
Cornish mining 
 
A brief history 
The history of mining in Cornwall can be broadly sub-divided into two periods: those 
of streaming and underground mining. Streaming involved extracting the tin ore held 
in suspension in the stream water running off the granite uplands and/or digging out 
the ore-rich silt deposited in those streams over the centuries. Underground mining 
involved locating the mineral lodes and following them underground, taking out the 
rock in which the ore was embedded and extracting the ore from the rock. These two 
technologies of extracting minerals are not however as mutually exclusive as they 
might appear. In the streaming period underground techniques were employed, for 
short tunnels were driven into valley sides, while streaming continued alongside deep 
mining into the second half of the twentieth century. Nonetheless, the distinction 
remains a useful one, differentiating a period before 1600 when the majority of metal 
(tin) was obtained from streaming, from a period after 1700 when the majority of ore 
(including a variety of metals) was won by sinking shafts underground. 
 
Shallow shaft mining was already in evidence by Richard Carew’s time in the 1590s, 
when primitive water pumps and adits (drainage tunnels using the power of gravity to 
drain water into river valleys or the sea) kept the mines dry enough to work. At this 
period tin provided the bulk of mineral production, providing not only work and money 
for thousands of Cornish people but an important proportion of royal income. The 
earls of Cornwall in the 1100s owned the rights to coinage, a tax on smelted tin, and 
this went to the Duchy after its creation in 1337. Tin mining was governed by the 
institutions of the Stannaries, whose courts provided law for the mining community 
and were recognised by the Crown which guaranteed their freedom in return for a 
steady flow of taxes. Obtaining their first charter in 1201, the Stannaries no doubt 
reflected older customary rights and privileges. There were four Stannaries in 
Cornwall (and another four in Devon) based on Bodmin Moor, Hensbarrow, the area 
north of Truro and Kerrier and Penwith in the west. After a short period of dispute 
with the Tudor crown and Henry VII including a major rising in 1497 the Stannaries 
were granted a Charter of Pardon in 1508. This restored their rights and moreover 
gave them the power to veto certain Westminster legislation inimical to the interests 
of tinners. A Stannary parliament, or Convocation, was summoned and met 
infrequently down to 1752. The Crown’s interest in mining led to an enduring royalist 
tradition in Cornwall. 
 
After the Restoration in 1660 tin production boomed. This was partly because of 
growing demand for the metal as living standards (and the consumption of pewter 
goods) gradually grew, partly because of the invention of gunpowder and more 
efficient water powered pumping engines, and partly because of the stimulus given to 
adventurers (investors) when Stannary control was loosened temporarily during the 
Republican period. Production doubled between 1660 and the early eighteenth 
century, mainly through the multiplication of small underground mining operations. 
However, big enterprises were not unknown and mines such as Poldice in Gwennap 
parish were among the biggest industrial operations of the British economy in 1700. 
 
Tin had been the major metal taken out of Cornish ground since early times. 
Although silver was mined at the Beer Ferris mines just across the Tamar around 
1300 and there was a short but unsuccessful attempt to mine copper after the 1580s. 
In the early eighteenth century the monopoly of tin was broken as brass 
manufacturers in Bristol and the Midlands increased their demand for copper. Copper 
began to be mined in the early eighteenth century and by 1750 was equal in value to 
tin. For the next century copper was the most important mineral extracted in 



Cornwall. It was the dynamism surrounding the rapid expansion of copper mining that 
triggered the development of a precocious industrial society west of Truro, a cockpit 
of inventiveness dominated by metal mining. 
 
By the 1780s it had spawned an early industrial society, with new villages and towns, 
early banking ventures, independent labouring communities and a group of newly 
self-made merchants and gentry who owed their wealth to copper. It had also directly 
produced one icon of the Cornish landscape – the engine houses with their steam 
engines pumping water, drawing up ore and crushing the ore – and indirectly 
produced the other – the small chapels dotted across the landscape. Cornish mining 
communities proved particularly attracted to John Wesley’s message and chapels 
began to be built from the 1760s to be added to the engine houses that had 
appeared from the 1730s. The period 1815-40 saw the glory days of this Cornish 
mining region. Its engineers led efficiency improvements made to the high pressure 
steam engine; its skilled workers began to find themselves in demand from mining 
ventures in far-flung overseas mining frontiers; its Methodist communities were 
eagerly praised by visitors for their orderliness, sobriety and intelligence. 
 
During the early decades of the nineteenth century mining also expanded territorially, 
making its influence felt across the length and breadth of Cornwall as new mining 
districts were opened up first around St Blazey and Tywardreath and then  further 
east on the slopes of Caradon Hill. At Menheniot near Liskeard new lead deposits 
were exploited from the 1840s, and the next three decades saw the rise (and for 
most the fall) of the production of metals  other than copper and tin – silver and lead, 
zinc, iron, manganese and arsenic were the most important. 
 
Production in terms of the real value of the ore raised in Cornish mines peaked in 
1857 and 1859. At the time of the 1861 Census almost a third of the Cornish 
workforce was employed directly in the mines and a good proportion of the remainder 
were dependent indirectly on the fortunes of mining. However, after 1862 the value of 
production began to fall away. In 1866 the price of copper plummeted and within just 
two decades the production of copper ore had virtually ceased. Tin mining enjoyed a 
brief boom on the back of high prices in 1870/71 but then the prices of tin and lead 
also began to slip downwards. 
 
The pattern of Cornish mining from 1871 to 1998 became one in which a broadly 
downward trend of employment and quantity of mines (with a less marked fall in 
output and real income) was punctuated by periodic sharp crises between which slow 
and hesitant recoveries took place. Within this pattern mining became concentrated 
in terms of both geography and enterprise. The parishes of Illogan and Camborne 
supplied 22% of the value of output in 1859. But by 1913 they were supplying 68%. 
Production was by the 1900s dominated by a small number of highly capitalised tin 
mines in the Central Mining District between Camborne and Redruth. Income from 
mining was actually higher in that district than it had been in the 1860s. But mining 
districts elsewhere suffered a steady attrition as each crisis brought its inevitable 
fresh crop of mines closures. 
 
Major crises in 1873/74, 1883 and 1889 were succeeded by the worst of the 
nineteenth century in 1893-96 when thousands of miners left for the gold fields of 
South Africa. Production thereafter recovered to the levels of the mid-1870s only to 
be cut short again by the 1914-18 war, which starved Cornish mines of investment. A 
major depression in 1921 brought mining to the verge of extinction but the industry 
staggered to its feet again and survived the global depression of the 1930s. 
 



By the 1950s, however, there were just two major working mines left – South Crofty, 
encompassing several of the giants of the nineteenth industry in the Central Mining 
District – and Geevor, by now also working the sett of the old Levant mine at St Just 
in Penwith. As commodity prices rose in the 1960s towards the end of the long post-
war boom the survival of these mines seemed assured and new ones were again 
brought into production – Pendarves at Camborne, Mount Wellington and Wheal 
Jane at Kea and Wheal Concord near Blackwater. But 1985 saw yet another 
traumatic fall in world metal prices. By 1991 all the Cornish mines had closed apart 
from South Crofty and even that mine succumbed in 1998. Nevertheless, booming 
ore prices as global reserves fail to meet an exponentially rising demand from newly 
industrialising economies such as China make it more likely that Crofty will resume 
production, thus enabling Cornish mining to continue into its fourth millennium. 
 
 
Issues/themes/narratives 
 

• Narrative of rise and fall 
• Narrative of independent, individualistic tinner 
• Narrative of inventive, dynamic engineers 

 
• How far did tinning suffuse wider society in the medieval period? 
• What was the detailed micro-history of mining in the 19th century? 
• What were the socio-cultural effects of mining? 
• How did transnational links manifest themselves? 
• How did mining affect demographic events and family formation in the 

18th/19th centuries 
• What was the history of the mining revolution of the 18th century? 
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