO  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

PbSO4  .  .  .   .  .  .  .  . 

 

After 1½ 

hrs 

63.82 

27.25 

3.82 

After 3½ 

hrs 

53.32 

31.49 

4.78 

After 

4½ hrs 

24.76 

43.12 

6.94 

After 4¾ 

hrs 

4.35 

47.50 

14.02 

 

 

 

0.90 

48.87 

9.85 

Total metallic lead 

 

83.16 78.66 66.22 47.86 52.88 

 

     At Alport, in Devonshire,
1
 the English process was carried on as      

at Stiperstones and Holywell, but with smaller charges (16 cwts.) and 

in a smaller furnace. The ores contain 76 to 80 per cent of lead,  

partly present as carbonate, which shortens the roasting period. The 

process is conducted as in Flintshire, only, owing to the ores con-  

taining heavy spar, an addition of fluor spar is made, whereby a 

freely-fluid slag is produced, which is run out of the furnace by a 

special slag taphole placed over the one for the lead. As in Flint-

shire, an addition of lime is made for the purpose of stiffening the 

charge. The residue is drawn out of the furnace by the working   

door, and the fluid slag is tapped off. The process lasts from 4½ to 5 

hours, and it is attended with a loss of 10 per cent, of lead. Only     

the richer slags, with at least 6 per cent, of lead, are worked up in   

the slag-hearth. 
 

     At Snailbeach, near Shrewsbury, according to the same authority,     

the process was conducted more slowly in order to obtain a higher 

yield of lead. The reverberatory furnace is provided with 5 working 

doors, 2 at the front, and 3 at the back. The well is situated at the     

flue end of the front side of the furnace, and consequently the charge 

can be spread and heated evenly, and the lead in the well is better 

protected from the action of the hot gases. The charge amounts to        

1 ton, and it is first submitted to 2 hours' roasting with frequent 

stirring, followed by a period of reaction lasting 15 minutes. This is 

then followed by a 4 hours' roasting and a reaction period of 15 

minutes. The temperature is then increased, and with frequent stirring 

the mass enters on a reaction stage of 2 hours' duration. The remainder 

is then stiffened with lime, thrown up in front of the firebridge and   

the lead  in  it  liquated  out. The residue, amounting  to  one-eighth of 

1 Percy's Lead, p. 240. 
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the charge, and containing 40 per cent, of lead, is afterwards smelted 

in low shaft furnaces. 

 

     The working of a charge occupies 9 hours, 10 parts of coal being 

used to 16.8 parts of ore, each furnace requiring 2 men. The loss of 

lead is stated to be about 6 per cent. 

 

     At Linares, in Spain, the " Boliche " furnaces, adapted to burn 

brushwood, have been recently altered by English companies, the 

charges being increased, and coal substituted for brushwood. Accord- 

ing to Collins
l
 the present charge is 3,526 Ibs. of ore containing 77 

per cent, of lead ; that is, 196 Ibs. per square foot of hearth. The 

process lasts 8 hours. 86 per cent, of the total lead in the charge is 

obtained as metallic lead, 5.6 per cent remains in the gray slag, and 

2.4 per cent collects in the flue dust. Volatilisation accounts for a  

loss of 6 per cent. The lime used amounts to 4 per cent, of the lead 

content; the consumption of coal is not given, but it will doubtless 

amount to about 40 per cent, of the lead. 

 

     The English process is not to be recommended, since the roasting, 

though quick, is incomplete, and much lead is lost at the high 

temperature employed. With certain modifications, it can, however, 

be made very suitable for rich ores free from silica, these modi-

fications being that still larger furnaces should be employed (see    

the Tarnowitz furnace, page 402), the roasting conducted at a        

low temperature as slowly as possible, until for one molecule of 

sulphide there are formed one molecule of sulphate and two mole-

cules of oxide; the reaction period should not be carried on so as      

to melt the charge, and the residue should only be deprived of its  

lead as far as this can be effected without much loss of metal, the  

rest of the lead being obtained from it by smelting with a reducing 

agent in shaft furnaces. 
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Single mother digs in her heels to win right to be called a Miner 

 

 

 

 

Womenôs work: Elaine  

Mormon digging for ochre  

300ft down the mine 

 

Traditionally, working 300ft underground as a miner has always been thought of as a gruelling job just for men. But single 

mother Elaine Mormon, 52, has made a breakthrough in a man's world after a two-year wrangle. She has won the right to be 

called a Free Miner of the Forest of Dean, a title bestowed on 4,500 men since a law was passed to protect local iron and coal 

reserves in 1838. 

 

Elaine finally got recognition after taking a sexual discrimination case to the House of Commons when her application was 

turned down. Elaine said: 'I felt a bit cheated and I wasn't going to take it lying down. ñI had proved myself in a man's world 

so I felt I was entitled to be recognised for doing a difficult and dangerous job.ò 

 

Elaine takes her daughter Mary, 13, to school every morning then turns up for her shift at the mine in Clearwell, 

Gloucestershire. She puts on her protective helmet, grabs her pick axe, and then works her way underground. Elaine mines 

ochre - a type of iron oxide used for artist's paints and in the cosmetics industry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ecstatic: Elaine won 

Recognition as a miner  

after 2- two-year battle 

 

 

She was first taken down the mine by her father when she was a little girl. Elaine said: ñMy family have mined ochre here for 

years so when I had the chance to work in the family business I took it. It's not for everyone - sometimes I have to squeeze 

through narrow tunnels and it can be hot and uncomfortable. But I love it down there -1 often mine on my own, it is peaceful 

and I lose track time.ò 

 

When Elaine reached the age of 50 she applied to become a Free Miner. To register, the applicant has to be male, born in the 

Forest of Dean, be over 21, and have worked for a year and a day in a mine. Elaine said: ñI was born here, I've worked for 

years in the mine and I'm over 21 - the only problem is that I'm not a man. But the world has changed a bit since 1838 so I 

thought I would be entitled under the Equal Opportunities Act. They turned me down at first but I was not prepared to give in 

without a fight.ò Forest of Dean MP Mark Harper investigated her case and raised it in Parliament. 

 

Forestry Commissioner gavellers who run the Free Miner's scheme were asked to have a fresh look at Elaine's case. She said: 

ñWhen they phoned me to say I'd finally been accepted I was ecstatic. I've been mining for so long and now I have a title 

which befits the jobò' But Elaine's new status has not gone down well with some of the 150 free miners working in the forest - 

most of them digging for coal. Spokesman John Harvey said: ñElaine has been registered but it is fair to say that there is 

significant disquiet among the freeminers. The feedback I've had is that a number of people are not happy with this.ò


