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Caroline Wheal Prosper was a small, almost totally unsuccessful tin mine sited in Larkham
Woods, approximately 3.5kms west of Buckfastleigh in Devon. The mine was operational
for only three years between 1854 and 1857 during which time £8000 was spent by the
adventurers though the site clearly held little or no promise. Despite its short and
unspectacular working life the mine has interesting remains including a wheelpit, adits, a
shaft, dressing floors, ancillary buildings and earthwork evidence of a 680m-long inclined
tramway running from  the dressing floors to the main shafthead. The remains have not
previously been the subject of an archaeological study and in 2004 the Dartmoor National
Park Authority commissioned a large-scale  survey of the wooded areas to better understand
the remains and to help with future management of the site.

Location
The remains of Caroline Wheal Prosper are spread along the north side of a small tributary
of the Dean Burn, which runs approximately east to west.  The main area of activity contains
the dressing floors which sit just above river level on the north side of the tributary’s confluence
with Dean Burn at SX 7015 6586.  A second area of earthworks, comprising a shaft and an
adit together with spoil heaps is sited 700m to the WSW, 130m higher up the valley on
Lambs Down. The lower half of the site is today surrounded by mixed woodland, which may
have been in partial existence when the mine was operational and was certainly well
established by the time of the OS first edition 25-inch map of 1887. The upper section is in
an area of reclaimed pasture fields which back on to open moorland to the west.
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HISTORY

Although Caroline Wheal Prosper is first documented from early 1854, a phase of even
earlier exploration of unknown date certainly took place here as several references to ‘old
men’s workings’ occur in the later documents.  It is likely that this consisted only of a small
openwork near the lower adit; a reservoir sited further up the hill was probably associated
with this activity. Some shallow trial pits near the 19th-century shaft may also be from an
earlier period of prospecting. Whether any work underground took place before the 1850s
cannot be stated with any certainty but a gold coin of Henry VI (1422-61, 1470-71) was
discovered in 1855 by men building the wheelpit just in front of the deep adit (Greeves 1981),
though the nature of its deposition need not be associated with underground mining. It is
possible however  that the deep adit also has earlier origins, before the 1850s episode.

The announcement that Caroline Wheal Prosper had opened appeared in April 1854 (DJ

18.04.1854; MJ 24.06.1854). A celebration of the new venture took place in November of
that year when shareholders dined at the Churchwarden’s Hotel and the miners and labourers
were treated to dinner at the Waterman’s Arms in Buckfastleigh (DJ 30.11.1854).

The captain and founder of the mine was William V. Williams. This was probably the same
William Williams who was the first captain at Arundell copper mine in Ashburton from 1852,
and who was dismissed from that mine one year later in June 1853 for high spending and
wasting money coupled with lack of results (Newman 2003, 180). He was also the founder
and main participant in the Devon Great Elizabeth copper mine near New Bridge from 1857
- a mine that became notorious as a financially disastrous venture and which ended in legal
acrimony two years later (Hamilton Jenkin 1981). Williams was also one of the main
associates at East Brookwood Mine in Holne  during the 1860s (WDM 12.09.1862); a
similarly unproductive and short-lived enterprise which had closed by 1868 .

By November 1854 it was reported that machinery had been installed at Caroline Wheal
Prosper by Gray and Oatey of St Austell  consisting of a waterwheel  and 24 heads of
stamps. The wheel was started at a ceremony in which the purser’s wife, Mrs Hamilton,
cracked a bottle of champagne over it whereupon the wheel ‘immediately commenced its
majestic gyrations’ (Hamilton Jenkin 1981).

Thereafter sporadic reports appeared in the Mining Journal and local press as to progress.
In April 1855, Williams reported that six men were employed to drive the deep adit level  at
£8 per fathom. The lode was said to be 2½ ft wide producing good stones of tin. An additional
four men were to work on number 2 stope in the back of the shallow adit level at £6 per
fathom. The lode here was reported to be 2 feet  wide and producing good work for the
stamps. The shallow adit level was to be driven by four men at £7 per fathom.  Williams also
reported that the waterwheel and stamps had been purchased from South Plain Wood Mine
near Holne Bridge and that men were engaged in preparing the ground for its installation.
Existing machinery was working ‘beautifully’  (MJ 13.04.1855).  By June 1855 Williams
reported that the installation of the new wheelpit and stamps was complete and working
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well and that a drawing machine (pumping system) was being added to the other side of the
wheel. The first sample of tin from the mine had been sent to market which was valued at
£61.5s per ton (MJ 23.06.1855). Optimistic reports continued late into 1856 when Williams
wrote of  progress in the digging of William’s Shaft in July (MJ 26.07.1856) and that the lode
at the western shaft was producing ‘saving work for the stamps’ (MJ 7.08.1856). However,
from January 1857 Caroline Wheal Prosper was no longer listed as a working mine and
work was suspended at around that time.

On 22nd October 1859 the following report appeared in the Mining Journal:

Caroline Wheal Prosper – The materials on this mine were sold off about a month
since, but within the last ten days an order has arrived from the Stannary Court to stop
their removal. The career of the mine has been remarkable for its recklessness in the
Ashburton district. It was commenced five years ago, under the auspices of Capt. William
V. Williams (late of Devon Great Elizabeth). The quantity of tin supposed to be discovered
was so great that thirty heads of stamps were erected, and a long railway was laid down
from the shaft to the floors. The whole of these great and costly preparations resulted in
the sale of some insignificant quantity of tin, so insignificant that no return of it is given in
Mr Hunt’s statistics, but which is popularly stated as 10cwts.! Upwards of £8000 is
reported to have been expended and lost on this mine. Although the materials have only
been recently sold the workings have been suspended for more than two years (MJ

22.10.1859).

It would appear that the recklessness and ‘want of experience’ which Captain Williams was
sacked for at Arundell Mine in 1853 (Newman 2003), may also account for the lavish spending
and lack of results at Caroline Wheal Prosper, resulting in a short and unremarkable working
life for what was probably never a very promising mine.  The spectacular failure of his 1857
venture at Devon Great Elizabeth, immediately after the demise of Caroline Wheal Prosper,
may perhaps be similarly explained.
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FIELD EVIDENCE

Pre-1850s evidence
The earliest field evidence for tin working at the site is a small reservoir 100m NW of the
dressing floors. It consists of a crescent-shaped hollow with a bank on the downslope side
which has a central sluice opening.  The bank has been disturbed at some time since its
abandonment but is approximately 22m long and survives to 0.4m high. Below the sluice
opening a water channel of  3.5m wide by 0.4m deep leads off down the hill to the SW.  No
feeder channels to supply the reservoir survive though it is likely that the small tributary was
diverted for this purpose or, less likely, rainwater run-off was collected from the slopes of
Lambs Down.

Reservoirs of this type are usually  associated with either tin streamworks, of which there
are none in the vicinity, or openworks exploiting lodes.  Two very slight trial pits on the same
alignment as the water channel leading from the sluice suggest that prospecting took place
here in search of a lode and that the reservoir was constructed to develop the lode further.
Evidence for a shallow openwork of 14m long which has been cut into solid rock, just west
of the wheelpit is the only sign of earlier extraction at the site, but was clearly not developed
to any extent. It was probably this small surface working which attracted attention to the
site in the 1850s and is mentioned in a report of 1854 which states that work had progressed
“under the old miners’ workings, which must have been done hundreds of years back’ (MJ
24.06.04).

A group of small trial pits at the western extremity of the sett near William’s Shaft is also
likely to represent pre-1850s prospecting. The pits are approximately 3m diameter with
small crescentic spoil heaps on the downslope side.  A narrow water channel of up to 1m
deep by 4.5m wide and extending for 155m west to east, is also likely to be associated with
mining of an earlier period and was certainly earlier than William’s Shaft which cuts it in two.

Lodes, Shafts and Adits
An undated abandoned mine plan of Caroline Wheal Prosper shows details of many
components of the mine (DRO AMP R79F). Five tin lodes are depicted, aligned east-west
from the Dean Burn, and one copper lode described as ‘Skerraton Sett’ is shown approximately
450m south of the main mine sett on a small tributary. Of the tin lodes only one was
developed where the focus of the remains now lie, though two others have evidence of trial
adits.

On a section drawing which accompanies the plan, the worked lode is shown with only one
shaft, at the western extremity of the site, and two adits not far below. Although the course
of the shaft is depicted to a depth of 500ft , only the section above 100 feet is drawn in a
solid line. The lower section of the shaft and the lower adit at a depth of between 60 and 70ft
are shown in a pecked line. The higher adit at a depth of approximately 30ft is also shown
in a solid line. It is very likely  that the pecked lines depict the intended extent of the
underground workings and not the true extent of what was actually achieved. This is confirmed
by the modest surface remains.
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William’s Shaft

Only one shaft is mentioned in the documentation of the mine in the 1850s. It was named
after Captain Williams and its position is recorded on the abandoned mine plan. The remains
consist of an elliptical pit with a conical profile, measuring 16m by 14m  and 3m deep. A
fairly insignificant finger-shaped spoil heap on the east side represents material removed
during the sinking of the shaft. It is likely that some material from this heap would have been
used to backfill the shaft after abandonment.

Shallow adit
Thirty-eight metres east of William’s Shaft is an open adit which corresponds to the shallow
adit depicted on the abandoned mine plan and, in 1855, was mentioned as  ‘likely to have
a large and productive lode for tin’ (MJ 14.07.1855).  The adit portal, which is only 6m below
the level of William’s Shaft, has partially silted up but may still be entered. Though not
investigated as part of the EH survey on health and safety grounds, it is known to be open
for its entire length back to the shaft, where it is blocked by backfill. To the east of the portal,
a narrow open passageway probably once contained a tramway over which skips would
pass, or perhaps a run for hand barrows to carry waste material to be dumped on the spoil
heaps below. The heaps contain a moderate amount of stony spoil.

Although no field evidence for an adit portal can now be identified at the position of the lower
adit depicted on the abandoned mine plan, which the section drawing suggests may not
have been completed, there is a significant 36m-long linear spoil heap 115m further down
the slope in the approximate vicinity. It is possible that work did commence on driving this
adit, though the size of this heap suggests only limited  progress, in which case the portal
itself, which would have been sited in the canyon of the tributary, has been disguised by
silting.

Deep adit east

In his report of 14 July 1854, Williams mentions that work had commenced on driving a
deep adit east (MJ 14.07.1855). The report does not mentioned the location, neither is it
depicted on the abandoned mine plan. However, its position may be identified on the east
side of the Dean Burn, slightly above river level, 5m south of some ruined buildings. A narrow
sunken  passageway leads east to a now blocked portal. A small heap of spoil adjacent to
the south side, represents material removed when the adit was driven, though once again it
represents only very limited penetration of the ground.

Deep adit west
This adit was also mentioned in Williams’ report though its location is similarly not revealed
from documentation.  It is certainly the adit sited 7m west of the wheelpit which was driven
into the base of a solid rockface below the “old mens’ workings” as described in 1854 (MJ
24.06.1854). There is no current access into the adit which has a safety gate sealing the
portal. It is not known how far back  the adit remains clear but it appears to be at least 10m
though likely to be more.



ENGLISH HERITAGE  Caroline Wheal Prosper 6

Trial adits

Two very limited trial adits survive at the extreme north and south of the sett. Neither are
marked on the abandoned mine plan though both are sited at the approximate positions of
lodes which are depicted on the plan. The northernmost (SX 7003 6617) consists of a low
portal, now flooded and a small spoil heap on the east side. As the portal and the spoil heap
are separated by the leat which supplied the waterwheels at the mine, it seems likely this
trial adit was driven before the water wheels were installed and the leat constructed in 1854.

The southern adit at SX 7018 6577 is mainly identifiable by the small spoil dump sited
between the two tracks south of the main site. A shallow indentation in the slope is all that
survives of the adit itself.

The tramway
The inclined tramway runs from a point adjacent to the north side of William’s Shaft, down
to the dressing floors 680m to the east beside the Dean Burn; a fall in height of approximately
125m.  It has to be assumed that the tramway, which represents an enormous investment
of effort, and cash, was built in the expectation that a large quantity of ore was going to be
raised up William’s Shaft which would need transporting down to the dressing floors.

The tramway takes a more or less direct route between the two points being straight but
with two slight kinks.  The upper terminal consists of a bulbous, spread, flat-topped raised
mound adjacent to the shafthead. Immediately down slope to the east the tramway ran
along a raised linear embankment with a flat upper surface. This extends for approximately
120m whereupon the character changes to a terraced cutting running along the side and
down the slope of the valley. Material removed to form the terrace has been dumped to the
south on the downslope side.  At two points along the route the ground has been excavated
to form a  two-sided cutting with a low bank on the southern side. The width of these
cuttings at base is only 1.3m suggesting that the tramway was single track. The eastern
terminal of the tramway is sited 14m  SW of the wheelpit where the cutting simply ends.
Below this is a mound of blocky material which may have been dumped beside the wheelpit
for stamping.

The riverside site
The main focus of activity was beside the Dean Burn, where remains of buildings and other
features are found on both sides of the river. On the eastern side the main access for the
site consists of  a made up track which approaches downhill from the south-east, from
Wallaford Down. Where the track meets the river bank a bridge once stood; this would
certainly have been constructed from timber for all that remains of it today is a two-sided
stone revetted abutment of 9m by 4m by 1.2m high on the east side of the river and a length
of revetment some 15m long on the opposite side. On the west side the  track has been
overwhelmed by bog though its route is shown on the abandoned mine plan  continuing up
the slope to terminate just to the north of the dressing floor area.

The mine office
On the east side of the river is the ruin  of a stone building, which appears on the
abandoned mine plan and is annotated as a house and office. The building is sited on a
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natural flat shelf at the foot of very steep rocky slopes and has a NW-SE orientation.
The walls of this probably single-storey building are mostly collapsed though in places,
notably the back east wall, they survive to a height of over 1m.  There are three internal
dividing walls creating four compartments. The walls have collapsed and now consist
mainly of rubble heaps, though the northernmost is still discernable.  The overall length
of the building is 23.5m by 5.5m wide and the largest of the compartments is 8m long.
The walls are 0.7m thick. To the rear, in a slightly raised position is a short length of wall
built against a rock outcrop which may be part of a lean-to structure and possibly
marks the site of an outbuilding or porch 5.3m long by 3m wide.

The magazine

The magazine building is 15m north of the office, up a short slope and built on and against
a rocky outcrop.  The walls appear intact though the structure is roofless. It is approximately
square with internal dimensions of 2.1m by 1.9m. The walls are 0.5m thick and survive to
1.5m high. A  0.7m wide entrance is positioned the south side.

The wheelpit (Figs 4 & 5)
On the western side of the river much of the activity is contained on or beside a natural level
shelf which has been artificially extended to the east from what appears to be rocky material
removed from the slope to the rear but could also include mine waste from the deep adit.
The wheelpit is sited at the back of the shelf against the steep rockface at the base of the
slope, just in front of the adit. It is constructed from stone and is only partially sunk into the
ground. Though the walls have suffered some collapse, it remains in a fair condition and to

a maximum internal depth of
5.5m in places.  The internal
width is 2m and although
there is no visible western
end it is approximately 9.1m
long and could therefore have
contained a wheel of  just
under 9m diameter.  The
tailrace is at the foot of the
southern wall consisting of a
stone 1.1m-diameter arched
opening (Fig. 5) which leads
out through a rock-cut tunnel
with an exit portal 11.5m to
the south-east.

The surviving documentation
hints at there once having
been two waterwheels at
Caroline Wheal Prosper. The
first, installed by November
1854, drove 24 heads of

Figure 4. The interior
of the wheelpit.
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stamps and a later one, installed in April 1855, was purchased from South Plain Wood Mine
near Holne Bridge (MJ 23.06.1855). The records imply that the first stamping mill was still
operational while the second was being installed and the undated abandoned mine plan
(DRO  AMP R79F) shows a second waterwheel just below the tail race of the surviving
wheelpit with ‘16 stamps’. There are no remains of a wheelpit visible in that location
today, although there is what appears to be a 5m-long section of the rear revetment wall of
a stamping mill, and a possible outlet channel from a tailrace. This part of the site has been
subject to the natural deposition of river stones, sand and silt from the small tributary
stream. A fairly deep deposit of this material has built up, no doubt during times when the
stream has been in spate over the past 150 years.  It is likely that unless demolished on
abandonment, the masonry parts of the wheelpit, stamping mill and dressing floor survive or
partly survive beneath this deposit.

The course of the pump or flat rods

The waterwheel once contained within the surviving wheelpit powered a stamping mill, located
on the north side, and a system of pump rods, probably on the south side. A curved section
of wall  which sits on top of a bank west of the wheelpit and up the slope which is probably
the remains of a structure associated with either a balance bob or a mechanism to enable
the rods to negotiate the steep changes in the profile of the slope. The course of the rods is
depicted on the abandoned mines plan leading up the slopes of Lambs Down to the west.
It is shown with only one angle and two completely straight sections and  appears to pass
beneath the tramway about half way along. The only indication of its course surviving on the
ground is a terraced cutting in the hill slope 120m  west of the wheelpit and a stone-cut
channel just above the deep adit portal, which may have been an adapted section of  an
early  working.  The rods would probably have been supported on flanged wheels set on

Figure 5. The wheelpit
interior showing the

arched tailrace portal.
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wooden or iron poles, though no trace of these remain.  There has to be some doubt as to
whether the pump rods were ever put to serious or prolonged use as the working depth to
which William’s Shaft was eventually sunk, was probably less than 8 fathoms below the
shallow adit.

The dressing floor

Although nothing now remains to identify the location of the stamping area associated with
the surviving wheelpit, it was almost certainly located on the north side. This area has been
terraced, utilizing the face of the natural vertical outcrop behind  to form a back wall. Fourteen
metres north of the wheelpit a small stone building has been constructed into this face. It is
raised slightly above the level of the terrace and has an internal length of 4m though the
width is uncertain. Only the back and end walls survive but it is likely also to have had a
front, east wall which has since been effaced.  North of the building is a slightly raised,
terraced area. It has a retaining wall on the west side, built against the slope and the
eastern edge of the terrace itself is also retained by a low stone  revetment.  This terrace
probably contained corrugated iron sheds covering an approximate area of 172m2 and housing
portable tin dressing equipment.

Two buddles survive on a level area to the east of the wheelpit.  The northern buddle (a) has
an unusual lozenge shaped outline with a long axis of 4.5m  and a width of 2.1m; its floor is
flat and the sides, which are approximately 0.7m deep, are lined with masonry. On its
southern end where two sides meet is a narrow vertical slot of 60mm wide through which
water could exit. Immediately below and to the  south of this buddle, is  a second buddle of
rectangular outline measuring 4.3m by 2.3m by 0.8m deep (b). The rim of this buddle is
0.6m lower than that of buddle a, and is so positioned to enable it to collect material
contained within its outflow. This buddle is also lined with masonry and like buddle a it
survives intact. To the east of the buddles is a 0.6m wide by an average of 0.3m deep stone-
lined channel running from north to south, constructed to convey  water and possibly tin
slimes to the area at the foot of the terrace.

The leat
The two water wheels and the dressing processes were supplied by a 450m-long leat which
diverted water from the west side of the Dean Burn at SX 6999 6627. This substantial water
course which survives to a width of up to 3m by 0.6m deep, was particularly well engineered
with a 0.8m thick bank, lined with stone inside and out.  The leat survives over its entire
length though the bank and its stone lining are partially broken down in several places and
the channel is silted, particularly near the head weir. As the channel approaches the dressing
floor it has become disturbed and its precise course is unclear.
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CONCLUSION

The historical record demonstrates that Caroline Wheal Prosper was typical of tin and
copper mines established on and around Dartmoor in the mid-19th century and can be
likened to several similar ventures in the locality including Druid, South Plain Wood and
Devon Great Elizabeth. Launched with much celebration in anticipation of a profitable mine,
the promoters spent heavily on unnecessary surface equipment including two stamping
mills and a tramway for transporting ore, long before the mine was proven. The underground
workings by comparison were extremely limited, and judging by surface evidence represent
scarcely more than a prospect. It is not surprising therefore that momentum only lasted
three years before the cash ran out.

The field remains however are extremely important, because the layout of the mine, including
surface evidence of the limited underground activity and the lavish infrastructure, is intact.
The dressing floor is particularly interesting with its unusual lozenge-shaped buddle and the
possibility that a second stamping mill survives beneath stony debris beside the tributary.
This is an important consideration for future researchers working at the site.

Inferential evidence from documentation and some field evidence suggest that activity was
occurring here before the recorded episode in the 1850s, but as yet the extent of this work
is not known, particularly if underground exploration was taking place.

The majority of the evidence lies within woodland and has lain virtually undisturbed since
abandonment. The buildings are now collapsed to a stable state though the wheelpit is in
danger of  further collapse and would benefit from consolidation. The major threats to the
site are root damage from large trees and damage to the fragile structures from falling
timber.
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The Survey
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